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Thank you.

Take a chance and be brave, even when the voices are telling you it’s hopeless.


Prologue

Bridgeport, CT

2007

––––––––

Maryanne sat on the plaid couch that smelled like weed.  She stared at her parents’ wedding picture as if the two young, happy people would suddenly come to life and pull her through into the shot.  Even though the picture was black and white, it was more colorful than her world.  They looked like Cinderella and her prince.  It was the expressions on their faces that riveted Maryanne.  Hope and confidence radiated from the couple in the picture.

“Yeah, and then you came along,” Daddy would bark out whenever he saw the picture.

He couldn’t see it now.  He was locked up in the state prison for three years for selling meth.  Maryanne would be thirteen when he got out.

Mama said he got off easy.  “The pigs don’t know we cooked it up ourselves.” Mama would jam her with her elbow, as if she was sharing a great joke.

She came down the stairs, her jeans drooping and her blouse stained.  Mama covered the pock marks on her skin with a cream foundation that she had to practically trowel on.  She kept her hair shorn close to her skull in a buzz cut when it started to fall out.

“Let’s go,” she said, clapping her hands to the beat of It’s A Small World.  “Do you have everything?”

Maryanne shrugged.  Mama said to pack like they were going on vacation, so Maryanne assumed she was finally taking her to Disneyland® like she had been promising.  Maryanne would believe it when she saw the mouse himself.  She packed a couple of pairs of underwear and shorts in her backpack.  But more importantly, Maryanne took three of her sketchbooks, her watercolors, her brushes, pastels and her colored pencils.  So she was all set.

“Wait.”  Maryanne suddenly remembered that she forgot Froggy.  Daddy gave her the beanie bag frog for her birthday and it seemed wrong to leave him behind.  If Daddy couldn’t go to Disney World with them, then the least she could do is take Froggy.

“Hurry up.”  Her mother twitched and unslung her purse from her shoulder.  As she lit up, Maryanne pounded up the stairs to her room.  She put the wedding picture in her backpack’s inner pocket and stuffed in Froggy.  Should she take her art book too?  She won it when her fifth grade class went to the Met in New York.

“Maryanne!” her mother screeched.

“I’m coming,” she yelled back down.  They were only going to be gone a week or so.  Just until things died down, her Mom said.  Besides, she could practice her art in Disneyland.  Mama would find a bar and then Maryanne could go exploring on her own.

She was on her way down the stairs, when she heard her mother swear.

“Shit.”  

The back door slammed.  By the time Maryanne got downstairs, her mother was gone.  There was a knock on the door.  Peeking through the window, she saw two men dressed in suits.  She opened the door, but left the chain on.

“Carmela Smith?”

“Nope, she ain’t here,” Maryanne said.

“Do you know where she is?”

Maryanne shook her head.  “She just took off.”

One of the men cursed and ran around the side of the house.

“We’re going to need to come in,” the man said, pulling out a badge.

“I’m not supposed to let strangers in when my parents aren’t home.”

“I know, but I’m a cop.”

Maryanne shrugged.  “Sorry.  I’m sure Mom will be back soon.  We’re going to Disneyland.”

“Disney?” he said.  “What airline?”

Maryanne shrugged again.  “I don’t know.”

The other guy came back from around the house. He was breathing heavily.  “She’s gone.”

Gone?

Maryanne blinked back tears.

Not again.

“Call DCF.  Her mother’s MIA and her father’s in prison.”

Maryanne shut the door.  She didn’t like those initials.  But Mama had taken her purse, even if the car was still here.  That meant she left without her, just like last time.  Her mother had only been gone a week, but it still scared the crap out of Maryanne when her Mama never came back home night after night.  Her father had been away too, so Maryanne lived on peanut butter sandwiches and soup, which hadn’t been so bad until the bread ran out.  And then the peanut butter did.  She was down to the last can of tomato soup when her mother showed back up.  

Next time, Mama had promised she would take Maryanne with her.  And they could stay in a hotel with a pool and order room service.  

She promised to take her with her this time.  

She promised.

Well, let’s see how she liked it when promises were broken. Maryanne opened the door, startling the two policemen who had been walking back to the car.

“You can come in.”

The men looked at each other and then started up the walkway.

“Are you guys really cops?”  Maryanne narrowed her eyes at them.

“Yes, we are.  We’re only here to help.  We’re not going to hurt you.”

Maryanne nodded, neither trusting their words nor thinking they were spinning a line of bologna.  Actions were what counted.  

“Then you’d better check out the shed in the back.”

One of the officers spoke into his earpiece.

“Why don’t you come with us?”  The other held out his hand to her.

“Might as well.  It’s not like I’m going to Disneyland.  Just let me get my art book from upstairs.”


Chapter One

Aix En Provence, France

2015

Maryanne was wired on too much caffeine and too little sleep.  She spent the sixteen hour flight to Marseille, drawing sketches of her friends’ faces so whenever she was lonely she could open her book and see Phoebe brooding, Kelly laughing, or Larissa looking innocent.  Now, that she was safely on the bus to Aix En Provence, she was glued to the window, trying to take in all the beauty she wanted to capture on canvas.

“Don’t take the train in Marseille,” Phoebe had said, pointing out a bunch of warnings on the internet about lone women travelling alone.

“It’s no worse than Manhattan or any other big city,” Maryanne had scoffed.  Drugs, gangs, and rapes?  Those all happened where she grew up in Bridgeport.  Hell, that happened everywhere. The trick was not to look like a mark.

“Yeah, but at least in New York, you speak the language.”

Maryanne did speak French, or at least the high school classroom variety.  She probably would have paid more attention to Madame Rossi (with the impossible rolled r that sounding like a swishy w), if she even fathomed that a trip to France was in her future.

“The Benefactrix thought of everything,” Larissa said, shuffling through her paperwork.  “You fly out of JFK and land in Marseille.  Then she has a bus ticket to Aix En Provence, where the caretaker of Chateau Imogene will pick you up and take you to the countryside manor.”

They all aged out of the group home this year and since they all had no family left that gave a damn, they pitched together what little savings they had for rent and deposit on a small apartment in New Haven.  But just after graduation, they were called into the Mother Superior's office and each given an envelope from the Benefactrix, a wealthy patron of the orphanage.

Maryanne got a year's scholarship to paint at L’Académie de Cézanne in Aix en Provence, along with room and board.

They all sighed at how romantic it was.

In reality, it was a little grittier.  She wanted to come back to Marseille in the daytime and see the Mediterranean Sea. All she saw getting on her bus, was trash, puke and urine puddles.  Felt like home.  Not the group home, she lived in most of her life, but her parents’ home—when they weren’t in jail.

It was dark by the time the bus creaked into a cute little town that looked like she should be wearing a yellow dress and singing a tune about reading books all day.  

“Who would have thought I’d get to France before Disney?” Maryanne asked herself as she got off the bus.  She tipped the bus driver for hauling her two large suitcases onto the sidewalk.  One was full of art supplies.  The other was full of art supplies and clothes.

If she could find a job to earn some extra cash, maybe she could take a few days and go to Disneyland Paris. Looking around the bus station, she tried to find the chatelaine who would take her to Chateau Imogene, where she would be staying this year.  The only one who seemed to be staring at her was a large thug of a man. He had short, ragged brown hair and piercing dark eyes. He stood leaning against the wall, wearing casual slacks and a blue button down shirt that had seen better days.  Even though he was clean shaven, the man looked like he had been forced into appearing civilized.  There was a wildness about him that called to her.

“Gaston?” she called, making a joke.

He scowled and walked towards her.

If he wanted trouble, she’d be more than happy to give him some.  She had her knives in her big suitcase, but she knew how to fight dirty.  Just as she was about to kick his ass, he spoke her name.

Mah-ree-un Smeeth?

It sounded hella sexy with his deep growly voice.

“Ou est vous?”she asked, trying to sound like a native.

He smirked.  “I am Henri Dubois.  You made arrangements to stay at my bed and breakfast while you paint and attend classes at L’Académie de Cézanne.”  Without waiting for her response, he picked up her bags and carried them to a small Citroen.

Taking a moment to admire his nice ass, Maryanne followed him to the car.

“Wrong side,” he said.

Maryanne realized that the passenger side had a steering wheel.  “Right.”  She slipped into what in the states would have been the driver’s side.  

"Don't you want to sit in the back?" He peeked in her window.

She shook her head.  "No."

He lifted his shoulders in an exaggerated shrug and got behind the wheel.

As they took off through the town and headed out to the countryside, she kept waiting for him to engage in small talk.  How was your trip?  Are you looking forward to your freshman year in a foreign country away from everything familiar and your friends?

Maybe he didn't speak a lot of English.  And as her French was as rudimentary as it got, it was going to be a long year.  Maryanne bit back a sigh and watched the sunset.  Just as she was about to doze off, Henri spoke.

"Are you hungry?"  His accent really made her toes curl.

"Yeah," she croaked out, clearing her throat.

"There's a bottle of water and some fruit and cheese in the basket in the back seat."

"Thanks." She hauled a pretty wicker picnic basket into her lap.  It was like opening a pirate chest of goodies.  "Want some?" Maryanne offered him a slice of bread smeared with brie and jam.

"Non," he said, shaking his hand. "Merci," he added as an afterthought.

"This is amazing."  Maryanne remembered her manners enough to swallow first.

"My mother makes the jam from our grapes."

"It's the best I've ever tasted."  What would it have been like to grow up with a mother who cooked jam instead of meth?  "Does she make anything else?"

"Not for awhile.  When I was a boy, though, she was always making soap and creams from the goat's milk."

Maryanne stopped from shoving sliced ham and cheese in her mouth long enough to ask, "So the chateau is on a farm?  The website doesn't show much aside from the rooms."

Henri nodded, turning off on a more rural road.  "I take care of the animals as well as working the vineyard."

"Vineyard?  As in wine?  What type?"  Maryanne had to get in all the questions so she could concentrate on the small sausages and sliced fruit.  It was like she had never eaten before. Of course, the last meal was spaghetti and meatballs at the apartment she shared with her three other friends in New Haven, Connecticut.

"We're just starting out."

So much for the conversation.  She finished what was in the basket and pulled out the water.  She was going to glug it from the bottle, but then noticed the little plastic wine glass and used that instead.

"The only wine I've ever had is Boone's."

Henri cocked his head.  "I am unfamiliar with that name.  What winery?"

"Uh, I think it's Gallo."

He shuddered.

"So yours is different?"

"I've been making my own wine since I was your age.  My first attempt is more drinkable than anything they've put out."  His sneer got on her nerves.

"I suppose I'll be the judge of that," Maryanne said.

"When we get back to the chateau, I will pour you a glass and you can taste real French wine."

Score!  Maryanne gave a mental fist pump.  Truthfully, all she wanted was to crawl into bed and sleep for a year.  But the wine would ease her into sleeping in a strange place. After eight years of living in a group home, with a bunch of orphans, Maryanne didn’t do alone so well.  Which was odd because when she lived with her parents, she was alone more often than not.

They hadn’t even come to her graduation.  That really hurt.  Maryanne rested her head on the window.  She must be more tired than she realized to let that emotion get through.  She had sent them an invitation at their last known address.  They were both out of jail and trying to stay clean.  They hadn’t come to see her or even bring her back.  The social worker told her they had to get themselves right before they could take care of her.  She heard that story for eight long years.  Now that she was eighteen, Maryanne didn’t need anyone to feed her or wipe her butt. But they still hadn’t reached out to her.

When she received the trip and scholarship to France, she had Kelly drive her over to see them.  Her mother wouldn’t answer the door because her father was sleeping.  Sleeping during the day because he was on third shift or sleeping it off, Maryanne didn’t bother to stay to figure out.  Her mother didn’t even step out on the porch to give her a hug.  It had been three years since she had seen her.

Fuck them.

Maryanne couldn’t think about them anymore.  She should be used to them disappointing her, but like a dumbass she kept going back for more.  Not again.  She had a full year to finally put her past behind her.  She wasn’t the poor, lost waif whose parents abandoned her.  Maryanne was a strong, young woman who would change the world with her paintings.  Or maybe this time next year, she’d be back working at The Hobby Lobby as a cashier.

“This is your school,” Henri said, pointing out of the window.

Although the light was fading, she could see it looked more like a farm than anything else.  “Doesn’t look like any school, I ever been to.”  Thankfully, she added silently.

“What do schools look like in Connect-e-cut?”

Maryanne smiled at his pronunciation.  “They’re stone buildings with no color and less soul.”

“Buildings have souls?” he asked, looking at her out of the corner of his eye.

“Everything has a soul at one point.  Sometimes, it gets lost or destroyed along the way.”

Maryanne realized she was letting her mood color the conversation, so she made an effort to lighten up. “What’s the L’Académie de Cézanne like?”

“I’ve never been there.”

She waited but he didn’t elaborate.

It was full dark when they finally pulled into the chateau grounds.  Maryanne was sure it was breathtaking and she’d probably spend her entire weekend trying to sketch all the things instead of getting ready for her first day of college.  But for right now, she really wanted that glass of wine and a nice, comfortable bed.

Henri stopped the car outside of the front of the chateau.  It wasn’t quite a castle, but the stonework was ancient and the façade impressive even at night.  He grabbed her bags out of the back and she took in the picnic basket.  Following him into a foyer that looked straight out of the Middle Ages, Maryanne whirled in place, staring at the wall sconces, the painted ceiling, and the antiques that lined the corridor.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered.

“Merci,” Henri said.  “Your room is up these stairs.  You can leave the basket on the floor for now.”

She followed him up a wide stone staircase to the upper level that looked down on the foyer and what appeared to be a ballroom.

“How’s that for soul?” Henri asked, with a prideful wink.

Maryanne gave him her highest compliment. “I can’t wait to draw it.” 

He opened the door to a room unlike anything she had ever seen.  The window was shaped like an elongated triangle with the points softened.  Enchanted, she went over and opened the latch.

The sultry night air blew in.

“It overlooks the vineyard,” Henri said.  “Tonight it is too warm for a fire, non?”

Not understanding what he was talking about, she turned around to see him gesturing to the fireplace.  A fireplace!  Inside her room.  “That’s fine.”  She was starting to feel a little overwhelmed.  She sat down on the enormous four poster bed and sank down.  Running her hands over the coverlet, she knew she would not have any trouble sleeping.

“I apologize that there is no television or telephone in the room.”  He ducked his head. “You probably won’t have any cell service either this far out in the country.”

“That’s okay,” Maryanne shrugged.  “I don’t have a cell phone.”  Couldn’t afford one.  And she never had a television in her room, so that wasn’t an issue either.

“You can put away your things in the large armoire.”  He pointed to a mahogany dresser that was a work of art in itself.  “And the bureau.”  He nodded to the matching set of drawers.  It had an antique mirror on top. “The bathroom’s at the end of the hall.  I hope that won’t be too inconvenient for you?”

Maryanne shook her head.  She was used to sharing the bathroom with ten other girls.  “At the moment, there are not any other guests so you’ll have it all to yourself.”

Her eyes grew wide.  Her own bathroom in addition to a fireplace?  If she wasn’t in France, she would have sworn someone was playing a mean practical joke on her.

Henri cleared his throat.  “I will bring up that wine.  Is there anything else I can get you?”

Still unable to speak, she just shook her head.  When he left, all she wanted to do was lie down and cry in reaction to all the emotions hitting her at once:  Happiness for being here; Disbelief that it was actually happening to her; Loneliness because she missed her three best friends;  Fright because this was all so completely out of her league; Exhaustion from travelling so long.

Forcing herself to do something, she stretched out her muscles. Maryanne had put all her clothes in the armoire when Henri came back carrying a small table, a bottle of wine, and a glass.

“Aren’t you going to join me?” she asked as he expertly opened up the bottle.

“I hadn’t planned on it.”

“Please?” she asked.  “I need someone to share with me what my palate has been missing all this time.”  And she didn’t want to be alone with her thoughts, just yet.

“Very well.”  He left to get another glass.

Maryanne brought out her art supplies, lining them up on the bureau and stacking her sketch books in the drawers.  She frowned over the rolled up canvases she had brought, making sure there weren’t any permanent creases in them.

Henri came back into the room.  “What are you doing?”  

She was on all fours, holding the edges of the canvases down with her shoes.  “I need these to flatten out.  Is there a French Home Depot?  Maison de Depot?”  She got up and pulled down the back of her shirt. Hopefully, he didn’t see her tramp stamp as she had started to call it.  When she was sixteen, her boyfriend had been a tattoo artist. He put a really pretty vine with butterflies across the back of her waist line because it turned him on.  After they broke up, Maryanne thought it looked cheap.

“It’s a type of store?” He poured wine into the two glasses.

She got up and noticed that there were two strawberry tarts on a plate.  A pang of homesickness hit her in the heart.  Her roommate at the group home, Larissa, was a baker and when the nuns allowed it, she would try out new recipes in the kitchen.  Maryanne wondered how Larissa’s new job was going.  The Benefactrix had given her a position as pastry chef in a new, but upcoming restaurant.  It was her dream come true for her.  The apartment that they had all rented was close enough for her to walk to work. It was a two-bedroom roach motel in a sketchy neighborhood, but it was all theirs.  The four orphans of Our Lady of Peace now had a home of their own.  Maryanne hoped the school had a computer lab so that she could email her friends. 

“Yeah,” she said, ripping her gaze from the tarts. “It sells boards, wood, stuff to build things with.  Like if you were doing home improvements.”  

“Ah,” he nodded.  “Castorama.  It’s on the rue Beauvoisin.  I can take you there, but why do you need to go?”

“I need one by two inch planks to make the wood frames to stretch the canvas over.”

“What’s an inch?” Henri grinned.

Maryanne sighed. “Right.  The metric system.”

“Your school should supply you with what you need.” He handed her a glass of pretty pink wine.  It was lighter than the Boone’s.  She took a sniff.  Smelled better too.

“They might,” Maryanne said.  “But, I’ll need some for my own use.”

“Bien,” he said, shrugging.  “We can go tomorrow.  Although the banks are closed if you need to exchange money.”

“I’ve got a credit card.”  With a pitiable balance, but it was something at least.

“Of course you do?” he muttered.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Maryanne asked.

“Forget it,” he waved his hand.

Normally, Maryanne would have pressed the point because there had been something she didn’t like in his tone.  But she was so tired she could have imagined it. “So should I smell the cork?”

“For whatever reason why?” he asked.

“I don’t know.  A guy I used to date did that.”

Henri gave a short puff of amusement.  “We call those people cork dorks.  You don’t need to sniff the cork.  You’re not going to be drinking it.  What do you smell when you sniff the wine?”

Maryanne closed her eyes.  “Fruit.”

“Excellent,” he said.  “This is a rosé wine.  It’s one of my varietals.”

“What’s that mean?”  She liked having his attention.  He had an interesting face.  Maryanne’s fingers itched to sketch his hard cheekbones, strong jaw line and the jutting peak of his nose.  Then, there were his lips.  She watched his lips as he talked and her eyes grew heavy as desire threaded through her and dampened her panties.

“It means I used more than one grape.  My specialty is the Grenache grape.  We grow that here. I’m hoping my nouveau blanc in December will be popular enough that we can go full time on the wine making.  This rosé is from last year.  It’s got Grenache, Cinsault, Cabernet-Sauvignon, Syrah and Mourvèdre grapes in it.”

Maryanne was transfixed at the passion in his voice.  She broke out of the sensual haze that came over her and said the first thing that came to mind. “I wonder how many grapes Boone’s Farm uses?”  

“I wonder if they use any.” He sneered.

She stuck out her tongue at him.

“Try it.”  They locked eyes.

For a minute, she wasn’t sure what he wanted her to try.  Then she realized all the sexual tension was on her side only.  Sighing, Maryanne took a little sip of the wine.  “It’s smooth.”  She glanced at it in surprise.  “It’s so light and refreshing.  Boone’s tastes like cough syrup and has a bite like a feral cat.”

Henri shuddered.

“It’s not as sweet as I’m used to, though.”  She didn’t want him to get anymore arrogant than he already was.

“Gallo adds a lot of sugar to their wines.”

“This is still sweet, but also dry.  It’s good.  I like it.”  Maryanne liked him.  She wouldn't mind sleeping with him this year.  He was nothing like the boys or men she had dated in the past. And she missed having a boyfriend.  She dumped the last guy when he picked her up stoned out of his mind.  No thanks.  Been there.  Got the T-shirt.
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