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      From USA Today and Wall Street Journal bestselling author Emma Slate, writing as E. Slate, comes a novel about life on the other side of grief—and risking your heart for the chance to love again.

      

      By her mid-twenties, Sage Harper’s life is in shambles. Struggling to start over, she moves to a small quaint town in the south of France. Her plan is to hide and wallow in her grief.

      

      But when she wanders into a French café, she doesn’t expect to feel such an intense pull to the enigmatic musician who plays there.

      

      Kai Ferris is everything she is not.

      

      He’s reckless and destructive, but when she’s with him, all she wants to do is throw herself into the eye of his storm.

      

      Sage finally takes a chance and opens her heart, only to discover that Kai is combating his own internal war of guilt and forgiveness.

      

      As the shadows of Kai’s past threaten to destroy the life they’re building together, Sage must discover if she’s strong enough to love him enough for the both of them.
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      Words call to me, arriving on the wind of sleep.

      

      For now, I sit alone in candlelight.

      

      I hated leaving our bed, leaving you—but my hand aches for a pen. It aches to tell our epic story.

      

      I wish I could paint our legend in the sky, a constellation to be remembered forever—but I am no painter. I am a writer, a weaver of words, and I will inscribe our saga in the book of our lives.

      

      One day, when we are old and gnarled, we will read it—our hearts still young. I will look at you, and see our journey in the smile lines of your eyes. Tears of joy will spill down my cheeks, and you will catch them with your lips like fallen stars.

      

      Let me tell you the tale of our love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Kai

      

      I unscrewed the flask and chugged. Liquor was water in a desert of pain.

      “Easy there, son,” Keith said, putting a large steadying hand on my shoulder.

      I wiped my mouth with my fist. “I’m not your son.” My tone was harsh, wanting to remind Reece’s father that I was the one that lived.

      As if the cowboy needed the reminder.

      “You’ve always been a real son of a bitch. You know that, right?”

      “I do,” I stated. “Are we going to get on with this?”

      Keith’s clear blue eyes were resolute, clear of bourbon, and drowning in grief. He nodded once.

      I had all but grown up on Keith’s ranch. When we were kids, Tristan, Reece and I had helped muck out the stables countless times, along with other odd jobs. We had learned to ride, worked with heavy, weathered saddles and camped many nights on the open trail. Memories of sweating horses frothy at the saddle and the smell of hot leather beat at my senses. It was the stench of guilt.

      I hoped the bourbon would kick in soon.

      A few days ago, Keith had dragged me out of some local dive, where I’d holed up and taken refuge. After sleeping off the worst hangover of my life in the guest room of the ranch house, I’d woken up only to have Reece’s mother, Alice, slap me across the face. Her handprint left an angry red stain on my cheek.

      “That’s for your stupidity,” she’d said, her tone cold. “And this,” she handed me a cup of coffee, “is for your head.”

      Alice had balls the size of tractors. She always called us on our shit—and boy, did we get in the shit sometimes.

      The sound of the cattle iron raking across hot coals dragged my attention back to the matter at hand. I removed my shirt, took a seat on the stool, and placed Tristan’s University of Tennessee cap back on my head. I swiped hair out of my eyes, watching Keith approach with the brand, three inches in length.

      Keith’s hired hand moved behind me to grip my shoulders, and I shoved my T-shirt into my mouth and waited.

      When the iron touched my left pectoral I screamed, the muffled sound of a man drowning in shame. Skin sizzled and burned. My head swam, and my vision blurred. I reared like a bucking stallion into the solid legs of the ranch hand. Just as I thought I couldn’t stand the pain any longer, Keith flung the offensive rod away in disgust.

      Pulling the shirt out of my mouth, I turned my head and vomited. I wiped my lips with faded green cotton, looked at Keith, and grinned.

      My smile was ugly. “I’m glad it was the cheap bourbon.”
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        * * *

      

      My brand throbbed under its dressing, a reminder that I wasn’t hollow. The black tie around my neck felt like a noose. I wanted to strip off my suit and run naked into the woods where I grew up; I was a Southern boy weaned on the land, a mountain child wild and free at heart.

      My lungs burned and a small cloud of breath condensed in the winter air. The generic words of the minister were apathetic and uninspiring. Tristan and Reece deserved more than a rudimentary burial. It was a pathetic excuse for a eulogy. I should have been the one to give it, but I had refused.

      I wished I was in the mountains and it was summertime.

      The woman’s hand clutched my arm, and I turned my head, just enough to see the top of her burnished red hair. I couldn’t bear to look into her eyes, knowing if I did, I would see they were as lost as my own. They were eyes worthy of a love sonnet, Tristan used to say.

      The coffins hit the ground with the soft sound of finality.

      The minister spoke of a better place. Heaven, he called it. Fuck Heaven. Tristan and Reece were forever wandering in the mountains—there’s no place they would rather be.

      But this? This was my Hell.
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        * * *

      

      I sat alone on a comfortable black leather couch in the library of my parents’ house and took a sip of my drink. My older brother attempted to keep me company, offering silent support. It pissed me off, so I yelled at Wyatt to leave me the hell alone.

      He listened, but as he left the room I didn’t know if I was grateful or not.

      The funeral had been over for hours.

      I took another long swallow of bourbon, but there wasn’t enough liquor to make me forget the tears trailing down Alice’s cheeks, Tristan’s father looking somber and haunted. And Lucy—God, Lucy—Lucy’s shoulders shaking as she buckled under the weight of her own sobs, the drape of red hair unable to hide her pain.

      The door opened, and my father stared at me. “Mind if I join you?”

      I shrugged.

      Accepting it as an invitation, Dad went to the liquor cart and poured himself a double bourbon. Like father, like son, I mused. The resemblance stopped there. Wyatt took after Dad with his light hair coloring, golden eyes, and strong work ethic. But I had dark hair, blue-gray eyes, and a dreamless future.

      Loosening his tie, Dad sighed and sat across from me.

      “How’s Lucy?” I asked.

      Dad shook his head. “Laying down. She couldn’t be out there anymore.”

      I understood, wishing I was far away. The winter sun had long since set, and a fire blazed in the hearth. The library would’ve been almost cheerful if I hadn’t just buried my two best friends.
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      Sage

      

      I took a sip of tea and reread the final sentence. I closed the novel, my finger tracing the spine. Late Saturday afternoon sunlight shone through the windows, bathing the book in warm light, like a heavenly beacon.

      I sat on an old, cream colored couch, aged and familiar. I had cried many nights on that couch, when the hormones and trials of being a teenager had been too much for me to handle. My mother would put an arm around me, tell me high school girls were bitches, give me a mug of tea, and we’d watch black and white I Love Lucy episodes, laughing until we cried.

      The Brooklyn apartment in Park Slope had been my home since I was born, and I had no desire to prove anything by moving out. I loved it there.

      I heard the key in the lock just before Mom came through the door, setting grocery bags down on the kitchen table. We had the same gray eyes, but she knew more, saw more than me.

      “You finished it,” Mom said, “didn’t you?”

      I nodded. “I know I’ve read it in handwritten pieces, but it doesn’t pack the same punch as holding it in my hands and turning the pages.” I smiled. “You should be really proud of this one.”

      “What about the others?” Mom asked with a grin.

      I peered at the dark wood shelves lined with Penny Harper’s milestone achievements. She was a prolific writer, cranking out stories like a machine. But when she stalled, it took a seasoned mechanic to grease the wheels of her mind. That job fell to me. “Those are good. This—,” I held it up, “no words, Mom. It’s…indefinable, unlike anything you have ever written.”

      She smiled, pleased with my testimonial. “Thank you.”

      “Would you like tea?” I asked, getting up off the couch.

      “Sure, thanks.” As I moved around the kitchen and steeped a cup of Earl Grey, Mom said, “You don’t have any desire to see your words in print, do you?”

      “Not this again…”

      She took her mug and sat down in the living room. “Make me understand. Please?”

      I wondered what I could say that would make sense to her. “I have a job, Mom. What more do you want?”

      She snorted in obvious mockery. “How can you enjoy going to that office every day? Working for someone else instead of yourself, surrounded by other people and pickled in fluorescent light? It’s unnatural.”

      “What’s it like, seeing your name on a book?” I asked instead, not bothering to defend my job.

      “It’s one of my greatest accomplishments. Are you going to tell me why you don’t want to pursue writing?”

      “I don’t need to see my words in print. I don’t need people to read my stories.”

      “You mean you don’t want me to read your stories? Are you afraid you’re better than I am?”

      “No, that’s not it,” I lied.

      I clenched my jaw shut so that hurtful words wouldn’t pour out of me. It was one thing to live in another person’s shadow; quite another to eclipse it. I was a writer in raw form; words came to me. I didn’t need to coax stories; I often dreamed them.

      But my mother worried that she’d already committed her best ideas to paper.

      If I entered the same pool as Mom, the tidal wave of my success would wash over hers, and I wouldn’t—couldn’t—do that to her.

      Mom laughed and shook her head. “God, I write characters for a living, yet I’m an idiot when it comes to understanding my own daughter. You are better than I am, and I couldn’t be prouder of that fact. I’m a good writer, Sage, but you—you’re a great one.”

      She said that now, but it would break her, some day in the future. We would stop being mother and daughter and become something else. Something that would make her choke on the bile of jealousy.

      Mom got up and went to her bag, pulling out a manuscript and tossing it onto the table almost cavalierly.

      I stared at a stack of my neatly typed words. “What did you do?”

      “I read it. I want to show it to my agent.”

      I loved my mother, but sometimes she pushed me into a violent river of anger.

      “You won’t do anything with it otherwise,” Mom said. “You can publish under a pen name. Do whatever you have to do. You’re too good not to, Sage.”

      “I don’t want to talk about this anymore. Put the manuscript back under the mattress. It’s where it belongs. You should never have gone searching for it to begin with.”

      “And yet, I knew there was something to search for.” Mom sighed in defeat. “Sometimes, I wonder if you’re really my daughter.”

      I went to the coffee table, picked up her book, and flipped through the pages. “Sometimes, I wonder that myself.”
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        * * *

      

      My day had been shit and I wanted to be at home curled up on the couch, sharing a bottle of wine with my best friend, who was visiting from upstate. But it was rush hour, the trains were packed, and I didn’t have the energy to stand and bump into other people, fighting for a seat. I had decided to wait half an hour and then begin the long trek home.

      To kill time, I went to the Union Square Barnes & Noble. The store was busy; the escalators were jammed with people, a reading was going on upstairs, and the line to check out was long.

      It was a good day to be in the book business.

      Copies of my mother’s new release rested in a small stack near the corner of the New Fiction table, hard to find and shoved out of eyesight. I grabbed a copy and then swapped it out with a hardcover of one of the best selling novels in the display stand next to the table.

      “I saw that,” a guy teased.

      I met his gaze and found myself staring into blue eyes as clear as a Caribbean lagoon.

      “Are you trying to advertise that book,” he asked with a rueful smile.

      “My mother wrote it,” I explained.

      The man with golden blond hair and a tall, slender physique peered at me in surprise. “Really? I’m Connor Lancaster.” He held out his hand, and I shook it.

      “Sage. Sage Harper.”

      “Ah, and your mother is Penny Harper, and she wrote a book.”

      “She wrote a book,” I agreed.

      “Would you like to grab dinner tomorrow night?”

      “That depends,” I said.

      “On?”

      “Will you buy a copy of my mother’s book?”
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        * * *

      

      The door to the apartment burst open and Jules, my best friend since high school, stood in the doorway. Black curls framed large blue eyes in an expressive pixie face that flickered from thought to thought like pictures on an old film reel.

      “About time you got here,” Jules said as I stepped inside and stripped off my coat.

      I headed to the bathroom and turned on the shower faucet. “Sorry, you know I hate riding the train at rush hour.”

      “I still can’t believe you buy real books.” Jules lurked in the doorway while I sat on the edge of the tub and ran hot water on my feet.

      “E-readers make books look cheap, and they hurt my eyes. Besides, real men read real books, and I met one today at the store.”

      Jules raised an eyebrow. “Go on...”

      I chuckled. “We’re having dinner tomorrow night.”

      “Let me guess: tall, blond, blue eyes.”

      “Oh damn, I’ve become predictable.”

      “Great, I have to go to a boring seminar, and you get to have dinner with a hot guy who can actually read.”

      I laughed. “You’ve been talking about this seminar for six months, and you’ve never once said it would be boring.”

      Jules taught theater to middle schoolers in upstate New York. The small town didn’t have a lot of culture—not like the city, which was culture on steroids. Jules came down every chance she could get and always stayed with us; she even had a key.

      “Did you talk to Penny today?”

      Sighing, I collapsed onto the couch and looked at my friend. Picking up a full wine glass, I downed a healthy swallow. “Briefly.”

      “How’s the book tour going?”

      “Fast and furious, as always.”

      “Was your conversation still riddled with things unsaid?”

      “Oh, believe me. Things have been said. Nothing ‘un’ about it.” My tone was drier than the wine in my glass. “She found my manuscript and wants to show it to her agent.”

      “What? What manuscript? You’ve been writing again?”

      I sighed heavily. “Yeah, but I wasn’t going to show it to anyone.”

      “You want to tell me about it? Or let me read it?”

      “No.” I closed my eyes, thinking back to the dialogue with my mother a week ago. We’d existed in uncomfortable silence until she’d left for her book tour. It wasn’t the first time we’d had that kind of conversation. In fact, they’d been increasing over the last year, but this one felt different—it was painted with new shades of my mother’s disappointment.

      Jules turned on the TV, but I didn’t see the screen. I thought about my mother and the manuscript under the mattress. So much for thinking I had any secrets.
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        * * *

      

      Connor took me to a candlelit wine bar on the Upper East Side, where we talked about Mom’s new book and other things. Connor asked if I was a writer like my mother. I didn’t know what to tell him.

      Mom had been telling me I was a writer for as long as I could remember. It was hard to accept my fate when someone else was forcing it down my throat. I wrote my thoughts down in notebooks with no intention of letting anyone read them.

      I let Connor hold my hand as we walked the streets of Manhattan. Bars were full of people laughing, the thought of finding a distraction for one night clouding their judgment.

      We stopped by a bodega. Connor slipped inside and came back with a bouquet of flowers. The blooms were three days old and had lost their fragrance, but I smiled and thanked him for his thoughtfulness.

      “So you’ll remember me tomorrow,” he said.

      I laughed.

      “When can I see you again?” Connor asked, as we stopped at the subway station that would take me home. Chivalry was a rarity in New York men; most were in too much of a hurry to open doors or hail us cabs. A lot of New York women didn’t want it anyway, or so we pretended. It was odd what we’d grown to accept. Maybe Connor was a change from the norm.

      “How about a late Sunday afternoon walk through Central Park?” Jules was leaving early that morning.

      He smiled and leaned in to kiss me. It was nice, nothing magical, but nice nonetheless.

      I didn’t need magic; I lived in reality. And the reality was I didn’t want to be a writer—I didn’t want to dream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Sage

      

      When I’d been dating Connor for six months, I introduced him to my mother. We ordered Chinese takeout and sat at the kitchen table of the Park Slope apartment. Connor was urbane, sophisticated, and polite. He had a job where he wore suits. His haircuts cost two hundred dollars, and his shoes were Italian leather. He was out of place among the eclectic, eccentric furniture and decor. His polish made me uncomfortable, but I couldn’t say why.

      Watching my mother and boyfriend interact was strange. I was the only commonality. They were two people who peered down the kaleidoscope of life and saw different things, wanted different things.

      Which way would I lean? Would I be pulled in one direction over the other? Was there even a chance I could find my own way?

      After Connor kissed me goodbye, I closed the door after him and turned to look at Mom, who watched me with steady gray eyes. “Just tell me.”

      “He’s very nice.” It was her version of saying nothing.

      “Why am I not surprised? Can’t you say something substantial?”

      “What does Jules think of him?” she asked. Answer a question with a question—it was the way of Harpers.

      Jules met Connor a while ago, and now that I recalled their encounter, she hadn’t said a lot either. Oh, she listed off his on-paper qualities like they were something to be admired, but I hadn’t been able to tell what Jules thought. And Jules was full of thoughts.

      Both of them seemed to be thought-less when it came to Connor.

      I was missing something, I was sure of it.

      “He’s very driven—very wrapped up in his work.”

      “So are you,” I pointed out.

      “It’s different.”

      “I don’t want to debate the difference between an artist and an investment banker.”

      “He’s not who I would’ve picked for you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Who would you have picked for me?”

      “I don’t know. Someone else. Someone who understands you.”

      “Connor understands me,” I protested.

      “He understands who he thinks you are.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means that life is long, and you’re six months in. Soon he’ll know the real you, and he won’t get it—he won’t get you.”

      “You’re the one that doesn’t get it.” I kept waiting for the wash of my anger, but it never came. Her words infiltrated the walls of my mind, moved in, put up curtains, and did a little dance that wasn’t subtle in its mockery. Like illegal squatters, I couldn’t evict them.
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        * * *

      

      Connor never asked if my mother liked him. He didn’t seem to care if he received her mark of approval or not. I admired him for it; he was secure in who he was and what he wanted. He wasn’t a boy. He was a man who knew what he had to offer.

      Later that week, I slept at his place, which wasn’t unusual. We were spending most of our nights together. I had a few outfits hanging in his closet, and my commute to work was easier from his Midtown apartment. It was convenient.

      I woke up, and took a moment to study his sleeping face. He was handsome in that all-American boy-next-door kind of way. He was familiar, comfortable. I wished our relationship didn’t feel like sitting in an old lumpy chair that needed to be reupholstered.

      That wasn’t my thought, I reasoned, but my mother’s.

      Climbing out of bed, I went into the bathroom to shower. It was large and luxurious, the size of many people’s entire apartments. Still, we had never showered together, even though there was plenty of space for two. I’d tried to convince him once, but he’d refused, claiming to like the time to himself. I didn’t ask again.

      By the time I finished, Connor was awake and drinking coffee at the custom designed kitchen table. I gave him a perfunctory kiss before getting my own cup.

      “Do you want to meet for lunch?” I asked, wishing for spontaneity. Maybe I could convince him to have a quick tryst before going back to the banal routines of our day. It was easy to get stuck in a self-made rut.

      He shook his head. “I can’t. Working through it,” he explained. “It will probably be a late night, too.”

      I nodded, wondering why I wasn’t disappointed. Shoving my thoughts aside, I went to the bedroom and got dressed. I grabbed my shoulder bag by the front door and kissed Connor one more time before departing.

      I left early, knowing I had some time before work. After getting off the subway, my feet carried me into a bookstore. I wandered the aisles, reaching out to touch the leather-bound notebooks. Their beauty taunted me, and my desire for them crescendoed the more I tried to ignore them. I bought one of each.

      It was one of those rare, perfect days in New York: sunny but not too hot, and not a cloud in the sky. The idea of being cooped up in a small cubicle in a gigantic building grated on me. Pulling out my cell phone, I called my office, saying I was sick.

      Maybe I was sick—I was doing things and having thoughts I’d never had before: Connor might not be the one for me, and I had a need to hold a pen in my hand and write until the ink ran dry.

      This was my mother’s fault.
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        * * *

      

      I opened the door to the restaurant where I was meeting Connor for dinner. He chose his favorite spot to celebrate our one-year anniversary. It was dimly lit, and complete with white tablecloths and tiny portions. I didn’t have the heart to tell him I thought it was pretentious. I would’ve been happier ordering Thai takeout.

      But Connor hated Thai.

      I wore my favorite dress, a small black slip that showed my back and hit above the knee. It made me feel elegant and luxurious.

      “If you’ll follow me, Miss Harper. Mr. Lancaster is already at the table,” the maître d’ said. I followed him through the restaurant. Connor stood, looking nervous as he leaned over and kissed me.

      “Bottle of champagne, please. The best,” Connor said after the maître d’ pulled out my chair.

      “Champagne?”

      Connor smiled.

      The waiter brought a vintage bottle of Dom Pérignon and opened it, pouring half a flute for each of us before putting it in an ice bucket and leaving us alone.

      “A toast,” Connor said, raising his flute. I did the same. “To milestones.”

      “What sort of milestones?”

      “To anniversaries, for one. To promotions, for another.”

      “You got the promotion? I’m so proud of you.” My words felt generic, like some actor’s line in a mediocre play.

      He reached across the table, grabbed my hand, and held it. “Your support means the world to me. I’m so excited about what life will bring.”

      I had stopped listening. Sometimes Connor would talk and talk, and I had no idea where he was going. But then he pulled out a black velvet box, and my vision narrowed.

      His hand tightened on mine. “Sage? Will you marry me?” When he opened it, my breath wedged in my throat. The two-carat solitaire caught the candlelight, reflecting its brilliant perfection. I looked up into Connor’s expectant face.

      He was everything a woman could hope for. Smart, driven, handsome, and wealthy enough that I’d never have to worry about my future or our life together. But Connor felt like a consolation prize. Had he even spoken of love during his proposal?

      I opened my mouth, unsure of what to say, yet what came out made him ecstatic. “Yes, Connor, I’ll marry you.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m engaged.”

      My mother took her time to look up from her computer.

      “Say something.”

      “Does he make you happy?”

      “Yes,” I stated, though I couldn’t be sure.

      “Does he make you laugh?”

      “Sometimes.”

      Mom sighed, removed her glasses, and pinched the bridge of her nose as if a headache was coming on.

      “Say you’re happy for me.”

      “Okay, I’m happy for you.”

      “Say it like you mean it,” I demanded.

      “I won’t.”

      “You don’t like Connor.”

      “I like him fine.”

      “You’re a terrible liar.”

      “I never claimed to be a good one,” Mom said. “Why do you care what I think anyway?”

      “You’re my mother.”

      “So what? You’re going to do what you want. What does it matter what I think?”

      “Why can’t you be happy for me? Why can’t you be like other mothers and squeal for joy and start talking about wedding plans?”

      “Because that’s not who I am. It’s not who you are, either. Life with Connor will be like forcing your feet into shoes that are too small. Do you think marriage to an investment banker is going to fulfill you? You’ll be jogging down the road toward divorce before you know it.”

      I wished there was some sort of accusation in my mother’s voice, but there was only truth—unyielding, remarkable truth. I didn’t want to hear it.

      I picked up my bag. “Thanks for the congratulations.”

      I stormed out of the Park Slope apartment where I’d grown up, wondering if I’d grown up at all.
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        * * *

      

      “Make a wish,” I said. “The clock turned 11:11.”

      “I don’t have time.” Connor’s eyes remained on the legal pad as he scribbled down notes. It was the weekend. We should’ve been out celebrating our engagement, but instead we were stuck inside because he had to work.

      “You don’t have time to make a wish?” I demanded. Connor could be such a bore sometimes—no fun at all. He planned everything meticulously. At first, I liked that about him. When did it start to annoy me? He had an organized sock drawer. I didn’t need a shrink to tell me what that symbolized. Our sex had become stale and rudimentary long ago.

      Nothing about him excited me.

      “Do you think I’m beautiful?” I wondered why I had asked such a frivolous question. Shouldn’t I have asked if he thought I was intelligent or wise? I didn’t feel wise. Not lately, maybe never.

      Connor glanced up. “Of course, I think you’re beautiful. Do you still want me to make a wish?”

      I looked at the clock—it was 11:12. “It’s too late now.”
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        * * *

      

      “My Aunt Mimi and Uncle Richard make the guest list…two-hundred and eighty-five. What do you think?” Connor asked.

      I took a deep breath. “I think I’m getting overwhelmed.”

      “I told you we should hire a wedding planner.”

      We had set the date; it was to be June of the following year on Long Island. Connor worked in finance, and it was important to him to have a large wedding; most of our guests would be business associates.

      “I don’t want⁠—”

      “Don’t worry about the money. I told you I could afford to give you the wedding of your dreams.”

      Connor clearly didn’t know that this wasn’t how I had envisioned my wedding. A small ceremony in Vermont maybe, or on a remote beach—just family and friends. Not a wedding for show.

      Mom had been acting strange, quiet and pensive with somber looks. I assumed it was because she was wrapped up in some new book she was writing, but every time I went to visit, her laptop was closed. Mom was going through something, but she wouldn’t share until she was ready. She often withdrew from reality, spending time in make-believe because characters forced her there.

      “A wedding planner sounds like a good idea,” I conceded.

      My mother wasn’t convinced Connor was right for me, but she’d still be there to watch me say my vows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      Sage

      

      “Mom?” I called, letting myself into the Park Slope apartment. I’d moved in with Connor months ago, but I dropped by often. We steered clear of the subject of my fiancé and the wedding. Our relationship was strained, but we’d get past it—we always did. It would just take some time. I set a box of baked goods on the kitchen table and called again, “Mom?”

      She made an appearance, coming out of her bedroom, wearing a gray sweater and a turtleneck. It was eighty-five degrees out.

      “It’s Indian summer. Are you getting a cold or something?” I demanded, heading into the kitchen and filling the teakettle with water.

      “Or something,” Mom murmured, taking a seat at the table.

      I glanced at her as I turned on the burner. “What’s wrong?”

      “Come here, Sage.” My mother’s tone was battle weary, exhausted—I didn’t like it one bit.

      “No.”

      “Sage,” Mom pleaded, “please.”

      Dropping into another chair, I waited, wondering what she would tell me. She didn’t look tired; she looked beaten.

      “I have stage four ovarian cancer.” Mom had always been blunt; it’s what defined her. There was no poetry for real life.

      “Say it again.”

      She did.

      “What are your options?”

      She stared at me, her eyes stating more than words ever could. We didn’t move for a very long time, not even when the teapot began to whistle on the stove, steam angrily escaping from the spout.

      As the last of the water evaporated, the kettle sputtered to silence.
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        * * *

      

      The idea that my mother was going to die had never entered my mind. But she would die; that was the brutal truth, a fact that could not be changed.

      Her gaunt face peered at me from the bed, a pile of blankets smothering her. The thermostat was up to eighty, but still she shivered.

      I caught a glimpse of her meager arm, her body wasting away from disease, and I went to put on a long-sleeved shirt, not caring that I would sweat. I wouldn’t parade my health.

      But Mom never became envious or irate about fate’s choice—she was accepting. Too accepting of something she couldn’t change.

      I was angry enough for both of us.

      She deteriorated rapidly in the days following our conversation; cancer was a voracious animal with an insatiable appetite for death.

      Though she had round-the-clock care, I temporarily stayed at the Park Slope apartment. I never asked Connor how he felt about it—I went ahead and did it. Nor did I wonder how her sickness affected him or our relationship. My conversations with Connor grew shorter, stilted, as if we’d already spent a lifetime together and there was nothing left to say.

      “You shouldn’t…” Mom’s weak protests went silent on her chapped lips; she didn’t have the strength to go on, and she fell asleep as a new dose of morphine journeyed through her veins.

      I hoped it gave her comfort—it didn’t give me any.

      Mom always had the power to make me reevaluate. I fought it most of my life, but now I was aware that soon she wouldn’t be there to answer questions with questions. Who would ask me about the things I didn’t want to face?

      “Shouldn’t what?” I queried her slumbering form. She slept twenty hours a day now.

      She didn’t reply.
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        * * *

      

      I stared at my hands fisted in my lap, my eyes vacant and unseeing. It had been hours, but I hadn’t been able to bring myself to leave the church, and had missed my mother’s burial. The pew was solid beneath me, the quiet room an illusionary comfort.

      I had told Connor I needed space, and like a fool, he’d left me.

      After pushing him away for weeks, was I surprised he hadn’t stayed?

      Yes—he was my fiancé. He was supposed to console me, but he was uncomfortable with grief. He didn’t contend with emotion; he didn’t understand the abstract—and didn’t want to.

      He was a coward.

      “Sage?”

      I didn’t turn at the sound of his voice.

      “Are you ready to go home?”

      Home. What a funny word. I hadn’t slept beside him in weeks—I found I didn’t care.

      “I’m not coming home,” I heard myself say in a cold, clear voice, like a bell ringing from afar.

      “What? We’re getting married⁠—”

      “No, we aren’t. I’m sorry.” But I wasn’t sorry.

      He reached out to put a hand on my shoulder and then thought better of it. He looked shocked and a little lost.

      Not nearly as lost as me.

      I twisted off the beautiful, two-carat prison and held it out to him. He regarded it a long moment before taking it. His quiet footsteps echoed as he walked away.

      If only I felt relief. If only I felt sadness. If only I felt something.
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        * * *

      

      “France? You can’t move to France!” Jules’ eyes widened in shock.

      “Like hell I can’t.” I shoved clothes into my suitcases, not bothering to fold anything; I just wanted to get out of New York as quickly as possible.

      “What about Connor?”

      “What about him? We broke up.”

      “When?”

      “Right after the funeral.”

      “Jesus—why?”

      I shrugged.

      “That’s not an answer!”

      “What am I supposed to say, Jules?” I demanded. “There’s nothing left for me here.”

      “Come live with me in New Paltz.”

      “And do what? I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “Don’t do this. Don’t move across an ocean; this is drastic.”

      “Yep.”

      “Who are these people?”

      “My mother’s oldest friends. I need to start over. I can’t do that in New York, and I can’t do that with you watching me with those eyes.”

      “What eyes?”

      “You know, those Jules-judgmental eyes. You’re worried I’ve gone off the rails.”

      “Haven’t you? You broke up with your fiancé, and you’re leaving the only city you’ve ever lived in.”

      “I quit my job, too.”

      “Obviously.”

      “Connor was a symptom,” I murmured.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “When I found out my mother was going to die, I cried in the shower for hours. He pretended he didn’t hear me, but I knew he was home.”

      Jules looked at me, words lost on her tongue.

      I closed my eyes. “I just can’t do it anymore—I’m tired.”

      “You’ll be so far from⁠—”

      “Home? This isn’t my home. Not anymore.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Five


          

        

      

    

    
      Kai

      

      “What is this?” the blonde asked in stilted English as she stroked a finger across the brand on my chest. It was puckered now, a calloused souvenir of all that I’d lost. Sometimes I felt it burning, a phantom pain that was as real as any I’d ever known.

      I winced at the memory; two years felt like yesterday. Time hadn’t dulled my grief.

      “A brand,” I evaded, my mind sluggish. I was in Spain, or maybe Portugal. Most of the time I was too drunk to notice where I was, or where I slept—or the women. So many women, and the guilt—it’s why I kept moving. Stay still and I’d sink like an old battleship.

      “What’s it for?” She pouted her sultry lips.

      I found her irritating, and there were only two things to do at this point; get up and leave, or bury myself in her and lose my thoughts all together.

      “You want to waste our time talking?” I asked, bringing her face close to mine for a kiss.

      She purred in the back of her throat. Thankful for the brief respite, I grasped her hips and hauled her on top of me.

      My memories disappeared like a wisp of smoke.
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        * * *

      

      I left the blonde and headed to London without purpose.

      It was raining. There was nothing unusual about the weather—it always rained in England; it didn’t matter what time of year it was or what season.

      The pub was dark, and I pushed back my University of Tennessee baseball cap in an attempt to see. I perched on a stool and grinned at an attractive woman that approached the wooden, scarred slab of a bar.

      “Buy you a drink?” I drawled.

      The brunette smiled, dimpling. A flush stole up her cheeks as I perused her with bold eyes. It was almost too easy—they never put up a fight, but I was glad because I didn’t want the challenge. I wanted to forget.

      “Sure.”

      “What will it be?”

      “Surprise me,” she said, her posh London accent rolling over me. She attempted to tease, yet I didn’t get the tingling rush of the hunt.

      It had been a long time since I’d felt much of anything—I doubted I’d recognize it when I did.

      Dipping my hat, I ordered a bourbon and ginger ale and squeezed the lime into the glass. “There ya go. It’s a good old-fashioned Southern drink.”

      She raised an eyebrow, took a sip, and then smiled. “This is good!”

      I chuckled. “Don’t sound so surprised. What’s your name?”

      “Erin.”

      I didn’t care. I wouldn’t remember it in the morning. It was always the same. Every night, wherever I was I’d go to a bar, single out a pretty girl and go home with her, hoping it would be enough to see me through the next day.

      Some nights I didn’t even bother; it was too much effort, the guilt of being alive was all-consuming. Whenever that feeling stewed near the surface, I knew it was time to move on. Sometimes I had a few weeks in a place before that happened; sometimes it wasn’t even a day.

      I never knew peace.

      Two years ago, with only Tristan’s baseball cap and my grandfather’s mandolin, I picked up, headed for Asia, and hadn’t talked to my family since. I walked dirt roads, ate unusual foods, and wondered why old men with craggy, brown faces and very few teeth were so happy—content, even.

      “Want to sit with me a minute?” I asked.

      Erin looked over her shoulder at her three friends, who were seated at a battered table.

      I leaned my five-ten frame toward her, appearing taller than most men over six feet. It was the confidence, Tristan used to say.

      “Just a minute?” I coerced.

      “Okay,” she said, sliding onto the stool next to me. “What’s your name?”

      “Kai.”

      “Where are you from, Kai?”

      “Wherever.” Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed two blurry shadows. I swiveled my head, expecting my best friends to be sitting at the other end of the bar. Instead, I saw two middle-aged men, who looked nothing like Reece and Tristan, and they peered back at me in curiosity. I sighed. “Wanna get out of here?”

      “Let me tell my friends—in case you’re a crazy person.” She smiled.

      Already, I felt the drive to move on. After I said goodbye to the woman in the morning, I’d hop a train or a plane bound for somewhere else.

      Maybe Amsterdam. Tristan always wanted to visit the Red-Light District. I’d go there.

      What else did I have to do?
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        * * *

      

      “I bet chicks are digging that brand of yours,” Tristan says, pointing at my shirtless chest.

      I grin and shrug. We’re both dressed in ratty jeans rolled up to the ankles and wading into the silvery water. I can almost feel the sun beating down on me, almost remember the smell of Monteagle in summer.

      “What country are you in now?” Reece asks from the bank.

      “Not sure.”

      “Have you become an alcoholic?” Tristan teases.

      “I can still remember my name, so what do you think?” I quip.

      “I think you’re boozing hard,” Reece says with concern.

      “You always were the mother hen, weren’t you?” Tristan laughs, but Reece doesn’t smile.

      “It’s going to catch up to you, you know,” Reece says, as if Tristan hadn’t spoken.

      “Don’t listen to him, Kai. If you need to drink to get through this, then do it.”

      “It’s been two years,” Reece says, his anger evident. He rarely gets irate, so when he does, it means I have to listen. “You going to drink yourself to death? Is that what you want?”

      “I want you guys back.”

      “We’re dead. No amount of drinking will change that fact. Don’t these dreams make you crazy?” Reece wonders aloud.

      “These dreams feel more real than the life I’ve been living.”

      “You call this a life? Traveling from place to place, but not actually doing anything. Losing yourself in the arms of women you can’t recall?”

      “You guys are so melancholy. You’re worse than a Nirvana album. Here.” Tristan tosses me a fishing pole. “Morning’s coming, and then Kai will have to leave. Might as well get in some good fishing. What do you say?”

      I grip the rod, cast it into the lake, and get an immediate bite.

      “How the hell do you do that?” Tristan asks.

      “I’m a regular Huck Finn.”

      “Kai was always a better fisherman than you, Tristan. Always has been, always will be. Doesn’t matter where we are.”

      “At least I still have my luck with women.”

      “Yep, you found El Dorado when you got Lucy,” I say.

      Tristan grins. “I did, didn’t I?”

      “We should all be so lucky,” I mutter.

      “Luck? You call this luck?” Tristan fumes, and looks like he wants to throw a punch. He chucks his pole instead, and it splashes into the water, shattering the lake’s serenity. “We’re the ones that died.”

      I grimace. “Like I could ever forget.”

      Reece shakes his head. “You have one life, and you’re wasting it.”

      “I wonder what you’d do in my shoes,” I say, my own voice rising. “Would you be any different?” My gaze slides to Tristan. “You would’ve had Lucy. You would’ve had a woman to love you back to life. I don’t have that. I’ve got a bottle of bourbon, a mandolin, and the need to keep moving.”

      Tristan looks at me. “That’s what you think. Your life can change in a heartbeat.”

      “I know that,” I state.

      “You ready for it?” Reece asks.

      “Won’t matter if I am or not. What do you guys know that I don’t?”

      “Not a damn thing,” Tristan answers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Six


          

        

      

    

    
      Sage

      

      I pressed my forehead against the cold window of the airplane. Sighing in exhaustion, I pulled the seat belt tight against my stomach and attempted to tune out the flight attendant’s chirpy voice filtering through the intercom.

      I took out the Sky Mall magazine, flipped through it, and marveled at the things people could be coerced into buying. Who wanted a Lord of the Rings chess set, a washroom for their cat, or a hideous frog fountain?

      People are deranged.

      I put the Sky Mall catalog back and took out the airline’s safety brochure. The first page I turned to had an illustration of an airplane floating in the middle of the ocean with no land in sight, complete with smiling passengers hopping into life rafts as though they had reached their destination.

      Right.

      I shut the brochure and closed my eyes, anxiety curling in my belly at the thought that I was about to cross the Atlantic Ocean in an aluminum death trap.

      “Nervous?”

      I looked over to see a middle-aged, matronly woman who reminded me very much of my mother. It suddenly hurt to breathe. I didn’t respond.

      “Is this your first time going to France?”

      “Yes,” I replied, answering both questions simultaneously. I turned my head back to the window and gazed out at the runway. In the darkening light, men in orange jumpsuits sprayed down the plane, trying to scrape off ice and snow in preparation for takeoff.

      I tugged at the collar on my thick, black sweater as a cold chill trailed down my neck.

      “Vacation?” the woman asked, attempting to pull me into a dialogue.

      “Sure.” I closed my eyes again, hoping my obvious desire to be left alone would stop the woman’s attempt at chitchat.

      It didn’t.

      “Are you going to Paris? Paris is so romantic, even in this kind of weather. French winters are more rainy than snowy, but it’s still a wonderful city.”

      I made a vague sound in the back of my throat. The flight attendant finished her safety demonstration, and the pilot announced it would be a few more minutes until takeoff.

      The woman droned on. “You look like you’re in college. Is this your Christmas break?”

      I should have been flattered that I still appeared young after all I had been through. I swore I looked like a haggard old woman at the end of my life, a crone that had seen everything. “I’m not in college.”

      “Are you from New York? I don’t know how people live there. The huge buildings, the subway—the homeless.”

      What would it take to shut her up? Her enthusiastic prattle grated on my last nerve. I thought about recounting my most horrific subway story that featured a homeless man exposing himself, wondering if it would stun her into silence. All I had hoped for after weeks of emotional upheaval was a long, quiet flight without having to engage with anyone.

      “Excuse me,” I muttered, unbuckling my seat belt. “I need to use the restroom.”

      The woman’s eyes widened. “But you can’t go now, we’re about to⁠—”

      “When you gotta go, you gotta go.”

      A perky blonde flight attendant, perhaps the one who had spoken over the intercom, appeared in the aisle almost instantly. She must have had a sensor for recalcitrant passengers. “Excuse me, ma’am, you have to sit down.”

      “I need to use the bathroom for one second,” I whispered, my voice beginning to tremble. Emotion flooded my veins as I tried to remain collected. It was everything I could to do to keep from screaming.

      “Ma’am, we will be in the air in a moment. The captain will turn off the seat belt sign when it’s safe, and then you’ll be able to use the restroom.” The attendant’s voice was firm, her stance pugnacious.

      I could only imagine how I appeared—gray eyes stained red from non-stop crying, my face white with pain and anger. Matted, dull chestnut hair I couldn’t be bothered to brush because it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered; especially not appearances.

      It was all bullshit.

      The flight attendant’s tone turned combative. “Please sit down.”

      For one long moment, I didn’t move, didn’t breathe. With reluctance, I took my seat and buckled myself in. The flight attendant nodded and then continued moving down the aisle, closing compartments in rapid succession.

      The woman next to me remained blessedly silent.

      As the plane began to pull away from the gate, I shut my eyes. I didn’t watch as I flew away from the city I had once called home.
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        * * *

      

      “Would you like something to drink?” The flight attendant’s pleasant mask was back in place. How did she do it? I wore my emotions like a sweater, and I didn’t have any acting talent to conceal my grief.

      “Coke, please,” the woman next to me answered.

      “And for you, ma’am?”

      “What scotch do you have?” I inquired. It was an evening flight, but if it had been eight o’clock in the morning, I might have asked for it anyway.

      “Canadian Club, Dewar’s, and Glenlivet.”

      “Glenlivet, please,” I replied, handing the attendant my credit card and ID.

      “Want anything in it?” She glanced at the ID and swiped the credit card before returning them.

      “No, thanks.” I opened the mini bottle of scotch, pouring it into the cup I’d been given. She rolled her cart along, serving other passengers.

      “You don’t look old enough to drink.” There was a dose of protective concern in my companion’s voice.

      It made me hesitate ever so briefly. “Well, I am. Would you like to see my ID, too?” Inhaling a shaky breath, I took a liberal sip, feeling warmth blast through me. “Consider it a sedative,” I said, trying for levity and failing.

      “You’re afraid to fly, right?”

      I didn’t answer as I gazed out the window into a bank of clouds. I wanted to forget the horror of the last couple of weeks, the endless days and nights of my mother’s pain, and then what came after.

      The tears fell unchecked down my face, and I sniffed.

      A tissue appeared, and then my compatriot put a hand on mine and squeezed in sympathy. It only made it worse, and I wondered if I would ever be able to take a deep breath without feeling like I was dying.
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        * * *

      

      Eight hours later, the plane landed at Charles de Gaulle Airport. Tired passengers unhooked their seat belts and stood, wanting to stretch their legs and disembark.

      I didn’t move, waiting until it cleared. When half the plane was empty, the woman next to me rose and pulled a bag from the overhead compartment. With one final look at me, she inclined her head and left.

      Only a few pieces of luggage remained when I arrived at the carousel. Celia, with her sleek brown bob and willowy form, waited for me. Had it really been a week since I’d seen my mother’s oldest friend at the funeral? Grief moved differently through time—it wasn’t linear; it was everywhere, relentless and constant.

      “Hello, Sage.”

      “Hello.”

      “Want me to wheel those for you?” Celia didn’t wait for an answer. Reaching out, she began to drag my suitcases behind her, walking in silence to the car park. Though it was only ten in the morning, it was dark, and drizzling winter storm clouds hovered overhead. I hunched in my coat in a meager attempt to keep the rain off my neck.

      “How long is the drive?” I asked, when we were on our way in Celia’s tiny car.

      “About three hours,” Celia replied. “Sorry, I know you’re probably sick of sitting.”

      I was sick of many things, but I kept quiet.

      “Are you hungry? We could stop for something.”

      “No, I’m not hungry.”

      Celia maneuvered through the streets of Paris, channeling the energy of a New York City cabbie. I found it amusing as she cursed in French when a bout of road rage overtook her.

      “Sorry, that’s the worst of it, I promise. The roads are a little wider once you get out of the city.”

      I watched the countryside speed by. Everything was dull, and it was hard to imagine what it would look like dressed in the green of spring. I’d lived in gray, long before Mom got sick, trying to convince myself I needed everything on mute. Stupid, stupid, stupid. “Thank you, for letting me come here.”

      “You’re welcome,” Celia said. “Sometimes you need to get away.”

      I glanced at her. It was impossible to miss her tired, red-rimmed eyes. She was grieving too; for an old friend, or a future without my mother—I didn’t know which. I turned my head, not wishing to see Celia’s pain.

      Mine was enough.

      We drove in silence; it could’ve been a three hour or a twenty-minute drive for all I knew. In that moment I existed in a state of in-between, a misty nothingness.

      Celia parked the car in a narrow spot across the street from the bed and breakfast. The lobby walls were whitewashed stone. It was quaint and charming in all the ways that weren’t annoying. Guiding me past the spacious dining room, comfortable library, and surprisingly modern kitchen, Celia chattered about nothing. The property was surrounded by a ten-foot stone wall, and we trudged through the courtyard to a small cottage.

      I walked inside and found myself in the living room. There was an unlit fireplace in the corner, and a rustic burnt-orange couch up against a wall. Just past it was a kitchen, small but serviceable.

      “The staircase at the back leads upstairs to the bathroom and bedroom. Take your time, get situated. Come over for some food, if you want.”

      The door clicked shut, and I stood in the center of the room, attempting to adjust to the place I was now supposed to call home.

      Thunder rumbled in the distance, and I went to the window and pulled back the curtain to reveal the dark sky. Threatening clouds curled and lightning flashed.

      I watched the storm unleash Hell. It was strangely comforting.

      There was a knock, and it took me a moment to realize I should answer it. I opened the door to a young man with a charming grin and ruffled sandy blond hair. He looked to be about my age, but his face was unlined, smooth and pristine. No grief had touched him. I felt so much older.

      “I’m Luc,” he said with a Gallic smile, which was a cross between a smirk and a pout. “Celia and Armand’s son. Maman sent me to light a fire.” He peered at me in curiosity.

      I let him inside. Luc squatted by the fireplace, rearranging logs of wood into a pile. Striking a match, he lit the kindling, and soon flames were blazing. It felt homey—almost.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      Luc stood and smiled. “You coming over later?”

      “Don’t think so.” I was tired—I wanted to take a hot bath and then maybe try to sleep.

      “You’re not hungry?”

      I shook my head. My stomach had withered—eating was a nuisance, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a solid meal, or wanted one.

      “We’ll have wine,” he said, attempting to entice me. “From the vineyard. You won’t be disappointed.”

      “Maybe,” I said, though I had no intention of going. I saw him to the door and he left. Grabbing my suitcases, I went up to the bedroom, and I could feel the warmth of the fire from downstairs.

      I set my bags down on the double bed and opened them, staring at my clothes as if I didn’t know how they’d gotten there. I shoved them into drawers of the dresser, not caring that everything was jumbled.

      Dipping out into the hallway, I walked a few feet to the bathroom. In the linen closet, I found a set of faded blue towels that had seen many washings. Some things managed to last through time, no matter how tattered and faded they became. It made me wonder about people.

      How many tragedies did it take to tarnish them like old pennies?

      I placed the towel that smelled like jasmine and mint on the counter and examined the tub. It was a porcelain claw-foot and for some reason it made me weep.

      I turned on the faucet and the sound drowned out my sobs. I don’t know how long I sat on the edge of the tub, crying for nothing and everything, but eventually the tears subsided. Stripping off all my clothes, I sank into the scalding water, hoping it would do something for the chill that lived in my bones.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Seven


          

        

      

    

    
      Sage

      

      The next morning, incessant knocking dragged me from a drugged sleep. Rising from the bed, I swiped a hand across my parched lips. I shivered as I pulled on sweats. Winter in the Loire Valley was not temperate.

      I trudged down the stairs, noting the embers in the hearth. I had fallen asleep with the warmth of a raging fire, but now I was cold once again. I opened the door to Celia standing on the steps, holding a cup of coffee.

      I let her in. Without a word, she handed me the mug and went to stoke the fire. As the flames came back to life, I shuddered with relief.

      “You didn’t make it over for dinner.”

      “Jet lag.”

      “I figured.”

      I sat on the couch and leaned my head back against the cushion. “What the hell am I doing?” I said, more to myself than to Celia.

      Without hesitation, she sat and wrapped her arms around me. Burying my head in her shoulder, I began to sob. She made soothing noises against my hair, but then I realized it was the sound of Celia’s own crying; we grieved together. When the storm of emotion passed, I pulled back and dried my face. She did the same and smiled in self-conscious understanding.

      “You don’t have to have anything figured out. Right now, all you have to do is come over and let me make you pancakes. Think you can do that?”
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        * * *

      

      I sat at the table, drinking another cup of coffee and taking small dainty bites of fluffy pancakes. In my state of grief, everything was muted; colors, tastes, smells. All my senses were drowning in an ocean of anguish.

      “So, I run the bed and breakfast,” Celia said, taking a seat. “Man the desk, cook, set up tours that sort of thing. Luc and my husband handle the vineyard. When you’re feeling situated, would you be interested in helping? Might give you something to do.”

      “Sure.” I stood up. “I need to send an email. May I use your computer?”

      Celia led me to the front desk and logged on before stepping away to give me privacy, though I hardly needed it. Opening my inbox, I filtered through the junk mail, disregarding Connor’s emails, pleas for me to return to him and my sanity.

      I typed a message to Jules that read simply, Arrived. I pressed send and logged out. It wouldn’t hold her at bay forever, but it would give me a momentary reprieve.

      “I was thinking Luc could show you around Tours?”

      “What can I do?” Luc asked, strolling into the room.

      “Show Sage the town.”

      Luc looked at me. “Sure. That okay with you?”

      I nodded. “Let me shower real fast.”

      We drove twenty minutes to downtown and parked in a narrow alley. I was tired, drugged, and spacey, so I let Luc lead me. He pointed out landmarks, the train station, and the university. We walked along the main drag, and he took me to a cell phone store, where I bought a serviceable phone as opposed to a gadget. I sent a quick text to Jules and then turned it off.

      There weren’t many people who needed to know my whereabouts. I liked being off the grid. I wanted simple.

      “I’ve never been to New York,” Luc said, attempting to engage me in conversation. “What’s it like?”

      Until a week ago, it hadn’t just been a city—it had been my home, and a place to build memories. I’d become an adult there, yet the idea of ever returning burned a hole in the cavern of my belly. “It’s a bizarre place.”

      He laughed. “How so?”

      Tilting my head to one side, I thought about it. “I used to love the hustle—I thrived on the energy, but things change. What was it like growing up here, in this idyllic, postcard-perfect place?”

      Luc smiled. “Couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.”

      “Have you traveled?”

      He nodded. “All over Europe. Australia. I’ve seen enough to know this will always be home.”

      It started to rain, and though I had an umbrella that kept me dry, the cobblestone was slick, and I slipped. I sat still, water soaking into my jeans, the cold of winter seeping into my bones.

      “What are you doing?” Luc demanded. “Get up.”

      When I didn’t move, he hauled me to my feet. Our umbrellas clashed against one another, dribbling rain on his coat and neck. “I think it’s time to go home.”

      We drove in silence, and my eyes began to close. I was tired, always tired. When we got back to the cottage, I let Luc build a fire as I stripped off my coat and boots. I went upstairs to change into dry clothes, then came back and reclined on the couch, throwing a plaid blanket over my legs.

      “Do you want to talk about her?” Luc asked.

      “No.” I glanced at him. What did he see when he looked at me? I knew the bags under my dull gray eyes threatened to take over my entire visage, and my wan skin was drained of the blush of life. My cheekbones were grotesque arrows pointing to my frozen anguish. I was a canvas of flaws. “You don’t have to stay with me.”

      “I know,” he said, “but I thought you could use some comfort.”

      Comfort. I’d forgotten the meaning of the word. Connor hadn’t given me much in the way of it—he hadn’t known how. And Jules…well, she had her own idea of what it meant.

      My head throbbed, crammed full and threatening to burst open. Maybe I should talk about my mother. Maybe that would make me feel better, though I doubted it.

      “I wish I had a drink,” I muttered. “These things are easier with a drink.”

      “There’s some wine in the main house.”

      I shook my head. “Wine will not do for this kind of conversation.”

      “What then?”

      “Scotch. Or tequila. Something that numbs.” I placed my head in my hands.

      “Just talk, Sage.”

      I sighed. Defeat was ubiquitous. “I felt relief when she died. She was in so much pain; I just wanted it to end. We put pets to sleep when there’s no hope, but we watch our loved ones linger in their misery. Her suffering became my suffering.” I lifted my head, heavy with guilt. “I know how I sound.”

      “You sound human.”

      “Humans are heartless.”

      “Or, maybe, they have too much heart. Ever think of that?”

      “She was a writer.”

      “I know. We have her books in the library.”

      “Ever read them?”

      He shook his head. “Not my genre. Maman has read them, though.”

      “What did she think?”

      “Good stories. Your mother was very successful.”

      “Yes, she was.” I paused in thought before asking, “What is the one thing that defines you, Luc?”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “You’re a winemaker. Is that how you see yourself?”

      “Ah. No, I’m other things too.”

      I sighed. “I’m worried I’m only a writer—we define ourselves because we have to, and I don’t want to be defined. If I say ‘writer’, what does it really mean?” I felt drunk, but I knew it was just exhaustion. I wished I was drunk, so drunk I couldn’t form a coherent thought. “It’s fitting, you see, that Mom died when she did.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The last book she wrote was her best work; she strived for it her entire life. It was the pinnacle of her creativity. After that, there’s nowhere to go but down,” I whispered. “It never would’ve happened for her again, and she would’ve spent the rest of her life cursing herself for that one moment of brilliance, because it would’ve set the bar so high she’d never be able to surpass it.”

      “You weren’t lying, were you? About needing a drink?”

      I couldn’t swallow my startled laughter.

      “Come on. That’s enough for one day.”

      Tugging me off the couch, he led me to the door. We ran to the manor in an attempt to stay dry, entering through the back door. We went into the kitchen, where Celia was placing ingredients on the counter.

      “How was your day?” she asked.

      “Rainy,” I replied.

      Luc went to the cabinet and pulled out wine glasses. “Is Papa home yet?”

      Celia nodded. “Showering, and then he’ll be down.”

      “Good.” He opened a bottle of wine and poured me an overly full glass.

      I wanted scotch, but wine would have to do. I took a sip and choked in surprise. I wasn’t expecting the sharp burst of fruit on my tongue. It made me think of hot summers, picnics under trees, and the hum of bees. “Oh.”

      Luc grinned and shot his mother a glance.

      I felt like I was borrowing a memory that didn’t belong to me. “Wow. Just—wow.” I used to have a way with words. How ironic that they failed me in that moment.

      “Glad you like it,” a man said, entering the kitchen. He had the same color eyes as his son, but he was a good five inches shorter. His face was weathered and ruddy, a testament to his time spent outdoors. “Armand,” he introduced.

      “Sage.” I took another sip. “I’ve never tasted anything like this.”

      Armand grinned like he wasn’t surprised, and then went to kiss his wife before pouring himself a glass. “It’s good to be home. I’m tired.”

      “How’s Grand-mère?” Luc asked.

      “Stubborn, but settled in her new place. I wish she would move back.”

      “Never going to happen,” Celia said. “Your mother is far too independent.” She unwrapped a wedge of Camembert and placed it on a platter. Washing a cluster of purple grapes, she put them next to the cheese and then brought it to the table. Luc and Armand sat down while Celia stayed at the counter and began dicing an onion.

      “Would you like some help?” I offered.

      Celia smiled. “Sure.” She pulled out a large pot and filled it three quarters of the way with water. After dumping in a palm full of salt, she covered it with the lid, turned the burner on high, and transferred chopped pancetta into a sizzling frying pan. She threw the onions into another skillet and slowly caramelized them, and then combined them with the crispy pancetta and stirred.

      “What are we making exactly?” I asked as I watched her break four eggs into a bowl of cream and whisk them.

      “Spaghetti Carbonara.”

      I paused. “Isn’t that Italian?”

      “It is,” Celia agreed. “Oh, were you hoping for a French meal?”

      I wasn’t hoping for anything at all. And that was the truth of it. “No, it’s fine. It smells great.”

      The timer buzzed, and she tested a noodle and then gave me one. “Al dente—perfect.”

      She divided the pasta onto four plates, added the cream of eggs, shaved Parmesan, and then cracked fresh black pepper.

      “Where did you learn to make this?” I wondered aloud when we were all seated around the table.

      “My mother,” Armand interjected with a smile.

      “Go ahead, everyone,” Celia said.

      I hesitated and then took a bite. The creamy, bacon and egg dish glided over my tongue, and I felt true hunger for the first time since Mom died.

      As I listened to the laughter and conversation around me, I realized that life would continue whether I wanted it to or not.

      I pushed back from the table. “Excuse me—I’m not feeling well.” I ran from the room and rushed out the back door into the cold, rainy night, unraveling like a loose spool of yarn.

      Ducking into the cottage, I stood in front of the fire as I dug into my purse for pills to help me sleep.
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        * * *

      

      It was still dark when I opened my eyes. The rain had stopped sometime in the night, and despite the medication, shadowy thoughts had moved throughout my subconscious and infiltrated my dreams. I was tired and shaky; it was a usual post-burial morning.

      Trembling, I got up from the couch where I’d fallen asleep and wrapped the blanket around my thin, scarecrow-like frame. Since my mother’s diagnosis I’d lost a good fifteen pounds, and I hadn’t had it to lose in the first place. Every time I looked in the mirror, I bit my lip to keep from gasping—what I saw scared the hell out of me.

      There was a soft knock on the door. I knew it was Celia; she seemed to be making it her mission to care for me, but I was busy warring with myself.

      Celia came into the cottage and handed me a loaf tin covered in aluminum foil. “Homemade bread.”

      I sniffed, and my stomach rumbled. I was in momentary shock that my mouth filled with saliva, my taste buds enticed by aroma alone. It made me yearn for all the comfort that food gave. I could use the calories. Maybe I’d find a way back to life through my stomach, since it didn’t yield to heartache—not anymore—it was an angry baby bird wanting to be fed.

      “I’m sorry…about last night,” I apologized, taking a seat on the couch and tearing off a corner of the warm, yeasty loaf. I stuck it in my mouth and chewed.

      If only my misery wasn’t worn on my face. I wished I could bury it deep inside.

      “Don’t apologize,” Celia said. “You’ll come out of your shell when you’re ready. In the meantime, I plan on feeding you and checking in on you, whether you want it or not. I’m here as a friend.”

      Celia didn’t ask anything of me, and I exhaled a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

      “Get dressed. Armand wants to show you the vineyard.”
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes later, I walked with Armand through acres of rolling hillside, covered in well-groomed rows of vines. The day was overcast, but it didn’t look like it would rain. Everything was quiet, sleeping, awaiting the season of the sun. I wondered what the vineyard would be like in spring, ripe and in bloom.

      What was it like to create something so beautiful? Armand was a maker of wine. My mother had been a maker of books. The need to create was inherently human, and strong within me. How I managed to settle for such an empty career in an office was beyond me.

      “How long has your family owned the vineyard?”

      “Generations,” Armand explained. “When my mother and father married, she moved here. After my father died, she returned to Italy.”

      “Italian to the core?”

      “Without a doubt.”

      “What was my mother like? Back then?” I asked before I could take it back.

      Armand looked at me. “Headstrong. Always knew what she wanted and where she was going. She’s the reason I met Celia, did you know?”

      I shook my head.

      “It was their junior year of college. Summer. They were traveling all around Europe, and Celia wanted to go to Belgium, but Penny insisted on France. They got here, and the rest, they say, is history.”

      “Love at first sight?” I smiled.

      “God no!” Armand laughed. “Celia detested me, but I knew what I wanted, and I pursued her—relentlessly.”

      “She finally gave in?”

      Armand’s blue eyes twinkled. “Celia saw me flirting with Penny one night, and it made her realize she wasn’t indifferent after all.”

      I laughed. It sounded exactly like something Mom would have done, and in that moment, I almost felt like she walked alongside us. Those we loved would be immortalized in our memories, until we too, were gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Eight


          

        

      

    

    
      Kai

      

      I wondered where I was as the countryside whizzed by the train window. I unscrewed my flask, took a long sip, and tapped my foot to the beat I heard in my head.

      The prostitute in the Red-Light District had been nice. I’d paid her, only to realize I didn’t want to sleep with her. Instead, we’d reclined in her bed, not saying a word. After my hour was up, I went down to a café, bought a blunt and smoked it.

      Tristan would’ve told me I was crazy. Dream Tristan did tell me I was crazy. Dream Reece, softer, gentler, didn’t judge me aloud.

      I’d seen and done so many things after they died. I started with the Great Wall of China and then journeyed to Hong Kong. The pollution in the air made the sun appear blood red, and had made me feel like I’d landed on an alien planet. The Great Pyramids of Egypt were hot and dusty, and I’d almost gotten spit on by a camel. Camels were mean bastards. I drank beer in mass quantities to combat the dourness of Prague. One night I’d even stripped and went for a midnight swim in the Vltava River. I’d gone sport fishing off the coast of Croatia, fallen off the boat and almost drowned. Almost.

      None of it had made an impact.

      I hadn’t made my way to South America yet. Maybe I’d go see the Mayan ruins and offer a blood sacrifice—to what end, I didn’t know.

      The train stopped, and I got off. It was raining. God, did every place I traveled have to rain so much? I should visit an island with nothing but sun and white sand, and an endless supply of rum.

      My baseball cap was sodden, and my clothes stuck to me; it’s what I got for not carrying an umbrella. Maybe I’d get pneumonia and die. A guy had to have dreams, didn’t he?

      I walked around the old cobblestone square, dried off in a pub, and then soaked my blood in alcohol. I supposed I should find a place to sleep, if I didn’t want it to be a park bench.

      Everything was written in French. I was in France, or so I believed—for the time being anyway.
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        * * *

      

      I picked up the mandolin and stroked its body like I would a woman. My fingers glided over the strings; it was familiar, comforting. It hadn’t always been the case. My grandfather had been relentless when teaching me to play. I remembered the hours of practice, the anger when I couldn’t move my hands the way they needed to, until one day everything connected.

      My grandfather had been able to pick up any stringed instrument and master it, given enough time—it had been one of his many talents. I hoped I had inherited some of them, but I doubted it. The mandolin was the only thing I stuck with; nothing else held my interest. I was decent at many things, but proficient at few.

      I was too smart for my own damn good—my parents had said it often enough. I’m not sure I believed them, since I felt steeped in mediocrity.

      The moon shone through the window of the tiny studio I’d found in place of a park bench. No lights were on—not because I didn’t have electricity, but because I found the dark comforting, like this little town.
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