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To Mama,
it’s always for you.


And to my little girl,
my stories will always lead back to you.









CHAPTER ONE
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EVIE


Some say there’s nothing more beautiful than Paris in the morning, but those people must be watching the sun rise from underneath their silk sheets, and not from a dirty bakery window through half-shut eyes, with flour-coated hands that ache from meticulously placing hundreds of sugared pearls on top of a cake meant for the queen of France.


It’s never sweet enough for her. The strawberry jam is layered perfectly between fresh crème cake and toasted marshmallow, but we’ll still hear about how one of her bites was bland. She’ll place another order, though. And then another. And I’ll continue to be thankful for it. Because without her, without any of the people in the golden palace under the silk sheets, I don’t know what we’d do.


The reason I see the sun rise most mornings, see it peek up over the clockmaker’s workshop, is because if I didn’t, it would mean Mother and Father would have to. And they’ve already got their hands full with afternoon orders and with Violette, whose greatest talent is knowing where we store the extra dough and exactly how much she can scarf down in secret before she gets a stomachache.


I’ve saved a blueberry scone for her this morning, left in the oven for a few minutes just the way my mother taught me—burnt enough that father wouldn’t want to serve it, but not so burnt that it can’t be eaten anyway.


Quincy’s here. His horses always make so much noise, clacking on the cobblestones and rattling the carriage. I’m betting Violette didn’t sleep through it.


“Mademoiselle Evie,” he says, tipping his hat as he approaches our storefront, “got something good for me today?” The horses’ heads are topped with feathered plumes that shed all over the streets, and they only keep adding more. Quincy himself doesn’t have feathers, but if they put one more piece of pizzazz on his outfit, I think he’d be more decorated than the king.


“Always, Quincy,” I say, carefully handing over the heavy boxed cake. The satin bow I tied looks perfect on this one. Mother says I have a knack for it, but so far, tying bows hasn’t proved a useful skill for anything but packaging cakes and putting the finishing touches on my handmade dresses.


Quincy places the cake in the carriage, wedging it between pillows of plush velvet. It’ll be inside the palace gates of Versailles and sitting pretty on top of a crystal stand before the queen wakes.


“Another ball tonight?” I ask Quincy. The queen is always throwing masked parties, inviting every high-status Parisian to be found. Which of course means we’re never invited. But sometimes I like to imagine one of my father’s cakes, or mine, making it to the queen’s soiree, getting to be the centerpiece. I imagine everyone circling around it, admiring the marzipan roses and filigree icing complete with real gold leaf. For a moment, they don’t know that it was made by low-status hands, and they look at it the same way they look at each other.


“No, ma’am,” says Quincy. “This is just breakfast.” He gives me a wink before hoisting himself up onto the coach, and with another tip of his bedazzled hat, he’s gone.


Breakfast. Would that we could all eat cake for breakfast. But, oh, Violette’s scone! It’ll have gone cold by now. I rush inside, stash it in my apron pocket, and tiptoe up the steps to our home.


She’s already awake, as suspected. It wasn’t the horses that got her, though. It was her stupid nightmares.


“You’ve got to stop listening to Remy,” I tell her. “He’s messing with you. None of that stuff is true.”


“But he said it really happened!” Violette squeaks. She rubs her little fists against sleepy eyes. This is where my mother might tell her that Remy, the silversmith’s boy, only tells her those ghost stories because he likes her. But that’s foolish. And I don’t want Violette’s life to begin and end with the silversmith’s boy.


“Well, I heard that ghosts don’t like anything that smells sweet,” I say, “and we live above a bakery, so they’re never going to come here.”


“Really?” Her hazel eyes grow wide, and it’s so cute that I almost want to laugh.


“Would your big sister lie to you?”


She hesitates to answer, looking me over, always the smartest member of the Clément family.


“Well, I’ve got some of the best ghost repellent in all of France right here,” I say, reaching into my apron pocket. She perks up as soon as she smells it, grabbing for it with her stubby fingers. I pull it back, joking with her. “You better not get any crumbs in the bed or else Father might find out.”


“I promise, Evie,” she says. “I promise!”


She’s already inhaled half the scone by the time the clocks chime.


“Gotta go,” I say, mussing her corkscrew curls. We both got our father’s coffee-brown hair and olive skin, but only she was lucky enough to get Mother’s curls. “Be good today.”


Violette gulps down the milk on her bedside table. “Are you wearing that?” She mumbles before wiping her mouth.


“This thing?” I ruffle the apron. “Of course not, silly.”


“Well, I just meant— I thought—” Violette begins, her cheeks flushing a kitten-nose pink, “maybe you could wear one of your new dresses today.”


My mother’s told her. I asked her not to, but she’s gone and done it. And now Violette’s hopes will be up, thinking that in just four short weeks I could actually be chosen as the Bellegarde Bloom at the Court of Flowers Ball. Am I expected to tell her that people like us never win, that we don’t even have a chance? It’ll crush her. So, I say the only thing I can think to say.


“I’ll have to finish them first. You know that baby-pink one with the big bow, your favorite? I stained the bottom of it. I forgot to sweep the floors and I dirtied it right up.”


“What about the blue?” she asks, clearly disappointed.


“Oh, that one, it’s, uh—” I stutter. “The hem on that one fell right out. Yes, I’ll have to restitch it this week. How does that sound?”


I’m successful in my lies because a smile spreads across her heart-shaped face. “Okay,” she says with a nod.


The pink dress is kind of dirty at the bottom, so it isn’t a complete lie, but it isn’t anything a little elbow grease wouldn’t get out. The other, though, the powder blue, has never had a stitch out of place. Even Madame Bissett was impressed with that one.


“I’ll see you after school,” I tell her with a wink.


I know what Violette is thinking. She thinks if I wear some of the clothes I’ve made, the ones with scrap fabrics Madame Bissett gave me or the ones Quincy brought for me, the ones I covet, that maybe the Court will nominate me to be in the running for the Bloom, a title that would surely make me the most desired bachelorette in all of Paris. And maybe the dresses would help elevate me to a status above invisible, but they’d never match up to the couture gowns the other girls will be pulling out this month. Even the best of what we’ve got can’t compete with their worst. And there isn’t a high-status boy in the city who’d pick homemade over couture.


I decide I’ll tell Violette the truth one day. Maybe when she’s a little older, before she gets to university and gets humiliated the way I did. I’ll teach her we don’t need those people for anything except to buy our cakes.
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Josephine is practically racing to school, and I’m almost at a jog trying to keep up. She’s wearing the skirt I made her, the best one she owns, and her round ebony cheeks are streaked with blush. Her tight curls, which are usually tousled together with a few pins and pomade, have now been braided up the back and finished into two puffs like tufts of cotton candy that she’s sprinkled with a shimmering powder. I finally have to ask her what I’ve been wanting to ask for weeks. “What’s up with you lately?”


“Up with me?” she says, never breaking stride. “What do you mean?”


“The clothes and the makeup. I mean, you look great. You looked great before, too. But I didn’t think you were into that stuff.”


“I’m not,” Josephine says, “but Mia Bellegarde is.” She looks back at me and smiles one of her signature mischievous smiles that she’s been giving me ever since we were toddlers.


“I knew it! I knew it, I knew it! I knew she was your type the second she arrived in the city. Why haven’t you told me?”


“I wasn’t sure if it was worth telling yet, and I didn’t want you getting your hopes up for me.”


“So,” I say. I’m walking as fast as her now, drinking in her giddy face. “What’s changed? Did something happen?”


“Well, kind of,” Josephine says. “Yesterday in Monsieur Dorey’s class, she asked if I had a spare piece of parchment, and when I gave it to her, she kind of, well, she did like this.” Josephine reaches over and brushes her hand against mine, her fingers lingering. “She didn’t have to! She could’ve just grabbed the parchment from the other side.”


Now I’m thinking maybe it’s Josephine who has her hopes up instead. She must see the uncertainty on my face, because she starts explaining.


“Look,” she says, “it was different. I know it sounds like I’m reading too much into it or something, but it was different.”


“I believe you!” And I do. Or, at least, I believe that’s what she thinks. But it doesn’t matter, because Jo hasn’t been this enraptured by anything in a really long time, and whatever it is, I’ll take it, even if it means my best friend ends up with a Bellegarde. “So, is that why we’re about to be at school before everyone else, or what? The soles of my shoes are wearing out over here.”


Josephine stops so abruptly that I trip over her feet and almost go tumbling to the cobblestones, but she anticipates it and catches me. Two halves of the same brain, her mother always says.


“Okay,” Josephine says. She lowers her voice to a whisper as a group of snickering ninth-year girls passes by. “I wanted to keep it a surprise, but …”


“Spit it out, Jo!”


“Okay, okay.” She takes a deep breath. “Rumor is Rachelle is breaking up with Beau this morning.”


“What?” I gasp. I can’t help myself. Rachelle LeBlanc and Beau Bellegarde are king and queen of the school. Their parents probably already have their wedding planned. There’s no way they’re breaking up.


“It’s true. Apparently, Rachelle met a baron when she was in the Loire Valley, and word is she’s over Beau now.”


I sigh. “Of course she did.”


“It’s supposed to happen in the courtyard this morning,” she says. “I think everyone in school knows by now. Well, everyone except for Beau.”


Beau Bellegarde. Rachelle is terrible, but it might be satisfying to see the look on his face when she does it. He’s the most notorious ladies’ man at the university, probably even worse than his half brother, Julien. Before Rachelle, it felt like Beau had a different girl on his arm every week. And the stories I’ve heard, well …


“Beau’s going to be shocked,” I say.


“He might be shocked, but I don’t think he’s going to be too upset. Grace says he’s been standing Rachelle up left and right lately.”


I shake my head. “No. No way. He wouldn’t do anything to risk his relationship with her.”


“Why not?”


“Because she’s—she’s her! She’s the prettiest girl in school, and she’s got more money than almost anyone at the university. Did you see the emerald ring she wore last week? That could pay our rent for years. Maybe a lifetime.”


Josephine’s brows scrunch together. “Yeah, but she’s also the most wicked girl in school. All of those things—money, beauty, power—they don’t make her a better person. They don’t make anyone a better person. It’s just stuff.”


“Well, they seem to make life a lot easier for people,” I tell her.


She shrugs. “Maybe. For a while. But not forever.”


“Wait,” I stop. “Why’d you want to keep it a surprise from me, anyway?”


Josephine grins. “Well, it’s just, you know—Beau.”


“Okay? What about him?”


“Oh, come on, Evie, you know I’ve always wanted the two of you to get together! And imagine, you with Beau and me with Mia. We could be family!”


“You have really lost your mind, Jo.”


Josephine is laughing hysterically. “I know, I know. But you used to have a huge crush on him!”


“I was seven! And you act like you don’t remember what they did to me—what he did to me.”


Josephine exhales. All these years later, she still feels bad about not being there when it happened. “I understand,” she says, “but you know that I don’t—”


“You don’t think Beau had anything to do with it,” I finish her sentence, mocking the way she says it any time the incident has been brought up in the past. “I know. But I still think he’s just as bad as the rest of them.”


She rolls her eyes and locks her arm in mine.


We’re at school now, and I’ve never seen so many people here before class. Word has definitely gotten around because everyone’s eyes are trained on the line of carriages arriving in the courtyard.


Even without the carriages, it isn’t tough to tell who comes from which side of town. It follows us. The kids from mine and Jo’s side are the ones with the slumped shoulders and faint dark smudges under their eyes, borne from long nights or early mornings working to make enough money to get by. The kids that arrive in the gilded carriages always look fresh, well rested, and bright eyed. We may go to the same school, but we’re still worlds apart.


Rachelle arrives first, her platinum hair barely powdered, padded high, and finished with a ribbon that’s been woven like a crown surrounding her soft curls. She’s flanked on either side by Lola and the Chastain twins.


Rachelle LeBlanc is everything I’m not. Where she’s long-legged and tall, I’m a can’t-reach-the-top-row-of-a-bookshelf kind of height. Where she’s filled out, her curves exactly placed where the boys want them, I’m flat-chested and awkward. And where she comes from a long line of wealth and status, I, well … don’t.


Josephine leans over to me. “You think she’ll even want to be the Bloom anymore or you think she’ll just wait for the baron to propose?”


“How do we know she’s actually dating a baron?”


“Grace claims to have seen them at the opera house together,” Josephine says. Grace talks a lot, but she’s usually right.


“Well, baron or not, there’s no way Rachelle would ever let someone else win the title of Bellegarde Bloom. She’s lived her whole life for that moment.”


Josephine grabs my wrist. Beau’s carriage has just arrived.


Beau’s half brother, Julien, is the first out. He’s good-looking enough, broad-chested and icy blond, but his pale white nose is always pointed to the sky like he’s just smelled something foul. Next is Beau’s cousin Mia. She’s shy, with raven-black hair down to her ribs. I glance back at Josephine. Her eyes don’t leave Mia.


Last out of the carriage is Beau Bellegarde. His resemblance to Mia is uncanny—bushy-browed and tanned. He’s dark-haired and sharp-jawed, handsome in a way you never quite get used to. But every time I see him, I see the face of the boy who was staring into mine the day everyone laughed at me. Handsome or not, his face only makes me angry now.


Everyone has stopped pretending they’re not staring, and now they’ve given in to full-on eavesdropping as Beau swings his arm around a particularly cold-looking Rachelle. It’s about to happen, and he has no idea.


Beau, with his smug smile, like nothing in the world could possibly touch him, probably thinking we’re all looking at him because we’re so obsessed with him. And then there’s Rachelle, dating a baron but still wanting to get chosen as the Bloom at the Court Ball in hopes of maybe catching a bigger fish like a viscount or even a duke if she’s lucky enough. They have everything they could ever want, and it still isn’t enough.


It might feel good to see one of them lose something.









CHAPTER TWO
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BEAU


She’s still mad about last night. It was an honest mistake. Nights spent at the château—an abandoned mansion where university students throw elaborate parties—almost never go to plan. Last night after we left the château, I crashed out at Dre’s and forgot all about meeting up with Rachelle at the Gardens. She’ll get over it. She always gets over it. And when she sees what I have for her, last night will be a blip. It’ll be nothing. But she pulls away when I try to give her a hug.


“You okay?” I ask, but before she can answer, Julien busts through the group, sizing the Chastain twins up.


“My, my, my, Darcy,” Julien says. He runs a hand through his slicked-back hair and bites his lip as he looks her up and down. “You do something different to your hair this morning?”


She glares back at him. I’m laughing because he’s the biggest idiot I know, and he’s been trying to get in with the Chastain twins for years. This must be his new tactic.


“Well, I don’t know what’s different about you,” Julien continues, “but if you keep looking like that, none of these girls are going to have a chance at winning Bellegarde Bloom.”


She steps forward, eyes locked with his, and grins. “I’m Diane,” she says. She points to her sister. “That’s Darcy.”


“Well.” Julien coughs. “I guess that’s what’s different about you, then.” Even Julien has to laugh at himself. He never gives up, even when he’s clearly defeated. Though not so defeated this morning, because Diane, or is it Darcy—truth be told I can’t ever seem to get it right, either—lets him plant a kiss on her hand anyway.


He leans back to me and Dre, grinning. “Can you smell it, boys?” He lifts his chin and inhales. “The Court Ball is in the air.”


He’s right. Almost every girl in the courtyard is at least a little more dolled up than usual. They’re wearing their best, looking their best, and admittedly, I don’t mind it. Even Rachelle’s got on a diamond pendant I’ve never seen. Probably something her grandfather gave her. Don’t know why she’s trying to impress, though. She’d still win Bellegarde Bloom if she wore a burlap sack. She doesn’t need diamonds. Which reminds me.


“I’ve got something for you,” I whisper to her, but she’s inching away from me. She has that look on her face, the same annoyed one she gave me when I asked her if she’d go with me to the shops to see the new printing press at St. Clair’s. The necklace I bought her isn’t diamonds, but it’s from De la Croix, so it will cheer her up fine.


Rachelle frowns. “Actually, Beau, I need to talk to you about something first.”


Here we go. I’m going to get an earful about last night. I laugh a little because she sounds so serious and there’s nothing about Rachelle that’s serious. “What’s wrong?”


She twirls a finger through her curls. More new jewels there, too. “This isn’t working anymore.”


“Excuse me?”


“The two of us. It isn’t working anymore. Don’t you agree?”


I might be imagining it, but it’s like everyone’s gone quiet. Dre and Lola have stopped locking lips long enough to breathe. Even Julien has stopped heckling his latest victims. Instead, they’re all looking at me. I stuff the De la Croix box back into my jacket pocket. She can’t be serious. “Sorry, what?”


She folds her arms, unaffected. “It was fun. But it’s time to go our separate ways. You understand, don’t you?”


I’m stunned into silence, my mouth hanging open. I look to Dre, but he just throws his hands up. Lola’s chin is resting on his shoulder. Did they know about this?


Rachelle isn’t at a loss for words. “Oh, Beau,” she keeps going. “It’s not like we were going to get married.”


Get married? Of course we weren’t going to get married! I’m not sure I could imagine anything worse. But I’ve put too much time into this. I need this. “You’re really doing this in front of everyone?”


Rachelle sighs. “You don’t want to drag this out, do you, Beau?”


And I’m panicking, so I guess I do.
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We’re finally alone, sitting by the fountain we meet at when we’re skipping class, and she’s somehow less affected than when we were in front of a hundred classmates. It isn’t that I want to be with Rachelle. She’s arrogant and pretentious and kind of dreadful. But she’s a LeBlanc. Her family is on top of the Parisian social world. Forget Paris! The LeBlanc name is known all throughout France. It’s why I’ve laughed at her father’s terrible jokes and pretended that her mother is charming. Being with Rachelle means not having to explain that I’m the son of my father’s mistress, that I was kept a secret for years, until her death. It means the rumors stop, at least when I’m in earshot. With Rachelle on my arm, no one cares that I don’t entirely fit in with the posh crowd. No one cares that I’m barely a Bellegarde.


In less than four weeks, I would have escorted her through the doors at the Court of Flowers Ball, a masked affair that means everything to teenagers in this city. We might have shared a dance or two for appearances, but later that night, she would be named Bellegarde Bloom, and when she won and all the suitors came flocking to her, she would inevitably have broken up with me. She would have pinned her boutonniere on some unsuspecting chum, and that is when I would have gotten out of it scot-free. I’d be free of Rachelle, but it wouldn’t be my fault. Everyone would be expecting it, and I’d still have my classmates’ admiration.


I take Rachelle’s hand in mine, putting on my best face. “You don’t really want to break up, do you?”


Her hand slips away. “Beau, we both know this wasn’t going anywhere.”


That’s true, but I lie and say, “That’s not true,” because what else am I going to say?


She rolls her eyes at me. Has she known my plan this whole time? She traces a finger across her chest, fidgeting with her new necklace. The new necklace. The new ring. I was a fool not to notice these things before. “Is there someone else?”


She grins. “Well, of course there’s someone else.”


“And?”


She repeats after me. “And?”


“And who is he?”


She perks up like she thinks she’s the queen readying herself to accept an award. “If you must know, he’s a baron.”


“Ha! Just a baron? A baron of what?”


“Don’t be jealous, Beau!”


“Jealous? Of a baron? Don’t make me laugh.”


“He’s important!” she sneers.


“Important?” I chuckle. “Rachelle, I’m a Bellegarde. If you haven’t noticed, the title you’re vying for is the Bellegarde Bloom. Named for my grandmother who was the very first Bloom, the woman who started the Court of Flowers that’s so precious to you! I could have a baron shine my shoes if I wanted to.”


For a moment, she almost looks like she’s buying it. They all think I can have whatever I want because I’m Tom Bellegarde’s son, because I’m part of the Bellegarde legacy, and I’m going to keep it that way for as long as I can.


“I must admit,” she says with a careless flutter of her wispy eyelashes, “having a Bellegarde escort me into the ball would have been nice, but the Baron has a title, Beau. You must know that, for an escort, that outshines the Bellegarde name, even for the Court of Flowers. And besides, you can’t have actually believed I was going to end up with someone who didn’t have a title.”


End up with. She says it so nonchalantly, as if I was dreaming about “ending up” with her. “Outshines the Bellegarde name?” I say with disbelief, attempting to gather my rattled thoughts. “How’d you even meet this guy?”


The corners of her mouth turn upward, and she gazes off like she’s remembering something delightful. “Oh, just kind of ran into each other when I was visiting Aunt Geneviève.”


Rachelle’s Aunt Geneviève has been trying to get rid of me for months now, always writing her and asking if she’s found a proper suitor. Rachelle reads me the letters. She thinks it’s hysterical. But I’ve always known that woman was up to something. Geneviève has made a career out of marrying rich old noblemen right before they croak. “Just ran into him? What, he just happened to trample through her giant hedges, waltz his way across the front lawn, past the guard, and into your aunt’s estate? Or by ‘ran into each other’ do you mean that she invited him over for afternoon tea?”


Rachelle crosses her arms. “Well, it doesn’t matter now. The Baron and I are getting to know one another. I’ve asked him to be my escort to the Court Ball, and that’s that. Even Father loves him.”


Father loves him. Of course he’s met Monsieur LeBlanc.


It’s over for me. Not for Rachelle, though. This guy is probably just the first step on the ladder. Even if a baron is her best choice at the Ball, he won’t be who she marries. Next, Aunt Geneviève will be inviting a viscount for tea and the baron will be yesterday’s news. But for me, it’s over.


I turn to Rachelle, who is admiring her new jewelry. I don’t mean it, but I say it anyway because I feel like my mother would’ve wanted me to: “I hope you and the baron are happy.”









CHAPTER THREE
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EVIE


When Madame Bissett tells you that you’re doing something, you don’t really have a choice, and that’s how I’ve ended up letting Josephine lace me into half-boned stays, laughing as she ties the finishing bow, knowing this is the last thing I want to do.


“What’s that you always say to me?” Josephine snickers. “You’re going to look like a princess!”


I glare at her, but it only makes her laugh harder.


I’m really doing this for Jo, because her mess of a dress, the one that was supposed to be in Madame Bissett’s fashion show today, is currently balled up in a heap and stashed deep in a closet. She tried throwing it away, but I wouldn’t let her. The construction is so bad that it isn’t salvageable as a full garment, but it’s made from the most beautiful lavender snow brocade, and I wouldn’t dare let that go to waste. I can at least use the scraps for something. Maybe.


Morgan was supposed wear my dress, but she’s sick, which, under any other circumstances, would probably mean I was off the hook. But now we’ve had to lie to Madame Bissett and tell her that the dress I made was actually made by me and Josephine—she can’t afford another failing grade in this class. And since Jo is too tall for my dress, here I am, laced up and out of breath and about to have to do one of the most embarrassing things I’ve ever done.


“I’ll be right back!” Jo says. “I need to find your shoes.”


Across the dressing room, Madame Bissett slaps a measuring stick at her palm as she inspects everyone’s garment, and soon, her icy stare locks on me. She makes her way over to me with one sharp brow pinched, and every muscle in my body tenses.


“I see that you managed to finish the beading, Evie,” she notes, studying the fabric, pulling at my waist before zeroing in on the quilted petticoat, and more important, an inch of wonky stitching I tried hiding. “Although, it’s still not your best work.”


I open my mouth full of excuses, but her lips purse and I know she’ll hear none of them. “Yes, Madame Bissett,” I sigh in agreement. “I’ll try harder next time.”


As much as I want to be angry about her judgment, her scrutiny over minute details, Madame Bissett is one of the only people whose approval truly means something to me. Without her belief in me, I don’t know if I’d have these dreams outside of the bakery. Without her sneaking me boxes of scrap fabric over the last four years, I’d barely have had enough to sew a hanky. So when she hands out her harsh but fair judgments, I accept them. And when I tell her that I’ll do better next time, I mean it.


“Got them!” Josephine exclaims, rushing over, waving a pair of heels in the air.


“Are you sure these are the only ones you could find?” I ask her as she slips my foot into a tightly pointed, heeled shoe and gives me a crooked, hope-for-the-best smile because they’re at least two sizes too big.


Josephine nods. “All the others had already been taken. But look! You’ll never be able to tell they’re too big.”


I wobble as I try to stand and have to grab for her shoulder to find my footing. I cut my eyes at her. “Yeah, can’t tell at all.”


“Anyone have a comb?” Josephine calls out. Petticoats are being fluffed and clouds of powder are hanging in the air. My head gets yanked back as she runs her fingers through my hair and catches on the tangles.


I turn around and glare at her. “Absolutely not, Jo.”


“What?” Josephine can’t hold her laughter in, and it tells me just how ridiculous I must look. “I wanted to try something. I bet I could make it look like the queen’s.”


“She has Léonard Autié to do her hair!” I try to laugh, again, but I’m laced far too tight in my stays. How does anyone wear these?


Josephine pleads with me. “At least let me powder your hair or paint your lips.” She bats her eyelashes at me. “Pretty please.” She’s mocking the things I say to her when the roles are reversed and I’m dressing her up.


Just then, Rachelle and Lola pass by, two beautifully devastating reminders that no matter how much powder or paint I could apply, I’d still never look like them. Rachelle adjusts her corset. Her curls barely move as she does it, never a strand out of place. Like me, everyone else is watching her, too, and I decide some people are just dealt a better hand.


“No,” I tell Josephine assuredly, “I don’t want any of that stuff. Let’s just get this over with.”


Madame Bissett herds us into a line. She’s put me near the back, and now I have even longer to agonize over every possible scenario of how this could all go wrong. I’m not the very last one, though. That place has been reserved for Rachelle. The Chastain twins are side-eyeing her for it when she isn’t looking.


My back is turned when Rachelle starts complaining. “Why did they put me in this thing? Ruffles at my hips? And buttercream yellow? It’s gross. Why couldn’t they put me in something like that?”


I don’t have to turn around to know she’s pointing at me, at the dress I made. It’s pistachio green and not at all my color—it was Morgan’s color—but it has tulle that gathers sheer like frost at my collarbone and lace that blooms in tiers at my wrists. The beading alone took me most of the last few months. The things Rachelle and Lola and the twins wear on a daily basis are beautiful, and their couture especially is brilliant. It’s new and fresh and exciting, a departure from the standard French dress—no doubt inspired by the queen—but it isn’t mine. My style is different. It may not be able to compete with their couture now, but if I could ever leave the bakery, ever get some real training, find a real mentor …


“Ready?” Jo asks, knocking me from my thoughts.


My mouth twists. No, of course not.


I catch Rachelle still staring at my dress. She cocks her head to the side a little, surveying. “Hmm,” she mutters under her breath. Rachelle LeBlanc is admiring my work, and I have to smile a little because it’s the only thing they can’t take from me.


Madame Bissett claps her hands together. “Places,” she says, “we’re almost ready, and we’ve got quite the audience. Monsieur Travers and Madame Wright have also brought their classes.”


My stomach drops. It was supposed to be one class and one class only, an impromptu show for maybe twenty people. Now the whole university theater might as well be filled.


Lola squeals. “Dre is in Monsieur Travers’s class. I’m going to give him a show.”


Rachelle lets out a sigh. “Great. Beau is in that class, too.”


“Well,” says Darcy Chastain, “you can just show him what he’s missing, then.”


Rachelle jerks her head in Darcy’s direction. “I broke up with him, Darcy. I don’t have to show him what he’s missing. He already knows.”


I thought it would feel better than it did, seeing Beau Bellegarde with that foolish look on his face as she told him it was over. But it didn’t. It was just sad. I almost felt sorry for him. Almost.


Someone starts playing a violin and the line starts moving and I can feel my heart in my throat.


Josephine runs up and grabs my arm. “I had a peek out there. It’s not bad. I’m going to be on the other side of the stage. Just keep your eyes on me, walk right across, and it’ll all be over before you know it.”


“Easy for you to say,” I tell her.


The first girl goes, and the second, and the third. I’m quickly shoved farther up the line, and I get a good look at the audience for the first time from behind the curtain. One thing’s for certain: Jo lied about it not being bad. The seats are filled as far as I can see, and suddenly, I’m regretting all my choices that led to this moment. Why did I have to take Madame Bissett’s dressmaking class? Why couldn’t I have been satisfied with taking over the bakery for my father? Why did Madame Landry have to teach me how to sew all those years ago?


Madame Bissett’s hand is on my back, her bony fingers pushing me forward, but I can’t move.


“Evie,” Madame Bissett hisses. “Evie, go!”


I stumble out onto the theater stage, and they’re all staring up at me, every face, even the violinist glances over at me as she plays. I search for Jo on the other side, but it’s too dark and I can’t see anything through the curtains.


Walk, Evie. It’s about the dress. Just walk.


I will my feet to move, holding my hands out at my side trying to steady myself on the heels. I must look like a newborn baby calf trying with knock-knees to walk for the first time. Finally, I find my balance, gripping the shoes with my toes as best I can. Madame Wright is smiling. Maybe this is it. Maybe this is the moment that everyone finally realizes what I can do. Maybe all the girls will ask me to make their dresses for the Court Ball. I could even teach myself to make matching masks, I could sell them as a set. I tilt my chin up, square my shoulders back, and just as the tightness in my chest gives, I hear a sound from the audience, like a muffled laugh.


I turn my head, and my eyes lock on Julien’s. He’s whispering something to Beau and Dre, and I can’t tell if they’re looking at me or not, but I think they are. They have to be. It’s only me up here. They’re laughing at me. Suddenly, I can’t breathe. Things start to go hazy and my heart picks up even more speed, and I forget all about gripping the shoes because my heel gets hooked into a divot in the stage. The moment I feel my foot teetering, I know it’s over, I don’t have a chance. I manage to avoid a complete faceplant, catching myself on my hands as I go down, skinning my palms on the stage’s surface. It happens so fast that I don’t remember standing back up or hobbling offstage, only that the boy holding the curtain ropes is doubled over cackling and one of my feet is bare on the floor, a single cherry-blossom-pink heel left behind.


Jo’s fumbling around, one hand gripping mine and the other sliding a crate across the floor. “Sit down,” she says. “You’re bleeding.”


“I’m what?” I ask her. I sit because I may faint otherwise. I reach back and start grabbing at the corset laces, but Jo is already on it, unstringing them enough to give me relief. I take a deep breath, and that’s when I feel the stinging in my knee. It’s nothing, just a scrape, but Jo is already wrapping spare fabric around it and propping it up like I’ve been mortally wounded. “How bad was it?”


“It was nothing,” she tries to say, but my face is already buried in my tender hands. She ties a tight knot at the scrape and taps me on the shoulder. “Look, they’ve all forgotten about it already.”


I pull my fingers apart enough to look onto the stage, and there’s Lola. She’s twirling, jumping around, and dancing even though she can’t really dance. She’s laughing at herself, and everyone’s cheering her on. One of her more aggressive twirls sends her puffy skirt rising a little, and right when it looks like Madame Bissett might rush her off the stage, Lola dizzily runs off, right toward me and Josephine. She’s howling laughing and out of breath, but she gives me a quick wink before heading into the dressing room, so subtle Josephine doesn’t notice it. What was that? Did she do that for me? Did she want to make them forget about my fall? No. Couldn’t be.


The crowd gets even louder, and I know exactly who it is they’re all yelling for. Rachelle is wearing Amelie’s dress, and it doesn’t matter that she doesn’t like the ruffles at her hips because she still looks perfect. She looks like all the other women in the Court of Flowers, the ones who walk through town with glittering parasols, the ones everyone watches from their windows and wishes they could be. And I don’t know why I do it, but I stand up and walk to the curtains just to see.


I’m not looking at her, though. I’m probably the only one not looking at her. I’m looking out in the crowd, looking for Beau, but his seat is empty. Dre and Julien are still there. Julien is on his feet with his hands cupped around his mouth yelling for Rachelle while Monsieur Travers tries to get him to sit down.


So, I look back at Rachelle. Her skin is shimmering champagne, her smile effortless like she knows how much everyone loves her. Up until this morning, she was dating the most popular boy in school, and now she doesn’t even look like she cares that it’s over. And why would she, when every person in this theater wants her or wants to be her?


I wonder what that would feel like.


We’re in the dressing room, and I’m finally back in my own clothes, my comfortable, wonderful, boneless clothes. Everyone’s huddled around Madame Bissett like a pack of wolves as she hands out the invites to the Court of Flowers Ball. It’s perfect timing, too, because they’re all so excited about it that none of them seem to be thinking about the fall I just took.


“Grabbed you one,” Josephine says, handing over a rolled piece of parchment dyed a barely there blush pink. It twinkles as I unfurl it, the edges embossed with flowers and interlaced with gilded vines.
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“It is the belief in roses that makes them flourish.”
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The Court requests the pleasure of your company in attendance to the Ball, On Friday, 30th of May, current, at 7 o’clock P.M. Bellegarde Bloom announced at first starlight





I hold the parchment to my nose. “Is that perfume?”


“Probably,” Josephine says. “Who are you going to vote for?”


I shrug. “No one.” I never nominate anyone for court, the five girls who get to be in the running for Bellegarde Bloom. It’s pointless. Each year, it’s always the five girls you assume will be chosen—the ones with dazzling mansions and last names that mean something in Paris. It’s madness, really. Girls spend all season trying to secure an escort, someone whose arm we’ll hang on as we enter the Ball, but after that, it’s a frenzy. The Ball is the biggest event of the year for French teenagers to find a match, so once we’re in the doors, the room erupts into a chaos of flirtation.


Although we’re the only school in the neighborhood, and although only Parisian girls are considered for the title of Bloom, others our age pour in from all over France hoping to find someone worthy of marriage.


The Ball began as such, as a way for students to meet others in hopes of creating strong matches. The first year, an elected board made up of various French university officials chose a girl who they thought represented the elite of the elite—the most eligible bachelorette at the event. She was named the Bloom and was given a boutonniere to pin on her choice of suitor, a king and queen of the Ball so to speak. The first girl ever chosen for it was Anne Grand, Beau Bellegarde’s great-great-grandmother. She pinned her boutonniere on François Bellegarde, who she then went on to marry. The title became known as the Bellegarde Bloom after their successful pairing, and François, after amassing his enormous wealth, bought a flower shop as a gift to Anne, one of his many investments. He named the shop Bellegarde Blooms, and now I have to see their rose-and-wisteria-filled carriages bouncing down Rue Saint-Honoré each week, the Bellegarde name inescapable.


Out of that, with Anne at the helm, the Court of Flowers was born—an exclusive women’s club made up of only those who are named the Bellegarde Bloom. They took over for the board and have been running the Ball ever since. The Court of Flowers is what most high-society Parisian girls aspire to. They marry powerful men and spend their days dripping in jewels, being adored, and planning parties.


This year it really doesn’t matter who is nominated. Put the queen herself in the running, and the Court will still probably give it to Rachelle. Still, I smirk over at Josephine. “Or maybe I’ll just put your name down five times.”


“Well, I’m putting you down,” she says. “And Mia, of course. Did you see her out there?”


“Didn’t see much out there, Jo. Too busy looking at the floor.”


Josephine frowns. “You think she’d go to the Ball with me?”


“You mean as an escort?” I ask. “She’s a Bellegarde. She’ll have boys crawling all over her trying to escort her in.”


“I don’t know,” she says with an unsure shake of her head. “I thought maybe we could escort each other in. Maybe it’s a silly thought.”


I don’t know much about Mia. She’s a Bellegarde, which makes me apprehensive, but I know that Josephine wants to know her, and that’s enough for me. “No, it’s not silly,” I tell her. “She’d be crazy not to want to attend with you.”


“Thanks, Evie,” she says with a grin. “You ready?”


“I need to grab my shoes,” I say. “I’ll be right out.”


I slip my boots on at the dress rack, my ankle still aching. For a moment, before I leave, I admire my dress. I may not have done it justice, but it’s still the prettiest one on the rack.


“Hey,” a nearby voice says. I look up to see Lola dancing her fingers across my dress’s tulle. “Did you make this?” She’s apple-cheeked with amber eyes that match her braids. Sparkling lavender powder still lingers at her temples and dusts her brown chest.


I nod. “I did, yeah.”


Lola runs her hand down one of the sleeves. “This beading must have taken you forever.”


I let out a small laugh. “Something like that.”


“My grandmother used to sew,” she says. “She made most of my clothes growing up. She tried to teach me, but I was hopeless.”


“It’s tough,” I say, thinking about Jo, about how no matter how many times I show her a technique, it almost never goes right.


“Well, you’re definitely a natural. This looks like something that could be in the palace. I wish I had one like it.”


“I could always make you one,” I blurt out. I say it before I have time to think, but Lola St. Martin wearing one of my gowns would be pretty grand. She’d even pay me to make it. A nice sum, I bet. If I could dress someone like her, it could be the start to my future.


“I’d love that!” Lola says.


Rachelle snatches a skirt off of the rack and starts changing into her school outfit. “What would you love?”


“Oh, she was saying she could make me a gown like this,” Lola tells her before looking back at me. “It’s Evie, isn’t it?”


We’ve only been going to school together most of our lives. “Uh, yes—yeah, it’s Evie.”


Rachelle chuckles. “Yeah, right, like you don’t already have a closet full of couture.” She turns to me. “No offense, of course.”


Of course.


“Well, I think—” Lola starts, but Rachelle cuts her off.


“Zip me up?”


“Sure,” Lola says. And once she does, they both leave. Lola never looks back at me. I was foolish to think she might be different.


The boy, Cliff, who’d been holding the curtain ropes just offstage, approaches me as the girls take their leave.


“Ouch.” He cringes. “That was brutal. My advice? You might want to stick to pastries.”


I blink. “What?”


“I said”—Cliff raises his voice, but only high enough for me to hear—“you’re the girl always covered in flour, and to them, you’re never going to be more than that. It’s best you go ahead and stop trying. They’re never going to accept the flour girl.”


He doesn’t even give me a chance to respond before he’s out the same door Lola and Rachelle just left through.


Never going to accept me? I’m the flour girl? Is that what they call me? And how very rich coming from Cliff, the biggest, most unsuccessful social climber in all of the university.


I step out into the courtyard and look for Josephine. I won’t tell her about Cliff because she’ll go after him, and I can’t risk having her thrown out of university this close to graduation. I try to shake him and his red-haired, freckle-faced scowl from my mind, but I can’t get rid of his words. Flour girl. Is that all I am? After seventeen years, twelve years of being in school with them, is that all they think of me?
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