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  First, we dedicate this book to each other.


  We are partners in love, in life and in writing,


  and we are living our own epic love story because of each other.


  


  And to our parents, who gave us the tools we needed to succeed in life.


  


  -Kimberly & Dmytry


  



  


  In memory of Monsieur Roland Bellugue,


  whose love of French and France was contagious.


  He taught me his language, showed me his world and died too young.


  


  -Kimberly
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  KISS ME IN PARIS


  


  


  


  


  


  "From start to finish I couldn't help but laugh, cry, cheer…" –Dalene Kolb


  


  "This book made me run through a gambit of emotions from being happy and laughing my butt off to being angry and upset with the characters to feeling incredible sadness and loss." –Sharon Hughes


  



  


  When the city of love


  brings two lost souls together,


  only their darkest secrets can tear them apart.


  



  


  Winter Deveaux tried love once. It didn't end well. Unable to open herself up to another heartbreak, she hides in her romance novels as she struggles to break out as a real author. She thinks Paris holds the answer to a new start, but when her nightmare follows her across the world, she's forced to face the darkness living like cancer inside her soul. If she doesn't, she might miss her chance to become the kind of writer she's always wanted to be. But more than that, she'll miss out on the greatest love she's ever known.


  


  Cade Savage is heir to the largest ranching family in Texas. Part cowboy, part architect, Cade has his feet forever in two worlds. When he receives an acceptance letter from the school of his dreams, he must decide between family and destiny. But ghosts from his past still haunt him, and circumstances beyond his control may decide his fate.


  


  When Winter and Cade meet, everything they believe about life, love and what it means to be happy is put to the test.


  


  Will the magic of Paris pull these two lost souls together? Or will their darkest secrets tear them apart?


  


  Genre: New Adult Contemporary Romance


  Full length novel: 87, 000 words


  


  Kiss Me in Paris is a standalone novel in the Kiss Me Series. Travel the world with the Deveaux sisters as they find love, and trouble, in all the right places.


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Voici mon secret. Il est très simple:


  on ne voit bien qu'avec le cœur.


  L'essentiel est invisible pour les yeux.


  


  — Antoine de Saint Exupéry, Le Petit Prince


  


  Here is my secret. It is very simple:


  It is only with the heart that one can see rightly;


  what is essential is invisible to the eye.
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  CADE SAVAGE


  CHAPTER 1
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  LESLIE STICKS HER head out of the pickup truck, and her long hair catches the wind, flying out behind her like a blond wave. "Yeehaw!”


  She hollers like a cowboy in an old western, and I wonder yet again what I’m doing on this date.


  Ducking her head back into the truck, Leslie stretches across the seat, placing her head in my lap. "Cade, I'm bored. Let's do something fun. How about the lake? Some skinny dippin'?" She traces her finger up my thigh, her touch light through the denim of my jeans. "Maybe distract you from whatever has you lookin' so serious?"


  Ah yes, that's why I'm on this date. It's supposed to be a distraction, but nothing seems to pull me from my own melancholy thoughts, not even a beautiful, if somewhat vacuous, girl.


  "Sure, we can do that. I just have to go home and feed my brother first." I turn right on the dirt road, dust catching on the tires. We're already on my family’s property, horses and cows grazing in wide fields, the Texas sun baking the land with all the heat of the mid-afternoon summer day, but we still have a ways to go to reach the ranch house.


  "I didn’t know you have a baby brother. But can't someone else do that? Like your mom or something?"


  "I promised to do it today. It shouldn't take long." I pull up to my house, a sprawling ranch-style home with strong horizontal lines, low walls and wide front and rear porches. The roof is galvanized metal, and limestone in the walls gives it a rugged look.


  "Nice house, though I expected something bigger given the Savage name and reputation," Leslie says. "Like, one of those Beverly Hills mansions you see on television."


  "My dad doesn’t like to flaunt our wealth. He thinks we should live modestly, not extravagantly." Still, there's an elegant simplicity to the architecture of our home that I admire. It's not flashy, but it's high quality and well-designed using local natural resources.


  The heat, a living thing you can almost see, beats down on us as we walk to the front door. Trickles of sweat leak down Leslie’s long neck, strands of her hair sticking to her body.


  Cold air assaults us as we enter the house, attacking the heat and chilling our skin. Leslie shivers in her tank top and cut off jean shorts. I take off my Stetson, a rule my mother enforces religiously, and place it on the hat rack by the door. With a callused hand I push my hair out of my face and lead the way to the family room where the television fills the house with sounds of cartoons. Next to the couch, slumped in his wheel chair, sits a 16-year-old boy with the mind of a 2-year-old.


  I pat his hand and smile. "Hey, Stevie, how’s it going today?"


  My brother's eyes follow me, half his mouth curving into the semblance of a smile as he croaks out a noise that I recognize as his greeting for me. His eyes shift to Leslie, and she shuffles from one foot to the other while twirling a piece of her hair and avoiding eye contact.


  "Stevie, this is Leslie, my friend. Leslie, this is my brother, Stevie."


  She looks up, smiles a fraction, and looks back down again. "Nice to meet ya."


  Stevie grunts again and Leslie jerks, as if startled. I shouldn't have brought her here, shouldn't even be with her right now.


  A big black woman walks into the living room from the kitchen and stops, fists on her ample hips as she eyes me. "Cade Savage, you know you shouldn't be bringing nobody here. Your daddy don't like nobody seeing him."


  "Martha, we're not hurting him," I say. "I'm on a date, but I promised Stevie I'd have lunch with him today. What's it going to hurt?"


  She sighs, but I know she'll give in. She always does. "Fine. Whatever. Just don't be crying to me when your daddy gets in his temper, ya hear?"


  "I hear." I lean in to kiss her on the cheek. "You're a peach, Martha."


  She swats me away. "You charmer, you know that don't work on me." But she smiles as she leaves the room.


  "How’s he doing today?" I follow her into the kitchen to prepare Stevie's lunch.


  Leslie scrambles after me, clinging to my hand as if something might attack her at any moment.


  I extricate myself from her grip and assemble my brother's lunch and supplements.


  "He be doing okay, same as always," Martha says. "He misses you, though. Don’t know how he’s going to react when you’re not around anymore." Her tone is kind, but her words still sting.


  I grab Stevie's meal and join him in the living room, moving his chair to face me as I feed him. It's a messy process. More food smears his face and falls on to the napkin around his neck than actually gets into his mouth, but I persist until he's eaten most of it.


  With a wet cloth, I wipe his face clean, taking care to get it all without pressing too hard. "How’s that? You feel good?"


  He nods his head a fraction, eyes speaking more than his body can. I might be imagining it, but for an instant, I think I see a spark of something in his eyes, the boy he was before.


  I ruffle his brown hair, the same color as mine, and take his dish into the kitchen to wash.


  Martha snatches it from my hand. "I'll finish up."


  "You're not the maid, you know. I can wash it myself."


  She scoffs at me. "Hush now, boy. I may be Stevie's nurse, but you don't think that involves washing a dish now and again? Now you get on with your date. That girl in there don't look like she can handle much more of this."


  "It's my fault. I didn't tell her about Stevie before we came."


  She pats my cheek and I head out, calling goodbye to my brother as we leave, my heart heavy each time I think about all the ways my family has changed, all the things we've lost in the last few years.


  "I'm sorry about your brother," Leslie says, startling me from my thoughts. "What happened to him?"


  "An accident. But I don't want to talk about him. Let's go have some fun.” I don't feel the words I'm saying, but I'm hoping the whole 'fake it 'til you make it' philosophy applies to moments like these.


  Leslie turns up the radio, flipping through modern rock, Christian and classical until she lands on a country music station, and starts singing along.


  The sun sets, casting long shadows over the hot land, lighting up the sky with oranges and pinks and yellows.


  Setting suns always seem sad, beautiful but tragic in their way. It's another goodbye, a farewell to a day that can never be relived, never be recaptured. It's gone forever, lost in imperfect memories of what might have been.
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  Stars burn bright in the sky, the full moon reflected in the lake as Leslie splashes through moonbeams while chattering about her summer plans. Her words dissolve around me as I gaze at the sky, body resting against a small patch of grass near the lake.


  I don't notice when she stops talking, but it's impossible not to notice when she walks out of the lake, nude body dripping with water, long wet hair falling down her back. My body reacts as any man would, but my mind is still distracted by the future—and the past.


  She dries herself off, throws the towel on the ground next to me and lays down, her long leg draping over mine as she presses her breasts against me. "You're overdressed for this event." She pulls up my cotton t-shirt and slides her cool hand under it, then leans in to kiss me. Her mouth tastes like lake water and bubblegum. I respond as expected, kissing her back, but she pulls away. "What's up? You don't seem into this at all."


  "Nothing. I'm fine." I reach for her, initiating another kiss, which is preferable to talking, but she slips out of my hands.


  "I can tell there's something. Is it your brother?"


  Ignoring her question, I pose one of my own. "Do you ever wish you could just do what you want?"


  "Don't you do what you want?" she asks. "I mean, you’re Cade Savage. Millionaire."


  "My dad's the millionaire. I don't get my inheritance for another five years."


  She rolls her eyes. "You know what I mean. You can have anything." With a slender finger, she twirls a piece of my hair. "And anyone."


  My lips curl up in a smirk. It figures that everyone thinks my life is perfect, why wouldn't they? They only see the whitewashed facade that is my life, not the stench of death that lives in my home, corrupting everything and everyone. "Hypothetically, if you had what I have, the money, the car, the great family with the family business.... Everything. Would you give it all up for something you really wanted to do?"


  She frowns, her full lips turning down into a pout. "Would I lose all the money?"


  "In this hypothetical situation, yes."


  "Depends. What do I want to do?”


  My mind spins, landing on the center of my childhood fantasies. "Something you've dreamed about doing your whole life."


  "Like being a Disney Princess?"


  I shrug. "Sure."


  "But that's impossible."


  My eyes wander back to her, leaving the stars in the sky to their own dreams. "But if it wasn't? If you could really be a Disney Princess?"


  "If it wasn't, then… " She thinks about it and smiles. "I'd be a Princess."


  "You wouldn't miss all that money? How about your family?"


  "Oh, I'd miss them all right, but I'd be happy. Truly happy." She flops onto her back, staring up at the sky, perhaps dreaming of being a princess. "How many people can say that?"


  I nod, smiling. "Not many."


  "Not many." She takes a sip of the wine cooler by her side. "Besides, as a Princess I'd better have some fucking money."


  I chuckle and lay back down, staring back up at the stars.


  One star breaks off from the others, shooting across the sky, a bright light trailing behind it, and I finally understand why people wish on dying stars.


  Because something always has to die for life to give birth to a new dream.
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  Like sweet tea, watermelon and hayrides, Sunday morning church is a staple in Texas. Sitting in our family pew, eyes glazed over as I stare at the Bible and hymnal stuck into the back of the pew in front of me, Pastor Mackay finishes his sermon on the importance of family.


  "Gawd," he says God like there's an 'aw' in there, "wants to share His love with us through our families, through you. If we really want to experience the love of Gawd, and if we want those we love to experience it, we will love each other the way Gawd, through Christ, loves us. Selflessly, sacrificially, and devoutly. Families give us strength to stand up against Satan and his temptations. We must embrace family, stay strong together, and fight against the darkness that so often prevails in our world. Let us pray."


  The closing prayer seems to drone on for hours, as the pastor stretches his final moments to reach us with his words. When he finally closes with an "Amen," we stand and sing a hymn and then file out of our pews to greet each other, talk about the week, the weather, the kids, the next social event—business as usual.


  Pastor Mackay clasps my hands as we leave. "Best of luck to you, Cade. We're all mighty proud of you."


  I nod and duck out, resigned to wait in the dry heat for my parents to finish socializing. It's a long-standing tradition that we drive to church together each week. My mom thinks this will bind us to each other in some spiritual way, allowing us to overcome our differences. So far it hasn't worked.


  While I wait, I study the architecture of the church. The Gothic-styled windows never get old, neither do the bright paintings that cover almost every surface. They transport me back to the 19th century, and I imagine a simple life of tending cattle, of coming home to a warm meal and loving family.


  The building is the only reason I still agree to attend church with my family each week. That and we have enough strife amongst us; I'm loath to add more.


  On the drive home my dad breaks the awkward silence by talking about the sermon. "Family gives strength," he says, quoting the pastor. "I like that. I really like that." He turns to Mom. "What do you think, dear?"


  She pats his hand. "I thought it was good. Families should support each other."


  "Right, but they have to be together to do that," he says. "That's the other part I liked. Families must stay together, must hold each other close. That's an important part. I don't think a lot of people think about that."


  My mom pulls back her hand, fussing with her purse. "I think it was more metaphorical, dear."


  "What was metaphorical about that?" He slaps the steering wheel. "Family gives strength. Family has to stay together. Nothing metaphorical about that."


  Mom just shakes her head.


  I shift in the backseat, stretching my long legs to the side to keep them from cramping, my Stetson boots pressing up against the other door. "If family gives one strength, shouldn't family help each other achieve one's goals?"


  Dad nods. "Absolutely. Family goals."


  I clench and unclench my fist. "I don't remember the pastor saying that."


  "Strength means working together on things, achieving things together. That's how we keep Satan out of our lives."


  My lips curl up. "Guess it was metaphorical after all."


  Dad grunts. "There's nothing metaphorical about the commands God has given us in regards to our family. For example, Colossians 3:20 says 'Children, obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the Lord.' Ephesians 6:1 says the same thing, and goes further, saying to 'Honor your father and mother that it may go well with you and that you may live long in the land.' God knew what he was doing, putting parents at the head of the family. Putting fathers at the head of the family."


  "I think you're forgetting the rest of that verse, Dad. 'Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger.' You might want to work on that one."


  Ignoring me, he continues. "Proverbs 1:8 commands sons to 'Hear your father's instruction, and forsake not your mother's teaching.' God clearly wants children to obey their parents, to follow in their steps, to honor their will."


  Dad pulls up to our house, and I'm ready to jump out the moment he puts the brakes on. "This is all well and good," I say, "and we could do this all day. But there's one thing you're forgetting, Dad."


  He turns to look at me, his face hard and uncompromising. "What's that?"


  "I'm not a child anymore. I'm a man. And the Bible is also pretty clear that a man shall leave his father and his mother, and be joined to his wife; and they shall become one flesh. That families are for raising children to send them out into the world."


  His eyes narrow, lines forming around them. "As long as you live in my house, and rely on my money to support you, you will follow my rules."


  "In five years, I'll have my inheritance from Grandpa, whether you like it or not."


  "And what are you going to do for those five years?"


  I sigh, pulling my hat lower to cover my scowl. "Does it matter? Is it worth it to you, Dad? Breaking our relationship?"


  He unbuckles. "We're family. Our relationships don't get broken."


  "Really? Let's count the successful relationships you've had with your children." I hold up two fists. "Look at that, 0 for 3, Dad, 0 for 3." I pull myself out of the car and slam the door before he can reply. Anger sets my heart pounding, my fists desperate to punch something. As my family settles into the house, I saddle Biscuit, my horse, and let out my aggression as we race through the fields, leaping over fences until we're clear to run free.
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  We use our formal dining room on Sundays, as if God cares where we eat dinner.


  My mom brings out the salad and sweet tea, and my dad serves up the barbecued ribs and corn on the cob. Stevie is wheeled up to his customary spot at the table, though he does little but stare at us as we eat in awkward silence.


  "Son, please say grace before we begin," my father commands.


  I pull my cloth napkin off my lap and toss it to the table by my plate. "I'd rather not."


  Unwilling, or maybe unable, to let it go, my dad continues to probe. “Come on Cade, there has to be something you're grateful for. Just say grace.”


  Mom, ever the peacekeeper, sides with Dad. “Go on honey, just say grace.”


  Stevie’s eyes flicker back and forth, the side of his face that still works drooping into a frown.


  I reach for his hand and my mother’s, and we form a lopsided circle around the table. As I open my mouth to speak, the grandfather clock in the living room chimes seven times, and we all sit through it, waiting for the silence to resume. At the last chime, I clear my throat and begin. “Thank you, God, for the wonderful food before us. Thank you for my dear brother and mother. And thank you for my father, who supports me in everything.”


  I glance up at him and see him grimace at my words. Filling my voice with false sincerity, I continue. “Thank you for my father, who has always told me to follow my dreams. Thank you for my father, who offered to pay for my tuition, who supports my career choice, and who’s never made fun of me for doing what I love. Thank you—“


  Dad's voice barks out in anger. “That's enough, that—“


  I shout over him, raising my voice to be heard for once in my life. “Thank you for my father, who gave me a pat on the back when I was accepted into one of the best universities in the world, who said, ‘Good job, Son. I’m proud of you. I'm proud of you!’”


  I stop yelling, grief swelling up inside of me and breaking my words in half. “I’m proud of you.”


  As the pain chokes me, my father’s face tightens in fury. “Cade, you will apologize right now and—“


  Without an appetite, I stand and walk out of the house, silent and tired of fighting the same losing battle over and over.


  [image: ]


  The sun is setting, my favorite time of the day despite the melancholy it fills me with, or maybe because of it. I haven’t been back into the house, and my dad hasn’t come out to look for me, not that I expected him to. After fixing a shoe on Biscuit and brushing her down, I feed her apples from my hand and smile as her soft horse lips push against my skin. Rubbing her neck, I lean my head against hers. “Why can’t he just listen, for once? Why can’t he at least try to see things from my perspective?”


  “Hey!”


  I turn and find Leslie strolling up to the barn, her shorts so short that the inside pockets poke out from underneath. She pulls herself up the gate and swings her legs while sucking on a lollipop. “Rich boy still has to do the grunt work?”


  Biscuit finishes the last apple, and I wipe my hand on my jeans and let her out to wander the field. “I prefer to take care of my horse myself. Most cowboys do. Plus, Dad likes to keep the business with family.”


  She licks lasciviously at her candy. “What do you like?”


  I join Leslie by the gate, tempted to speak but unsure of how much truth I want to reveal to a girl I hardly know. “I like architecture.”


  “So, you like buildings?”


  “Yeah. Buildings. Sounds lame, right?”


  She shakes her head, flipping her long braid over her tan and exposed shoulder. “No. Not really. Remember, you’re talking to the girl who wants to be a Disney Princess.”


  A smile creeps over my face as we watch the sun set together.


  I feel her eyes turn toward me, lollipop forgotten. “You don't belong here, you know.”


  I look at her and wonder if she sees more of me than my parents do. “What do you mean?”


  Her slim arm flings forward in a wide, sweeping gesture. “You're always looking out at the horizon, dreaming of some far off place. Where you dreaming of?”


  “The Eiffel Tower. The Pyramids. The Pantheon. I don't know. Someplace where a man dared to build something his father couldn’t even imagine.”


  Leslie nods as if it all makes perfect sense. “That's where you belong.”


  “Paris?”


  “The future,” she says, offering me her lollipop. “The future’s built by dreamers like you.”
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  The world is still covered in the shadows of night when I wake and get ready for my trip. Even the rooster is still deep in slumber.


  My bags have been packed for weeks, but I hadn't made the decision to actually leave until my talk with Leslie. Funny how someone can cross into your life, like a human intersection, and make such profound observations about you.


  I shuffle around in the dark, stacking my luggage by the front door as I wait for the airport shuttle to arrive. I sneak into Stevie's bedroom and kiss his smooth forehead. “I’m going to miss you, little bro. Take care of Mom for me.” As an afterthought I add, “And Dad.”


  Speak of the devil, Dad’s standing outside Stevie’s bedroom when I walk out. I stand as tall as him, our 6’5” frames nearly identical in height, muscle and build. Everyone has always told me that I’m a younger version of my father, and I wonder if I’ll be as hard and uncompromising as him when I get older. I hope not. “I’ve decided to go.”


  He nods. “Okay. A summer in Paris. I can live with that.”


  I think about the college acceptance letter in my suitcase. “It might be more than a summer, Dad.”


  “More than a summer?” All kindness in his face vanishes. “Who’s going to help with the ranch for more than a summer? Who's going to take care of your brother for more than a summer?”


  My stomach tightens. “He’s—“


  Dad raises a fist. “He’s what? What is he?” He steps closer to me, face inches from mine.


  I force the words out of my mouth. “He’s not my responsibility.”


  Dad stumbles back, as if in shock. “He’s not your responsibility? He’s not your responsibility? We’re family. We’re supposed to help each other.”


  “Then help me.” The words come out before I can stop them and the moment I speak, I wish I could take them back.


  Dad moves aside, leaving enough space in the hall for me to walk by. “You know, I just realized, you’re not my responsibility, either. So, just go. Go. You want to go. Go. You’re an adult, as you’re so apt to point out. You make your own decisions. So go.”


  Acid fills my gut. I don't know when I'll see him or Mom again and I don't want to leave things like this. “Dad, I—“


  His fist slams against the cherry wood hall console table. “Get out of my house!”


  I shove past him and rush down the stairs with a brief nod to my mother who stands by their bedroom door in her robe, eyes spilling over with tears.


  “You are not my responsibility,” my dad reiterates as the front door closes behind me.


  The shuttle arrives and a short man with a Hitler mustache loads my luggage into the van as my parents open the door to stand on the front porch with me.


  Seeing the driver, my dad plasters a fake smile onto his face, and holds out his hand for a firm—too firm—handshake. “Come back after the summer, son.” He leans in and lowers his voice. “Otherwise, good luck in your new life.”


  


  



  


  


  


  WINTER DEVEAUX


  CHAPTER 2
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  THE FATE OF my career—of my entire future—is in the hands of this balding man sitting in front of me. My advisor, Mr. Posthumus, fidgets with his glasses and taps his red pen against my marked up manuscript, complete with his coffee cup stains. "Winter, why did you choose to write a romance novel?" He spits out the last words like they leave a bad taste in his mouth.


  I want to grab my novel from him and clutch it to my chest. Sweat and blood and tears have gone into that pile of papers he's treating like a coaster. Instead, I paste on a smile. "I love romance novels. My kindle's full of romance novels. They say write what you read, right?" I take a sip of water and set the bottle on the table. I should pour it on his favorite book.


  "They also say write what you know."


  People love that saying. My dad said the same thing to me years ago. So I asked him for bookshelves and books on all sorts of things: geography, history, mystery. He built me bookshelves until my room had no more bare walls, and he bought me a book about a princess who sleeps for years and wakes with a kiss. "You scare me, child" he'd said. "Read a kid book once in a while." So I did, and it was the most romantic story. And I knew what I would write.


  Lacing my fingers together, I return my attention to Mr. Posthumus. "Right. That's why I read so much."


  He sighs, and his large paunch pushes against the buttons of his tweed jacket in protest of its confinement. "When they say write what you know, they mean write what you know from personal experience."


  I frown. "They should really clarify that."


  He shrugs. "It's pretty obvious."


  "Not really."


  "What do you know about romance, Winter?"


  I sit up straight, flicking imaginary dust off my faded jeans. "Everything."


  Mr. Posthumus raises an eyebrow. "Cocky, aren't we?"


  "Realistic."


  He waves his hand, as if beckoning me to continue. "So you have a lot of experience?"


  "Well, I know things."


  He adjusts his glasses again, leaving a thumbprint on the right lens. "What sort of things?"


  I lean in and quiet my voice. "Remember chapter five? When they're in the Jacuzzi and she does that thing?"


  "Oh yeah."


  "And that other thing?"


  "Oh yeah."


  I lean back and beam. "That's what I know." Sorry Dad. I didn't read kid books for long.


  "You mean you actually—"


  "No." My eyes widen. "That'd be crazy." I was good girl, though, wasn't I?


  He puts his hand down on the table. "See, that's my point. You're not writing from personal experience."


  "You could tell by just reading my book?"


  Now it's his turn to beam. "I'm trained for that sort of thing. The romance…"


  "What?"


  "It's a bit dry."


  Ick. "So I want it wet?"


  "You want your readers—"


  "Don't even say it. Say… moist if you want, but don't say wet."


  "You want your readers moist."


  I scrunch up my eyebrows. "That sounds so wrong."


  "Yet it's right."


  I smile at him. It's a trust me kind of smile. A you can tell me anything kind of smile. If I were in a cop show, I'd be the Good Cop criminals tell everything because of my smile. "But that scene, in the bathroom, didn't it, you know…."


  "What?"


  "Well, you know..."


  "Didn't it what?"


  "Didn't it turn you on?"


  He blushes. "Well, that was a good scene."


  I wiggle my eyebrows. "You like that one?"


  "That thing she did. That was quite a thing. I didn't know you could even—no. That's not the point."


  That thing she did. A book on acrobatics gave me the idea. I fold my arms. "What is the point?"


  He cleans his glasses, smearing his greasy thumb spot over the glass. "You haven't dated in while."


  "How do you know?"


  "The romance—"


  "It's a bit dry."


  He nods. "Not even realistic, really."


  "Thanks. I really needed that clarification."


  "You really did. You need to get out there and get—"


  I throw my hand up like a stop sign. "Please. Don't say laid. Say happy time, if you must. But don't say laid."


  "I was going to say dating."


  My hands fall to my lap. "Continue."


  "You need to get dating. And then you need happy time."


  I smack my head. "Kill me, please."


  "They fire us for that sort of thing."


  "Darn."


  He clenches his jaw. "I know. Sometimes I just want to… never mind. Let's continue."


  "Dating isn't for me." Maybe it was for that little girl, her head in a book all night, dreaming of Prince Charming. But not for me.


  He twirls his pen—the red pen of doom—around in circles. "I suppose you could skip straight to—"


  "That's not for me either."


  He starts laughing. "And you want to write romance novels?"


  "Yes."


  He keeps laughing. "Sorry."


  I start to stand. "Should I go?"


  "No. I'll be serious with you. Writing romance isn't your thing."


  I roll my eyes. "Jeez, sir, why didn't you tell me earlier?"


  "I'm telling you now. Unless you're willing to have happy time, you can't write romance."


  "You're just full of useful ideas."


  He rubs his chin, eyebrows furrowed. "There is one other thing you can try, though."


  "Don't say sleep with a teacher."


  "No. Cut out the romance stuff. Make your book literary fiction."


  "I don't read literary fiction." My dad bought me one of those, but it was too slow to start and the characters talked of boring things. I read more in high school. I had to. But most literary novels are sad. No one saves the princess. No one falls in love. Or if they do, they die. Or their child dies. Or everyone dies.


  "Well, you won't get far with genre fiction here." Mr. Posthumus pushes my manuscript away, his lip curled in disdain. "Our program at Sarah Lawrence is designed more for serious writers of literature. Why spend your parents’ good money on such an expensive education just to write romance novels?"


  My dad asked me the same thing. When I showed him my college application, he asked, "You have books on everything, don't you? College is for math or science or languages. You're good at languages." My mom always checked my language homework and nothing else. Until she didn't have to check it at all.


  Mr. Posthumus nods. "Besides, you'd do well in Modern Languages and Literature."


  I remember how I forced my dad to sign the application, refused to change it, and I push the manuscript back at my advisor. "I'll do well in Creative Writing."


  "Who's the expert here?" He wears a cocky grin. And I imagine him as a young boy, reading kid books about spies.


  "Come on? Have you never considered writing genre fiction?"


  He leans far back in his chair, staring at the ceiling, and I see an old man once again, holding a book some old literary committee gave an award. He smacks his lips. "Utilitarianism, Winter. It means—"


  "The greatest happiness for the greatest number of people is what matters." I glare at him and imagine the many words I could use to demonstrate my vocabulary. Few of them are nice.


  "Literary fiction is the greatest," he says.


  Many have tried to prove so. Many have failed. "But more people read genre."


  He shrugs and gets a far away look. "I'm good at literary."


  The window is dim. The sun has set. "I need to go."


  He holds up a slip of paper. "Here's a form to transfer majors."


  "Where's the form to transfer advisors?"


  "Winter, I'm trying to help you."


  "Then give me my evaluation."


  My advisor nods, pulls out a folder, and hands it to me, along with the battered copy of my manuscript. I hold both, staring at my name on the manila folder. Winter Deveaux, Freshman.


  His chair squeaks as he shifts his ample bottom and pushes back from his desk. "Are you going to read it now?"


  "Do I have to?"


  "Not really. Have fun in Paris. Maybe you'll meet someone."


  I stand up, grab my water bottle, and slide the evaluation into my backpack. "I'll be too busy writing."


  He meets my eyes, and for a moment, he looks like my dad. "I hope you know what you're doing, Winter. Few writers succeed."


  I chuckle. "People keep telling me that."


  "Because it's true."
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  Butterflies dance in my belly as we stand in the line to check my luggage. JFK International Airport looks like an alien spacecraft from the outside, but the inside is like its own mini-world, with stores and cafes and people from all over the world hurrying off to their next adventure. I've only ever been to an airport to see my sisters and cousin off, never as a traveler myself. Each time I came, I'd stare at the flickering and ever-changing screen of flights and imagine picking one at random and flying somewhere new.


  Airports hold their own kind of magic. They are gateways to other worlds, in the most real sense. An airport is a portal, taking you from one life to another. When you fly, you're suspended in time and place, not existing anywhere fully until you land. My hands tremble in excitement as I take my ticket, my gate number circled in a bold yellow highlighter, and leave the counter to say goodbye to my family.


  They're waiting by the bathrooms, and I pull my carry-on suitcase behind me to join them, holding up my boarding pass for them to see. My face splits into such a wide smile I'm sure I look a bit insane. "It's real. I'm about to leave for Paris! C'est très excitant!"


  My sister, Autumn, hugs me first, squeezing me tight. Her green eyes glow with excitement. "I know you're going to have an amazing time." She pulls back and brushes a stray lock of black hair from my face. "I might see you while you're there. We have a big Egyptian exhibit about to go on tour and The Louvre is one of our tour stops."


  I squeal and hug her again. "That would be so awesome. I can't wait."


  Daring, my cousin who's more like a sister, is next, a small package in her hand. “I have a going away present for you.”


  I open the silver box and smile, pulling out the charm necklace. It’s just like hers, the one I’ve admired for years, with a tiny Eiffel Tower, a silver envelope, a foreign coin and beads. The only thing it’s missing is the key.


  As if reading my mind, she pulls hers out of her shirt and holds it up. “My key was my mother’s, before she died. I didn’t put one on yours because you need to find your own. One that means something special to you, that reminds you who you really are.”


  I nod and slip it over my head, then hug her. “This is the best gift. Thank you.”


  She smiles and tweaks my nose, something she hasn’t done since we were kids. "I have a feeling this summer's going to change your life."


  My mom kisses my cheek, tears in her eyes. "We're going to miss you. Write us, call us and be careful."


  Autumn and Mom stand together, their auburn hair and green eyes twins of each other.


  I'm more like my father with the pale skin and ice blue eyes. His are watery as he takes me into one of his trademark bear hugs. "Be good, kid. And have fun." He shoves a stack of cash into my hand, and it's not American bills but Euros, which look like Monopoly money to me. I raise my eyebrow.


  He smiles. "I have my ways. Figured you should have some cash, in addition to your debit card, just in case. Don't lose it."


  I shove the wad into my purse. "Thanks, Dad. I really appreciate it."


  Another round of hugs, with my own tears spilling over as my heart wars within itself, torn between excitement and sadness, and I'm in the customs line waiting to be interrogated. Irrational fears overtake me, my imagination plagued with absurd scenarios where I'm arrested for suspicion of being a terrorist or accused of smuggling drugs. The scenes unfold in my mind, complete with dialogue, until my body reacts viscerally to this made-up tragedy. By the time it's my turn to show my passport, I'm convinced my guilt will show on me like a tattoo on my face.


  The man behind the counter, without a hint of a smile, asks me for my passport. With sweaty palms, I hand it to him, counting to ten in my mind and trying to calm my heart rate lest he hears its frantic beating.


  "Where do you live?" He looks up as he asks this, holding my passport to compare to my face.


  My passport picture is horrible. I was sick that day and looked jaundiced. Will he think it's not me? That it's fake? And what does he mean by where do I live? Like my home address or city, county, state? Country? Though I'd think country would be obvious by my passport. I don't really want this creepy dude knowing my home address, so I start with the broadest classification I can get away with. "I live in the United States." My voice shakes when I say this, and his eyes narrow in.


  "Full address, ma'am." His hand slips under the counter, and I wonder if he's hitting a silent buzzer to notify security that he has a potential criminal on his hands.


  "3211 Primrose Avenue, Bronxville, New York." My mouth is dry, my tongue feels swollen to twice its size.


  "Where are you going?"


  I show him my ticket. "Paris, France. I'm studying at the Sorbonne."


  "What is the purpose of your travels?"


  Didn't I already answer this part? "To study," I say slowly, in case he's having a hard time understanding. "At the Sorbonne."


  "When do you plan on returning?"


  Well, now, that's a much trickier question. "It depends. I'm going to be there at least the summer, but if things go well, I could be there the whole year."


  Placing my paperwork on the counter, I point to my student visa and acceptance letter. "See?"


  He proceeds to ask me a series of questions about my luggage. If I'm taking any perishables with me? Is this a huge criminal problem, I wonder? Is the smuggling of a pineapple really an international emergency? Once I answer everything to his satisfaction, he hands me my passport back and I exhale in relief.


  He points to another line. "You may go."


  He didn't stamp my passport. It's a silly thing, maybe, but that stamp is symbolic of my journey and I really want it, but don't want to draw more attention to myself. I hesitate, pivoting back and forth on my feet in indecision.


  "Ma'am, please move along."


  Summoning my boldness, I place the passport on the counter. "Would you mind stamping this? It's sentimental."


  He rolls his eyes, but stamps it as asked, and I nearly skip off to the next line, relieved that the worst of my first airport experience is over.


  Daring helped me pack, so I don't break a sweat at this next part, and already have my shoes, belt and jacket off, laptop pulled out, and my travel size toothpaste and hair products in their baggies and sitting on the top of my luggage by the time it's my turn to place my belongings on the belt for it to be scanned in the X-ray machine. No buzzers go off as I walk through the metal detector, which, since I'm practically naked now, is not a big surprise, but my bag doesn't pop out the other side like everyone else's.


  In fact, they stop the belt and pull my bag, like it might be a bomb or something.


  Luggage backs up, causing one bag to fall off the machine. Angry travelers glare at me, as if I've made it my mission in life to make them late. Only one person doesn't make me feel like a total jerk. He looks like a cowboy with his wide-brimmed brown leather hat, pointy boots and belt buckle. I suck in a breath when we make eye contact, his blue eyes two shades darker than mine. This is the kind of man writers dedicate romance novels to. Broad chested with ropes of muscles under his shirt, strength earned from real work not a gym, skin sun-kissed and glowing. He smiles at me and my knees go weak.


  Le sigh.


  Feeling the heat rush to my face, I nod my head in my most regal fashion and turn away as the scrawny 20-something guy working behind the x-ray machine asks me to follow him so he can inspect my bag.


  He steps to the side and opens my red carry-on, shuffling through my iPad, a change of clothes and other staples I was told to always carry with me in case my luggage was ever lost. There are perks to being one of the youngest in a family of world travelers.


  My jaw drops when he pulls out a gallon sized plastic baggie and dumps the contents—items I've never seen before in my life—onto the counter. Holding up a pair of red G-String panties with a matching bra, if that slip of silk can be called a bra, and a handful of—oh my God—condoms?


  He smirks at me and reads aloud the note that's in the baggie. "Winter, Have some fun this summer. Here's a starter sex kit to help you out. All my love, your favorite cousin, Daring."


  I want to die.


  I want the floor to open up and swallow me, or lightning to strike me dead.


  I want them to arrest me, just so I can get away from the dozens of eyes taking in my humiliation.


  I fight the urge to tell them I have a bomb, or maybe that I am the bomb. Or to tell them I'm a drug mule. Anything to divert attention from the most embarrassing moment of my entire life.


  And then I remember the hot cowboy.


  Who's standing behind me.


  Who heard and saw everything.


  My cheeks, I can already feel, are a flaming red. I probably look like my head is about to explode. I wish it would, so I won't have to live in this moment any longer.


  An older woman, probably the supervisor, grabs the note and the panties from the jerk staring at me. "I think you've sufficiently searched this bag." She nods sympathetically at me and shoves Daring's gift back under my clothes, zipping my suitcase shut. "Sorry for the inconvenience, ma'am. You can take your belongings and head to your gate now."


  I grab everything, slipping back into my shoes as I half-run, half-trip away, my jacket and belt dangling from my arm. I don't look back to see if the hot cowboy is watching the most ungraceful escape ever made by a girl. I just can't deal with him.


  This is worse than the time I bought my first box of tampons and found that the checkout clerk was the sexy upperclassman I'd had a crush on since I was in middle school.


  Worse than when I threw up in public at a football game.


  Worse than anything I can even imagine.


  My only consolation is that I'll never see any of those people again. This is one of the biggest airports in the country, and they will be scattered all over the world within a few hours. I'll live down my humiliation in the privacy of my memories.


  I dash into the nearest bathroom and hide in an empty stall, waiting for the horror to die down. I can't believe Daring put these things in my suitcase. No wonder she was so anxious to help me pack. Through the years she's played pranks on me. Sharing a room with her has always been an adventure, but this tops the cake.


  Once my heart rate returns to normal, I spend the next twenty minutes looking for my gate and debating whether or not I'm going to call my cousin and chew her out, but I don't have the energy for a fight. Better to just forget it and move on.


  When I reach my gate, the first thing I see is Monsieur Bellugue, my French professor, holding a sign that says "Summer in France Program". A group of college-age students huddles around him, and I join the mill. Only two of us are from Sarah Lawrence, the rest have flown in from other participating universities. It's an elite program, and I'm still in awe that I got in.


  The second thing I see is the sexy cowboy.


  Standing with my group.


  Looking right at me.


  Oh dear God in heaven, why won't you let me die?


  Someone places their hand on my hip, and I turn ready to chew them out for invading my personal space, when my mouth goes dry, heart palpating at the sight of Rodney Payne, or as I like to call him, Mr. Asshat.


  "Hey, babe," he leers at me. "Long time no see."


  "What are you doing here?" I step back, away from his touch.


  "I had a last minute opportunity to join the group, and when I found out you'd be here, I couldn't resist. Aren't you happy to see me?" He slides his finger over my cheek and I cringe. "No? Still the Ice Queen I see."


  "Don't call me that." He gave me that name when I was a freshman in high school and it has followed me ever since.


  My professor spares me further contact with the Asshat when he smiles at me and walks between us, calling us to gather for a little speech. His thick French accent carries through the terminal. "We are all here now, very good, very good. Your seats have all been assigned; please do not change seats during the flight. When we arrive in Paris, we will be picked up by a van and taken to the dorms. There will be testing and an orientation over the next few days so that you know what to expect for your summer. Very good, very good."


  He lowers his sign and sits down, crossing his legs in a slightly effeminate way, and tugging on the cuffs of his tweed coat. He bends his salt and pepper head over a book, and I find a seat for myself and do the same, ignoring Mr. Asshat and the pull of the sexy cowboy's eyes, knowing I'm eventually going to have to face them both with such a small group, but putting that off for as long as possible. My book draws me in, an intriguing mystery written under a pen name by our illustrious French professor. I researched him last spring and found out about his side career. With his words, I get lost in another world as time disappears.


  My best friend, Jenifer, interrupts my reading by pulling on my arm and shaking me. "How can you read right now? This is the most exciting day of our lives!"


  I look up and force a smile at the pretty blond. "The excitement won't really start until we're actually in Paris." Our group has dispersed as we all wait for boarding.


  Someone sits next to me and I turn, facing my French professor.


  He smiles at me. "Bonjour, Winter. Comment allez-vous?"


  "Bonjour, Monsieur Bellugue. Je suis bien. Et vous?"


  We carry on our conversation in fluent French, other students eyeing us in surprise.


  He chuckles. "You could be teaching these French classes, you know. You're better than most natives."


  I shrug. "It was my passport to Paris, in a manner of speaking."


  He nods. "I received your emails about your book. I'm sorry I couldn't reply sooner. The plans for this trip took a great deal of time."


  "I understand." I wait, hoping he has more to say to me, hoping he'll agree to my request.


  He points at the novel in my hand. "I don't even know how you found out about my pen name and my books, but well done." The skin around his brown eyes crinkle into fine lines when he smiles. "And to answer your question, yes, I'd be happy to read and critique your novel when you're ready."


  "Thank you. That means a lot to me."


  He leans in, whispering, even though I'm pretty sure no one speaks French well enough to follow our conversation. "Let's keep this between us, shall we? I like to stay incognito, as they say."


  I match his whispering. "Your secret is safe with me."


  He nods and returns to his seat to read, and I dive back into my book, ignoring Jenifer as she prattles on about the trip.


  When my row is called to board, I'm jolted back to reality, dying a little inside when the sexy cowboy tips his hat at me and smiles, reminding me of Daring's little surprise in my suitcase.


  Head held high, I hand in my ticket and walk down the hallway to the plane.


  Checking my ticket stub against the seat numbers, I find mine by the window and stow my larger bag in the overhead compartment, then clutch my backpack to my chest and scoot into my seat.


  My embarrassment fades as I look out the window and dream of flying over the ocean to the most romantic and amazing city in the world.


  Just as my imagination begins to create wild stories of adventure and love, darkness settles in. Rodney boards the plane, almost as sexy as the cowboy, but with a hard edge to his good looks. I can no longer see him as anything but a snake.


  On the plane, there's only one place to hide until he's seated, and that's the bathroom.


  I make it just in time, and squat in the tiny room, miserable. It seems it's my lot to hide from my life in the places people shit. Lovely.


  The best I can hope for is that he won't notice me.


  Time passes slowly as I wonder how long to wait before it's safe to sneak back to my seat.


  I count to one hundred the way I used to when playing hide-and-seek with my sisters. One-alligator, two-alligator… over-enunciating each syllable. At one hundred I slip out of the bathroom, close the door and hurry down the aisle.


  Just as I'm about to reach my seat, Rodney stands and blocks my path.


  His lips curl up in a smirk, and I want to vomit knowing I ever kissed that mouth. "Hey, babe, slow down," he says. "No running on an airplane."


  "I need to get to my seat." I try to squeeze past, my skin crawling when our bodies touch, but he moves to the side to prevent my escape.


  "Your seat? You were all alone there. Listen, it doesn't look like anyone's sitting beside me, so why don't you come sit with me?" He grabs my arm to guide me to his seat.


  I shrink away. "Monsieur Bellugue said we couldn't do that, remember?"


  "Always such a stickler for the rules. Well, except for that one night." He winks at me and anger, shame and fear fill my body. "Come on. Don’t be an Ice Queen. Just come sit with me."


  I pull my arm away, a bruise forming where he gripped me too hard. "No."


  "Come on, babe. Let's just—"


  From behind, someone puts a hand on Rodney's shoulder. The guy's wearing a cowboy hat, and he talks quietly. "I believe the lady said no."


  He has a Texas accent and, when he looks up, I recognize the sexy cowboy from the x-ray line. I'm not sure whether to be embarrassed or grateful.


  Rodney scowls and turns his body halfway around to face the newcomer. "We're just gonna sit together."


  The cowboy looks past Rodney and locks eyes with me. "You're seat 32B, right?"


  I nod, my heart hammering too fast to risk speaking out loud.


  He holds up his ticket and shows Rodney. "And look at that, I'm seat 32A. Now, I get terribly bored on flights, so I'm going to need my traveling companion. If you have an issue with that, we can take it up with the staff."


  Rodney's jaw locks and his face hardens. "No issue."


  The cowboy smiles. "Well good. I hope you enjoy your flight." He waits for Rodney to move.


  Rodney puffs up his chest in a moment of false bravado before pushing past the cowboy to throw himself into his seat.


  Once Rodney is out of earshot, I find my voice. "Thanks. That guy's a creep."


  "Really? I thought he was positively charming, myself." The cowboy winks, and my body finally relaxes completely.


  I hold out my hand. "I'm Winter by the way."


  His hand is so warm and strong, and he grips mine with just the right amount of pressure. "I know your name."


  I cock my head, confused. "You do?"


  His eyes twinkle with friendly mischief. "I believe your cousin, Daring, used it in her letter to you."


  My hand drops to my side, and my face heats up. "Oh, right. Yeah, about that… "


  "I'm Cade. And you don't need to be embarrassed. Your cousin was probably just trying to be… helpful."


  I choke out a laugh. "Yeah, I'm sure. Helpful. Well, Cade, it's nice to meet you."


  "Nice to meet you too. Now, I don't mean to be rude. But may I please pass you, Winter? I need to use the bathroom somethin' fierce."


  "Oh, of course!" I move to the side and we face each other while he edges by. For the briefest of moments our bodies press together, my breasts against his hard chest, our faces inches apart. He pauses and tilts his head, as if studying me.


  This close, I can smell him, like sun and hay and something minty. Le sigh.


  The moment is broken as he proceeds to the bathroom and I take my seat, lost in thought and daydreaming about my future. I shove thoughts of the sexy cowboy aside, though. He might be excellent romance material for a book, but he's not really my type in real life, whatever my type is.


  I look up when Cade sits next to me, our bodies once again touching in the narrow seats.


  "You okay, Winter?" He buckles his seat without breaking eye contact.


  "Yeah, I'm fine. Why? Don't I look okay?"


  He gestures to my hands. "You're shaking."


  He's right, but I didn't realize it. I lace my fingers together and breathe to calm my nerves. "I'm just really excited."


  Now that we're actually sitting still, I have a chance to study him more closely. He's a perfectly chiseled specimen of a man, from his defined jaw and cheeks, to his deep blue eyes, to his strong hands with long, graceful fingers. His only flaw is a fine scar just over his right eyebrow that disappears under his hat and hairline.


  "First time on an airplane?" he asks, his accent drawing every syllable out like a caress.


  "First time away from home." Realizing that I must sound like a child, I backtrack. "Like, away, away. Of course, I've actually left my house before."


  He chuckles. "Of course. So you're from New York?"


  "Born and bred. You?"


  "Texas. I like New York though. I had a twenty-four hour layover here so I did some sightseeing. Real nice town. Might move here myself, someday."


  I've never heard anyone refer to New York City as a 'real nice town' and it makes me smile. "I like it here, too, but traveling must be in the Deveaux blood. Four of my five sisters and my cousin have all moved away for school and their careers. I'm one of the last left. But now I'm moving too."


  "Where?"


  "Paris. I'm staying on once the summer ends. At least, I hope I am. That's the plan if all goes well. So why did you leave Texas for Paris?"


  He's silent for so long I'm not sure if he's going to answer me, but finally he says, "Architecture."


  "Paris does have some nice buildings."


  He smiles and sinks into his seat. "Yes, it does. Notre Dame, Versailles, Mont Saint-Michel. This has been a dream of mine for a long time."


  "What's Mont Saint-Michel?"


  His face lights up as he talks. "It's this little island up in northern France. The whole island is a stronghold. It's like this castle in the middle of the sea."


  His enthusiasm is contagious, and stories swirl around in my head, imagining the lives of the people who once lived in a castle like that. "Sounds pretty awesome."


  "It's beautiful. One of the reasons I chose this French class to go with is because the itinerary includes Mont Saint-Michel as well as several other spots I'm right anxious to see. So, why are you coming to Paris?"


  "I want to write romance novels, and Paris has, you know, a lot of romance." I wait for him to make fun of me, to call romance novels 'mommy porn' or criticize them for being the equivalent of literary junk food, but he surprises me.


  "Love is the cornerstone of the human experience. To capture the essence of romantic love in story takes real talent and skill. I'm impressed. But why Paris? Doesn't New York have romance too?"


  I'm still basking in his words about love, but I shrug and try not to think about the kind of romance I've experienced in New York. "I guess. It's just… you ever feel like getting away? Leaving your old troubles behind, maybe getting some new ones?"


  Cade smiles like we shared a private joke. "Yes I do." He doesn't pry any further, for which I'm grateful.


  It surprises me that I'm enjoying this conversation so much, a conversation with a sexy guy who might actually be a good friend. "So, are you like a cowboy or something?"


  "Hey, not everyone from Texas is a cowboy. That's a gross stereotype." He pauses and grins. "But yes, ma'am. I am indeed a cowboy."


  "I knew it! I've never met a real cowboy before."


  "What gave it away? My rugged good looks?"


  I giggle. Giggle. Like some nitwit in a romantic comedy. "Your hat."


  Cade pulls it off his head. "Traitorous hat. I should donate you to Goodwill or sell you at a yard sale or something."


  "Can I have it?"


  "No." He clutches it to his chest. "Are you serious? I love this hat. No one wears this hat but me."


  More giggling that turns to genuine laughter. He's funnier than I would have imagined. "After summer, are you going to keep studying architecture, or are you going to be cowboying again?"


  Cade looks down at his hat, his face going dark like someone just put out the sun. "I don't know." He puts the hat over his face. "Listen, I need to get some shut eye for a while. I'm on a different time zone. It was great talking to you."


  A spike of sadness shoots through me, and the distance between us grows like a real thing, like those pictures of two cliffs with a wide chasm between them, and I have no idea what I did or said to make him mad. "You too."


  "Enjoy the flight," he says.


  "I will." I hide my disappointment at his abrupt mood change and reach for my book, ready to get lost in fiction, where people make more sense.


  Sometimes I don't understand men and their moods. Sometimes I think it's better to be alone.


  


  



  


  


  


  WINTER DEVEAUX


  CHAPTER 3
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  THE FIRST TIME I see the Eiffel Tower, it's as the sun sets on Paris and thousands of lights outline it against the darkening sky, like a beacon for the downtrodden and romantically starved. Already I can feel the magic of this place seeping into my bones, changing me from the inside.


  Cade stands beside me—the Texas Cowboy in Paris—and stares up at our dorm, the Fondation des Etats-Unis.


  I'm too lost in the memory of our drive through the city, seeing the people and the shops and the little corner cafes where locals sip coffee and presumably talk about culture or something. "Paris is pregnant with layers of history, colored with the ink of artists who dared to dream of a world only they could see."


  Cade turns to me, eyes wide. "That's really beautiful. You should write that down."


  My face heats up. I didn't realize I'd spoken out loud until the words were out of my mouth, but I do as he suggests and take my notebook and pen out to jot down the line. Maybe I can work it into my book somehow.


  "You know, each dorm is built based on the architectural style from different countries," Cade says, without even looking at the packet of material we've each been given on the bus ride over. We didn't talk much on the plane. He mostly slept and I read and slept, but he regaled me with bits of architectural history on the bus, so it seems we're back to being new friends.


  I think I'm okay with that. He seems to be more than just a pretty face.


  "The U.S. dorm is very Art Deco with clean lines and geometric shapes," he continues. "It was designed by Pierre Leprince-Ringuet to represent the friendship between France and America and provide American students a place to live while they studied in Paris. All students in Paris stay in the dorms here, regardless of where they study."


  "For a cowboy, you sure know a lot about buildings."


  He grins, and his love of buildings shines through in his dark blue eyes. "I read a lot. Buildings are the body of a culture. They house the spirit of a people, holding their dreams, their laughter, their tears, their hope and despair. The architecture of a structure speaks to its purpose, its role in the world, and the walls inside carry the secrets of generations."


  My head buzzes with his lilting accent and poetic words, and I scramble to write them down, feeling pulled to the story unfolding inside of me, but not yet clear about what it will look like when complete.


  Someone pushes into me as the small group of students move forward, and my pen falls to the ground. As I reach to pick it up, a black sneaker steps on my left hand. My heart skips a beat as my bones grind together.


  "Oops, sorry about that, babe. Didn't see you there." Rodney rolls his foot over my hand and walks away laughing as tears spill out of my eyes.


  Another pair of feet move into my vision before I can get up. Cowboy boots.


  Cade picks up my pen and notebook and helps me up with my good hand. "Are you okay?"


  Dying from embarrassment, still in pain as my hand turns red and soon blue, I brush my tears off with my sleeve and plaster on a smile. "Yeah, thanks. It was an accident."


  His eyebrow shoots up, but he doesn't argue with me. Instead he takes my injured hand in his and examines it. "We should get ice on this. Come on."


  Cade guides me into our dorm as if he's been here before, bypassing the bedrooms to find the lounge, a spacious room with frescos decorating the walls. He leaves me standing by the door to talk to two students studying at one of the tables, nods, disappears behind another door, and returns holding an ice pack.


  "You act like you've lived here forever." I flinch as he puts the ice on my hand, then follow him through the halls.


  "I find that if you act as if you belong somewhere, people generally assume you do, whether it's true or not," Cade says. "I learned that from my brother." A shadow of despair crosses his face, and I wonder what secrets his world carries.


  "Thank you for your help."


  Not only is he carrying all of his own luggage, but all of mine as well. We arrive at our rooms, across the hall from each other, and I take my bags with my good hand.


  He tips his hat to me. "If you need help, holler."


  I smile, grateful to have a friend. "Thanks."


  I struggle with the doorknob to my room while juggling my bags. The moment I get the door open, someone shrieks and squeals.


  "O.M.G. I can't believe we're roomies!" Jenifer flings herself at me, embracing me in a crushing hug that sends flares of pain through my hand.


  I pull back from her enthusiastic grip. "Guess we are."


  Her blond ponytail bounces as she hops up and down, her smile stretched across her face. "This is going to be so great. And don't worry, I already have the whole room organized. There's my bed near the window. And there's yours in the corner. You can put your stuff there. But, please keep it on your side of the room, mmkay? I really want to keep things clean and looking nice."


  Sunlight streams through the window on her side of the room, soft and warm. Posters of American boy bands stare down at me from her walls, and I cringe at all the pink hearts and mirrors she's already littered her side with.


  My corner is covered in shadows, cold and drab. Lovely.


  "What took you so long, anyways?" Jenifer asks.


  I lift up my hand. "Klutz injury."


  She wags her eyebrows and grins. "And the hot guy across the hall? Where does he fit into this? You two seemed cozy on the way here."


  Rolling my eyes, I discard the icepack and pop two acetaminophen from my carry-on bag, using my bottle of water to wash it down. My hand is swollen, but doesn't appear to be broken, just bruised. "We had seats together. He's studying architecture."


  "I'd like to study him." She flops onto her bed and sighs dramatically. "But girlfriend rules apply. You got to him first. I'll have to find my own man meat. Besides, I didn't come all the way to Paris to date an American, no matter how fine he is."


  "God, Jenifer, you're vulgar. He's not anyone's man meat." I unpack my clothes, filling my small closet, set my laptop and adapter on the desk at the foot of my bed, and check my email on the computer.


  I click on a reply from the last agent I queried.


  


  I'm sorry, but we are unable to represent your book at this time.


  


  Not even a personal rejection. Just a form letter. I move it over to my folder titled "Agents who hate me."


  Le sigh.


  I grab my journal and vow not to let the email ruin my first night in Paris. I want to write, to capture all of my first impressions of Paris before they wash out of me.


  Jenifer looks up from her bed as she flips through Cosmopolitan magazine. "How's your book going?"


  "Mr. Posthumus hated it, but I'm getting a second opinion. It still needs a rewrite, though. Or two. Or a hundred." I sink onto my bed and open my journal.


  She looks up from her magazine. "Maybe I can help you."


  That makes me laugh.


  "Hey. Don't be an Ice Queen. I can help. What's your book about?" Jenifer turns onto her stomach, kicking her high heels up and down. How does she wear those 24/7?


  "It's a love story." I finish the doodle in my journal, cradling my left hand on my lap as I write. "You know, boy meets girl, boy loses girl, boy gets girl back."


  "Cool. What else happens?"


  "I'm not really sure yet. I still need to plan the rewrite."


  "Come on. You must have some idea."


  I don't like sharing, but once Jenifer starts asking, she never stops. "Well, this girl goes on a vacation, and she meets this foreign guy. He's different from other guys. Special. And he makes her feel special."


  "How do they meet?"


  "Not sure yet." I rip out the doodle and throw it in the trash. I try to write something, but my mind is as blank as the page. "Honestly, whenever I get to the part where they meet, I get writer's block."


  She jumps up. "Oh my God. Isn't that like a horrible disease?"


  "No, it's not a horrible disease. It just means I'm stuck."


  "Oh, okay then. What do you think of my new lipstick?" She smacks her bright pink lips together and puckers like a parody of a lipstick model.


  "It's good."


  Jenifer smiles. She's not the brightest, but she loves to talk about herself. Which means less talking about me. Which means I'm happy.


  She falls back on to her bed, returning to her magazine. "I don't think it's that hard. Just, remember when you were in love."


  I pretend to be writing again. "Sure."


  "Who'd you like again?"


  "Um… " Don't blush. Don't blush.


  She sits up and points her finger at me. "O.M.G. You've never been in love."


  I stare at my journal, ignoring her.


  “What about that guy you crushed on when we were kids? Your neighbor? The one who moved away? Didn't I see you talking to him at the airport? What was his name?”


  I grind my teeth. “Rodney.”


  “Right, him. He's hot. Weren’t you in love with him?”


  I put my journal away in my backpack. "That wasn’t love. Now if you'll excuse me, I need to focus on my book."


  "No. You are not getting off that easy, Ice Queen. If you're not going to hook up with the hot cowboy, then we need to find you a boyfriend pronto." She crosses the room and grabs my good hand, pulling me from the bed to twirl around like a child. "It's perfect. We'll find you a hot, sexy French guy, and the two of you will make sweet amour together."


  "I'm not here to make sweet amour to anyone. Besides, that doesn't even make sense." I try to pull my hand away and notice the dark purple spots around Jenifer's wrists. "Oh my God, what happened?"


  She clutches her hands to her chest. "Nothing."


  "Was it that guy you were dating? Xander?"


  "No. No. It was… " She turns away from me and wipes her eyes. "I was getting ready to leave, but he wanted to do it again."


  "So he grabbed you?"


  "No. He just held me down while we fucked, you know?"


  "Did you tell him you didn't want to?"


  Her voice stammers, like a child apologizing for sneaking candy. "Yeah, but I say that stuff sometimes. It turns them on. And I don't mean it. He just didn't know I was being serious this time. It's not his fault."


  I grab her shoulder from behind. "Jenifer, you can't keep hooking up with guys you barely know."


  "This time was an accident. I'll be more serious. I'll make sure they know when to stop." She turns back to me and smiles. I can tell she thinks she has it all figured out. The conversation is over.


  Tired, emotionally fractured from the highs and lows of the day, and still in pain, I toss my journal aside and collapse on my bed with a sigh.


  Jenifer walks to the door. "I have to use the bathroom, be right back, roomie."


  Her enthusiasm is draining, but I raise my hand and point to the small stack of toilet paper squares we each have on our dressers. "Don't forget to take some with you. Remember, the bathrooms don't come equipped with any T.P."


  Monsieur Bellugue had given us the welcome speech on the bus here, including the little tidbit that we'd have to remember to bring toilet paper to the co-ed bathrooms each time we went.


  "Oh my God, how embarrassing would that have been? See, already you're the best roomie ever." She grabs her stack of squares and heads out.


  I'm nearly asleep, lost in dreams of old Paris, a black and white version with flashes of color, when cold water splashes on my face, startling me awake.


  Jenifer is standing by my bed holding my water bottle. "Come on, sleepy head. We're in Paris. Let's go out to eat, I'm starved."


  I wipe my face, forgetting about my injury, and flinch at the use of my left hand. Jenifer seems oblivious, already freshening up her make-up and hair for a night out.


  Normally I'd jump at the chance to explore Paris at night, but the weight of the day is crushing me, and I just want to sleep. "I don't know. Maybe later."


  She stops mid lip pucker and scowls at me. "Did you miss the part about being in Paris? Plenty of time to sleep when you're dead. Come on. It's on me."


  My stomach rumbles. I haven't eaten since the unsatisfying bit of food on the plane. "Okay, fine. Just give me a minute to get ready."
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  It's sensory overload finding a cafe or restaurant. First we take the Metro into the heart of Paris, which is an experience in and of itself. French signs and unfamiliar landmarks and street names make it hard to navigate. We pick a stop at random, something that looks like it'll be fun, and exit to a street alive with lights, people walking and shopping and talking—mostly in French, but some English, Italian and Algerian mixed in there as well.


  I gawk at the traffic, cars driving at random through intersections that don't seem to have clear road dividers. I'm not sure how they aren't all crashing into each other. Next to what looks like a bus stop, a car stops and fills up on gas. It's not a gas station like I've ever seen, just a random gas pump in the middle of the sidewalk.


  The scent of crepes wafts through the air, and my stomach grumbles so loud the guy walking past us turns to stare.


  "Jenifer, we have to stop and eat. I'm dying."


  Nodding, she turns into the first door we pass, the smell of roasting chicken mouthwatering.


  Unfamiliar music plays in the background as we're escorted to a table. My pulse quickens. "This is our first meal in Paris. Oh my God!"


  Jenifer smiles. "I know, right? What are you going to order?"


  "I'm not sure, yet. You?"


  Jenifer points to someone behind me. "Him. Do you think the gorgeous Italian staring at us is on the menu? Check him out."


  "I'm not here to meet men." My mind flits back to Cade, how he tilts his hat when he's greeting someone, the way his eyes light up when he talks about old buildings, but I shut down the thought. He's only here for the summer, and I'm here for much longer. Besides, the butterflies in my stomach scare me. Last time I had those, I got hurt.


  Jenifer licks her lips, eyes peering over my shoulder. "Oh, but look at those strong arms, those broad shoulders, that thick head of black hair—"


  Le sigh. "If I look, will you shut up?"


  "Deal."


  I reach up as if to stretch, surreptitiously turning my head to catch a glance at the man making my roommate drool. He is pretty good looking, if you like that tall, dark and handsome type.


  Jenifer winks at him. "Yummy, right?"


  I shrug and return to the breadsticks the waiter brought. "I suppose." The first bite sends me to heaven. Garlic and butter and perfectly baked dough, so yum.


  "You suppose? Don't go all Ice Queen on me now. That guy is hot."


  Lovely. Like I want that nickname trailing me around the world. "Sure."


  "How?" She throws her hands up in the air. "How does a prime specimen like that not even intrigue you?"


  "I'm just not interested." I take another bite, chew and swallow. "Now, let's talk about something other than my sex life." I hold up a breadstick. "Like these. Have you tasted these? So freaking delicious. I wonder if I can smuggle them back to the US." I think back to the question about food items during customs and now I understand, it's not the pineapples they're worried about. It's the carbs.


  Jenifer shakes her head then raises her hand and waves to the Italian. "Hi."


  I groan and sink into my seat.


  "Ciao," he says, his Italian accent thick.


  Jenifer makes an 'eep' sound. "Did you hear that? He said 'Ciao.' So sexy."


  "Sure, whatever."


  She ignores me and goes back to her conversation across the restaurant as other guests stare at us in shock. This is why people hate Americans. We're annoying.


  "Do you come here often?" asks Jenifer. "My friend and I need help on deciding on what to order."


  "You want a tasty meal, I can show you the best," he says from behind me.


  Jenifer holds up her menu. "Really?"


  I feel him approaching and squirm in my seat, wishing I'd stayed asleep after all.


  He pulls out the chair between us. "I sit with you and amaze you. The chicken is very good."


  Jenifer doesn't seem to think it odd that he just invited himself to our table, but my arm prickles with goose bumps in warning.


  "Thanks," says Jenifer. "We'd love some company."


  We most certainly would not love some company, but I don't want to make even more of a scene than we already have.


  The waiter comes to take our order and saunters off with a healthy arrogance lacking in American servers. I remember hearing that France does not have a 'customer is always right' philosophy and that the servers are paid well and make a career out of their choice to work in restaurants.


  The Italian sweeps his eyes over us both. "I'm Rocco, from Italy. I study at the Sorbonne. You ladies are American, no?"


  "Yes," Jenifer says, nodding. "We're staying at the Cité International in the USA house."


  He smiles, his teeth white against his tan skin and full lips. With his thick head of hair and delicately sculpted face, he looks like a Calvin Klein model, the Italian version. Very different from the strong, rugged look of Cade. "Me too," he says. "Italy House."


  I'm no longer paying much attention to them as I dig into my dinner, which looks and smells amazing. One bite of the chicken, and I groan. Tender, seasoned just right. People aren't lying about the quality of French cuisine.


  Rocco slaps his hands onto the table, shaking the water glasses and startling me to the point of choking on my food. "Hands on the table, please," he says, eyes bulging.


  I sip my water and swallow, dislodging the stuck food. "What?"


  "I need to see both hands on the table." He lays his hands on the table to demonstrate. He picks up his fork to eat with one, while leaving the other visible.


  Did I miss an important piece of the conversation? "Why?"


  "So I know you have no weapons." He says this as if it's the most obvious thing in the world.


  I roll my eyes at Jenifer, who doesn't look quite as confident about our dining partner. "We don't have any weapons," I assure him.


  "I don't know that," he says. "You might have a switchblade or American handgun, I don't know. I hear stories of the weapons in America, how much you love your guns."


  "We don't have any handguns." I try to hide my exasperation.


  "What about rifle?" He frowns.


  I wait for him to crack a smile to show he's joking, but he stays serious.


  I gesture to my sundress and sandals, a small handbag to carry my money and identification. "Where the hell would I keep a rifle?"


  "I don't know. You don't have any weapons? Then put both hands on the table, please."


  Jenifer mouths, "Just do it."


  So I do, because I just want the dinner to end.


  As we finish our food, Rocco pulls something out from a bag he'd been carrying that I hadn't noticed until now. He hands each of us a flaky pastry with a crème filling. "You try this. Best desert."


  I hesitate, but Jenifer shoves it into her mouth. "Ooohh this is yummy," she says. "Try it, Winter."


  The custard initially tastes a bit sour, but once it combines with the buttery crust and a surprise burst of berry in the center, it's actually pretty good.


  Rocco leans against his hands and smiles at me. "I would very much like to see you ladies again."


  I'm not sure why he's directing this toward me, since Jenifer has been the one fawning over him the whole evening.


  "That would be fun," Jenifer says, looking at me. "Winter, how about you give him your phone number."


  Resisting the urge to smack her, I jerk my head side to side, but she ignores me.


  "Yes," Rocco says. "Let's exchange information."


  I stand, placing my cloth napkin on the table. "Just a moment. I need to use the restroom." I grab Jenifer's arm and pull her with me, as she reaches for her purse. The moment the door to the bathroom closes I punch her shoulder. "What the hell are you thinking? This guy is weird. And what was that about keeping our hands on the table because we might be armed?"


  She rubs her shoulder, then admires herself in the mirror and fusses with her hair. "Hey now. They have different customs where he's from. We have to respect that."


  "Yeah, I don't think so." I cross my arms over my chest, unwilling to budge on this.


  "You're in Paris now." Jenifer digs in her purse for her lipstick and smears a bright pink over her lips. "You're surrounded by people with different customs. Just, give him a chance."


  "No."


  Smacking her lips, she eyes my reflection in the mirror. "Come on. This will help you with your book. A date with a hot, mysterious, slightly odd Italian guy. It’s perfect material."


  While it's true that I'm stuck in a rut with the rewrites on my book, I can't imagine that a night out with that guy will actually help, good looks notwithstanding.


  "Come on," she says. "Just get his number. What's the worst that can happen? You don't have to call him if you don't want to." She snaps her purse shut and walks out the door, expecting me to follow.


  My silence must have been implied consent, because when I reach the table Rocco passes me a napkin. "Here's my number. Call me, no? And, please, don't take too long." And with that not-at-all-bossy last line, he stands and walks out.


  A tall man, elegantly dressed in a pin-striped suit and tie, walks up to our table holding the check. "Bonjour. Avez-vous apprécié votre dîner?"


  Jenifer looks to me for help in translating.


  "Yes, thank you," I say. "Dinner was wonderful."


  He smiles, pleased with the compliment, or maybe it's my over-enthusiastic reply, because, well, the food really is that good. "Bien," he says. "That is good to hear. I have brought you your check as your server had to leave. A family emergency."


  "I'm sorry to hear that." I look at the check before passing it to Jenifer and frown, adding up the dinners. "Lovely."


  Jenifer looks at it and scowls. "That mother fucker."


  The man still standing by our table frowns and runs a hand through his thick brown hair. "Is there something wrong?"


  About to lash out, I temper my anger. "Not anything that's your fault. There was a guy who invited himself to our table to eat with us. I didn't even want him here, and I thought he paid for his own meal, but— "


  "He didn't." Jenifer says, still staring at the check with her jaw dropped.


  I saw the price, and though I'm not strong on converting currency, it wasn't a cheap dinner.


  "I… whatever." I point at Jenifer. "This one's on you."


  Jenifer looks at the bill again, then her purse. "Umm, looks like I forgot my credit card. I have… " she pulls out some change. "Ten euros?"


  Good Lord, could this night get any worse? Grateful for the cash my dad slipped me, I reach for the wad of money in my purse, but the server holds up his hand in protest. "Do not trouble yourself with it. I am Vincent Allaire, the owner here, and I am happy to offer this dinner to you at no cost."


  My hand stops digging. He looks too young to be the owner, not much older than us, and his hazel eyes are kind. "Are you sure?" I ask. "It really wasn't your fault."


  "But of course." He smiles again, and it turns his average, though not unpleasant looks, into something more attractive. "Two lovely American women such as yourself, I cannot hear of taking your money for what must have been an unpleasant experience. And if I can ever be of service to you again, please do not hesitate to ask it of me."


  He half bows and rips up the check, leaving us both speechless.


  Finding my tongue, I thank him. "The food really was magnifique. I look forward to coming back."


  He reaches for my hand, and I think he's going to shake it, but he brings it up to his lips and kisses it so gently it feels like butterfly wings. "It will be my pleasure to serve you myself when you come again, Mademoiselle… ?"


  "Winter. I'm Winter Deveaux."


  He releases my hand, smiling. "A French name. You have family here?"


  "I'm not sure anymore, but my great-grandparents came from France to America after they were married."


  Jenifer, who is already at the door, turns and waves me to join her. "Come on! I want to get out of here."


  Her voice carries through the restaurant, and I cringe as more people stare. "Sorry about my friend. She's very… enthusiastic."


  "Do not worry. Have a safe evening, Mademoiselle Winter. I look forward to seeing you again soon."


  


  



  


  


  


  CADE SAVAGE


  CHAPTER 4
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  A RESTLESS ENERGY builds in me as I unpack my bags and settle in to my private room. The second bed, empty and bare of sheets, makes the space seem sad. Maybe I should have agreed to a roommate, at least then I wouldn't be stuck in my head right now, mulling over problems that aren't mine to worry about.


  I’d packed light—a few pairs of jeans, t-shirts, flannels, socks, boxers, a jacket, my laptop and a few books on architecture. None of this should remind me of home, but it does. These are the clothes of a rancher, not an architect. My jacket still smells of hay and horses. An unexpected longing stirs in my gut, and for the first time I fear my chosen path.


  Paris—the city of artists and dreamers. Being here is the fulfillment of a lifelong dream. So why do I still feel so out of place?


  I don't belong in Texas, running my dad’s business. And if I don't belong in the city, pursuing my career, then where do I belong? Where will I ever find the peace that’s been missing from my life for so long?


  My dad’s voice echoes in my mind. "What’s bothering you, kid?" He always asked me that when I was young, and I never had an answer for him.


  I still don’t.


  The suitcase sits nearly empty on my bed, save for one last item. I pull out the envelope, weathered by years and tears but forever unopened. The familiar scrawl across the front, just the one word, Goodbye. I run my thumb along the seal, wondering, not for the first time, what words he could have written that would make a difference, that would make the ache of his loss easier to bear.


  But I don't open it. I’ll never open it. Instead I slip it into my pillow as memories of the past flood me.


  The mocking.


  The pain.


  The end.


  “What's bothering you, kid?” Dad's voice whispers through me again. At least this time I have an answer, a way to act on the anger crashing through me.


  I can’t go back and right the wrong done so long ago, but I can right a recent wrong, and dag nab it, will it feel good.


  Pulling on my boots, hat on head, I lock up my room and seek the object of my righteous rage.


  I pause, staring at the door to Winter’s room as if I could see through it. She and her roommate went out; I heard them leave. Her pale face and eyes the color of a frozen lake, haunt me. Eyes filled with tears when that asshole stepped on her small hand, so delicate. I held it as it turned blue, swelling in pain.


  Pulling myself from her door, I hunt the hallway looking for Rodney. I don’t know what their history is, and I don’t care. No one deserves to be treated that way. I’ve seen guys like him before, known them all my life, and I’ve never backed down from putting jerks like him in their place.


  I’m not about to start today.


  It’s not because of the girl, I’m sure of that. She’s beautiful, sure. And funny, in an offhanded way. But that’s irrelevant. I’m doing this because it's the right thing to do.


  I spot him just outside of our dorms, leaning against a tree. Or rather, pinning a girl against a tree as he does what I can only assume is his version of flirting.


  The girl in question doesn't appear to enjoy his attentions, if the bored droop to her face is any indication.


  Rodney's not a small guy, probably played football back home, but I've got several inches and a lot more hard muscle on my side.


  I pull him from the girl, who looks wide-eyed at me before scampering off, and grab the front of his shirt, glaring down at him. “I don't know why you like tormenting girls. I don’t even want to know. But you’ll leave Winter alone. Got it?”


  My face is inches from his, close enough that I can smell the alcohol on his breath.


  He laughs, spraying me with his saliva. “You think she doesn’t like having me around? Guess you don’t know what a slut she is.”


  Growling, I slam him against the tree.


  He groans, but offers another cocky grin. “If you want my advice, stay away. She’ll spread her legs easily enough, but you’ll regret ever sticking—“


  I’m done listening.


  I knee him in the groin. His mouth opens, a high-pitched yelp escaping as he collapses on the ground. “This is me politely telling you to back the hell off Winter and leave her alone."


  Rodney curls in the fetal position as he spits at me and misses. “And if I don't?”


  I pick up a stick from the ground and toss it in my hand. “Then I’ll have to figure out a creative place to stick this in."


  The smirk leaves his face.


  I lean down and look him in the eyes. “You’ll leave Winter alone?”


  Rodney nods.


  “Good.” I drop the stick and hesitate, my foot poised to kick him again.


  He deserves it. I know he does. But do I want to be that guy? The kind of guy who kicks someone when they're already down?


  I can't become the thing I hate the most. I walk away, leaving Rodney to his own misery.


  Tormenting someone, using their fear against them, it kills them piece by piece until there's nothing left but a few words scrawled on paper.


  A goodbye that will never be read.


  


  



  


  


  


  WINTER DEVEAUX


  CHAPTER 5
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  COUNTRY MUSIC COMING from Cade's bedroom across the hall competes with Jenifer's modern rock as I try to ignore both and focus on the rewrites of my novel. My entire future rides on this book, and each word feels like a piece of flesh being cut from my body. Everything I've written so far is maudlin and depressing.


  In an effort to bring some humor into the storyline, I use the Italian from tonight as inspiration, pulling from his dialogue.


  My fingers fly across the keyboard as I think over the evening.


  Put your hands on the table. I need to know you do not carry any lethal weapons. A laugh escapes my lips as I continue writing.


  Jenifer turns her music down. "What are you giggling about?"


  "Nothing. Just working on my book." The words are flowing easier than before.


  "How's it going?" she asks.


  "I'm nearly done with rewriting the beginning." Okay, maybe not entirely the truth, strictly speaking, but I'm at least getting somewhere with this scene, which is more than I could say before.


  "You seem happier when you write, you know," Jenifer says, tapping her foot to the beat of her music. "When you were tutoring me in French, you never looked this happy."


  I look up from my computer. "I didn't?"


  She shakes her head. "You were good at it, obviously. You're like an idiot savant with languages."


  "Um, thanks. I think."


  "You know what I mean." She stands and starts swaying to a new song that comes on. "You're a genius. But, you gotta do what you love, what makes you happy. That's most important."


  "My parents and advisor don't agree with you," I tell her. "They think I should change my major to Languages and Literature. Do people ever tell you that? That you should change from acting to something more practical?"


  She wiggles her hips. "Sure. All the time."


  "How do you handle it?" I ask.


  "I don't. What they think doesn't matter. I'm gonna be a famous actress, bitch." She holds up her hands like a gangster in an old movie. "And one day all those naysayers will be begging for my autograph."


  That draws a brief chuckle out of me. "You really think so?"


  "Yeah. I do."


  I tap the space key over and over. "What if you audition somewhere, and your acting's great, but they don't like you?"


  She shrugs, as if the answer is obvious. "I'll audition somewhere else."


  "What if they don't like you either?"


  "I'll make them." Jenifer says this with a seriousness I rarely see in my bubbly friend.


  "So you don't think I should change my major?"


  "Hell, no. Do what you love," she says. "Nothing else matters."


  "What if I'm not good at it?"


  "Then practice."


  "What if people still don't like my writing?"


  "Then go find other people." Jenifer sits back on her bed.


  "What if they don't like my writing either?"


  "Then—"


  "Then make them," I finish, smiling at my friend.


  Jenifer smiles back at me. "Exactly." She fans herself with her magazine. "Is it hot in here, or is it just me?"


  I hadn't noticed before, but my body does feel quite warm. Jenifer lays down, her face pasty and sweaty.


  I get up to open the window, breathing in the night air as I look over the lights of the campus. There's a large clock on one of the dorms, its tower sticking straight up into the sky, with the moon hanging just above it. A full moon, bright and glowing, looking as if it's been dipped in powdered sugar then pushed into the sky so hard that some of the sugar sprinkled off, forming a soft white halo around it. When the moon blurs, I realize it's me, that I'm dizzy and feeling weak.


  Jenifer moans from her bed. "I think I'm sick."


  I try to turn, but my stomach flips like a dying fish inside of me, and I bend over. "What?"


  "I must have eaten something bad."


  "I ate the same thing, and I'm fine. I'm sure it's nothing." My stomach doesn't agree, and when it flips again, panic takes over. "Oh shit. Run. Run to the bathroom, now."


  Jenifer pulls herself off the bed, and we both hobble out of our room and down the hall, stomachs cramping as we fight the food poisoning. "That damn Italian and his dessert-in-a-bag," I say. "I knew it tasted a bit sour."


  I push open the bathroom door and hear one of the showers running, a familiar pair of boots and cowboy hat propped on the bench. "Oh crap," I whisper. "This is co-ed. Cade's in here. What are we going to do?" The room steams up, choking me on the heat. I have to get to a bathroom, but I've already embarrassed myself beyond redemption in front of Cade. This. This would be beyond horrifying. I'd rather implode from my own shit than take the world's biggest dump with the sexy Texas Cowboy listening in.


  Jenifer, despite being slumped over in pain, peeks around my shoulder to try to get a look at Cade.


  I smack her. "Stop spying."


  She licks her lips. "I can't. I know it's bad, but it feels so good."


  "Gross. Okay, I can't take it anymore. I'm going in."


  "No. No, you're not." Jenifer grabs my arm. "You do not go to the bathroom beside a hot man like that."


  "We don't have a choice." Oh God. I can't hold it in any longer. I'm going to die. Die.


  Jenifer groans. "We can find a different bathroom, maybe on another floor."


  "No time," I say as another cramp grips me.


  "Winter?" Cade's voice travels through the steam. "Winter, is that you?"


  Of course. Of course this is how my life is. I open my mouth to respond, and can't. Instead, I run into the stall, pull my pants down and… Oh God.


  It's like evil demons are being exorcised through my ass.


  Jenifer covers for me while the vile darkness leaves my body. "No. Just Jenifer. Just me."


  As annoying as Jenifer is, I'll owe her for this save.


  When I'm confident I've been purged from all evil, I reach for the toilet paper, anxious to get out of there before the stench hits Cade and he comes looking for a dead body, only to find me, wishing I was dead.


  But.


  Oh.


  Shit.


  We didn't bring the toilet paper.


  "Jenifer!" I whisper in that way that's like a yell, but you hope it still sounds like a whisper. "They don't have any toilet paper in here. Can you get me some?"


  Silence.


  "Jenifer?"


  She bangs on the stall door. "Oh God. I need to throw up."


  "Then find a toilet and throw up. Just hurry."


  "Can't. They're all taken. Let me in." Her feet shuffle back and forth under the door.


  "What? No! I need toilet paper." I flush the toilet, but I can't pull my pants up until I wipe.


  "Open up. Please. Open. I'm dying."


  Le sigh. I thought this night couldn't get any worse. I was so wrong.


  I pull down my shirt to cover myself, hoping I'm not getting shit all over it, then crouch in the corner and open the stall. "Come on. Hurry, though. God."


  Jenifer runs in, crashes to her knees, vomit spewing out of her mouth before she reaches the toilet. It sprays onto me, onto her shirt and face, onto the floor, until she finally reaches the bowl. She continues heaving until her stomach runs dry and only bile comes out. Staring into the toilet, she pulls back and speaks at the top of her voice. "Oh my God, it's your shit. I just vomited over your shit."


  This is us. Bonding over vomit and shit. "I'm sorry. It must have clogged."


  The smell of vomit, the sight of vomit everywhere, brings bile to my throat, and I lean over and release what's left of my dinner into the toilet as well.


  Someone knocks on the door to our stall. "Is everything okay in there?" Cade sounds concerned, and I want to cry.


  It's too late to save face. "We got food poisoning," I say. "Can you please bring us some toilet paper?" And new clothes, and a mop, and, oh, I don't know, a time machine?


  Jenifer vomits again, her body finding unexpected reserves. "Oh my God," she yells. "It's like I'm giving birth from my mouth."


  


  



  


  


  


  CADE SAVAGE


  CHAPTER 6
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  WINTER REFUSES TO make eye contact with me as we stand outside the dorms waiting for Monsieur Bellugue to lead us to the Sorbonne for our placement exams. After getting Winter and Jenifer toilet paper, towels and bottles of water, I'd gone back to my room to study. I can't afford any distractions this summer. Too much is riding on how I do in this class.


  I'm prepared to let Winter get over her perceived humiliation on her own, but when Rodney starts walking over to her I change my mind and get to her side before he does. If he's not going to take my warning seriously, I might have to remind him that he'd seen my polite response. I wouldn't be so polite the next time. I've wrangled wild horses into submission and ridden bulls bent on killing me. A prick from New York who likes to make girls feel bad isn't even a challenge.


  Winter's face turns a pleasant rose when she sees me. I don't know why women get so embarrassed about basic bodily functions. It's not like we don't know they use the bathroom same as us—not to mention she had food poisoning. "Winter, about last night—"


  "Please, just, can we agree never to speak of it again? Ever. As if it never happened. If I could erase my own memory of last night, I would." Her eyes, large, ice blue but so much warmer, widen as she waits for my response.


  Winter is a puzzle I'm trying very hard not to be intrigued by. She possesses the kind of beauty that sets women apart, as if on a pedestal—untouchable and out of every man's league, but then she appears so vulnerable, as if she's hiding a deep crack in her soul. I don't quite know what to make of her, but she's not the kind of girl you get involved with unless you're serious. Since I can't give her serious, I can't give her anything except friendship, and some silent protection against her bully. I want to tell her it's no big deal. Growing up on a ranch, I've seen and smelled worse, but her body is so tense, her small shoulders pulled up with such stress she looks about to snap, so I give her what she wants, even if it's not what I think she needs. "As if what happened? I was studying last night. I didn't see or hear anything."


  Her shoulders drop in relief and she smiles. It's the smile that softens her features, making her more approachable even as it adds to her allure. "Thank you. So, are you excited about going to the Sorbonne today?"


  "I'm excited about seeing more of Paris, and the architecture at the Sorbonne is amazing, but about the class itself? Not so much. French isn't my strongest subject."


  "Then why'd you come to Paris to take a French class?"


  That's a very good question. "It was my ticket to France."


  "Don't stress too much. It's just one class. It'll all be over by fall." Her voice sounds faraway, almost sad, and I wonder if she's thinking about her own future.


  "True," I say, "but it's one class that could cost me my ticket to Columbia's architecture program."


  Her face scrunches up. "What do you mean?"


  I sigh. "My scholarship is dependent on my grades. I'll lose it if I don't get a B in this class."


  "That sucks," she says. "What about financial aid? Loans? It's not ideal, but at least you'll get the education you deserve."


  "I can't, okay?" My hands curl into fists. "My parents are wealthy. Really, obscenely wealthy. I wouldn't qualify for anything."


  "Then why don't they help you?"


  "It's complicated." I take a deep breath and release my fists. I know she's just trying to help, trying to fix this, but there's no easy fix.


  She shifts her purse on her shoulder, her blouse dipping to reveal a hint of curve from her breast, and my body responds instantly. Dropping my book bag to hide evidence of my attraction to her, I turn to face our leader.


  Winter leans in closer to speak, her subtle perfume intoxicating me. "I'm sorry. If you need any help, I'm pretty good at languages."


  "Don't worry, I got it. Anything can be mastered with enough effort." And while the offer is tempting, it's for all the wrong reasons. I can't afford to get too close to a girl like her with so much else vying for my energy and attention. When she bites her bottom lip, I look away, convinced more than ever that if I spent too much time alone with her, studying wouldn't be on the agenda.


  "Follow me, students," Monsieur Bellugue says. "And please, remember these directions. We will take the metro into the city and walk the rest of the way. Allons-y!"


  It's not just that Paris is a foreign country that makes it so different, it's city life anywhere that is foreign to me. A part of me misses the wide-open spaces, the big sky, the smell of hay and fried chicken and the rev of my pickup truck. I am a separate entity in this world of people and tall buildings. Like my hat and boots, I stand out as something 'other', a stereotype from a story. But under the wide brimmed hat and flannel and denim lives another side of me, the side that feels more at home with skyscrapers than haystacks, that prefers sketching the bones of a new building to wrangling cows, and I wonder which side will win out and get the life he wants, and what will happen to the other side that loses.


  We enter the metro at its busiest time, professionals heading to work and students on their way to classes. Our group is shoved further in, standing so close I can smell the shampoo, perfumes and colognes of everyone around me. But it's Winter's body that's pressed the closest, her light tropical scent that draws me in and tempts me. The top of her head reaches my shoulder, and if I wanted, I could rest my chin on her head and pull her closer to me.


  She looks up, as if aware of my inappropriate thoughts. "Sorry. I'm completely blocked in. I don't mean to invade your personal space."


  It's an invasion I welcome, though I wish I didn't. "No problem."


  "In New York, this is common," she says. "I ride the subways a lot, but it must feel pretty claustrophobic for you. I've never been to Texas, but it always looks very big and spacious in movies."


  "It is. And hot, much hotter than Paris in the summer."


  "Do you miss it?" she asks. "Texas? The space? The heat?"


  "I miss the sun," I say. "The way it burns through the moisture in the air and warms everything. And I miss the space, the wide-open plains where you can't see another person for miles and the only sounds are from nature."


  Someone jostles her from behind and she's pushed forward. I use my free hand to catch her, holding her up against me. My heart pounds in my chest and her face turns rose again, her breathing coming faster.


  I don't let her go once she's balanced, though I know I should.


  Still, she doesn't push me away either, instead she braces against my chest as she talks. "What about your family?"


  "What about them?" I let my hand on her waist drop, and her red lips frown.


  "I just meant, do you miss them too? They must miss you."


  "As I said, it's complicated." I can't speak about it, about them, without revealing more than I care to, so I stop talking, withdrawing into my own thoughts for the rest of the ride.


  There's an uncomfortable silence between us as I follow Winter out of the metro station and into the heart of Paris, but that changes when she stops and stares into the distance.


  I follow her gaze and suck in my breath. "The Cathedral of Notre Dame. I have pictures of it hanging in my bedroom back home, but even from this far away it's more amazing in person."


  "We're going to be touring it soon," she says. "I can't wait to see the bell. It's so romantic—the building, the history, the gargoyles." She sighs and the sound sends my mind in an inappropriate direction, but I pull it back to the conversation at hand.


  I point. "See that rooster at the top of the spire?"


  "Kind of. I think."


  "They say it holds three relics. Part of the Crown of Thorns, one of Saint Denis's relics and one of Saint Genevieve’s relics."


  "Cool. My favorite part though, is the gargoyles," she says. "I had a dream once that they came alive at night to protect the city from a dark threat. I wish I could remember more. It would have made a great story."


  It occurs to me that someday I'll be able to read her books, even if we aren't together. I like knowing that. "You know the gargoyles and chimera were originally painted in bright colors that faded over the years, leaving the gray stone exposed." I direct her attention to the arches. "The building was built with the thinner walls popular in Gothic architecture, but they couldn't sustain the height, and stress fractures developed. See those arches offering support around the building? Where the gargoyles sit?"


  "Yes."


  "Those are flying buttresses, and it's the first building to employ that style. The gargoyles and chimera were added for additional support and as water spouts."


  Winter is silent for so long I think I've bored her with my talk of old buildings. I've been told on more than one occasion by girls I've taken out that no one wants to hear about architecture, but Winter surprises me.


  "I get it now," she says, still staring at Notre Dame.


  "Get what?"


  "Why you love this. It's like life, like a visual metaphor for life." She turns to me, her eyes bright. "As humans, we strive to grow taller and taller, to do more, be more, accomplish more, to push the boundaries of what's possible, right? And like in life, sometimes we outgrow our foundation and we start to crack under the pressure." She moves her hands as she becomes more animated. "To survive we have to come up with new ways to provide support for our own expansion, and that is beautiful. That adaptation, that creative use of resources, is what makes the human story so elegant and poignant. It's why I love words; they are my drawings, books my buildings. We're not so different, you and I. We're both doing our best to learn how to paint metaphors for life with the tools we understand and know—you with your buildings and me with my books."


  We've fallen behind our group, but I don't make an effort to catch up. My current company is too enjoyable. This woman in front of me is so unexpected, so perceptive. Like the perfect building, she has the foundation, the framework needed to stand the test of time, and the beauty to make gazing on her so addictive. Because of that I have to be careful around her. She's staying in Paris. I'm going home, or back to somewhere, in just a few months. There's a shelf life on our time together and so I must hold her at a distance and keep our friendship platonic.


  No matter how stunning she looks as she turns and runs to catch up to the others.
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  Inside the Sorbonne is like a museum. Ornate trim and detailed paintings bring the walls to life. The lecture hall is large, forming a semi-circle around the center stage area. We huddle into the first few rows, and Monsieur Bellugue addresses us. "First, we will cover rules, safety tips and important information you need to make your time here enjoyable. Then, the instructor will come to do the first part of the placement exam, the dictation, after which you will be called in for individual interviews in French. D'accord?"


  "D'accord," we murmur.


  "Tres bien. The French word for condom is préservatif and the slang is la capote anglaise. Many of you will find yourselves out with members of the opposite sex. Some of you might even engage in the act of sex. Others of you don't have to worry about that."


  Students snicker throughout the auditorium.


  "The first rule is to remember the French words. The second rule is to actually use a condom. You will bring many new things home from our great country, but there are some souvenirs I'm sure you don’t want. Comprenez-vous?"


  Someone giggles from behind me and everyone says, "Oui." Even as my eyes wander to Winter, who's sitting next to me, her legs crossed to expose her thigh, I assure myself I won't be needing this lesson. And a hidden part of my mind hopes that Winter won't be needing this lesson either. My jaw clenches at even the thought of her with someone else.


  The rest of the instructions are basic. What to do if we get lost. How to make change. Weather patterns this time of year.


  I can't concentrate on any of it as I focus my free attention on pulling up all the French I've crammed into my brain in preparation for today.


  Someone passes down paper, and I pull out my pen, stowing my book bag under my chair. Once the introductions are handled, a stern older woman, bun tightly bound on her head as if it's trying to escape, stands at the podium and begins speaking rapid French.


  This is nothing like what I imagined. I used audio tutorials to study, but they spoke at a normal human rate, not this hyper-speed auctioneer rate.


  I'm lost after the first word.


  Winter's hand moves back and forth over her page, her penmanship elegant. As I write, pulling out one or two words in each sentence and hoping they, at least, are correct, my page looks like a chicken stepped in ink and scratched over my work.


  When called into a private room to face the imposing professor, my mouth is dry. All my confidence is gone, lost in the scribbles on my pathetic dictation sheet.


  The professor rapid-fires more French at me like bullets—as if she's trying to slay me with her words alone. She might even succeed.


  She sits and waits for me to respond.


  I don't understand, but I'm doing my best to learn French. Now, if I could just remember how to say that all in her language, since I fear she'll use a hidden whip on me if I utter a single word in English. I sound out each word in my head before saying it out loud. "Je ne comprends pas. Je suis encore à apprendre le français." I hope I said that right. I hope that my answer appeases her, that she'll see I'm trying.


  When I leave the auditorium, the walls no longer impress me. I just want to get out of there and get some air.


  Winter is waiting for me on the lawn. "How'd it go?" she asks.


  I sling my book bag onto my shoulder and walk with her. "Not good. You?"


  "I think okay."


  Jenifer runs up to us and grabs Winter's arm. "I just heard about an epic party tonight from this guy I was talking to. We have to go. Have to."


  I don't know if she's talking just to Winter or to us both, but I could use a distraction tonight. "We should go. It sounds fun. What do you think, Winter?"


  Her mouth drops open, and she snaps it shut and smiles. "Sure, yeah. But this time I'm not eating anything some random guy gives us."


  


  



  


  


  


  WINTER DEVEAUX


  CHAPTER 7
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  WE HEAR THE club before we get to the door—loud hip-hop music rumbling through the building.


  After getting ready—with Jenifer insisting I borrow her miniskirt and halter-top— we follow other students to a part of Paris I've never been before. I'm lost, so I really hope Jenifer or Cade knows how to get us back to our dorms.


  Clutching my purse, Jenifer pulls me forward, and we get through the line and into the club. It's full of writhing, dancing bodies pressed against each other. Outside small groups of people smoke and laugh.


  We get to the bar, where Jenifer orders a shot of Sex on the Beach, probably because of the name. The bartender looks at me.


  I search for a menu and find none. "Um, something non-alcoholic, please."


  Jenifer bumps me with her hip. "Where's your sense of fun and adventure? Have a drink. We're in Paris, for Christ's sake."


  "I don't drink." Never. Ever. Ever. Again.


  Cade is standing to the side, but I'm hyper aware of him, have been since he helped me with my hand—maybe since the plane. I'm not looking for love, or any kind of attachment, but something about him pulls me in, and that scares me.


  When my drink arrives, I take a sip, hoping the cool liquid will ease the itching in my throat.. Even my ears feel itchy. Strange.


  Jenifer is already dancing with two guys, rubbing up against each of them as they grope her from the front and behind. I don't know how she can allow strangers to touch her like that. The thought of some random guy touching me makes my skin crawl.


  A pretty girl in a tight red dress is talking to Cade, and he looks like he's enjoying the conversation. He's smiling, sipping a coke.


  My gut tightens seeing them together, but I ignore what that could mean, unwilling to consider the possibility that I could actually be jealous. I don't get jealous and certainly not over a guy who's just a friend.


  Cade catches my eye and smiles, then says something to the other girl and walks away from her, leaving his empty glass behind.


  "Are you having fun?" He speaks louder than normal to be heard above the music.


  I shrug and take another sip of my soda. "I guess. This isn't really my scene."


  He laughs and the sound is so warm, so full, that I want to drown in it. "Not mine either, but we should make the most of it. When in Rome, right? Or, in this case Paris."


  Something inside me loosens. "You're right. We should."


  He holds out his hand and half bows, pulling his hat off as he does. "Would m'lady do me the honor of this dance?"


  His behavior is so out of place, so anachronistic, that I feel transported to another time and place. Instead of a mini-skirt, I'm wearing a beautiful ball gown. He's dressed in a pressed suit, and we're surrounded by elegant people at a formal ball in a castle. The hip-hop has been replaced by an orchestra, our sodas transformed into fizzing champagne.


  I don't enjoy drawing attention to myself, but it's easier to say yes in this new world in my mind. I take his hand, and his fingers squeeze gently. The contact makes me shiver.


  We dance to a fast beat song, moving our bodies to the rhythm but not touching. I'm keenly aware of how much skin I'm bearing in this barely-there-outfit and kick myself for not wearing something more dignified.


  When the song ends I'm out of breath, but not from dancing. As the next song begins, it's slower and in English.


  Cade's arms slip around me, though there are a few inches between our bodies, space filled with heat and promise and currents of something magical. I want to press in against that space and make it disappear, to feel his whole body against mine, but I refrain, unwilling to move this in a direction I can't follow through on.


  I like him. He's interesting and unexpected and obviously gorgeous, but I'd rather have him as a real friend, than do something stupid that can't possibly last and lose even our friendship.


  Cade tightens his arms around me, and his lips brush against my ear lobe as he leans in to talk over the noise. "I like this song. My parents used to dance to it. Every Sunday night they'd have a little dance party with us kids. It's one of my best memories."


  I imagine his family as tight-knit, loving, and the thought warms me. "Do they still dance every Sunday?"


  His smile dips into a frown, the light in his eyes dimming. "No. Not since… " He hesitates. "Not since a long time."


  That's not what he was going to say. Not since what? I wonder, but I don't push it. Maybe that's the complicated part. Everyone has secrets. I know that more than most.


  Cade squeezes my hand, pulling me back from the dark memories. "Hey, you okay?"


  "Yeah, why?" Could he tell what I was thinking about?


  "Your face is looking kind of red."


  "Really?" Now I'm paranoid that I look like a turnip.


  "Yeah. I noticed it earlier too."


  What? Earlier? Why did no one say anything? "So, I'm a walking tomato?"


  "More like a rose." He spins me around before pulling me back to him.


  His compliment makes my face turn even redder. And my ears are itching again. I clear my throat and make a very unladylike noise, but it doesn't help, and I'm just more embarrassed. "I need to use the bathroom."


  The song ends, and I run off before my face gets worse.


  I stare at my skin in the bathroom mirror. Red and splotchy. Is it a sunburn? I splash cold water over my face, hoping I don't smear my make-up everywhere.


  Jenifer walks in as I pat myself dry. The water didn't help.


  "Hey, I've been looking for you, girl." She hugs me from the side. "Oh, honey, you don't look too good."


  "I'm just feeling a little off. It's just sunburn. I think."


  "Well, you're lucky I'm here." She reaches into her purse and pulls out a pill. "This will help with the irritation."


  "Thanks." I pop the pill in my mouth and swallow it with water from the sink.


  "Thank me later. Right now, we need to party."
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  "Where did you go?" Jenifer's voice sounds squeaky, like a cartoon mouse.


  I giggle and watch the lights dance around her head. "Walking. Walking and talking and planning revenge."


  "Uh-huh. Okay, well, are you having fun?" Jenifer splits into two, and I don't know which one to look at.


  "Fun. Bun. Fun in the sun. I can rhyme and tell the time. I'm a writer, making the world brighter." I grab her hand and pull her to the place where people mooove. "Let's dance!"


  Jenifer laughs. "Guess you are having fun."


  We dance. We move. We transcend time and place and rebirth the world in our gyrating. And then I stop. "I need a drink."


  "Okay."


  The bar is across the room, so far away. I fly to it on a rainbow. When the counter reaches for me, I embrace it. "I'd like your alcohol, pleeeeease."


  "What kind of alcohol, mademoiselle?"


  "The alcoholic kind, of course." Duh!


  I reach for the cold glass he brings. It's iced over and blue. Ice Queen. That's what he brought me. "I'm not an Ice Queen," I tell him. "I'm hot!" I sip my drink, which burns down my throat, and nearly drop it when I look out at the dance floor. "What's he doing here?"


  Rodney. Rodney, podney, lodney. Mr. Asshat, Assbat, Assrat. I hate him. That hate burns more than the alcohol. He has red flames around him, burning him up, and he doesn't even know it. I see the monster inside of him.


  Fire and ice.


  Jenifer follows my gaze. "He's such a jerk. I'm sorry."


  "We should kill him." This is, of course, my destiny. I know it now. How silly of me to have never seen it before.


  Jenifer chokes on her drink. "What?"


  "I want to kill him." I pull my new toy out of my purse.


  Jenifer's eyes get big, like a bug. Bug eyes. Bug. Bug. "Wait. Where'd you get that knife?"


  I look at the switchblade in my hand. "What? This? I carry it in my purse."


  She grabs my hand and pulls it down. "Winter, you need to put that away."


  "Okay." I drop it in my purse and pull out another new toy. I have lots of toys. I can use any of them.


  "Oh my God!" Now Jenifer has the red face. Haha! "What's that?"


  I shake the can in my hand. "Pepper spray."


  "Where'd you even get these things?" She's shaking, and grey smoke comes off her skin like she's turning to ash.


  "From a giant." I met a giant in Paris. I'll write a book about it someday. Book, hook, nook.


  "Winter, focus. What giant? What are you talking about?" She's shaking me now, but I don't want to be shooked. Shaked? Shaken. That's it. I don't want to be shaken.


  I point at the giant. He's at least seven feet tall, with muscles everywhere and painted in colorful tattoos. So preeetty. He even let me touch one.


  "Winter, we can't hurt Rodney. Put the can away."


  I hold the can behind her back. If she can't see it, it's not really there. "What can?"


  Her face squinches up in a funny way. "Winter, give me the can."


  "No!" I stuff the can in my purse and start running away. She can't have my toys. I need them. To keep me safe against monsters.


  I run into a wall. With arms. A wall of sun.


  "Winter, hey. You're back." It's Cade. My Cade. "Want to dance?"


  My Cade is here. He's warm and smells nice and is strong and safe. "I was just on my way to kill a monster, but it can wait." I wrap my arms around Cade, holding him close. I need to be close, closer, my body needs his, and I'll die if I don't have him.


  "Winter, what's wrong?" He tries to pull back, breaking our connection. I want to cry.


  Jenifer catches up, out of breath. "Holy shit, you're fast."


  Fast at what? "I am?"


  "Hell yeah you are." Jenifer frowns at me. "We just ran around this whole place three times."


  "We did? I don't remember." That can't be true. I've been with Cade. My Cade.


  Cade turns to me, his face worried. "Are you drunk, Winter?"


  "No. Noooo. I don't drink. Ever. Ever. Well, maybe that once. But no. I just took a pill Jenifer gave me, and then everything went swirly. Then I could see the real monsters, and I met a giant and started a fire. I'm not an Ice Queen anymore. See?" I hold up my hand to show him the fire in my veins, burning me up from the inside.


  He holds my hand, but it doesn't burn him.


  He turns to Jenifer. "What'd you give her?"


  Jenifer chews on her nails. "Just something to help her relax."


  Their voices are floating around me. And Cade. My Cade. My cowboy who smells like hay and sunshine.


  "What was—" Cade looks at me. "Are you sniffing my shirt?"


  "Of course not. That'd be ridiculous." Weird. Why would I do that? "I'm sniffing your chest."


  "Come on. I'm taking you back to the dorms." He guides me away from the bar, and I let him, even though I didn't kill the monster yet. Because Cade is my Cade, and he'll protect me from the monsters.


  Jenifer sniffs under her arm. "God. It's like a skunk died in my pits. Gross. I'm leaving with you guys."


  My hand slides into my purse. I can help her. "Oh, you want some perfume?" I spray her with perfume, and she screams and covers her face. The words come out of her like snakes with flaming heads.


  "Oh God, my eyes!" Jenifer tries to wipe something from her face as she screams some more. "God, they hurt. I need water. Water." She collapses to the ground, eyes closed, face red like mine. "And what idiot turned the light off?"
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  SOAPY WATER SPLASHES on to me as I dunk Jenifer's head in the sink again. When I pull her back out, she rubs her face with the towel and cracks her eyes open. The redness and swelling have gone down, but she'll feel this tomorrow, as well she should.


  "I feel like a firecracker went off on my face, then someone peeled back my eyelids, ground sand into them, and rubbed." She lifts her long hair, soaked and dripping water, off her neck and pulls it into the towel. "Thank you for your help."


  "You're welcome. But don't think this gets you off the hook for what you did to Winter." I grab her purse, and though my mother taught me never to go into a lady's purse, I reach in, pull out the small bottle of white pills, open it, and dump them all into the toilet. With a flush, I destroy what I hope is her only drug stash.


  She tries to stop me, but it's too late. Her lips are pulled down into a pout, but she's having a hard time making eye contact, and I imagine it's more than just her recent injury. Hopefully she realizes how recklessly she acted tonight. "Are there any more?"


  She shakes her head. "No."


  "Keep it that way."


  I drop her purse on the counter and stalk out of the bathroom. Her voice stops me as I'm about to let the door go.


  "Cade. Wait. Is she going to be okay? Winter?"


  I look back at her, a sarcastic retort on my tongue, but when I see how forlorn she looks, I hold back. "Yeah, she'll be okay. Get some rest."


  Confident she can manage to get herself back to her room now, I head back to mine.


  Seeing Winter laying so helpless on my bed stops me short. Her black, silky hair cascades over my pillow like a dark waterfall. Pale, and so still, she looks like Snow White and my heart stops, imagining her in a crystal coffin of eternal sleep. As small as she is, carrying her half the way home when she passed out didn't strain me at all, but still, the night has taken its toll, and I slump into the other bed, my eyes never leaving her.


  Her eyes flutter open revealing blue orbs with so many secrets. My anger at Jenifer returns when I consider all that could have happened to Winter tonight. "You have a real nice friend there." I don’t mean to sound so snarky, but I've never been good at pretending to act in a way contrary to what I'm feeling—which makes being around Winter all the more difficult.


  Winter sighs and grips my pillow, and I wonder if it will smell like her when I sleep on it next. "She just wanted me to have fun." Her voice still sounds disconnected from her mind, her smile too bright. "She's harmless."


  "Drugs aren't harmless." Once again I find myself reaching into a lady's purse. "And neither are these." I hold up the pepper spray and knife. "It's illegal to carry these here without a license."


  "How do you know?"


  "It's called research." What is it about this girl that makes me want to protect her? I'm here to study, to pass my French class and decide once and for all which direction my life will go, not to play knight in shining armor to a girl who keeps finding herself in troubling situations.


  Remembering what brought this whole thing on in the first place, I change the subject to something that won't make me angry. "You probably have allergies. The red face, itchy ears, all that? Make sure to get some medicine tomorrow. You're sleeping here tonight." I hadn't decided that until the words were out of my mouth, but I realize they're true. I can't let her leave, not until I know she's okay.


  "Why?" Her eyes fall shut, as if asleep.


  "I'm not leaving you alone with Jenifer. Not like this."


  Not asleep. She nods, and I'm glad she's not fighting me.


  "I'll get rid of the pepper spray and knife." I shake the can and stand to leave, but Winter reaches out for me, catching my hand in hers.


  "Don't go." She's looking up at me, her eyes big and sad. She looks so delicate, with her high cheekbones and soft lips, like a flower about to blossom, or ice about to break.


  She pulls my hand to her chest, and I feel the swell of her breast, the cool touch of her skin, so smooth and tempting.


  With more strength than I gave her credit for, she pulls harder until I'm sitting next to her on the bed, her body wrapped partially around me, thighs, stomach and chest pressed against me. My pants tighten uncomfortably as the attraction that's been growing between us hits me. I shift to adjust myself, my eyes glued to her, my breath coming in short bursts. I can't remember wanting a woman this badly. Ever.


  As her eyes close again, I give in to one small temptation and bend down to kiss her forehead, then place her hand on the bed and pull myself out of her embrace.


  "Cade… my Cade" she whispers my name with a breath, then falls into her dreams.


  Grabbing my toiletries, I head to the bathroom. My body feels hot. Too hot. I need to cool off, to think. Getting close to this girl is a bad idea. She's not a one night stand or a summer fling. I refuse to treat her as such.


  As I force myself not to think of her, my mind wanders to Stevie. Being the caregiver is a role I'm used to. I miss him more tonight than I have since I left. I wonder how he's doing, if he's taking his medicine without a fight and getting enough nutrients. I hope my parents are spending time with him, talking to him, paying him some attention, not just seeing to his physical and medical needs. He won't thrive without interpersonal connection.


  I pause at the shower stall and pull out my cellphone, scrolling down to Mom's number. My finger hovers over the call button, but instead I press cancel, close the phone and put it away.


  Stepping into the shower, I let the hot water pour over me, washing away my guilt and fear… at least for a few minutes.
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  SHARP PAIN—the kind that shreds your brain and leaves you a zombie—pulls me from a delicious dream that I can't remember but will always wish I could. My eyes burn when I try to open them, the light streaming through the dorm window cutting through me like a laser, and I have a random thought that someone must have turned me into a vampire last night. It's the only thing I can imagine that would cause this much misery.


  Clearly I've read too many paranormal romances.


  While the bed is comfortable, the smell is familiar, but not mine. And the sun is coming from the wrong direction. When Cade fills my vision I gasp. "What? What are you doing in my room?"


  Cade. My Cade. Wait, what? Where did that thought come from?


  He helps me sit up and the room—not my room—spins.


  "You're in my room," he says. "Do you remember anything from last night?"


  He hands me a cup of coffee, which I take gratefully and sip on, the hot liquid, sweetened and creamed just the way I like it, warming my insides. "Of course I… Um. Wow. I don't know. It's all a bit hazy, like a dream. What I do remember doesn't make sense. Monsters and giants? That must have been a dream."


  Then I realize I'm in his bed. Practically naked, save for the bits of fabric valiantly clinging to me from the outfit last night, his sheet draped over me to cover all my exposed flesh. "Oh my God. Did we—?"


  "No. No, we didn't do anything. I slept in the spare bed. You had an allergy attack, and Jenifer gave you something for it. But it was a drug. You were high all night." He told me about macing Jenifer and then coming back to the dorm.


  I set the coffee down on the nightstand so hard hot liquid splashes on my hand. "Ow!" I shake the coffee off me. "That bitch drugged me? Against my will? What did I do? What happened to me?"


  Fear. Panic. That long ago night comes back to me in a flash, like I'm living it again.


  Rodney looms over me, looking larger than life.


  My dress is pushed up too high, his hands in places they shouldn't be.


  Nothing makes sense. My head is fuzzy, full of cobwebs. His cologne is strong as he leans in.


  And then.


  Pain.


  I start shaking and can't stop, tears flowing down my face as half-shaped memories haunt me. My pulse spikes. I can't breathe, can't talk. Cannot. Stop. Shaking.


  "Winter. Shhh. Winter, you're okay. It's okay." Cade's voice breaks through my terror, his arm around me, body firm and warm, melting the fear in my mind. I sob into his shoulder, releasing the memory of that night so long ago and trying to focus on this moment.


  When I can speak again, I wipe my tears and take a breath. "I'm sorry. I just, it brought up some bad memories for me. Did anything bad happen last night? Rodney wasn't—" the panic comes again, but Cade stills it with his touch.


  "Rodney wasn't anywhere near you, though you seemed intent on assaulting him with pepper spray, which I don't blame you a bit for. That guy is crooked as a barrel of snakes, as my grandfather used to say."


  His colloquialism tugs a small grin from my lips.


  He rubs my back. "But you didn't do anything at all. I got you back here as soon as I realized what had happened, and you slept the rest of the night. Alone."


  Relief overpowers me. Nothing bad had happened. I can feel that now. I know my body feels whole. Mine. Not like before. This wasn't like before.


  Still. What the hell?


  I stand, pulling his sheet around me. "Can I borrow this until I get dressed? I need to go talk to Jenifer."


  He stops me before I leave, his hand on my arm, and chills run up my spine. "Here, I got this for you. Take one a day and you should be fine."


  I accept the box from him. It's an antihistamine.


  This simple gesture of friendship brings tears to my eyes. "Thank you, Cade."
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  After a shower and some clean clothes, I feel more like myself—just with a major hangover.


  I find Jenifer sitting outside under the shade of a tree, smoking a cigarette and swigging wine from the bottle. She has large dark glasses on, but red skin that looks burned spreads out from under them.


  Storming over to her, I prepare my verbal slaughter, mentally practicing what I will say. When I reach her, I open my mouth to begin, but her words stop me.


  "I'm sorry." She takes her glasses off, revealing blood shot, swollen eyes filled with tears. Her face is so red she looks like she slept outside on a hot day in the desert. "Oh God, you're going to kill me, aren't you? It's okay. I'm ready. I already had the pepper spray, now it's the knife."


  The anger drains out of me like someone pulled the plug on it. I sink down to the grass beside her. "Cade got rid of those." I rest my hand on her arm. "Besides, I don't need them."


  She looks at me, a sad, hopeful smile on her face. "So we're okay?"


  "Maybe. Just tell me, why'd you do it?"


  Jenifer shrugs. "I just wanted you to have fun with me."


  Her answer surprises me. "I always have fun with you."


  "No, you don't. No one does, unless they're drunk or high or taking my clothes off."


  My heart sinks a little at her words. Is this really how she feels about herself? "You don't have to do that with me."


  "But I—


  "No, seriously. You can keep your clothes on with me." I nudge her and smile.


  Jenifer chuckles, but it dies out, and I realize she's not the bright, bubbly girl I've always known. Normally she seems on top of the world, confident, terminally optimistic, and happy. Today she's like a vortex of sadness and hopelessness.


  Jenifer takes another swig of her wine. "I'm not like you, you know. Guys look at you, and they see a girl they can date. A girl they can show off to their mom. A forever kind of girl. They look at me, they see a one night stand. Just some girl they get drunk and bang." She sucks on her cigarette and blows smoke out. "Imagine what girls see."


  I'd always thought the exact opposite, that she was the kind of girl guys wanted to be with and I was… well… The Ice Queen. Pretty, but untouchable. But as I look at her more closely, I can see why she feels that way about herself. She dresses and acts in a way that invites men in, but perhaps the wrong kind of men, for the wrong kind of things. "I imagine they see someone who has what they want. I imagine they're jealous."


  "They're bitches." Jenifer pours the last of the wine into her mouth.


  "Maybe if they just get to know you… the real you..."


  She shakes her head, an unhappy smile on her face, like she knows a truth that I can't see yet. Then she leans back against the tree, bottle of wine forgotten. "You're my best friend. My only friend. You see something in me no one else does. I don't want to lose that, so I'll try to be the person you think I am."
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  TWO WEEKS OF classes, and I still have a hard time with even the most basic conversation in French. They say some people just don't have a proficiency for language. I never believed this until now. I always thought that if I worked hard enough, studied hard enough, pushed myself hard enough, I could learn or do anything. I applied this principle to my studies, to learning architecture so that I could get in to the best program, to learning to speak like an academic so people wouldn't stereotype me as a dumb hick. I thought it would work with French, too. But, now I know I was wrong, and that error could mean the end to all of my dreams.


  People pass me on either side, speaking so fast I'm not sure I'd understand them in English, let alone French, as I sit on the steps outside the Rodin Museum waiting for the rest of the class to arrive for our tour. I stare at the paper in my hand, my first test. All I can see are the red marks. There are so many of them, like someone stuck themselves with a pin and bled all over the paper while grading it. A 58%. I've never scored that low on anything in my life, and never worked so hard on anything either.


  Without at least a B in this class, I'll lose my scholarship to Columbia. In five years, when my inheritance finally comes through, I fear my father will have broken my will. I won't be able to leave the family business after that. That can't happen, but I don't know what else to do. I examine the questions I got wrong, but I have no idea how else I would have answered.


  "Hey, is that the test?" Winter sits beside me, straining to see. "How'd you do?"


  I shove it into my backpack. "Good. You excited about the museum?" I already know the answer, but I love seeing how her face lights up when she gets passionate about something.


  "Yes. Oh my God, I can't believe one guy created everything here. It's incredible. And I'm excited to study the details of his artwork up close and personal, to actually stand next to The Thinker, or walk up to The Gates of Hell, you know?"


  I nod. I do know. It's how I feel about touring Notre Dame. And, I realize in that moment, how I feel when I'm with Winter.


  The rest of the class catches up to us, Rodney giving us a wide berth as he glares at me from afar. I casually pick up a stick from the ground and smile at him. Face drained of color, he looks away.


  I've felt unusually protective of Winter since that night at the club, and I can't seem to shake this growing attraction, even as our friendship deepens, or maybe because of it.


  While I appreciate great art, and Rodin certainly qualifies, I don't share Winter's passion for it, but when we get to The Thinker I stop and study him. "I wonder what he's thinking about? Is he facing an internal dilemma? Trying to figure out which road in his life to take?" I think of Stevie, of the constant struggle that is his life now, and the choices I have to make because of him. I hope he's eating well. He loses his appetite sometimes when I'm not there.


  Winter strikes The Thinker pose, and I snap a picture of her. "He's probably thinking about food," she says.


  "Food?"


  "Sure, isn't that what all guys think about? Food and sex? Maybe he's trying to decide which to have first, and it's left him paralyzed with indecision. Do I get sex? Or do I get food? Ah, the weight of it all."


  I laugh at the ridiculousness of her analysis, and she laughs with me. It feels good to be silly with her, to let the weight of it all go for just a minute and have fun with a friend.


  Winter pulls me along to another sculpture. The Kiss. Two bodies intertwined in a passionate embrace. I think of that night Winter pulled me to bed next to her, how she called me "My Cade" as she wrapped her body against me. But that wasn't really her, that was just the drugs. She and I are just friends. That's all we can be.


  "I love this sculpture," she says. "Back home there's a small version of this on my desk next to the computer. It's for inspiration, for my writing. The passion, the love, it's intoxicating."


  My mood sours when I think about what love turns into. "Too bad love like that doesn't last."


  "I think it does," she says. "When the right people find each other."


  Were my parents just not meant to be? They'd been like this once, but that died… when our family died. "I don't like it."


  "The sculpture?" She raises an eyebrow at me.


  "Yes. That's passion, not love. Passion fades. And once it does, you're left taking care of someone you can barely stand, suffering through hard times, putting up with each other, trying to make each other happy when you're not even happy yourself. A sculpture of real love wouldn't look this enticing. It would include pain and cruelty."


  "You should see Brancusi's The Kiss." She slides her hand down the back of the statue. "It's just two people, two blocks of stone really, just holding each other, their lips pressed together. They don't look like passion, but they have it."


  I think about my parents again, about how stale their love has become. "How can you tell?"


  "When two people devote their lives to each other, I don't care what it looks like, that's passion."


  For the first time I wonder if my parents could still love each other, even after all of this.


  We move on to The Gates of Hell in the garden, and I'm blown away by the level of detail and design in Rodin's work. The sculpture stands twenty feet high and thirteen feet wide and has miniature versions of his other work carved into it, with figures ranging from six inches to three feet in size. Independently, each of his pieces are amazing, but incorporated into this imposing gate they tell a grander story of human thought and suffering.


  The weather has turned from sunshine to a slow drizzle. The other students take cover inside, but Winter and I stand in the rain admiring the sculpture.


  There's almost too much to take in all at once. At the top, The Thinker is carved into the massive gate, forever stuck pondering his choices. That does sound like its own kind of hell—one I'm often stuck in myself.


  But the images that strike me most powerfully are the tortured souls, carved into inhuman positions, destined to spend eternity suffering for their sins. "Are you Christian, Winter?"


  She turns to face me, the rain misting her hair as it clings to her face. "I don't go to church or anything, but I was baptized as a baby. It's more like my heritage than my faith, I guess."


  "You think hell exists?"


  She shrugs. "Maybe for those who truly deserve it, though it seems to me people do a good enough job making their own hell on Earth."


  "What about homosexuals? Do they deserve it?" I didn't expect to bring this up with her, now or ever, but it feels so natural to talk to Winter about everything.


  Her response is instant as her eyes blaze with passion. "Of course not."


  "What about those who take their own life? Do you think they deserve hell?" My heart falls into my gut as I wait for her answer.


  "I don't think it matters how you die," she says. "My aunt and uncle used to work in the World Trade Centers. When the planes hit, they died painlessly, my parents told me. They died instantly, they told me. But I know that the heat melted the flesh from their bones like it melted the steel around them. I know that the smoke burned their throats and scorched their eyes until nothing but a corpse of ash remained."


  Her voice hitches, and I reach for her hand, holding it as she talks.


  "I can't think of a worse way to die." She squeezes my hand. "And I've tried. So, do I think there's a hell? Yes, I hope there is one. I hope the people who killed my aunt and uncle are there now, burning, just as my aunt and uncle burned. But do I think the way you die matters? No. Because life is hard and fleeting and cruel. And those that do well while alive, deserve some peace for it."


  "What about those who are left behind?" I ask. This time it's her hand, her touch, giving me comfort. "Isn't it cruel to take your life, when it means leaving your loved ones behind to pick up the broken pieces?"


  "Possibly, but I don't think that condemns them to hell. I imagine you're already living in hell if you feel forced to take your own life. We all do things that are construed as cruel by others, even if that's not our intention. Sometimes we, as humans, are just so wrapped up in our own misery we aren't capable of seeing past it into the lives of those we love. Isn't that level of pain punishment enough? If, indeed, any sort of punishment is even warranted."


  I think back once again to my dad asking me, "What's bothering you, kid?" And I realize she's right. We are all cruel to each other, intentional or not, at one point or another. It's the nature of being human that, in our own blindness, we lash out and blind others.


  Examining the sculpture with a new light, I smile and stroke her hand with my thumb. "I like it."


  Winter grins. "Me too."


  "I hope your novel does well, Winter." I can see her future, the success and dozens of books on the New York Times bestseller list. "Some people deserve to have their dreams come true."


  Winter is silent for several minutes, deep in thought until she turns to me, a shy smile on her beautiful lips. "I can help you, you know? With your French."


  I'd said no once before, convinced I could handle it myself. That didn't work out. So I surprise myself and go against my natural impulse for once. "I'd like that. I'd really like that."
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  I HATE TO delete a sentence, let alone an entire scene, but it can't be helped. Cringing, I hit the delete key, and 3,127 words—words I endured great pain to bring to life—disappear. I want to weep at the loss, but instead, I close my eyes and picture the date as it should have been written. I see them meeting, feel the beating in the protagonist's heart when he pulls out her chair and his hand grazes her cheek, smell the food as it's being served, as the couple takes those first tentative steps toward something more, something deeper.


  Details lodge into my mind, I open my eyes and write, letting the feelings, the hopes and dreams of my characters speak to me as I type. The words flow easier, the scene like a movie or memory begging to be transcribed.


  The museum must have inspired me, breathed life into my creative mind. Maybe being surrounded by the work of geniuses is like finding creativity through osmosis. I breathed in their talent and transformed it into my own work.


  A shiver travels up my spine when my characters reach for each other's hands, when they touch, his hand hot, warming hers. My typing falters when I think of Cade, how he held my hand when I told him about my aunt and uncle. The way his eyes softened in empathy, his body moving closer to mine, offering comfort without words. He's suffered too; I can see it in everything he says and does.


  Pushing aside the distracting thoughts of Cade, I dive back into my scene, when Jenifer walks in carrying bags.


  She holds them up, smiling. "I shopped. You are not going to believe what I've found." She hands one bag to me. "Got you a present too, for tonight."


  "Tonight?" I pull out a dress, a red dress the color of my lipstick, with matching shoes. "What's this?"


  Dumping out the contents of her purchases on to her bed, she rummages around until she pulls out a black dress and shoes. "It's your thank you present."


  "For what?" I know I'm not going to like the answer.


  "For going to the party with me tonight."


  Definitely not liking the answer. I toss the dress back to her. "No way. I'm so done with the Paris party scene."


  Dropping her carefree attitude, Jenifer goes for the big-eyed pleading look. "You have to go, Winter. I need you there. It sounds like a lot of fun, but I don't want to go alone." She holds up the dress she bought me. "Plus, you'll look stunning in this."


  "I can't. I'm finally making progress on my novel, and I'm in the middle of a really great scene."


  Jenifer looks at my laptop like it's the anti-Christ. "You can write later. We're only young once, and we have to live it up."


  "I think I lived it up plenty last time, if you don't recall. I have work to do." I sit at my desk, ready to ignore her if necessary.


  "You're writing a romance, right? Well, what better way to find inspiration than by meeting a hot guy at a party in Paris?"


  I shake my head. "Not looking for a relationship, but thanks."


  "Who said anything about a relationship? I'm talking about hooking up." She wiggles her hips salaciously. "That's what you really need. Now come on, try on the dress."


  Crossing my arms over my chest, I refuse to budge as she attempts to pull me out of my seat.


  She huffs and gives up. "You know what your problem is? I've been thinking about this. You're not blocked, you're uninspired. You need some life experience to write this stuff, not just head knowledge. Soak up some real life, and your book will be a cinch to write!"


  I hesitate. Her words parrot what Mr. Posthumus told me. Maybe she's not totally wrong. Going to the museum helped. Being out in the real world, watching people interact, feeling the emotion and energy swirling around me, might be what I need to take my writing to the next level.


  As if she could sense my weakening resolve, she gets on her knees, hands clasped as if in prayer. "Pleeeeease. For me?"


  Kicking myself for what I'm sure will end up being another mistake, I glare at her. "This won't be like our last party, right?"


  She holds up two fingers. "No. Never again. Scout's honor."


  "You were never a scout, but okay, fine, I'll go. But no hooking up. I'm just going for you."


  She launches herself at me and squeals in my ear as she hugs me. I'm sure I'll be deaf for most of the party, but I hug her back before peeling her off of me. "Okay, okay. Personal space, Jen. Can't breathe."


  Releasing me, she smiles. "Sorry. Just so excited. Okay, let's get ready. Oh my God, this is going to be the best!"


  While I don't share her enthusiasm, I accept the dress. I first change my bra and panties so that my bra line won't stick out of the spaghetti strap dress and my pantie line won't show. Then I slip the silky dress on. It conforms to my body like a second skin, and I shift self-consciously as I slip into the matching shoes and run a brush through my hair. "Should I wear my hair up or down?"


  Jenifer watches as I show her both options. "Down. Definitely. It's sexy."


  I leave it down, apply a light layer of makeup and lipstick and examine the results in the mirror.


  A sexy woman stares back at me, shoulders bare, neckline revealing, enough cleavage to be evocative without being over-exposed. I have to admit I look pretty amazing—like a different person.


  "Guys are gonna want a piece of that ass." Jenifer says as she adds the final touches to her own outfit. "You'll have to be careful." She flicks her hair. "Or not."


  "You be careful," I tell her. "No more one night stands."


  Jenifer waves me off as she adds more curl to her blond hair. "Sure. Sure."


  I hold out my pinky, unwilling to let her get away with a flippant response. "Pinky swear. No more one night stands."


  Jenifer finishes her hair and turns to me, her face more serious. She locks pinkies with mine, and I can tell she's thinking of the same night I am, the night her 'no' wasn't enough to keep her safe. "No more one night stands."


  "For me anyway," she says as she locks our door. "You should totally do someone tonight."


  My eyes wander to Cade's door and I wonder if he's there, just a few feet away, and what he'll be doing tonight.
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  This party is an actual party, rather than a club. It's outdoors, which I wasn't expecting, and I hope it doesn't rain or get too cold since I didn't bring a jacket. Rather than carrying a purse, I slipped my identification, money and lipstick into the small pocket of my dress, grateful that Jenifer picked one with pockets. It makes me look clunky, but I don't care.


  It's late when we arrive, and the party is in full swing with dancing, drinking and some couples making out in corners, or right there on the dance floor.


  There's even an open bar. "Who invited you to this?" I have to shout into Jenifer's ear to be heard over the music.


  "A guy at school. Don't remember his name. I'm getting a drink. Want anything?"


  I'm stuck, unsure of how to answer. I'm definitely not drinking alcohol, but can I trust her to keep her word and not spike my drink?


  Her face drops when she realizes why I've hesitated. "Never again. I swear, Winter. I'm so sorry."


  The regret is clear on her face, and I believe her. "Okay, sure, I'll take a soda."


  Normally she'd argue, insist on something with more of a kick to help me loosen up, but this time she just smiles brightly and saunters off to the bar.


  She brings back two plastic cups. I take the one with soda and sip it, relieved that it does in fact taste like plain soda, albeit lukewarm. They don't seem to believe in icing drinks in France.


  Jenifer drains her cup in one long swig and burps. "Oh my God, I can't believe I just did that in public."


  No one else heard, but we both laugh so hard I nearly snort soda up my nose.


  She takes deep breaths to stop laughing. "So, we need to find a good one night stand for you and a good boyfriend for me."


  Here we go. "Why do I feel like we've switched bodies?"


  Jenifer laughs. "Who do you like?" She sweeps her arm in a wide gesture to include all the men at the party, but they are indistinguishable from each other in my eyes.


  "No one. I'm not interested." None of the guys stand out or look appealing in any way. As Jenifer points out candidates, I rule out each one. He's too short. That guy is too skinny. Mr. Tall, Dark and Handsome is too… something. And then it hits me. Why none of them live up to the standard in my mind. Why each of them are too much of something or not enough of something else.


  Because none of them are Cade.


  My Cade.


  Le sigh.


  Flashes of the night I was drugged rush back to me. His strong arms carrying me through the streets of Paris. The feel of his heart beating as my head rested against his chest. The soft press of his lips against my forehead when he thought I was asleep.


  Oh shit. I'm falling for the cowboy. It seems obvious now, the way I feel every time he touches me, the inspiration I gain after we're together, but, no, this can't be. He's leaving at the end of summer and I'm staying. We have no future. There's a built in expiration date on our relationship, a guaranteed broken heart at the end of the summer that I can't bear to think about. And then I realize the irony of my situation. I'm falling for a guy I can't have, while trying to write a romance novel that's authentic.


  "How about them?" Jenifer points at two guys standing by the band.


  "I'm just here for you." My stomach tilts upside down as I face the truth of my feelings.


  "Then walk over with me."


  "No." I want to go back to the dorms. I want to talk to Cade, but what would I say? There's no possible scenario in which confessing my feelings could lead to anything but pain.


  "Come on," she says, pulling me forward. "Don't go all Ice Queen on me, now. I need my wing girl."


  I can't talk to Cade about my feelings. Can't go back to the dorms now and dwell on them. Might as well help Jenifer and try not to think about the state of my heart. "Fine. But you're doing all the talking."


  Jenifer smiles with glee. "No problem, girl. I just need you to look pretty."


  Before we can make a move for them, they start walking toward us.


  "Oh, shit. They're coming," Jenifer says. "Smile, Winter, you're not being given a death sentence here."


  I force my face into a smile as the men approach and offer us drinks. The tall guy with black hair kisses the back of Jenifer's hand. "I am Duke. This is Luigi. You are American's, no?"


  Jenifer nearly swoons, and I stop myself from rolling my eyes. "Yes," she says with a giggle. "We are."


  Luigi moves closer to me. "Would you ladies like to dance?"


  I'm about to decline, but Jenifer agrees for us both, and I'm ushered to the dance floor. As ridiculous as it is, when Luigi's hand reaches for mine, I feel a twinge of guilt, like I'm cheating on Cade. But Cade and I are just friends, can only ever be just friends. So why not have some fun and let loose?


  I try. I really do.


  But the cloying scent of Luigi's cologne, combined with his clammy hands pawing my body, make me feel like a trapped animal.


  I sneak a peek at Jenifer, who is pressed so closely to Duke they're practically one person, their hands moving over each other's bodies with premature intimacy.


  While I'm distracted by my friend, Luigi moves his hands up my waist and brushes against my breasts.


  Wow, what? I step back. "I need to use the bathroom. Excuse me."


  Luigi moves in on Jenifer and Duke, rubbing against her from behind while Duke takes her front. I want to puke.


  The bathroom escape isn't just an excuse to get away; I really do need to pee. I stop at the bar to ask for directions and am pointed to a tent-like structure. My bladder is about to explode as I step in and face what I assume is supposed to pass as a toilet. It's not a toilet, or even a port-a-potty. It's a hole. In the ground. I'm not even making this up. And it smells like shit and piss and body odor.


  I cannot pee into a hole, and I'm stone cold sober. How would drunk people manage in here? How would that even work? At this point I'm crossing my legs to keep from peeing all over myself. What other options are there? Even if I could hold it in long enough to get somewhere else, I have no idea where to find another bathroom, and it's becoming increasingly evident that there will be no holding it in.


  As I fantasize about ways to kill Jenifer for dragging me here, I pull off my panties and hook them around one wrist while pulling up my dress to my waist. Standing over the hole, precariously balanced with one heeled foot on each side, legs shaking as they try to hold me steady, I close my eyes and pray that I don't end up covered in my own piss.


  I've had quite enough bathroom adventures to last a lifetime, thank you very much.


  Mid-stream the tent is pulled open as Luigi shoves his head in. "Hey, are you—"


  I snap. Totally and completely. My body shakes in rage, and the world around me goes black, save for the smirking face of the asshole in front of me. "Get the fuck out of here." With more balance than I knew I had, I pull off one high heel and throw it at him. He dodges the shoe and closes the tent, but I'm not done yet. "Fuck. Do you even know what personal space is?" I gesture to indicate the space.


  "Are you gesturing?" he asks. "I can't see you."


  "Fuck you. Why don't you go gesture yourself?"


  "Whatever. I'm leaving."


  "You tried to touch my tits, you pervert. You better leave."


  I see his shadow walk away.


  "He tried to touch my tits," I scream out to the night. He also watched me pee, but I can't bring myself to even speak that out loud. I want to die.


  I'm faced with another dilemma when I'm finished. No toilet paper. Naturally. So I stand there, willing myself to air dry, as anger builds in me. Men are scum. I'm so over them.


  Except a small voice in the back of my mind whispers that not all men are scum. Some are kind, polite and gallant. Some go out of their way to help others, are strong and brilliant and amazing. Some, well, one, makes me feel like melting with just a touch, makes me feel safe with just his presence.


  When I don't feel so completely disgusting, I pull my panties back on, hop to get my missing shoe, and go off in search of Jenifer.


  She's grinding on Duke, their tongues thrust into each other's mouths. If not for their clothes, they'd be screwing on the dance floor.


  I walk up to her. "It's time to go home."


  Jenifer ignores me and continues her dry humping.


  I scream in her ear. "Hey, Jenifer!"


  She looks up, eyes unfocused, lipstick smeared around her lips.


  "Let's go home." I'm fighting tears now, on the edge of my temper.


  "Already?" She turns back to Duke. "But we're having fun."


  "Not anymore." I take her hand, but she pulls away.


  "I'll come home later."


  My face hardens. "You'll come home now."


  "Don't go all Ice Queen on me."


  Bitch. "I'm not. I'm going Raging Fire of Hate on your ass if you don't leave with me right now."


  Jenifer leans over to whisper in my ear. "He's really nice. I won't sleep with him right now. I promise. Just, let me get to know him better."


  "You're practically sleeping with him already. What are you getting to know? The inside of his mouth?"


  "Why do you have to be so frigid? I'm just having fun," she says. "It's not my fault if you're a prude who can't relax."


  Her words cut me, but I ignore it. "Jenifer, you swore."


  "I remember."


  "Fine, whatever." I'm not her mother. I can't force her to do something she doesn't want to do. "I'll see you tonight."


  "See you tonight." She giggles and starts grinding on Duke again.


  I leave without a glance back, disgusted, tired, angry and… and I don't even know what. I hail a cab to get back to my dorm and take such a long, hot shower that the water goes cold.


  Once back in my room, I open my laptop and find the scene I was working on before this disastrous night happened. I don't want to think about Jenifer and her stupid choices, about the pee hole, about my newly discovered feelings for Cade… none of it. I just want to feel my characters and help them fall in love.


  But the words won't come. I have no inspiration, no emotion to draw from. I'm like a wrung out husk of a human, completely drained.


  Night settles around me, the bewitching hour comes and goes and still I have no words. My roommate does not return. At 3 a.m. I give up and curl into bed, the tears finally falling as I cry myself to sleep.
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  VINCENT, THE OWNER of the restaurant who'd comped our dinners the night Jenifer and I got food poisoning, smiles and places a basket of fresh bread on our table. "Comment allez-vous?"


  Cade responds with precise words, practicing his diction. "Très bien, et vous?"


  "Très bien, aussi!" He and Cade go back and forth making polite pleasantries in French, before Cade stumbles on a sentence and reverts back to English.


  Vincent claps his hands together. "Your French, it is much better. We like to think it is our food, but I'm thinking it is your girl's help more, no?"


  When Cade laughs, the world goes quiet for me, and all I can hear is the low timber of his voice. He pats my hand. "It's definitely my girl's help, but the food doesn't hurt. Can't study on an empty stomach."


  Speaking of stomachs, mine flip-flops when he calls me his girl. His girl. The possessiveness of that term, said with such affection, makes it hard to keep the lines of friendship drawn in the sand. For two weeks we've danced around that line, meeting daily for French lessons and dinner, spending our free time together seeing the sights of Paris and talking about our work. He's become my best friend, the last person I want to talk to at night and the first person I look forward to seeing when I wake up.


  Vincent excuses himself to see to other tables, leaving us alone again.


  "Okay, spill it," I say.


  Cade makes big doe eyes at me. "Spill what?"


  I slap his arm. "You know what. Show me the test!"


  It can't be too bad, since his mood has been high since we left the Sorbonne, but I'm dying to see how he did after a few weeks working with me.


  He reaches for his book bag and hands me the paper. There's red on it, more than I'd hoped would be, but the final mark shows a 78%. "Cade, this is great! You must be thrilled!" I lean over and hug him. It's a friendly gesture, but when his hand strokes my hair, trailing down my back, and my mouth presses into the hot flesh of his neck, the friendliness evaporates into heat.


  The mood shifts, and our bodies part with reluctance as we focus on our bread and drinks.


  On our table, Cade's phone vibrates. He checks it, pauses, and then ignores the call, sending it straight to voicemail.


  "Who was it?" I ask.


  He shoves the phone into his pocket. "My mom."


  "You should call her back. It's the 4th of July. I already talked to my family earlier today." It's easy to forget American holidays over here, surrounded by a different life and different culture. I was surprised to find that it doesn't take long to acclimate to a new life. Within a few weeks of being here, it had already started to feel like home. The daily routine of going to school, stopping for a baguette on the way there at the local bakery, and now meeting after class every day to study—even passing Notre Dame every day has become routine, though we still marvel at its awesomeness, both of us excited about the scheduled visit mid-August, just before the class ends. I have it circled in red on my calendar.


  "I'll call her later." His response is curt, and he avoids eye contact with me.


  I lean away from our books spread out over the table. "I don't mind. I can wait."


  Cade pulls the phone out of his pocket and stares at the screen, finger hovering over the call button, but he puts it away without dialing. "I'll just call her later."


  Right. Like that's not the most obvious copout ever. "So what's the family drama?" I sip my coffee and wait.


  "No drama," my sexy cowboy says. "I just want to study right now, is all."


  "Please, I grew up with five sisters, a cousin, and parents who thought I'd be successful in the escort business. I know drama when I see it."


  "The escort business?"


  Oops. Didn't mean to say that part out loud. I wave his question away with my hand. "Long story. The point is, I can smell family drama like some animals can smell fear. I'm like a rodent, or something else that smells really well."


  He narrows his eyes at me, his lips puckered. "You're making that up."


  "Oh yeah?" I wrinkle my nose and expose my teeth in my best rat impersonation and start sniffing the air. By the incredulous look on Cade's face, I can tell he thinks I've lost my mind. One more sniff, for good measure. "You're having an argument with your dad."


  Cade shakes his head, his face shifting from incredulity to disbelief and shock. "No way."


  "I'm right, aren't I? Now just wait, I'm not finished yet." I sniff the air again. "He… he…" I cross my eyes, like a rat in thought. "He doesn't like that you're on this trip."


  Cade stares at me. "You're just guessing."


  He's been reluctant to talk about his family, but it doesn't take a genius to read between the lines. "No, I'm not, because it's obvious. You used to live with your dad, and no matter how bad things got, you still spoke to each other. Because the alternative was hell. Now, you're finally away from him, so you can ignore him."


  Cade waves his phone at me, as if gloating. "It's my mom that called."


  "Exactly!" My turn to gloat. "Which is how I know it's your dad you're arguing with."


  "You're crazy," he says, but not with conviction. I'm getting to him.


  I sniff the air again. "He's angry at you. Angry for leaving. And you… " A few more sniffs. I can tell Cade is trying not to laugh at my antics, but he's also shocked that I'm right. "You feel guilty. What do you feel guilty about?"


  All the humor leaves his face and it turns to stone. "Let's just study."


  I should stop. I know he doesn't want to talk about this, but we're real friends now and he needs to stop hiding, so I drop the rat act and look him in the eyes, face serious and, I hope, empathetic. "You have a younger sibling. A brother, probably. He looks up to you. You feel guilty for leaving him."


  "How do you know that?"


  I shrug. I can't tell him the full truth, that his moods have become a part of me, that I'd never act this way with anyone else, but I feel safe with him, like I know him. That I can see into his soul, see his pain, and I would give anything to heal him. "You're very protective. You helped me on the plane, and later when Rodney stepped on my hand. You've always been looking out for someone."


  His lips twitch up into a flirty smile. "Maybe I just think you're pretty?"


  Heat rushes to my face with his unexpected compliment. Instead of acknowledging his words, I deflect. "Don't try to psychoanalyze the situation, please. Leave that to the professionals."


  At least the tension between us is broken as he shifts subjects. "Well, now that you know everything about my family, what about you? How's your family doing?"


  "Great. My sister might actually visit me here. I can't wait for you to meet her. She's an archaeologist."


  We're staring at each other, and I'm so lost in his eyes that I have to physically stop myself from leaning forward and kissing him.


  His hand grazes mine, sliding down my fingers. "How do you do it?" he asks. "Get along with so many people? I see you with Jenifer, how badly she's hurt you and still you're her friend."


  We're not talking about my friends and family, but I give him the answer I think he needs. "You forgive them, and you give them a chance to change."


  "What if they don't?"


  I lift my finger and cover his with it, our hands intertwining while we pretend to ignore it. "You adjust your expectations. I love my sister, Summer, but we never talk about writing. It bores her to death, and that's okay. We talk about something else. I talk about writing with my cousin. There comes a point where you have to accept that people are doing the best they can with what they have, and you have to learn to be okay with it."


  "What if I can't?"


  "You work harder at it." I pull our linked hands into the air, forcing us to acknowledge that we're touching. "What do you want from your father?"


  He looks down at our hands, tightening his around mine as he scoots closer to me. He's fighting his own vulnerability, but when he looks up his eyes are moist. "Acceptance. I want him to accept me as I am, to love me for who I am and not who he wants me to be."


  How could anyone not love this man? How could any parent not be proud of what he's accomplished? Of his brilliance and kindness and integrity.


  "How do I make him accept me?" His question cuts at my heart. "Can you sniff out the answer to that?"


  I wish I could give him an answer that will make him feel better, but I can only give him the truth as I see it. "You don't make him. You can't. You have to accept your relationship as it is. Otherwise… "


  "What?"


  My heart breaks with his. "Otherwise, you have to end the relationship."


  His tears don't fall, but I know the pain is deep. How do you choose between being in a relationship with a father who despises you, or ending that relationship and likely cutting yourself off from your whole family?


  Our food arrives, and the spell is broken. He lets go of my hands, which are now cold and lonely, and clears the table of our books. We eat in silence, neither of us sure what to say. Maybe I should have kept my mouth shut, or served him platitudes he wanted to hear, but I can't do that. It wouldn't be fair to him or his relationship with his father. A fear seizes me. What if he cancels our tutoring sessions after this and I lose my best friend?


  Instead, he sips his soda and smiles at me. "So, what was that about an escort business?"


  I nearly choke on a steamed vegetable. "We're not going into that."


  He raises his hands in mock innocence. "Hey, you brought it up. Now it's time to spill the beans."


  I groan. "Okay. Fine. For my first days of high school, Autumn insisted on picking out my wardrobe. I won't go into the details of what I wore that first week, but let's just say the Pope would have had a heart attack if I walked by. As you can imagine, I drew a lot of attention, especially from the male and lesbian population. Some of the bi-sexual too, but that's a different story. Later that week, my parents got a phone call from my history teacher. He said he was worried about his students' ability to focus with me in the classroom. My dad asked if the teacher wasn't simply worried about his ability to focus in the classroom with me there."


  Cade laughs at that, and it feels good to see him smiling again.


  "That led to a meeting with the principal. In the end, my parents conceded that though I looked great and could have had a promising career as a high end escort, I had to stop letting Autumn pick out my wardrobe."


  "Did you stop?"


  "Of course." I feign shock at his question. "I picked out my own clothes the next day."


  "And?" His lips twitch in a grin, and my heart skips a beat.


  "Let's just say I was transferred out of history."


  Cade laughs, and I start laughing, drawing attention to us both.


  Vincent interrupts us with apologies and a bottle of champagne. "You having a good time?"


  "Yes, we are." I move my empty plate out of the way. "Thank you."


  "Great. I have a gift for you." He hands me the chilled bottle.


  "Thank you, but… why?"


  "It is American holiday, no?"


  "Yes, that's very thoughtful of you." I place the bottle on the table between Cade and me.


  "It is my pleasure. Enjoy, Mademoiselle. Enjoy, Monsieur." Vincent hands Cade the check and leaves.


  When I turn back to Cade, his smile has turned to a frown and he's watching Vincent as he makes the rounds.


  "You want to get out of here?" Cade leaves cash on the check and stands to go.


  "Um, sure." I worry that we'll offend Vincent by leaving the champagne unopened, but since I don't drink, I'm not sure what else to do with it. I stand and grab my coat and bag. "Where do you want to go?"


  "I have an idea. Come on."


  "Wait," I say. Cade's hat is on the table, and I pick it up and put it on my head. "How do I look? Like a cowgirl?"


  "Yes, just like. May I have it back now? Please?"


  I take it off and give it back to him, my mood dropping with his. "Sure. Sorry."


  He dusts off the hat and puts it on. "It's okay. I'm just not used to other people wearing it."


  I can tell the hat has sentimental value for him, but I think I've sniffed out enough of his secrets today, so I don't press the issue. Instead, I link my arm with his and smile. "Where are we going?"


  "You'll find out." He smiles a devilish grin. "If you don't mind escorting me outside?"
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  CADE'S BODY WARMS me as we walk across a bridge over the Seine River. The sun is setting, filling the rain dampened city with warm tones of gold, red and yellow and reflecting off the water. I shiver at the drop in temperature, and Cade pulls his arm out of mine and settles it over my shoulder.


  I've never walked with a man like this, like a couple, even though we aren't technically a couple, and I memorize how it feels, the butterflies in my stomach and the heat from his body, the way a new hunger burns in my belly.


  We stop and lean over the fence, admiring the river and watching the boats full of couples as they glide along the water.


  Hundreds of locks are latched onto the fence, each with initials or names written on them. I hold one in my hand, studying it. "What do you think this is about?"


  Cade shrugs. "No idea."


  An elderly couple passes us and stops a few feet away, lock in hand. Their white heads come together like clouds as they kiss and then click the lock onto the fence. The woman holds the key in her hand, then throws it over the side.


  Curiosity compels me forward, Cade at my back. "Excuse me. Do you speak English?" I could have the conversation in French, but I don't want to leave Cade out.


  They turn to us, their arms wrapped around each other, matching gold rings on their fingers. "We do," the woman says with a strong French accent.


  I smile. "I'm Winter, and this is Cade. We were just wondering what these locks are."


  The old woman's pale blue eyes light up. "This is Lover's Bridge. Couples put locks with their initials here and throw the key into the Seine to symbolize their eternal love. It is said, if you kiss on Lover's Bridge, you will be happy together forever." She looks up at her husband, who kisses her forehead. "It's our 60th anniversary, so we are celebrating."


  I look at the thousands of locks on the fence and think of all the love stories they represent. I slide my finger across one, wishing I could tap into those stories with just a touch. "Sixty years is a long time. Congratulations. How do you stay together that long and stay so in love?"


  Cade squeezes my shoulders, and I know he's thinking of his parents.


  The husband wraps his arms around his wife and says, "The key is to marry your best friend."


  The wife pats her husband's hands. "That, and always assume the best motivation from your partner. It's easy to think the worst when you're angry or hurt or scared, but if you choose to believe the best in what they say and do, you will be much happier."


  The couple walks off, hand in hand, and we're quiet as we make our way across the rest of the bridge, each lost in our own thoughts. I wonder if I will ever find anyone that will still love me in sixty years when my hair turns white and my skin wrinkles. Does true love really exist outside of movies and romance novels? It would seem so, if that couple is any indication.


  The lights in the sky turn darker, reds burning into purples as we approach a familiar landmark. Excitement bubbles up in me like champagne. "The Eiffel Tower? Is that where we're going?"


  Cade chuckles. "Dag nab it. Is it that obvious?"


  I wave my hand in front of me. "Well, it's kind of right there in the open, so yeah."


  "Have you been yet?" Cade asks.


  "No. This is so awesome." I'm practically jumping up and down now, pulling him by the hand.


  "Perfect, we can experience it for the first time together." He laughs and jogs to keep up with me.


  [image: ]


  A few hundred steps into the climb, I reassess our decision to 'save time' by climbing instead of taking the lift to the first two platforms. "Cade. I'm dying. You might have to carry me the rest of the way."


  My legs burn, and my breath is labored, but he looks like he's on a pleasant country stroll. "You can do it," he says. "We're almost to the first level."


  But we don't stop at the first level. Nope. We both want to see the sun set on Paris, and it's setting fast, so we need to get to the top deck quickly.


  By the time we get to the second deck, my legs are wobbly, like cooked spaghetti, barely holding me upright. Since there are no stairs to the top deck—darn, what a bummer!—we take the lift and arrive at the top just in time to see the sun setting over Paris.


  The view stuns me speechless, and I almost forget to take pictures.


  Cade breaks the silence. "This is the tallest building in France. It was originally built as the entrance arch to the 1889 World's Fair and was only supposed to stay up for 20 years. Can you imagine if they'd dismantled the Eiffel Tower? It's so iconic."


  "I'm glad they didn't." I point to a spot on the horizon. "Look, the Arc de Triomphe, and there's Champ de Mars. I spent an afternoon at that park just reading. Best day ever. Well, one of the best days. The view from here is amazing."


  Cade's voice softens. "Yes. It is."


  He's looking at me, not the view, and my heart jumps into my throat. "I used to go up on tall buildings all the time in New York, but it's not the same. Everything there is so big, so grand, fighting for attention. Here, you're on top of the world."


  "There's actually a reason for that." He smiles and I can tell he's about to go into one of his architectural lectures, which I actually love. "Since the 13th century, Paris has been mined for gypsum and limestone, but nobody tracked how many tunnels they dug or where they went. Basically, Paris is sitting on a giant, unmapped anthill. By the 1700s entire sections of Paris collapsed into the ground, but it wasn't until the 1950s that they declared the tunnels off limits. Now there are weight restrictions imposed on buildings to keep the city from caving in."


  I shiver. "So, if there's a decent earthquake here—"


  "The whole city will collapse," he says.


  "Damn. Let's hope there are no fault lines around here."


  "Yeah." He shifts his attention to the night sky and is silent for a moment. The mood changes around us as we both stare at stars. "It's odd," he says. "I feel like there should be fireworks. My family always used to get together on the 4th of July and launch some fireworks. And not just little firecrackers either, but big, fill the night sky firecrackers. My dad loves the 4th of July. We'd have homemade ice-cream and barbecues all day long and swim in the lake until nightfall. It brought everyone together."


  My hands rest on the metal bar in front of us, and Cade moves closer to me, resting his hand on mine. I think back to my own holiday traditions. "We always used to gather at Times Square, get some gelato—that's Italian ice cream—on the way, and wait for night to turn to day. Seriously, that's how bright the fireworks are."


  Cade moves closer to me, body pressing against mine. His voice is lower, softer than before. "It's too bad there aren't any here, but you know what, I'm still enjoying myself."


  "I'm still enjoying myself too." As beautiful as the city is at night, my attention is captured by the amazing man next to me.


  I turn into him, our bodies touching, faces inches from each other.


  For the first time in my life, I'm not worried about personal space. I want him in my space, want him closer than he already is.


  The air around us sizzles with heat, dispelling the cold as electricity pulses between us. Locked in his blue eyes, the way his lips curve up into a smile when he sees me, I want to taste his mouth. Feel his lips on mine.


  An explosion lights up the sky, and we look up in time to see fireworks filling the night with light and color.


  He raises his hand and slides his knuckles down my cheek with tenderness, with a whisper of a touch. "Guess there's fireworks after all."


  Shivers run up my spine and pressure pulses in my belly. As beautiful as the sight is, my eyes are locked on his. "They aren't always the best part."


  "Oh, Winter, do you know how lovely you are?"


  He brings his face closer to mine, and the space between us disappears. His hand moves to the back of my head, pulling me closer to him as he reaches for me.


  Time stops. The world stops. Everything around us fades into nothing until all I can see is him. All I can feel is him.


  And when his lips brush against mine, so warm and soft, so tender and sensual, a different kind of firework explodes in my mind. The kiss deepens, his tongue pushing open my lips and finding mine, his arms wrapping around me more tightly. With eyes closed, I'm ruled by my other senses, touch and taste and smell. My body takes over, bringing more passion and need to our embrace, gripping his back with my hands, feeling the hard muscles under his shirt flex as he gives into the desire that's been building between us.


  Something in his pocket vibrates, shattering the moment like ice. Cade pulls away from me, and the cold settles into my body, replacing the warmth of him. I shiver as he looks at the number. I know by the look on his face it's his mother, and I know he needs to answer this time, even as my lips tingle with the need to kiss him again. "Adjust your expectations," I remind him, pushing away my own disappointment.


  He sighs, regret evident on his face, kisses my forehead and then answers the phone. "Hello, Mom."
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  MY MOM EXHALES into the phone. "Cade. I've missed you so much. How are you, my baby?"


  "Dag nab it, Mom!" Winter, overhearing what my mom said, grins, and I scoot away from her and lower my voice. "I told you. Never call me that… unless it's my birthday. That's the one day you're allowed. Remember, that's what we agreed on. "


  She sighs loud enough for me to hear. "But I miss you so much."


  It's good to hear her voice, and I smile, hoping she can hear the smile over the phone. "Happy 4th of July, Mom."


  "Happy 4th of July, Cade."


  The lights of Paris glitter on as the sun sets completely. Winter leans against the railing, staring out at the city, and I stare at her. "How are things?"


  "Good. Your father's working hard on the business."


  My jaw clenches. I don't want to talk about my dad, but there is something I need to know. "How's Stevie?"


  "He's fine. He—" A sob escapes from her.


  My gut drops. "Mom?"


  "He digressed, Cade. He can't eat anymore. The doctor put a feeding tube in his stomach."


  "Is he… " I can't bring myself to finish the sentence, the word getting stuck in my throat.


  "He'll be fine, honey. He's doing better already." She still sounds like she's holding back tears, but that could mean anything.


  Tension drains from my body at the news that my brother is improving. "Can you put me on speakerphone? I want to talk to him."


  "Sure." I hear her walking across the house. "Okay. You're on."


  "Hey, Stevie. Hey, buddy. I'm sorry I'm not there right now. I hope Martha is taking care of you, making sure you get some exercise. Don't get lazy now with all that sitting around. I hope Mom and Dad are still reading you bedtime stories. Do you read to him?"


  "I do," Mom says.


  "Good. And make sure, make sure Martha gives him a lot of carrot juice. He loves carrot juice."


  "I know," she says.


  "Hey, Stevie. Remember when I told you about Paris? Remember the picture of the Eiffel Tower? That's where I am right now, Stevie. I'm on the Eiffel Tower. I wish you could be here with me. One day, we'll have to go together. It's beautiful up here. You'll really like it. In the meantime I'll take a picture for you, okay?"


  Stevie makes a croaking sound.


  My heart pumps harder, and I wish I could be with them, that we could go back to how we used to be with fireworks and swimming and homemade ice cream. Stevie always loved to swim. "I love you too, buddy. Can you put mom back on the phone?"


  "I'm here, Cade."


  "Thank you, Mom."


  "You're welcome. We… " She hesitates, and I wonder if she'll ask me to come back. The way I feel right now, if she asks me, I might just have to leave. Adjust expectations, I remind myself, but that advice isn't helping much right now.


  "We miss you Cade." Mom shuffles something around that crackles through the phone.


  I slump forward on the railing, relieved I don't have to choose right now between my life and my family. "I miss you too."


  I hear heavy footsteps in the background and a door banging closed. My dad's voice carries through the house. "Is that Cade? I want to talk to him."


  "Cade, your father wants to talk to you," Mom says.


  I freeze, unsure of what to say or do.


  "Cade?" Her voice sounds sad, always stuck between her husband and sons.


  But I still can't reply.


  "Cade? Cade?"


  Dad's footsteps grow louder. He yells at Mom again.


  And I hang up.


  A gust of wind blows through me, chilling me to the bone as I gaze out over Paris. I can't speak to my dad. Can't be with my brother. Can't make my mom happy. Can't pursue what I love without hurting them all, and I can't do what they want without giving up a piece of myself. And I can't…


  I can't hold it in anymore.


  My eyes burn with tears that threaten to leak out. Evidence of my pain. My guilt. My failures.


  Winter turns to face me. Her blue eyes penetrate me, and without a word she walks over and wraps her arms around me, holding me close to her.


  I consider pushing her away. Men don't cry. Men aren't weak.


  But sometimes we do. Sometimes we are. And sometimes we need someone to be there for us.


  And right now, I need her.
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  THE WEATHER AT Mont Saint Michel could be hot or cold, or somewhere in between, Monsieur Bellugue told us. Which, obviously, really helps with the packing. I debate between a red sweater and my black leather jacket. I can't fit both into my carry-on bag, and I don't want to bring a lot of luggage for one weekend.


  As I pack, my eyes wander to the newly framed picture on my desk of Cade and me on top of the Eiffel Tower. We look like a couple, even though we haven't actually defined our relationship as such.


  Jenifer saunters across the room, her hips swaying as she models her new slinky dress. "What do you think?"


  It's trashy. "It's nice. Where are you going?"


  "Out with Duke." She digs through her drawer until she finds what she's looking for: A pair of G-String panties that look like dental floss with a silk bow. "We're actually dating, can you believe it? I'm so proud of myself."


  I don't even try to keep the sarcasm from my voice. "Good for you."


  "You should meet him soon," she says, ignoring my tone. "You'll really like him."


  I roll my eyes. "I've already met him."


  She throws shoes over her shoulder until she finds a black pair of spiked heels. "Okay, hang out with him, then. Get to know him better."


  "Yeah, no. I don't want to." I settle on the jacket, since I already have a sweater packed, and shove it into my bag.


  "Why not?"


  "I just don't."


  Jenifer stops trashing our room to look at me, fist on hips. "What? I finally get a boyfriend, and you don't have the time to even see him?"


  "No. It's not that."


  "Then what?"


  The irritation and anger that's been building since the night she didn't come home pours out of me. I throw my hands in the air in exasperation. "Did you sleep with him? That night, at the party, did you sleep with him?"


  Jenifer pauses, pressing her lips together as if in thought. Her tapping toe betrays her nerves. "We're together. We're a couple."


  "So?"


  "So, it wasn't a one night stand."


  "Ugh!" I stomp away, wishing I had something I could throw or hit. Instead, I keep packing, trading a pair of slacks for my skinny jeans. Taking deep breaths, I try to calm myself, but it doesn't work. "Why do you let guys use you all the time?"


  "He's not using me. He's with me."


  "Because you're easy!" I regret the words the moment they escape my mouth, but it's too late to pull them back, and my anger boils hotter.


  Jenifer recoils as if I've hit her. "Maybe I am easy. Maybe I do let guys use me. But at least I know how to have fun."


  "Bitch." I pull the skinny jeans out and throw them on the ground.


  "Ice Queen!" She slams her closet shut, nearly splintering the wood.


  I shoo her away like a dog. "Go on. Go see Duke. Try not sucking his dick this time. See if he keeps you around."


  Jenifer storms out the door, slamming it behind her, and I collapse into my bed, wrung out from all this venomous poison in my heart.


  I expect to hear her heels clicking on the linoleum floors as she flees down the hall, but instead I hear her crying on the other side of the door.
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  MUSIC FROM MY headphones drowns out my thoughts, but my heart is still heavy from my fight with Jenifer. I want her to come back so we can talk about it, but at the same time I'm so tired of her crap. I just don't know how to respond to her. She's my friend, but she's also an adult and needs to make her own choices in life. It's not my place to judge. I'm also not obligated to tag along like the doting best friend when she's throwing herself away for some attention.


  I pull off the headphones and listen, hoping I'll hear her in the hall. When someone knocks on the door and turns the handle, I jump up and run over. "Jenifer, I'm really sorry. I—"


  It's not Jenifer at the door. A beautiful long-legged woman strides in wearing khakis and a v-neck white cotton shirt. She looks like a magazine spread for World's Sexiest Archaeologist.


  I throw myself into her arms with a squeal. "Autumn! What are you doing here?" Pulling away just enough to look at her, my smile makes my facial muscles ache. "Aren't you supposed to be in Egypt studying mummies or something?"


  "I said I'd visit." Her green eyes crease when she grins. "I'm working on an exhibit that's touring here right now at the Louvre."


  "That's so awesome. I can't believe you're here."


  Cade's door cracks open, his dark hair tousled as he pokes his head out. "Everything okay, Winter?"


  "Yes. Better than okay!" I didn't realize how much I missed my family until I saw my sister. Even with Cade, and sometimes Jenifer, it can be lonely living in a different country by yourself.


  "Okay." He winks at me, and I blush.


  Autumn leans over to whisper in my ear. "Who's that?"


  My face burns a brighter red. "A friend."


  "A yummy friend?" She waggles her eyebrows, and I laugh.


  "It's complicated."


  "Well, introduce me to Mr. Complicated."


  "Cade." He's about to close the door. "Cade, I want you to meet my sister."


  Cade pushes his door open and walks over carrying his hat and wearing his cowboy boots, jeans and, oh my God, no shirt at all. He grins, probably in response to all the jaw-dropping going on in the hall, and plops his hat on his head. "Sorry about the state of my wardrobe. I was getting dressed when I heard Winter scream and wanted to make sure she was okay."


  I snap my mouth closed, but can't take my eyes off his ripped muscles and tan flesh. My hand, as if powered by its own source, fights to be free of my will so it can rub all over him. Down, hand. "Cade. Autumn. Autumn. Cade."


  "Nice to meet you, Ma'am." Cade holds out his hand.


  "Nice to meet you too." My sister shakes his hand, then turns to me and shakes her hand like it's too hot. "He called me Ma'am. That's awesome." She turns back to Cade. "Hey, you want to go to the exhibit with us?"


  "What exhibit?" Cade asks.


  How are we having this conversation, like the whole world is a normal place, when the sexiest man I've ever seen is standing here half naked? In my hall.


  "I have a private tour set up at the Louvre," Autumn says, as if there's not a sexy cowboy standing in front of us flaunting a serious 6-pack. "And I'm not talking about just touring the public stuff. I'm talking about touring the behind the scenes top secret stuff."


  Cade crosses his arms over his chest, his biceps turning hard. "We're leaving for Mont Saint-Michel with our group soon."


  "I get that. Sounds awesome. But trust me, this is a once in a lifetime opportunity. Come on. Mont Saint-Michel will be there next week, this exhibit won't."


  I want to go so bad, but I also want to spend the weekend at Mont Saint-Michel with Cade, and I know how much he's been looking forward to this trip, so I keep my mouth shut and let him decide.


  He grins. "Let's do it. But, um, give me a minute to get dressed?"


  Well, if you must.


  "Awesome." Autumn winks at me. "But first, can you show me the bathroom? I've been squeezing my legs together so hard I'm afraid they'll fall off."
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  While Cade gets dressed, my sister and I wait outside and catch up. I stick a piece of gum in my mouth to freshen my breath. "How's Egyptology going?"


  "It's great," Autumn says. "This tour is amazing. And they want me back in Cairo for more excavating. You know, when you do what you love, it feels like everyone wants a piece of that energy. Everyone wants to work with you."


  Does that mean I'm doing my life wrong somehow? Because most people just want to tear my work apart.


  "How about you?" Autumn nudges me out of my dark thoughts. "How's your book coming along?"


  "Great." I hope my lie is convincing. I haven't written anything in days, and I'm completely stuck. Again.


  "Oh, I almost forgot. Look at what Larry got me." She holds out her wrist to show off a beautiful diamond tennis bracelet.


  I run my fingers over the sparkling jewels. "Are those real?"


  She laughs. "I'm pretty sure it's rude to ask that, but yes, they are."


  I'm stunned speechless.


  Autumn ruffles my head like I'm two-years-old. "Don't worry. You'll have someone buying you jewelry soon enough. Hell. When your book becomes a bestseller, you'll be buying all the jewelry you want."


  I don't care about the jewelry. I just want someone to love me as much as she's loved.


  Cade arrives, looking sexy as hell, and we take the metro to the museum. We haven't been to the Louvre yet, which sounds awful but when you're in school every day, it's harder to make time for a museum this size. It's a weekend project, some have said.


  Three glass pyramids mark the entrance to the Louvre: a large one in the center and two smaller ones to the sides. I can't wait to walk through the middle one as we enter, but Autumn thwarts my plans by bypassing the pyramid and main entrance to take us through a private entrance. "Ah, I wanted to see the inside of the pyramid," I say. Cade laughs, and I elbow him in the ribs. "Don't mock. I know you did too, Mr. Architect."


  Autumn eyes us both and smiles. "You can check it out later. We don't have a lot of time for your private tour."


  The staff entrance is less than overwhelming, with offices and storerooms and very ordinary looking work areas. One guy waves a McDonald's french fry in the air as he greets Autumn. "How you doing?"


  "Leafy as usual," she says.


  They share a private chuckle as she keeps walking.


  Leafy as usual? She has private inside jokes. Jokes with people she works with. I don't have private jokes with anyone. A twinge of jealously spikes in me for my sister's life. She's beautiful, warm and friendly, has a man who loves her and a career where she's respected and happy.


  "Who was that?" I ask.


  "Just a guy I work with."


  "And he's eating McDonald's? At the Louvre?" I can't quite wrap my brain around these two things simultaneously.


  "He's on lunch break, come on."


  Autumn's enthusiasm rubs off on me, especially when we enter the first exhibit room, partitioned off with a fancy rope. Cade catches up to me and holds my hand. "Having fun yet?" he asks.


  I nod. "I was the kid who wished she could walk into the movies and explore the sets, who once tried to climb off a ride at Adventureland so I could see how they made the creatures move. This is a dream come true for me!"


  Autumn gestures to the artifacts around us. "These will be on display soon, but you're the first non-staff to see them." She points to a sphinx that takes up the whole wall. "This is the time that piece has ever left Cairo."


  We stand closer as she uses my camera to snap pictures. Getting silly, I strike my best 'walk-like-an-Egyptian' pose in front of a wall of life size art of old pharaohs and queens.


  Cade takes pictures, moving around like a professional photographer. "Work it. Work it, baby." I'm trying not to laugh as he gives me instructions like "Be one with the wall" and "Show me scorn. Now show me lust."


  For that one I stick my tongue out at him. He clicks another picture and pulls me to him. "Careful, my Queen, or I might find other things to do with that tongue."


  Wow. My legs shake as we stare at each other.


  Autumn clears her throat. "Come on, love birds. Time for the behind the scenes stuff."
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  The next room we enter is large, with tall walls and shelves full of ancient Egyptian sculptures that all look vaguely familiar.


  Autumn's face pales, and she squeezes her legs closed. "Hey, guys, I have to use the bathroom. Excuse me."


  While we wait for her to return, we walk around exploring the art. "This place reminds me of those halls where lords and ladies would dance," I say. "I feel so small in a room so big."


  Cade holds out his hand, like he did the first night we danced together, and bows at the waist. "Would m'lady care to dance?"


  Playing along, I curtsy and accept his hand. "But of course."


  We spin and twirl, and I lose myself in his arms as music only we can hear guides us.


  He pulls me closer, then spins me with a flare. I whip my hand out, like a ballroom dancer, and it knocks into something cold and hard.


  And then I hear the crash.


  We freeze, and I follow Cade's horror filled eyes to the corner where a priceless Egyptian sculpture lays shattered on the ground.


  "Oh God. Oh no. NoNoNoNo!"


  Autumn hollers from the bathroom. "What was that?"


  "I just slipped," Cade says. "I'm okay. Nothing broke. No one danced here and accidentally kicked down a statue. Nope."


  I swat his chest and mouth "Shut up."


  "I'm okay," he repeats.


  "Good!" Autumn groans like she's in labor. "God, this is a big one. Feels like baby Satan clawing out of me. Jesus." She goes silent, and I try not to think about what she just said. In front of Cade.


  Besides, we have bigger problems to worry about. I drop to the ground, grabbing the pieces and shoving them together as if I can will it fixed with my magic mind powers. "Shit. Shit. Shit. No one can know about this."


  Cade frowns "How can we keep this a secret?"


  "We'll fix it. I'll fix it." I place the pieces side by side and study them. "I'm not getting my sister fired for doing me a favor. It would destroy her career. Oh God." I hold the pieces up. "This is history. I'm holding history in my hands. Who knows how old this was. And I broke it. I broke history."


  I try to build the statue up from the base, but it collapses again, and I bite my tongue to keep from screaming.


  Cade whispers in my ear. "That's not going to work."


  "I know it's not going to work. Do you have a better idea, Mr. Fancy Feet?"


  "Wow, I'm getting a lot of new nicknames out of this trip." He tweaks my ear, and I almost smile, but force it down.


  So not the time for flirting. Totally inappropriate.


  Le sigh.


  "Okay, here's what we're going to do. We're going to sneak the pieces out and maybe they won't realize it's missing." I shove pieces into my pockets and stick some up Cade's shirt.


  "Seriously, Winter?" He gestures to the lumps under his shirt. "I have tits now."


  I bite my nail, thinking. "Maybe you had a sex change?"


  He lets the pieces fall out of his shirt. "No. Pretty sure museums don't do those."


  Right. Of course he's right. I collect the parts, smack my gum, and blow a bubble as I consider my other options. When my bubble pops, inspiration hits. Pulling it out of my mouth, I use it to stick two pieces together, and shove another stick of gum into my mouth.


  "What are you doing?"


  "Just watch the bathroom door." I pull the next gooey mess out of my mouth and add another broken piece to the sculpture, repeating the process until it's more or less back together. If you don't look too closely. Or touch it. Or breathe around it.


  Holy crap.


  Cade nudges me, and I turn around, making my face relax as Autumn exits the bathroom. "Did Satan Baby come out okay?" I ask.


  "When would that ever be okay? It's horrible. This Italian guy gave me a pastry with custard, and I swear I've been running to the bathroom ever since."


  Cade and I look at each other and start laughing.


  Autumn rubs her belly. "Care to let me in on the joke?"


  "Did you happen to get that pastry from a guy named Rocco?" I ask.


  "Yeah. From the restaurant you raved about." Her eyes widen. "Wait. How'd you know?"


  "Let's just say, been there, done that, only ten times worse."


  "A hundred times worse," corrects Cade.


  "It wasn't that bad, was it? More like fifty times worse."


  "At least ninety times worse."


  Autumn sighs. "Anyways, there's a piece I really want to show you guys."


  Wait? What piece? She takes a step toward the broken sculpture, now held together by gum and back in its rightful place. Noooooo!


  I pull her away and point to a painting of Egyptians. "This one?" I gesture at it. "This one is pretty. That looks like the Pharaoh." My heart is trying to make a prison break from my ribs, and I know I look guilty as hell.


  Autumn's eyes narrow. "It is."


  I glance at the sculpture, and its arm is starting to peel lose from the base, a long strand of pink gum stretching between the pieces.


  Cade catches it and pushes it back together, then blocks it with his body.


  I turn back to Autumn. "I love his big hat and his little cane. And what, what are those things on his chest?"


  Autumn looks at me like I've lost my mind. "Breasts."


  "Oh…" I pause. "That's odd. I guess museums do have sex changes."


  Cade hides his laugh behind his hand, but mine just blurts right out.


  "What?" Autumn crosses her arms over her chest.


  "Nothing." I move to the left to keep her eyes on me.


  But she turns toward the statue. "Okay. Now look at—"


  I run over to Cade, throwing myself at him to block Autumn from seeing the statue. "Saw this already. Neat. What's next?"


  "Winter, what's going on?" My sister isn't a fool.


  "I'm just so excited. So riled up." I jump up a little, sticking my hands out like jazz hands, because I really have lost my mind, and I have no idea what the hell I'm doing.


  "You know, me too," says Autumn. "You know what I like to do when I'm really riled up?"


  "No."


  "This." She pushes past Cade and me and karate kicks the statue. It falls to the ground, broken but with bits of pink goo stuck on it.


  Cade and I freeze in place, stunned beyond comprehension. An alien could land in front of us and offer us a pot of alien gold and we wouldn't be any more shocked than we are right now.


  When feeling returns to my body I drop to the ground. "Nooo!" I shove the pieces back together, but they won't stay. "Why? Why would you do something like this? Why is the world so cruel?"


  "Hey, it's okay." Autumn pats my back and looks ready to call in professionals to help her derailed sister. "They're fakes."


  "What?" I drop the piece I'm holding and look up.


  "They're fakes. Replicas. They were supposed to be for sale in the museum store, but this whole shipment came defective, so they have to be replaced."


  "Oh God. Thank you. Thank you." I kick at the remaining bits of statue, channeling all the fear I'd just gone through into my kicks.


  "Hey? What's that?" Autumn points to a piece of gum.


  I turn away from her, take the gum and shove it in my mouth. "Nothing. I don't know what that was."


  Autumn raises her eyebrow but doesn't say anything more about my bizarre behavior. "You know, you guys should break some replicas too. But, we can't break the pots. They're getting replaced two days from now."


  "Oh." Cade stares at us, a broken pot at his feet. "Sorry."
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  "WINTER, COME ON. What are you still doing in bed?"


  Lights penetrate my closed eyelids, erasing the sketchy memories of my dreams and pulling me back into the land of the conscious. I peek at Jenifer through my eyelashes. "What's going on?" I ask.


  She's entirely too chipper this early. I glance at the clock and groan. Okay, not so early, but I was up late staring at a blank computer screen.


  Jenifer throws a pillow at my head. "It's Bastille day. The entire Avenue des Champs-Élysées is crammed full of people. We have to go see it."


  Covering my head with the pillow, I roll over and hide under my blanket. "No. I'm sick of your parties."


  "This won't be like that, I promise."


  "Right. Like your promises mean something?" I poke my head out to glare at her. "You defiled the sacred pinky swear."


  Jenifer's smile drops in shame. "I'm sorry. I told myself that if I kept hooking up with Duke, then it wouldn't be a one night stand." I open my mouth to point out how ludicrous her argument is, but she holds her hand out to stop me. "But I know, I know you didn't want me sleeping with someone I'd just met."


  I sit up in bed, sleep no longer an option. "Then why'd you do it?"


  She shrugs. "I don't know."


  "Bullshit. You know."


  Jenifer hesitates, twirling a long blond curl with her fingers. "I wanted a boyfriend. I wanted a guy who'd take me to meet his parents. A guy who'd give me presents on Valentine's Day and remember my birthday. So, I slept with the first guy I wanted. Because, I don't know any other way. I don't know how to make guys notice me unless—"


  "Unless you're taking your clothes off." I echo her words back to her.


  A single, lonely tear rolls down her cheek. "I'm sorry I called you an Ice Queen."


  Le sigh. I can't stay mad at her. "I'm sorry I called you a bitch."


  "Friends?" asks Jenifer, holding out her pinky.


  Holding out my pinky finger, I roll my eyes, and give in. "I guess, since you are still dating Duke, you didn't technically break your promise."


  Jenifer holds her hand up like a gangster. "'Cause I'm sneaky that way, bitch."


  I can't help but crack a smile. "Friends." I rise from the bed and smooth my blanket out in an attempt to make it. "Always."


  Jenifer squeals with happiness. "So does this mean you're coming?"


  "Maybe." The idea of a party still has less than zero appeal for me. "What'll we be doing?"


  Jenifer swings a blanket in front of her like a cape. "Dressing up. It's a costume party."


  "I don't know. I do have my book." I glance at my laptop, which mocked me all night long with its blinking cursor and white screen. I have a love/hate relationship with it at the moment, meaning it hates me and I hate it and, well, okay, maybe just a hate/hate relationship.


  "You can bring Cade," she says. "The two of you can come together. Then, if it gets boring, you can just leave with him."


  The thought of spending the evening with Cade, dressing up, makes me smile. "That actually sounds like fun."


  "So you'll come?"


  "Yeah, I'll come. If Cade agrees."


  Jenifer heads for the door, then stops and turns back to me. "You know, I was wrong about you." She tilts her head and winks. "You may have a party girl in you after all."
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  "Hey girl, get your ass out here, already." Jenifer's voice carries through the changing room. "I want to see the new look."


  The starched material presses against my skin, a bit itchy, but one look in the full-length mirror and it's worth it. I can't wait to see the looks on their faces, especially Jenifer. Butterflies dance in my stomach as I smooth my overly-hairsprayed hair and step out to show my friend the costume I picked.


  Jenifer, dressed as a cat girl—if you can call the tiny bits of fabric plastered to her body a costume—bursts out laughing.


  "You like it?" This is me, claiming my own power for once. The silver and blue gown hugs my curves and flares at the waist with sparkling rhinestones patterned around the skirt like shooting stars. Silver body-glitter makes my pale skin shimmer when light moves over it. Even my black hair has been sprayed with glitter. Red lips the color of blood and a delicate silver tiara complete the look.


  Jenifer smiles. "You're an Ice Queen. It's epic. I love it!"


  I straighten my spine and pose in my most regal way. "I'm not an Ice Queen. I am The Ice Queen. Bow before me bitch."


  With a sweeping bow, Jenifer swears fealty, and we both laugh.


  "Where's Cade?" I ask.


  Jenifer gestures to the other changing room. "Still getting ready. He's worse than a girl."


  I knock on his door. "Come on. It's your turn."


  "Don't rush perfection," Cade says from behind the door.


  We all kept our costumes a secret, and I'm dying to see what he chose. When he walks out, I suck in my breath. This is the second time I've seen him without a shirt, but this time he's not just shirtless, he's got his cowboy boots and cowboy hat on, a fake gun slung around his waist, but his jeans. Oh my. His jeans are tight. Like, I-can-see-everything tight. And. Just. Wow. Unless he stuffed something down his pants, he's… impressive.


  I wish I had real ice stuffed in my dress, because it just got really hot, and I'm struck by the urge to pull off my clothes to cool down.


  Cade clears his throat, and I realize everyone is looking at me. "Is it that bad?" he asks.


  I blush, hopping he can't read my thoughts. "No, not bad. Nope. It's… great. I love it."


  He fidgets in his pants. "That's good, because I might have to cut these off before the end of the night. My boys can't breathe."


  Jenifer scrunches up her face. "Doesn't he look the same as always?"


  [image: ]


  Jenifer wasn't kidding about Avenue des Champs-Élysées being crammed full of people. It's almost impossible to walk as we push our way through the crowd. It reminds me of New York during the Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade, but in French.


  "The party is at the end of the street," Jenifer says, pointing. She grabs my hand to pull me along, and I reach for Cade, who clasps onto me. People are shouting and whooping and throwing firecrackers on the street. It's insane. The energy of the group becomes its own living thing, vibrant and organic. It wraps around us, embracing us. A group of people spin around in a circle, some with masks and funky hats, others dressed normally. Before I know what's happening, we're a part of their circle, spinning and laughing, and I'm truly happy without drugs or alcohol or anything but the experience of being human.


  I can't remember the last time I had so much fun.


  The circle breaks up and people go their own way, leaving Cade and I facing each other, both out of breath. We smile at each other, and the world once again narrows on his face, his eyes, his mouth. The one kiss we've shared is a memory I keep at the front of my mind, bringing it to the surface of my thoughts when I want to feel that heat and desire again. I feel that now, looking at him, wondering if we'll kiss like that again, hoping we will.


  Our spell shatters when someone dodges through the crowd and swipes Cade's hat off his head.


  There's no thought, no planning. I just lunge forward and yank his hat back from the guy, who looks at me in surprise before disappearing into a swarm of people.


  It happens in the blink of an eye, and I stand, holding Cade's hat, my heart pumping fast, the adrenaline rushing through me.


  Cade looks at me and then at his hat. "That… that was amazing. You were lightning fast. Where did you get those reflexes?"


  I shrug, as shocked as he is, and hold out his hat. "Here."


  He reaches for it, then stops. "You know what? Why don't you wear it?"


  "Really?" He's never let me wear it before.


  "Yeah."


  My heart pitter-patters. "Really?"


  "Come on now, before I change my mind."


  Giggling, I put the hat over my tiara, not caring that it completely clashes with my costume. "How do I look?"


  "Beautiful." He tilts the hat on my head and lets his hand fall to caress my face. "But then, you're always beautiful."
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  The auditorium is packed when we arrive at the party, with every imaginable costume represented, from the super scandalous to the outrageous. Animals, historical characters, book characters, sexy vampires and pirates all mingling, drinking, laughing and dancing.


  There's a live band playing music that I don't recognize, but they're pretty good, the music a blend of modern rock and punk. At the end of a set, the lead singer speaks to the crowd in French. "We've got a special guest performer. Let's give him a hand." A tall man in a black suit takes the stand and says "Thank you," in English, then sings a slow song that I do recognize.


  Cade offers me his hand for the third time since we met. "May I have this dance, my Queen?"


  I attempt an awkward curtsey in my dress. "Yes, my King."


  We sway to the music, one of his hands on my waist, the other gripping mine. I think back to our first dance, how I imagined being a princess at a ball, and now I'm here, dressed like a queen, dancing with… I look at his super sexy cowboy outfit and have a hard time imagining him in a King's royal robe, but still, he's my King for the night, if nothing more.


  As the song crescendos, the distance between us lessens until our bodies are pressed together, moving in rhythm with each other. I move his hat from my head to his so I can lean in closer. With the heels I'm wearing, I'm tall enough to rest my head against his shoulder, his bare skin hot and inviting as my lips brush against him. In his tight jeans, his response is hard to hide, and I push my hips against him, enjoying the feel of his arousal and wishing we weren't in public.


  The dancing lasts for hours. Slow dancing and fast dancing, touching and barely kissing, like the world's most torturous foreplay without the promise of, well, the actual play. The balls of my feet might have to be surgically removed tomorrow, the pain in them intense, but I ignore it and focus on other sensations. On Cade. Cade and I.


  Le sigh.


  When the band takes a break, so do we, and I have to confess my feet could use a rest.


  "I need a drink," Cade says, still holding my hand. "Want one?"


  I don't realize how thirsty I am until he asks. "Yes, please."


  I find a seat at a table and scan the room for Jenifer, massaging my tortured feet. She's dancing with a guy in a crow mask, grinding against him the way I'd wanted to grind against Cade, had we been alone.


  Still, I worry about her and her choices. When she sees me she smiles and drags the guy over to me. "Winter, remember Duke?"


  I hold out my hand to shake his. "Of course. Nice costume."


  Duke doesn't shake my hand. Instead, he kneels down and kisses one of the rings that came with my dress.


  Looking over his head, I mouth "Impressive," to Jenifer, who smiles and gives me two thumbs up. She looks happy, and I hope she really is.


  Duke leans back up. "Thank you, my Queen. It's good to see you again. Jeni never stops talking about you."


  "She doesn't?" I didn't realize they spent so much time talking. Oh, bad Winter. I need to be more gracious with my thoughts. At least she's trying.


  "Never," Duke says. "But she says good things. Thank you for taking care of my Jeni."


  His Jeni? Something about his possessiveness triggers warning bells in me, but I can't say why, or how it's different than me calling Cade My Cade, or Cade referring to me as his. "You're welcome. Now go my subjects. Go entertain yourselves."


  "You want to get drinks with us?" Jenifer asks.


  My throat is parched, and I don't see Cade anywhere. Maybe he had issues in the bathroom. "Sure. I just need to keep an eye out for Cade."


  When we get to the bar, Duke orders for us. "Two shots of rum. Winter, do you—"


  "She doesn't drink alcohol," Jenifer says, interrupting him.. Her eyes shift to me. "And I'm proud of her for it."


  "Soda, please." I push myself onto my tiptoes, despite the burning pain, and look around the room trying to spot Cade's hat.


  Where the heck is he?


  The lead singer of the band returns to the stage with another announcement, this time speaking in English. "We have a guest performer, ladies and gentlemen. He's wrangled wild horses into submission and ridden bulls bent on killing him. Welcome, the Texas Ranger, the Cowboy from the West, the one, the only, Cade Savage."


  O.M.G. This can't be real. But—


  Cade walks onto the stage, body hard and tanned, cocky grin on his face, and takes the microphone.


  Jenifer squeals in my ear. "Is that Cade? Your Cade?"


  I nod, too stunned to speak. That's my Cade all right.


  His lilting Texas accent fills the room, his deep voice making me melt. "This is dedicated to everyone out there who's had some trouble with love. I know things may look hard right now. I know it may seem as if the passion has died down, and you're trying your best to just not hurt the other person. But remember that trying your best for someone, staying with them though things look hard, that's passion. That's love. Someone reminded me of that recently. Thank you, Winter Deveaux." He makes eye contact with me, then looks back at the crowd. "Now let's get this party started."


  The crowd cheers, and I think of all the drooling females ogling him. The music starts playing. And Cade starts singing a fast rock/country song.


  I can't believe this is really happening. With perfect pitch he captures the attention of the partiers, dancing and moving like a pro.


  Pushing to the front of the room, I stand before the stage staring up at him. He comes to the edge and does a sexy dance, thrusting his hips forward, right at me. I nearly die.


  When the song ends, his muscles slick with sweat, he bows and the crowd goes wild. "For this next one," he says, quieting the room, "I'd like the Ice Queen to join me." He looks down at me and holds out his hand.


  What? No. No. No. I'm shaking my head, backing away, but I can't move. Too many people have crowded behind me.


  He squats on his heels and reaches for me.


  I lean back. "No. I can't."


  People start to cheer. "Ice Queen. Ice Queen. Ice Queen!"


  I can't believe they're actually cheering me. Cheering the Ice Queen. And not with derision, but with excitement.


  Cade smiles and the room disappears. "Don't worry. I'll be right here."


  Nodding, I grip his hand, and he pulls me on stage and steadies me. Again, the crowd cheers.


  "I don't know what I'm doing." I whisper, hoping the microphone isn't picking up my voice. "I don't even know the song."


  "You know it," Cade says. He waves at the band. "Maestro?"


  Music blasts through the speakers, and I recognize the music immediately. The first song we slow danced to. The same song Cade's parents used to dance to.


  Cade leads and I join in, harmonizing with him. Our voices fit together, smooth and clear. Mine like ice, his like fire, together we balance each other.


  He pulls me against him as we sing, and we dance together on stage, singing to each other even as the crowd cheers.


  During a musical interlude, Cade whispers in my ear. "I'm glad to be dancing to this song again. Thank you."


  My heart bursts with emotion, my body alive with the feel of him, and I can't stop myself this time. I tilt my face up and use my hand on the back of his head to pull him closer to me, pressing my lips against his, tasting him again.


  Locked together in a passionate embrace, the sound of the crowd chanting, "Ice Queen. Ice Queen. Ice Queen," fades out, and all I hear is our hearts beating in synch. I don't care what people say.


  I am the Ice Queen.
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  CHAPTER 18
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  MAYBE IT'S THE weather, a bit dreary and wet, like the sky can't stop crying. Maybe I miss the heat and the sun and the essential Vitamin D it provides. Or maybe it's spending another week struggling in French. Whatever it is, my thoughts have turned dark as I wrestle with whether or not to read the letter once and for all. Time has smoothed out the envelope and given permanence to its folds and creases, but the glue that keeps its secrets sealed holds strong.


  Since the phone call with my mom, the night I kissed Winter, I've sat with this letter nearly every night, weighing my choices. To read or not to read? To know or not to know? Would anyone really want to know? Would anyone really be able to resist the lure of knowledge gained?


  My cell phone vibrates again, and I send the call to voicemail. It says Mom, but I know it's Dad. He's called twice a day since the Eiffel Tower, but I can't speak to him.


  Because I don't know what to say, and I can't defend my choices to him if I don't know what they are. I don't want his guilt manipulating me into a decision I'll regret. This is a path I have to travel alone, to decide on alone.


  My avoidance sounds noble, but it's not. At heart, I'm a coward, unable to face the truth of my past, unable to face my family, unable to decide the course of my life.


  Indecision. The mortal flaw I share with Hamlet. It didn't end so well for him, and I fear a similar fate for myself.


  I toy with the edges of the envelope and wonder if today I will face at least one ghost, but someone knocks at my door, and I shove the letter under my pillow. "Who is it?"


  "Winter."


  Her voice fills me with light, the kind that can scare away the demons in my heart, if only temporarily. I run a hand over my face and walk over to open the door.


  In her blue sundress with exposed shoulders, Winter takes my breath away. The color suits her and reminds me of Bastille Day, of the sheer joy I felt for one night with her, no worries, no pressures, no future or past, just that moment. I wish I could capture that feeling and carry it with me always.


  She has her hands behind her back. "Close your eyes."


  I do as told and realize how much I trust her. I don't close my eyes for anyone but Stevie, until now.


  I feel her moving closer to me, smell her shampoo as her hair tickles the side of my face, and finally taste her lips as she presses them against mine. I deepen the kiss, parting her lips with my tongue, pulling her by the hips until her body is pressed against mine, her curves conforming to me.


  "Yum." As the kiss ends I pull away and start to open my eyes.


  "Not yet." Her small, cool hand covers them. "Wait. Now open."


  Her hand moves, and she's holding what looks like two tickets. She's shaking with excitement that's contagious.


  I smile. "Where are we going?"


  "Where do you think?"


  There's only one place I can think of that would need train tickets, that we've talked about going. The trip we missed last week for the Louvre. "No way!"


  "Oh yeah." She wiggles her bottom and waves the tickets in front of me. "I got two train tickets to Mont Saint-Michel, bitch." She does some kind of gangster hand thing, mimicking Jenifer, and it's so out of character for her I laugh. I'm glad the two of them are getting along again; she seemed so sad when she and Jenifer were at odds with each other.


  "When are we leaving?" I ask.


  "Now, doofus. That's why it's a surprise."


  I mentally clear my weekend, which consisted of studying and finding ways to spend time with Winter that don't involve studying. "Great. Let me get all my worldly possessions." I grab my book bag and phone. Winter's fixing her lipstick in the mirror, so I reach under my pillow, pull out the letter and stuff it in my bag.


  Mont Saint-Michel awaits us, but even as we leave for a journey to history, I'm haunted by my own past. Perhaps what came before us never leaves, but is dimly reflected in the present as it wields its ghostly hands to shape the future.


  [image: ]


  The French countryside passes beside us, hills of green and grazing sheep and sky so blue it looks Photoshopped.


  Winter studies my most recent French test. "75%. Not bad."


  "Not good enough. Not even as good as the last one." I sound sulky, which I know isn't attractive in a man, but this class is kicking my ass.


  Winter shrugs. "They get harder as the semester progresses, but you're getting better faster than they're getting harder. We'll get you to an 80% soon."


  "Sure." Her eternal optimism never dims. "If you work hard enough at something—"


  "You'll succeed," Winter finishes. I can't remember if she's ever finished my sentence before. Our relationship has deepened in the last month. She blushes, probably thinking the same thing.


  "Exactly." I take her hand in mine, and though her skin is always cool to the touch, her proximity produces a rush of heat in me.


  Her stomach growls so loud she blushes again and giggles. "That would be my cue to get us some food. Do you want anything special?"


  "Whatever you're having is fine." I release her hand and feel her absence as soon as she walks out of our private room.


  My French test sits on Winter's seat, mocking me. I pick it up and study it again. Even though Winter has spent countless hours working with me, and I've spent countless hours studying on my own, most of the questions still look like gibberish. I even guessed at several answers I got right, but I'm not going to tell Winter that.


  I have to do something before I lose all chance of passing this class. Pulling out my phone, I scroll through the numbers until I find the one I want. "Bonjour. Monsieur Bellugue?"


  "Oui. Bonjour, Cade."


  "How do you always know it's me?"


  "You accent is very distinct."


  Oh, right. I clear my throat, planning my words in my head. "I got my last French test back."


  "Did you do well? Your professor says you are improving with Winter's help."


  I stare at the 75%. "I guess I am, but not fast enough. I've worked real hard, studied real hard, but there's no way I'm getting an 80% on the next test. On any test. And my average is falling. Soon, even if I can pull off an 80% score it won't cut it."


  "I see."


  "Please, Monsieur, is there anything else I can do for extra credit?"


  "Not for a summer program."


  "There must be something. I'm heading to Mont Saint-Michel right now. I can write an essay on it."


  "Even if you could write the essay in French, it wouldn't help with this kind of course, I'm afraid."


  "Please, Monsieur. You know I'll work hard, just give me something to work on."


  "I'm sorry, Cade. There's nothing I can do. Keep studying, I'm sure you'll get there."


  My stomach clenches as my last hope for salvation disappears. "I understand. Thank you, anyways."


  "Au revoir, Cade. Good luck on your French."


  I end the call and lay the phone down next to me. I've never been so bad at anything in my life, and never so desperate to be good. Anger and frustration gnaw at me, eating away at my future. I scrunch the test up into a ball in my hand, then stuff it into my book bag so Winter doesn't see. She's given up so much of her summer helping me. I dread disappointing her when I fail this class.


  Winter returns a few moments later with a platter of food: some sandwiches, soda, chips, breads and cheeses, and fruit. Sitting next to me, she sets up the food on a small table in front of us and offers me some.


  "Thank you. This looks good." My gut is in knots, but I push past it to eat.


  Winter bites into her sandwich and points out the window. "Look at the sheep."


  "Reminds me of my old home." For the first time in my life, I just referred to my family's home in the past tense, and it shocks me. But that's what it feels like, my old home, my childhood home, not where I belong now. I can't imagine going back to that life, to that world. "I used to ride my horse over fields like these every day."


  "What's your horse's name?"


  "Biscuit." I think I miss her the most, next to Stevie. "I loved riding her, loved the scorching sun at my back, and the wind, I loved the wind. The way I'd tear through it, and the way it would part for me sometimes, as if to help me out. Nothing but nature everywhere."


  "I wanted a horse so bad when I was little." She sips her soda. "I think every little girl does. Seems girls everywhere want a pony and to be a princess or a ballerina."


  Leslie had wanted to be a Disney Princess, but I didn't realize that's a common girl fantasy. I have a hard time imagining Winter like that. "So which did you want to be, a princess or a ballerina?"


  "Neither," she says. "I wanted to be a writer. If I was a princess, I'd have all sorts of princess duties and I'd never have any time to write. Plus, their dresses, while pretty, look too uncomfortable. If I was a ballerina, I'd have to work out and dance for hours and hours every day, and I'd never have time to write. Plus their toe shoes, while pretty, look too uncomfortable."


  I laugh out loud. "You like your comfort. I can appreciate that. Have you always been so practical?"


  She tilts her head as she thinks, then nods, her mouth full of bread. "Mmhmm." She swallows. "Definitely. But, I still want a horse. We should go riding together sometime." She winks at me.


  I can imagine it. Her arms linked around me, her breath on my neck. But, she's the kind of girl who would want her own horse. I switch the fantasy in my head and then mentally kick myself. This is a fantasy, a daydream. It's not real, because at the end of the summer I'm leaving and she's not. I've pushed that thought away, pretending this is our forever, but it's not. It can't be.


  My face must be broadcasting the direction of my thoughts because Winter's smile has faded. She leans away from me, a serious look on her face. "So, when will we talk about that thing we're not talking about?"


  I'd hoped this conversation could be postponed until, I don't know, after summer. "Might as well get it over with."


  She flinches at my words, and I kick myself again. I don't want to hurt her. Not ever.


  "What are we?" Her big blue eyes seem even bigger, vulnerable. "Exclusive? Dating other people?"


  I place my hand on hers. "As long as we're spending time together, I won't date anyone else."


  Her shoulders relax. "Neither will I. So… " She bites her lower lip, and I think about how that lips tastes. "Are we a couple? Are we together?"


  How do I answer this? "Right now we are. But soon—"


  "Soon we'll reach a crossroads," she finishes my sentence again. This time she doesn't blush. She just looks sad.


  "And take different paths," I say, completing the thought.


  Her eyes look brighter now, more liquid. "We might as well enjoy what we have now."


  "I don't want to hurt you, Winter." And I can’t ask her to come with me, to give up her dreams for me. I can’t be selfish with her, as much as I might want to. I know what that feels like, to have someone else’s selfishness try to rob you of your dreams, and I’ll never do that to her. Never.


  "You won't hurt me.” She squeezes my hand. “Because I know what this is."


  "What is it?"


  "A summer fling. We hook up, we have fun, and we go our separate ways. It's like a dream. I'll have fun while it lasts. I won't be sad when it ends." And yet, she looks sad already, with eyes full of unshed tears and a smile that breaks my heart.


  Whatever she might say, we’ve gotten too close, closer than I’ve ever been to another person. I can’t hurt her any more than I already have. We’ll have fun on this trip, make memories that we can both cherish for years. I owe that to her, and I need it, too. Need her for a few more days. But once this trip ends—so must we. It’s the only way.


  "So, together for the summer?" She holds out her pinky finger, looking so much a mix of woman and child, worldly and innocent.


  I can’t look into her eyes, but I link my pinky with hers and choose my words carefully. "Until we part ways.”


  Her hand drops away, and I stare out the window as dark clouds form in the sky.


  We stop for a transfer to a bus, and after four hours of travel by train and bus, we drive down the causeway that leads to what was once the island of Mont Saint-Michel. The abbey sits at the highest point on the hill, a beacon to lost souls on pilgrimage for hundreds of years, and it draws me in, another lost soul in need of answers.
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  IT'S LIKE GOING back in time, walking down narrow cobblestone streets with low hanging signs that sway in the wind against stone buildings. Auberge Saint Pierre is a 15th century half-timbered house located on the main street leading to the Mont Saint-Michel abbey. From the outside, it looks like an old-fashioned pub, the kind people would travel to for ale and a hot meal and sleep after a long journey. I feel far too modern with my sundress and backpack as we walk into history, but I'm relieved to see that despite the historic feeling of the building, modern luxuries prevail with running water, televisions and Wi-Fi, not that I intend to spend the weekend hooked up to the net.


  We approach the front desk. "I booked two rooms under Winter Deveaux."


  The man behind the counter types something into his computer and frowns. "I'm sorry," he says in his thick French accent. "It appears we only have one room available."


  "But, I booked two." I hand him my printed reservation confirmation.


  He looks at it, clicks a few more keys and shakes his head. "Ah, I see. It appears you did book a room, but there must have been an error. It was given to someone else."


  "Can we have it back?"


  "I'm sorry, but no. This person is a very special customer."


  "Who is it?"


  He leans in and whispers, his eyes darting around the room as if he's telling us a great secret. "I cannot say a name, but a very famous ghost hunter. Very famous."


  "Seriously?"


  "Mont Saint-Michel was once a prison you know. They say it's haunted."


  There are a few ways I could handle this. Go New York on his ass and demand to see the manager, or… I peek at Cade. Or, I could make the best of a not-so-bad situation. "We'll be fine with one room."


  Cade slaps his hand on the desk. "No, we won't." He sounds so angry. "She booked two rooms."


  Is he just trying to defend me, or does sharing a room with me upset him that much? I can't tell and it worries me. Maybe I've read too much into our relationship. Maybe he's not feeling the same thing I'm feeling.


  The man holds up his hands in surrender. "I'm sorry, Monsieur, but there's nothing I can do. My hands are, how you say, tied on this one."


  "Get your manager, please."


  So my polite cowboy is the one going New York on his ass?


  I grab his arm. "Cade. It's okay. We're at Mont Saint-Michel. We'll barely be inside anyway." I can't tell him the real reason I'm more than okay with this, that I want to share a room with him. That I would have booked one room to start with if I'd been brave enough.


  That I'm terrified he doesn't want the same thing.


  His shoulders slump as the anger drains out of him. "I'll sleep on the couch."
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  Exposed beams and honey-colored walls give our room a rustic charm that is cozy. The bed faces a fireplace with wood stacked by its side. There is no couch.


  Cade drops his stuff by the bed and walks to the bathroom. "If you don't mind, I need to hop in the shower."


  "Go ahead."


  He leaves to wash up, and I pace the room. He hasn't talked much since the train, and I hope I didn't screw things up talking about our relationship status, a conversation I know guys are loath to have. But it had to be faced. I want to be with him all summer. No, that's a lie. I want to be with him longer than that, but it's impossible. We'll be in different countries, on different continents, living different lives.


  All we have is now.


  I just hope we can enjoy the time we have rather than worry about the pain that awaits us at the end. Because I lied about that, too. It will hurt. It already hurts. But sometimes the pain is worth the memories.


  I unpack my few items in the dresser next to the bed and put Cade's backpack in the closet, figuring he'll want to do his own unpacking.


  With nothing left to do but sit and wait, I pull my eReader out of my bag and sprawl on the bed to read and distract myself from my own depressing thoughts.


  The shower turns off and my mind strays to what he looks like right now, dripping with water, body hard and wet.


  He walks out of the bathroom, clothed in nothing but a towel, and tells me how much he loves me, that I'm all he's ever wanted as he throws me onto the bed and—


  "Winter?"


  Face flushed, I look up. He's dressed, hair wet but combed, and I'm half way to an orgasm from just my imagination.


  I rush into the bathroom. "Excuse me." I can't look him in the eyes yet since my emotions are written all over me.


  I splash cold water over my face and brush my teeth.


  Cade calls me from the room. "Where's my book bag?"


  "Just a minute." My words are mumbled by toothpaste.


  "Where is it?" He sounds frantic.


  I rinse my mouth and the toothbrush and walk out of the bathroom. "I put it in the closet."


  He pulls open the closet, reaches for his book bag and fishes around until he sees what he's looking for, then sighs, his shoulders slumping.


  "What do you have in there?" Must be important to affect him like that.


  Cade smiles at me, but it doesn't reach his eyes. "Just all my worldly possessions."


  I hate that he doesn't trust me. That he's keeping secrets from me. But I hate that I'm doing the same thing to him. That I have secrets I can't—or won't—share. That I'm not being totally honest with him about my feelings. Because what could hurt more than saying goodbye at the end of summer? Telling Cade I'm falling in love with him and hearing him say that he doesn't feel the same way.


  And the truth is, I already miss him. Even though he's just a few feet from me, I feel our pending separation like a physical thing, and I know it will tear my heart out to say goodbye and that I'll miss him more than I've ever missed anyone.


  I sit at the small desk by the window and stare out at the island. The clouds are dark, the air heavy. A storm's coming and it's getting cold.


  That storm is already inside me. The Ice Queen. Cold and frozen. Keeping people out.


  But for the first time, I want to let somebody in.
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  BRAVING MILD WINDS and a chill in the air, Cade and I walk to the abbey from our hotel. The island of Mont Saint-Michel is a contradiction in itself—so remote it feels like it’s the edge of the world, and yet packed with tourists who are as fascinated by the history as we are.


  My legs are stronger from my time in Paris, hiking and climbing and walking everywhere. I’m not winded as we make our way up the road.


  Cade holds my hand as we walk, and that gesture reassures me that despite his bad mood, we’re still okay. In fact, his mood has improved now that we’re out sightseeing and he can regale me with his knowledge. "The monks built the abbey at the very top in order to get as close to the heavens as possible. The problem was, they didn't have enough even ground."


  He’s looking at the abbey, but my eyes fall on him, the profile of his handsome face, his jaw line strong. "What'd they do?"


  He points. "They built four giant crypts at the top of the mount for support."


  I try to imagine the actual building of this place. "I can't believe they moved all that stone over the bay and up this hill."


  "They didn't have a bridge at the time either.” Cade looks at me, his blue eyes sparkling with his excitement. “They had to ferry all the materials across.”


  "How long did it take to finish?"


  "It's never finished," he says. "They're rebuilding the causeway in a few years." He points up the hill. "Today's abbey is built on the remains of a Romanesque church, built on the remains of a Carolingian church." He turns me back toward the bay. "The walls are 15th century fortifications built to defend against cannons. They're low, rather than tall, to make for a smaller target, and they're connected by protected passages, so soldiers could get where they needed in safety. Even during the hundred year war between England and France, while the English took all of Normandy, they didn't take Mont Saint-Michel."


  I get why he loves this so much. It's as if you can see all the layers of history, all the journeys this island has been through. “I wonder if the famous ghost hunter has found anything. Seems if ghosts do exist, there’d be a lot haunting this place.”


  Something buzzes in Cade’s pocket, and he pulls out his cell phone, frowns at the number, cancels the call and puts it back.


  He’s ignored several calls so far on our trip, and I know it must be his dad. "Are things easier now that you're away from him?" I ask.


  "They're harder," he says. "I feel guilty for how I left things and guiltier for leaving."


  "It's not your fault.” I squeeze his hand. "You're a grown man. You had to leave your brother and family eventually. They can’t expect you to live there forever, can they?"


  "I know. But I should have fixed things with Dad before I left."


  "You tried, right?"


  "Right."


  "Then you did your best."


  "Not enough."


  The wind whips around us, blowing my hair into my face. I lean in closer to Cade. "Maybe your dad has to work out his own issues. You’re only responsible for your actions, your choices, not his."


  "I think we blamed each other for a lot.” His eyes are sad, his look far away. "Still do."


  "You can be the first to stop the cycle. To forgive and move on.” But even as I say the words, I know it's not that easy. Some acts of betrayal are unforgivable.


  Cade turns away from me, letting go of my hand as he walks ahead. "I'm not sure I can."


  I hurry to catch up to him. “I read once that choosing to stay angry with someone is like drinking poison and waiting for the other person to die.”


  He stops, his face hard and unreadable. The wind picks up, pushing us harder as the sky darkens. I can feel the wind trying to reach into me, chilling my bones. It attacks Cade as if it wants to tear him apart.


  The water surrounding the island is angry, crashing against the rocks. Cade looks out at the horizon. "I thought I'd left my problems back home, but they followed me here. Across a continent and an ocean. I still expect too much from people. I know I shouldn't, but I do. And they inevitably disappoint."


  He seems so far away, and I worry he’s talking about me, about us. Did he want more from me? From our relationship? He knew he’d be leaving at the end of summer, and I’d be staying. Staying… because I’m running too. Running away from New York, from what happened there. I’m so driven by my shame of what Rodney did to me, I thought if I could start over somewhere else, somewhere with no memories of him, I’d be able to get over it and get on with my life. But he followed me here. And even if he hadn’t, it’s inside of me. All of my problems, all of my fears, everything I’m running from is inside of me. I can’t run from myself.


  The realization crashes into me like those waves against the rocks. My body trembles in fear as all of the skeletons in my soul come out to haunt me. Ghosts. Ghosts of my past, ghosts of my memories. We’re all haunted whether we realize it or not.


  I don’t feel the water on my face until Cade holds out his hand. “It’s raining.”


  “The angels are crying," I say. "That’s what I used to believe as a child, that when it rained, it was angels weeping.” I hope it doesn’t get worse. Cade’s been looking forward to this trip, and I’d hate for us to get rained out. "Let's get to the abbey.” I reach for his hand, unwilling to let anything stop us from doing what we’d planned.


  Cade’s hand is warm, strong, so big it swallows up mine as we continue to climb the hill. The rain and wind don’t die down as I’d hoped, instead, their frenzy increases.


  Cade stops, pulling me to him. "We should get back to the hotel.”


  A lone raindrop snakes down my neck and the back of my shirt. Shivering, I move closer to Cade. Our bodies heat up between us as rain falls on us.


  He kisses the top of my head, a spot he can reach more easily than my lips due to our height difference.


  But I don't want a chaste kiss on my head, so I lean back and tilt my face up, rain falling on it, nearly blinding me. He lowers his head so that it blocks out some of the water, and now all I see are his eyes, bright blue against his tanned face.


  "You're beautiful in the rain," he says, his voice low. We kiss as the sky pours down on us. I can taste the rain on his lips, like the island is becoming a part of us.


  It's hard to keep my head, to stay focused, when every touch, every taste of him steals my equilibrium.


  A strong gust of wind pushes against us, breaking apart our kiss as it blows Cade's hat right off his head. It twirls through the air and down the hill we just climbed. Cade lets go of me and runs after the hat, his curses barely reaching me as the wind swipes those away as well.


  I know this hat is important, even if I don’t know why. I follow his path, desperate to help him retrieve something that means so much to him. The rain comes down like ice, striking my face so hard it burns. Cade disappears into the fog, and panic grips me as I lose sense of direction. I can’t see anything around me, just white fog and rain.


  Pushing too fast, fear gripping me, I land on my foot wrong, twisting it. “Shit!” My voice is eaten by the wind and rain. Limping forward, I look for a familiar sign or marker to tell me where I am, but see nothing. I can tell, as I move down the path, that I'm alone. The streets are empty for the first time. It finally feels remote, isolated, no longer a tourist trap. The tourists were all smart enough to come in from the rain before it turned into this storm.


  This trip was supposed to be fun, to be romantic and adventurous, and instead it’s turned to shit like everything else. This trip to Paris, my book, it all turns to shit no matter what I do.


  I’m ready to give up, to give in to my self-loathing misery and let the world fall apart around me, when the wind calms as quickly as it started. The rain, while still steady, no longer feels like daggers of ice trying to cut me. A silhouette in the distance gives me hope. I step carefully, moving closer.


  It’s Cade. He’s on his knees in a puddle, clutching his hat to his chest as if in prayer.


  I stop when I reach him and study his face for clues about his heart. It’s blank, as if the wind finally tore him apart, only it wasn’t his body the wind took, but his soul. “Cade?”


  He doesn’t respond. Doesn’t move.


  I take a step forward, reaching my hand out to rest on his shoulder. “You’re worrying me.”


  Finally, he looks up, and his eyes register my presence. "I'm sorry.” He glances down at the hat clutched in his hand. "It was my brother’s." He says this as if it explains everything. It does, but not enough. I have so many questions but this isn’t the time to ask. He looks up at me. "We should go."


  But he doesn't get up. He's still holding the hat, staring at it now. The hat is a piece of his brother, maybe the only piece he has left. He can’t lose it, can’t lose his brother. Whatever happened to his brother, his family, Cade hasn’t grieved yet. It’s bottled up inside of him, just like my pain is bottled up in me.


  We each burry our grief, hoping that if we ignore it long enough it will go away, but it never does.


  I lift my hand from his shoulder and hold it out to him, like he held his out for me when he pulled me onto the stage on Bastille Day. When he gave me the courage to face one of my fears. "Come on. I'm here. It's okay."


  He takes my hand and stands.


  We lock eyes, the rain plastering our hair to our faces, as we hold on to each other.


  And I realize in that moment, we can’t always wait for the rain in our lives to pass. Sure, the sun always comes up, a new day is always born, but all we have is the moment we’re in. The past is gone, the future not yet here, all we have is now.


  And right now, I want to live my life.


  On impulse, still holding his hand, I twirl myself around and let my fears and worries wash away.


  Cade doesn’t let go, but he looks confused. "What are you doing?"


  "I’m dancing in the rain.”


  His face is still blank. He doesn’t understand, but that’s okay, because I finally do. "Here, take both my hands."


  He hesitates, but then puts his wet hat on his wet head and takes both of my hands.


  I lean back, letting his body keep me from falling, and pull us in small circles, spinning us both. He’s trusting me, but still holding back, not quite committed to our venture. We start slow, spinning in circles like children, then move faster and faster, until my hair is flying in the wind and the rain becomes a part of our dance.


  "We're gonna fall." Cade smiles as he says it, not as a warning, not at all. He’s having fun, finally letting go and giving in to the moment. And if we fall, we fall. Life continues its dance.


  The world blurs around me, everything washing away, everything but Cade. He’s clear, focused, the center of my vision. I’m with him and he’s with me and we’re happy, happy and free.


  When the dizziness takes over, when falling seems inevitable, I slow us down until we stop. The world is still spinning, but I am pressed up against Cade, his arms around me, our faces so close together as the rain kisses us. “Want to try the abbey again?” I ask.


  "Later.” He frees an arm from around me and plucks a stray piece of wet hair out of my face. "A shower and bed sounds better right now."


  Was there a double entendre in there? If I was writing this scene, there would be.


  Before I can reply, he kisses me again, recapturing the passion lost with the wind. His mouth is warm, lips firm as he explores mine.


  I'm breathless when it ends and anxious to get to that shower and bed he mentioned. If he does have more than sleeping in mind, I think I'm ready despite my fears. It's time to stop letting what happened with Mr. Asshat keep me from love and intimacy, and if anyone's worth making that leap with, it's Cade. Adrenaline surging through me at my decision, giddy with kisses, I pull out of his arms. "Race you back to the hotel."


  He grips my hand. "You don't want to run in the rain. You get wetter that way."


  "Impossible. You get out of the rain faster if you run, so you stay drier."


  He shakes his head like he knows everything, but his know-it-all attitude is part of his charm. "No. When you run, the rain hits you from the top and the front, because you're running into it. You get wetter. Mythbusters proved it."


  “My dad loves that show, but I’ve only seen a few episodes. Not the rain one, obviously. Doesn’t matter, we’re already as soaked as possible." I hold out my dripping hair as evidence. "Besides, you wouldn't be able to beat me anyway."


  "Oh really?" He lets go of my hand and starts walking toward the hotel. "Let's race. Remember, no running."


  He's already ahead of me, so I walk faster. "This doesn’t make us any drier, and besides, it’s not fair. You’re walking way too fast."


  He speeds up. "I didn't say you couldn't speed walk."


  I speed up too, ignoring the twinge in my ankle from twisting it earlier. "Wait. Wouldn't this get us wetter just like running? You know, assuming we weren’t already drenched."


  "Yeah.” He grins and winks at me. “But it's more fun this way."


  I can’t believe I’m doing this. I really can’t believe it. I’m speed walking. In a storm. With my sexy cowboy. Across an island. And I’m loving it. We’re neck and neck as we reach our finish line—the door to the hotel. I smack my hand against the wood just before his lands next to mine. Wiggling my butt, I dance the dance of victory, gloating despite the fact I’m pretty sure Cade slowed down at the end so I could catch up.


  Cade laughs at my antics. “I totally won that.”


  "No you didn't."


  "A tie then?"


  "You wish." Without waiting, I speed walk up to our room, snagging the shower before him. We’re both dripping wet and laughing as Cade leans in to kiss me. "Hurry.”


  My witty comeback dies on my lips, or rather, at the feel of his lips on mine. I tear myself away from him and lock myself in the bathroom, peeling off layers of wet clothes.


  The hot water thaws me, making me realize how very cold I was as pins and needles dance painfully on my skin. As I rub soap over my body, the discomfort fading to pleasure, I think of Cade—his smile, his touch, his laugh. The day started out bad but ended with joy and happiness. Our race showed me something about this man I love. He didn’t push to win, to beat me. He didn’t lag behind either. He stayed beside me through it all.


  That’s the kind of man I want to be with. The kind of man I could give myself to without fear.


  It still surprises me, how I could be with Cade and the only pounding in my heart is from excitement, not anxiety. His kisses make my legs weak, but not out of terror. I had nearly convinced myself that Rodney had broken me, that I’d never be whole or complete and would never be able to give my body to a man without those memories destroying me, but Cade changed that. Being with Cade has shown me that I can flirt and kiss and fantasize without fear.


  When the water turns cold, I step out and wrap myself in a plush white towel. I didn’t bring any clean, dry clothes in with me, I realize, as the outfit I’d been wearing drips from the towel rack.


  I should be nervous. Shy. Coy.


  Instead, I feel bold. Nothing has to happen. But something could, if the moment is right. Either way, I need clothes.


  Cade is sitting on the bed facing away from me when I walk in. He’s lit the fire and a few candles, and the shadows of flames dance on his skin. He’s dried off and wearing a pair of clean jeans, but no shirt, and he’s holding his hat.


  All thoughts of seduction evaporate, and when I sit next to him, it’s to offer comfort not foreplay. We sit in silence, watching the flames.


  When he speaks, his voice is rough. "I'm sorry I worried you earlier. I can't lose this hat." He strokes the brim with his thumb.


  "I know."


  "But I should have explained it better. This hat was my brother’s, but it wasn't Stevie's."


  My heart clenches. "So you have—"


  "Another brother. Peter. We called him Pete."


  Called. Past tense. "Where is he now?"


  "He died.” He says this without emotion, as if pronouncing that the rain had stopped or he was hungry. For a moment, Cade’s face is as empty as his voice, like it was in the rain. But it passes like a storm cloud, and I can see when he comes back to me.


  I take his hand and say the words that are never enough. "I'm sorry.” If ever a writer should have a larger arsenal than others, it is now, in times of grief and sorrow. As magical as words can be, it is times such as this that prove how weak they really are.


  For words cannot stand in the presence of grief.


  He reaches for me, and as his tears burn hot on my shoulder, I give him what he needs more than my words. I give him my empathy. And together we weep for losses we have both felt, for pain we have both known.


  When we share in each other’s grief and pain, we lighten it. Or maybe we just give each other permission to feel it fully and, through that act of acceptance, the grief becomes more bearable.


  Because like the rain, tears too have an end. And with deep emotions, we are open to each other in unexpected ways.


  As his tears dry on my shoulder, his kisses replace them, leading up my neck and to my mouth.


  My towel falls away, and I am naked before him, vulnerable in a way I’ve never been with anyone, not even Rodney.


  Panic grips me, but I push it aside, and face the self-consciousness I wasn't expecting but should have. I've never been naked in front of anyone, not since I was a child. Every flaw on my body feels circled in marker and highlighted, but, looking into his eyes, I can tell he doesn't see any of them. His gaze is loving, kind, and full of desire.


  He breathes in at the sight of me, moving his eyes over my body in a caress that sends chills up my spine. I don’t want to tarnish this moment, but I don’t want to hide any part of me either. “Before we do this. There are things about me you don’t know. Things I’m not sure I’m ready to talk about.”


  His hands land on my hips as he silences me with a kiss, then pulls back to look into my eyes. “There will always be things we have to learn about each other. Those secrets don’t all have to be revealed tonight.”


  I know, then, that there is more to his story as well, but we will share our deeper pains another day. For now, we share our bodies, our hearts, our souls.


  His touch changes me, reshapes me from the inside. He explores my body first with his hands, molding them over my curves, then memorizing those curves with his tongue and lips. I gasp as his tongue flicks at a hard nipple, astonished that I can feel the pleasure and pressure of that touch through the core of my body.


  I’ve never wanted anything more than I want him in this moment. I fall back onto the bed, and he spreads my legs and centers himself between them, his jeans barely containing his own evidence of arousal.


  Emboldened by this position, and what it promises, I prop myself up and unbutton his jeans. He’s rock hard and so big I’m not sure how I’ll take him all into me, but the sight of him increases the tightness I feel.


  He growls, placing his hands around my hips, and pulls me closer to him until he’s rubbing up against me, stimulating the swollen nub of flesh that feels on fire with need.


  But instead of penetrating me, instead of satiating that need that’s threatening to undo me, he pulls away.


  A moan escapes my lips, and he chuckles and sprinkles kisses down my body, over my belly and… Oh God.


  Oh God!


  The moment his tongue dips into me, my body tightens into a mass of taut muscle.


  With one hand he works his fingers into me, adding another layer of pleasure to the experience while his tongue continues to tease and torment. With the other hand, he finds my breasts, alternating between the two as he rubs my nipples.


  I’m coiling tighter and tighter, everything inside of me pooling to the center of my being. I’m on the ledge, unable to sustain rational thought.


  And then I plunge. Into the depths of pleasure. My insides unraveling as waves of ecstasy crash into me.


  I’m moaning, writhing, begging him to fill me.


  He presses his body against me, lifting himself to face me. “Darling, I would love to accommodate your needs, and mine. I don’t suppose you brought that little care package your cousin packed for you?”


  It takes a moment to process his words and make sense of them. My cousin? Why are we talking about my cousin? And then it hits me, and I burst out laughing. “Oh my God! She may have just saved herself from my wrath. It’s still in my bag. You can go get it. I’m not sure I can walk right now.”


  He laughs and scoots off me. I feel empty without him, my body primed and desperate for his touch, to feel him deeply.


  He tears open a condom and slips it on, then hovers over me. “Are you sure this is what you want? We can stop now, just say the word.”


  I nod, tears leaking out of my eyes, all fears gone. “It’s what I want. You’re what I want.”


  My nails dig into his shoulders as he slowly pushes himself into me. There’s some pain, but the waves of pleasure override that, and I lift my hips to meet his, forcing him to enter me completely.


  Our bodies find a rhythm that builds and builds, more slowly this time, but with a deeper intensity, that sets my entire body aflame. When he explodes inside me, my body joins his as we dive off the cliff together, lost in each other’s arms.
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  I WAKE UP in his arms, his chest pressed against my back, our legs intertwined. We’re naked, and my morning breath embarrasses me, but he’s still asleep, the sound of his breathing light and soothing. Taking care not to wake him, I slip out of bed, rush through my normal morning routine and stoke the fire we left on all night. It’s a chilly morning, the windows still wet from the storm, and I don warmer clothes and, laptop in hand, sneak back into bed to write while enjoying the nearness of him.


  Last night changed me, woke up some dormant part of my soul and remade me into something new. I’m not the girl I was before, not the girl who fears intimacy and the touch of a man. Not the girl who pulls away when someone gets too close.


  My blood boils hot, like any other healthy woman, and I love it. I love this feeling, and I love him.


  The man sleeping next to me.


  The man who helped me cross my darkest chasm into the brightest light.


  But it’s too soon for love, isn’t it? That’s what people would say. Except, the heart feels what it feels. He’s become a part of me. Our daily study sessions and walks through Paris. Our hours and hours talking about nothing and everything. Our night, together, exposed and accepted by each other.


  My laptop comes alive, and I finally know how to write romance, how to write love, passion, and all the things that make life worth living.


  The chapters fly out of me, my fingers moving over the keys so fast I’m not even reading my own words, just writing the song that’s in my heart.


  As another chapter ends, I pause, looking at Cade, gliding a finger over his face, feeling the heat of his skin, the stubble on his chin. Words tumble out of me in a whisper.


  "She opened herself to him, and, in that moment, she opened herself to the world. Let it hurt her. Let it burn her veins, boil her blood and scorch her heart. For where there could be pain, there could be pleasure and love. She would be cold no longer. She would melt the hearts of others, and in turn, they would melt hers. She would feel the full spectrum of emotions and cry. She would be human. And she would be happy."


  My finger slides down his lips and then back to my keyboard, and I capture those words on my screen.
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  We spend the morning in bed, reliving the best memories of the night before and making a few new ones. By late morning we’re both starving, and so we dress—bummer—and enjoy breakfast on the patio of our hotel. Everything feels brighter, more alive, today; even the food tastes more amazing.


  Cade takes a bite of his bagel, chews and swallows, smiling at me. "Did you get a lot written this morning?"


  I nod and sip my juice. "You must have inspired me!"


  The sun is warm and the air smells clean, the kind of clean that can only come after a storm. Another parallel to life—that we need storms to clear out the debris, so the sun can shine even brighter the next day.


  Cade's hand reaches under the table and rubs up my thigh. "I have more inspiration in me, if you need it."


  So tempting, and yet… "I might need a few hours to recover from your last motivational exercise." Le sigh. If only I could spend my life in bed with Cade.


  "A few hours. I can handle that." He pulls his hand away and resumes eating. "So, what happens next with your book, once you finish it?"


  "That's the million dollar question, isn't it?" I think back to all of the rejection letters I've received. "It used to be an aspiring writer only had one choice. Submit query letters to agents until someone signs you, then wait while they pitch your book to publishers and hope for the best. Most books don't get published, and the few that do only stay on the shelves for six months before being pulled, unless they become bestsellers."


  "Sounds like a frustrating career choice," he says.


  No kidding.


  Talk of publishing has ruined what's left of my appetite, and Cade is already finished.


  He stands and offers his hand to me. "What do you want to do today?"


  I join him, my hand engulfed in his. "It's such a beautiful day, maybe we can go to the abbey and enjoy the gardens? I wouldn't mind getting some more writing done, if that's all right?"


  "Sounds good. I have a book on the history of architecture in Paris I can read."


  I nudge his ribs. "Thought you already knew everything there is to know about that particular subject."


  He puts his arm around me while using his free hand to scoop up our bags as we leave the courtyard. "There's always more to learn."


  We walk in silence for some time, enjoying the budding flowers and old buildings.


  Cade seems lost in thought and startles me when he speaks. "Architecture isn't quite as difficult a field to break into as publishing. But still, I worry I won't make it. How do you keep going with such daunting odds? What will you do if your book isn't picked up?"


  My stomach clenches at his question. "There are other options now. The world is changing. It seems writers no longer need the Big Six to get their books to readers."


  "The Big Six?"


  "The six biggest publishers, actually I guess five now, since two of them merged."


  "Then what's changed?"


  "EBooks. Writers can now self-publish their books online and those books are available to millions of readers."


  "So, it’s like they're skipping a step," he says. "They're skipping the book deal."


  "Exactly. And some self-published authors are making a lot of money. They're getting print only deals with big publishers now, though it looks like even print options are expanding for indie authors."


  "I thought they weren't getting any deals." Cade looks a bit confused, then shrugs. "This publishing stuff is a lot more complex than I imagined. You know all this stuff about books, and I just know I like reading."


  "That's the whole point. I need to know more about books than you, just as a magician needs to know more about magic tricks than his audience.” I wave my free hand in the air as if conjuring spells.


  Cade stops and pulls me toward him. "You're like a puppet master, pulling our strings with your stories."


  I put on my best menacing face. "I know how to manipulate your very emotions. I can make you cry and cringe and turn red with fury. I can remake your soul."


  His hands grip me harder, passion vibrating in his body. "I think you've already remade my soul, Winter."


  Our kiss lingers, tender at first, a small flame fanned into building intensity.


  My vision spins when he lets me go. "You sure you're not the one working magic on me?" I ask.


  With tender fingers, he brushes a strand of dark hair from my eyes. "I think we're working magic on each other."


  It only takes a few more minutes for us to reach the abbey entrance, and we're just in time for a guided tour where we learn a bit more about its history and get to finally see the inside. Though not as impressive as I’d imagined, its lack of spectacle is what gives it such a historic, authentic feel. It’s stone, with tall pillars and open spaces. The different architectural styles mix to form an eclectic look. Our tour guide ends up talking more about himself and his time living in England than about the abbey, so most of what I learn is from Cade, which suits me just fine. Hand in hand, we kiss often as we walk through our own fairytale setting.


  After the tour, we find a shaded spot in the gardens to relax. I pull out a blanket from my backpack and spread it on the ground, and we stretch out on it.


  Cade strokes my hand as he watches the clouds. "I can't believe thousands of pilgrims used to come here and still do.”


  "I can.” This place feels magical with the stone buildings built against the mountains. Around us, flowers sway in the light breeze, dancing with the wind. Elegant stone columns give structure to the garden, setting us in history. It’s so old, so full of the past, that it makes my world in New York feel like an infant in comparison. The busy streets and honking horns and people everywhere… it’s so different from here. A sacred quietness lives here that, even bustling with tourists, is more peaceful than New York. “It’s beautiful. Full of mystery. I can see how people thought, and still think, that it’s a place of power.”


  Cade lays out the lunch we packed, courtesy of our hotel kitchen—cold meats, fresh bread, fruit, a salad and sparkling water. With a grumbling stomach, I fill my plate with yumminess and dig in like I haven’t eaten in a week.


  Cade laughs at my chipmunk cheeks full of food. “Someone’s hungry.”


  I chew, swallow and grin. “Someone gave me quite a work out last night. And this morning. I need my strength if this keeps up.”


  He feigns injury. “Me? I think you have it backwards, my lady. You are the one who lured me into bed with your towel clad body.”


  “Only because I forgot my clothes.”


  “Likely story.”


  “I’m sorry, next time I’ll be sure to stay fully dressed in your presence.”


  With great care he pins me to the ground, his eyes hungry and body hard against mine. “That’s not what I meant at all. In fact, if we weren’t on holy ground, and in public, I’d have you out of these clothes right now.”


  If I could teleport us back to our hotel, I would, but instead I kiss him and ease out of his embrace. “But alas, we are at the mercy of our environment, and so I shall content myself with the company of my computer while you read or engage in more cloud watching.”


  I flip to my stomach, laptop open, and browse through my Facebook stream while he continues to stare at the sky.


  Clicking on a link, an article pops up about another one of my friends who have hit the bestseller list after self-publishing. And not just any list, the New York Times bestseller list. I whistle and scan the article.


  Cade turns toward me. "Something exciting happening in your book?"


  "Doing research. Which is code for wasting time on Facebook.”


  "Sounds like exciting research." He moves closer to me, looking over my shoulder at the screen.


  I show him the article about my friend.


  "Impressive," he says. "So it sounds like this self-publishing stuff is a legit way to get your book out there. Are you going to try it?" He takes a drink of his fizzy water while I form my response.


  "I don't know.” This surprises me. “A few months ago, I would have taken a traditional deal in a heartbeat, but now I’m not so sure. Part of me wants the accolades that go with being traditionally published. When you have the stamp of approval from one of the big publishers, people seem to respect your work more, you get entered into more awards and there are more reviewers willing to review your book. There’s still a stigma to self-published books, and while that's changing, it seems the more authors become successful on their own, the more articles pop up bashing self-publishing."


  I sit up, closing my computer to face Cade, hands now in his. "But, there are a lot of downfalls to the traditional deal that I’ve been reading about," I say. "Shitty contracts, less money, minimal marketing, and no control. It scares me to think that the book I worked so hard on for so long could end up ruined, and I’ll be powerless to do anything about it. But it also scares me to think about putting my book out there all by myself, no net, no backup, no stamp of approval. Nothing but my name. Like being naked in front of the world, standing there as they judge me.”


  "Whichever you choose, I know you’ll do great.” He says this with such confidence, such absolute assurance, that my heart flip-flops in my chest. No one has ever shown that kind of faith in me before, not when it comes to my writing.


  "Thanks. That means a lot to me." We lay back on the grass together, and I'm content to watch the clouds with him, grateful that I’ve found someone I can share my dreams with. He wasn’t just being polite; he really cares about my career and my ambitions, just like I enjoy hearing about his architecture and knowledge. We complement each other, filling in the spaces left by the other.


  Filling in the spaces left by the world.


  This moment is perfect, our time here pristine, a mini-paradise that I wish we could stay in forever. I wonder what it would be like to live here with Cade, never leaving this island as we enjoy good food, go on long walks, talk, make love and daydream with clouds. He doesn’t know he’s my first. My body wouldn’t have shown that, but my heart does. Rodney can never claim to have taken my heart, taken my love, taken the innocence that I gave willingly to Cade.


  "Last night, what does it mean for us?" I ask.


  Cade is silent for so long that my heart beats erratically and my hand trembles in his from fear. Still he is silent. Did it not mean as much to him as it did to me? I’m sure he’s had other women, enjoyed casual sex. Lots of my friends have, too. It’s normal, I guess. Especially at our age. Given the situation, the setting, I can’t blame him if this is just a fling, and part of me thinks I should pretend that’s all it is for me too, but last night was too profound, too real for me to lie to him like that. And so, I bare my soul and open myself up to him. "I don't want this to end.”


  He squeezes my hand. "This isn't just a summer fling.” He sounds sad, resigned. "But we know it won't last."


  "What if it does?" I’m clinging to hope. I have to, or my heart will break.


  He looks into my eyes, holding them with his gaze. "I won't ask you to leave Paris.”


  "And I won't ask you to stay." We both know what it feels like to have others ask us to give up our dreams. It’s the one thing we can never ask of each other.


  "Then what's left?" he asks.


  "We can try long distance.”


  "For how long?"


  "A year, maybe. I don't intend to stay in Paris forever."


  He props up on his elbow to look down at me. "What if you change your mind?"


  I hadn’t thought of that, but it's entirely possible. My program could be extended. I could fall in love with France and never want to leave. "I might not. There's no way to know for sure unless—"


  "Unless we try."


  I nod, my eyes pleading with him. "Will you try with me?"


  He stays silent, and I'm afraid he won't answer, or worse, that he will and his answer is to leave me. Then I'll be alone. Frozen in solitude. The Ice Queen. My fear shakes me, and a chill creeps up my skin. But then Cade takes me in his arms and holds me close. He whispers in my ear, "I will try. And we will find a way."


  And I melt against him, feeling as if I can do anything with him by my side. Publish my book any way I want and succeed, travel the world or come back to New York, anything, because this man, so strong and sure and confident, believes in me. It's all I need.


  With my lips pressed against his neck, I whisper, "She opened herself to him, and, in that moment, she opened herself to the world."
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  "WE CAN VISIT each other once a month," Winter says, looking up from her computer. "We can chat online while we're in class, and we can talk on the phone every day. We can even see each other on Skype."


  "Sure." But we can’t touch. We can’t get coffee and sit in the sun together talking about life. We can’t visit museums or dance or break presumed to be irreplaceable ancient artifacts. We can’t get up on a stage and sing.


  She moves her chair to face me. "We can take turns. You'll come up to Paris one month. I'll go down to New York the next. Then you can meet my parents."


  "Sure." I hope I get to. I hope our relationship lasts longer than a month once we're apart.


  Now she's crossing her arms over her chest. "You don't think we can make it work."


  I prop a pillow under my head and close my book, holding the page I was on. "I don't know. But I wonder… with every touch, every future promise, I wonder… if we can’t make it work, is it better for our relationship to die a slow death, or a fast one?"


  "A fast one."


  "You decided that a little too quickly."


  She rolls her eyes. "I'm sorry. Are you hurt?"


  I hold up my thumb and index finger with a sliver of light between them. "Un petit peu." A little bit.


  Jumping up from the desk chair, she flops on the bed next to me, smiling. "Cade. You spoke French! This means anything can happen."


  The air between us sizzles with sexual tension that never seems to leave. "Even us?"


  "Especially us." She kisses the tip of my nose. Not exactly what I had in mind. "Don't worry," she says, "I'll carry your heart forever in my pocket, and we'll always be together."


  "That's romantic." I scowl. "And creepy. Definitely creepy."


  "You're right," she says, scooting closer to me as her hands run up my abs. "Remind me to edit that out of my novel."


  "Will do. Am doing. There, you've been reminded."


  She sticks her tongue out. "Screw you."


  "Is that a thank you? Because I can think of better things to do with that tongue." My pants tighten in response to that thought, not to mention her hands on me.


  She scowls, trying to look tough. "Just screw you."


  "Screw you again? Are you trying to seduce me, Winter Deveaux?" I grab her, pulling her onto me as I lay flat on my back.


  Her little fists pound into my chest. "You wish."


  "With all my heart. I'd make a thousand cranes—"


  She stops her futile punches and props herself up on her elbows. "Why cranes?"


  "An ancient Japanese legend," I say. "If you make a thousand paper cranes your wish will come true."


  Moving off of me—and my hard on—she stands and crosses back to the desk in our hotel room. "You should do that," she says.


  "Too lazy. Sorry."


  "I found an architecture contest for you to enter." She hands me a piece of paper.


  I take the application, but don't read it. "Thanks, but I'm not ready."


  "Of course you are. I've seen your work. You're brilliant."


  I set it on the dresser next to the bed. "Not as brilliant as you think. Trust me. I'm the one studying this stuff."


  A few minutes later she hands me another sheet of paper. "How about this one? It's only for students."


  "Cause the pros are too good."


  Now she's cocking her hip to one side, her skirt hiking up a fraction. "Don't be like that. If you win, you'll make some good money. And once we save up, we can get a place together."


  "I can't enter," I explain. "I'm a novice."


  "You studied."


  "General Ed."


  She points at me. "And on your own time."


  "My dad didn't exactly encourage my pursuits."


  Her mouth puckers in frustration. "It doesn't hurt to try."


  I skim the application. "It costs money to enter."


  "Then I'll pay," she says.


  "No. You won't.” I crumple up the paper and throw it in the trash.


  "You should recycle."


  "Dag nab it." I retrieve the application and toss it into recycling.


  She slides back into bed on her knees, her cleavage tempting. "You know, things do work out sometimes. Good things do happen."


  "I don't deserve good things. I don't deserve you."


  "Of course not." She grins.


  I reach for her. "But I want you."


  She pulls away, wagging her finger with a teasing smile. "Better start folding cranes."
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  Winter's warm body next to me is the first thing I notice when I wake the next morning. "Howdy."


  She looks up from her laptop, a beautiful smile on her face. "I finished my rewrite."


  I shift and sit up, ignoring the desire to throw her computer off the bed and reenact the dream I was just having of her. "Let me read."


  "Later. I'm sending it to Monsieur Bellugue first."


  "Is he my competition?"


  Winter kisses me, and I taste her toothpaste. "You have none," she says.


  "Let's go on a road trip,” I say, the idea sudden and perfect. “We can travel over Northern France and fill these days with memories, amazing memories, wonderful memories. And then, when we think back on this time, we'll remember a lifetime of adventure. And we'll never forget." And if this is all we have, if all of our planning doesn’t lead to the outcome we want, then we’ll have this, and it will be the best memories of our lives.


  She smiles, no longer shy about her nakedness around me. "Let's go.” She puts down her laptop and leans over me, her breasts grazing my chest and making other parts of my body stand at attention. She notices and kisses me again. “We need more memories together."


  There’s a hint of sadness in her voice. Is she as confident as she seems about our future, or, like me, does she worry that despite out best intentions, some things are too amazing to last?


  The morning is bright, sun high, with a cool breeze coming from the ocean, as we set out on our adventure. Once we figure out the logistics of renting a car, and driving on the wrong side of the road—nothing like a near-death experience to bring two lovers closer—we head out to our first destination: Chateau de La Ballue, famous gardens first created for writers and artists.


  Winter, while reading the brochure, keeps shoving it at me, her finger pointing to yet another exciting bit of information. "Did you see this part? Futuristic architects designed the side garden in the purest mannerist style. I don't know what it means, but it sounds cool. You should be a futuristic architect. That's awesome. You can design the future."


  Her enthusiasm is contagious, and amusing. "Futuristic architecture is an early 20th century form of architecture first developed in Italy. It eschews more historical styles and instead focuses on long dynamic lines that suggest speed, motion, urgency and lyricism. It was a popular style for poets, musicians and artists, thus the origination of La Ballue gardens."


  She looks around, taking in geometric shapes carved from the garden itself. "It's so different from what we've seen so far, I can see why it's considered futuristic." Reading more of her brochure, she jumps up and down like a little kid. "There's a maze. The Maze of Leaves. We have to go through it! We can race and see who gets to the end first."


  I almost argue, preferring to be with her, but it does sound like fun. We enter through a tall column of bushes that are sculpted into the facade of a building, and we each choose a different path to begin the maze. It's a labyrinth with secret compartments and dead ends. These gardens made by architects intrigue me. I've never considered using my talents with nature but love how nature and man come together here. It must take a lot of work to keep the gardens maintained. I can't imagine what it looked like when it was neglected for nearly 30 years.


  Winter giggles somewhere, and I re-focus to find my own way out, anxious to be with her again. After many dead ends, I turn a corner and run right into her. We've reached the middle together.


  I pull her into my arms and taste her mouth, cupping her head with one hand as the other slides up and down her back. She moans and relaxes into me, our bodies melding together. I slide my hand up her shirt, trailing my fingers over her belly, grazing her nipples through her silk bra. "You think anyone will find us?"


  She pushes away. "I found you, didn't I?"


  "I let you."


  "Liar." She unbuttons two pearl buttons on her blouse, exposing the white lace of her bra and soft curve of pale flesh beneath. "How about this. You can have me, if you catch me." She dashes behind a wall of leaves.


  I rush after her and turn a corner, but she’s disappeared.


  Stomping with exaggerated motions, I look down every turn. "Fee-fi-fo-fum. I smell the blood of—"


  "Stop,” she says from somewhere to the left. “It's embarrassing."


  I follow her voice. "Dag nab it. I had a good twist to the story."


  Her giggle travels through the maze. "The part where you eat me?"


  "Yep. And there's a part in there about bread." Another turn, another dead end.


  "So?"


  "Bread rhymes with head," Cade says.


  "You're disgusting."


  "And you love it." Two more turns, this path looking more promising.


  "I'm just using you for your body."


  "Not right now you aren’t." I’m closer to her voice. She must be around the corner. "I found—" I round the corner, and come to a halt.


  She’s discovered one of the secret chambers within the maze and is sitting in the grass, turned away from me, blouse beside her.


  Like a dryad from a story.


  Her long black hair trails down her back. The curve of her creamy shoulders enticing.


  The vision is so unexpected, so beautiful and erotic.


  She turns her head to peer over her shoulder at me. “You were saying?”


  I take a step closer. “I was saying something?”


  Her eyes twinkle with mischief as she bites her lower lip. “I did promise a prize if you found me.”


  I walk around her, admiring every angle. “You don’t know what you do to me, Winter.”


  “I know what I want you to do to me.” She reaches her hand out, and I kneel in front of her as she rises to her knees.


  We face each other, passion ablaze between us. “What do you want me to do to you?” I ask. I can think of so many things I’d like to do.


  Her fingers grip my collar as she pulls me closer. “First, kiss me, cowboy.”


  My lips hover a breath from hers. “As the lady wishes.” I’m gentle with her at first, my mouth landing on hers lightly, a whisper of a kiss as my knuckles graze her back and shoulders.


  Her hands, now flat on my chest, push against me, nails digging into my skin as she deepens the kiss, her breathing coming faster.


  My hand tangles in her hair, gripping the back of her head as my other hand strokes her back, moving under her bra strap. “Winter, you’re killing me here. I want you so bad.”


  She lets go of me, reaches back and flicks off her bra as only a girl can do. Pulling away from me, she drops the white lace to the side, her breasts free, nipples hard and pink, like roses in full bloom. I drop my mouth to her neck, kissing and licking my way down until I have one nipple in my mouth.


  Reaching under her skirt, I use my other hand to rub between her legs, over the thin material that grows damp with her arousal.


  With hands buried in my hair, she moans. “More. Please. More.”


  My fingers slip under her panties, spreading her as I slip one in and rub at her swollen nub.


  “Oh, Cade. My giant. Oh my God, that feels amazing.”


  Her hips buck at my fingers, and I push her onto her back, spreading her legs as I hike her skirt to her waist. “I’m a hungry giant. I want to taste you.”


  Pulling her panties to the side, I savor her sweetness as my tongue licks her swollen lips, moving up until she shivers as I stroke the most sensitive spot on her body.


  Her hips move against me, her fingers digging into my hair as she pushes my face into her. “Your tongue feels so good.”


  Her body jerks as I nip and suck and lick. “You like that?”


  “Mmmhmmm. But, what if someone sees?”


  “Let them.” I slide a finger into her as I continue to stroke her with my tongue. When she tightens, close to letting go, I slide in another.


  She screams out, thrusting her hips to force me deeper. I use my other hand, pushing a finger into her mouth. “Shh… not so loud.”


  She bites down on it as tension flows out of her body. I run my hands down her legs, massaging her.


  Groaning, she sits up. “I want you.”


  “I want you too, darling, but I hear other people coming through the maze.”


  Blushing, she grabs her blouse and adjusts her skirt, giggling. “I can’t believe we just did that!”


  I kiss her, lingering on her mouth. “You're a delectable treat that I can’t wait to feast on later.”
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  WE SPEND CONSIDERABLE time driving east, then north, crossing through the French countryside and traveling through small villages. We take turns driving until we arrive at Honfleur.


  Honfleur is another medieval port town known for attracting artists, writers and poets. Cobbled streets and ivy-covered buildings share space with more modern-looking apartment complexes. We don't have a lot of time, and there are a few other places we want to see before we head back to Mont Saint-Michel, but there's a museum I want to show Winter.


  "This is the Eugène Boudin Museum," I tell her when we arrive. "Remember when we talked about art and you told me your favorite painting was by William Turner?"


  She nods. "He makes nature into a being with real emotion. Oceans weep and mountains roar in anger. Skies shriek the fury of the gods, or shine peace on the earth."


  "Well, they have a special exhibit here of his work, on loan from the Tate Gallery in London. He was one of the founders of this museum."


  With a squeal, she throws her arms around my neck and kisses me deeply. "Thank you! This is the best surprise ever!"


  We spend as much time as Winter wants examining the paintings, talking about landscape expressionism, and making out in corners.


  "This one's my favorite." Winter stands before a painting of a deer in winter. "The first snow makes me think of beginnings, of how pure things can be. The sun reminds me that purity fades."


  My jaw clenches. "It doesn't fade. It's ripped away.”


  "I suppose that's true," Winter says. "One moment we're innocent, then we witness something, do something, and that innocence is lost."


  "Even if it's by accident.”


  Her shoulders fall forward a fraction. "Especially then."


  I reach for her hand and squeeze it. "Do you think God punishes accidents?"


  Winter tilts her head. "Depends on the accident."


  "Murder.” The peace of the painting before me is at odds with my own emotions. “Or something worse."


  "There's no accidental murder. That's manslaughter."


  I shrug. "A technical term."


  "What's worse?" Winter asks.


  I struggle to find words. "Sometimes people get broken, and nothing can fix them. Sometimes death is better."


  She looks at me, her face serious. "I'm not sure that's true, not if you're happy with whatever comes and whatever came before."


  "You're happy with all that?"


  Winter looks down. "No."


  I want to reassure her, but life is too hard for empty platitudes. "No one is."


  "I hope you're wrong."


  Smiling, I kiss her forehead. "Of course you do. You're an optimist."


  Winter shivers. "I hope you're wrong, because if I'm right, if someone out there has faced unbearable evil and they still smile, they still laugh, then maybe I can too." She's shaking.


  I hold her close to me. "I'm sorry."


  "Don't be." She pulls away from me, turning back to the painting. "I am an optimist, and I have your answer. God, if there is a God, judges people. If someone committed an accident, or did something wrong they thought was right, then God considers their past. Has this person done good their entire life? Or do they commit accidents often, make mistakes all the time, never caring to learn how to be careful? That's what matters."


  I stare back at the painting. "My youngest brother, Stevie, the one you said I took care of, got in an accident. My dad was driving him to piano lessons. They were arguing about a trip Stevie wanted to take with me. He wanted to go to Paris that summer, but Dad said he needed help with the ranch. Stevie insisted. Dad got angry. He stopped paying attention to the road, and he drove them into a streetlight. The pole tore through the passenger side. They weren't going too fast, so Stevie lived. Though his brain got damaged, though he lost his ability to speak, Stevie lived. Sometimes, I feel like he holds on for my sake. Sometimes, I feel like he's already dead."


  Winter holds my hand tighter. "I'm sorry."


  "Don't be." I pull my hand away and point to another painting, of a slave ship caught in a storm, slaves thrown overboard and drowning. The angry sky fills the scene with dark hues as the sea rages against the ship. "I like this one."


  "It's sad."


  "It's life. You can try to hold on to what matters, a ship on the sea, someone you love, but in the end life tears it all away." Looking back and forth between the two paintings, connections form. "We start in light. We end in darkness."


  Winter takes my hand. "I'm happier than ever."


  "For now."


  She smacks my arm. "You're horrible."


  "You bring out the best in me."


  "Kiss me," she says, face upturned.


  "Never."


  She pouts. "Aren't you afraid the world will end?"


  "You never know."


  "So just in case?"


  "Just in case." I kiss her, feel her hands wrapping around me, going down my back, sliding into the back pockets of my jeans.


  Winter moans.


  "Get a room," a teenager yells. He turns to his two friends as they walk by us. "Stupid slut."


  Ripping away from Winter, whose face falls into pain, I grab the kid’s collar, face inches from his. "Apologize to the lady."


  The kid holds his hands up. "What the fuck, man?"


  My grip tightens. "Apologize. To. The. Lady."


  "Dude, anger problems. What, you got beat up on by your dad or something?"


  "Shut up."


  One of the museum staff, a large black man, gets between us. "Excuse me, is there a problem here?"


  I let go of the kid. "This fellow insulted my girlfriend."


  The security guard turns to the kids. "I'm sorry, but I have to ask you to leave."


  The kid scowls. "What? Man, we didn't do nothing."


  "Please leave,” the security guard says with more force.


  "Fine." They start to walk away as one of them says, "Can you believe that guy? Needs anger management, man."


  I straighten my shirt. "Thank you." I’m turning toward the paintings when the security guard puts a hand on my shoulder.


  "I'm sorry, but you too."


  "You serious?"


  "I am."


  I glance at Winter, tears streaming down her face, make-up smeared.


  "We'll go.” I take her hand. "It's late."
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  I buy Winter a print of Turner's painting of Honfleurat a nearby gift shop, and we head to a hotel. "One room?” I ask her.


  Winter nods. She hasn't spoken since the museum.


  I pay for the room and find it upstairs. Winter sits on the bed, already undressed, as I take my clothes off.


  "That guy was an idiot.” I throw my jeans on the chair and sit next to her.


  "I know." Winter doesn't face me. She's still solemn.


  "It's okay to kiss in public." I rub her back, hoping it will help her relax.


  "And have sex outside?"


  "Even better."


  "I just wish people weren't so mean.” Her voice hitches.


  "Few people are truly mean. Most are just stupid. They forget actions have consequences."


  "And you remind them with a fist?" She turns to face me.


  I sigh. "I shouldn't, because there's another way, right? But I don't know that way. And I won't let anyone hurt you. I can't. You understand?"


  She nods. "You were right about the slave ship. That's life. You can try to find happiness, a raft amongst an ocean, your soul mate, but something always holds you back, something always traps you. We start off pure, but eventually something gets its claws in us, and it never, ever let's go."


  I whistle. "I miss the optimist."


  "She's gone," Winter says.


  "Just tired." I lay down and pull the blankets over us. "Let's go to bed."


  She puts a cold hand on my chest. "No. I want you."


  "Winter, are you sure?"


  "Yes. I refuse to let bullies make me feel bad for wanting to be with you, for enjoying this."


  "What do you—"


  "Shhh." She straddles me, her hands gripping my chest, her exposed breasts inches from my face.


  "Winter, we don't need to—"


  She shifts, and slides herself onto my hard on.


  "You feel amazing," I say.


  Grinning, she leans in, letting her nipples brush against my mouth. "You were saying?"


  "Mmmm." I suck on one nipple and stroke the other as she moves her hips up and down, increasing her speed as her confidence grows.


  My hands drop down to the swell of her hips, moving her faster, pushing myself deeper.


  Dipping my fingers between her flesh, I rub her swollen nub as she rides me. Her muscles clench as she climaxes, collapsing on me. I’m still hard inside of her as she bites my chest and grins. "I'm a real cowgirl, huh?"


  I chuckle. "You're mine." I start to flip her over but she stops me.


  "No. Not tonight. Tonight you're mine." She moves off of me, and I groan, missing the feel of her tight, warm flesh.


  Her lips trail down my chest and abs as she looks up at me with naughty bedroom eyes. "What's the last part of that poem about again?"


  "What? Oh, bread."


  She licks the tip of my throbbing hard on. "You sure it wasn't head?"


  "Head. Right. I meant head."


  "You want my mouth?"


  "Yes."


  She takes me in then, deep. Then deeper. Her mouth moving up and down as she grips my base with her hand and flicks her tongue around. As my climax approaches, I try to pull out, but she sucks harder until I explode in her mouth.


  So. Damn. Hot. "You're amazing.”


  "Hold me." She leans into my arms. "I never want to feel bad for kissing you. I never want to fear touching you."


  "You never have to. Whatever anyone says, whatever comes and whatever came before, it's okay."


  "I thought you didn't care about that," she says. "I thought you didn't believe."


  I kiss her head, arms tighten around her. "For you, I believe."
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  WE TRAVEL OVER the first, and formerly longest, cable-stayed road bridge, Le Ponte de Normandie, that spans the river Seine, and I marvel at what the human mind has conceived of that once must have felt impossible. The bridge serves to remind me that what people call impossible is just something that no one's done yet. Everything was impossible at one point, until it wasn't.


  Which means nothing is really impossible at all.


  This thought cheers me as we make our way to the commune of Etretatin order to take pictures of les falaises d'Etretat—the cliffs of Etretat. Powerful and immense, surrounded by emerald green and sapphire blue waters, rising into the sky like white mountains peaked in green, the cliffs awe us both. We stop and take pictures, then make a small picnic with leftovers from lunch and eat in silence, each lost in our own thoughts.


  The sun is setting, the rays casting oranges and yellows into the water and chilling the air. Winter shivers, and I take off my jacket and wrap it around her shoulders. She's always so cold, but with a heart so warm and loving. While I'm glad she reclaimed her own power on Bastille Day with her Ice Queen costume, I can never see her as that, as an Ice Queen. She's the most caring person I've ever known, and I want to punch anyone who has ever treated her less than she deserves.


  As we eat, a family nearby enjoys their own picnic. The little boy and girl play together, kicking a ball back and forth.


  "You like kids?" I ask.


  Winter shrugs. "They're cute."


  "You want any?"


  "In a few years," she says, watching as the boy kicks the ball too far, sending the girl running for it.


  "How many?"


  "Years or kids?”


  I chuckle. “Kids.”


  The sun shines on her hair, bringing out the blue undertones of the black. “Well, my kindergarten self decided I'd have two. A boy and a girl."


  An ant scuttles over my hand and I shake it off. "What about your present self?"


  She crosses her arms over her knees, eyes focused on something far away. "I don't know. I worry about having a baby. How could I protect her when the world's so cruel?"


  "She'll have the Savage blood in her. She'll protect herself."


  Winter raises an eyebrow. "So we're talking about our baby?"


  I look away, shocked at the turn of this conversation, at my own thoughts. "Just thinking about the future. I always imagined having a big family."


  She shakes her head. "Not me. Not anymore."


  "Because you grew up in one?"


  Winter turns away, staring at the horizon. "Because I'm afraid. One child is the chance to make a million mistakes. I'm not sure I could handle more mistakes."


  "Because you'd care about your baby."


  "More than myself."


  I nod. "Me too. But babies are still a far way off."


  "They are, and one day, I won't be afraid anymore," she says. "I may not even notice it, but one day, I'll be ready."


  I smile. "She's back."


  "Who?"


  "The optimist."


  Winter chuckles. "She's always in here, fighting for survival."
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  This is our last stop before heading back to Mont Saint-Michel, and I'm reluctant to leave. A shadow of despair settles over me, but I shrug it off. We still have several days left of our vacation, then several weeks left of our summer in Paris. I refuse to let the future steal these present joys from me.


  Winter falls asleep in the car on the long drive back to our hotel at Mont Saint-Michel, and I nudge her awake when I return the rental. We're both exhausted when the bus drops us down the road from our hotel. All the walking and driving and sightseeing has worn us out, but I have one more thing left on our agenda that I don't intend to postpone for morning. So as Winter showers, I grab a condom and slip in with her, startling her enough that she drops the soap.


  I pick it up and slide it over her body, using my hands to rub the suds into her, massaging her as I go.


  She sighs and leans against the shower wall. "You're evil, Mr. Savage."


  "If by evil you mean desperate to be with the woman I love, than I'm guilty as charged." As soon as the words slip out, I freeze. We haven't used the 'L' word yet, though I've thought it. I wait to see how she responds.


  "You… love me?"


  Part of me wants to take it back, knowing I'm sinking deeper into something that will be hard to recover from, but I can't do it. I know it's true, and she needs to know it too. "Yes, Winter Deveaux. I love you. Utterly and completely. Why else would I agree to our crazy cross-continental long distance plan?"


  I think a tear slides down her cheek, but it's hard to tell with the shower water pouring over us.


  My hands are on her waist, and she lets hers fall on my chest. "I never thought I'd feel this way about anyone," she says. "Never thought I could. But Cade, you understand me better than anyone I've ever known. When I'm with you, I'm the best possible version of myself, and I feel like I can accomplish anything."


  "Oh sweetheart, you don't need me for that. You are amazing all on your own."


  This time I know it's a tear that slides out of her blue eyes. "See? This is what I'm talking about. I love you, too, Cade Savage. Forever."


  We kiss, melting into each other, and we don't stop kissing as I slide on the condom, lift her leg around me and guide myself into her. Our movements are slow, gentle, slight, at first, but as the passion builds, so too does our speed and frenzy. I'm undone by the soap and water, the warmth, the feel of her curves pressed against me. I never want to forget how it feels as we climax together, soaring off a cliff far more beautiful than anything we saw today. "I love you, Winter. I love you so much."


  "I love you too."


  Once we're in bed and dried off, I assume we're both too exhausted to do anything but sleep, but my little minx has other plans as she peppers my body with soft kisses, starting at my neck and moving down.


  When her tongue flicks the most sensitive spot on my body, I growl and grab the sheets so that I don't force her into a pace she's not ready for. Her lips are so soft, tongue so warm, mouth so inviting, and when she looks up at me with her big blue eyes, a twinkle of naughty in them, I can't resist anymore.


  I flip us around, making sure she is well-satisfied with my tongue before guiding her to her knees and slamming into her. Her cry is one of pleasure as her hips buck against mine.


  With more force than we've used before, we dance a new dance, one where the fire burns too hot to touch and the pleasure is almost unbearable.


  I make it last for as long as I can, until I feel her climaxing, her body clutching mine in waves of spasms. I can't stop myself then, my own body responding in kind until we are both soaring.


  Afterwards, I hold her and kiss her head resting on my chest. I imagine what our future could hold as we plan our lives together, traveling the world, having more adventures and eventually having children. That primal urge, linked to the DNA of our species, takes over, and I'm overcome by thoughts of our baby, a child made from our flesh, from our love.


  Not now, we're not ready. But someday.


  So what's a year apart? We'll make it work. We have to, because a lifetime together is worth it.


  In my dreams I live all of this, our future and our present, but I wake with a start.


  Someone is knocking at our door.


  The clock by our bed says 3 a.m. I ignore the sound and try to sleep, hoping they'll realize they're at the wrong room and leave, but the knocking continues.


  Winter groans and rolls over. "What is that?"


  "Someone at the door. Probably some drunk dude at the wrong room. I'll take care of it."


  I slip out of bed and slide on my jeans and a shirt, then open the door ready to chew out whoever is on the other side.


  But the man on the other side of the door isn't some misguided drunk dude.


  It's my father.


  


  



  


  


  


  CADE SAVAGE


  CHAPTER 25
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  I'M WIDE AWAKE now, but wish I was dreaming, or having a nightmare. Fury burns through my veins like poison. All my worst memories crash in on me, like being pinned under the weight of a collapsed building. Pete dying. Saying goodbye to Stevie. Disappointing my father because I can't devote my life to his ambitions and take care of my brother forever. "What are you doing here?" I ask.


  "May I come in?" My dad looks haggard, with lines around his eyes that weren't there before.


  "Leave!" I yell at him, finger pointed at his chest, like he's done to me so often. "Leave me alone. I'm done feeling sorry for you. Done caring about what you think. Done—"


  "Cade, Stevie's dying."


  My arm drops like it's made of lead and my throat constricts. "What? What are you talking about? I just talked to him a few days ago. He's fine."


  "I'm sorry, son. Your brother's passing away. I tried to call you."


  No. God. No. I'm shaking, my breathing coming in hard gasps. All that time. All those phone calls I rejected, all those voicemails I ignored because I assumed it was my dad trying to talk me into coming home. I can't think, can't process this information in the middle of the night in France, with the woman I love just a few feet away, after one of the best days of my life. Can't process something unthinkable happening across the world to my little brother.


  "If you want to see your brother one last time, we have to go now. I have two plane tickets, but I had no idea you'd be outside of Paris. If that girl across from your room didn't tell me you'd left… " My dad sighs, calms himself down, showing more restraint than I expect. "Please, Cade. He's your brother."


  He thinks I won't come, that I'm so selfish I would let my brother die while I party in Paris, and he looks sad, heartbroken at the thought.


  He doesn't know me at all. He never has. But I have no room left for anger. Grief, fear, despair, but not anger.


  I turn to Winter, who's sitting up in bed, clutching the sheet to her, shivering in the darkness. I want to crawl back into bed with her, to make love to her and fall back into our paradise where everything was perfect and sadness was just a distant memory, but that paradise has shattered, and I can't go back to it.


  I will leave her here alone to return home, and in the process ruin any chance I had of passing this French class and going to New York. Whatever dreams we had, they are just that. Dreams.


  Reality always comes crashing in.


  But what does school and career matter when my little brother is lying on his deathbed wondering why I'm not there with him? While my mother sits by his side alone, because I was too stubborn and stupid to answer the fucking phone, and now she's lost me and my dad.


  It only takes a minute to pack my book bag and put shoes on. I can't look at Winter, but I hear her crying. Still, she doesn't speak, and she can't get out of bed naked while my father stands in the doorway.


  When I can't put it off any longer, I sit on the edge of the bed and wrap my arms around her, kissing her with everything in me. I taste tears in these bittersweet kisses and it breaks my heart again. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I love you, Winter, that's not going to change."


  She nods, wipes a tear from my face and holds my hand to her heart. "Go be with your family. I'll be okay. I love you, too, Cade. Don't forget that."


  With a last kiss, I turn away from her, away from my future and the life I wanted more than anything, and walk out the door with my father to face another death.


  


  



  


  


  


  CADE SAVAGE


  CHAPTER 26
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  MY DAD IS in a mood by the time we reach the airport and get a flight out of Paris.


  He tried talking, which turned to yelling and accusations, and now we’re in the stony silence phase of our communication.


  My phone beeps and I pull it out, reading the text from Winter.


  I love you. I’m sorry about your brother. Be safe.


  “Cade, quit messing with your phone. We have to board. You’ve made us late enough with all of your dallying.”


  Nothing and no one makes me angrier than my father, expect maybe Rodney. Shoving the phone in my pocket, I grab my carry-on and boarding ticket.


  I may have to leave Paris, but my heart will stay. I send a silent message to Winter, hoping her heart can hear it.


  I'm sorry, Winter. But I have to leave. I’ll never stop loving you.


  


  



  


  


  


  WINTER DEVEAUX


  CHAPTER 27
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  HE'S GONE. HIS side of the bed is still warm. I can still smell him on the pillow, but he's left me. I lie awake all night shivering, tears leaking out of my eyes until a wet spot forms under my head, but I don't move. The moment the sun rises I get up, splash water over my face and swollen eyes, pack up my belongings and take the bus to the train back to Paris.


  The moment I enter my dorm room, Jenifer throws herself at me in a one-sided hug. I don't reciprocate.


  "O.M.G. You're back!" she says.


  Obviously. "You want to get out of here and do something?"


  Jenifer smiles. "Sure!"


  I change into jeans and a t-shirt. "Let's leave the city, see the wine country."


  Her side of the room is a mess, clothes tossed everywhere, some of her shit is even on my bed. She hustles to remove her stuff from my side of the room. "We have classes this afternoon."


  I shrug. "My grades are good."


  Jenifer pauses in her last minute tidying and looks up at me wide-eyed. "Who are you, and what have you done with my friend, Winter?"


  "Haha. Funny. I'm just bored. So, are you coming?"


  It doesn't take much convincing. "Let me get my stuff." She touches up her makeup, which looks freshly applied, sheds her jeans for a mini-skirt and tube top and grabs her purse.


  I'm already heading for the door while she hops on one foot to get her high heels on and catch up to me.


  I glance back. "Bring Duke."


  She pauses. "Is this a double date?"


  "No. Cade's gone." I leave the room and close the door as she finishes getting ready.
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  Duke picks us up in his Renault outside our dorms. His fancy French car is too small, and I'm forced to squeeze into the backseat while Jenifer and Duke practically dry hump in the front.


  "I know good place," Duke says when they come up for air. "Show you good time."


  He drives us out of Paris, the bustling city life turning to pastures and grazing livestock as hours pass. My mind is numb, and I ignore the banter of the couple in the front seat.


  By the time we arrive somewhere in the country, it's dark and my body is full of cramps.


  I crawl out of the car, stretching the pain out as I scan the fields around us. Duke leads us to a lake, and he and Jenifer set up tents and a picnic.


  I'm sick of picnics and sick of lovers, but I eat while Duke and Jenifer drink bottles of wine and rum. They don't offer me any and I don't ask.


  Halfway through the second bottle of wine, Duke notices me. "You okay?"


  "Don't I look okay?"


  "You look tense. My mother look like that when she argue with my father."


  "Your parents argue often?"


  "I don't know. As soon as I turn eighteen, I get my ass out of there."


  "You don't talk to them at all?"


  Duke shakes his head. "My father crazy. My mother stupid."


  Is this how Cade remembers his family? I shove the thought away. "Why'd they call you Duke?"


  "My mother Italian. Duke is like royalty. 'Be a good little prince,' Mother say. 'Get good job, little prince, make lots of money little prince. Lots of money for your mama and papa.'" Duke chuckles, then shrugs. "I don't know why they don't call me Prince."


  "Your parents wanted money from you?" I don't actually care, but the words come out, and it's something to do other than think. I'm tired of thinking.


  "Still do. But I work only for me. My success. My money."


  "What do you do?"


  He turns to Jenifer, and they both chuckle this time. "You good with secrets, no?" he asks.


  I roll my eyes. "Sure."


  Duke pulls a plastic bag from his pocket. The stuff inside is green, like an herb. But it's not. He takes some out and rolls a joint. "You want to try?"


  Pulling my knees up to my chest, shivering at the chill in the air, I shake my head. "No."


  He puts the joint to his lips. "You mind?"


  "No." A part of me knows this is wrong, but nothing can penetrate the numb haze around me.


  He lights it, inhales, and exhales with a smile. "Nectar of the gods."


  "Nectar is a drink," I inform him.


  He holds up the rum bottle. "I have that too."


  Duke and Jenifer take turns smoking the joint and taking swigs of the rum.


  This is how he got his fancy car and nice clothes? "Pretty ambitious, aren't we?"


  "I don't care." He takes another hit. "What about you, Winter? What do you do?"


  "I'm a writer."


  "Pretty ambitious, yourself. You published anything?"


  "No."


  "Why not?"


  "Still working on my book."


  "Trying to make money for mama and papa?"


  "They do okay on their own."


  "Good. You work for yourself then. Finish book."


  "Sure."


  After a few more hits, Jenifer and Duke roll around on the grass, making out. "Where the guy, the Cade?" Duke asks, his voice slurred from too much booze and drugs.


  "She said he's gone," Jenifer says, laughing. "I don't even know what that means. Did he die? I hope he didn't die. God. This is horrible. He died, and I'm laughing."


  My heart tightens. "He didn't die. That's his brother. His brother's dying."


  Jenifer's eyes widen. "He has a brother?"


  "That sad," Duke says, taking another hit. "I'm sorry."


  Jenifer takes the joint from him, inhales, then blows out smoke while she talks. "He's coming back, right?"


  Breathe in. Breathe out. "I don't think so."


  She coughs, then downs a shot of liquor. "What are you gonna do?"


  I remove my shoes. "I'm going to swim in the lake, enjoy nature one last time. And tomorrow, I'll go back to the city, slide into my empty bed, and delete my novel."


  "What?" Jenifer tries to sit up too quickly and falls back down. "You can't delete your novel. You're joking, right? You're joking."


  "Sure." I stand, strip to my underwear and bra and dive into the lake.
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  Under the water the world is silent, but its heartbeat is loud, pulsing through the molecules of water. I stay under until I can't hold my breath anymore and then push up, inhaling oxygen as all the sounds of the world penetrate my brain again.


  I roll onto my back, floating with my head partially submerged, the silence enveloping me again as I stare at the stars. A dying star streaks across the night sky, but all my wishes have died, too.


  The cold hits me then, and I swim to shore and dry off. Duke and Jenifer are cuddling by a fire, kissing and laughing. I say goodnight and climb into my tent.


  Sleep should claim me quickly. I haven't had any in two days. My body must be exhausted, but it won't submit to the night, and instead I lay there until I hear the moaning of Duke and Jenifer, who are no longer just dry humping.


  The wall around my self crumbles then, and I roll over and let the tears once again claim me.


  


  



  


  


  


  WINTER DEVEAUX


  CHAPTER 28
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  SPENDING THE NIGHT in nature has done nothing to lighten the grief weighing heavy on my chest with every breath. Grateful that my fluency and grades give me some wiggle room with attending classes, I stay in the dorm when Jenifer leaves, her brows furrowed in concern. I fall asleep, I think, at least for a moment or two, but the sobs shaking my body wake me. Even unconscious, I’m grieving. I check my cell phone again, hoping for a text or call, but it’s silent. Is he home yet? Or still flying?


  My laptop is open in front of me as I sit in bed staring at the words on the screen without seeing them. The entire contents of my book are selected, my finger hovering over the delete button. I don’t know how long I sit there, toying with self-destruction, when my cell phone rings.


  My heart jumps into my throat, and I check caller ID, praying it’s him. It’s not. I choke back my tears and answer in French. "Bonjour, Monsieur Bellugue."


  "Bonjour, Winter. Comment allez-vous?”


  How am I? I don’t know. I’m dead. Empty. But I settle on something less macabre and reply in French. "Cold."


  "It is a chilly day. But if you still wish to hear my critique of your novel, I'm having lunch at Vincent's right now. You know the place?"


  "I know it."


  "You'll come?"


  "Oui. Au revoir."


  I stare once more at my novel and close the file without deleting. Saved by the bell, as they say. Cade left a sweatshirt in our hotel room, and I pull it over my head and inhale his scent. The pain settles in me, and I hold it close.


  The air is crisp, clouds heavy and dark in the sky, as I walk to the restaurant. A chill sends goose bumps up my arms that aren't from the cold. I turn, expecting to see someone behind me, but no one is there. Still, the feeling of being watched doesn’t leave me, and I pick up my pace until I reach the warmth of the restaurant that’s so full of memories.


  Monsieur Bellugue has a table by the window, and I sit across from him and order hot tea and nibble on the bread that now tastes like Styrofoam.


  "So, what'd you think?" A lonely butterfly flutters in my stomach, as I wait for him to reply.


  We carry on the conversation in French, which is a perk of talking with Monsieur Bellugue.


  "I loved it The romance was fantastique. Especially those steamier parts. Those parts, well, my wife should read those parts. She could learn a thing or—"


  "You said you had critiques."


  "Oh, oui. Oui. The Lance character needs more development."


  I shrug. "He's not that important."


  "He's the heroine's best friend."


  "But after she falls in love, she forgets about him. The lovers are so enamored with each other that everything else seems trivial."


  "I understand," he says. "But Lance has not forgotten them. He has not forgotten her. Would he really disappear?"


  Pause. "I don't know."


  "But you must. You must see the story through Lance's eyes."


  My shoulders slump. "You didn't like it.”


  "What?"


  My voice is monotone. This pain isn’t any worse than what I’m already feeling. "You didn't like my book, did you? You hated it."


  His eyebrow shoots up. "No. I enjoyed it, really. There are some scenes I'll be reenacting later. That shower one, for example. I never knew a person could physically do that."


  "So you loved it?" I’m skeptical.


  "Comme ci, comme ça. I liked it."


  "How should I develop Lance more?"


  "That's for you to discover."


  Le sigh. "You must have some ideas. What would you like?"


  Monsieur Bellugue chuckles. "You don't have to change the book for me, Winter. I had some ideas on how to improve it. But others will have their own ideas. Make the changes you want."


  "Then I'm done."


  He claps his hands together once and smiles. "If you think it's finished, then great."


  I shake my head. "No. I'm done writing."


  Monsieur Bellugue nods. "I thought the same, once."


  "Why?"


  "A stupid reason. I grew up with three older brothers. Two of them became writers."


  "And the third?"


  "He became a mime."


  "How is he?"


  "I don't know. He hasn't spoken in years."


  My lips twitch up in a reluctant smile. "Hope you didn't have metamfiezomaiophobia." Though we’ve been speaking French, I say the last word in English because even my French isn’t that good.


  "What's that?"


  "A fear of mimes."


  "I can't believe they have a word for that. And I can't believe you know it."


  "I read dictionaries as a child."


  "Ah. Well, I had no fear of mimes. I had a fear of writers. Is there a word for that?"


  I lay my hands on the table, staring at them for no real reason. "There's bibliophobia. A fear of books."


  He tugs on his tweed jacket sleeves. "No. I didn't have that. No. I was scared of my brothers. Scared of their success."


  "Couldn't they help you?" I ask, thinking of my cousin, Daring, and her support.


  "Of course. But when they helped me, I worried. Does this mean they're better than me? Does this mean I'll live in their shadow?"


  "Did you?"


  "For a while I did," he says. "They were older than me. Of course they were more successful. But I didn't see that, didn't care. If I couldn't be the best, then there was no point in trying at all."


  "So you stopped writing?"


  "For three years."


  "What'd you do?"


  "Miming."


  "So that's why I never heard of you."


  He chuckles. "A joke. You should write that down."


  "Sorry. What changed?"


  "My oldest brother passed away, and I realized, I wouldn't live forever."


  "What a plot twist."


  "No condolences?"


  I soften my voice to take the edge out of my snarkiness. "You have mine."


  "Thank you. That was a dark time. I realized that any day I might die as well, and if that happened, when that happened, I would no longer be the best. So being the best no longer mattered. Being happy mattered."


  I sip my tea. "So you took up writing again?"


  "I tried a few other things first. There are some videos out there I hope no one ever sees."


  "Can I blackmail you for a good grade?"


  "If you find the videos." Monsieur Bellugue winks and takes a bite of a breadstick.


  I drain the last of my mug. "Are we done?"


  He raises an eyebrow. "Did you like my story?"


  I pause to consider, then nod, "I did.”


  "Then we're done."


  


  



  


  


  


  WINTER DEVEAUX


  CHAPTER 29
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  THE CURSOR ON my screen glares at me. I’m tempted to kill Lance off early in the book so I don’t have to deal with ‘developing’ him. Right now I just don’t care how he feels about his best friend and her new love. I check my phone again, but no amount of obsessive watching will make it ring. I’m selfish, the worst kind of selfish as I pray for him to call me, to think of me, when he’s dealing with the potential death of his brother. Get a grip, Winter. The world doesn’t revolve around you.


  I need something to take my mind off of him and this damn, silent phone and the mocking cursor on my computer screen, before I throw them both out the window.


  Jenifer barges into our room, her hair wild and eyes smeared with make-up that doesn’t cover the dark circles under them. Her nights with Duke have been long. I don’t want to think about it. Nor do I want to analyze my own jealousy that she gets to keep her loser drug-dealing boyfriend, while Cade had to leave.


  “Are you here for good or for a costume change?” I’m pretty sure I sound like a bitter old lady.


  “Costume change, of course. Why would I come all the way to Paris to stay cooped up in a tiny dorm room? We’re heading to a party at the club…” she stutters and stops talking, avoiding my eyes. “Never mind, you’re probably busy.”


  “The club where we went with Cade?”


  She nods, still not looking at me.


  The pain is still there, but I’m learning to live with it, and this could provide the distraction I need to keep me from going crazy, if it’s not too late already.


  “It's fine. I’d love to go with you.”


  She looks up from reapplying her make up. "You sure?"


  "I’m sure."


  Jenifer smiles and pulls out dresses from her closet. “I’m so glad. I hate seeing you in such a slump. Okay, now, which of my dresses are you going to wear?” She hands me an ice blue strapless dress, and I slip it on.


  I feel exposed, and guilty for getting dressed up and going out when Cade is either facing his dying brother, or about to. But what can I do from a million miles away? For the first time I realize that long distance might not work, not when I can’t be there for him when he needs me. Not when I can’t wrap my arms around him and tell him it’s going to be okay. He’ll want someone who can do that, someone he can hold. He’ll find someone else and I’ll be here, in Paris, living a mockery of my life because I lost the love of my life while seeking love and adventure.


  The irony is not lost on me as I pretend I’m not dying inside and follow Jenifer out of the dorms and into the night.
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  I don’t remember a lot about my last time at this club. It was like a dream, with monsters and magic and lights floating everywhere. Mostly I remember Cade. My Cade.


  But just because I don’t remember, doesn’t mean the bartender has forgotten. With a smirk, he takes our order. “You want the alcoholic kind?”


  In my normal life, I’d be embarrassed, but tonight I just don’t care. Let him think what he wants. Jenifer looks more ashamed than I feel, which is fitting since she caused all the problems the last time. “Just orange juice please," I say. "No alcohol.”


  The beat of the music is infectious as I finish my drink, the tangy sweetness filling my mouth. My foot taps out the rhythm, and it’s so loud that it drowns out the aching in my heart, at least a little.


  Emboldened, determined not to mope the rest of the summer, I reach for Jenifer. "Let's dance.”


  "I'm good," Jenifer says. "You go ahead, girl."


  "Come on. Dance with me."


  "Maybe later. I need to keep an eye out for Duke."


  "Fine. I'll dance by myself." I just need to move, to feel the music pulse through me, taking me over as I forget about everything and everyone.


  It works. The energy in the air is intoxicating, and I succumb to it, shoving aside all rational thought as my body takes over. Someone moves too close to me, and I back away a bit. The later it gets, the more crowded the dance floor, and I can’t move far without knocking into others, so I let the contact become part of my dance. We’re one mass of bodies gyrating to ancient beats that have called to us since before the world became civilized.


  I don’t realize how close the man behind me has gotten until I feel his body press up against my back, his hand gripping my hip. At first, my mind goes to Cade, and for a fraction of a second I’m happy again, forgetting all the pain of recent days, but then I remember, it can’t be him, and another emotion takes over. My heart pounds its fear as I pull away from the stranger and turn around, my skin crawling from the unwanted touch.


  His lips brush my ear as he refuses to release me. "It’s good to see you, Winter. You never call me."


  Rocco. I step back, peeling his hand from my hip, knowing it will leave a bruise even as I bump into a girl behind me who glares at me.


  Another song starts, and Rocco smiles a slimy smile. "Dance with me.”


  I turn to leave but he grabs my hand and pulls me to him, moving his body in obscene ways against mine, close enough that I can feel his arousal through his pants, and it simultaneously disgusts me and terrifies me.


  Sweat beads on my skin. My breathing comes in shallow gulps. I’m paralyzed. Somewhere in the back of my brain I know I should shove him away and get out of here, find Jenifer, leave the club and never return, but I can’t move. Can’t speak. His face changes and I see Rodney, the night it happened. Him holding me against my will, pinning me down as he tore my clothing off me. When Rocco presses up against me with his hard on, I feel Rodney pushing himself inside of me, ripping me, tearing me.


  "This is fun, no?" His grip is so tight it hurts. How can he act like this is fun? Like I’m here of my own free will?


  And how can I just stand here doing nothing?


  The song ends. I try to leave, to disappear into the crowd, but his grip doesn’t let up as he pulls me across the dance floor. "I get you drink."


  Okay, this is going to be okay. We’ll find Jenifer, and she’ll get me out of this mess.


  He pushes me into a seat at a table by the band and scoots his chair close to me. His grip loosens, and my wrist pulses with pain as blood flow returns. When his arm slips around my shoulders I freeze. "What would you like?" he asks.


  "Orange juice.” I force the words out of my dry throat, still too frozen to act. But if he goes to get us drinks, I’ll leave. I’ll run to the bathroom or find someone to help me. He can’t keep me here forever. We’re in public. He can’t hurt me. I tell myself these things through the haze of panic-induced paralysis that still grips me.


  But he doesn’t leave. He signals the bartender and shouts out our order instead. I’m trapped.


  With his free hand he pulls something out of the bag he carries. "Want a pastry?"


  "No. No, thank you."


  He shoves one in front of me. "Please, I insist. It good."


  "It’s a once in a lifetime experience." Are we supposed to be playing the happy couple? I need to get out of here, need to move, what the hell is wrong with me?


  He nods, knowingly. "You're right. Nothing better than the first time you taste these pastries."


  "I'll remember that time forever."


  "Me too," he says, a look of longing on his face. "They're just so good that first time."


  I notice Jenifer by the bar and sigh in relief. “Jenifer! Jenifer!”


  She looks around, trying to spot who called for her, then sees us and comes over.


  "Hey, Jenifer.” I smile through gritted teeth and hope my eyes show my desperation. "You remember Rocco?"


  It takes her a second, then her eyes widen. "You gave us those pastries!"


  "Not again," he says. "Nothing beats that first taste."


  Jenifer sits down with us. No. We have to leave. Not sit down with this guy.


  "You never called my girl." She’s looking from him to me, a question in her eyes, but she’s oblivious. How can she not see that I need her help?


  "Yet we meet here, and we dance," Rocco says. "I see now. It's destiny. We meant to be together." He squeezes me, his fingers digging into the bruise on my arm.


  Jenifer downs a shot and has another one ready. "Good for you.” She’s already too wasted to notice anyone but herself.


  A waitress brings our drinks and a chocolate cake for Rocco. He holds up his wine to me. "You want?"


  I shake my head and kick myself for my own weakness.


  A new song starts, and my heart cracks open, the pain now warring with my fear. It’s the song I danced to with Cade, the song we sang together, the song from his childhood. I want him so bad I lose my ability to breathe for a moment. It’s crushing, the fear, the pain, the longing and loneliness, the memories from the past.


  Rocco breathes in deeply, as if breathing in the music. "I love this song. We must dance, Winter."


  He grabs my hand and pulls me up. My eyes sting with unshed tears. I can’t dance to this song. Not with anyone and especially not with him. I have to do something, have to stop him. He won’t make a scene with Jenifer here will he? But then, she’s so drunk, she might encourage him to drag me out to the dance floor by my hair. She seems to like that kind of guy.


  He nuzzles my neck from behind. "Maybe later we go back to my place, no? Your friend can come to."


  "No.” My voice is too weak, too soft. The word breaks away from me like a leaf falling from a tree.


  He misunderstands. "Yes? Good."


  "No. I can't." This time my voice is louder, but still barely above a whisper. It’s physically painful to stand up to him, and I don’t understand why. Why can’t I be normal? Why can’t I find the strength I used to have before Rodney broke me?


  "Of course you can. Look at you. Look at how you are dressed." He motions to my tight outfit. "What did you think would happen? Of course we go back to my place."


  He pulls me up against him and starts to spin me. My heart is racing, my hands slippery, the world around me is zooming in, and I know this means I’m about to pass out, but then I’ll be even more vulnerable. Then, he can do anything he wants to me. I’m going to throw up. Bile rises in my throat and my face heats up.


  A hand lands on Rocco's shoulder. "I believe the Mademoiselle does not wish to dance," says a voice from behind him. Vincent.


  "She love to dance," Rocco says.


  Vincent shakes his head. "Not with you."


  Rocco stops dancing and faces Vincent, his arm still draped over me. "Who are you again?"


  "Je m'appelle Vincent. You've been to my restaurant a few times."


  Rocco's eyebrows shoot up. "Your chicken is amazing."


  "Merci. I've heard about your pastries as well."


  "They are too good for this world."


  "Oui. They should definitely not be in this world."


  "It is good to see you again," Rocco says. "But I must return to my lady Winter."


  "Not yet," Vincent says. "First, come sit with me." Vincent grips Rocco's arm and escorts him to the table. Still Rocco doesn’t release me, but at least someone is doing something. Once Rocco is sitting with me next to him, Vincent sits across from Rocco and, with a smile, puts his hands under the table.


  Rocco shudders. "Please, monsieur, can you put your hands on the table?"


  Vincent smiles. "I like my hands where they are."


  "Please, monsieur. I can't sit with you like this."


  "No?"


  "I don't know what you have down there."


  "Indeed. I may have anything under the table. I don't know how you can sit with me. I don't know, even, how you can stay in this club." He smirks.


  Rocco starts to shake, and his arm falls off of me as he holds his hands up defensively. "Don't do this. Please, I'm too young."


  I hold my breath, waiting, my body so still I could be a statue.


  Vincent just shrugs.


  "No. No!" Rocco yells. "I go. I leave Winter alone."


  Vincent is still silent.


  "God will protect me!" Rocco screams as he darts out of the club, hitting a chair on the way.


  Jenifer’s jaw drops. "What the fuck just happened?"


  "Only Rocco knows," Vincent says. He pulls his hands out from under the table, revealing a spoon, and digs into Rocco’s chocolate cake.


  "Merci.” I whisper it across the table to Vincent, because I know what just happened. He saved me from my own stupid weakness. Tears fill my eyes as he stops eating to look at me.


  “Think nothing of it, my friend. Everyone needs someone to stand up for them from time to time."
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  NO 48-HOUR PERIOD has ever felt so long. I’ve spent most of my life trying to stay away from my dad, and now it’s just the two of us with the weight of Stevie’s declining health between us. During the four-hour drive back to Paris, he wavered between stony silence—my preference—and an interrogation the Spanish Inquisitors of old would have envied. Then there was the wait in the airport, my fault entirely because he’d booked tickets thinking I was in Paris and so we missed our first flight. When we finally got a flight, it had a layover in London that was delayed three times, sending us to a new plane each time.


  It couldn’t be more tense between me and my dad. Now, after listening to my headphones so long my ears ache, just to avoid talking to the man sitting next to me, we’re finally at the baggage claim in Texas. Nearly home.


  For all the grief and pain this trip has been, I know it’s just the beginning. I’ve vacillated between wild grief and fear over losing my little brother, to anger at my father for bringing our family to this place of hopelessness, to intense longing for Winter. I left her in bed, naked, alone, heartbroken. I want to call her or text her, to share my misery with her, but I have no words in me. She’s the wordsmith. The one who can take these feelings and craft them into poetry. All I have are the overwhelming emotions threatening to crush me.


  As we watch for my bags—again this delay is my fault since my dad doesn’t have any bags that needed checking—his phone rings. He picks it up mid-ring, walking away a few paces and talking so low I can’t hear him. I spot my bags and pull them out, ready to walk out of the airport as soon as he’s off the phone.


  He looks up at me, tears in his eyes, and my heart constricts. “Is Stevie gone?” I ask.


  He shakes his head and clasps my shoulders. "No. It was the doctor. Stevie's strength is up." He smiles and laughs. "You understand? Stevie might make it."
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  My dad is silent on the drive home, but there’s a cautious optimism now hanging between us. I wonder if our hope is misplaced, if miracles can really happen like this. The way my dad talked, Stevie’s fate was inevitable. I didn't hear the conversation, so I don’t know if he’s reading more into the doctor’s prognosis than is warranted, but I pray to whatever god is listening that he spares Stevie. The moment I think the words, I cringe. Am I being selfish yet again? Wanting Stevie to stay trapped in his body, unable to communicate or do anything for himself, just so I don’t have to go through the pain of losing another brother?


  I don’t know what to pray, what to ask for, because what I want and what Stevie needs to be happy might be two different things, and I can’t wrap my mind around this. The only prayer I can offer that doesn’t feel selfish or cruel, is to ask that whatever happens is in Stevie’s best interest. No matter the consequences to me and my family, for better or for worse, I want Stevie to have peace. Saying that prayer, a calm melancholy settles over me.


  We pull up to the house, the familiarity coupled with something new. I’ve changed, I realize. I’m not the same man who left here a few months ago. This house no longer feels like home, but I’m not sure where home is anymore.


  No, that’s not true. I think of Winter, of her smile, her eyes, her arms wrapped around me, and I know where home is. It’s wherever she is, and right now she is too far away. My heart has escaped my body and is walking Paris without me.


  My mom rushes me the moment we walk into the house. “Cade, my boy. You made it.” Tears are streaming down her face, and I can tell they aren’t the first to fall from her red, swollen eyes.


  Guilt tugs at my heart that she’s had to go through this alone for two days while my dad wasted precious time finding me. “I’m sorry, Mom. So sorry. Is he—”


  She wipes her eyes with the sleeve of her dress. “He’s still with us. He’s been asking for you.”


  I leave my parents in the living room and head to Stevie’s room. Doc Maloney, our family physician since my dad was a boy, walks out the door. His white hair is a wild mass on his head, his hand carved in lifelines as he grips my arm and embraces me. “Cade, I’m glad you’re here.”


  “How is he, Doc?”


  “He improved; his pulse is stronger. I think he’s doing better, but… ”


  “But?”


  “I’ve seen this before. Patients show a last spike of strength while they wait for someone they love to say their goodbyes. I explained this to your parents, but they want to believe he’ll recover.”


  My heart drops as his words sink in. “He’s just holding on for me.”


  Doc’s eyes are full of tears. He delivered all of us; this pain is real for him, too. “I think so, though of course I can’t be sure. Miracles do happen.”


  His voice doesn’t hold hope of a miracle, and I brace myself for the worst as I walk through the door to greet Stevie.


  The husk of my brother lies in the bed, his body so emaciated I barely recognize him. I stifle a sob and sit in the chair next to his bed, reaching for his hand, careful not to pull any of the IVs hooked into him. “Hey, Stevie.”


  His eyes open, head turning to look at me as he croaks a response.


  “How you doing, buddy? Doc treating you okay? Giving you some good drugs for the pain?”


  Stevie’s lip twitches into a frown, but I can’t interpret what that means.


  “I’m back now, buddy. I’m sorry I left you for so long, but I’m back. I’m here.” I want to tell him to hang on, to stay here for me, for my family, but looking at him now, I know I can’t. If you love someone, you can’t hold on to them so tightly that you destroy them. Isn’t that what Dad’s been doing to all of us? I can’t do that to him. “I wish you could have come to Paris with me. Remember that day when you called me and I was on the Eiffel Tower?”


  He jerks his head, and I think he remembers. I like to believe he does. I reach into my pocket and pull out something. “I took a picture for you. Just like I promised."


  I hold it in front of his face so he can see it. It’s a picture I took of Winter overlooking Paris. "This is what it looks like from up there. You can see all sorts of places. The Arch de Triomphe, the Iéna Bridge.” Stevie shoves his hand at the picture and grunts. I smile. “That’s Winter. She’s really special. I know she’d love you. I hope you can meet her someday. I want to show you all of these places, too." My voice cracks as a tear slides down his face. I can’t be selfish with him. Not with him. He’s staring into me with his eyes, too big for his face, and I know what he’s asking, what he needs from me. I just don’t know if I have the strength to give it to him. But I have to, because this is what it means to love selflessly.


  “But you know what?” I put the picture down on a side table beside Stevie so he can see it always. "I feel like we're there already. And it's beautiful Stevie, just like you said it'd be. It's beautiful. I carried you with me all those places, and I’ll carry you with me forever."


  Now tears are streaming down my face as I dig deeper for the courage to say what he needs to hear. My parents will never forgive me, but I’m doing this for him, not them. Not me. Him. “It’s okay, Stevie. I know. I know this body is too weak to hold you anymore. You’re too strong, too big for this world. We’ll be okay. I’ll take care of Mom and Dad. So, little brother… ” my voice falters, but I force myself to finish, “if you need to go, if you need to leave now, it’s okay. Find Pete, he’ll take good care of you.”


  Stevie’s face shines with an inner light I’ve never seen in him, his crippled face smiles and, with the picture of Paris on one side, and me on the other holding his hand, he closes his eyes.


  And he dies.
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  FOR TWO DAYS I live in a house haunted by both of my dead brothers. I feel them everywhere, and the silence of their voices screams in my soul. My mother grieves with huge sobs that sound like they will escape her body and crush us all. My father grieves with icy silence and cutting jabs at those around him. He becomes a weapon, inflicting pain on anyone who dares come near him.


  I retreat with my grief, shutting down. If Winter were here I’d open up to her, but I can’t do that over the phone, with distance delaying each word, and static cutting into our thoughts. So I have no one.


  The day of the funeral, my father and I look too much alike with our suits, our straight backs and hard faces hiding our emotions. My mother clings to him, her cheek splotched in red, her pain evident on every line of her face. She’s aged since I got here. Stevie’s death stole life from her.


  Most of the town has shown up for the graveside goodbyes, though few knew Stevie well at all since the accident. Our family name is enough to draw a crowd, that and our family curse of losing the young men to death. Eyes avoid mine, but I can read their thoughts on their faces. They’re wondering if I’ll be next. If the Savage curse will claim all three promising boys.


  Our pastor says words meant to be comforting, but I can’t think. I’m focused on the coffin in the ground, waiting for dirt to cover it. My little brother is in there, just a few feet from where my big brother lays buried. I’ll never see Stevie again. Never talk to him or see his eyes light up when his favorite show comes on. We lost him once to the accident that claimed the use of his body. And now we’ve lost him again.


  It’s too much, and I wonder why God, if there is a God, didn’t take him the first time. Why did he have to suffer all these years just to die now?


  A few close friends of the family, including Doc, take turns speaking about Stevie, his love of life, the spark in him that could never be destroyed. I want to say something, to testify about his life, about the impact he had on me, but my words are stuck.


  Instead my dad speaks up, and the sound of his voice burns like acid.


  “Stevie is our youngest boy, the baby of the family. It’s cruel for a parent to ever outlive their child, especially cruel to outlive two of their sons, and Stevie will especially be missed.” Despite the sadness evident on my dad’s face as he speaks, his words anger me. He will be ‘especially’ missed? Was Pete not missed because you couldn’t love him through your hatred, Dad?


  But he doesn’t hear my thoughts, and he keeps talking, about our family, about my mother and the joy Stevie was to her when he was born, the miracle baby they thought they couldn’t have. “And now we are left with Cade, who has been the rock in our family for so long, keeping Stevie strong, keeping Stevie alive, keeping our family name and business running. When Cade left, something in Stevie died. And when I had to fly to Paris to get my son who couldn’t even be bothered to pick up the phone, I lost my last chance to say goodbye to my boy.”


  A few people gasp at the angry words my father is spewing. Some look at me in sympathy, others shuffle uncomfortably as they look to the pastor for guidance on how to handle this inappropriate turn of events. All of this is happening in a bubble outside of me. Inside, I’m seething with rage as Dad takes dig after dig at me, while my brother lays in the ground, dead.


  I stand and face my dad, who falls silent as I glare at him. “You want to control everyone in your life so much that you crush us all," I say. "I didn’t kill Stevie, I left to live my own life. That’s what children are supposed to do when they become adults. But you’re not okay with that, are you? You can’t bear to have any children who have minds and lives of their own. That’s why you hated Pete, because he lived his own life, because it didn’t mesh with your idea of what he should be. Pete killed himself because of you, Father. He was gay and you hated him for it, made his life so miserable, such hell, that death was better than living as your son. I can understand why you’re grieving for Stevie. It must have been such a relief when you crashed that car and destroyed the body of your youngest son, because then he’d never grow up and live his own life. He’d be your baby forever, bound to you no matter what. What a shame you lost the only son you ever loved because he couldn’t do a damn thing for himself and so would never leave. You must be so disappointed.”


  Dad’s eyes burn with rage. People are holding their breath to see what happens next. Dad walks up to me, fist clenched. “Shut your mouth before I shut it for you.”


  The pastor rises, trying to calm us both, but it’s too late. I step forward, my own fists ready for a fight. “Go ahead, Dad. I’m not a kid anymore. You want to hit me because I won’t become your carbon copy? Do it. You’ve followed Grandpa’s footsteps this far in life, might as well take it full circle.”


  That deflates him, and instead of hitting me he turns on his heels and storms off into the cemetery.


  I sink to my knees, tears falling from my eyes. “I’m sorry Stevie. I’m sorry you ever had to be born into our fucked up family.”
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  THE SETTING SUN warms my back as a gentle wind takes the sting of heat away. Biscuit whinnies at me and leans her head down to scoop up a sugar square from my hand. She’s the only one I can stand to be around right now, after the most miserable excuse for a funeral I can imagine. My hand shakes as her soft lips brush it for another treat.


  “What’s bothering you, kid?” My dad’s voice haunts my memories, asking me the same question over and over. This time I know the answer.


  You, Father. You’ve been the problem all along. I smirk, but the temporary satisfaction deflates into knots in my stomach.


  I pat Biscuit’s nose and sit down on a log by her stable. The letter is burning a hole in my pocket, so I pull it out and stare at it. Goodbye is written on the front in Pete’s messy scrawl. I slide my hand over it, trying to feel his essence through the blotches of ink. I don't care what you say. I killed you. I didn't tell Dad to stop tormenting you. And so I killed you.


  I clutch the letter, twisting it. I want to rip it up, destroy it and never think about it again.


  “I knew I’d find you here. Everyone’s asking about you.”


  I look up at the voice. Leslie, wearing a dark sundress that’s too short to be proper for the memorial at this house, leans against the fence.


  I shrug. “Let them ask.”


  “What do you have there?”


  The paper feels thin, insubstantial in my hands. "It's a letter.”


  Leslie sits next to me on the log, but doesn’t touch me, for which I’m grateful. My thoughts spiral to Winter, and I wonder if some guy is cozying up to her right now. The thought makes my fists curl around the paper in my hand.


  "Who's it from?" Leslie pulls me out of my dangerous thoughts.


  And plunges me back into even more dangerous thoughts. "My brother.”


  She frowns. Great. Soon she’ll say she’s so sorry about Stevie, just like everyone else. Sorry, sorry, sorry, as if the word makes things better.


  But she surprises me by nudging my shoulder. "Then open it, you dolt."


  My body turns rigid. "I can't."


  She reaches for the letter. "I can open it for you."


  I yank it away and stand to put distance between us. "It's personal."


  She rolls her eyes. "I won't read it."


  I stare at the paper. "But I might.”


  "What’re you so afraid of?"


  I stare out at the fields where the cows are grazing. "That I might be wrong."


  "About what?"


  "About something I did.”


  She’s relentless in her questions. "What'd you do?"


  "Something horrible."


  Leslie scrunches up her face, like she's confused. "And this letter might prove you didn't do that something horrible?"


  I shrug. "It might."


  "Then read it already."


  My heart skips a beat. "No.”


  "Doesn't it hurt? Blaming yourself?"


  "I deserve the pain.” It’s my penance for my sins. What was it the pastor said once about sins? That there are sins of commission, where we actively do something bad, and sins of omission, where we sin by not doing something we should. I am guilty of the sin of omission. Every time I let our dad abuse Pete I committed that sin.


  "But maybe you don't," she says. "Maybe that letter says you don't."


  "Then it's wrong."


  She throws up her hands in exasperation. "Then let it be wrong. But read it, just in case it's right."


  I sigh. "A friend once told me we have to accept things as they are."


  "A very wise friend," Leslie says. "You should listen to her."


  "How'd you know it's a woman?"


  She smiles. "Because we're smarter."


  That pulls a half chuckle from me. "It's good to see you again, Leslie."


  "You too, Cade. How was Paris?"


  "Better than I imagined."


  "Then why'd you come back?" She blows a bubble out of her mouth and pops it.


  "Besides the obvious?” I gesture to the cars filling our property to mourn the death of Stevie.


  “Yeah, besides that.”


  My shoulders drop, all snark gone. “I had something to do."


  She nods. "Maybe it's reading that letter."


  "Maybe. How about you? How have you been?"


  "Waiting tables all summer.” She stands and pets Biscuit, who enjoys the attention. “I've been saving up. Next year, I'm going to film school. Mama and Papa aren't too happy, but who cares, right?"


  "You gonna play a Disney Princess?"


  "Nah. But I'll write about one. Make a film about her, too."


  "Your dream."


  "What about it?" she asks, looking over at me.


  "It's coming true."


  "Of course it is. Just like yours, right? After I heard you left for Paris to study architecture, I knew I had to follow my dreams too."


  "Following my dreams brought me here. Nothing's coming true. I’m back where I started.” Except I’m not, because I’m different now.


  "Because you're not done yet. You said it yourself, you have something to do. Something you couldn’t have done if you hadn’t left and come back."


  I glance at the letter in my hand. "Thanks Leslie."


  "You're welcome." She gets up. "Call me up if you get into set building."


  "Will do."


  She smiles and walks away. Once she's gone, and the world is quiet, I flip over the envelope and run my finger along the edge.


  I take my hat off, Pete’s old hat, and place it on my knee. Taking a deep breath, inch by inch I peel open the letter that will reveal my brother’s final words before he took his life.
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  His words are scrawled over the whole page, and my eyes go blurry. He feels so close right now. I can hear his voice saying the words, hear his sobs where the tears spilled onto the page, smudging the ink.
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  Dearest Dad,


  


  You win. I'm done. I know you never wanted me as a son. I know you've been waiting for this, that it would be better if I were dead than a fag. I hope this makes you happy, because it's not easy. Even though there's nothing left to live for, it's not easy. Some kindness from you, some understanding would have made a difference, but it's too late. All you ever cared about was having a perfect son who did everything you wanted perfectly. A son who wasn't me.


  I couldn't do anything with you shaming me every second. You couldn't even act nice around strangers. You hate what I am. You hated seeing me all the time. Well, now you'll never have to see me again.


  Give all my personal things to Cade. Don't throw them out, please. They mean much more to Cade than they mean to you.


  You always told me that I was sick. That something was wrong inside me. But you know deep down in your heart that you're the sick one. That you're wrong. And now, because of your mistakes, you have my death on your hands.


  May you rot in hell.


  


  To Mom,


  


  I'm sorry to leave you with Dad. But the AIDS will kill me soon anyway. There's no reason to wait. Dad got his wish. God punished me, if that’s how you want to see it.


  Please tell Cade and Stevie that I love them very much. My heart breaks when they don't stand up for me in front of Dad. But they're young. It's not their fault. They do their best.


  Tell Cade and Stevie about my disease. Or don't. Do what you think is best.


  Everyone seems so happy, and I feel so alone. I've thought about doing this before, but I'm afraid.


  I hope you forgive me. I hope you think kindly of me.


  Goodbye


  


  P.S. Disregard all the mean things I've said. Especially to you, Dad. We've both said mean things to each other that we didn't mean. I know you grew up with a father who hated homosexuals. I know you don't know any better. It's not your fault. Or maybe it is, but I forgive you anyways.


  


  Mom, Cade, Stevie, please forgive Dad. He tried. This isn't his fault. It's not your fault.


  


  Love,


  


  Your son and brother, Peter


  


  Cade… if you find this first, don't go in my bedroom.


  


  Call Mom. She'll handle it.


  


  Cade… don't go in the bedroom.
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  THE SUN HAS set and the cold settles into my bones before I move my eyes from Pete’s letter. Hours pass as I let his words sink in. Everyone has left the memorial, and it’s time for me to leave, too.


  It doesn’t take me long to pack, since I never really unpacked, but this time I know I’m not coming back, so everything looks different.


  When I finish, I go in search of my father who’s sitting in his study staring out the window.


  “I’m leaving, Dad.”


  "Nonsense. We just buried your brother."


  "I did what I came here to do. I've said goodbye."


  He turns to face me, his whole body rigid. "You said a lot of things."


  "Only the truth.” I’m not even mad anymore, just tired. Tired of the fighting and the hate and the tearing each other apart.


  A vein twitches over his right eye. "You insulted me in front of our friends."


  I cross my arms and take a deep breath. "Your friends. Not mine."


  He points at me, and I know that finger would poke my chest if he was closer. "Your future business partners."


  I shake my head. "I won't run the ranch."


  He stands up, throwing his arms into the air. "Then who, Cade? Who?"


  "Sell the business."


  "Sell the business?” His jaw drops. “Sell the business? My father put his entire life into this business. You think he let me leave?"


  "You could have.” You should have. Maybe if you’d been stronger, Dad, you could have broken this curse on our family.


  He squints his eyes, his fists clenching again. "Don't tell me what I could have done. I kept the business alive. I kept my father's legacy alive. That's what I've done."


  "Grandpa's gone, Dad.” I take a step closer to him, dropping my arms to my side. "He's gone."


  "You think I don't know that? I walk by him every day. He's got a nice big tombstone like he wanted. He died in front of me, remember? I saw his heart give out. I buried him. I run the business now." Dad’s shaking with anger.


  Everything clicks for me in that moment. We, he and I and all of us, are just repeating cycles, like hamsters in a wheel, over and over we just repeat the same cycle because that’s all we know. But someone has to break it. Someone has to be the first to say, ‘No, this isn’t okay. I’m doing things differently.’ My dad couldn’t do it. Pete couldn’t do it. Stevie never had the chance to try. That leaves me. I owe it to my family, the past, present and future, to break this cycle, to pierce the darkness festering in this house with light. With truth. Truth without the sting of anger and hate. "You don't have to be like him. He's gone. He can't hurt you."


  "I know."


  I take another step toward him, palms up, my heart finally open to him in a way I’ve never been before. "He's gone."


  Dad’s fists open, his eyes swell with tears. "I know."


  I put a hand on his shoulder, looking him in the eyes, showing him that I understand, that I finally get it.


  His tears flow harder, his face crumbling in front of me. "You were right. I killed my son. I killed him."


  I hold out the envelope. "I have something for you."


  "A letter?"


  "From Pete. I'm sorry I kept it from you."


  "Don't be. I won't read it." His mask is back on, but now I know what’s underneath. Now I can be the son he needs me to be, not the son he thinks he wants.


  "You must."


  "No. He hated me."


  "He loved you."


  I push the letter into his hand, and he opens it, then collapses to his knees. I kneel by his side, hand still on his shoulder so he knows he’s not alone. As he reads it, I remember the words, and we both mourn again for the man we lost that day. When he gets to the last line he looks up at me, eyes weeping. "Why didn't you call your mother? Why'd you go in his room?"


  I fight my own tears. "I didn't read the letter when I found it. I was looking for Peter."


  "Did you see him do it? You told me—"


  I hold up my free hand to stop him from going down that rabbit hole. "I never lied. He'd already shot himself. That's what woke me." I clear my throat. "I never knew he had AIDS."


  "He asked us not to tell."


  "I know.”


  My dad looks at me and says two words he’s never said to me before. "I'm sorry."


  "I know."


  He grips my hand on his shoulder. "Please stay.”


  "I can't."


  "Please, I can't lose you, too." He’s a desperate man, crushed by his own mistakes.


  "You're not. I love you, Dad. I love you." And I do. I can feel it now, and I can say it without irony. I love him. And I also know that I’m making the right choice.


  I hug my father for the first time in years. He grips me hard, but I pull away and stand to leave.


  He grabs my sleeve, looking so lost and miserable. "If you leave, I can't forgive you."


  "That's okay.” And then I say the words I’ve never been able to say to him before, but I finally can now. "I forgive you."


  His grip loosens, and I walk away. The Savage curse is broken.
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  I NEVER REALIZED how good Cade was at making architecture interesting until I had to listen to this tour guide go on and on about Notre Dame. They really hired the wrong person for this job, because I’m pretty sure this guy could make sex sound like the worst chore imaginable.


  When we make it to the bell towers, the highlight of the tour, my heart cracks, just like the bell. Our group moves on, but Jenifer and I stay behind, staring at the gargoyles and chimera. I tell her what Cade told me about Notre Dame and the architecture.


  “You miss him a lot?”


  I nod. “He was supposed to be here. He was looking forward to this tour more than anything.”


  She leans in next to me. “Look at it this way. He was spared the tour guide from hell. This tour might have been enough to get him to give up architecture forever.”


  I laugh through unshed tears. “True. And that would be a real tragedy. He’s a genius.”


  “You want to catch up with the group?” She turns to go back downstairs.


  “Not yet. I’m going to hang here for a bit. I’ll catch up to you all later.”


  “Okay.” She spares one look back at me before she disappears, and I’m left alone. The view isn’t as startling as the Eiffel Tower, but being in Notre Dame feels more sacred, more momentous. At least it would if Cade were with me.


  I check my phone again. Nothing. He’s been gone a few days now, almost a week, and I haven’t heard a word. I know he’s got a lot of stuff going on with his family, but I can’t help but wonder if it’s also out of sight, out of mind. He was never convinced we could make it work long distance. Have I lost him already and I don’t even know it?


  The thought sends so much grief crashing into me that I clutch the safety rail for stability. My mind wanders through Paris, reliving all the romantic, funny and sweet moments Cade and I have shared here. Our first kiss on the Eiffel Tower, the demolition of artifacts at the Louvre, days spent walking the gardens, talking about art and architecture and writing and books and life. We may not have been together long, but without him there’s a hole in me that refuses to heal.


  I feel someone behind me and it pulls me out of my thoughts. For an instant I think it’s Cade, always my thoughts go to Cade, and always I’m wrong.


  "Hey, babe, what's the matter?"


  I turn to face Rodney. If my reaction to Rocco was bad, this is worse. My heart skitters in my chest, my stomach drops. I struggle to breathe. "Nothing." I position myself to move past him. "I have to get back to the group."


  He advances on me, and I back away until I hit the safety rail.


  Taking advantage of the limited space, he presses against my body, arms holding the rail on either side of me so I can’t get out. "Come on, babe, tell me what's wrong. Let me cheer you up."


  I lick my lips to muster some moisture in my dry mouth. "Get away.”


  He shakes his head and clicks his tongue. "So rude. I'm just trying to help."


  I’m shaking, I can’t help it, and I know it turns him on. "I don't need any help."


  "Of course you do.” He pushes closer to me, and I gag on the scent of him, the smell that haunts my nightmares. “Listen, how about we ditch all these losers and go somewhere more private?"


  "We can't skip the tour."


  He snickers. "Right. You're a good girl. At least, you pretend to be. But I know what you want." He touches my arm, making my skin crawl. "Remember how that feels?"


  "Get. Away." I mean it to sound like a command, forceful and intimidating, but it comes out like a mouse squeak.


  "Come on. You know you want—"


  There's a hand on Rodney's shoulder. "Excuse me,” says a man with a familiar Texas drawl, “but I'm going to need my traveling companion back."


  It's Cade. My Cade. I blink through tears to make sure I’m not imagining it, but his cowboy hat comes into view, then his face, his beautiful magnificent face, and I want Rodney to curl up and die and never touch me again.


  "I thought you left.” Rodney steps away from me, and I move behind Cade, shaking like a leaf.


  "I had something to do," Cade says. "But it's done now." He looks at me, his eyes, so blue, so kind, so full of love. "I'm back."


  I smile and wipe the tears from my eyes. No time for crying now. My Cade is back.


  Cade looks at Rodney. "So if you don't mind, Winter and I have things to discuss."


  Rodney puffs up his chest, not ready to back off. "Who's gonna make me?"


  Cade pins him against the railing, just as Rodney had pinned me, and whispers something in his ear.


  Rodney's face drains of blood, his eyes bulging, and when Cade steps away, the bully turned coward holds up his hands and scuttles away like the bug he is.


  Once Rodney is gone, Cade pulls me to him. My body is still shaking, but for entirely different reasons. His smell, his touch, things I feared I’d never experience again, send me over the edge of happiness.


  “Are you okay, Winter? Did he hurt you?”


  “I’m okay, now that you’re here. Are you okay?” I’m not going to bring up the lack of phone calls. I’m too happy he’s here now.


  “I am now that I’m with you.”


  "What did you tell Rodney to make him leave?"


  Cade smiles. "I reminded him of my fondness for sticks."


  I don't get it, but it's not important. Cade is back. My Cade. Le sigh.


  Then I remember why he had went away in the first place. “Stevie?”


  Cade’s smile falters, and I hate that something I said caused that. “He died.”


  I wrap my arms around his waist, still looking up at him. “Oh, Cade.” I don’t say I’m sorry, because those are such weak words, so instead I send him all the love I have in me and hope he feels it.


  “I’m actually doing better than I thought. He passed peacefully, and I finally learned something important about my family, and about love.”


  “What’s that?”


  “That love is letting go.”


  My heart skips a beat in fear. Is he breaking up with me? Did he come all the way back to Paris to break my heart?


  He must see the panic in my eyes, because he brings his finger up to stroke my cheek. “Don’t worry, Winter. I’m not letting go of you, not in the way you think. I just mean that love is about letting go of the expectations we have of other people to make us happy. We have to find that in ourselves. No one else can give it to us. If we don’t, we’ll crush those we love with expectations they can never meet.”


  Understanding dawns on me. “You forgave your dad.”


  He nods. “I did, and I owe that to you. You helped me see the truth of my family. I lost Pete because my parents couldn’t stand that he was gay. He killed himself. At least that’s why I thought he killed himself, and I blamed my dad and I blamed myself, but in the end, it’s no one’s fault. It happened, and now we have to move forward and build something new. And I’m ready to do that, Winter, with you. You’re my support beam.”


  I smile at the reference to our first conversation about Notre Dame architecture. Sparks ignite between us. He leans down, and I reach up to him and our lips meet in a tender kiss filled with love and hope and a future I can’t wait to live. I never want to let go of him, never want to stop holding him. I belong with this man, I know that now. Whatever we have to do, we will be together.


  “Did your dad realize all of this too?”


  Cade shakes his head.


  "So, if he never speaks with you again, it's my fault, isn't it?"


  "No.” Cade kisses my forehead. "He is what he is, and I'm okay with that.” He kisses me once more and then pulls me toward the stairs. “Now, I have a surprise for you."


  


  



  


  


  


  WINTER DEVEAUX


  CHAPTER 36
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  HAND IN HAND we walk through the streets of Paris, and I have to keep looking up at him to make sure he’s real, that he’s really here and not just a figment of my imagination. Our separation wasn’t that long in the grand scheme of things, but the threat of permanence made it infinite. To have him back is like a miracle, and I don’t want to ever lose him again. I don’t bring up the end of summer, but I know things are changing for both of us. I’m just not sure how yet, but ideas are forming. If I’m brave enough.


  For now, I focus on the present, and like a child at Christmas, I plague him with questions trying to guess the surprise, but he just kisses me and smiles his secret smile. Infuriating. Le sigh.


  Gradually, the landmarks begin to look familiar. “Are we going to the Eiffel Tower?” The spot of our first kiss. Romantic.


  Cade shakes his head, still smiling his secret smile.


  And then we arrive at Lover’s Bridge and Cade pulls out a key and a heart-shaped lock.


  I squeal and reach for it, running my finger over the CS + WD carved into it. Our initials.


  He tilts my head up, his lips closing in on mine. “Winter, I love you, and I would like to become part of this tradition with you.”


  “Oh my God, yes! This is the most romantic thing anyone has ever done for me.”


  He pops open the lock, and we find a space on the fence. "You sure?" he asks. "This means we'll be stuck together forever."


  "I'm sure." Forever. The word is a promise of more than I can imagine right now, but it fills my heart with so much joy I can hardly contain it.


  Cade holds one side of the lock and I hold the other. Together we snap it shut. He hands me the key. “For you.”


  I toss it into the water, watching it sink to the bottom to join hundreds, maybe thousands of other keys, promises lining the bottom of the Seine for eternity.


  The necklace Daring gave me before I left is hanging around my neck, and I fidget with the empty space for a key.


  Cade grins and pulls another key from his jean pockets. “I thought you might like one to keep for your necklace, so I had an extra made.”


  My eyes fill with tears, and I throw myself into his arms. “You know me so well. I love you.”


  Cade pulls back. "Shit.”


  "Shit? That’s not the response I was hoping for."


  "I dropped the key."


  "Where? Not in the—"


  "In the water."


  "Please tell me you made another one?"


  With a grin on his face he holds up his hand, displaying the key.


  I swat his chest. "You're a horrible tease. You would have had to dive in and get my key back if you'd dropped it."


  His eyes twinkle as he hooks the key into my necklace. "For you, I would brave the brackish waters of the Seine."


  An old lady on the bridge near us yells at him. "You're supposed to leave the key in the water." Under her breath she mumbles, "Crazy tourists" and stomps off.


  I laugh, lost in my happiness and the joy of this moment, when Cade pulls me into a kiss, his whole body pressed against me.


  And with that kiss on Lover's Bridge, we seal our fate to live a long, happy life together.


  


  



  


  


  


  CADE SAVAGE


  CHAPTER 37
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  AS ROMANTIC AS our reunion has been, there’s still the reality of French class. For Winter, it’s a breeze; she could take the final exam in her sleep. For me it means late night cramming and nightmares.


  Still, I wouldn’t wish myself anywhere else. Winter stays up with me on all those late nights, helping me conjugate verbs, quizzing me in basic grammar, laughing with me as I distract her with kisses and… other things.


  She wears our key on her charm necklace and fiddles with it subconsciously. It feels real, significant, this commitment we’ve made. It’s not an engagement, but it might as well be. We are together, and neither of us can stand being apart for long. I don’t know what we’re going to do at the end of summer, but we’ll figure it out. We have no choice. We need each other too much.


  The day of the final exam I’m trembling and sweating like a meth addict going through withdrawal. It’s bad, and nothing Winter says or does calms me down. I just need to get it over with.


  We’re all together for this final exam, so Winter sits next to me as we wait for Monsieur Bellugue to show up and pass out the test. She leans in to kiss me. “Good luck. You’re going to do great. I believe in you.”


  I wish I had her confidence, but I missed too many classes, and I had little chance of passing even before that.


  When we get our exams, I flip through the pages hoping it’s easy, but it’s not. Half of the words look alien to me, and I can’t make sense of them.


  I meticulously fill out every answer, doing my best on questions I don’t know.


  Winter is done first, and she has no choice but to turn her test in and leave. I know she’ll be waiting outside for me, but I can’t think about her now.


  I’m the last one to finish, and I’m barely done when Monsieur Bellugue calls time.


  I know it’s not going to be enough, but I turn it in.


  Monsieur Bellugue takes my exam. "How did you do?"


  "I did my best."


  "That’s all anyone can ask."


  A burden has lifted from my shoulders. Come what may, it’s over. Whatever happens next, we’ll find a way to make it work for us.


  I leave the classroom for the last time and find Winter on the steps outside the gate as expected. She’s reading something on her eReader, but looks up when I approach and smiles. “We’re done! Want to go celebrate?”


  I kiss her cheek. “Not yet. There’s something I want to do first.”


  I step away from a group of students leaving and take out my cell phone. I dial the familiar number and listen as it rings until she picks up. "Hey, Mom.”


  "My baby, you called.” She sounds so happy, and I’m glad I made the effort.


  "Not often enough, but that will change.” A lot of things will be changing now. I tell her about my day, about the stress of the test, and about Winter.


  


  



  


  


  


  WINTER DEVEAUX


  CHAPTER 38
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  VINCENT'S IS CROWDED this afternoon, but he saved the table I requested by the window. Jenifer likes people-watching as we eat. My taste buds started working again when Cade returned, which is a good thing as now I can fully appreciate the tasty garlic and cheese bread. I’m surprised I haven’t packed on weight with all these carbs this summer, but all the walking must offset my gorging.


  Jenifer returns from the bathroom and sinks into her chair with her usual flair, draping one long leg over the other as her too short skirt rides up her thigh. “Where’s Cade?”


  “He’s working on a design for a contest.” I don’t even try to hide the pride in my voice.


  "Wow. Good for him. That architecture stuff is hard.” She squishes her face up. “Too much math and straight lines for me."


  I laugh. “Me too. But he’s a genius with it. His designs are amazing, and I’ve learned so much from him.”


  Jenifer sips her café latte. “You’re so in love it’s disgusting.” But she smiles, and I know she’s happy for me.


  “Can’t argue there. How’d your French exam go?” I know this language doesn’t come as easily to my friends as it does to me, though they each shine in their own way.


  She shrugs and flips a long strand of blond hair off her exposed shoulders. “I’ll pass. Only 'cause of you, though. Your tutoring saved my ass.”


  "You’ve been holding your own for a while now. It’s all you."


  "Only 'cause you taught me so well."


  "True."


  Vincent brings us our food himself and smiles brightly at Jenifer. “Enjoy your meal, ladies.”


  “Merci,” we both say as we dig into our chicken dishes.


  Jenifer bites into a breadstick, frowning as she chews, a contemplative look on her face. "Remember back in elementary school, when that Trevor kid used to pick on me?"


  "And you actually focused on school instead of boys? Yeah, I remember." I take a bite of the chicken and the flavors explode in my mouth. Le sigh. I’m going to miss this food when I leave Paris.


  She wipes her mouth. "I got him really angry that one time. I told him we weren't going to be friends any longer."


  "When were you ever friends?" I ask in between bites.


  "He thought we were. Even as he kicked me under the tables and put gum in my hair, he thought we were friends. Maybe that was friendship to him. Maybe that's all he knew."


  "We were all stupid back then," I remind her.


  "Not you," Jenifer says, pointing her fork at me. "You got the best grades."


  "You got second best."


  "Until puberty.” She smiles, but it’s a smile of regret.


  “Puberty’s a bitch.” Puberty affected us each differently, though Rodney curtailed any normal development I might have had in that department.


  Jenifer looks down at her lap, fiddling with her napkin. "He would have killed me, you know. That time you found us in the park, he would have killed me."


  I shake my head. "Trevor wasn't that stupid.”


  "No. I told him we weren't friends. And he picked up a rock. He was going to bash my head in. I could see it in his eyes." Her hand shakes as she spears a carrot with her fork.


  "He didn't do anything."


  Her eyes widen, shiny with liquid. "Only ‘cause you caught him."


  I want to cheer her up, but I’m not sure how, because I don’t know what brought on this sad stroll down memory lane. "You would have kicked his ass.”


  "I wonder about that.” She moves the carrot around on her plate. "If you weren't there, what would have happened? I keep wondering about that."


  "Why? It happened a long time ago."


  "Doesn't feel that way.” She has a faraway look in her eyes. "Never feels that way."
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  I do my best to move the conversation to small talk, and she tells me about her shopping trips, the great deals she found, and how much she loves Paris. I don’t share her shopping bug, but I love it here, too. We’re nearly done with lunch when I ask her about Duke.


  "Busy.” She steals the last breadstick, and I let her. "He's dealing with… " she spits out the words like rotten food "…customers all day."


  My temper flares at that. "Really?"


  "Really."


  "Do you love him?" I have to walk a fine line here. I don’t want to talk shit about a guy she loves, but I also can’t stand to see her hurting.


  "I think so. I mean, we haven't broken up yet. That's a record for me."


  Oh, Jenifer. You deserve so much better than an asshole drug dealer. But instead of burdening her with my thoughts, I redirect. "Ready for dessert?"


  "Sure.” She sinks into her chair, all joy gone from her. I should never have asked about that jerk. Hopefully, this will improve her mood. I hold up a hand to get the attention of Vincent, and he comes to the table followed by all the servers at the restaurant.


  Jenifer sits up straighter. "What's going on?"


  The servers begin singing the French version of Happy Birthday. I join with them in singing as Vincent pours her a glass of champagne and places a piece of chocolate cake in front of her with a lit candle in it. "Someone told me there's a birthday girl here today."


  Jenifer is silent.


  I interrupt my own singing and reach out to hold her hand. "You didn't think I forgot, did you?"


  "I… " Jenifer is speechless, which is a first.


  "Of course I remembered. Now, drink up. I'm taking you somewhere special next."


  "Ah, yes," Vincent says, his eyes lit up. "I told Winter of this place. My parents used to take me there every Saturday. You'll love it."


  "You didn't have to do this," Jenifer says. Tears are forming in her eyes, and I hope they’re happy ones.


  "Of course I did. You're my best friend, Jenifer."


  She squeezes my hand. "Thank you."


  "Happy Birthday.”


  Jenifer closes her eyes and then blows out her candle.


  “What did you wish for?”


  Tears fall from her eyes. “If I tell, it won’t come true, and it has to come true.” She passes me a fork and puts the cake in the middle. “Help me eat this?”


  I can’t resist chocolate, so I take the fork and smile at her. “Chocolate cures everything.”


  She laughs through her tears, chocolate crumbs on her lips that she licks off.


  [image: ]


  The sun is setting as we arrive at the Château de Vaux le Vicomte. It’s a grand estate, like a palace in fairytales, and it looks magical lit up at night.


  "They use 2000 candles to light up the castle and garden,” I tell her. "They only do it on Saturdays though. Your birthday's perfectly timed."


  "I never even knew about this place.” Her smile is genuine, with no trace of sadness. The chocolate did its work. “It's beautiful.”


  "They built it for a king.” I point to its foundation. "And see, it's completely on a moated platform. And the doors are mostly glass so you can see the garden from the inside."


  Jenifer giggles. "You sound like Cade.”


  "I try. The research took hours."


  "Soon you two will start to look alike, and then you’ll get those dogs that also look like you.”


  The thought amuses me as I try to imagine us in the future.


  Jenifer wraps an arm around me and squeezes. "Thank you.”


  "Don't thank me yet. I haven't even given you your present." I pull out a gift from my backpack and hand it to her. “Happy Birthday.”


  It’s wrapped in bright pink paper with glittery stars all over it and a big bow in the center. It’s so Jenifer.


  “This is so me,” she says, reading my mind.


  “Open it!”


  She carefully peels the wrapper open and gasps as she reveals the giant golden star on a black plaque. She reads the inscription under the star.


  


  Jenifer,


  


  This is how I will always see you, as a star. Don't let anyone put out your light.


  


  Your friend, Winter


  


  She looks up, more tears in her eyes, this time happy tears. "You really see me this way?"


  "Of course. You're always shining, filing others with your light. Thank you for shining beside me."


  Jenifer hugs me, the kind of hug I usually back away from, but this time I give myself to the hug and connect with her more deeply than I have before.


  We pull away from each other and spend time touring what I insist on calling a castle. The rooms are ornate and decked out for royalty, but it’s the underground passages that inspire my imagination. Stark, dreary, and scary, I wonder what memories those walls hold.


  After we’ve spent a few hours taking hundreds of pictures, we head back to our dorms. “It’ll be time for dinner soon. Want to meet at Vincent’s for an encore of lunch?”


  "I'd like that," she says, gripping her present in her hand. "I'll meet you there at nine. Maybe Duke will come.”


  "He’d better." We arrive at the dorm, stopping at the door. "You want to play tennis?"


  "Okay. Just don't cry to me when I whoop your ass."
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  It’s true, she whoops my ass, but at least I got a good workout. Besides, I picked the game knowing she’d win. She takes classes every week back home. I head back to our dorm, and Jenifer takes off to track down Duke and see if he’s free for dinner.


  My stomach fills with butterflies as I near Cade's room, just knowing I’m going to see him again makes me feel like a lovesick teenager.


  Cade is on the floor, leaning against his bed, laptop propped in front of him, sexy legs sprawled out across the room. When he sees me his smile melts my heart. "Hey, how was the birthday girl?"


  "Great.” I drop my bag on the floor and sink to the ground next to him. “But I think Duke forgot her birthday."


  Cade whistles. "He'll be getting an earful."


  "She should dump him." I grab his hand, squeezing it, so grateful that I have him in my life.


  "No one's perfect."


  "He forgot her birthday!"


  "Right." He smirks. "Hey, when's your birthday again?"


  I pull a pillow from his bed and throw it at him. "Screw you."


  He moves his computer and grabs my arms, pulling me closer for a kiss. "Screw me? Yes, you should."


  “Naughty boy.” I kiss him again, enjoying his taste, then pull away enough to look at his computer. "You entered the contest?"


  "It's ready to send. I was just waiting on you."


  "What am I? A lucky charm?"


  "Well, I get lucky with you, don't I?" He pokes my ribs, making me shriek.


  "Shut up and send it already."


  Balancing the laptop on his knee, he opens the browser that’s already showing the online application and hits send. "Thanks for encouraging me."


  I know he’s going to win. This is his destiny. "Thanks for trying. You own this contest."


  He shrugs. "Whatever happens, right?"


  I kiss him, our tongues tangling together in exquisite pleasure. "I love you."


  His finger grazes my lips, swollen from his kisses and love nips. "You leaving again?"


  My words come out breathless. "Dinner with Jenifer."


  "How long do we have?"


  I push him to the floor and straddle him. "Long enough, cowboy."
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  My body is still tingling from my time with Cade as I watch for Jenifer from our table at Vincent’s. She’s late, but that’s not atypical of her, so I wait, even denying myself the breadsticks until she comes.


  I can still feel Cade’s hands all over me, exploring my most intimate parts with the right amount of tenderness and passion. Heat enflames my cheeks, and I take a sip of water to cool off.


  But my fantasies fade into worry as time ticks by and still no Jenifer.


  A waitress comes by for the third time, probably frustrated that I’m keeping her from turning over the table for more tips. "You ready to order?"


  "Not yet. I'm waiting for a friend."


  Fifteen minutes pass, and I check my phone. 9:30 p.m. The waitress comes by again. "You want an appetizer?"


  "I'm good, thanks."


  My brain buzzes with worst-case scenarios as I keep checking my phone.


  The waitress comes back at 10:30. "Is your friend still coming?"


  "I don't know." I check my phone again. No voicemails. No text replies to the dozens I’ve sent. Something is wrong. I reach for my bag and stand. "I'm sorry. But I have to go."


  She must be at Duke’s. She said she doesn’t always check her phone while there. They probably got stoned and lost track of time, which irritates me, but I resolve not to be too hard on her today. I scroll through old text messages, looking for the one with Duke’s address, and hail a cab to get there.


  This is my first time here, and I’m not impressed. It’s a small house, old, buried behind a falling apart fence with garbage scattered all over the lawn.


  There are birds chirping in the trees, but it's not a pretty song they sing.


  This place feels evil, and I have no idea how Jenifer can stand being here.


  I hear yelling as soon as I get to the porch, but I can’t tell what they’re saying. Still, my heart pumps faster, adrenaline coursing through me as my body recognizes danger that my mind hasn’t figured out yet.


  I knock on the door. "Jenifer!"


  The yelling continues.


  "Duke?"


  Nothing.


  My knuckles are raw from knocking, so I try the door and it pushes open. I take a step in, feeling like a girl in a horror movie. The kind of girl I usually scream at to get the hell out of there and don’t be such a moron.


  Their screaming fills the house with vile words. "You stupid bitch! I told you I had people over. These people are my business."


  Jenifer’s voice is softer, quivering. "I'm sorry."


  I follow the sounds upstairs, kicking aside empty beer cans and gagging at the smell of old bong water and piss and alcohol.


  Second door to the left, I hear Jenifer crying.


  I open the door and see my best friend on her knees, tears streaming down her face, Duke standing over her, his hands in fists. "Stupid cunt. Why you make me angry? You know I hate that shit."


  Jenifer looks up at him, desperation on her bruised face. "I'm sorry. You're right. You were working. I shouldn't have interrupted. I'm sorry, baby."


  Duke spits in her face as he speaks. "Sorry? You think that enough bitch? You think when my Papa beat me that was enough?"


  "No.” Snot runs down her face, mingling with the tears. She’s covered in new bruises, on her face, her arms and legs.


  "Fucking bitch." Duke kicks her with steel tipped boots.


  I step into the room, my heart pounding, the old fear paralyzing me, my stomach turning to acid as I watch this abuse right in front of me.


  Jenifer looks up. "Winter?"


  Duke shifts his attention to me. "What the fuck? What you doing here?"


  My fear snaps, turning to rage. How dare he? Fuck him. Fuck this shit. "Leave her alone!"


  "This is my house.” He sneers at me, his pupils dilated from drugs. "I do what I want."


  "Jenifer, go downstairs. Call the cops."


  Jenifer starts getting up, but Duke grabs her by the hair and throws her down. "Nobody call the cops.” He turns to Jenifer. "You'd call the cops on me, you dirty cunt?"


  "No.” Jenifer’s sobbing as she looks at me. "Just go. Please. I'll be fine. Just go."


  "You heard her.” Duke points out the door. "Get the fuck out!"


  "Don't swear at her!" Jenifer’s face hardens, her stubbornness returning.


  "You think you can tell me what to do? Nobody tells me what to do." He grabs her by the neck. Starts choking her.


  I move without thinking, running on instinct and rage as I reach for a lamp.


  And smash it into Duke’s head.


  He collapses to his knees, touches his scalp and pulls away a bloody hand. "You're fucking dead.”


  I want to say something snarky, but my mind is blank.


  Then Duke backhands me.


  Pain explodes in my cheekbone, and I fall back against the wall.


  He steps closer, closer. I can smell him, and he becomes Rodney, and I can’t breathe and everything hurts.


  "Don't you fucking touch her," says Jenifer. She's up, fuming, the lamp in her hands now.


  Duke turns around. "Or what?"


  Jenifer freezes.


  He laughs, because we are weak, both of us. We freeze when we should fight, allow abuse when we should stop it. He kicks me with those boots and pain breaks me in half.


  I crumble to the ground, clutching my stomach, hoping he didn’t injure something critical in me. It feels like an iron rod is stuck between my ribs. It feels like I’m dying.


  Duke steps on my arm, grinding it into the floor.


  He smirks.


  And Jenifer crushes his head with the lamp.


  He falls down, all the way down. She hits him again. And again.


  I reach for her. "Jenifer, stop.”


  "I want him dead.” Her body is beaten, but she’s not, she fights, angry, hurt.


  "I know.” I want Rodney dead too.


  And then I see. Her, hooking up with guys she barely knows. Me, letting Rodney touch my body. Her, sleeping with guys she hates. Me, never fighting Rodney off. Her, never reporting the abuse. Me, never reporting Rodney.


  I'm sorry. I should have been easier on you. But I understand now. I understand. We're the same.


  "We have to go." I stand, the world spinning until it settles. I reach for her hand and pull her out. We call the cops, give them the address, tell them about the drugs, about the abuse. We don’t tell our names. We’re too scared about what could happen to us in a foreign country, but the drugs will be enough.


  We leave before the cops come, but we hear them, and we know that Duke won’t be coming after us, won’t hurt Jenifer again. We go back to our dorm room, and I help Jenifer with her bruises even as my own are starting to show.


  "You saved me.” Jenifer adjusts the ice pack on her head as I give her some pain pills I found at Duke’s. "Like before, with Trevor, you saved me."


  "No." I shake my head, tears in my eyes. "This time, you saved me."


  The drugs and exhaustion take their toll on her, and she falls asleep. Once I’m sure she won’t wake up, I go to Cade’s room. He’s going to flip when he sees my face, but it can’t be helped.


  He turns to me, his eyes registering the bruise across my cheek, but I hold my hand out to stop him from talking. "Before you say anything, there's something I have to tell you."


  


  



  


  


  


  WINTER DEVEAUX


  CHAPTER 39
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  CADE RUSHES TOWARD me, his handsome face full of concern as his hand brushes so lightly over my cheek I’m not sure he even touches it. “Did Rodney do this to you?”


  Of course that’s where his mind would go, and after I tell him my secret, he’s going to be even angrier. “No. I had a run-in with Jenifer’s boyfriend, but we handled it. He’s been arrested. He can’t hurt her, or me, again.” I give him the Readers’ Digest version of what happened, because I know he’s not going to be able to focus on anything else I say until he knows what happened. “But that’s not what I came to talk to you about.”


  Walking to his bed, he checks over the rest of my body. When I flinch at his touch over my stomach, he pulls my shirt up and sees my other bruise. “Winter, this is bad. You need to see a doctor.”


  I shake my head. “No doctors. I’m fine. It’s just a bruise.”


  We sit on his bed facing each other. His jaw flexes, and I can tell he’s using all his willpower to not drag me to the hospital kicking and screaming. I appreciate the restraint since this conversation is hard enough.


  My hands shake and something inside of me clenches in fear. This will change everything, this confession. My life will never be the same after this moment, and I don’t know what that means, what it will do to me, but I know I have to go through with it. It’s time to stop running from the past, because it’s not really the past, is it? Rodney can make me his victim whenever he wants—and so can scum like Rocco and Duke—if I live my life too scared to face this part of myself.


  “Winter, did something else happen? Are you okay?” His muscles flex through his shirt, and I remember something my dad said about men, that they aren’t girlfriends, they don’t do well hearing problems just for the sake of hearing them. They want to take action, to do something. I know this is true about Cade, not that he doesn't listen to my problems, he does. But that he will want to take action, and that’s okay, because I’ve already decided I’m ready to take action, and I want him by my side when I do it.


  First, though, he needs to know the truth, and I don’t even know where to start. “I’ve known Rodney most of my life. I don’t know if you knew that, but he grew up in the house next door to ours, and our parents were close friends. It was always assumed he and I would get together when we grew up, a romanticized notion that our parents encouraged. So when we were freshmen in high school and had our first winter formal, it was expected he’d ask me. We weren’t actually that close. He was already entrenched in the jock crowd, and I wasn’t exactly cheerleader material. I was the shy, quiet girl who had her nose buried in books, but I had a secret crush on him.”


  I swallow, my mouth so dry. I try to maintain eye contact with Cade, but it’s hard to look back at that night and still look at him. “I was excited when he invited me. My mom bought me a pretty dress, ice blue to match my eyes, and did up my hair. I felt like a princess. He picked me up in a limo with some of his older friends, juniors and seniors on the football team with their popular girlfriends. I didn’t know anyone, but I didn’t care because I was with him.”


  My first tear falls down my face, but I don’t wipe it away. There will be more before this story is over. Cade squeezes my hand, and I continue. “I was stupid. Young. I just wanted to fit in. In retrospect I can see the warning signs. He was an asshole, actually, but I didn’t see it then. I just saw this cute boy who actually liked me enough to take me out with his friends. We didn’t even stay at the dance long. There was an after party at his friend's house. No parents home, underage drinking, that sort of thing. I felt so cool, so grown up. It was the first time I ever drank, ever did anything at all against the rules. It didn’t take him long to get me drunk. Maybe he slipped something in my drink to help the process along, I don’t know. At some point, I felt sick and went to lay down in one of the bedrooms. When I woke up, Rodney was standing over me. He’d already taken off my panties and was hiking up my dress and spreading my legs. The top part of my dress had been pulled down. I couldn’t move, didn’t understand what was happening at first. My head spun. I was still drunk and sick.”


  A low growl rumbles from Cade’s chest, but he doesn’t speak. I reach for his water bottle on the dresser and take a drink. “When he… when he shoved himself into me it hurt so bad I thought I was being ripped in half. I could smell the alcohol on his breath as he forced his kisses on me and raped me, his hands groping my body as he violated me. I begged him to stop, but he didn’t listen and I didn’t have the strength to make him. When he was done he laughed and said ‘Fucking you is like fucking ice. You’re cold and hard. An Ice Queen.’ Then he left me there, bleeding, shaking, vomiting, while he went back to the party. I cleaned myself up and when I left the house to call my parents he grabbed me and dragged me back into the house. ‘You’re never to tell anyone about this, bitch. I’ll kill you if you do. Besides, they won’t believe you. They’ll think you’re just making it up to cover for the fact that you’re a slut who got drunk and broke the rules.’ I believed him. I was scared. I knew my parents would be mad that I went to a party and drank. I thought I brought this on myself.”


  Cade’s reserve cracks, and he pulls me to him as a sob escapes my throat. “Oh Winter, oh my God. I knew he’d been harassing you, but I didn’t want to think it could be this bad. I’m so sorry. And no, you didn’t bring that on you. He did this to you and he should pay. He will pay, that fucking asshole. I will kill him.”


  I want to get lost in Cade’s arms, hide behind his protection, let him avenge me, but I can’t because there’s more, and when he hears the rest, he might not feel this way anymore. He might hate me, and I can’t bear the thought that this will push him away, but I realized tonight with Jenifer that I couldn’t live this lie anymore. So I have to risk it, and it’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done, stopping him, pulling away from him. “There’s more.”


  He freezes, his muscles so tense I can see the veins popping in them. “More?”


  I nod. “I tried to break up with him, and sort of did, I guess. I became more withdrawn after that night, but I could always blame it on my love for reading and writing. I thought I did a pretty good job of hiding the damage that night caused me and moved on. I stayed away from him, avoiding him at school, and I thought it was over." I pause. "It wasn't."


  I'm shivering, so cold I can't stop. Cade puts his blanket over me, and I calm myself, trying to stop my chattering teeth so I can finish the story. "The second time was worse somehow. Maybe because I should have learned my lesson, should have been ready, but I wasn't. It was 4th of July; his family was at our house. We'd just returned from the city and the fireworks and my dad was barbecuing in the backyard. Rodney was there, but so was my whole family, so I just stayed out of his way. During dinner, one of the neighbor kids spilled her punch on me. I went upstairs to my room to change, and I forgot to lock my door, forgot he was in the house. He found me. Pushed the door open while I was standing in my bra and panties. Locked himself in the room with me. Covered my mouth until I gagged. Ripped my panties off."


  I wish I could end it now, say that I stood up for myself, fought back, that it never happened again. But I can't. "He got another girlfriend after that, but he never left me alone. We were neighbors, friends. He was at my house a lot, and we saw each other at school every day. He knew he had something on me, something he could use against me if I ever told, and he knew I’d keep the secret. He tormented me all through high school, for four years he raped me, used my body however he wanted, whenever he could.” Tears are streaming down my face and Cade’s face is locked in a look of utter horror. He hates me now, I can see that, but it’s too late to stop, to take it back. My demons are already exposed. “I tried to stay away from him, tried to always be with other people if he was around. We have a big family, so I had some success in that, but still, he found ways. It didn’t stop until he left for college and his parents moved. If he had gone to Sarah Lawrence, I’m not sure what I would have done. And then, he showed up here.”


  I bow my head, tears dripping onto Cade’s bedspread, hiding my face with my hair. “Now you know. I’m weak. I’m pathetic, and it’s all my fault. I could have told, could have stopped him, but I never did. I… I’ll understand if you don’t want to be with me anymore.” I reach for my necklace with our key. “If you want this back, I wouldn’t blame you. You must hate me now."


  “Hate you?” He pulls me into his arms. “Winter, I love you. I could never hate you. But I will destroy Rodney. This isn’t your fault. None of it.” He kisses my tears away and locks eyes with me. “Do you hear me? It’s not your fault. It’s his. And I will never let anything like this happen to you ever again.”


  “You don’t hate me? Really?” My heart is aching, desperate to believe him, but my self-loathing is so profound, so deep, that I can’t believe this incredible man still wants me after hearing the truth.


  “I love you, Winter.” He holds my key up. “Forever. Remember? And I’m so proud of you for telling me this, for finally breaking the silence and ending the abuse once and for all. He can’t hurt you anymore, okay? He can’t.”


  My body shakes with sobs, all the years of secrets, of lies and pain and shame, it all spills out of me as Cade holds me.


  When my tears have dried up and the shaking stops, something inside my chest unfurls and opens up to the light. Like my heart sighing in relief, I feel peace and… safe… for the first time since high school.


  [image: ]


  I reach for Cade, then. Need growing in me at the release of past hurt. I find his mouth. Kiss him. Run my hands over his chest and abs.


  He pulls back. “You should rest. You’re hurt.”


  “Then be gentle," I say. "But I need you. I want you. I want to know what it feels like to be with the man I love without shame, without secrets, without anything between us. I want to be free.”


  He nods, kissing me back, a part of him hardening under my hand.


  My body is sore, bruised and tired, but Cade is gentle, as if handling fine china. Every touch is light, caressing, careful.


  I wish we could unleash all of our passion, give in to it until we’re lost in each other, but I enjoy this, too. It’s different, slower, a heart connection more than blind passion.


  He enters me gradually, holding himself off my tender torso with strong arms, his muscles sexy as they flex around me.


  Our rhythm is patient, each thrust thoughtful, but no less pleasurable. We maintain eye contact, making love with our hearts, our minds, as much as our bodies, seeing into one another's souls.


  I’m safe. Loved. Cherished.


  And when we cross that chasm of bliss together, the pleasure isn’t an explosion as much as an opening up, like a flower blooming. I feel alive, in every pore of my skin, every inch of my muscles.


  And then, like a deep, soulful sigh, my body rests with his.


  


  



  


  


  


  CADE SAVAGE


  CHAPTER 40
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  RAGE LAYS QUIET in my soul as I hold Winter and wait for her breathing to fall into its sleeping rhythm. Then I wait some more. After all she’s been through, I don’t want her to wake up alone. Not ever. I can’t make this right, it will never be right, but I can make him pay. It won’t be enough, even death wouldn’t be enough, but I will make him feel some of the pain he inflicted on this beautiful woman in my arms.


  I can’t imagine the horror, the fear she’s lived through for so long. It’s a miracle she even functions, that she had the courage to go to college, to leave the country and pursue her dreams. She still laughs, still brings joy to everyone around here, still gives of herself to others. I can’t fathom how she remained intact through this. She’s stronger than she knows, and I’m more in love with her than I ever thought possible. I would do anything to keep her safe.


  When I’m sure she’s deeply asleep, I extricate my limbs from hers. Just in case she does wake up, I leave a note letting her know I went to get some air and will be back in a few minutes. But I plan to be back before she wakes up and reads it.


  I check his dorm room first, but his sleeping roommate informs me he’s not there and slams the door in my face. Better for me, because I’m pretty sure he’s out smoking. More privacy. It’s the middle of the night. Bars have closed, anyone out partying has already crashed, and Rodney is leaning against the tree near our dorm smoking, just as I expected.


  There’s no preamble, no chatting. This isn’t a fucking movie where I spill my guts and tell him everything he already knows before I beat the shit out of him. I just walk up to him and plant my fist into his face.


  Blood spurts from his nose. “What the fuck, man. Are you insane?”


  The night sky, cold and heavy, opens up and rain pours down, a sudden onslaught of water that washes the blood away even as more forms. My rage, like a murdered soul, takes possession of my fists, driving them into Rodney's face. The wind carries away his screams as I land another punch, and another.


  Lightning fills the sky, turning everything from night to day and then back to night. Thunder roars like an angry god. I can’t stop my fists.


  And then the words come, because he has to know that I will kill him. I would kill him now, tonight, for all he’s done to Winter, but I know losing me would hurt her more, and it’s unlikely I’d get away with murder, so for her I refrain, pull back when I want to pummel him until he can’t breathe.


  When he falls to the ground crying, I lift him up by his shirt and push him against the tree. “I know what you did to Winter, what you’ve been doing to her for years. She told me everything, and you will pay for your crimes. This is only the beginning, asshole. Do. Not. Ever. Touch. Her. Again. I will kill you, and I won’t lose a night of sleep over it.”


  “I don’t know what that bitch told you, but she wanted it. All of it. Did she tell you how she followed me around like a lost puppy, how she begged for scraps of my attention like a bitch in heat? She wanted it and she got it. You got nothing on me.”


  My fist slams into his stomach and he doubles over, no longer able to talk. “Shut your fucking mouth. I don’t want to see you again. Disappear. Got it?”


  I don’t wait for him to answer. My rage is burning too hot. If I stay, if he says another goddamn word, I won’t stop.


  I rinse my fist in the hall bathroom before I go back to Winter, who is still fast asleep. I tear the note up and throw it in the trash, strip to my boxers and crawl back into bed with her.
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  CHAPTER 41
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  IT'S HARD TO leave Cade, and he doesn’t want me to go either. He tempts me with kisses and back rubs and I give in, for a bit.


  “Cade, I need to check on Jenifer. She got beat up much worse than me, and besides, I need to talk to her.”


  He sighs and releases me, and I miss his hands the moment they’re not on me. “Okay, but I’m right here if you need me. I love you.”


  I kiss him deeply and grab the food I picked up for Jenifer at the cafeteria this morning. “I love you, too. So much more than you can know.”


  The walk across the hall is painful and not just physically. My body aches for him, but I refuse to be that girl who disappears into her boyfriend and forgets about her friends.


  Jenifer is lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, when I walk in. "How you feeling?"


  She groans. "Like an alien baby's about to pop out of my ribs. Otherwise, pretty fan-fucking-tastic."


  "For you," I hand her the chicken salad.


  She scoots up in bed, her face flinching in pain. "Thanks. Maybe this will keep the alien baby appeased."


  She starts eating, and I sit on the edge of her bed facing her. "We need to talk about what happened. And more."


  Jenifer nods as she chews, her jaw purple and blue.


  I recount the story I told Cade last night. It’s easier to tell the second time, the pain has lessened. There’s something about being witnessed, being seen in your whole being, demons and all, that is liberating… healing even.


  Jenifer's almost in tears by the end. "No wonder you wanted to pepper spray him at the club. I should have known. I should have fucking killed him years ago."


  I shake my head. "He's not worth killing." Though I’m not ready to forgive. I still want him to suffer, to pay for what he did.


  "Beat him up, then. Threaten him. Call the cops. Whatever. I can't believe he… " She chokes back a sob.


  I give her a hug.


  She hugs me back, then pulls away. "Fuck. My ribs."


  "Sorry."


  She leans back against the wall. "It happened more than once."


  "Yes. Rodney—"


  "Not Rodney. Duke. He beat me up before."


  "But you didn't have bruises."


  "He kicked me in the stomach mostly. I hid those with my shirt. Sometimes he hit my face. Those days I hid in the subway station. I told you I was at Duke's."


  I feel sick. "You were at Duke's almost every day."


  "Exactly." Jenifer focuses on her salad.


  I’m still reeling from her confession. How did I not see this? How could I not know? But I know the reason. I didn’t want to see. I judged her for her past, for the way she behaved with men, the things she let them to do her, and the whole time she was a mirror to me, only I never saw it until now. The things I hated most about her were the things I hated most about myself. "Why didn't we tell anyone?"


  She shrugs, but the motion costs her. "I didn't want to be alone. Duke was committed to me, and I to him. Though I hated him, I also loved him. Because I could be myself with him. I could tell him secrets, I could act like a bitch, and he'd stay with me. I think that's how Trevor felt. He hated my guts. Made fun of me all the time. But he also needed me. Because I paid attention to him, his mockery, his abuse. That's how he connected. I made him feel important, like he had someone to share his life with."


  "Rodney made me feel like shit."


  "Maybe you thought you deserved it. Maybe you thought it would never happen again."


  I shake my head. "Telling others felt harder than letting Rodney do what he wanted. I thought if I told anyone, they'd pull away. Because they wouldn't believe me. Or they would, and they'd see a damaged girl, and they'd leave the drama alone. There’s so much slut shaming, so much blame put on the victims of rape. I didn’t want to be a victim publicly. It was bad enough in private. I didn’t want everyone to hate me."


  "We want to hold on to the people who matter,” she says. “We act from shame and fear.”


  "But I was wrong. They didn't pull away. I told you and Cade, and I still have you both."


  She holds up her fork and smiles. "As long as you keep bringing me breakfast."
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  The moon is high in the sky and my heart feels free. It’s exhilarating, and I know I’m ready to finish my novel. I open my laptop, and the words flow out of me.


  It takes a week of intense writing. While most of the students are partying and cramming in sightseeing, I lock myself in my room and write. Cade and Jenifer check in on me and make sure I eat, and Cade forces me to take breaks, mostly by seducing me, which I don’t mind a bit.


  At the end of the week, my book is done, and I’m happy with the rewrites. Lance's role is expanded. He no longer avoids the heroine. Instead, he keeps fighting for her love. And in the end, his actions teach her that she deserves to be happy. So she accepts the love of the hero—sorry Lance—and they buy a mansion in Hawaii. Fortunately, Lance hooks up with a sexy yoga instructor, so everyone's happy.


  I do a final polish on it and send it to Daring for editing. She sends it back to me with an attachment. I open it and see the cover I’d always imagined for the book. Across the front it says “The Ice Queen” by Winter Deveaux.


  I bypass my advisor and the publishers and agents. With help from Daring, my book is ready to go live.


  I take my computer into Cade’s room. He looks up from a book and smiles. “Hey stranger. Have you seen my girlfriend by chance? I think she was kidnapped by a romance novel.”


  “Hardy har har. Well, I’ll have you know, Mr. Smarty-pants, that the romance novel is done. And I’m publishing it tonight.”


  He stands and comes to me as I set the computer on his desk.


  “What does this mean?”


  “It means, I’m taking control of my own career. It also means I’m moving back to New York with you when the summer ends.”


  He smiles, then frowns. “But you’ve had your heart set on spending the year abroad. I can’t take that from you.”


  I shove him playfully. “You’re not taking anything from me. I’m tired of pretentious professors snubbing me because genre fiction is so beneath them. I’m tired of trying to get respect for my work in a system that refuses to show that respect to anyone who writes romance. I want to do this. I need to do this. For me. Also, I can’t press charges against Rodney if I’m not in New York.”


  I wrap my arms around his neck. “Listen, cowboy, I’d probably leave to be with you. That’s enough of a reason, because I love you and I can write anywhere. But the fact is, there are other reasons for me to go back. I was running away, even though I’d convinced myself I wasn’t. Now I’m facing my past and grabbing my future by the tail.”


  He smiles, and this time it doesn’t turn to a frown. “You’re sure about this?”


  “Positive.”


  “What if I don’t get my scholarship? We still haven’t gotten our test results back.”


  A fear creeps into my heart, but I shove it away. “One hurdle at a time. We’ll figure it out.” I pull out of his embrace. “Now, I have a book to publish, and I wanted you to be here when I press the button.”


  “Am I your good luck charm?”


  I grin, giddy from excitement and nerves. “Well, I get lucky with you, don't I?” I click the upload button and hold my breath, letting it out in a dramatic exhale. “I did it. I’m a published author.”


  Cade swings me around and kisses me. “I’m so proud of you, sweetheart. And now I can say 'I knew you when.'”


  I dig my fingers into his hair and pull him closer. “You’d better say you still know me. And by know me I mean in the biblical sense.”


  He lifts me up and drops me on to his bed. “I think that can be arranged.”
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  EVERYTHING IS FALLING into place for Winter, and for our relationship. This is the last hurdle, as she says, and my palms are sweating as Monsieur Bellugue places our tests face down on our desks.


  "You worked harder than anyone," he says as he hands me mine. "Remember that."


  Winter flips her test over, but her 100% doesn’t surprise anyone. She looks at me, and I take a breath and turn my paper over.


  Dag nab it.


  61%.


  Winter bites her lip, her eyes sad. I’ve lost my scholarship.


  "Will you move back to Texas?" she asks, her voice trembling with the question.


  I reach for her hand, squeezing. "No. I'll get a job. I'll keep entering contests. I'll make it work. I’m not giving up on my dreams, and I’m not giving up on us."


  "O. M. G!" Jenifer shrieks behind us, a smile plastered on her face. "I got 70%. That's like a C minus, right? Right? I got a C minus, bitches."


  I smile at her antics. This is the outcome I dreaded, the results I thought would ruin my future forever, but I realize now that there’s more than one path to our destinies, and I just need to find a new path, one that includes Winter by my side no matter what. "We should celebrate.”


  "Totally," Jenifer says. "We should go to the club."


  Winter crosses her arms. "I don't know about that."


  "It'll be fun." I lean over and kiss her earlobe. "We'll be together."
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  Winter is ready for our night out, dressed in a stunning red tank top dress that clings to her figure and flutters around her calves at the bottom. I’m still looking for clean jeans while she watches me.


  I find a pair in the back of my closet and pull them on, then button up the blue dress shirt I’m wearing.


  Winter sighs in disappointment once my clothes are on, and I laugh and swat her bottom. “Plenty of time for the clothing optional portion of our evening later.”


  We walk out together, and I turn away from her to lock up. She reaches for my hand, her fingers skimming over the scars forming on my knuckles from the night of my fight.


  "I haven't seen Rodney in a while,” she says.


  I freeze, not turning around to face her. "Maybe he's skipping. Exams are over."


  She wraps her arms around my waist and presses against me. "You don't have to tell me what happened. I saw the cuts on your hand. Just tell me you're not in trouble."


  "I'm not in trouble."


  She stands on her tiptoes and whispers in my ear. "Thank you. I can never lose you."


  Relief floods me. "I couldn't let him hurt you again, but I’m sorry I didn’t tell you." I didn't want to worry you. I didn't want to scare you. "There's been too much pain caused by too many secrets. No more. I need someone to know me. I need you."


  A tear slides down my cheek as a flood of emotions hit me. Standing in the hall I tell her about my family, about Pete and his letter and how I let my dad destroy him piece by piece for being gay. I tell her about my grandfather and how he ran his family with an iron fist. Everything spills out of me and the weight of it, the burden of it, lifts from my shoulders.


  She listens, eyes wise and kind, arms holding me, holding my pain until it dissipates. She kisses away my tears, just as I had done for her, and I know beyond doubt that she’s the woman I’ll spend my life with. That every memory is made sweeter when she is here to share it. That this is why we all crave love and relationships, connection, because alone we are floating in emptiness, but with another we have someone to carry those memories with us. It makes life more real. It makes us more real.
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  THE SKY OPENS up and pours down on us as we rush into the club. I’m not sure why I’m here. If I’ve learned nothing else this summer it’s that the club and party life is so not my scene. It’s not really Cade’s either, but I know he’s disappointed about his grade, even if it was expected. If going out and dancing makes him feel better, then I’m willing to put aside my unease to join him. As long as we’re together, it really doesn’t matter where we are.


  A slow pop song blasts from various speakers as we approach the bar to order drinks.


  The bartender recognizes us, and he raises an eyebrow when Jenifer orders an orange juice. "Not your usual?"


  She tosses her hair over her shoulder. "I'm trying to mix things up."


  He pours us both our juices and hands Cade a soda, but doesn’t take his eyes off Jenifer. "I've seen you on the dance floor."


  "And?"


  "I like what I see."


  She pulls some cash out of her purse and leaves it on the bar. "Thanks."


  He leans in, smiling. "You know, I was thinking, I get off at eleven. How about we get together then?"


  She rolls her eyes. "I'm taking a break from things that want to do me."


  "Come on. I've seen you with a bunch of guys." The bartender has bedroom eyes and is probably considered sexy by most females. I doubt he’s used to rejection.


  "Seen. As in past tense. As in shut the fuck up and let me enjoy my drink."


  He scowls at her and walks away to help another customer.


  I pat her on the back. "I'm so proud of you. You're all grown up and responsible and shit. But I hope you're not doing this for me, because of our pinky swear. I officially negate the pinky swear. You are free to do or be done by whomever you choose, as long as you're safe."


  She grins and sips her juice. "I'm not doing it for you. I'm doing it for me. I need to take time to figure out who I am when I'm not with a man. And who I want to be. How else will I ever know who I want to be with?" She takes a seat at the bar and pushes me away. "Now, go dance, girl."


  "You won't get lonely?"


  She holds up her glass. "I have my orange juice."


  Cade offers me his hand. "Shall we?"


  I’m reluctant to leave her alone, but she can take care of herself, so I join Cade on the dance floor. As we make our way to the center I get a chill down my spine like someone's following me, just like a while back when I was walking to Vincent's. I look around but don’t recognize anyone, so I shrug it off.


  Cade looks down at me, his brow furrowed. "You okay?"


  I wrap my arms around his neck, enjoying the feel of his body against mine. "I'm with you, aren’t I? How can I not be?”


  He kisses the top of my head and spreads his hands across my back. "Perfect."


  A slow song starts, and we sway to the music, lost in each other’s eyes. "Remember that first time we danced here?” I think back to that fateful night. “I barely do. But I remember you told me about that song your parents used to sing and dance to every week. I hope that's us in a few years. I hope we'll be singing and dancing to that song."


  "And will we have little Winters running around?" The question is in jest, but there’s a burning seriousness in his eyes that makes me giddy.


  "And Cades. And Peters. And Stevies."


  At the mention of his brothers, his eyes gloss over. "I love you so much."


  I bite my lip and lean into him. "Prove it."


  He cups my face in his hands and presses his mouth to mine, spreading my lips with his tongue as our breath joins together. The kiss is so intimate, so passionate. It’s the taking in of his essence, as he takes in mine. The exchange of breath, of life. I forget where we are for a moment and want to give myself to him, but the song ends and is followed by loud hip hop that spoils the mood.


  The orange juice has worked its way through my body, and I holler over the music. “I need to use the restroom!”


  “Okay! I’ll check on Jenifer.”


  I love that he thinks about my best friend, that he cares about other people so much.


  I don’t remember the bathroom at all from our last night here, but I don't expect it to be so run down. There's graffiti on the walls. Torn up posters of old rock bands. The light flickers off and on. All the stalls are empty, so I pick the least disgusting one and do my business. At least I’m not peeing in a hole in the ground, and there’s actually toilet paper, so it’s an improvement.


  While I’m washing my hands, with my back to the door, the music from the club explodes into the bathroom. Someone’s coming in.


  My spine tingles, but I ignore it and dry my hands.


  "You miss me, babe?"


  I whip around at the sound of the voice from my nightmares and face Rodney, who locks the door behind him. He’s got a bandage under one eye and over his nose. Cade did a number on him, and I’m glad. The fucker deserved it.


  He walks toward me, his legs unsteady, eyes dilated from alcohol and who knows what else. His words are slurred. "Nothing? Not even an 'I'm glad to see you're okay?'” He pauses as if expecting me to answer.


  My mind is spinning, nerves on edge as I weigh my options.


  He leans in. “Alright. How about a kiss?"


  My words are firm this time, no quivering victim. "No. You're drunk."


  He sneers. "You think I don't fucking know that? It's the only thing that keeps the pain away." He’s inches from me. I can smell the alcohol and his putrid breath.


  I keep my breathing level, looking for a way to diffuse the situation. "I'm sorry you're in pain."


  "Sorry? Really?" He slams a hand against the mirror behind me. "You fucking told him."


  I’m shaking, scared, but no longer paralyzed by him. "People need to know what you are."


  "I think you need a reminder." He slides his hand up my neck.


  "So do you." I knee him in the balls, pushing him out of the way and then run toward the door.


  But I’m not fast enough, especially in heels. He grabs my hair and pulls me back to him. "You like it rough. Alright. I'll give you rough."


  I resist, fighting him. My scalp aches, but he doesn’t let go of my hair until he shoves my head into the tile floor.


  I lose vision for a moment, everything going black, my head pounding with pain, the world spinning. But I fight it, fight the dizziness threatening to knock me out. If I give in, if I pass out, he’ll kill me. I can see it in his eyes. I scream at the top of my lungs, hoping someone will hear over the blaring music.


  He covers my mouth with his hand. "I know your boyfriend’s out there.” He uses his body to pin me to the floor, and I feel sick, like I’m going to vomit or pass out. Tears leak out my eyes, my breathing is fast and shallow. Think, think, Winter. My left arm is free enough to grab my purse. I bite down on his hand tasting blood and his sour sweat.


  He screams and pulls back, and I flip over and pull out my phone, fumbling with the buttons. He flips me back over, eyes blaring with hate. "I can't wait for him to find you here, laying on the floor with your legs spread open, your panties ripped off. Like a dirty whore. You just can't say no to a good fuck, can you?"


  I try to yell, but his hand muffles me.


  "No. You like this, this loss of control. How long's it been, since I last took you? Hmm? Too long." He traces his hand up my leg, wraps it around my panties. "You still feel cold. Let's see if the inside feels the same."


  He rips my panties off, but he has to move away from me to do it, and I use that moment to knee him again.


  He pulls away then, getting back on his feet, holding a bloody hand and grabbing his crotch. "You fucking bitch!"


  I don’t waste a moment. I scream for Cade, for help, for anyone.


  "Shut up. Shut up!"


  I keep screaming and try to get up, but he pushes me to the ground. I hit my head against the sink and can’t move, can’t get up. My head hurts too much.


  Rodney's saying something. What's he saying? I try to focus my ears, to listen to something other than the pounding in my head.


  "Why? Why'd you have to tell? It could have been me and you again, like before. We could have made love again. You don't know how much this hurts me, Winter. You don't know how much I hate to do this. I love you, Winter. I love you."


  He's holding his face, crying. Does he really believe this? I grip my phone, checking it again. My voice feels like it’s coming from very far away. "You raped me."


  "No.” He slams his fist into the wall. “No. You wanted me. I saw how you looked at me. Every day at school, every time our families got together, you teased me with those eyes, those lips, those dirty things you said."


  He’s not making sense, but I have to keep him talking. "I never said anything except no. At the winter formal, I said no. And you raped me."


  He squeezes his eyes closed. "Don't say that. You wanted me."


  "And then again, on the 4th of July. You locked me in my room. You forced me to have sex with you."


  "You wanted me inside you."


  "I said no!" The memories choke me, but I don’t stop. I push through the haze and pain and face the demons.


  "Only because you were too stupid to say yes. So I fucked you like the whore you are."


  "You raped me."


  He covers his ears and screams "Stop using that word."


  "You're about to rape me again."


  His face goes calm. He stops moving. "No. I'm about to make love to you. One last time before… " He reaches into his jacket and pulls out a knife.


  Ice-like fear penetrates my heart. I’m about to die. "You don't have to kill me."


  "I have to. Your lies have to stop, Winter." He gets on his knees in front of me. "Please forgive me for what I have to do. I need you to forgive me."


  I lean forward, fighting the dizziness. "I forgive you."


  "You do?"


  I put my hands over his, holding them like a lover. "I do."


  He smiles. "Then you do love me."


  I drive the knife he’s holding into his leg.


  He falls back, screaming in pain and rage.


  I crawl for the door, my hands slippery with blood. I reach the door handle and hold onto it, but Rodney grabs my leg and pulls me back.


  "Why do you hurt me, babe?"


  I slump to the ground. "I don't hurt you. I hurt for the years you took from my life."


  "Don't say that. Don't say those lies."


  "It's the truth. And everyone needs to hear it."


  He laughs. "They won't believe you."


  "I think they will." I hold up my phone and push the play button.


  His recorded voice plays from the phone. "I can't wait for him to find you here, laying on the floor with your legs spread open, your panties ripped off. Like a dirty whore."


  The recording keeps playing. Every threat. Every ugly word he said.


  Rodney’s face goes blank, and he lets go of me.


  I crawl back to the door, turn the lock, push it open. “Cade.” I reach out, crying. My Cade.


  The rock song is over. A crowd parts around the bathroom. People scream.


  A man in a cowboy hat comes running. "Winter. Are you hurt? Are you hurt!"


  The cowboy’s shaking me now. Silly man.


  I smile up at him, his face spinning. "I killed a monster. I'm free now. I can rest."
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  BRIGHT LIGHT ASSAULTS me through my eyelids as consciousness forces itself on me. I groan and peel my eyes open in increments until Cade’s face comes into view, blurry but oh so welcome.


  He’s holding my hand and is stroking it with his thumb. “Hey.”


  “Hey.” My voice comes out in a croak, and Cade brings a cup of water to my lips. I try to sit up, but something explodes in my brain, and I fall back down. “What’s wrong with my head?”


  “You have a concussion.”


  “So that’s why there’s two of you.”


  His eyes widen and he stands. “Winter, are you—”


  I grin, but it makes my whole face hurt even more. “Just joking.”


  He sinks back into his chair with a sigh. “Do you… do you remember what happened?”


  “I remember that I pretty much hate bathrooms and am so traumatized by my bathroom experiences of late that I might have to wear a catheter for the rest of my life.” My snark breaks the gloom hovering in the room, and he chuckles.


  But I know what he’s really asking, and the night rushes back to me in flashes and fragments until the whole memory forms in my mind. Telling him everything is painful for us both, and he closes his eyes when I’m done.


  "I should have left him alone,” he says under his breath. Then he opens his eyes and looks at me, brushing a stray hair out of my face. "I should have left him alone. I’m so sorry."


  "He would have done it anyway. He couldn't face people hearing the truth. He couldn't face hearing it himself."


  Cade’s face is a mask of pain and righteous anger. "How dare he call what he did love. That’s not love."


  "It was for him. When we were kids, he told me so. But as kids we liked to pretend. We played Hide and Seek. Our toys played Mommy and Daddy. When we became teenagers, the games ended. I became the book nerd. He, the all-star quarterback who hung out with the team, flirted with the teachers, and slept with the cheerleaders. He changed so much. But now, I realize, he didn't change at all. He wanted to fit in. He molded himself to what society thought was best, what was considered normal, so no one would doubt his humanity. But I was the closest thing he had to a true friend, a lover. He showed me the darkness inside. And I didn't stop him. He took his mask off around me. And he became a demon. He became himself."


  Cade turns toward the window, his face in his hands.


  I pull him to me, not wanting him to retreat into himself, or worse, blame himself for what happened.


  Cade relents and moves close enough to hold me. I rest my head on his chest, the steady rhythm of his heartbeat a comfort to me.


  When the doctor comes in I’m nearly asleep again. He’s holding a chart and Cade moves so he can check my pupil dilation with his light. His English is flawless, with only a faint French accent, and I wonder if he studied in the States. "There's no permanent damage, but you have a concussion. We’d like to keep you overnight for observation.”


  “Doctor, please, I just want to get out of here. It’s too bright and too loud, and I’ll heal better in my own bed.” Or in Cade’s.


  He nods. “I understand. As long as there’s someone who can stay with you and wake you every few hours to make sure you’re okay.”


  Cade responds before I can. “I won’t let her out of my sight.”


  The doctor tears off a sheet of paper. “Here are instructions. If you notice any of these symptoms, bring her back in immediately.” He scribbles something else on a small pad and hands that to Cade. “Some medication for her pain. She’ll need it for a few days.” He turns to talk to me. “I’m going to keep you for observation today. If you’re able to keep food down and walk without falling, you can go home tonight. An officer will be in here shortly to take your statement. I’m sorry your stay in our country has been so tragic. I hope it doesn’t sour you to France."


  I smile and switch to French. “It’s not anything to do with this beautiful country. My own past followed me here, but my time in Paris has brought me love, joy and a deeper understanding of life.”


  He pats my hand. “I’m happy to hear this.”


  The doctor leaves and Cade sits back down with me. "Rodney's been arrested. The crowd heard your recording."


  When the officer comes in, a short man with a paunch belly and a kind smile, I give him my full statement. They already have my phone, which sucks, because it was a really nice phone, but it’s now considered evidence. “What will happen to Rodney?” I ask.


  He puts his notepad back into his pocket. "He go to jail, charged with assault, attempted rape and attempted murder. His trial happen in a few weeks most likely."


  "Will I have to testify?"


  "Of course."


  "Good. I'm ready."


  Cade’s hand flexes around mine. “Will he get out on bail before the trial?”


  I hadn’t thought about that, and I shudder. I don’t like the idea of running into him or having him come after me.


  The officer shakes his head. “We do not have bail here. He stays in until trial.”


  The rest of the day moves slowly. I take short catnaps, but with the nurses waking me every 30 minutes, it’s not very restful. My head still hurts too much to read or even watch television, so mostly I just talk with Cade or cuddle with him, which, all things considered, isn’t the worst thing ever.


  Just before I’m discharged I get two unexpected visitors. Daring and Autumn.


  “Oh my God, what are you doing here?” I’m so happy to see them I’m nearly in tears.


  “Cade called us.” Autumn hugs me. "I'm so sorry, honey."


  Autumn moves on to hug Cade, and she thanks him for calling while Daring leans in for a hug. She sees my necklace and smiles. "I see you've found your key."


  I glance at Cade. "We found each other."


  She gives me a look that says she’ll want details later. “I hope my little gift helped?”


  I’d forgotten about the condoms and lingerie and turn bright red at her words as Cade laughs. Time for a change of subject, because I’m not talking about my sex life right now. "How'd you guys get here so fast?"


  "I was in the UK for an exhibit," Autumn says.


  "And I was already in France, checking out Mont Saint-Michel,” Daring says. “I wrote an article on some ghost hunter there."


  "Very famous ghost hunter,” Cade says, and we both laugh, though mine is cut short by pain.


  Autumn looks back and forth between us. "What's so funny?"


  "Just a joke." I have inside jokes too now.


  We leave the hospital together. Daring has a car and drives us back to the dorm. I’m healing fast, though Cade takes his job seriously and never lets me out of his sight. When I insist that I can at least use the bathroom alone, he raises an eyebrow. “That seems to be the most dangerous place for you!”


  Touché.


  I don’t mind his hovering, though. It makes me feel safe, and there’s no one I’d rather spend every minute with. Through all this drama I’d nearly forgotten about my book, but I’m excited to see that a few well-placed ads gave The Ice Queen a nice launch, and I’m actually making decent sales. I can’t believe I’ve actually made real money as an author. It’s a heady experience.


  When my parents arrive my mom hugs me and doesn’t want to let me go. "We're so proud of you, honey.”


  My dad pats my knee. "I heard how you kicked Rodney's ass.”


  Cade, who’s sitting with his arm around me, squeezes my shoulder. “She was amazing, sir.”


  We’re packed pretty tightly into Cade’s dorm room since he has space not being used by a roommate. My parents wanted to take everyone out to dinner, but I asked if we could talk first. "I have more to tell you about Rodney and what happened." My mom looks worried, my dad frowns and Autumn and Daring just listen.


  I tell them everything, and each time I tell the story it’s easier and easier. When I’m done my mother sobs and reaches for me. “Oh honey. I’m so sorry.”


  My dad looks at Cade and nods to him. “If you hadn’t already beat the shit out of him," Dad says, "I would have. Thank you for doing what you could to protect my little girl.”


  Autumn and Daring are shocked. They can’t believe they never noticed the signs or figured it out. I think it hits Daring the hardest, since we were roommates. She hugs me and cries. “I wish you’d told me, or someone."


  Tears burn my eyes. "I did."


  Everyone turns to look at me. Daring grips my hand. "You did what?"


  "I did tell someone." Swallowing, I look at each of them. "Do you remember the guidance counselor we had at school? Brown hair? Always wore skirts too short and the boys made it a point to visit her office a lot?"


  My mom nods. "She was just out of college. Ms. Clementine, I think her name was."


  "After the first time it happened, after the party, I told her. I… " the words are hard to find, even still. "I was scared to tell you. I'm so sorry. If only I had, I could have saved myself so much pain. But I'd been drinking and at a party you'd told me I couldn't go to. I didn't want to get in trouble, but I knew what happened was bad, so I told her two days later."


  My dad's face hardens. "What happened, Winter? What did she say?"


  A tear leaks out, and Cade wraps an arm around me. "She said no one would believe me," I say. "That probably some part of me wanted it to happen if I was willing to go to a party and drink and make out with my boyfriend."


  Daring covers her mouth with her hands, her eyes wide. "Oh, Winter. That bitch."


  Autumn shakes her head. "How could she? We would have believed you, honey. We would have."


  A sob escapes and I shove it back down, unwilling to break down right now. "I was still going to tell you. I was working up to it. But then, another girl at another school had something similar happen. I saw her on the news and on Facebook, how everyone blamed her, no one believed her. Maybe her family did, I don't know. It didn't matter, because they attacked her everywhere, made her life hell. And then, she committed suicide. In her note she said that she never should have told, that living with the secret would have been easier than becoming a victim all over again. And I knew it would happen to me, that Rodney and his friends would destroy me, so I stayed silent. And let it happen."


  Daring clenches her jaw. "France better convict him, because if they send that asshole home I will end him.”


  I believe her, too. She’s not one you want to mess with.


  The mood is too macabre now, air thick with the tension of my latest revelation. Even Cade looks sad, and I know he's thinking of Pete and how shame, fear, the pain of living with other people's hatred, can lead someone to end their own life.


  He kisses my cheek and wipes away a tear. "You did what you had to do at the time, Winter. No one blames you. Our world isn't always kind to people who need it. I'm just glad it's over, that you're safe now and free of him forever."


  We all sit in silence for too long, everyone too sad or worried to say something, so I break the mood, ready to move on to happier stories and memories. “How about that dinner?" I say. "I know a great place to eat.”


  I invite Jenifer to join us, and we take them to Vincent’s, who greets us warmly and clears a large table for us. He sent over food for me when I got out of the hospital, and I take a moment to thank him.


  “It is the least I can do for a friend.”


  The food is exceptional, as usual. Halfway through the meal my dad wipes his mouth and looks at me. "I heard you finished a book.”


  I nod. "The Ice Queen. It’s selling pretty well, too."


  My dad smiles. "We're proud of you, kiddo."


  "Still want me to change majors?" I’m teasing, mostly.


  He chuckles and shakes his head. "This is one time I’m glad you didn’t listen to me. It’s a sign of true adulthood, when you can make your own choices irrespective of what your parents want for you, not out of rebellion, but because you’ve grown into yourself and know your own path better than anyone else. I’m so proud of the woman you’ve become, Winter."


  Autumn and Daring leave the next day, but promise to return for the trial. My parents stay for those few weeks as we wait, and we make it a family vacation, sightseeing and sharing stories of our summer here. They fall in love with Cade and welcome him into the family readily, and I feel prepared to face the last of my demons when I’m called to the stand to testify against Rodney.
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  THE JUDGE DOESN'T like Rodney, that much is obvious. We’re just hoping the jury feels the same way. At first, I was worried. Rodney knows how to charm people, how to cover his true colors, and, early on in the trial, it looked like the jury would fall victim to that charm. But his own testimony, the recording I made, the testimony of others, revealed him to be a psychopath. I half expected the defense to argue he was abused as a child, that he showed love the only way he knew how, but they didn’t. Rodney had a healthy childhood with loving parents. Sometimes people are just broken from birth and no amount of love can save them.


  Rodney is such a person.


  I wasn't present for Cade's testimony. We decided he would go first so he could be in the courtroom when I went on the stand, and I’m glad he was, because sitting there telling all these strangers the horrible details of my abuse nearly killed me.


  But I survived it.


  Now, we’re waiting on the verdict. Cade is holding one hand and my mom is holding the other. My dad, Daring, Autumn and Jenifer are all here in a show of support.


  I can’t imagine being a parent, seeing your child suffer. I know that Cade’s suffering cuts me deeply, so I can only imagine it’s worse for parents.


  I want a guilty verdict, obviously, but come what may, I’m free of Rodney forever.


  When the jury members return to their seat, I inhale, holding my breath.


  When they hand the judge the verdict, the courtroom falls to an expectant silence.


  And when they read off the charges and deem him guilty of everything, I exhale at last.
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  CADE HOLDS A champagne glass up. "Here's to our last time at Vincent's and our last night in Paris.”


  Jenifer and I hold our glasses up and clink with his. Choosing to drink alcohol, even in small quantities, is a major release for me. I’ve let go of my fears of what happened, or I’m trying to. This is one step of many. I may choose not to drink more often than not, but it will be my choice, not fear controlling me, and tonight I want to celebrate with my friends.


  I sip the sweet bubbly and enjoy the taste as it slides down my throat. Vincent didn’t give us the cheap stuff for our celebration.


  Vincent brings more bread for us, and I nearly cry thinking about leaving the delicious appetizer. I’ve never had such a bond to a carb before. "I'm sad to see you go,” he says. “It has been an honor to serve you all."


  Jenifer sniffles, emotion overcoming her, though probably not because of the food. "We'll miss it here.”


  Vincent puts a finger under her chin and tilts her face up to his. "Don't be sad. I started this restaurant to give people a place where they could rest on their journey through Paris. But perhaps for you it is a journey through life, and now it must continue."


  Jenifer smiles up at him. "You have a phone number?"


  "Of course. I own a restaurant."


  As Jenifer and Vincent exchange contact information, Cade and I eat the last of our dinner. He hands me the last breadstick. “For you. I wouldn’t dream of taking it for myself.”


  I laugh and split it in half, offering to share, and we savor each bite.


  Cade checks his phone. "It's time.” He pulls out his wallet to pay, but Vincent waves him away. “I will not take money from friends,” Vincent says.


  Our bags are packed and waiting for us in the dorm, so it only takes a moment to grab them and load up the van taking us to the airport.


  The sun has set, and the Eiffel Tower is lit up bright with thousands of lights, like a beacon for the downtrodden and romantically starved, except I am no longer either. Still, it calls to me, and I thank this great city for all it taught me in such a short time.


  Au revoir, Paris. I will carry you in my heart forever.
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  IT'S A WEEK of milestones. Tonight we celebrate me, tomorrow, Cade.


  I’d be happier about this event, except I’m pretty sure Jenifer is trying to suffocate me by crushing my ribs in this dress. “Does it have to be so tight around the waist? I don’t want to pass out.”


  “You’re such a whiny bitch, and I’m pretty sure you’re bloated, because this fit last week.” She’s relentless as she zips me up and glues me into the gown. “You want to look stunning, don’t you? This is your party after all, Miss New York Times Bestseller.”


  I still can’t believe it. The Ice Queen hit the NYT Bestseller list the day our court case ended in Paris. Now we’re celebrating with a reading and epic party in the plushest hotel in New York. I’m kind of famous, it turns out.


  Cade knocks on the bathroom door. “Ladies, it’s time to head downstairs.”


  I check my face in the mirror and smile. I may feel like a mannequin in all this makeup and finery, but I look like a movie star. Jenifer opens the door and ‘reveals’ me with a dramatic wave of her hand.


  Cade’s eyes widen, and in three long strides he’s got his arms around me. “You look good enough to eat.”


  I laugh. “I look like a cake decoration, that’s why.”


  He kisses me. “Sweeter than cake. And tastier.”


  “You don’t look too bad yourself, cowboy.” He’s got the yumminess factor down, with his black tux. I tried to talk him into wearing his cowboy hat, but he insisted it wouldn’t be proper.


  Jenifer clears her throat. “Don’t mess her up. I spent hours putting her together just so.”


  “See? Cake decoration. Or doll," I say. "You might have to carry my corpse home though, because I’m going to run out of air soon, and I can't draw in more thanks to my sadistic best friend.”


  He holds out his arm. “Then we’d best get to your party.”


  The ballroom at the hotel is decked out in candles, flowers and gorgeous fabrics with a tall Christmas tree in the corner. It’s like a Christmas wedding reception, only with a table featuring copies of my book for signing and a podium where I’ll do a live reading.


  There’s even an obscene full-size cardboard cutout of me holding my book. Cade waggles his eyebrows. “We should take that home with us. A threesome could be fun.”


  I swat his arm. “You’re a pervert, you know that.”


  “And you, my dear, love it. Don’t deny it.”


  “I plead the fifth.”


  We’re swarmed by hundreds of friends and fans. I do a reading from my book first, then a signing. After, there will be a formal dinner and dance, and all proceeds from the tickets are going to a charity that helps educate and protect girls in violent relationships.


  The line for the signing is so long, I’m sure my hand is going to fall off if I have to write my name one more time. But these people spent $200 to come here tonight; the least I can do is give them my autograph.


  Cade sits with me the whole time, beaming like the proud boyfriend he is.


  Another fan hands me a book, and I look up into a familiar face. “Mr. Posthumus? What are you doing here?” I couldn’t be more shocked to see my old advisor, after his scorn over my chosen path.


  His face turns red, spreading to his balding head, and he fidgets with his glasses. “About that. I owe you an apology. You did something I never had the guts to do.” He leans in as if telling me a secret. “Did you know that I always wanted to write a thriller.” He titters like an old lady. “Can you imagine? Me? A thriller writer. But, you inspired me, and so I did it. I wrote it and published it this week.”


  I’m stunned. “That’s… that’s amazing. And good for you. Thrillers are topping the charts right now. You could do really well.”


  He drops his head. “That’s gracious of you, Winter, especially after the way I treated you.”


  All my anger at him disappears in that moment. “If there’s anything I’ve learned these last few months, it’s that we all do the best we can with what we have, and the only way to help others see the light is to be the light yourself. I’m glad you found your path.”


  I hand him the signed book, and he bows and walks away smiling.


  I turn to Cade. “That was a surprise. Guess you never know what’s inside people, huh?”


  “You were kind to him. He didn’t deserve it.” Cade is unforgiving when it comes to those who have hurt me.


  I can understand since I feel the same way about him. “If he didn’t deserve it, then none of us do. We’ve all made mistakes, haven’t we?”


  Autumn squeezes my shoulders from behind and I turn to her.


  Her auburn hair is woven into an up-do that shows off her long neck and the emerald green dress she wears makes her green eyes pop. “Winter, Cade, I hate to be a party pooper, but I have an early flight back to Cairo in the morning. I just came to say goodbye and tell you how proud I am of you.”


  After much hugging, Autumn leaves. I no longer envy her life or her adventures. I finally have a life I’m happy with.


  Jenifer runs up to us, cutting in front of everyone waiting in line, dragging a man with her. “Winter, Cade, look who’s here!”


  I stand and hug the man beside her. “Vincent, you made it to the States.”


  “It was time to expand my restaurant," he says. "So I left my progeny in charge of the Paris branch and made arrangements to come to New York and open one here.”


  Jenifer beams as he slips his arm around her shoulder and kisses her cheek.


  My eyes fill with tears of pure happiness. “That’s the best news I’ve heard today. Congratulations, both of you. And thank you so much, Vincent, for not only making my best friend so happy, but also, for bringing your delicious bread to my hometown.”


  Cade laughs. “She hasn’t shut up about that bread since we moved back here. I have a feeling we’ll be spending many date nights at your restaurant when you open.”


  Standing there with the man I love, my best friend, and a man who actually deserves her, my life couldn’t be better.


  Well, if I could breathe, that might be a tad better.
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  That night in our hotel room, after much champagne and laughter and hugs and well wishes, Cade and I are finally alone.


  He shrugs out of his tux coat and drapes it over the chair in our suite, then kicks off his shoes and loosens his bow tie. “Something occurred to me tonight, Ms. Deveaux, and I feel it needs immediate addressing.”


  Sitting, I free my feet from the torture of my heels and drop them onto the floor, rubbing my aching heels. “What’s that?”


  Leaning in front of me, he takes over the massage, and I moan and lean back on the bed.


  “Do you recall the scene on page 120 of your book?” he asks. “The one with the blindfold? I seem to recall your reviews speaking of this scene as being particularly sexy.”


  His large strong hands move up my calves and thighs, rubbing the sore muscles as he hikes up my dress.


  “I remember that scene, yes.” My body tingles with pleasure and anticipation.


  The dress is too tight to push up any higher, so he flips me onto my stomach and slowly unzips the back, his mouth trailing kisses down my spine as he does. “I’m thinking we need to reenact that scene, you know, for research. Make sure it’s realistic.”


  I giggle as his fingers glide over my ribs, tickling me. “I think that can be arranged. When were you thinking you’d like to do engage in this… research?”


  My breathing deepens, ribs finally expanding as he pulls the straps of my dress off my shoulders and inches it down my body.


  Another kiss lands on my left shoulder, then my right. “How about tonight? Unless you’re too tired?”


  When the dress is pulled off completely, his hands grip my lower back, moving over the curve of my hips, then over my butt, fingers dipping between my thighs as he continues his massage.


  A tightness forms in the base of my abdomen, desire building. I twist back over to face him. “Never too tired for you. But you are entirely too clothed.”


  Undressing him is pure pleasure, feeling his muscles flex under my hands, his body warm and hard.


  I’m still in my bra and panties when he uses two of my scarves to tie my wrists to the bedposts. They aren’t tight, and if I wanted to I could probably slip out of them, but I don’t want to. Instead, I lift my head as he wraps a black scarf around my eyes, securing it so that I can’t see.


  I brace myself for residual panic, for long dealt with emotions to resurface, but they don’t. I’m truly free of that and can relax my body and enjoy the trust I have with Cade, the safety in knowing everything he does is for our mutual pleasure.


  Sightless, unable to touch him, I’m at his mercy as I wait for the next sensation, wondering what he’ll do now that he has me where he wants me.


  It’s a delicious feeling, these unexpected touches, as his hands explore my body. Something light and soft trails inside my thighs. A feather, though I have no idea where he got one. I try to remember if a feather was in my book, but I don’t really care, can’t think past the sensations of Cade’s attention on me.


  My skin shivers, body craving each touch.


  His lips graze my breasts, through my bra, sending a delightful pulse of electricity through my body. My nipples are hard and pressed against the silk, as his tongue flicks them, taking turns with each one before he uses his teeth to tease.


  Arching my body, I moan, spreading my legs wider.


  He’s pressed between them, rubbing himself against my core as jolts of pleasure fill me.


  Then his mouth drops, tongue burning a trail down my belly toward my center, lapping me through the silk panties.


  Such a tease, it’s not enough. I beg for more.


  He pulls the panties off me, air cooling the heat between my legs as he spreads them wider. I feel his breath against the tender flesh, teasing without touching.


  I’m about to break, to wrap my legs around him and pull him closer, when his tongue dips into me and my world spins.


  It doesn’t take long to send me over the edge, his tongue and fingers working me until I collapse from the build up, but he doesn’t stop there.


  He presses himself against the wet, swollen slit of flesh, pushing into me as he plays with my breasts. Filling me, so large, so deep, so perfect.


  I’m bound through it all, only able to use my legs to pull him in to me, thrusting my hips to increase the pace until he’s slamming harder, faster, deeper.


  When he explodes, I join him, body clenching and pulsing, lost in him, lost in the darkness and delight of our lovemaking.


  The moment my hands are free, I wrap them around him, gazing into his deep blue eyes, lost in them like an ocean.


  We fall asleep in each other’s arms, and I dream of the next night, Cade’s chance to shine.


  Tomorrow, I will finally tell him my very last secret.


  


  



  


  


  


  CADE SAVAGE


  CHAPTER 48
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  I'M MORE NERVOUS tonight than I thought I would be. This whole week has been a flurry of parties and formal gatherings. I’ve loved seeing Winter get the attention she deserves, but I’ll be happy when we get back to our boring, simple life of walks in the park and long kisses and nights spent making love instead of squeezing into tuxes and dresses.


  Tonight I find out if I won the architecture contest and paid internship. I used to think that such moments defined my life, but I’ve learned from Winter that the only person responsible for my fate is me. Still, this would be a huge honor and a major step forward for my career.


  When Winter comes in, dressed in an ice blue gown that brings out her eyes, I have to resist the urge to tear it off and throw her on the bed.


  She slides her finger up my chest and wraps her hand around my neck, pulling me down until I’m close enough to kiss her.


  My pants tighten in response, and she rubs her body against my hard on. I moan into her mouth. “Keep that up and we’ll miss the award ceremony. Not that I would complain.”


  She steps back. “Nope. We’re going. I just wanted to give you a little taste of what you would get later tonight.”


  I reach around her hips and pull her to me. “Mmm, well, that’s better than any stupid award.”


  “Nothing says you can’t have both. Now, let’s go. It’s about to start.”


  We don’t need much time since we have a suite in the hotel where the ceremony is being held—we learned it’s the easiest way to handle these events—so she slips her heels on and checks her lipstick.


  There’s a knock at the door, and I cross the room to answer it, thinking it’s housekeeping.


  Not housekeeping.


  “Dad? Mom? What are you doing here?”


  Winter comes out of the bathroom and stands by my side, her hand in mine, offering me whatever support I need.


  My mom has an uncertain smile on her face, but it’s my dad who speaks. “May we come in, son? There’s something I need to tell you.”


  Pulse racing, I open the door and step back. “We’re going to be late to an important event, so I don’t have much time.”


  “This won’t take long,” he says.


  Winter holds out her hand. “I’m Winter Deveaux. You should be very proud of your son. He’s an accomplished architecture student about to find out if he won a prestigious award. This is a big night for him.”


  I smile at my girlfriend’s veiled threat to my parents and love her all the more for it.


  My mother grips her hand. “It’s nice to meet you. You’re even lovelier than your picture.”


  Her words suck the breath out of me, because the only picture they’ve seen of Winter is the one I left on Stevie’s grave. The one he was looking at when he died.


  My dad clears his throat. “That’s why we’re here. Your mom told me about your award, and I needed…” he stutters, stops and then regroups. “Son, I’m sorry. I’m sorry for my anger, for controlling you and your brothers, for causing their pain and, in some ways, their deaths. I’m sorry for pushing you away and cutting you off, and I need you to know, I’m proud of you. I always have been. I was jealous that you had the strength to follow your dreams when I never did, and I took that out on you, because I was weak. Because I never stood up to my father the way you did. But I’m glad you did, and I’m proud of the man you’ve become.”


  Something cracks open inside of me, and I hug my father. I’d forgiven him after Stevie died, but the pain of our past never left me, until tonight.


  There are tears in both of our eyes when he pulls away. “I sold the business, got a pretty penny for it too.”


  This shocks me even more than his apology. “What are you going to do now?”


  He puts an arm around my mother in a gesture I haven’t seen since I was a kid. “First, I’m taking your mother on a world tour. She’s always wanted to travel but I’ve never had time. Then, we’ll figure out what the next chapter in our life will hold. I never even thought about anything but what your grandfather wanted me to do. I have a lot to learn about myself, and now, plenty of time to learn it.”


  “That’s great, Dad. I’m really happy for you both.”


  He reaches in to his pocket and pulls out a checkbook. “There’s one more thing. You worked on that ranch most of your life. You deserve a percentage of the profits. I can’t do anything about your trust from your grandfather, you’ll still have to wait until you're 25 for that, but here’s your share of the business.” He tears a check out and hands it to me.


  My eyes widen at the number of zeros. “Dad, you don’t have to do this. Winter and I are doing fine.”


  He shakes his head. “It’s not a favor, or a gift, it’s payment owed for work you did. Take it and build your dream home for you and your family, invest some, pay for school, do whatever you want. It’s yours.”


  Winter tugs at my sleeve and points to the clock.


  “Dad, Mom, I’m so happy to see you, but we’re late. Would you like to join us for the ceremony?”


  Dad smiles. “Nothing would make me prouder.”


  [image: ]


  The ceremony is long and boring and takes forever. My nerves are on edge as they award the runner-ups. My name is not called.


  And then the woman on stage holds up an envelope and makes a big show of tearing it open. “And announcing this year’s winner. This young entrant shows great promise as an architect and will have an opportunity to work with the best in the field. Cade Savage, please come to the stage to accept your award, and welcome to the team!”
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  It’s an emotional night with so many highs that I’m worn out when we get back to our hotel. I’m holding my award, thinking of what it took to get here, when Winter wraps her arms around me. "Your brothers would be proud of you. Not just for tonight, but for how you've changed your family forever."


  I put the award down and hug her, enjoying the feel of our bodies pressed together. "I wish they could have been here. I wish they could have had the father they deserved."


  "They had you, just like our children will. And their lives served a purpose. They helped break the cycle of abuse in your family. Now, you are all free."


  I kiss her then, grateful that I'm with this remarkable woman. "I have something for you.” I reach into my bag and bring out a tube with a red bow on it, handing it to her.


  “What’s this?”


  “Just open it.”


  She pops the top off and pulls out the blueprint inside, spreading it on the coffee table. I can see the moment it registers and her eyes light up. “It’s the design for a house. It’s… incredible!”


  “Our house, if you want it.” I open a black velvet box that’s been burning a hole in my pants all night and drop to one knee. “Winter Deveaux, will you do me the great honor of being my wife? I want to build you this house and raise our family in it.”


  She claps her hands together, eyes brimming with tears as she looks at the two-karat princess cut diamond in platinum. She holds out her left hand, and I slide the ring onto her finger, then she throws herself into my arms. “Of course I’ll marry you. I love you so much.”


  I kiss my fiancé for the first time, relieved that she said yes, excited about our future and so in love and happy I can barely stand it. "I promised to ravage you before this night was over. I'm a man of my word."


  "You also promised little Cades." Winter wiggles out of my embrace and leans over the blueprint again. “There’s one thing missing from this design.”


  I look at it, sure that I didn’t miss anything. “What’s that?”


  She takes my hand and places it on her belly. “The nursery.”


  I look down, then back up at her face. “You’re pregnant?”


  She nods, tears in her eyes. “You’re going to be a daddy.”


  I kiss her, imagining our home filled with the laughter of children. Children who will know a love that frees them to be who they are.


  I turn on my iPod and plug it into the speakers. The song that comes on is familiar to us both. I hold out my hand.


  And we dance.


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  [image: ]


  


  


  Thank you for reading. We hope you enjoyed your time in Paris with Winter and Cade and their friends. If you did, if you enjoyed this book, we'd be very grateful if you'd post a short review online. Your support really does make a difference.
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