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      Kara

      

      As the cable car jostled me around, I scooted to the back to let the other passengers inside. Of course, most of my traveling companions consisted of young couples in love. Two different couples locked lips as if the swarm of strangers around them had disappeared. After a quick glance, I averted my eyes. Must be nice to be happy.

      The smell of lust permeated the air, and the kissing couples didn’t care if anyone noticed them.

      I envied them. Their freedom. Their confidence.

      It sucked being alone. No sisters. No friends.

      No husband.

      Just as the doors were about to slide shut, a man scooted inside with an ass my fingers tingled to touch and find out how dense those muscles might be. I’d never actually. In black pants and a black sweater, he was the epitome of what a hot Frenchman might look like. My blood stirred, rushing through my veins. I admired his chiseled jawline and the outlines of his dimples.

      If I’d known I’d have such visceral reactions to men in Paris, I probably would have booked more time here.

      I heaved a sigh. I wanted one more look at the iconic phallic symbol I’d flown all night to see—the Eiffel Tower—before moving on to my next adventure.

      Soon I’d be in Rome.

      This European trip would have to serve as my now single vacation where I hoped to figure out how happy and free felt. This started with following my plans, despite Marlon, and I’d scheduled this whole vacation to see places I only ever saw in movies.

      My dreams of riding to the top, viewing the sparkling city with my new husband standing by my side, faded into oblivion.

      Marlon, the ex who’d canceled our wedding and ruined my dream vacation, didn’t deserve a second thought. Since I’d already paid for everything, I would enjoy myself with or without him.

      As if under the spell of a magnetic pull, my eyes snapped to the hot stranger. What if all men looked like him?

      All the rom-coms I’d seen made me think Italian guys were the hottest men on the planet, but the man near me spread goose bumps on my arms.

      I checked my collar and wished I had the guts to kiss a stranger.

      He spoke French on his phone, but then he said “wanker” and laughed before saying, “Au revoir.”

      I giggled to myself. I decided right then and there he was Mr. Wanker, and I could stare at those muscles of his in that black, form-fitting sweater that hugged every sculpted plane of his body in a fabric embrace. I stepped out of the cable car, but my feet arched the second he smiled.

      My body tingled like he was behind me, but I let my hair bounce and refused to glance backward.

      On the short walk to get my ticket, I swayed my hips. If he watched, I wanted him to notice me.

      As I glanced back, he stood there, watching me. Those dark brown eyes smoldered.

      And those full lips… damn. He’d star in my fantasies from now on.

      French men had the reputation of being great lovers. With him, I’d fantasize about finding out if that were true. He probably kissed better than the fish-like kisser I’d almost married and taken forever.

      With the ticket in my hand, I headed into the turnstiles. I turned again, but he evaporated into the crowd.

      The elevator line moved, and I adjusted my jeans and plain purple sweetheart neck T-shirt. As the rest of the passengers departed, I waited my turn for the ride up the metallic penis.

      A second later, a hard body pressed against my shoulder. Electricity coursed through me when I faced Mr. Wanker himself. The others in line faded away, though the lush green grass beckoned, calling to me as the perfect place for a fantasy.

      Earlier today, lovers kissing and families playing filled the garden, not caring people rolled on the grass. Now, I didn’t notice anything but Mr. Wanker and his real, hard, and heavenly muscles.

      I skidded in my Nikes stopping myself and glanced up as he said, “Est-ce que ton père a été un voleur? Parce qu’il a volé les étoiles du ciel pour les mettre dans tes yeux. Si on prenait un verre un de ces quatres?”

      Zaps of sweet ecstasy danced in my veins, heating and liquifying my insides. “What?”

      “American?”

      “Oui.” I whipped out one of the few French phrases I understood, though he sounded British when he’d said my nationality.

      He tapped his chest, those sexy muscles of his flexing as his dark eyes bore into me, making me feel naked in the middle of the green grass near the Eiffel Tower.

      “I asked if you were alone and would want to get a drink after.”

      My heart thrashed like I’d just met the perfect man. Not that one existed, but I wanted to believe anyhow. I sucked on my bottom lip. No one could handle the adrenaline pumping all the time from his nearness, but maybe he’d be the guy to help me forget my ex.

      Or maybe that was another fantasy brought on by too many movies about Europe and how I’d planned my honeymoon based on romantic comedies. I let my lip go and said, “Depends on how you kiss, I guess.”

      “Une belle femme ne devrait pas avoir à demander un baiser.”

      My body trembled, and my lips tingled. I’d asked a stranger to kiss me. Feeling half insane, I met his gaze. As I stared into his eyes, a flush spread through my body, landing on my cheeks. I shouldn’t have asked. If I kissed a total stranger, did it prove I was completely over my ex? And Mr. Wanker made me all achy just from those dark eyes of his, but I turned away. Losing my nerve, I said, “Never mind.”

      His arms wrapped around my waist, and I shivered. Goose bumps popped out on my skin as I melted from the nearness of a man who smelled of adrenaline and a cologne I couldn’t quite place but had a woodsy, almond scent.

      My nipples pressed against him as my eyelids fluttered closed.

      I’d never see him again, but it didn’t matter.

      And as his lips brushed against mine, I tugged him closer.

      He deepened the kiss of all kisses, and my body weakened in his muscular arms.

      Time stood still, electricity crackling between us, for the forever perfect kiss that would fill my wicked dreams for a lifetime. As it ended, he gave me a wink and inched closer.

      I held onto his muscular shoulders for support as he stepped onto the elevator and disappeared. Touching my lips, I felt them quiver from the aftershocks.

      I’d probably never see Mr. Wanker again. The drink request must be over, but it didn’t matter. At least I knew what a toe-curling kiss actually felt like.

      I vowed never to marry without having this feeling.

      I regained my strength and glanced at the reason I made the trek up here.

      It wasn’t to kiss Mr. Wanker. The view at sunset was supposed to be magnificent. As I glanced around, I noticed most people wore jackets because of the temperature change, though I couldn’t feel it.

      Maybe some cooler temperatures might help my overstimulated nerve endings to relax. I needed a minute.

      No one was around me when I made it to the first level of the elevators and took a seat on a bench to enjoy the view. I’d head up in a minute. Mr. Wanker played in my mind. The tower still seemed so high now that I caught my breath. I let out a giggle.

      I’d kissed a total stranger. Here I was on the second floor of one of those places people call romantic and finally tasted a real man. Clearly, every ex was a frog, and I’d gone through too many of those. I glanced at the elevator to continue my journey now.

      My skin buzzed. Hopefully, my brain wasn’t fried, and I’d get back on track. My feet shuffled, and I headed toward the second bank and handed over my ticket.

      As I soared higher in the sky, it was like I was shooting straight into the heavens in a glass bubble.

      Part of me whispered, be terrified but the threat fell flat. I couldn’t be. Until the doors opened and instantly my body zipped again as I made my way and caught sight of Mr. Wanker.

      He handed me a glass of champagne and said, “Je pensais que mon ange ne venait pas. Je suis content d'avoir eu tort.”

      “I don’t speak French.” I glanced at his hand and saw no ring on it, not that it was a surefire way of assuring myself he was actually single.

      I sipped and quickly swept his marital status to the side. I wasn’t looking for more. In the morning, I’d leave for Italy. Paris had been a one-day stopover, nothing more.

      “I’ve not spoken English in Paris before,” he said while he stood close enough to touch. The “en” sounded more like “in” which made me pause, but I let it go.

      My heart pounded as I raised my eyebrow. “You do sound sweet talking with that French though.”

      His lips curved, and a dimple appeared that made those dark eyes sparkle. “Oui. I speak a dozen languages, mais tes yeux bleus me hanteront jusqu'à mon dernier souffle.”

      I didn’t understand, but my face flushed anyhow. If he continued speaking and making my panties twist, I’d want to find a room and discover if Mr. Wanker lived up to the fantasies in my mind. I batted my lashes as I asked, “What?”

      He traced my cheek, and my skin came alive from his touch. “I find when I speak about your beautiful blue eyes, my native language comes out. And I was worried you hadn’t enjoyed that kiss earlier.”

      “It was great. I just needed to calm down.”

      “I’ve not been kissed so intensely in a while, either.”

      Sweet little lies sounded sexy in his language. He probably had sex every night. I mean he could be talking about a paint brush, but the thrill in my veins grew. And for all I knew he could be married, engaged, have a girlfriend or any number of things that might ruin this moment.

      At least I wasn’t here long enough to do permanent damage. I played it off while I sipped my champagne and pretended the intoxication was from it and not him. “Well, Mr. Wanker, this champagne is delicious.”

      His gaze narrowed, like I was the one speaking a strange language until he asked in a laugh, “Mr. Wanker?”

      My cheeks burned. I’d said that aloud. If I denied it now, he’d argue.

      I lowered my flute. “I heard you on the phone when you stepped into the elevator, and the British slang was all I understood. And while I don’t know the exact meaning of the phrase for Brits, I know what I imagine.”

      His lips quirked, and there were those dimples again. “And what is that?”

      Get a grip, girl. I glanced out at the distance of the city and the river and said, “Something I can’t say out loud about the male body.”

      A deep laugh escaped his throat, and I couldn’t help but turn toward him as he was more interesting than the view I’d come to see.

      “Americans are always confusing about sex. Kissing a complete stranger but not being able to mention la queue embarrasses you.”

      I tilted my head and tried to understand when I asked, “La queue? Is there a line somewhere?”

      His eyes sparkled. “La queue… the cock though more polite. Le zob or la pine are probably more in line with cock.”

      Le zob caused a chuckle and made me instantly rhyme the term with job. Then my mind slipped into the gutter entirely. And if a girl’s job involved his cock, I’d be employed taking money for tricks instead of my boring data management job for a bottled wine factory. I ran my hand through my hair and said, “Now I am embarrassed.”

      “Don’t be.” His fingers against my skin made me curl into him more. “It’s not often a beautiful woman walks over to me and asks for a kiss.”

      I glanced down at his muscles and black pants. They weren’t cheap and were clearly tailored to fit him. “You’re probably lying, and this happens to you all the time.”

      “No.” He tugged my chin up. For a second my lips opened like he’d kiss me again, but instead he said, “Today was special. Would you want another champagne, Mademoiselle?”

      He let me go, and I backed away. “I shouldn’t…”

      He kissed my cheek, and my tongue became more like Jell-O when he said, “I’ll get another, and you can tell me your name in a moment.”

      So much for arguing. If I drank too much, I’d blame the alcohol, not that I’d felt the slightest tinge of a buzz. It was almost like French champagne was somehow different from its American counterparts.

      I smiled to myself and glanced out toward the horizon. The Eiffel Tower appeared in countless rom-coms I’d seen, and here I was. Finally. I let out a sigh of wonder.

      But then my lips thinned. My favorite movies had always been Italian rom-coms, which was why I’d booked most of my honeymoon there.

      A second later a thrill raced down my spine, and I turned to meet the brown eyes of the sexiest man I’d ever seen and reached for the flute he offered.

      “Thanks for the champagne and company, but while you were gone, I was thinking… no names. No history. It’s better to just let this moment live in our memories.”

      His lips pursed. “Did I not impress you?”

      I was not ready to get involved with anyone. I knew it in my brain. I’d just called off my wedding and the hours crying hysterically at the post office as I returned all the wedding gifts replayed in my mind. I sipped my glass of bubbly and cupped his handsome cheek. “The opposite, but I’m leaving Paris in a few hours, and I want to imagine what might have been.”

      He placed his flute down and took mine from me, sitting it next to his. “I, too, am leaving Paris. I came here to bid adieu to my former home, and you made the last moments sweeter.”

      “Thanks for the champagne, Mr. Wanker,” I said, and my heart beat as my lips tingled like he’d kiss me again.

      “Au revoir, mon ange,” he said and then his lips crushed mine.

      This was the single hottest moment of my life, and I hung onto him, unable to do anything else.
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      Quentin

      

      The woman’s lips were burned on mine. Whoever the chestnut-haired American was, she’d given me a moment I’d never forget.

      I hadn’t expected the electric shock she’d brought to my heart would make me actually see the world in vivid color. For the first time in months, I felt something I couldn’t explain. L’amour was rumored to help tame the wild changes in life, but that hadn’t been my fate.

      Women, including my ex-fiancée, were accessories to the life I chose. They were like a fine wine that made the day pass a little easier, but the American woman’s kiss was potent, risky, and packed with a firepower I’d never experienced.

      A woman like her would be dangerous.

      As I finished packing a box of my clothes, my phone rang. I probably should’ve ignored it, but the American 01 country code intrigued me.

      Had she figured out my name? I answered fast and ignored my racing heart.

      “Doctor La Trimouille?” My heart sank as the male voice reached my ears.

      “Who’s this?”

      “Simon Hogue.”

      Blake’s best friend. I plopped into the couch that was no longer mine and closed my eyes. The last time I’d talked to Simon, Blake had been alive and I’d been six. I sighed and remembered being in the kitchen when the detectives told my mother they’d found Blake’s body.

      She’d collapsed in tears. My body trembled like I could travel back in time to hold her till she stopped crying.

      “We’ve not talked in a long time.” And Blake’s death had been my fault.

      Simon sounded restrained, in his proper British he said, “Calliope spoke to her mother who spoke to yours.”

      Another name I’d released to the past. In a flashback, I saw her small but perfectly round breasts in my bathroom mirror when she’d been babysitting me. I internally relaxed, as that was the first time I’d noticed a woman. “You were my older brother’s friend, not mine.”

      I thought to the American woman’s breasts and how they would be much larger and more squishable. I wondered what color her nipples were as I sat back.

      “If you need a friend,” Simon said, “I’m here.”

      “I’m good,” I answered fast. Too fast. Honestly, my brother’s death was why we’d left England, moved to France, and never returned.

      I didn’t need to talk about Blake—not after all these years.

      Simon ignored my brisk tone. “From what I understand, you’re giving up your practice.”

      Right. I let my shoulders relax and hoped he understood the undertones this time. “My father should be happy I’m taking the family business. Thank you for your concern, but—”

      “Why did you become a doctor?” Simon asked.

      Because I’d taken the life vest and left it in our garage, and if it had been where I was supposed to leave it, then my brother would be alive.

      Guess my guilt drove pretty far in wanting to help people… better than selling them wine. Now I understood the allure; wine numbed and provided a much-needed escape. “I wanted to help people. Clearly, I don’t have the eye.”

      Cecilia would be alive and well if I’d run different tests.

      Simon said, “Sometimes cancer is impossible to find.”

      Yet, there were always signs if a physician knew where to look, but the evidence confirmed, I didn’t have that gift. Cecilia’s death confirmed that. I stood, shaking out my arms. “Doesn’t matter. The world doesn’t need me pretending I can save people.”

      I went to get my packing tape as Simon said, “I became a doctor to save people, too. I never forgave myself for what happened to Blake.”

      He hadn’t been the one to forget to leave the life vest in the boat. The past didn’t change my future, and I hoped we could change the topic. “I guessed that’s why you called from America?”

      “Yes, but I’m flying home with my family for the holidays.”

      Simon sounded so responsible. The cocky, rebellious boy always looking for a dare was gone. I stilled with the tape in my hand and said, “Have fun. I’ve not been back there since…”

      “Your family moved away soon after,” Simon supplied.

      So, we were going to talk about Blake. I plopped down onto the old bedroom floor and rubbed my eyes. I was leaving after I finished packing. Hopefully, the blue eyes of my brother wouldn’t stare at me from my memory. “Yeah, my father was a frog anyhow. I mostly grew up in the sun and, until now, haven’t talked about Blake in years.”

      “He loved you.”

      My brother had always had the bullocks to tell me what I needed to do while he did the opposite. Get good grades when he cut class. He’d stood in the family boat but had told me to sit. I rubbed my face like that might wash the memories away. “He loved his days with you and Calliope more. I was the annoying little brother.”

      “He talked about you all the time. I didn’t have a brother to brag about.”

      Only to mention how I’d earned the best grades, so he didn’t have to. I was young but not deaf. “Not much to brag about but thank you.”

      “I’d like to talk in person.”

      So much for leaving on a high note after that kiss. Better to not give in to temptation. The American beauty had been right; without her name, I couldn’t search for her to determine if our interlude was just a one-time shock or if every kiss held fireworks.

      I taped up the box and said, “I can’t. Doesn’t matter what happened to me anyhow. I’ll be the son my father wanted.”

      “Blake, maybe if we speak in person…”

      There it was. The polite pause. I fucking hated that. “I’m going to my parents’ place in Saint-Cyr-sur-Mer.”

      “On the way is Monte Carlo.”

      I glanced up and jumped. My brother’s reflection stared at me from the mirror. I shook it off as the white flowers that Cecilia’s sister, Desiree, must have put there replaced him. “Are you looking to gamble?”

      “I’ll bring my family there. Calliope wants to meet you again. And we can talk about your case, man to man.”

      I took another box and assembled the bottom. “We don’t need to.”

      “Look. I’m a doctor, too, and you’re the closest thing I had to a little brother. Please.”

      “Did Simon Hogue just say please?” As a boy I’d never heard him say that. Neither had Blake as he was invincible… until he wasn’t. I picked up my medical books and arranged them in the box to never open again, but a tingle on my spine hit me.

      If my parents forwarded my number, perhaps talking wasn’t horrible. It had been my job for years to watch out for them, and now I’d be closer to do that job better.

      Simon quickly said, “I’m teaching my children.”

      Then my mother’s British voice appeared in my head, shouting at me to be polite. “And you have children.”

      “Do you?”

      “No.” Children complicated life, and despite how Cecilia pleaded, I’d always wrapped myself up. “My fiancée and I broke up. Look, I’ll head to Monte Carlo tomorrow. If you’re there, we’ll talk. If not, it’s fine.”

      “We’ll be there. Don’t lose my number, Quentin.”

      The train stopped there anyhow, so delaying life on a vineyard for a day wasn’t the end of the world. “I have to go. See you tomorrow.”

      I hung up and finished with the books. Maybe facing my brother would bring me some measure of peace. As a doctor, I always recommended not letting anything in the mind color the future, and this might be a wake-up call.

      One day was fine, but then I heard a familiar voice. “Who will you see?”

      I knew that the woman staring at me was tall, leggy, but she lacked that sexy sway of hips, even in her high heels. I hadn’t noticed hips until the American. I taped up the box I’d intentionally forget about in a backroom somewhere and asked, “Desiree, what are you doing here?”

      “I hoped I’d catch you before you left.”

      Why? She’d cried and ranted at me that I ruined her life and killed her sister. I’d failed my fiancée and proved I wasn’t cut out to be a doctor.

      I took out another box. “My train leaves tonight.”

      She reached for my hand to stop me. Her sister had once made my hand spark, but Desiree wasn’t like her at all.

      “Then we won’t see each other anymore, and I hope your new life is better.”

      Friends with your exes’ family was easier than forgetting how I’d killed her. “Yours, too, Desiree. Take care of yourself. Let me finish getting the boxes ready for the moving company downstairs.”

      She pressed her hand to her heart for a second and then took out the diamond and citrine ring from her pocket. “Of course. I wanted to give this back to you. Your grandmother will want this in your family.”

      It had been passed down since the eleventh century in my family, though during the revolution, a few relatives waited it out in Britain until it was safe to reclaim our lands. “Thanks. To be honest, she’ll be relieved when I see her.”

      If I ever got engaged again, the tradition would continue. If not, I would be the end of the La Trimouille line. At this point, I was okay with that.

      “Then that’s everything. Au Revoir.”

      Right. I grabbed my overnight bag, tossed a few more clothes in it, and zipped it up. As I finished with the closet and my belongings, my phone dinged. I picked it up and read the text. Quentin, it’s Calliope. We bought our tickets just now. We’re all excited about seeing you.

      So, the reunion to remember my brother was official it seemed. I quickly typed, I understand you and Simon feel guilty about Blake, but my brother…

      What could I say in a text? I’d killed him when I hadn’t left the life vest for him? I deleted the words and wrote instead, See you soon.

      I had never been the boy my brother wanted to hang out with. I wasn’t exciting like Simon or as perky as Calliope. I finished with the boxes in a few hours, had lunch, and greeted the movers at the appointed time. I let the older gentleman and his son in and signed the release. Soon my stuff was to be delivered, and I would be free.

      Desiree’s family needed time to collect Cecilia’s items from our Paris apartment. She’d almost been my wife, and I didn't want to rush her family in their grief. I didn’t need to live near a hospital anymore anyhow.

      I left the keys on the table and told the mover who went for the book box, “Guess that’s everything. If there is any problem, call me.”

      “Ouch.” The older man rubbed the muscles of his back.

      I went over and quickly surmised it wasn’t serious as I asked, “Your back?”

      “Oui,” he said and continued to rub it.

      I hadn’t expected to ever give out advice again, but this wasn’t an official consult. I stood beside him and motioned as I said, “Remember to bend with your knees more. It doesn’t look serious but visit your primary if it continues. The pharmacy should have a muscle cream, and physical therapy always helps strengthen the muscles, especially the core.”

      “Thanks, doc,” my mover said, and I cringed.

      “No problem,” I said and walked out the door. Maybe I should have kept my mouth shut. I shouldn’t have helped, because I was a horrible doctor.

      I absolutely shouldn’t be wondering what that sweet American was doing right now.

      It was better to just retire to my vineyards and forget about Paris.
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      Kara

      

      The small portion of pasta and the small piece of chicken I ate at lunch in a small bistro I happened upon energized me.

      Until this meal, I hadn’t really understood how everyone in Paris kept their slim figures, but my stomach was full, but even now the Wanker’s kiss still lingered on my lips.

      Seriously, I must be desperate for a simple kiss to cause me to forget my life mistakes… or the stranger had really kissed me more thoroughly than anyone else in my life.

      Good thing I’d never see him again. How wanton would I turn if I allowed myself to fall further into him?

      I knew who I was. A jilted bride on her honeymoon for one that continued solo, but at least I experienced more than that hot kiss that left me aching, long after it ended.

      Only when I closed my eyes, I kept wishing to know what all those muscles underneath the black sweater might feel like against my own naked body.

      The sexy stranger made me wonder if orgasms really ended in a little death or if that was just a rumor whispered by more satisfied women.

      Marlon certainly hadn’t made me see stars in bed, not that I’d ever complained… until today. Until the moment I experienced perfection. Normally, I’d never think about sex much at all. I’d admit to friends I’d probably just been above it all.

      I was clearly in denial, but I’d board my train to Monte Carlo and tomorrow to Florence and hope maybe men in other parts of Europe were equally good-looking.

      If that sexy stranger represented the best Frenchman, maybe I’d see that movie version of the perfect Italian guy from my fantasies.

      Then maybe I’d stop wondering about Mr. Wanker’s wanker.

      I laughed to myself at the thought, slid into my seat, and dug out my travel guide.

      Soon I’d see more places on my bucket list—the casino from that James Bond movie and where Grace Kelly married her prince in a documentary. The train for Monte Carlo arrived early, and I booked a night train to continue on to Florence.

      Finally, I’d see Italy where supposedly the hottest of hot European men existed.

      But my body still wanted more carnal knowledge of Mr. Wanker.

      I closed my eyes and let my lips slightly open as I had for his kiss. But then I heard a light knock on the door. I opened them, half expecting to be asked for my ticket when dark, sexy brown hues stared into mine and asked, “Est-ce que tu as un plan? Je me suis perdu dans tes yeux.”

      My pulse raced. I still didn’t understand his words, and I sat straighter as I asked, “What?”

      “Is this seat taken?” He pointed to the three empty seats in my small compartment.

      If we locked the door, we’d have some privacy. I became breathless like this was all a dream and asked, “Wanker?”

      Without waiting for my approval, he took the seat and closed the door.

      My heart leapt. We were alone.

      “It seems we both chose the same train to Monte Carlo.”

      In movies, Italy was where hot men existed, but France had always played in my mind as a close second. Wanker proved the fervor inside me lit up at the sound of a French accent that had clips of English with different pronunciations. My muscles clearly tried to protest as I stammered and slightly trembled. “I… I w-wanted to see the countryside and then get to Italy.”

      He winked at me and then reached into his travel bag. I wondered if he’d grab a condom and demand my attention right there, but he pulled out a bottle and asked, “Would you like a glass of wine?”

      My breath escaped my lungs. Seriously? Did all the French travel with bottles? I nodded and tried to make sense when I said, “So… you plan on drinking for the next nine hours?”

      He poured the wine into two glasses that were already in the cabin like the French foreshadowed their customers’ needs. “They serve decent meals, so I intended to indulge on some food, too.”

      He handed me the red blend. I couldn’t possibly read the bottle to decipher the vintage, so I decided to go with the flow. “Are you heading to Monte Carlo to gamble?”

      He leaned closer, and the air smelled like him, and my lips ached for his again when he said, “If we’re getting personal, let’s start with names.”

      My heart beat a mile a minute. If this was a sin, I’d have to somehow make it to a confessional. My knees trembled as I offered my hand to shake. “Right. I’m Kara Johnson.”

      He turned it and kissed my knuckles like I was some queen. “Quentin La Trimouille. Now, let me know your thoughts on this wine.”

      Quentin was a cute name, though he’d forever be my wanker. My skin zipped with anticipating carnal activity as I batted my eyes. “My thoughts?”

      He stared at my lips, and my libido rose another notch. “How does it taste to you?”

      “Yes,” I said and sipped my glass.

      He stared at me, and I tamped down the urge to jump over the space between the seats and uncover his family jewels. The visual played out like reality, until the fantasy went up in smoke when he lifted his eyebrow, waiting for me to respond. I sucked my bottom lip to get the flavor. “Like wine?”

      He waved his hand in a circle to encourage me. “More detail. Don’t gulp, sip and let your lips greet the drink.”

      My lips didn’t want to greet the liquid as much as they ached for more kisses. More of his kisses.

      “Are you a wine expert?”

      “I pretty much grew up a sommelier.”

      No pressure or anything. At the bottle factory for wine, we weren’t allowed to sample. I ignored how my pulse raced.

      I swallowed a thought that probably shouldn’t exist and tried again. I met his gaze over the rim of the glass and abandoned my reservations. “Well, there is a wanton recklessness on my lips.”

      His brown irises had almost a shine to them until he said, “So the wine makes you… horny?”

      My cheeks heated, and I glanced into my drink. “I don’t use words like that.”

      He reached across the aisle and brushed his hand on my knee. “But with me, there is an exception clause.”

      My lips parted. “There is?”

      The train took off. The engine underneath me roared to life, and the vibrations relaxed and excited me.

      “Bien sûr. Once we complete what we started.”

      I moved my knee from his touch and glanced out the window as the trees started to sway with the train’s increased pace. “I don’t sleep with married men.”

      He crossed his legs and waited for me to turn again. I refused, but he finally said, “What I’m thinking doesn’t require sleeping.”

      I started this. I ignored how my spine wanted to bend toward this stranger and instead crossed my own legs to hold myself together and sipped my wine. “Okay, I don’t do anything morally suspect with a married man.”

      He sipped his own wine and sat back as he studied me. “That’s fine. I’m not married, though American morality confuses me sometimes.”

      I’d send a praise up to Jesus right now, but I wouldn’t want him to think I was religious. Instead, I glanced skyward in thanks that I hadn’t committed that horrible of a sin and relaxed my shoulders. “You’re not married?”

      “No.” He stared at me.

      Right now, I didn’t care what he thought. I needed these answers, so I leaned forward. “Fiancée?”

      His eyes widened. “Not anymore.”

      I held my stomach and asked, “Girlfriend?”

      He stared at me and my chest. I realized just now I’d left my bra in my overnight bag.

      “No. I’m leaving Paris alone.”

      “Oh.”

      He paused, his eyes sweeping my body. “Interesting.” His eyebrows rose. “Your nipples are glorious pebbles, mademoiselle.”

      My… what? I sat up. My shirt hadn’t fallen down, had it? I mean I don’t normally wear loose fitting cotton, but then again, I don’t normally travel more than an hour. I tugged on my shirt to somehow hope it covered my pair of twins.

      He drank his wine like nothing happened and then said, “And you, Kara?”

      I relaxed in my seat, determined to ignore that moment. “Say my name again?”

      “Ka-ha,” he said, and I listened closely to every syllable.

      I let my shoe slip off my foot so I could sit on it while the train pressed on. My lips tugged upward. “Sounds like you’re laughing at me.”

      He tilted his head like I was strange. “What?”

      All feeling escaped my face. I probably was crazy. The words and thoughts out of my mouth defied the buttoned-up manager I normally was. I tried to shake off this new wanton inside me and said, “Nothing. How you say my name is very different, but I like it.”

      He sipped his wine and stared at me again. “You avoided my question.”

      I massaged the sides of my temples. The woman in Paris I’d become was a stranger to me. He’d asked me about myself. I let out a breath and just listed my answers, so he understood we were even. “I didn’t mean to. I’m not married, not engaged anymore, either, currently single, and no children.”

      His lips curled into a smile. “You didn’t ask me about children.”

      I pushed my hair behind my ears. “Do you have them?”

      He scooted closer to me and brushed his finger against my leg, and the cells inside me exploded from his exploration. “Not that I know of.”

      At least I wasn’t hurting anyone but myself if I flirted with Mr. Wanker. I wanted to strip the man entirely naked, but instead, ignored how he already owned my body when I held out my glass and said, “Well, it seems we can have more of your wine.”

      He took my wineglass and put it beside his as he transitioned and took the seat beside me. “And I can find a reason to kiss you again.”

      My body shivered in anticipation. “I’d like that—”

      His lips captured mine. I curled into him and never wanted this to stop. His hands caressed my body as we made out to the pulsating motor of the train.

      Until I lurched forward, and we both almost fell out of our chairs. He held me steady, but I realized the train no longer lugged forward, and I fixed my clothes that were now a wrinkled mess. “Why did the train stop?”

      The windows were all steamed, and I realized my hair was a disaster. I tried to straighten it with my fingers.

      “Wait here. I’ll find out.”

      I grabbed a mirror out of my bag and looked, touching my swollen lips and flushed cheeks.

      Until now I hadn’t realized just how badly I craved sin.

      Despite the risk, I hadn’t cared to stop. I was so out of character. Maybe the vacation and meeting Quentin had me on fire. I checked myself to be sure I was still me, and the mirror reflected the same brown eyes I’d always had.

      He came back and crooked his finger at me. “Come.”

      I closed up my bag while he grabbed his bottle of half-empty wine, and I trailed after him. “Where are we going?”

      As I deboarded the train, I realized the passengers had already grabbed their bags. I ran my hand through my hopeless hair and trekked to where my own had been stored when he said, “The train doesn’t go to Monte Carlo today.”

      I pointed to my black wheeled bag. “Why not?”

      He went into the container like he was allowed and grabbed it. I gave him a thumbs-up. When he came out, he said, “There is a strike.”

      A what? My mind raced, and I just pointed to the tracks that stopped in the middle of a suburb. “After the train already left the station?”

      “Check your things are in order.”

      At his words, I quickly unzipped my bag. Everything seemed fine, but I shivered a little and glanced around.

      The passengers scrambled everywhere, and I crossed my arms as my mind couldn’t quite wrap around what was happening. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      He bumped into me playfully and brushed against me slightly too intimately when he said, “Well, you have two choices. You can try to find a room around here to rent and wait out the strike, or you can come with me.”

      Nine hours alone with Mr. Wanker.

      Perhaps I’d find out the girth of my fantasies, but my neck and face flamed when I asked, “Come with you?”

      He grabbed my bag and walked with me like he’d decided for me. “Oui. I rented a car.”

      I followed him into the rental lot where only one car remained. He opened the trunk, and I asked like I still had options, “And you’ll take me to Monte Carlo?”

      He put my bag inside and closed the door. “Oui, and I hope you’ll join me for dinner.”

      I needed to take control. I stood in front of the driver’s door and said when he came closer, “Only if you let me drive.”

      His eyebrow cocked as he asked, “Do you have a French driver’s license?”

      My lips curved to the side of my face, and I shook my head. “No, just my American one.”

      He reached behind me to open the door. “I’ll drive off the lot, and you can search Google to see if that’s legal.”

      Fair. I walked to the passenger side, and he followed me. Then he reached out and opened my door, like he was a gentleman as I shrugged in defeat. “I need French notarized translation as I didn’t apply a few months ago.” I pressed my shoulders to my chair.

      He turned onto the road. “Then I drive the whole way.”

      The law was on his side, and I didn’t want to get foreign tickets. I relaxed into my seat and realized I had no idea how to read the signs anyhow. “Well, I’ll pay for the gas.”

      He patted my leg and said, “Very well.”

      I moved the half-empty wine behind our seats. I didn’t need police thinking we’d been drinking. “Guess it’s good we didn’t have that second glass.”

      He laughed like I was joking. “That’s very American of you.”

      I fixed my seatbelt and checked to ensure he was wearing his. “You like to comment on my nationality.”

      He sped up on the motorways and said, “Until I met you, Kara, I hadn’t been very interested in your type.”

      Nine hours with Mr. Wanker might leave me split in half, unable to think about more than just sex. “My type?”

      His nose wrinkled a little when he said, “Extroverted—acts before thinking.”

      Me? He must have confused me with one of my sisters. I licked my lips unsure how to answer that one but sounded weak when I said, “I’m no— Well, okay, I was with you.”

      He pointed to his bag. “Now that we’re alone, feel free to have that second glass while I drive.”

      No. I wasn’t getting pulled over and arrested for wine. “We’ll stop somewhere and share over dinner.”

      He stared at me a little too long as my skin became jumpy. “You read my mind, Kara.”

      As the minutes passed, silence clung to the air. I shouldn’t want to pull over and wrap my legs around him. I was a lady… or at least I thought I was. I heaved my chest under the weight of my own lust. I had no idea what took over my body in this man’s presence. I turned and hoped I sounded normal. “Quentin, why are you going to Monte Carlo?”

      “I’m moving home.”

      I glanced behind us. The backseat contained one bag. When I moved cross country after high school, my car had been full of boxes and college mementos. I scratched the side of my head and asked, “You’re not from Paris?”

      His voice trailed off, a certain sadness overtaking his expression. The agony of loss. “I… lived there for many years now, but it’s time I go home.”

      Interesting. I hadn’t expected to spend any time with a man, and now here I was… I wanted to fix him like I wanted to fix Marlon, my ex. I ignored the memory.

      “Why are you alone on your vacation?” he asked.

      Because I micromanaged my relationship like I was running it as a field office that I quit to get married and expected the fiancé to do more in our relationship than he was capable.

      I should have realized his weaknesses sooner and worked around them… or called it off.

      Not that my pride would have gone that route.

      I let out a long sigh and managed not to cry when I told Mr. Wanker, “My fiancé called the wedding off a week before our big day, so I decided to take the honeymoon I planned, alone.”

      “I see.” His lips pressed together like he judged me.

      I didn’t want to know his thoughts on the matter. I crossed my arms under my chest and asked, “And you?”

      He glanced at my breasts again until he faced the road and tapped the steering wheel. “And me?”

      On the train his story had come out. I lowered my tone. “You said you were engaged.”

      He shrugged and said, “We weren’t that far into planning when she called it off.”

      “How long were you engaged?” I asked.

      He lifted a shoulder then let it drop. “Five years, give or take a few months.”

      Wow. The French held different values. I needed to not involve myself emotionally with Mr. Wanker. I knew it. This was at best about proving to myself I still had some sex appeal and nothing else.

      And maybe that was all I could offer.
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      Quentin

      

      I hadn’t expected to enjoy another woman’s company in a while. I failed at protecting Cecilia when I should have had knowledge on how to cure her. Maybe Kara was okay because she couldn’t possibly want forever with me. What happened between us could never be serious or life altering as she wasn’t here for long.

      Both my melancholy and my lust were fueled by the same woman, which was strange. Usually, I fucked the pretty ones I brought home but kept friends at a distance. Maybe if I knew more about Kara, maybe I’d be less charmed.

      Right now, all that kept me safe was that she was clearly on vacation from her life, and we were both just a distraction from real life.

      However, as we continued on the black-tarred freeway, in the blue Renault Clio which served its purpose, Kara flipped the switch from the silence. “Do you have brothers and sisters?”

      Blake was the flirt in the family. “Not anymore.”

      “That’s too bad,” she said, and her head bopped. “Family is important.”

      I let my shoulders relax. “I suppose.”

      “It was good to have my family after my parents died, so I understand loss sucks,” she said with a smile.

      I tensed. Blake hadn’t been someone I talked about in so long, and today he’d come up in more conversations than I’d had in years. I didn’t dare peek at the beauty beside me as I said, “That sounds hard.”

      She pushed her hair behind her ears, and her breasts perked up. “I guess. What about you?”

      My cock grew hard. I maneuvered the manual transmission and wished the car vibrations were enough to calm me the fuck down. “I have two parents and one grandmother.”

      Picturing my grandma with her silver-gray hair and double chin worked like a charm. I forgot about the alluring sex-like goddess beside me.

      “That’s awesome,” she said.

      Her sweet smile as she spoke made her magnetic. And the car now smelled like her. I licked my lips and remembered her kiss from the train and how she woke the beast inside me that wanted to claim her.

      Fresh air would help. “Would you care to stop in Lyon to see something?”

      She took out her phone. “Let me research. What are you thinking?”

      I didn’t visit Lyon often, but I did remember a pretty place I visited on a school tour. “Parc de la Tête d’Or is beautiful. The rose garden still has blooms, despite the season, and the zoo is nice.”

      She made a non-committal hum as she read her phone. “That sounds nice, but can we see Institut Lumière?”

      I think we went there, too. I remembered the gardens and movie reels as I asked, “Do you like movies?”

      She lit up like a Christmas tree. “I love to lose myself in movies. Live someone else’s life for a few hours.”

      American movies weren’t what I’d consider reality. “Super hero movies leave me pumped with adrenaline.”

      She opened her window and took a breath of fresh air. “Those are good, but I’m a sucker for the rom-coms.”

      “What’s your favorite?”

      Her face went red. “Today, it would probably be When Harry met Sally.”

      I followed the signs for the Institut and remembered the movie. Guy with annoying voice gets in car with pretty blonde, insults her for years, they become friends, and end up together on a holiday. “Why today?”

      She sucked in her bottom lip and lowered her lashes for a moment. “They met on a road trip, shared a car, same as us.”

      Perhaps a peripheral comparison wasn’t that bad. I batted my eyes in mock, though, and asked, “Do they live happily ever after, Kara?”

      I followed the last road to bring her to the birthplace of movies.

      She crossed her legs, and I realized she had actual muscle mass. Her shape was curvier but stronger than any other woman I’d been with. “They always do in a rom-com. I like that about them. It’s safe, not like real life at all.”

      My grip on the steering wheel lessened. “What’s wrong with real life?”

      She lowered her head like she needed to pray or something. Maybe I was corrupting a religious girl. I wasn’t sure, but then she said, “My mother died right after my father, and I thought for a long time that love weakened women, but rom-coms preach that love heals. It gave me the courage to get out there and date.”

      So, maybe movies healed, too. I hadn’t needed respite from my life until recently. I drove into the parking lot as I said, “And get engaged.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yes, but that was clearly a mistake.”

      I unlocked the door and rushed around to open hers. She’d half opened hers when I reached for her hand. “Your mistakes are harmless enough,” I said. “You survived.”

      “I did. Is this the place where movies were invented?”

      “I’ve never visited,” I said. I’d stuck with my friends and played frisbee in the garden until the tour had ended. This time I had a beautiful woman beside me. “Let’s go in.”

      I quickly paid for two tickets and handed them to the attendant.

      Kara sighed almost joyfully. “I always think of Hollywood as the birthplace of movies, if I’m being honest.”

      I laughed. That didn’t shock me in the slightest. “Americans love movies, but Louis Lumière created moving pictures—the first movie with a beginning, middle, and end, comedies, drama, documentaries, and of course, the La Sortie de l'usine Lumière à Lyon which was the first movie people paid to see.”

      She glanced on the wall and pointed to a sign near the front with the movie on replay as she said, “Oh, the one with people leaving a factory.”

      We headed toward the display, and I quickly read the article and summarized. “There are three versions of that. One with no horse, one horse, and two horses.”

      She tilted her head to watch the black-and-white feature until we noticed the wagon in all three small reels. “How funny.”

      I read the wall that explained and then summarized again, “It says Louis wanted to experiment with changing the seasons on film, and his invention led to the modern movies we see in the theaters.”

      She curtsied at the picture like she was meeting the Queen of England. “Well, I thank him then.”

      No one else would mock curtsy like that, and I saw Kara was one of a kind as we strolled into the next room and I said, “So do I.”

      She bumped her shoulder into mine. “You do?”

      I tugged her closer, and a spark rushed through me that wasn’t just sex-filled desire. “Oui. It seems if not for movies, I’d not get the chance to touch you.”

      Her eyes widened. “Touch?”

      I squeezed her orbs and wished I could rip her shirt off her. “Do you not want to hide behind that tree with me?”

      She shook, but her smile told me she was tempted. “Quentin, I’m happy here today.”

      I led her out of the beautiful home that had been the set of the first movies and said, “I’m happy to hear it.”

      I guessed she wasn’t so free to kiss in public, despite how we met. But she held my hand as we headed toward that tree.

      Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I’m hoping to hear a few dirty French phrases before we kiss.”

      “Dirty?” I asked as my mind raced. I’d already said more inappropriate, like she should have slapped me lines, earlier.

      Kara was cute, and luckily neither one of us would see each other in a week, but I needed to be more respectful if we ended this as lovers too, now. “Yeah I won’t understand what you’re saying, but I liked what you were saying before.”

      I wish I could think of something sexier that somehow made her blush and open her legs for me but also kept her close, at the same time. We made it to the tree, and I said, “Tu veux prendre du bon temps?”

      Her gaze narrowed as she stared at my lips, “What does that mean?”

      I ran my hand over her curvy, sexy as hell backside. “Do you want to have a good time?”

      My other hand took her other butt cheek, and she wrapped her arms around me. “Then the answer is yes, oui, with you.”

      Her body must be near perfection under her baggy outfit. I rested my head against hers. “Kara, you came into my life at the perfect time.”

      She went up on her tiptoes and said with closed eyes, “Glad to know for once I had that.”

      My lips tingled to taste her again, but I blinked and asked, “What do you mean?”

      And then I tasted her neck. She smelled so good, and even her skin held her essence that drove me wild. She curled her hands in my thick hair and moaned. “Good timing. I never normally have that. Do you often do this with your tongue?”

      Until now, I’d never wanted to mark a woman, but Kara had me out of character. I let her neck go and trailed my lips up her chin. “Only with you.”

      She pressed her lips to meet mine but then stilled. “What if someone sees us?”

      I laughed. “They’ll assume you’re French if you just say oui.”

      “Oui?” she asked, but her eyes were open.

      I needed her, so I met her gaze and nodded, “That’s it. Keep saying that.”

      I claimed her lips fully. She still had that power that rushed through me like she was my first and only, forever. She clearly knew how to weave her spell, but as the kiss ended, she said, “Oh my—” I cut off whatever she was about to say with another kiss. It was like she had a drug inside her that I needed to survive. She held me tight and didn’t open her eyes. “Oui.”

      I chuckled. I wanted to rip out my cock and take her right here, on the tree. But I let her go—for now—and said, “We’ll do more later, where your American sensibilities don’t get in the way.”

      “Oui,” she said and rested her head on my chest.

      I held her like she was important, because she was. For a week she was mine, and I didn’t want this to ever end.
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      Kara

      

      Those kisses on the train and at the studio had set my body on fire, but after two more hours in the car, my senses were dulled.

      And even worse my appetite was like the gas tank—almost empty. I pressed my hand on his hard shoulder and said, “I’m starving.”

      He glanced at me, and my mouth watered for more than food. No man had ever made me like this. Butterflies were fluttering in my stomach from too much desire.

      “We can stop for dinner and call it a night.”

      A night in his bed would be heaven. Maybe then I’d somehow be able to get him out of my system. At the moment, I curled my arm around my waist and said, “Then we won’t make Monte Carlo.”

      His dimple showed, and my lips tingled at the sight. “It will be there tomorrow.”

      When did I become this girl? Seriously, my skin was aware of him, and he wasn’t even touching me. What would happen if we were naked?

      I pressed my temples then squeezed the bridge of my nose, glancing away to get myself under control. “I’m not sure we should stop.”

      He patted my knee, like I was a child. “So, you’re not hungry?”

      Work. Until recently, data analysis meant I was surrounded by men in that factory. I knew better than to let my libido too much liberty, but desire diminished too, without food in my belly.

      I fixed my collar to give my hands something to do.

      Maybe my sisters might be right about me. Back home I’m wound too tight, trying to be perfect. I’m a middle child and perfection is what I do. Time to get out of character was what everyone said I needed. And once I realized they might be right, I met his gaze a little clearer and said, “I… it’s getting dark, and I’m hungry. Is there anything near us? Do I need to search online?”

      “The sign said there are hotels at the next stop.” He pointed to the road.

      I relaxed in my seat and then glanced around as we left the highway.

      No big chain name hotels were waiting. Quentin had no issues following the hotel sign, and two minutes later he headed into what looked like a vineyard.

      At the end of the small side road, there was a rather large house. Was this a hotel? He parked like it was, so I squared my shoulders to be confident as my feet pressed against the gravel of the parking lot. “I’m paying for the rooms.”

      He grabbed the bags out of the back and carried them toward the door. “Nice try, Kara.”

      His accent was almost British more than American sometimes, but my name was absolutely French and made me sigh with satisfaction. We headed for the door, and he held it open for me, though he had our two bags, when my phone beeped.

      We walked to an empty desk that would be more suited for an office where he put the bags down. “Who’s texting you?”

      My sisters knew the charges were pricy for Europe, and they called me on my app that had a completely different tone. So, I knew from the beep it wasn’t family, and I rolled from my toes to my heels. “Doesn’t matter. I’m not paying the charges to read it.”

      He held his hand out like I’d give him my phone.

      I glanced at the door where the porch light came on. Someone must be coming, and as I looked behind me at Quentin, I reached in my rear pocket for my phone. Quentin squinted at the screen. “Is Marlon your ex?”

      I read the missed call screen before shoving it back in my pocket. “How did you guess?”

      “Your reaction.” He motioned toward the lights coming on which probably meant someone was coming. “This is the hotel and vineyard.”

      “Together?” I asked, though I understood from being outside that the smell in the air was grapes.

      A pretty blonde woman with a wedding ring on her finger came over and said, “The vineyard has rooms to lend for the night.”

      He took out his credit card. “Two rooms.”

      So, it was just me that wanted this to be more, despite what he’d said at the museum. Probably for the best, as I know I wasn’t in my calm and controlled mindset.

      A fling with Quentin made my mouth water with hope of discovering exactly what made sex so tempting.

      I should call my sisters and get them to talk me back to being myself—data manager of a wine bottle factory, at least until recently, but normally I steered my team to success.

      Maybe that’s why now that I’m out of touch, I want to do way more.

      Or it was just how Quentin placed his hand on my lower back like I belonged to him? I said to the woman, “Your inn is super charming. I’ve never stayed on a vineyard.”

      The innkeeper handed back Quentin’s card. “Let’s check you in, and you can both get a lovely dinner before it gets too dark.”

      The room numbers matched. I quickly shook my head and took out my card to pay my own way. The inn keeper accepted and rang up my room separately.

      Good. At least I had some control.

      I took my receipt and walked with him to our rooms. He hadn’t said a word in a while, so I said, “You’re serious tonight, Quentin.”

      He gave me a quizzical gaze. “Never mind me. Meet you in five?”

      I kissed both of his cheeks like I’d seen chic French people do all day and slipped into my room.

      I glanced at my missed call log. Marlon hadn’t left a message.

      Good.

      My room was small, double bed, with a white and yellow quilt and a nice view of the vineyard.

      I left my bag near the door and leaned against the wall. I went into the family group chat in the app and texted where I was to my five sisters. The six of us were all we had in the world. None of us were married, and our parents had died just as the youngest had started college.

      Done, I checked my cheeks and tossed my phone on the bed.

      I didn’t need interruptions tonight. I unzipped my bag to grab my toothbrush and cleaned up.

      Maybe being with Quentin would help me forget the world during the vacation and just forget everything else.

      I’d like to know what being carefree might be like.

      For once, I indulged in forgetting everything and just being with a handsome man. I’d likely never see him again once my trip ended.

      I sucked in a breath and knocked on the white painted oak wood door between the rooms. “Knock, knock. Our rooms are joined.”

      He opened the door then walked to the bed and zipped his bag. “Is your room acceptable?”

      The connotation of those clipped phrases hadn’t sounded French or American. I raised my eyebrow. “You sound almost British with that word.”

      He shrugged, moved his bag onto the floor, and joined me. My skin grew alive as he said, “I lived there for a while, and my mother is British, so my accent is probably mixed from years spent there.”

      Now that was a slap in the face of a reminder that we didn’t know each other. I pushed my fingers into my pockets. “Either way, you don’t sound American.”

      He pressed his hand on my back to lead me again when he asked, “Are you ready to eat?”

      He’d turned cold since we left the Institut. We walked to the patio outside where there were a few wooden tables with chairs and a buffet dinner. We both scooped food onto our plate, and I have to admit, the chicken in the white sauce was tender. I took two helpings and followed him to his seat. A seating hostess left two glasses as I slipped into my chair.

      “What’s going on, Quentin?” I asked.

      Just then a waiter greeted us and asked if we’d like red or white wine. I pointed to the red, he poured, and left. Once we were alone, Quentin pointed to the lights in the trees around the patio and the moon that started to peek out in the distance as the sun set in the other. This place was gorgeous. “My parents were married in a place like this.”

      “On a vineyard?”

      “Oui.” He sat back more sullenly, like he was being forced to do something he didn’t want. “I also spent most of my life on one, so seeing a running vineyard is almost like being home.”

      “That sounds like a magical childhood.” While we didn’t know much about each other, I reached across the table and patted his arm. “And it’s good that you have a home to go to.”

      “What about you?” he asked.

      I broke the roll that I’d reached for before his question. I hadn’t known it was hard, and crumbs went everywhere. “My sisters are in a state of panic, because Marlon called off our wedding. My best friend, Sabrina’s been point person about helping me stay sane, talking me into going despite how I quit my job. Turns out this honeymoon for one has been good so far.”

      His dark eyes glinted. “Why?”

      Must be nice to live without others, as I guessed Mr. Wanker was alone, but I wasn’t sure. “Marlon’s parents work closely with one of my sisters. Our parents had been friends. So now I broke up some business deal and complicated her life while my own went up in smoke. Guess love created my disaster.”

      “That sounds complicated.”

      Compassion was good, but I shrugged it off and met his gaze. “My sisters are always fighting about something, but they all have my back, with their own strengths.”

      We both ate some of our meal and drank some of the wine. As the evening wound down he said, “No one has my back.”

      “I’m one of six.” I let the wine relax me. “Sabrina, my best friend since second grade, is running interference and returned my ring for me.”

      “I see,” he said, and we both watched as a few of the older patrons made a makeshift dance floor and played slow French music.

      I had no idea the words, but the haunting voice caught me off guard. I met his gaze and said, “Enough of me. What about you?”

      He leaned closer. “I don’t have any sisters.”

      “Brothers?” I asked, but his nearness made my skin jump.

      He shook his head. “I’m the only child now.”

      “You were totally spoiled then,” I said, though the now buzzed in my ear. Maybe his only child syndrome was why he seemed so confident to me. I had no idea what being alone was ever like, but maybe I missed a clue. I decided the now must be broken English.

      “I don’t think French parents are quite the same,” he said.

      My lips ached for his. I never wanted a kiss this bad, not even the first time. “You had their undivided attention as a child. I had to stand out in a crowd. Both teach you different things.”

      “I suppose,” he said, and the tone in his voice made me close my eyes.

      A moment later I was finally returned to bliss.

      His lips on mine made me feel like I was one of those grapes on the vines needing to be plucked.

      And Quentin’s touch might make me forget how I almost married a wet fish that never once made me feel… desired and special—like I finally realized how alive I was.

      I had no idea the time as laughter on the dance floor continued to grow, and my lips were yummy and swollen when we stopped for air.

      Quentin winked and said, “I’ll get a dessert for both of us.”

      Huh? How could he walk? I was a mess. And he did have a funny strut with a cute backside.

      I sipped the last of my wine and watched him.

      He returned with a brownie and two forks.

      Perfect. Sharing meant I didn’t get all the calories.

      As he slipped back into his chair, two people followed behind him. The blonde from the check-in desk now held hands and a bottle with a nice-looking Frenchman. “Hi, I’m Chelsea, the owner, along with my husband. We’re stopping by to offer a free bottle of wine.”

      “Merci,” Quentin said.

      I tilted my head. This didn’t make sense in a business. Who gives away the product? “Why? We’d buy one as this glass is good.”

      Chelsea said, “You two seem happy and in love.”

      My face was warm, but I couldn’t let people think lies or accept gifts based on misconceptions. “Oh… We just met.”

      The husband of the innkeeper said, “Well, you’re here on our anniversary, and I hope our special day brings you both romance.”

      Now that made sense. I relaxed and said, “I hope your anniversary is amazing.”

      And then we were alone. Quentin materialized a wine opener with his keys. Did all Frenchman carry them? I wasn’t sure, but he refilled my glass for me as I mused, “The moon is full.”

      He just smiled at me, but his fingers brushed against my hand.

      I scooted closer and ignored the glass. “So, that was my stupid way to invite you to come over here and let me kiss you again.” There. I’d put my offer on the table.

      But he leaned closer and fixed a wisp of my hair behind my ear. “In a few minutes.”

      Was I a bad kisser? I hadn’t felt anything with Marlon, but I’d rationalized it. But if he was so calm and collected, perhaps I had more issues than I wanted to admit. “What’s holding you back?”

      His gaze had a twinkle when he held me close. “I’m just getting my cock under control.”

      Ahh. Mr. Wanker was right here. I glanced at his pants and sipped my wine.

      We watched the other couples, including the innkeeper and her husband on the floor for a song. And I didn’t dare touch Quentin.

      Part of me wanted to throw caution to the wind. I was safe here. The air smelled sweet as I relaxed with my wine.

      The only reason I didn’t was the small voice in my head that told me to be reasonable. One roll in a man’s bed wasn’t going to lead to a lifetime of happiness.

      I wasn’t that stupid. I was heading to heartbreak city if I actually let myself fall for this handsome stranger.

      As the next song came on, he stood and offered me his hand. “Come then.”

      “What?” Goosebumps ran up my body.

      He bowed and kissed my hand like a knight of old. “We’ll dance.”

      I stood ,and he maneuvered me into his arms. “You don’t just want to head back to our rooms?” I asked.

      He led me to the dance floor under the moonlight, and my entire body was awake and aware. “Dancing with you means you are in my arms.”

      I glanced at the lights in the trees and laughed. When I first planned my wedding, Marlon had nixed the lights above the dance floor.

      Yep, he’d been stupid. Quentin had me. All he had to do was ask. I was his, and it wasn’t the magic of the flickering lights.

      My body flowed with his. “This is enchanting.”

      He spun me away from the other dancers, “They don’t have vineyards where you’re from?”

      I laughed. The land was shale in Pittsburgh. I shook my head. “No. I’m not from Napa Valley. I did work in a bottling factory, until recently, so I do understand the manufacturing numbers involved.”

      His forehead met mine. “All of France has different grapes. We love our wines.”

      And this was how I was his. Smooth hadn’t been easy for me, and he oozed this sophistication. “I understand. Our cultures are not alike.”

      His lips curved into a sly smile as he said, “French women are not so forward at the beginning and then pull back after.”

      I laughed, but I stayed in his arms as I asked, “If I was French, how would our meeting have been different?”

      “You’d have never spoken to me on the train after you kissed me and told me to get another spot.” He trailed his hands up and down my spine.

      Part of me wondered if I should just say no and let him go, but then I figured fate brought us together, and I’d never see him once the trip ended. “But then we’d not be here.”

      “And you like being here?”

      My lips tingled. I wanted him. I’d never stop him. “I can’t imagine being anywhere else, Quentin.”

      He kissed my cheek and said, “You’re more intoxicating than wine tonight, Kara.”

      I hugged him and wished maybe I did believe in romance and love and futures. It would be nice to be with him for more than a minute. “I need to hear this and more.”

      The song ended and people clapped like we had danced well. He then traced my side and asked, “Are you done with your dinner?”

      Hope surged through me. I wanted him, and my feelings were all mixed up in my simple answer. “Yes.”

      “Let’s take the bottle back to our rooms,” he said, and we went to our table for the wine and glasses.

      “Lead the way.”

      And if he invited me into his room, I’d go. Maybe good sex was exactly what some women whispered about.

      I wouldn’t know if those were lies or truths. I’d never experienced anything as earth moving as Quentin.

      All he had to do was ask, but as we neared our room, he waited near mine.

      I took out my key and opened it.

      He then waved and went to his room, leaving me alone.

      What happened to the wine? My mind raced as I wasn’t sure if anything happened now. He’d just invited me, right?

      So why was I alone as I glanced at the adjoining door?

      My body ricocheted with confusion. I’d have to stay right where I was until I calmed down.
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      Quentin

      

      Walking away from Kara was difficult. If my phone hadn’t buzzed a dozen times like there was some emergency in an ER I no longer worked at, I’d have just turned it off.

      Kara’s bed waited for me. I knew I could slip her panties down her legs and remove her bra—discover what color her nipples were. As a doctor, I’d seen plenty of breasts in my day, but the question had been burned in my mind since we’d met.

      Kara naked and writhing under me would be something I’d never forget and craved to get started on right away.

      I scrolled through the many silent calls I’d missed, but most of them were my brother’s old friends. They must have taken the first flight out of whatever part of America they lived in.

      Like they knew I was checking the screen, it rang. Simon. I answered fast and rolled a t-shirt over my fit body to stay warm.

      “Quentin, finally, man. When does your train get in?”

      I went to the window and clicked speakerphone. The wind rattled the glass as I said, “It doesn’t. Mechanical difficulties.”

      “We’re here now. Are you in Paris?”

      I glanced at the full moon. Kara’s warmness seemed close. “I’ll be in Monte Carlo tomorrow. We can talk then.”

      “Yes, I’ll talk some sense into you. You can’t just give up like this.”

      Being a doctor isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. I’d let Cecilia down and not protected her. She’d died under my care.

      My patients can find another to bandage their broken bones. I shrugged and traced the moon in the glass. “Starting over is not a bad thing.”

      “It is when you’re destroying your passion.”

      I tapped the center of the window and remembered most of my life, wishing on the nightly globe, and none of that nonsense had ever come true.

      Blake was still dead. So was Cecilia. And that was all me. Now I wished for more time with Kara, but she’d fly home. All we had was the moment too, which should make me satisfied.

      “I’ll get over it,” I said.

      Simon said, “We’ll talk more seriously when you’re here.”

      “Talk to you tomorrow.” I clicked the phone off speaker and headed back into the center of my room.

      I was about to say goodbye, but Simon said, “Wait… Calliope wants to talk to you.” I unzipped my bag and grabbed my cologne and my sweatpants. Grandmother’s ring almost fell out, but I slipped the box back in my bag fast. Then I stripped. No need to dress if I ended up where I wanted to be, but then I heard the blast from the past’s breath over the line.

      “Hello, Calliope.”

      Her voice hadn’t changed at all as she said, “Quentin, do you remember when we watched tons of cartoons?”

      “I remember some,” I answered, but Blake’s flamed eyes when I’d mentioned Calliope’s breasts in the bathroom mirror flared in my mind. My brother had been seriously in love with her, though she probably didn’t know.

      “You’re like my little brother too,” she said. “And I wanted to ask something personal.”

      Maybe I was the wanker Kara called me. I pinched my eyes shut. “What?”

      “What kind of girls are you interested in dating?” she prodded. “Maybe we can find you a better one than your last. Your grandmother wasn’t a fan of your ex.”

      Grand-mère Marie complained about every girl she’d ever seen me with. Cecilia and I had fit well enough, and we’d never fought, even when I failed her.

      I don’t remember if she ever said anything to Blake, though, when he’d been alive. I hadn’t even thought about it until now. “She’s overprotective of me. They all are after what happened with Blake.”

      These phone conversations sparked more memories. My brother had acted like Simon was his brother, and I’d cried that I’d wanted to come that fateful day.

      Calliope said, “I never should have gone with the boys. I spent years blaming myself.”

      The last thing I needed was a day of crying. They’d been in the boat with my brother, but I was the one who hadn’t put the life vest back. I’d been protected when I shouldn’t have been. Years of being denied to leave the vineyard flew at me as a result of that day.

      “My brother liked you. I remember that, and he’d not want you to be upset.”

      “You were always a good kid.” She paused, and I imagined a soft smile curling her lips. “So, what kind of girl should I hope to find for you?”

      I laughed. The last thing I needed was random women brought over to the table like I was some prize. No one wanted a broken doctor as a forever.

      And I had no future to offer anyone.

      Not even to Kara. Luckily, Kara would return to America and wasn’t interested in more than the now, so this respite with her was temporary. I tore my shirt off and decided not to wear another as I said, “I’m bringing my new girlfriend with me.”

      Hopefully, she’ll agree. I hadn’t asked, but Kara responded like she’d wanted me. I sprayed my cologne as Calliope asked, “New?”

      “One my grand-mère has not met.”

      If she said no, I’d say we broke up. At least I didn’t have to explain bang-able curves over the phone.

      “What’s she like?” Calliope asked.

      “Nothing like my grand-mère disapproved exes.”

      The truth flew out of my mouth. I’d never desired a woman so instantly as much as Kara.

      Calliope said, “Different is good. I look forward to meeting her. Simon wants to talk again.”

      “Okay.” I glanced at the adjoining door. This delay was taking longer than expected. I tossed the cologne back in my bag and folded my clothes.

      Simon popped in my ear. “Look, I’m not pushing, but giving up on being a doctor because of a mistake only lets that one moment destroy what you love to do.”

      I grabbed my toothbrush. “I’m okay. When Blake died, my father lost the son he groomed to follow in his footsteps. So, it all worked out in the end.”

      “Fulfilling other people’s hopes instead of your own never works out in the end.”

      Score one for Simon. Who the fuck knew he’d turn out wise? As a boy I’d seen him counting the farts of his classmates on a calendar.

      “Maybe, but most people don’t have my cushion. My life will be okay.”

      “You’ll have to look me in the eye for that one. I spent too many years training to be a doctor to ever give up on this dream now. And I don’t think my wife would let me.”

      Years of medical school and residency in the ER had been taxing but rewarding. I’d gone into private practice for sane hours, but that clearly had been wise. It was easier to quit when I lost feelings entirely. “Sounds like you settled into a responsible man now.”

      “Funny, kid, still. Look, I hope this new girl you have is the good kind. A good woman makes life worth living.”

      Simon was a different person now. He was smart and responsible. The boy I remembered never took anything seriously, ever.

      All I could say now was, “Life passes you by whether you’re married or not, but I will see you tomorrow.”

      “Take care. I’ll set up a lunch,” Simon said as a goodbye.

      Good. I brought my toothbrush to the bathroom. “We’ll be there.”

      Then I headed in and cleaned myself up fast. Kara had waited too long, and my wanker—as she named my cock—throbbed to enter her.

      I washed the bin and my brush, leaving it for the morning, and headed to the adjoining door. My phone vibrated again, and I picked it up, half expecting the conversation to continue with Simon or Calliope. Instead, it was Cecilia’s sister, Desiree as she texted, You left a few things.

      One day we might meet on the streets, and it was better to be cool and not let her know how Cecilia’s death cemented my indefinite bachelorhood. I texted back, Keep it all, Desiree.

      Three dots appeared, and I knew one thing about Desiree. When she wanted to do something, she followed through. She’d call my parents next if I didn’t answer as she wanted. Finally, her words appeared on my screen, Quentin, you didn’t need to leave Paris forever. I want to send your things and not let my sister’s ghost haunt me for years.

      Her tears and screams about Cecilia echoed in my ears. Nothing she’d said had made me feel better. I’d killed Cecilia, without help. It was like I relived Blake’s death as an adult, and I froze.

      My hands trembled a little, and I typed fast, No problem. Send whatever you think I should have to my parents.

      More dots. I glanced at the door and wished I was with Kara already. The night was taking too long, but then Desiree’s words popped up, Thank you for making this easy.

      No problem. I have to go. Then I turned my phone off.

      No more interruptions. I’d failed as a fiancé; I’d failed at being a doctor, but I’d not fail Kara and her needs. In fact, I’d ensure she experienced bliss. This was the only mission I could accept now.
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      Kara

      

      I checked myself in the mirror and patted on an extra layer of makeup.

      My heart pounded.

      I checked my drab clothes and my phone in my back pocket in case I needed to call for advice on what to do.

      I looked… plain. I’d chosen this outfit for the train ride as I sought comfort and hadn’t planned on Quentin. Or wine. Or giving myself to a man I’d known for a day.

      I was so out of character, and I didn’t care. Maybe the clothes were why I was here, alone. I unbuttoned my shirt he’d had his hand half up earlier today and unzipped my bag to find my black heels.

      As I slipped them on, I took a moment to close my eyes and breathe. I opened the window, and I heard everything he said next door immediately as his words were clear, “I’ll be in Monte Carlo tomorrow. We can talk then.”

      I backed up as I hadn’t meant to listen, but then another man said, “Yes, I’ll talk some sense into you. You can’t just give up like this.”

      Give up? What was Quentin abandoning? My skin was jittery that this was about his ex when he said, “Starting over is not a bad thing.”

      Starting over? Because his relationship ended? He hadn’t seemed upset over his relationship ending, but I hadn’t asked for details. I reached to close the windows, but then his friend said, “It is when you’re destroying your passion.”

      My wanker had nothing but passion, except when he was rather brooding and silent. Part of me wanted to help, though that was silly. We hardly knew each other.

      And then he said, “I’ll get over it.”

      His friend said, “We’ll talk more seriously when you’re here.”

      I had a horrible track record at fixing men. I doubted I’d ever trust myself to try seriously.

      Marlon took my faith in love when he’d left.

      I didn’t want to think about him, though.

      Tonight was about Quentin and feelings and experience. Tomorrow when he was out of my life, I’d figure out what I did next.

      We’d made no promises to each other. Once we made it to Monte Carlo, we would each go our separate ways. Now was all we had, and I wasn’t sure he’d even want my help.

      I was a walking disaster. I’d been left at the altar and traveled alone.

      Either way, I finally reached to lower the glass, but I heard him when he said, “Talk to you tomorrow.”

      And his phone conversation was over. I rushed into the bathroom and checked that my legs were shaved, my breath was clean, and I smelled decent.

      Minutes ticked past, and my heeled feet tapped the floor. As I patted my chest to count the seconds, I started to pace. He took too long, but if tonight went well, the prep would be worth it.

      I ignored how my skin grew goosebumps, but then he jiggled our adjoining room door, and I called out, “Come in.”

      He gazed at me, making my skin smolder. “My friends never stopped calling or talking. Are you coming over?”

      So, he hadn’t wanted to ignore me. I sauntered over in my heels, but he stared at me like I was strange. Heat rose up my cheeks, but I tried to play it off. “I was confused for a minute. But I did hear a little bit and figured you were on the phone.”

      He shrugged and opened the door for me to show me the table he’d set with the glasses, wine, and some fruit and cheese. “Friends in Monte Carlo were expecting me, and I needed to mention I was running late. And I wanted to change into sweats.”

      My best friend, Sabrina, when she’d dropped me off at the airport had said to let go and have fun. Italian guys love American women, though I hadn’t made it to Italy yet. The logic probably worked on French guys, too, so as he closed the door, I gave him a once over. “And show off that perfect V-shaped pelvis of yours.” He tugged the elastic to tighten, but I shook my head and said, “Aww, don’t pull them up.”

      Tonight was all we had, and that was fine. It had to be. I was here because my knees weakened near him. My skin sizzled for him, and we’d soon never see each other.

      He came closer, and I thought he’d kiss my lips, but he chose my cheek and then directed me toward the couch in his room. “Let’s pour the glasses.”

      I sat but placed my phone on the table as I didn’t need it here. He poured, but then it buzzed again.

      Quentin picked it up and asked me, “Do you need to answer your phone?”

      “Ignore it,” I said, but my hair stood on end.

      He raised his eyebrow, and then answered it. “Bon soír, Marlon.”

      That meant good evening, right?

      I could hear Marlon’s muffled, “Who’s there?”

      “L’homme qui va baiser votre ex.”

      I had no idea what that meant, but I hoped it meant he and I bounced on that mattress of his for a while. I reached out and took my phone. “Marlon, don’t call me anymore.”

      His voice was high-pitched as he asked, “You’re fucking a French guy?”

      Not yet, but hopefully soon. Quentin, at this moment, hugged my waist and kissed my shoulder he’d exposed while I said, “He doesn’t look at me like a paycheck and then decided he didn’t want to make the commitment.”

      Best part of quitting my job had been finding out Marlon had used me.

      Quentin’s lips burned on my neck as he kissed me, like he’d marked me as his territory. “Give me the phone,” he whispered.

      And like a fool, I handed it over without asking any questions. Quentin’s lips left my skin steaming for more of him, and he directed his voice to the phone. “Marlon, you lost Kara. She’s mine now.”

      And he hung up.

      His lips claimed mine, and I wrapped my arms around him and let my fingers sink into his thick, dark hair. His kiss was hard, delicious, and exactly what I wanted.

      As the kiss ended, my eyes were still closed, but a flash of light jarred me back into my body, fast. I knew the sound and grabbed my phone from him. “What did you just do?”

      He handed me a glass of wine. “I texted him a photo. He sounded jealous, which is very immature, so the picture will help.”

      Immature didn’t begin to describe Marlon. Not that I’d have admitted that two weeks ago, but then his callous breakup changed my perspective. My face was hot, and I lowered my gaze. “I… thanks.”

      His arm wrapped around me, and he nuzzled my neck. “Let’s get back to more interesting…”

      My lips quivered. Since when did I quiver for anything? I maneuvered to gently kiss him as his lips were more delicious than wine, but then I patted his chest. Before anything got too heavy, I wanted to speak now before I lost my nerve. “Can I ask why you were so silent on our drive here?”

      His brown eyes were so intense, and I wrung my hands together. “I’d like to talk a little bit.”

      He poured the wine for us and handed me a glass. “That’s fine. I’ve been a Fils de pute to you, and I have wanted to apologize.”

      Now that sounded interesting. “A what?”

      He clinked my glass. “An asshole, as you say in English.”

      I bit away a smile. “Only a little bit, to be honest. No one has tried to kiss me at all in a while, Mr. Wanker, not that I wished for anyone else like I fancy you now.”

      He traced my face. “But you’re beautiful.”

      Damn. I yearned for him. I hungered to forget how I spent all that time at work, how I directed my team and was accused of losing that account.

      I craved to be flat on my back, in his arms. I don’t know if I’d ever wanted anyone this badly, ever. But I sipped my wine and then admitted more to my glass than to him, “I’m… bossy, to be honest.”

      He winked at me and put his glass down. “To be honest, I didn’t know I’d be dating an American at this point in my life.”

      “Wait. Dating?” The words flew out of my mouth. Dating meant relationship and commitment, and I’m on vacation. I wasn’t ready for anything serious.

      The idea of being possessed by him turned me on in a way I hadn’t expected. I sucked on my bottom lip and decided a week-long relationship might be fun. It would be nice to know I was the only woman in his world while I was here.

      He pressed against my shoulder and made me all twisted up with desire. “We kissed more than once, so you’re my girlfriend. It took me a while to wrap my head around why I liked you.”

      Wow. I honestly wondered what went through his mind, as I thought something bad happened to him in Paris. Maybe I was wrong on that one… or heard wrong. But I pressed my hand on his knee and asked, “You were deciding why you liked me? We hardly know each other.”

      He shrugged. I never saw body movement as its own language before, and it was nice to just understand him as he said, “This went fast for both of us, but I’m warming up to it. I’m open to you when I swore to myself I’d never be serious with another woman.”

      He’d been burned, too.

      We needed each other. I wanted to rip my clothes off and get naked with him, but I stared down at our covered knees and said, “My honeymoon ends in a week, and in America, we talk about being exclusive.”

      He took off my heel, placed it on the floor, and his light touch tickled. “Talk? In France if we continue kissing and carrying on as we are then we’re dating.”

      His lips were burned onto mine, and his was the only kiss I craved more than food. I straightened my collar. “But you’re going to Monte Carlo? I didn’t think we’d last beyond a train ride.”

      He played with my fingers. “Look, stay with me while you’re in Europe. My friends are in Monte Carlo. I’ll introduce you when we arrive, and then we’ll take it from there.”

      As our palms touched, my body was already his for the taking. “My honeymoon for one was planned for Italy.”

      He pushed my hair off my shoulder and asked, “Is that set in stone? You must be there the day after tomorrow? We can go there after Monte Carlo… together.”

      Together sounded amazing, but details would be good. I’m used to planning and taking care of the minutia that men never wanted to deal with in the office. At least that was the old me.

      I ignored how my skin burned for his touch as he came closer to my neck. “Did you have something else in mind?”

      His lips lightly brushed against my neck, teasing me awake. “I’ve booked a nice place already, and I committed to meet old friends I’d not seen since I was a boy. We can join them for a few days. Some of the group are Americans, so you’ll fit in.”

      His American friends might remind me that Quentin and I were only temporary. In a week, I would go home, find a new job to manage, and prove myself capable and smart.

      I already had my résumé out there.

      Either way, with Quentin, I was none of that. I was a ball of aching need all wrapped up in oversensitive skin. I sipped my wine like I was some sophisticated lady and then said, “Before I answer, one more question.”

      His suckling on my neck sent a thrill inside me. “What?”

      My mind went blank for a moment. I needed clarity, and I wasn’t used to just throwing caution to the wind. My view whirled. I put my glass down and turned to see my reflection in his eyes. “You’re okay if I leave once my trip is over?”

      He made a tortured sound. “I’ll be sad to see our relationship end, if that’s what you choose.”

      The thought struck me hard. My choice. That sounded nice. And I was the one who would leave this time. He wasn’t using more than I offered. I turned and let my legs curl over his. “One more question.”

      His eyebrow cocked. “You just said that.”

      I shook and laughed. I probably sounded hysterical. Once I ignored the adrenaline in my veins, I massaged his muscles lightly and rephrased. “Fair. Another question.”

      He traced my leg. “What?”

      I curled my hair in his thick dark hair and pressed my forehead to his. “You’re not suddenly in love with me because of a few kisses, right? I mean there is a reason American girls tend to dream more about Italian guys than French guys.”

      His shoulders stiffened. “What do you mean? France is vastly superior.”

      Come now. Everyone preferred Italian men. “I don’t know about that, but the stereotype is the French fall in and out of love fast.”

      His lips curled to show those dimples of his that proved I was right, and he sucked in his breath. “You’re funny, Kara. It’s one of the things I like about you.”

      A weeklong escape from my life was why I’d come to Europe for a vacation. I cupped his face and said, “Well, I do like kissing you, Quentin, and it will be nice to have a vacation boyfriend.”

      “It’s all I can offer.”

      Then his lips met mine, and I kissed him back, not ever wanting to stop. Luckily, this passion would only be short-term; I’d never be able to be this intense for a lifetime. Just for now. And just with him. My wanker.
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      Quentin

      

      Finally, I was here, with Kara.

      My heart rate increased, which was normal during all sex, but tonight I wasn’t a doctor or a scientist.

      Kara was nothing like anyone else, and soon I’d get that shirt off her and find out what color nipples she had and if they changed color when aroused.

      A short-term girlfriend sounded perfect, especially if it was Kara. I’d be a horrible choice for forever; I wasn’t able to protect those I loved.

      I ran my hand over her shirt and tugged the bottom. I needed to see those globes of hers and suck on her peaks until they were pebbles.

      For a moment, I had to remove my lips from her body, but as I peeled off the shirt, I saw her white, no-nonsense bra.

      I laughed. I swear my mother probably had the same bra. Every other woman in my life wore lace for me, except Kara. She lowered her lashes and said, “I didn’t pack right. I thought I’d be alone and taking long walks.”

      I didn’t say anything. I slipped off the cotton straps and reached behind her. I needed to see her breasts. Now. My prize was so close now. I pulled her closer and crushed her hard against me. I needed to taste her on me like I needed coffee in the morning to function.

      And her lips on mine just made my wanker—which I now called Big Quentin—turn into stone.

      Before I plunged into her, though, her breasts demanded my attention.

      She slipped her bra off the rest of the way during the kiss, and I let her go. The air between us was still, and I saw pinkish brown nipples, but they weren’t hard pebbles. Not yet.

      I’d have to correct that so she ached. I sucked in the areola, so her nipples peeked out. Her skin alone caused a rush of blood straight to my cock.

      God, her breasts swelled, and I bent to taste her now obvious tips, ready just for me.

      Kara was mine in this moment.

      I’d meant what I said, but I hadn’t expected her to go down on her knees and tug my sweats off my body.

      At least I’d not worn fucking underwear to get in the way, but her tongue licked Le Zob like I was a lollipop, and then she sucked it inside her hot mouth.

      I closed my eyes and tried to catch my breath. My erection was full-fledged and raring for release.

      I’d not let that happen, yet. I tugged myself out of her warm mouth as I needed to be with her. I needed to taste her vagina to see if she was ready for me. I helped her stand and removed her underwear and pants, so we were both naked.

      Fair was fair.

      We moved to the bed, so I could lay her down and see if her labia was swollen. If so, the fun would begin in full. She moved her legs open as I requested, and my eyes widened.

      Damn, she was ready for me.

      But we’d not go fast.

      I wasn’t an animal, even if she made me feel like one.

      I pushed a finger inside her and she bucked on the mattress.

      I continued to plunge in and out, her perky bullets bouncing as my thumb found her clit. Playing with her body to find her button only turned her red. She was intoxicating and mine.

      This primal need was new for me. I let her go, grabbed a condom from my pocket, and slipped it on fast as I stared at her swollen netherlips.

      This was it. If fucking actually did make me forget all my sins, I’d be grateful. I knew this was a ride to savor and remember, and I rammed Mr. Wanker into her. She bucked forward in rhythm with me.

      My muscles tensed, and my heart rate increased as my testicles retracted.

      I’d absolutely not ejaculate.

      Not yet.

      I flicked her nipple that was better than any picture I’d imagined and drilled deep inside her.

      She was finally just mine and moved to help me bury to her core.

      Next time, we’d try a different position, but missionary was all we had time for now. My heart continued to race, and I knew I would come soon.

      Kara’s face already had the flush of an orgasm, but I continued to entice her body to take more and more.

      She clasped onto my back, but I my muscles began to tighten and release in a spasm.

      Her eyes rolled back, and I ejaculated ejaculate my full load into her.

      She arched her neck so I couldn’t see her face or that sexy flush of hers as she gasped. I exploded, the storm of nirvana overtaking my senses. I thrust a final time and saw stars for a moment as Kara called out my name.

      “Quentin.”

      My name never sounded better.

      My skin was still warm. I slid off the bed to dispose of the condom quickly before sliding back beside her. I wasn’t ready to come to my senses.

      We lay in silence for a few minutes, and I wondered what she was thinking. This was the first time she was quiet, and I felt closer to her than I’d ever felt with another woman.

      She didn’t know about my failure or my inherited money. I broke the silence when I whispered, “Kara, I’ve always had whatever I wanted in life. Never had a time limit on that.”

      “Part of me wishes this moment would never end,” she said with a yawn.

      “We have a week.”

      She closed her eyes and snuggled into my chest. I pressed a light kiss to her soft cheek.

      Kara was special, and for however long I got to keep her, I would.
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      Kara

      

      Until last night I hadn’t known how a man’s wanker inside me could make me explode like that.

      My ex-fiancé certainly hadn’t ever done anything to make my toes curl. No man ever had. Honestly, I’d thought orgasms were lies and had accepted I was too controlling to have them.

      Soon, I’d have to find a new career, but for now I was here, with Quentin. He was temporary and a respite from life.

      Last night, my eyes had gone to the back of my head, and I understood the term la petite mort now in a way I never really believed.

      I needed this, clearly.

      And I never slept so soundly next to a man. That was an understatement; I didn’t actually sleep alone in my own bed either, because I spent hours figuring out problems in my head. Or I had nightmares about the wedding that wasn’t. Part of me probably understood I never should have wanted to marry Marlon.

      This bliss in my skin and soul was jarring.

      As Quentin opened his eyes, I smiled, and we worked together to clean the rooms and ourselves.

      No words were necessary, and this morning was like we had no secrets.

      Sharing was sweet. And words might break the spell I was in.

      Once we were ready, we headed out and grabbed breakfast on the veranda with other people, but I hardly noticed anyone. It was like I had this internal glow that made me forget everything except for Quentin’s nearness.

      We’d dropped our bags off at the checkout desk, and we were free to head to Monte Carlo later.

      As his girlfriend. The words rushed into my veins as we picked a table. I laughed to myself. A weeklong boyfriend sounded nice.

      We headed to the buffet to grab coffees and fresh pastries. He took a carafe for us for refills. Quentin’s brown eyes captured my attention, and my body was on tenterhooks, aching for more.

      As we returned to our seat, he drank his coffee, and his delicious lips caught my gaze. It was like the air itself had changed him. His shoulders, his face, everything about Quentin was more peaceful. As I finished my croissant and let the morning air cool my skin a little, I picked up my coffee and said, “You are so relaxed here.”

      He poured more coffee from our carafe. “I’m with the sweetest woman in the world who only sees me as me. There are no expectations to be anyone else, and it’s nice. After Monte Carlo, I’m heading back to my own vineyard, so I’ll have your beauty in my heart, forever.”

      Damn. What a way to start the day. I had no response to that. I imagined for a moment what leaving my home and following Quentin would be like. A vineyard was nothing like Pittsburgh where many streets were surrounded by trees and forest, but it wasn’t the sweet smell of grapes and simple life. I only knew the last phase of wine when it’s poured in bottles, but the production had a palatable component to the imagination.

      “Where exactly are you moving then?” I asked.

      He smiled like he relived a memory of his youth, though I had no way to know for sure. “Saint-Cyr-sur-Mer. We have a small replica of the Statute of Liberty.”

      Now that was interesting. “Why?”

      He shrugged. “The sculptor donated it to our town, and it’s in the square.”

      How many statues were there? I’d have to google it. “That’s interesting.”

      He kissed the back of my hand. “I didn’t know I’d find an American so enchanting.”

      Butterflies went up my skin from his touch, like my body was ready to rock again for more of his mind-numbing sex. But we were clothed and sitting in company, so I crossed my legs and asked, “So, the Statue of Liberty is now some symbol of me flying into your life?”

      He winked. “Why not?”

      I was absolutely not falling in love with Quentin. At the end of the week I’d fly home and rebuild my life. I had sisters, friends, and a home. Besides, he’d made it clear he wasn’t looking for a long-term relationship anyhow.

      And I’m not chasing after another guy. Now was all we had.

      I pressed my elbows on the table and leaned in close. “I didn’t know you were so wistful.”

      He kissed me, and I sat back, completely full.

      He finished his breakfast, and we grabbed our things, checked out, and made it to our rental car. He put my bag in the trunk and opened the passenger door for me.

      I scooted in like I was a princess. I took a moment to put on some lipstick and checked that my hair was good.

      As he joined me and started the car, he said like we were still in conversation, “I’m usually pretty reserved. What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      We made it back to the highway, and I settled in my seat. “What’s your family like?”

      My sisters and I were all different, but they were good and had my back if I needed them.

      My best friend, Sabrina too, and she’d said next time I fall in love, I should chose a guy who makes my toes curl like Quentin had last night and one who acts like he’s there for my dreams.

      Part of me wished it was Quentin I’d bought a dress for. Had I said yes to Marlon because I’d been fucking bored?

      That wasn’t good.

      None of that mattered now. I was here with a wonderful man. “Well, our parents died a few years ago. So, it’s just me and my sisters.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      His voice moved me. I looked toward the other lane of highway that had scattered cars and white dotted lines. “It was hard. They died within months of each other, and though I’m an adult, I had this sense I was now an orphan. It’s stupid, I know.”

      “How did they pass?”

      “My dad had a heart attack. My mom caught pneumonia.” Not that we needed to discuss that.

      “That’s hard. But you’re not alone. You have me now.”

      I let my shoulders relax in the seat. “Well, I’m happy to be yours.”

      His face became more clinical. “And you eat proper to avoid a heart attack?”

      Was he a doctor? He sounded like he cared about my health, which was nice. No one else had asked me things like that. “I need to be better. Late nights at the office sometimes aren’t the best for healthy eating.”

      He squeezed my thigh. “You must stay healthy. I want to imagine your life as beautiful for as long as I live.”

      My life wasn’t that, not like his seemed to be. A vineyard would be sweet and peaceful. I never really knew peace.

      One day he’d move on and find some French woman to marry, and I’d go home and maybe never marry. I wasn’t sure I’d find another man to be this intimate with.

      And sex was now important in my choosing a mate. It should have always been, but I needed Quentin to show me.

      I’d not be melancholy, though. I had a few more days to live in heaven, and I intended to let that last forever.

      I scooted closer and pressed my hand to the side of his scruffy cheek. “Quentin, you’re sweet.”

      His face looked like I just called him something he hated. “Don’t tell anyone that.”

      I kept calling him Mr. Wanker to myself, as he made my body sing for his in a way no normal man had.

      I was getting warm and my nipples became perky in my bra. I massaged the back of my neck until I wasn’t on fire. When I was under control, I cleared my throat and asked, “What are your friends like?”

      He smiled. “They’re older than me. Calliope used to be my babysitter. She married Nigel, who I vaguely remember as someone always reading. And then there is Simon. He was a practical joker. Nothing bad or anything, but he sounds so responsible now. He’s married to an American, vacationing in Monte Carlo with his children.”

      There was more to the story with whoever Simon and Calliope were. I don’t think I ever intentionally visited my babysitters from when I was little. The idea that Quentin was willfully heading toward a family played in my mind. “Children?”

      He continued driving me on the endless beautiful road with white dotted lines. “Why, do you not like them?”

      I let out a soft sigh. “I mean, I do. I love little kids, but I never quite saw myself as a mother.”

      We continued, and I wondered what life would be like if I was actually with Quentin for more than a week. If we’d met back at home, where our lives might actually have a shot at intermixing. But it wasn’t more than a passing thought.

      “It’s the circle of life,” he mused.

      “I suppose it happens to everyone,” I said. Responsibility was something I was normally good with. At least, the facts and figure types didn’t argue or blame to cover their own mistakes.

      I didn’t know much about Quentin, and it seemed crazy to imagine I’d chuck my life in Pittsburgh for a life on a farm. “I’m sure your children will be handsome and sweet.”

      “Yours will be wonderful, like you.” He didn’t say anything else, and I finally broke.

      It was like he saw me and liked me. It was nice. What was the harm of sharing? We’d never see each other once the week ended, and maybe that fact gave me the courage to open up more.

      I sighed. “I’ve been so routine lately. I go to work, go home, watch a rom-com, maybe pick up a bottle of wine on a Friday night and let a double feature play. I go out with my friends, and even dating was just something I did to pass time. I honestly had no feelings on it. It was like I was a robot, going through the motions of living.”

      We headed toward the gas station signs and an exit on the highway.

      “I might have been doing the same, if I’m being honest,” he said

      Details. Right. I ignored the twist in my heart and decided it was okay to talk. “And I know what it’s like to be lonely. I thought marrying would solve that, but now I see that was a bad idea entirely.”

      “I asked Cecilia, because it fit my life at the time, but I wasn’t in a rush to have her forever, and neither was she.”

      “How did it end?”

      “In silence.”

      He parked in front of the pump and people came out to serve us. France wasn’t self-serve? I didn’t ask but watched as attendants pumped gas like I was watching magic happen. “That sounds so grown up and mature, Quentin. I admire that about you.”

      “You like more than that about me, and we both know that.” He handed his card over and signed.

      A moment later we were heading off. “In the future,” I said, “we both need to make ourselves happy and not settle for convenient. No one else is going to shake us out of our ruts.”

      “Smart.” He nodded.

      Yet I knew nothing about Quentin other than he made me feel better. I glanced at his profile and ached for more of him. “What about you?”

      He moved fast back onto the road. “What about me?”

      I needed to know more. Quentin rocked my body, but maybe we could talk and be friends during our week-long relationship, too. Anything was possible, right? I raised my eyebrow and said, “You said you broke up with Cecilia.”

      “That’s not quite right.”

      I blinked as my heart sped up. “What happened?”

      “She died.”

      My gut twisted. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Tell me about you and your ex.”

      I’d sound shallow, but he’d asked. “Marlon practically left me at the altar after I bought our honeymoon and my dress. It’s horrifying how I was going to say yes, but it was nothing tragic like Cecilia.”

      He glanced at me for one second before focusing on the road. “You want details?”

      “Oui,” I said in my impression of him.

      He stared at the signs that started to read Monte Carlo. “Cecilia’s family went through a lot when she died. If I stayed, I would only make their lives worse. Besides, I’m okay alone. I haven’t seen my own family in a while, and I’m needed on my family vineyard.”

      Cecilia sounded like a beautiful French woman. In my mind I saw Audrey Hepburn or whoever that actress was in the movie Amelie I’d watched on Netflix. Both had some childlike wonder of life and the world in how they interacted, which probably wasn’t true, but either way… I’d never be that dreamy and starry-eyed.

      I never had that child-like joy to living.

      And that vision didn’t need to be indulged anymore. Quentin was mine for the week, but my spine heated as I asked, “Any particular reason why?”

      He kissed my hand. “My father has no one else to leave the vineyard to. I suppose it was always my fate in a way, and my own desires to do something else were always secondary.”

      “That sounds like rich boy problems,” I said without thinking. Following passions wasn’t the luxury of the working class. He’d said he could have anything or anyone. Now I was sure of it.

      He laughed a little. “It does sound like that, doesn’t it.”

      “Am I wrong?”

      “I liked that you enjoyed my company without knowing my bank account.”

      “Yeah, I’m right. You have people like me doing the books for you.”

      The sound of his chuckle relaxed me, like I’d discovered some secret about him, and I put my feet up.

      He stared at me, but I just put my chair back and relaxed.

      His silent stare at my feet made me put them down. I’d upset him, so I rubbed the side of my face to get out of my reverie. “I thought French men were…”

      I stopped. The last thing I needed was to be some rebellious girl when tonight, if I was lucky, we’d repeat what happened at the farm.

      “What?” he prodded.

      I tapped my finger on my chest and decided to run through the stereotypes. “This was before I met you and based on TV and movies, which is how I planned my trip.”

      Maybe this was a better way to break the ice.

      “What, Kara?”

      How he said my name made me cross my legs. I laughed and stared at his muscles. “I thought French men were more effeminate and temperamental, but you’re wise and a bit of an introvert.”

      Now he laughed fully, not that chuckle from earlier. “Have you ever been to Italy?”

      My eyes narrowed. “No, why?”

      He tugged on his plain button-down white shirt and smoothed his hand down his black pants. “Because the Italians are way more into fashion and dressing well than we are.”

      “I see.” And to his point Gucci, Armani, and Versace were all Italian names, at least I think so. I mean I could be wrong, as I’d never looked it up, but fashion clothes were more Italian now that I thought about it.

      I let my hand wave out the window to feel the wind against it. “Well, one stereotype I heard about your country proved to be true with you.”

      He pressed his hand on my shoulder, and I melted a little. “What’s that?”

      I turned toward him and stopped playing. Quentin had rocked my world. I held my breath for a second to force myself to relax and then lowered my lashes. “Americans believe the French are amazing lovers.”

      The miles—or probably kilometers—were low. We’d get to Monte Carlo soon. “So, are all Americans easy to please or just you?”

      On the whole, probably not. I was the one who had clearly been deprived of good sex in my life until now. “Why do you ask?”

      He rolled up my electric window and lowered his voice like we were sharing secrets now as he said, “The stereotype of Americans are they scream when happy, and we both know you scream in bed.”

      Five miles or kilometers were nothing, right? I swallowed and hoped so. “We’ll see if you earn that badge of honor a second time, or if it was a one-time deal.”

      “You’re on,” he said, and then we passed a sign that said we had arrived.

      He pulled up to a practical all-white palace hotel with black awnings around the bottom of the windows like they made little balconies with three towers I could see. The sign above the glass door read Hôtel de Paris Monte-Carlo.

      This was clearly five stars and way above what I’d booked for myself in Italy or any of my stays. He parked the rental car and stepped out.

      We were staying here? Seriously? No wonder he didn’t let me pay for anything, despite how I insisted. Excitement to live out some rich girl fantasy grew.

      I’d google vineyards in Saint-Cyr-sur-Mer and Quentin La Trimouille later today. For now, his handsome profile captured my attention more than the palace when he opened my door, and I joined him.

      We were in this hotel together now, and that was all that mattered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      Quentin

      

      The gold and white ornate former noble home that was now a five-star hotel for the rich and famous shocked Kara.

      This wasn’t the small vineyard we’d stayed at the night before. I’d stayed here for years, and I’d taken the private beach and award-winning restaurants for granted.

      Today, I saw her eyes were almost out of their sockets as we crossed the lobby. I left our bags, spoke to the staff, and then told her in English, “Our rooms aren’t ready yet. Want to go see something with me?”

      She hugged her waist until I glanced at her, and then she dropped her arms like I caught her off guard. She bounced on her feet. “Like what?”

      I motioned toward the street. It was nice to be in a place to walk. We’d been in the car for too long. I opened the door and let the warm, clean air rush against us. “The royal palace, the casino where three Bond movies were filmed.”

      On the white cement sidewalk, her natural colors returned to her face as she said with more of a smile, “I do love movies, but I’d like to see where Grace Kelly married her prince.”

      I pointed in the direction and held her hand as we walked. “The Prince’s Palace it is.”

      Soon I’d have to tell Kara about me. Simon was sure to spill the beans, so it was better she understood my point of view and how I was incapable of protecting those I loved.

      I don’t know why I’d gone quiet on the way here, but clearly, that needed to end.

      As we walked onto the castle grounds, she stopped at a bronze sign. “What does the sign say?”

      I read the French and then told her the gist, “It says unlike other royal families, the Grimaldi family have lived in this palace for over seven hundred years, not building another palace, which helped keep their royal monarchy intact.”

      We passed the black gates and followed the path to a clean, whiter version of Buckingham as she stared at the palace like she’d never seen anything like it. “That’s so cool. My parents used to love the classic movies, and it’s so interesting that an American ended up living her happily ever after here.”

      Yet, in the United States some houses were more luxurious. We crossed the white gate for the tour entrance for the state apartments, and I said, “She helped usher this tiny country from unknown to a member of the UN, and her husband credited her for ensuring the country’s financial security wasn’t just based on gambling.”

      We went straight through, poking our heads in rooms, and ended outside in the inner courtyard. Kara glanced all around to the intricate statute of a monk from the royal family back a few centuries ago. “She sounds cherished. That must be nice.”

      The sweetest woman in the world held my hand. “You should be cherished, Kara,” I told her with a squeeze.

      A blush covered her face. “You’re right. Next time that’s going as a requirement, but you’re going to be hard for any other man to live up to.”

      I stopped her near the car turned museum piece outside and asked quietly, “What do you mean?”

      I wasn’t the marrying kind. I ruined lives.

      She went on her tiptoes and held me closer. She spoke in a low voice. “It means now that I’ve been with the best possible man there is, it’s impossible to imagine some man I’d never meet. I keep picturing your face.”

      This was impossible. I’d had many girlfriends, but never had words tugged at my heartstrings. “You’re the best woman I could ever imagine in my life, if I’m being honest.”

      She laughed. “Well, that’s good to hear.”

      I tugged her closer. I needed to kiss her again. “I wish we were different. I’ve never had a good woman, and it would be fun to have you.”

      At least I was safe; I was her rebound. I didn’t need to bare my soul on how I was bad news. Her entire face brightened like we were both in some sweet dream. “Are you asking me to marry you?”

      Impossible dreams. I wasn’t worthy of a real relationship with a woman like Kara. I narrowed my gaze, and my heart raced more. “I’m not a marrying man, Kara.”

      Her eyebrow went higher, and she tilted her head. “Luckily, we can only last a week anyhow.”

      A life with Kara flew in my mind as something that would be in full color and vibrant instead of the dreary secluded life I had planned. “Sometimes, I don’t know if you’re joking or serious, Kara. You keep me on my toes.”

      She lifted a shoulder playfully. “Well, I’ll keep doing that.”

      I tugged on the waistband of her jeans. “Come here.”

      She curled her arms around me. “No kissing. We’re in a royal palace.”

      Why she’d turned prudish was almost charming. I pressed my forehead to hers. “I’m sure these royals did their sharing of kissing in their day.”

      She didn’t move, and goosebumps grew on my arms from the need to have her again. “I don’t know,” she said. “America was a British colony, and those royals seem super reserved.”

      I let her go, a bit disappointed we didn’t kiss, but I tucked my hands in my back pockets to straighten my spine and follow her as I admitted the truth about me to her. “That’s true. In the village I was born in, kissing in public was looked at more like some mainland European invasion to our British sensibilities.”

      She bumped into me. “So, you’re British and French?”

      “Both.” I took her hand in mine. “My father is French. My mother is British. As a child we lived in England, but then we moved to France and never left.”

      “Interesting.”

      My brother’s death was still hard to put into words. I’d avoided it just now but shook that off as I said, “And my friends you’ll meet later, all come from England, so you’ll understand every word said.”

      “I thought your accent was British. Why did you hold back that tidbit about you?”

      Because Blake was the next conversation, and I wasn’t ready for that. “Do I know everything about you already, Kara?”

      Her eyes had a gleam in them I didn’t understand. “I’ve outlined the basics. I guess I trust you, so I’ve been honest.”

      The truth usually came out in time, but it was nice to have a clue up front. “Then I’m honored, ma chérie, and I should be honest, too.”

      She stilled, and her face lost color. “About what?”

      Opening up about me was hard. I said fast, “I was a doctor in Paris. I’m leaving my practice to move home.”

      She directed us to the old-fashioned cannon that was cemented to the grounds. “You’re a doctor?”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “No, of course not. I’m just surprised.”

      “Because I don’t strike you as a doctor?”

      She massaged my cheek. “Because that job is noble, and you have a bigger heart than I imagined. I’m proud of you.”

      Helping people was a good thing to do. I’d thought that was my motivation, once, but I’d failed. I couldn’t explain the rest, not now. Instead, I said, “Don’t be. I’ll be living on a vineyard soon.”

      “Let’s walk back,” she said. “I’d rather be alone with you.”

      Good. I wanted her body. Disappointing Kara would be worse than anything else I’d survived already, and that twisted up my gut. I’d give her everything I have for the week. Meeting her was almost like destiny existed.
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      Kara

      

      The white walls were pure and fresh and beautiful, more like a rich silk than some drab walls with a fresh coat of paint to cover for my lifestyle and that of most of the middle class.

      I walked beside Quentin whose relaxed shoulders were absolutely at home in a palace that had views of the sea and a beach outside the glass windows we passed.

      He seemed pensive about the whole doctor bit, so I decided to let him bring that topic back up in his own time.

      He ran his card through a door and opened up a room that was far bigger than I’d expected. I’d read European hotels were smaller than American ones, but this was made for a queen.

      Crystal chandeliers didn’t come in the three-star package I’d paid for, and neither did that view with clear blue waters. This room was like a dream more than reality.

      Quentin took off his shoes and tossed his phone on the bed. “This is the room. Do you want to shower first?”

      Right. We were sharing now. No more separate rooms. He was my week-long boyfriend. Truthfully, that was all I could handle anyhow. Marlon had been a mistake in a long list of mistakes in my life. I hugged my waist to get the nerves in my stomach under control and joked, “I thought Frenchmen didn’t shower.”

      “That’s disgusting.” He gawked at me. “Cleanliness is healthy.”

      I sat beside him on the bed and smiled to ensure he knew I was joking. “Glad it’s not true.”

      He massaged my back but then stood. “I want to clean up before we meet old friends. Ladies first, though.”

      Now that was a good idea. I took out my ponytail and stared at my muscular man. Honestly, I had no idea what he did when he wasn’t with me, but I hugged the bathroom door as I asked, “Can I ask you one more stereotype before hopping in the shower?”

      He tightened his shoulders. “Yes, of course.”

      I curled my lips. “Do you smoke?”

      “I’m trying to quit,” he said fast.

      At least that was better than nothing. I unbuttoned my pants and started to close the door. “Well that’s good. Be right back.”

      I stripped and tossed my clothes to the side but then decided to open the door a little. I stepped into the shower and heard Quentin on the phone.

      “Simon, we’re here.”

      I shouldn’t listen. I’d meet his friends in a minute, but still, I wasn’t sure I knew everything about Quentin.

      I trusted him for our short time together, almost more than my ex-fiancé. I’d seriously made bad choices, but Quentin was upset about something, and my instinct was to give him time. With the sound of the water running in one ear I stilled and heard Quentin when he said, “Yes, my new girlfriend is here. Her English is… American.” At least he wasn’t hiding me. “I hope your wife enjoys her company. We’ll meet you both for dinner.”

      I’d hated when my sisters stood there and listened to me, so I jumped into the water and doused my hair as the water.

      My nipples were perky from the heat that met the cold air of the open door.

      A minute later, I heard the floorboards squeaked, so I heard Quentin’s steps and from the crack in the door, I saw him strip off his shirt and pants, revealing his hard, muscular body.

      My heart raced, and I hoped he joined me.

      Then it was like I won the lottery when he slipped inside and closed the shower door. I didn’t protest.

      “Who were you talking to?” I asked.

      He picked up the soap and then used it on my back as he said, “My brother’s old friends we’re meeting. After we shower, let’s tour the beach and the resort.”

      “Okay.” Brother? I meant to ask, but then his lips met the crook of my neck, and I moaned.

      The steam in the shower grew and so did my libido. He fondled my boobs, and I arched to give him whatever he wanted. He sucked them into that mouth of his, and I sighed.

      A moment later, he turned off the water, and my hunger for him grew as I backed into the still damp wall. He lifted my leg, and I wrapped it around him as he slipped a condom on that he must have dropped on the floor earlier and entered me.

      My tension grew deeper and deeper until I hit a crescendo. Nothing else mattered but this moment. I heard him cry out for me, but I was too far gone.

      Wow.

      No one had ever done this to me. He kissed my cheeks as I gathered my senses, and then put the water back on.

      The instant the cold water hit, it doused me back into my body. I helped scrub his back as he’d done mine. Fair play and all.

      Lastly, I washed his wanker with a little extra play because he’d been so good to me.

      Soon we were done, and he stepped out and handed me a towel.

      I grabbed my bag to get a sundress when I saw my phone had a dozen messages. I picked it up while Quentin dressed to meet his friends and quickly typed out, Sabrina, I’m in Monte Carlo.

      Then I quickly sent a picture I’d taken from when we checked in, and she typed back, Gorgeous.

      Oh, she had no idea. I sucked on my bottom lip and decided I couldn’t contain the happiness inside me. Not half as gorgeous as the French guy I met.

      I put on a white sundress I’d bought for my honeymoon. My phone beeped when I zipped up.

      Quentin stepped onto the balcony, and for a moment I didn’t follow. Sabrina was a research director in Allegheny, so she spent tons of time on facts and figures, like me.

      Thank goodness. We all hated Marlon.

      I laughed at the message. My shoulders were like a weight lifted off me in that moment. Seriously? I wish she’d said that to me last week. You’re just saying that because we’re best friends.

      That and it’s the truth.

      I typed back quickly, So it’s okay to follow my heart with my sexy French man?

      It’s about fucking time. You need a real man. No more jerks like your last.

      Thank you

      I waited and read Sabrina’s last message, Have fun, and we’ll see you at the airport next week.

      I never wanted this week to end. Right now, I was on top of the world, and it wasn’t just because my body was warm and still sparking from the shower.

      I turned off my phone and brushed out my hair. Satisfied that I was decent, I went out onto the balcony where Quentin put out a cigarette, the first one I’d seen him puff. “What were you doing?”

      “Texting my best friend, Sabrina.”

      “What did you tell her?” he asked and followed me inside, closing the door behind him.

      I ignored the knot in my chest. We were only a week-long relationship. I had made too many mistakes for more than that. “That I was in Monte Carlo with this sexy wanker I met in Paris.”

      His face blushed, but he handed me my sandals and checked his hair. A minute later we were out the door.

      My cotton dress seemed dressed up in some corners of the hotel where people were in bikinis and too simple in other corners where a group all wore fancy dresses like they were off to a prom or a wedding.

      I held onto Quentin’s arm, and he guided me into a ballroom with sparkling crystal chandeliers and a panoramic view of the Mediterranean as the sun set.

      The blue waters were full of light, too, but he walked me to a table near one of the windows and held my chair as another man stood.

      “Simon,” Quentin address the man. “This is Kara.”

      The men shook hands, and he then shook my hand and then said, “Quentin, this is my wife Bridget.”

      He shook the other woman’s hand, and I did the same. We took our seats a minute later, and then Quentin asked, “Where are your children?”

      I instantly relaxed. Quentin had said she was American, but she seemed like my oldest sister in her demeaner as Bridget said, “With their grandparents. It’s just adults tonight.”

      Quentin dropped his napkin in his chair as he stood and waved at a nicely dressed couple. “Here comes Nigel and Calliope.”

      A second later two more people joined us, and we shook hands with a super fit woman and her husband.

      “Quentin,” Calliope said, “so glad you’re free of Cecilia. Nice to meet you…”

      I swallowed. That wasn’t nice to speak of the dead. I must have misheard. “Kara.”

      She smiled. “Where are you from?”

      “Pittsburgh,” I said. “I’m in Europe, on vacation.”

      The waiter brought some black appetizer I’d never seen. Bridget cleared her throat. “And how did you two meet?”

      “By the Eiffel Tower actually,” I said and saw how the men were eating. I slipped my spoon into the jelly-like substance and bit.

      Instantly, the taste of fish hit, and movies rushed in my mind. This was caviar. I tried not to cough like in Pretty Woman and swallowed despite the shock.

      A minute later, I put my spoon down and realized they were all eating with small forks.

      “That sounds romantic.” Bridget sighed. “Why were you there, Quentin?”

      He sipped a wine, and I realized the waiter must have poured us all glasses. I picked mine up as he said, “I intended to say goodbye to Paris and wanted a nice view.”

      Simon folded his hands on the table. “Quentin, you don’t have to quit.”

      He nodded and said, “I absolutely do. I should have been better.”

      Calliope added, “We all make mistakes.”

      “I killed her,” Quentin said, and I flinched.

      “What?” I croaked.

      Simon cut in. “No you didn’t. I read the files you sent.”

      Files. Doctor. I pieced together that information and realized a case must have gone wrong. And Quentin wasn’t perfect; none of us were.

      Quentin shook his head. “Doesn’t matter if I was cleared. It was all me.”

      My mind still hadn’t settled. Should I run out the doors now?

      My voice came out like a mouse. “Who died?”

      The table was quiet until Simon spoke up, addressing Quentin again. “Sometimes you can stop cancer. And that’s not your specialty.”

      Cancer. So, this wasn’t some operating mistake. But Quentin took his patients seriously. My mind connected the dots as Quentin said, “I didn’t diagnose properly. The timing was the death sentence.”

      Got it. I reached under the table and patted his leg. Mistakes happen to all of us. There had to be a way to separate the personal feelings from the job for mental health.

      If he quit over this, he’d hate himself forever.

      Simon leaned back for the waiter to clear his plate. “Then I kill people all the time. Even Bridget here would have blood on her hands.”

      “I’m a nurse,” she said to me fast.

      “I admire what you all do,” I added. “I’m… I was a financial analyst for a wine bottling company. Very boring.”

      She smiled at me as Quentin reached under the table and squeezed my palm. “I was so into myself that I missed something obvious.”

      I swallowed. “What did you miss?”

      “That I wasn’t made to be a doctor. I’m careless and selfish.” He dropped my hand, and I reached for my wine. “So, I’ll move on, grow wine, and get in the family business.”

      Simon folded his hands on the table. “Fuck. Quentin, at least you came. Look you don’t have to give up your stethoscope because you made a fucking mistake. We’re human, not miracle men. We’re not supposed to get involved in our cases personally. It clouds our judgment.”

      Agreed. Quentin brooded a bit, which seemed to be a reaction to caring. He was an attentive, wonderful lover, and he’d be a perfect husband to someone else.

      Someone capable of making smart decisions.

      I saw that.

      Quentin lowered his head and stared into his wineglass. “Cecilia’s little sister and her family all sued me. I just can’t anymore.”

      The ex. The patient wasn’t a stranger. That complicated his life.

      Bridget then said like she solved the problem, “From what I heard, Cecelia never treated you as her one and only, and you both had problems long before the cancer. You have Kara now. And it sounds like if you keep her, she can run your father’s business, and you can follow your passion for helping people.”

      They knew way more about him than I did. My shoulders lightened at the idea his relationship was far from perfect—like my past. But my heart twisted for even thinking such things. I sipped my wine, unsure what to say. Their numbers didn’t add up. Quentin and I were a week-long fling. I wasn’t the answer to his prayers.

      Even if part of me hoped to be, I wasn’t ready for another relationship.

      Calliope didn’t even blink as she asked me, “Are you sick, or do you have any sick siblings you need Quentin to cure?”

      If only it was just the physical that mattered. “Not that I’m aware of.”

      Bridget patted my back. “See?” she said to Quentin. “You’re in better hands.”

      Cold raced down my spine. I wasn’t ready to toss my life away for the unknown. The waiter brought me some sort of chicken dish with lots of sauce that seemed on the small side. Once he finished serving us, I met Quentin’s gaze. “My dad had a heart attack, and my mom pneumonia. I get how hard symptoms can be to spot, and I’m not in your profession at all. We help who we can, but none of us are God.”

      Bridget said, “Smart lady.”

      We all ate a few bites in silence, but Quentin finished his first. “Did you blame the doctors because of your dad?”

      Simon added, “Good question, Quentin.”

      They hadn’t caused the problem. “No. They did what they could.”

      Then Bridget said, “Quentin, there is a reason we don’t mix business and personal. I take my son to a different doctor than Simon because we need someone professional without going to extremes. Clear heads are best, and none of us are perfect.”

      “Maybe,” he said, and we finished our small plates. This wasn’t much but as I sipped my wine, Quentin asked, “Kara, would you like to dance?”

      A few older people were on the dance floor. I scooted my chair as he clearly needed a minute to breathe. “Sure. Excuse us.”

      As we made it to the dance floor, he took my hands to lead me and I said, “I’m sorry about your recent loss. I didn’t know how much you suffered.”

      He held me close, and I could feel his heartbeat next to mine in the same beat. “Doesn’t matter anymore,” he said. “I just needed to breathe sweet air with you.”

      While I didn’t understand a word of the song—it was in French—I heard the sadness and the romance. Maybe that was good; soon I’d leave this wonderful man and go back to the real world of mine. Now was all we had.
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      Quentin

      

      With Kara in my arms on the dance floor, I smelled her rosy body lotion, and my wanker grew hard.

      If I could drag her to a corner of the room and fill myself with her, then maybe breathing would become easier again.

      Anything to get her to not hear how I also killed my brother and I was the worst man to spend a life with.

      Not that that’s what we promised each other.

      That fast fantasy of mine wasn’t going to happen, and my brothers’ friends waited for us at the table.

      At the end of the song, my heart was still pumped with adrenaline. I’d dragged Kara here, so she needed to be fully aware of all the unsaid drama. As the second song started, I kept her in my arms and said, “There is something I should have told you before we came here.”

      She swallowed. “What?”

      I guided her around the room and spoke softly in her ear. “My brother, Blake, died when I was little. Simon and Calliope were his friends, not mine. And they are only here because they feel guilty about my brother not being here.”

      Her eyes widened. “So much guilt going on. Is that what they put in the English water?”

      My shoulders lost some of their weight they’d been holding as I caressed her back. “Kara, one of the things I love about you is your kindness.”

      A cute blush covered her face. “What can I say? I might not be ready to toss my life away for you, but it’s just wrong to feel guilty for what you can’t control.”

      Somehow choirs in heaven wouldn’t sound half as pleasant as she did. However, she didn’t know the whole story. “I wish I had your ability, Kara.”

      She squeezed my shoulder. “What’s that?”

      I met her brown-eyed gaze and said, “To forgive yourself.”

      She laughed. “Guess that’s what I learned from movies?”

      I twirled her around, and she came back into my arms like we’d practiced. “I always thought American movies were cheesy until I met you.”

      Her smile brightened not just her face but something inside me, too. “What about me changed that?” she asked.

      “You’re refreshingly honest, Kara. I don’t know if I’ve ever met a woman as open as you.”

      She shook her head like she didn’t believe me. “I’m not usually so open.”

      Kara gave me more than I could say. Being with her was like I’d found a second life that I needed to be careful with. “I don’t know if I believe that.”

      She cupped my cheek. “You should, Quentin. I was mortified and trying to escape what I’d done. You were good for me to meet.”

      This all would end. I knew it, but I wasn’t ready to face that everything about Kara was fleeting and temporary. “Why?”

      Her eyes were so clear as she stared at me. “Because you helped me let go. I don’t know if I’ve ever been this open.”

      I kissed her cheek as she was shy in public, and then as the next song ended, we stopped dancing. I held her hips close to me for a second and said, “Let’s get back to dinner, and then after we can head upstairs.”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      I needed to get that white cotton dress off her. She was pure and innocent like that, and I needed for her to be the opposite.

      Kara had given me life again, and I wasn’t about to blow it.

      I held her hand and walked her to the table. “Sorry we took so long,” I told my friends.

      Nigel dug into his dessert without a word. I always remembered him as the quiet type.

      Simon clapped me on the back. “You’re back. That’s all that matters.”

      Sitting here, the place felt empty without my brother. He’d been part of their trio, not me, and my carelessness had taken two lives.

      I checked that Kara was seated, fixed my napkin on my lap, and said, “I needed to clear my head a bit.”

      “No worries,” Calliope said.

      I picked up my fork for the chocolate ice cream truffle. “You’re here because of Blake. We all know that, but he was my older brother. He loved you and wouldn’t want you to do anything out of guilt for him, especially come and try to clear my head.”

      Kara ate her chocolate in silence, but her leg pressed against mine like she was here for me. She didn’t need to say anything.

      Bridget, Simon’s pretty wife, who seemed like the mother of the quartet said, “I didn’t know your brother, but I work with a lot of doctors, Quentin. There are professional support groups to help you talk about your feelings.”

      Fair. There were people to talk to if I wanted, but they didn’t know how I’d been a life-long fuckup. I lowered my fork and stared at my untouched dessert. “Yes, thank you, Bridget. Kara reminded me it might be a British thing to walk around carrying guilt on our shoulders and letting mistakes dictate our future.”

      Calliope smiled at my girlfriend. “You sound smart, Kara.”

      She put her fork down and shook her head. “I’m not. I’m not involved, which makes my observations easier.”

      That was what Simon was talking about earlier. Distance. I shook off the thought and said, “Either way, I wanted to appease everyone here from what they believe is their duty. I’m going to retire to a quiet life, but that doesn’t mean you need to worry. My brother loved you both and wouldn’t expect what you’ve done already. He’d want you to go on and be happy in your lives.”

      I then proceeded to eat my dessert and everyone else finished theirs.

      Simon broke the silence. “It’s not just about Blake.”

      Seriously, he didn’t want to give this up. I hadn’t anticipated that he’d turn into such a responsible guy. “It’s not?”

      Simon didn’t blink. “You were important, too, and this is something you’ll regret giving up.”

      Life was all about trying to let go of the past. As a boy, the best days were ones not talking about Blake. Silence meant my mother didn’t tear up and my father didn’t drink. So, we were better without ever talking about him.

      Giving up medicine would be the same. No more people to disappoint and better to just privately remember. I’d be fine. “I don’t know,” I said slowly, “but thank you.”

      The waiter came with the bill, and Simon grabbed it. “We’ll see you tonight?”

      I took my girl’s hand and pushed my seat to stand. “Kara and I are going to stay in our rooms.”

      Simon’s blue eyes were steely when he said, “Breakfast then. I insist.”

      A good time to say goodbye then. I nodded. “Fine.” I stood and asked, “Kara, are you ready to go?”

      She joined me, let me go for a moment, and shook hands with everyone around her. “See you all tomorrow.”

      We walked in silence out of the restaurant in the hotel and headed toward the elevator. As we neared the bank she asked, “Can I ask how your brother died?”

      And there he was, like a ghost wanting life again. I pressed the up button. “He was in a boating accident. He didn’t pack enough life vests and decided he was invincible. Simon and Calliope were in the boat.”

      “That’s sad,” she said.

      “I had taken the vest and left it in our garage. I forgot to tell him as I was more interested in finishing my homework when they left that day. I’d thought he’d see it on his way.”

      I’d killed him. I should have called out or mentioned it. As a result, I lived my life in hiding until I’d finished school and moved to Paris on my own.

      “Things change fast, Kara,” I continued. “The day I met you I hadn’t expected another life changing moment.”

      The words had just come out again. Maybe she’d been right about my country character traits because I might be falling in love with her. I had no right. I was a horrible choice for her.

      I blinked and realized I was in love already. I’d never tell her. Hopefully, she was right that I’d fall out of love, too, but my gut twisted; that wasn’t likely.

      “You had that?”

      I’d not talk about it more. She didn’t love me back, and she was leaving. I caressed her cheek and said, “Let’s not talk about it. Let’s get you naked in the room.”

      The elevator came, and we were alone. As the doors closed, she said, “You’ll have to win my clothes off.”

      My eyebrow went up. She had my full attention. “Win?”

      She nodded. “I have an idea.”

      “I’ll prove my worth then,” I said as the doors opened.

      The faster I get her to the room, the faster I get to find out what I needed to do to get her clothes off her. I’d never thought a woman’s essence might cure anything, but Kara was everything I needed. Now.
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      Kara

      

      Finally, we were alone. My hair stood on end. I learned so much about him tonight. Quentin brought me back to our room—or, more specifically, to our private balcony.

      As a good man, he set up everything I’d told him.

      Tonight, we gambled, but just us. With the city lights and ocean around us, this scene was paradise already.

      After a little rearranging, we saw the sunset over the Mediterranean around us, from our small table overlaid with a white tablecloth, a bottle of wine, and cards. To get naked here was daring as I wanted to hide. For him, I’d be willing to try.

      Quentin dared me to be different.

      He dealt the cards, and at first, we were just having fun. But after the sun disappeared, the game grew heated. I’d lost my shoes and might soon be losing my dress—if he called my bluff.

      Truth be told, I wanted to lose, but I would never, ever tell him that.

      “You got a text earlier from Simon.” I took my cards and moved them around like I was making pairs that I didn’t have. “So, what are we doing tomorrow with your friends after breakfast?”

      He showed off those dimples of his now as he took his cards. “Going to the casino.”

      “Why?” I asked and my heartbeat grew faster.

      He then knocked on the table. I picked up and actually made a match of sevens and discarded.

      “His wife wants to see it, and you want to, too.”

      “I do?”

      “They filmed a few Bond movies there, and there is some fundraiser, so we need to dress formally.”

      “Formal? I don’t have anything in my bag,” I said and showed my cards.

      He then showed me his triple, so I stood and unzipped my dress.

      “We’ll get you something in the hotel shops,” he said, eyeing my every movement.

      “You’re buying me a dress?” I asked as I dropped mine entirely on the ground.

      My phone rang on the table. He took it and showed me the caller ID. Marlon. He then rejected the call. “I brought you here. I can supply the uniform.”

      Doctors weren’t starving in my country. I sat down in my bra and panties. “I never thought of fancy clothes like that.”

      He dealt again his heated gaze trailing over my skin. Somehow, with Quentin, I wasn’t perfect, and I didn’t care.

      “It’s fine,” he said as I took my cards. “I take care of what’s mine.”

      Heat coursed through me from those words. Marlon had never once said anything like that, but then I don’t think I have ever been in this situation. The corners of my mouth lifted. “Mine?”

      He let out a warm growl. “That ass of yours has been on my mind since I touched it.”

      I laughed and shuffled my hand. “You’re a butt guy?”

      “At first it was your breasts.” He put his hand down and stared at my chest with no abandon. “But I am a fan of exquisite beauty, and your ass would be up for that award.”

      I wasn’t some model, but with my wanker who made my body ache, I was complete.

      I took a card. “Keep talking like that, and you can have whatever you want.”

      He took another card and winked. “Well, your chest is also large and squishable, and your nipples, when they are hard, literally take my breath away.”

      I had no hand, but I knocked. “Good, this is more the speed we agreed on for the week.”

      He took another card, but his face pinched. “Sorry my friends are heavy.”

      “They’re not wrong,” I said while he arranged his hand to show me. “I don’t know anything about medicine, but I worked in a bottle company factory where my boss said I lost his million-dollar client. I never met the client, and my work had no mistakes, so I quit. When I get home, I’ll go on some interviews, and while I don’t get the reward of saving people, I understand stress.”

      “Maybe Bridget was on to something. You could work for my father,” he said and then showed his hand.

      No. He wasn’t interested in forever with me.

      And I wasn’t ready.

      I put my cards on the table. Two pairs.

      “I’m secure in my job.” His hand beat the mishmash of nothing in mine. Still, I held my cards and drew this moment out for a minute longer. “Even I know that doctors and nurses are not God. You can’t know everything, especially when you’re close to the patient’s family.”

      He nodded. “Cecilia’s sister Desiree sued me. She blamed me and proved to me how I missed what should have been obvious. I can’t help anyone if I can’t make the logical connections.”

      Blame wasn’t good for a relationship. Or I’d imagine that was true. Marlon and I only talked occasionally, and I never wanted love. “Well, you’re not healing me unless you think orgasms are a cure.”

      I turned over my hand, and he laughed and motioned for my bra. “Kara, until I met you, I didn’t know my wanker worked so hard still. I thought I was only eighteen once.”

      I stood and removed my panty hose. He snapped like he was disappointed, but nowhere in the rules had we said winner gets to choose the article. And he was still fully clothed. I’d have to strip him the old-fashioned way. “Well lucky me then. When I was eighteen, I was still a virgin and not that into men yet.”

      He dealt again, and I took my cards like I was winning this round.

      “I’m happy you’re in my life now,” he said, eyeing his cards, “as your naked canvass invigorates my cock.”

      “I’m glad to give you a workout then.”

      He opened his legs, and I could see he was hard for me. He didn’t bother with his cards either. “We’ll find you a dress tomorrow.”

      Oh, we weren’t finishing this game so fast. I wanted to stretch out this evening.

      I checked my cards. “Tomorrow?”

      “I don’t want to go out anymore,” he said, glancing at his cards.

      I took one and pretended to put things in order. “What do you want?”

      He glanced at my breasts. “Once we finish this game—”

      His phone rang this time. He picked it up and stared at it. “It’s Simon.”

      “Let it go to voicemail,” I said.

      I wasn’t ready to go out now. Quentin didn’t need to be lectured again whether his friends were right or not.

      He twisted the phone as it rang. “Are you sure?”

      I nodded.

      He turned it off, studied his hand, and drew another card. “I’m going to get those panties of yours, and I’m not giving them back.”

      Good. Perfect, actually. This was what I wanted and needed. “I’ll need them back eventually.”

      He shuffled. “The next bet is double. If I win, you don’t wear any panties tomorrow.”

      I’d never gone outside without covering up, ever. “Why?”

      His gaze went to my chest, and he licked his lips. “So I can find a place in the party and claim what’s mine whenever I want.”

      I lost my breath. “In public?”

      “If you lose.” He nodded.

      Fuck yes. I loved how daring I was with Quentin. This was why I was here. This wasn’t about forever. I nodded like I was going to actually try this time. “And if I win, I want… to command where and when you get to put your wanker into me, and you need to follow my every command.”

      He tapped the deck. “Now, that sounds interesting.”

      I sucked in my bottom lip. If only I believed love happened for us. He’d find someone else, in time. I might be too broken, but for now, my nipples hardened as he clearly saw when I asked, “So, do we have a bet?”

      “Yes,” he said and dealt the cards.

      Commanding Quentin might be fun, but I needed him to direct me and take some of the decision making off my shoulders.

      I took a second card and accidently made a pair of eights.

      He took more time. I didn’t dare keep the hand and tossed that other eight.

      He stared at my almost naked body. “Time to show your cards ma chérie.”

      That cooled me, and I asked, “Who’s Cher? You’ve said it twice now.”

      He laughed. “Cheri… it means, my dear.”

      I thought so, but I put my cards on the table with a defeated sigh. “I like being your temporary girlfriend.”

      His entire face brightened like he’d just found out it was Christmas morning. “I like you being here, too.”

      To continue my charade, I wiggled my shoulders and pouted. “My cards don’t match at all.”

      He showed his double pairs and opened his palm, “Excellente. My panties. Hand them over.”

      I stood and watched him stare at my backside like I was somehow perfect. I’d been destroyed and humiliated once, but Quentin empowered me to be different. Good thing this was all temporary. I’d never be like this forever.

      Beauty fades, and I never had much of it—just an average slice. But that, for today, was enough. I wiggled and handed over my cotton briefs. “Now that I’m naked, what are you thinking?”

      He stood, and I saw his wanker was waiting for me. “Get over here and find out.”

      And I didn’t care we were on a balcony where anyone could see. I strutted into his arms, certain I ached for him in a way I never had for anyone else.
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      Kara

      

      The sight in front of me had me imagining car explosions in the driveway like I’d seen in the movies filmed here.

      I wore a black shirt and black pants to check out the casino as it was the closest thing I had to sophisticated lady clothes for this trip. And I walked next to a man who had a black tuxedo in his backpack.

      We were clearly from different worlds.

      I’d packed jeans and flats for my trip, and never once thought to myself “what if I go to a gala?”

      I glanced around. The casino had palace walls and double story archways just as I’d seen play out in movie scenes. At side tables, I imagined fictional characters sitting and playing poker at tables with the people in those seats right now. I had no time to dwell when we crossed the floor and headed to the shops.

      The clothing store was charming. I didn’t research the Euro enough, but I understood the numbers; the clothes were pricy, but I could afford one. It’s not like I was spending a dime so far on this trip.

      Quentin picked out a red number. I chose a black and then I picked up an olive green that had white and yellow flowers embedded in the bottom that flared like a mermaid style dress.

      I first put on the black and wiggled it off. Too much of a work dress.

      The red dress was… Christmas. I took it off as well. I wasn’t sure the olive green worked, but then I saw how it made my face lighter and didn’t turn me green at all. The material was soft and flattered my curves.

      I twirled in the dressing room and came out with a smile on my face as I let the material swing. “Does this dress scream Bond girl?”

      He winked. “Absolutely. It’s a winner.” He told the clerk, “Let me pay.”

      I’d lost the heart to argue. I folded my clothes and wore the dress out of the store like I was some diva who wore diamonds in the bathtub.

      As if he read my mind, Quentin wrapped a necklace around my neck.

      He must have bought this when my back was turned. I had no idea, but the glittering diamonds and yellow citrine made the dress pop.

      He handed me the earrings, and I swear I glimpsed a ring he’d tucked back in his wallet.

      My heart stilled as I put the earrings on. “What’s this?”

      He took it out of his wallet and handed it to me. “My grandmother’s engagement ring. Been in the family as long as the casino’s been operating.”

      This ring screamed family heirloom and wealth. I held it firmly, but it was like a magnet to my skin. “That’s a long history.”

      I forced myself to give it back. My hand still had pins and needles from holding it like it was mine.

      That was impossible. I was going home, and he didn’t love me. He’d give that to the right woman, one day. He tucked it in his wallet and said, “Doesn’t matter. It dies with me.”

      Quentin was too sweet to stay single. “You’re never marrying again?”

      “Not unless you say yes.” He winked.

      Was that a joke? My hand pressed to my heart, but I shook my head. The gleam in his expression wasn’t serious, and I shouldn’t wish for more. I shrugged and batted my eyes. “But you haven’t even asked.”

      He traced my back as the store clerk handed me my clothes in a bag. He waited till she was gone and then asked in a low voice, “Do you want to skip the party and find a corner with me?”

      Goosebumps erupted all over my body. “Lead the way, Quentin.”

      We headed out as he took my hand. “You’ve made my returning home more fun.”

      I knew better than to believe in destiny, fate, or whatever it was to hope that we might have a happily ever after. “You did say last night we’d hit the party and find a corner there.”

      “We can do that, too.” We walked across the second-floor hall and made it to the stairs that flowed to the first-floor gambling. We needed to go to a ballroom, but Quentin slowed down and pointed at the steps. “Is that your Marlon?”

      My mouth flew open and didn’t close right away. I was staring into those blue eyes I’d never wanted to see again, and my hand went to my hip. “Is he joking?”

      He joined us, and Quentin held my waist. Marlon was skinnier than I remembered.

      “Marlon,” I clipped. “How did you know I was here?”

      He loomed over me, though he was shorter than my muscle-bound Quentin. “I used my find my phone app. I needed to see this with my own eyes. You seriously hooked up with this French loser who only wants a passport?”

      My shoulders tensed, and my hands began to shake. If I was a man, I’d punch him in the jaw. “Quentin’s a doctor. You’re a data scientist. He owns a vineyard. You own a small house that needs repairs you never have time for.”

      Quentin traced my spine and said in a deep hypnotizing voice, “You don’t have to argue with this man, Kara. I’m happy to meet the man who left you available for me.”

      Right. He held out his hand to shake, and Marlon stared at it. I widened my eyes as his refusal and then said, “Quentin is a grown-up, Marlon.”

      And he’d given me pleasure in a way I’d never experienced. I, however, made choices like the man in front of me. There was no way I was worthy of Quentin for more than a week.

      Marlon widened his stance. “He’s using you. I needed time, Kara.”

      I held onto Quentin like he was my lifeline. Blood rushed to my brain. “Time? You canceled the wedding.”

      Marlon’s voice etched up where it echoed. “I see that was a mistake.”

      I took a deep breath. “No, it wasn’t. It hurt at that moment, but we weren’t in love.”

      His face turned red, and I inched closer to Quentin who said, “You are different.”

      I met Quentin’s gaze and instantly calmed. “I am. I’m happy.”

      Marlon then shouted, “You’re a fucking whore! I knew you weren’t a lady.”

      Quentin stepped in front of me, straightening his shoulders. “Apologize,” he growled at Marlon.

      Marlon’s face contorted. “What the fuck do you have to do with this?”

      Quentin’s voice was cool but sharp as his words landed in my soul. “Kara is mine now, and I won’t let anyone insult her.”

      If only that were true.

      I tapped his arm and sidestepped him. “Quentin, it’s fine. Let’s enjoy our day. He can leave.”

      Quentin shifted. “Is that true, Marlon? Are you leaving?”

      For a moment I feared they’d break out into a fight, but Marlon took a step back. “I’ll be around.”

      I couldn’t get Quentin to move until Marlon was on the bottom step. Then he joined me and said, “If he comes back, let me handle him. He’s clearly not over you.”

      No one had ever tried to protect me like that. I mean, my dad when I was a little girl watched out for me, but no one ever fought for me like this. The adrenaline was still running in my veins as I said, “He humiliated me at home. That will never go away. Even if we are only a week, he taught me that I need to protect myself.”

      The humiliation he’d showed to everyone I ever met.

      Seriously, I was a walking disaster who needed time to clean up her life.

      Quentin stilled. “You don’t have to go back right away. You’re welcome to stay with me until you’re ready.”

      That delayed the inevitable, but we both knew we weren’t forever.

      My skin still had sweat on it, and this wasn’t what we wanted in our lives. I sighed. “I am tired of making life-long decisions. Let’s just enjoy the party.”

      We walked through the rest of the gambling palace with crystal chandeliers and bright sconces illuminating the cream walls to the palace ballroom.

      I didn’t understand the sign, but I saw his friends. We grabbed flutes of champagne, and Simon and Bridget joined us.

      “What was going on out there?” Simon asked.

      Quentin held me beside him. “Kara’s ex wants her back.”

      Bridget said, “Shouting isn’t the way to win a woman’s affection.”

      I clinked glasses with her and nodded. “Seriously. I didn’t invite him here.”

      Bridget laughed with me and, for a moment, it was like I had a new friend.

      As we finished our drinks, I grabbed Quentin’s hand before he brooded too much over that half-done proposal. “I like your friends, Quentin. Let’s dance.”

      He guided me toward the dance floor and asked, “Are you upset we took longer here than seeing more of Italy?”

      I glanced at his handsome profile and wished I was able to just forget everything in my life and believe we might fall in love. Quentin was the best man I’d ever met and probably ever would.

      I’d made too many mistakes to believe there’d be more for us though. He’d marry, and I’d straighten myself out.

      I swallowed back the ice in my spine and said, “It’s fine. I get to be with you today.”

      His arms were around me again and all was right. I closed my eyes and followed his lead.

      If I could bottle up the warm feeling inside me that I had right now, I’d have a lifetime of happiness beside Quentin.

      I needed to remember Quentin as my slightly brooding, attractive, and strong boyfriend who checked off every dream quality I ever had.

      As the song ended, Bridget and Simon pointed to the door after Simon checked his phone. Bridget said, “Sorry to interrupt.”

      They motioned for us to join, and they set a brisk pace toward the door. “What’s going on?”

      We jogged with them as Simon said, “Someone is harassing Calliope.”

      Quentin held my hand as we exited the ballroom, but I as glanced over the balcony at the gambling hall below, I stopped near the stairs, and my heart raced. “Is that Marlon?”

      Quentin had a quizzical gaze. “With Calliope and her husband?”

      My face was hot.

      Marlon threw his hands in the air to punch Nigel.

      I’d brought this disaster into their lives.

      Nigel knocked him back with knuckles to his chin, knocking him over.

      I cringed. If he hadn’t followed me, Quentin’s friends would be fine.

      My body tensed. This was all my fault.

      Simon led the charge toward the stairs so we could join them. “Damn I didn’t know Nigel had that in him.”

      I didn’t realize how weak Marlon was, but I steeled my shoulders. I’d fix this.

      Quentin nodded. “The police will arrest him. There is certain behavior expected in a casino.”

      Marlon jerked up and pushed out, almost knocking Nigel over, but Calliope lunged with her leg and kicked him back down. Bridget suppressed a shocked giggle. “Yoga teacher for the win.”

      When we made it to the stairs, I pressed my hand to my heart.

      Marlon’s head was bleeding, and I squeezed Quentin’s hand. “He’s hurt.”

      He let me go and flew down the stairs. I called out, “Quentin!”

      Simon and Bridget were right behind him.

      I joined Calliope and Nigel who spoke to the police for a moment, but then I heard Quentin as he said, “Right. We need to wrap his head and get him to the hospital.”

      I glanced at the heavy mahogany table and the sharp corner he must have hit when he went down.

      I also heard Nigel telling the police that Marlon was drunk and about to attack his wife for stating he needed to leave her alone. Then he had his hands folded in front of him and said, “Quentin, Simon, this guy came out of nowhere and assaulted my wife.”

      “It’s a head wound,” Simon said fast. “He’s lost consciousness.”

      For my next screw up in life, I should probably take self-defense classes from Calliope. One kick knocked him out. But the bigger part of me ached that he attacked these good people because I was an idiot.

      I never saw him drunk or angry like this at home, other than the occasional road rage where he stepped on the gas to somehow prove his manliness. Maybe that should have been a clue, but my goodness… What would my life have turned into if I’d actually married him?

      Bridget used towels from the bathroom she somehow managed to find and tied his head as paramedics arrived.

      Quentin then spoke in fast French where I basically heard médecin and Marlon’s name.

      Marlon’s eyes opened, and he stared at Quentin. “That fucking doctor can’t help me. He’s the asshole who stole my life.”

      Boy, I knew how to pick ’em. This was all on me. I closed my eyes and somehow wished I could stop myself from ever going out with Marlon.

      Quentin helped him get onto the aluminum stretcher. “I took what was offered. Next time be a man if you want to keep a good woman.”

      A moment later the paramedics pushed him away. I swallowed, and when Quentin came back to my side, I said, “You helped save him.”

      He glanced at me, and his face was white. “I didn’t.”

      I hugged him. He saved me from disaster. He helped save Marlon who, hopefully, calmed down on his own and moved on with his own life. He was a hero. “Quentin, you’re a gifted doctor. You need to live up to that.”

      Quentin stared at Simon and Calliope. “I’m a doctor because I couldn’t save my brother or my family. I thought I could help others avoid what happened to me, but I can’t.”

      His friends were right. Giving up on his dreams was a disaster. “Sure you can,” I said. “You did today. I’m sure you figured out countless patients’ problems.”

      He took both hands of mine in his and shook his head. “Don’t try to save me, Kara. I’m not worth it.”

      “Yes, you are. It’s why everyone’s here. You’re amazing.”

      The words flew out of my mouth. Quentin deserved the best. I might not be his forever, but he needed to follow his own path.

      He let me go. “I have to go.”

      And then he walked up the stairs, alone.

      My insides twisted as I watched him leave. I was broken now. I’d pushed away the only man I’d ever truly loved.
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      Quentin

      

      I aimlessly walked for hours. The beach had no answers, but my skin was all pins and needles and adrenaline kept me out there.

      Kara’s face haunted me, but I wasn’t sure what to say.

      Everyone there tried to get me to be a doctor. My plan to go back to the vineyard was good. My parents expected me.

      And I failed Cecilia. I couldn’t forget that, ever.

      Desiree’s legal suit against me haunted my nights, and I’d lost the ability to breathe for months.

      It hadn’t mattered that the inquisition had found me not guilty of any wrongdoing; I hadn’t. Cecilia and Blake were dead because I’d been careless.

      If I could miss clues in my fiancée’s case, when she’d trusted in me, I was a monster. I let her down, just as I let my brother down.

      Once the dusk settled in the sky, I knew I needed to head back to the hotel.

      Kara waited for me. I was losing precious moments of being with my personal goddess in my room. My wanker was hard just thinking about her there, without me.

      So, I double timed it back to the room, up the stairs, and opened our hotel room door.

      Stillness caught my attention. The room was empty. The bed was made, but the room lacked the rosy smell I ached for.

      Figures. All her things were out of the bathroom, and her bag was gone.

      I collapsed on the bed and closed my eyes when I sat on paper that crinkled. I jumped up, grabbed it, and read her sweet note.

      Quentin,

      I flew back to Pittsburgh. You saved me. I hope one day you’ll understand why I had to leave, but I also hope even more that you follow your heart and your passion. Being a doctor is awesome. Forgive yourself.

      Kara

      No words of love. I shouldn’t expect she’d feel the same. We’d always been temporary. Maybe I’d been wrong to correct the falling in love easily part. I hadn’t deserved her.

      I’d never been a provider. I wrinkled the paper to throw it away, but then decided to keep it. It was the only thing I had of her now.

      I took a cold shower and checked the train times to Saint-Cyr-sur-Mer. Maybe I’d stop remembering Kara if I left this room.

      When night began to ascend fully into the sky, I zipped up the small bag and bought my ticket online.

      It should be easy to leave. I gave the room one last look over but then dragged myself out.

      However, as I descended the elevators to head to my train and check out of the hotel, my friends were all sitting on a couch.

      I took a deep breath and headed over to say goodbye, but Bridget immediately asked, “What happened to Kara?”

      I lost her because I took too long. My heart sank at the thought, and I pocketed my hands. “She’s gone. It’s fine.

      Calliope hugged me. “No it’s not. You loved her.”

      Were the secrets of my soul so obvious? My muscles tightened, but I met her gaze and asked, “Was it obvious?”

      She let go of me and squeezed my cheek like I was still a boy. “To everyone but maybe her. Did you tell her?”

      I cringed. “No.”

      Simon slapped me on my back. “When I left Bridget and hadn’t told her I loved her, I came home to find another guy in her bedroom.”

      Bridget groaned and shook her head. “He was hired to fix the wall, not to join me in bed.”

      Simon stayed beside me like we were family. “I was jealous, and I hadn’t told her how I felt. If you love her, you have to tell her.”

      She’d already said no to my signals. She didn’t love me back. “I need to figure out a few things first. I should get going to my parents now.”

      Bridget gave him a pointed look that only Simon might understand the meaning, but it was clear to me they were deeply in love. Lucky Simon still got to have whatever he wanted. But then he said, “Look, Saint-Cyr-sur-Mer is a two-hour drive from here. Can we come see you tomorrow or the next day?”

      More trying to save my soul? “You don’t have to come to the vineyard.”

      Calliope said in a lower tone, “We want to see Blake’s grave.”

      Got it. Of course. They’d flown halfway around the globe. “I’ll have a guest house set up for you.”

      Then they all hugged me goodbye like we were family.

      None of them blamed me. They didn’t know it was my fault the boat was missing a life vest. They also hadn’t known Cecilia and how she’d trusted me. I’d taken her for granted and killed her when I hadn’t thought she might have cancer in my initial tests.

      Carelessness wasn’t attractive.

      The world was pretty dark, and it wasn’t the time of day from leaving the hotel, catching the train, and walking to my family’s vineyard.

      Saving Marlon’s life had been the only good thing I’d done recently.

      

      Hours later, it was close to midnight when I opened the door to my parents’ house. My parents and grand-mère were in their night clothes but were wide awake, holding books or the remote control to the television. I dropped my bag on the floor and hugged them.

      “Maman, Papa. Grand-mère.”

      My father spoke first. “We’re happy to see you.”

      My mother offered me a freshly baked croissant.

      “Thank you,” I said. She guided us to the table for me to eat, and my father poured the wine. Once I finished, I dug out my wallet. “Grand-mère, here is your ring back.”

      She placed it on the wooden table. My mother smiled at me. “Calliope said you had a new girlfriend.”

      Grand-mère added, “We were looking forward to meeting her.”

      I shrugged. “I lost her.”

      My mother patted my hand. “How?”

      As I finished, I held my tongue for a moment. Unlike every other woman, when I remembered Kara’s face, she was in bright color to me. I shook my head like that might erase the image. “Because she said I gave up on my dreams.”

      My grandmother pushed the ring back at me. “I like her.”

      Huh? She hated every girlfriend I’d brought home for dinner. “You never like any of my girlfriends, Grand-mère, and you don’t even know Kara.”

      She gave a “ha” and sipped her wine. Once she finished, she patted my hand like I was an idiot she needed to shepherd. “I was looking for just one selfless thing out of any woman’s mouth. Every girl you ever brought home was self-involved.”

      I never needed a woman like I ached to have Kara. But I drank a glass with my family and stared into the empty container once I finished. “So am I. All I do is live with regret.”

      She showed her wrinkles as she asked in a low voice, “Were you in love?”

      I refilled everyone’s glasses. “Doesn’t matter. Life changes fast. Look, Simon and Calliope want to come and see Blake’s grave.”

      For a moment no one spoke. I remembered all the rude things I’d said to Kara in that moment and, for once, didn’t dwell on never being good enough to help my parents. She’d have slapped me if she’d had known.

      “Oui. Bien sûr,” my father said.

      I saw how my mother was still. For years, I wanted more from them. They’d come to graduation, but they’d had almost no emotion at anything I did. Good grades. Bad grades. None of that mattered.

      I stared into my glass. “Don’t start drinking, Papa, and don’t start crying, Mama.”

      My mother wiped a tear from her eye and smiled. “We didn’t handle Blake’s death well with you, Quentin. We should have gotten help sooner, but the therapists you sent over the years… They helped. Thank you.”

      Well, then the years of schooling had mattered. If we all didn’t go to pieces at the mention of Blake, then I’d helped here. “Glad that worked.”

      My father finished his own sip and asked, “Are you going to set up a new practice in town?”

      Practice? I’d killed my fiancée, my brother, and really the biggest good was finding people to help my parents. My mind was a mess. “Why would you think that?”

      My mother said, “Doctor Trudeau is retiring, and we need a new doctor here.”

      Like in most places, doctors preferred urban settings. Maybe I wouldn’t have taken Cecilia’s death so seriously if I’d had people close to me who cared.

      Helping Marlon was a rush of adrenaline.

      “I hadn’t thought that far ahead.”

      My father asked, “What’s your plan, Quentin?”

      “I’m going to live in one of our guest houses and help you more, Papa.”

      Grand-mère scoffed. “I knew Cecilia was wrong for you. She hadn’t even told you all her symptoms as it interfered with her shopping.” She stared at my father, jabbing a thumb at me. “Now he’s given up on his dream.”

      Even she saw it? “Grand-mère…”

      The pause in the air was obvious when she pushed the ring to the edge of the table in front of me. “Get over your ennui and chase after your dreams before you really lose.”

      “I don’t know if I can.”

      She let out a major sigh. I put her ring back in my wallet as she wanted me to.

      “I’m going to go take a shower.”

      “Be here for breakfast so we can see more of you,” my mother said.

      Right. Perfect. I put my bag on my back. “I’ll talk to you soon.”

      Outside, I took one of the parked golf carts to one of the houses in the back. The estate had five houses attached to the land, plus the bed-and-breakfast for short-term guests.

      I’d always liked the one near the lake, so I drove there and made myself at home.

      As I finished unpacking my small bag, I took out my phone and emailed the local doctor my mother had mentioned. Doctor Trudeau, how much for your practice?

      I put my phone down, dug out my laptop, and set it up. A moment later I whispered to myself, “There. I did it, Kara. I was a fool for walking away from you.”

      Out of habit I checked my phone as I put it on charge and read the fast response. These people need a doctor far more than I need money. Meet me tomorrow morning.

      I’d look into this. Being helpful was better than doing nothing. I’ll be there.

      Breakfast, meetings… I guess life continued for me, even if I let my love go. I took out Kara’s note. “Kara, I lost you, but you were right about me. I love being a doctor.”

      I just didn’t deserve her.

      I placed the paper under my pillow. It was probably an over-indulgence, but I missed sleeping beside her. Maybe one day this feeling would go away, but it probably never would. I’d ache for her the rest of my life.
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      Kara

      

      The moment I stepped on the plane my insides were all twisted, and I had goosebumps.

      My vacation was over.

      There was no point in seeing Italy. I’d feel even more alone and needy without Quentin, so I booked a flight home.

      Better to start fixing my life instead of running away from it.

      He’d never love me, and I was starting to love a way better man than I deserved.

      I found my seat next to an elderly couple who seemed so happy. She’d packed him apples, and they shared it.

      I’d never have anyone to share an apple with, who loved me like that, but I’d have to get over that. Right?

      I stilled when I saw officers, and my entire body racked with tension as they escorted Marlon to the back, presumably to his seat.

      I’d cringed as he passed, but they put him in the last row.

      I was on edge he’d come to see me for the first few hours, but he never did.

      Good. As I landed in Pittsburgh, I grabbed my bag and headed out.

      My feet dragged like I’d lost my chance at happily ever after, though I was home. I made it outside, and my friend Sabrina was there waiting for me. She honked, and I tossed my bag in her trunk. After I got into her heated car, I relaxed into the cloth seats.

      “You’re back early,” she said.

      Sabrina took off in a sharp turn as I held onto my seat. “I couldn’t stay.”

      She started to go, but then she jerked on her brakes as we passed the next exit. Her eyes were wide. “Was that Marlon?”

      I motioned for her to go fast and covered my face, so he didn’t see me. “Yeah, we had the same flight home.”

      She scoffed and peeled out in her fifteen-year-old Chrysler that could double for a Nazi car. As we made it out of the airport, she asked, “Are you back together with him?”

      “Absolutely not,” I said and checked my seatbelt.

      She shook her head and drove like she’d repeat what Calliope had done to him in the casino. “Thank God for that. Now tell me what happened.”

      The highway was busy, so we had time. And I remembered how yesterday I woke up in the arms of a man who was warm, made me laugh, and dared me to live.

      Now I was here, where there were cold, gray skies. I sighed. “I met a wonderful French doctor. I had the time of my life, and now I’m home to find a new job and start fixing my life.”

      She changed lanes. “That’s a lot of details you left out.”

      She went fast. Good, but my heart was still in Monte Carlo, and my lips tingled to kiss him again. “Quentin—the doctor—he was handsome, a great kisser, smart, sweet, loyal. He called me his new girlfriend right away. No hand wringing and wondering how he felt. He was like the hero of every romance movie I’d ever seen all wrapped up in one perfect person.”

      “And you’re here?” We made it out of the tunnel, and she got in the right side to go to the north shore. “Was he ugly or married or something tragic?”

      The ring? My palm still had that strange magnetic feeling to it. “No, he’s not married. His fiancée died from cancer.”

      “So, he’s sexy and sad and lonely. Was he penniless?”

      “No. He has money. He bought me this amazing dress from a shop in Monte Carlo.”

      “Yeah, I got nothing.” We made it to the side of town I lived on. “He sounds wonderful.”

      “It’s not about what he bought me.” We turned on my tiny street toward my single-family home. “He dared me to be different, and he made me happy and relaxed and, for the first time in my life, complete.”

      “So…” she said as she pulled into my driveway. “You’re back to pack, and you’re moving to France?”

      “No, my life is here,” I said and hopped out of the car. “I have to start looking for a job.”

      “Are you joking?” She followed me as I unlocked my front door. “What fucking life are you leading?”

      I bought this house so that one day I might have a family. I’d figured Marlon was going to move in and we’d be happy enough. “Like I have friends, a home and yeah, the new job I need to find, but I know how to.”

      “Right, so you can throw yourself in your job and not care what happens to you.” She crossed her arms and stared at me like I was insane. “And where you and I get together every week, drink wine, and complain about our jobs and not finding a good guy like the one you left?”

      That summed up the day-to-day dreariness pretty well. “I have my family.”

      She made a tsk sound. “And they are adults busy with their lives. You don’t see them often, and you can fly home for a few holidays or events. So why are you here and not living a fairy tale?”

      Sabrina was ripping apart every argument I’d fought inside my soul for hours. I laughed as I repeated another answer I’d constructed. “I don’t speak French.”

      She took out her phone and showed the app she was using to learn Spanish. “There are apps to teach you, classes you can take or maybe your handsome, rich, available French doctor can give you private lessons.”

      I put my shoes away and shook my head. “I don’t know.”

      She followed me into the kitchen and helped herself to an apple.

      I guess I was wrong. I had friends to share fruit with, but that wasn’t the same at all as having someone lay beside me.

      “Let’s go over Marlon.”

      “Ugh.” I took out two bowls of ice cream. I scooped for us and waited for her to start the conversation.

      “How was he there and on your flight?”

      I handed her a bowl. “He was arrested in Monte Carlo. According to the stewardess, he had the choice of prison or getting out of the country, never to come back.”

      “What the fuck did he do?”

      I dipped my spoon in my dessert. “He threatened a woman physically, but she kicked his ass.”

      “At least it wasn’t you,” she said and continued to devour the mint chocolate chip.

      I finished my scoop and walked to the sink. “It might have been if not for Quentin.”

      She put her empty bowl beside mine. “And he protected you. Seriously, if you don’t get on a plane and go to him, I’m going to go myself and see if he’ll fall in love with me.”

      “Don’t you dare.”

      “You don’t want him.”

      “I… can’t talk about it.” Sabrina was larger than life. One day she’d find the perfect man for her and leave. I washed out the dishes and set them to dry. “Look, thanks for bringing me home.”

      She headed to the door and waved as she said, “If you need a ride to the airport, call me.”

      “Okay, thanks.” I followed her and hugged her as she left.

      For a best friend, I had a good one. I unpacked my laptop, turned on my TV to stream music, and found some light jazz. Then I tapped my couch I’d settled on and searched, American marrying a French citizen.

      No harm in checking, right?

      I laughed as I started researching my “what if” fantasy.

      I’d walked away, afraid to tell him how I felt.

      Honestly, I’d been terrified he’d never love me. I hadn’t thought about how empty my life was until the huge room we were in just made me feel cold and sad. “I’m sure this search will just be bad.”

      And there it was. We couldn’t be together right away if he somehow flew to me. And if I flew to him, and in some alternative universe he asked me to marry him, then I was looking at six months of doing nothing but sitting at home. I stared at my white ceiling. “Right, exactly. I can’t work right away. I don’t know the language. And he doesn’t love me.”

      I almost closed the computer and then remembered I’d told myself I’d look Quentin up. He probably had more money than just being a doctor. He traveled with a tuxedo and stayed at that hotel I’d never book. I could afford a night, but my budget would be squeezed. He hadn’t blinked.

      So, I typed what I knew. La Trimouille. Saint-Cyr-sur-Mer. Vineyard.

      And then my skin had a buzz to it. “No fucking way.” I read every word carefully of the vineyard with his name on it in the “about us” section. Noble family that goes back to the 11th century who served in the crusades… Married royalty in Naples… Staunch royalists during the revolution, forced to flee, but then returned and fought with Napoleon as generals. The family claimed lands in the south. Started a vineyard and their wines sell around the globe. I jumped out of my seat. “What the fuck… This isn’t a vineyard, it’s a global empire.”

      And aristocratic at its heart. My lineage wasn’t nearly so fancy. My ancestors were survivors, not castle dwellers.

      My heart pounded now. He was rich. I should just search him out. I typed the obvious as it came to me, Quentin La Trimouille. Doctor.

      The articles were sparse but basically all read the same, Engaged to Cecilia Le Champs. Award-winning doctor.

      I clicked his ex’s picture. She really did look like the French beauties of the movies. Small, childlike wonder in the eyes, all black outfit.

      I’d never be anything like her. I closed the screen. “I shouldn’t have looked this up anyhow.”

      Searches only made my heart hurt.

      I headed to my kitchen and opened the wine drawer. I took out my red and laughed as I saw the name, Trimouille, printed on my bottle. I told the picture that must be his vineyard, “Oh look, you’re here. I stocked you in my wine shelf, and I didn’t once connect these dots.”

      I poured a glass and saluted the air around me with a toast. “Well, Quentin, you’re probably the best man I’ll ever meet in my life. I am in love with you, and I’m a fucking idiot for not telling you.” I pulled the glass closer and said, “Salut” like he was here.

      And then I sipped. From now on, this was all I had—this emptiness in my soul. I could buy every bottle at the store with his name on it. Maybe someday I’d feel better about coming home.

      This was my life, right? Living happily ever after with a rich, handsome doctor and moving to France wasn’t an option. I’d walked away.
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      Quentin

      

      My parents had seemed excited this morning. Every other time my brother Blake was ever mentioned, the next day was an awkward morning when we discussed our headaches.

      Today we’d spoken about politics and world affairs like we had answers to the world problems. This meant instead of isolating themselves, they’d read the news and formed opinions.

      After coffee and croissants and fruit, I headed into town. I read the doctor’s files in his office as he saw a woman in the adjoining room about her wrist.

      People from a hundred kilometers or more came here to see the closest doctor. Our small town was the closest place to be seen, and if I didn’t take over… my grandmother, my parents, their neighbors, and friends were without any healthcare, except maybe someone who telecommuted in.

      As the patient left, I remembered Kara’s note. She’d hoped I’d be a doctor and maybe she’d like this. Saving Marlon gave me hope that I might help others again.

      The older doctor with white hair came back, and I shook his hand. “I’ll start working with you next week.”

      His huge smile shone in clear relief. “I’m sure everyone will be grateful that you’re here now. We’re a small town, but our people need you.”

      Good. It was done. I pressed my hand to my heart as the paperwork would take time. “We’ll work together next month, so you can introduce me.”

      “Sounds wonderful.”

      I headed to the door. Honestly my shoulders were a little lighter.

      Being a doctor was all I ever saw myself as for years.

      Since leaving Paris… I’d been an idiot. The only good thing that happened to me was Kara, and I let her slip away.

      I walked slowly through the vineyards I used to race through as a boy.

      The air was fresh here. If I were a better man, I’d be on a plane, begging the woman I love to marry me.

      As I arrived, I opened the door to tell my parents. “Maman. Papa—J’e—” I swallowed and stared into the familiar bright blue eyes of an old friend. I blinked and asked, “Simon, you must have left early?”

      “We did.” He stood from my mother’s dining room table. “Quentin, you weren’t here when we arrived. Bridget, Calliope, and Nigel are taking a tour of the vineyard.”

      I quickly noticed his coffee cup was finished, and my mother had more prepared. I grabbed a mug from the cabinet and poured us both another cup. “I’m glad you’re here. I needed to thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “A couple things…” I relaxed and wished Kara was somehow here, too. But she was in America, forgetting about me. I leaned closer. “The pep talk the other day.”

      His eyes widened, and he tilted his head as he analyzed me. “So, you changed your mind?”

      I smiled and ran my hand through my dark hair. “I… yeah. I’m not returning to Paris. I’m staying here.”

      His glare spoke volumes. “Your heart is in being a fucking a doctor.”

      I spoke slowly and deliberately. “And I’m taking over a local practice. The people in my town need medical help.”

      His shoulders relaxed, and he scooted backward in his chair. “So, you’re retiring to country life and keeping the stethoscope.”

      “I became a doctor to help people. It’s the only thing I know how to do.”

      “And Kara?”

      I ignored how tense I got and said, “She’s gone.”

      Simon finished his coffee and then tapped the table. “You called and told her how you feel?”

      “It doesn’t matter. She was clear; I was only a vacation for her,” I said as I remembered her letter in my wallet.

      Simon’s family, including children’s voices were heard, and we both stood to leave. “Take a chance and put your heart on the line.”

      I stared at the wall as it made talking easier. “I can’t disappoint her, too, like I did with Cecilia and Blake.”

      “Blake?”

      I slumped into the seat next to him and kept my head down. “I left the life vest on and dropped it in our garage. I should have left it in the boat.”

      He tapped my knee. “You were a kid. He knew it was there.”

      He’d known? I squeezed my eyes shut, and I was six again and running with my friends, wearing the life vest. “If I’d not been careless, he’d be alive.”

      Voices outside grew closer, but Simon leaned closer and kept his voice down. “If he’d been patient, we’d have gone back to your house and gotten it. He knew it was in the garage and didn’t care.”

      My voice cracked. “He did?”

      “Simon?” Bridget called.

      Simon jumped up. “I was there. I spent years with that guilt.”

      I stood, but it was like a small weight fell off my back. “He’d not want that.”

      He gave me a once-over. “Look, I have to go. But if you need to talk more, I’m open.”

      “Thanks.” We flung the door open, and a young boy jumped into his arms and hugged him. Bridget joined him, holding two little girls’ hands.

      “Glad you stopped by,” I said.

      “Call anytime,” he said and then greeted his daughters.

      I backed away from the family reunion. My heart twisted; I’d never have that.

      And I wasn’t in the mood to talk about my brother today.

      Blake was a ghost in my life these days.

      So had been Cecilia.

      I headed back to my small house as my parents took their guests to my brother’s grave.

      The walk was short, but as I opened the door, the lights were on in the kitchen. I headed inside and saw my grandmother cutting onions and tossing them in a hot frying pan. I went and kissed her cheek. “Grand-mére, what are you doing here?”

      “Checking on you,” she said and blushed as I hugged her.

      I took out the potatoes and began to peel them as I told her about my day. “I agreed to be the town’s local doctor, so you’ll be seeing me whenever you need something.”

      She put the chicken on the hot pan and closed the lid. “I trust you as long as you stop being so melancholy.”

      I continued peeling more potatoes and putting them in the water. “I thought I was taking a turn for the better now.”

      She stopped taking out the spices. “I want to meet this Kara.”

      I playfully bumped into her shoulder. Grand-mére seemed smaller now than I remembered. “She’s in America. Want to fly to Pittsburgh?”

      She gave me a pointed look and picked up her spices to mix in a bowl. “I’ll go and hold your hand if you need me to.”

      I put my finished potatoes on the stove. “What are you talking about?”

      She let out a long sigh and added her spices to the chicken she’d mixed. She once said it was better to mix them together. “You were spoiled all your life I suppose and too coddled. Cecilia loved spending your money, which was why she never complained about her health. And if we’re being honest, you were far too good-looking for your own good.”

      I glanced at the pot. “That’s not polite.”

      I chopped some carrots, and she cupped my cheeks. “You didn’t learn that sometimes you need to chase a woman if she’s important to you.”

      I added the pieces to the lunch being prepared. “Kara was special.”

      She bounced on her feet. “If that’s true, then why are you here with me?”

      She added butter to her cooking… just a drop, but it was always her favorite ingredient.

      “Because you love me unconditionally.” She patted me on the back and waved goodbye. “Well, I won’t be around forever.”

      I kissed her cheek and walked her to the door.

      Then I finished preparing my lunch. As the sauce and chicken cooked, I imagined Kara beside me, sitting with me.

      She’d probably hate farm life.

      But the idea of telling her ran through my head. It didn’t matter if the image of running to America to ask her to marry me for real played in my mind.

      I checked on my cooking and then snapped my fingers. She’d given the hotel her information. I left the kitchen for my bag and asked myself, “Where is my receipt?” I checked in the pockets and found it. Her name and address in Pittsburgh were labeled.

      I returned to the kitchen and my lunch. I grabbed a bottle of wine, but nothing felt right.

      Maybe I was too spoiled and hadn’t told her how I felt. This might be the stupidest thing I’d ever done, but I called my travel agent, Gisette, who was also a local woman in town who’d be my patient soon. After hellos I told her, “I’d like to book a ticket to Pittsburgh.”

      “Certainly, do you have your ESTA?”

      “No,” I said and took out my tablet.

      Gisette said, “The Electronic System for Travel Authorization can take up to three days to approve your background, Quentin.”

      I typed in my information and missed the days it was effortless to travel. “Hold on.” I typed my credit card. “There. I paid my fee. Done.” The screen said it can take up to seventy-two hours, but then I had the green light. “I have the confirmation. I can text you the numbers.”

      “Excellent. When do you want to leave?”

      My heart sped up. I was probably about to make a complete fool of myself. I hadn’t told her I loved her and wanted to marry her. Now it was time. If I could be a doctor again, I could risk my heart. “When’s your next flight?”

      I heard her typing. “You’ll have to make a connection.”

      That didn’t matter as much. “I want the fastest ticket to get me there the soonest. First class, if possible.”

      She stopped typing. “I can get you on tonight, sir.”

      “Excellent,” I told her and then read her my credit card information.

      I hung up the phone, ate a little, and cleaned the kitchen. Tension racked my body, but this was the right choice.

      I texted my parents my plans and packed my bags.

      As I headed downstairs, my parents and my grandmother were waving at me. I went over and hugged them. “Maman, Papa. I will call you soon.” And then I hugged my grandmother. “I put the leftovers from lunch in the refrigerator.”

      “Humility is a good look for you,” she said, and I stilled. “It’s the best way to get the girl you love. Good luck.”

      She was right. I knew it. I had to try. Kara was in my heart.

      I took my old car and headed to Marseille for a flight to Paris when my phone rang. My heart stopped, and I hoped it was Kara until I saw the number. I put my phone on my dash and answered. “Desiree?”

      “Quentin, I heard you replaced my sister already.”

      I thought of Kara and how I’d missed her today. “Yes. Is that why you called?”

      “No. I hope you’re happy, and I wanted to apologize for pushing that lawsuit so far, after Cecelia…”

      “You were fine,” I said fast. I get she’d loved her sister. I’d been happy with Cecilia, as she fit into a life I thought I wanted.

      “I was in grief, and I blamed you.”

      I swallowed and old guilt spoke first. “I didn’t catch what was wrong fast enough.”

      “Her doctors said it spread so fast, and you caught it as soon as you could. She never complained, and I was wrong to force you to listen to my parents and family all blame you.”

      Forgiveness was like another stone I hadn’t expected to find. “It’s okay. I loved Cecilia and wished there had been something I could have done differently.”

      “She’d want you to help as many people as you can.”

      A few weeks ago, I’d asked Desiree to let this go, and she’d refused. I’d spiraled and sold my practice. Now I hadn’t needed to hear that, but I took a deep breath and said, “Thanks for calling, Desiree.”

      “Au Revoir.”

      “Oui. Au Revoir.” Then I hung up the phone.

      My old life was completely over now, and my new life in Saint-Cyr-sur-Mer was set to start. All that was missing was my heart.

      If Kara said yes, then I’d have everything I’d truly wanted.
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      Kara

      

      Packing took forever. I wasn’t even sure Quentin was worth the risk.

      My old boss had called to offer my position back, but I’d said no. Instead, I bought tickets, put my house up for sale, and I didn’t even know his phone number. Or if Quentin wanted more than a few days with me.

      I had an address from the receipt from the hotel.

      If he said no, I’d have to move on with my life.

      If he said yes, well, then I’d live in his small town in France with Quentin. So, there was no need to come back.

      Packing took longer than I’d hoped, but finally, I had the tickets and my entire life fit in a few suitcases and a few boxes for storage to be shipped to me.

      My furniture was gone, and now all my real estate agent needed was the keys.

      And I’d head to the airport.

      God, I hope he was for real. If not. I’d have to deal, but it was time to put my heart on the line.

      I’d never been good enough for him, but I never took this chance either. Love was worth taking a risk, even if he slammed the door in my face and said I wasn’t worthy of him.

      I put my bags by the front door as the garage door closed.

      This was the last time Sabrina would come in with her clicker for my house. She carried two cups of coffee and handed me one.

      Everything was now in place. We’d close the door with the code, and I was done.

      “Sabrina, thanks for driving me.” I put my cup down next to hers, walked her to my rather large bags, and dropped the clicker in the envelope for the realtor. As I sealed it and left it on the kitchen counter, the doorbell rang.

      I stared at Sabrina and wondered if she planned something. “No problem… are you expecting your family or something?”

      There went that theory. My sisters had said goodbye yesterday. I walked to the door, and my face felt tight. “It’s Marlon.”

      Sabrina crossed her arms. “Let’s just get in the car and go.”

      And have him follow me again? I ignored the tension in my body. “No. Let me tell him to leave.”

      Sabrina became glued to my side. “I’ll go with you.”

      The second I opened it, a nip in the air caused goosebumps, and I wish I had my jacket on. After what I saw in Monte Carlo, backup might be good. “Marlon, what are you doing here?”

      I stared into the wrong brown eyes of a man in his black peacoat, and my shoulders slumped.

      “I came to apologize,” he said. “Can I come in?”

      I held the door firm, and Sabrina was right behind me. I shook my head. “We’re leaving. It’s not a good time.”

      He gave a curt acceptance, and his hands went into his pockets. “I shouldn’t have drunk so much when I went to see you. I was so angry about your fling.”

      Fling wasn’t how I’d describe Quentin. It’s why I dismissed him, but these past few days I’d craved him.

      I’d never missed the man in front of me like this. I let out a small sigh. “What I do with my life doesn’t matter to you.”

      He reached for my hand, but I took it back. “It does. I was a fool because I loved you.”

      No spark rushed inside me. I held the doorknob. “Goodbye, Marlon.”

      He asked fast, “That’s it?”

      I stood taller. “Yeah, it is. I’m not in love with you, but good luck. Next time you’re planning a wedding, don’t cancel.”

      He asked, “Where are you going?”

      Sabrina tapped my back. “Don’t answer. Close the door, Kara. Goodbye, Marlon.”

      I nodded. “Goodbye.” And then I did as Sabrina recommended. I stood at the door and heard Marlon’s steps on my front door porch.

      Good, he was gone. We headed into the kitchen, and I settled.

      I should have told Quentin I loved him. I hadn’t realized it till I’d been alone and fucking missed him, hard.

      And it wasn’t only sex I missed. It was his seriousness when he wasn’t meaning to be. It was just him.

      I found my passport, checked my bags and the tickets.

      Sabrina said, “Let’s get your bags in the car.”

      I glanced around my home for the last time but realized I’d never once cooked for anyone other than Sabrina here.

      Maybe next time I thought about buying anything, I’d not rush into a life I wasn’t ready for.

      Or I could fly into Quentin’s arms and never leave again.

      I liked the second option better, but there was a lesson in this house.

      I reached for my bag but then heard another knock. “Someone’s at the door again.”

      Sabrina glowered. “Seriously? We told him to get lost.”

      I squared my shoulders and walked back to the door. My heart beat faster this time like I needed adrenaline to scream, but then as I flung open the door, I stared into the right brown eyes. “Quentin.”

      He took a step in, and once again my body melted. “I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

      I’d pictured going to him a million ways, but him showing up in Pittsburgh somehow made him more real.

      I couldn’t look away, even though there was a slight burst of my bubble when Sabrina called out, “Guess the trip is canceled!”

      My bare house wasn’t something I expected to discuss. I rubbed my temples and waved behind me to my best friend. “Quentin, this is Sabrina.”

      He shook her hand, and I looped my arms around his forearm. He glanced at me. “Can I have a minute alone with you?”

      We had the same thoughts. I nodded and pointed to the steps. “Yes. Of course. Come upstairs.”

      Sabrina headed in, hopefully, to drink her coffee and wait so we could sort out what happened.

      I was aware Quentin was behind me though, and my hips swung a little more.

      My mind couldn’t place why he’d be here, though. I was in a haze as I guided him to my bedroom that didn’t have a bed anymore as I’d given every piece of furniture to charity this morning.

      He closed the door and awareness rushed through me of him. I swallowed. “Kara, I bought a practice in Saint-Cyr-sur-Mer.”

      That explained nothing, but I was trembling on the inside. I rocked a little but stared up at him. “Quentin, I was about to fly to France and find you.”

      He took my hands, and there it was. My nerve endings sparked into my soul, and I knew I needed to tell him everything.

      “You were?”

      A tear escaped my eye. He was here, and that was all that should matter. “You can say no, but I wanted to tell you…”

      I love you.

      The words didn’t come easy; I wasn’t sure I should love him.

      He wrapped his arms around my waist. “I flew to Pittsburgh to tell you I love you and want you with me. I don’t think my license transfers to the American system as easily.”

      He loved me? Every cell in my body jumped. I’d absolutely not take him from his world, and I shouted, “No!”

      “I misunderstood,” he said and let me go.

      I tugged his belt loop. I let him think the wrong thing and needed to fix that, too. I clearly couldn’t think near him. “I was fast. I meant I’ll move with you. There is nothing here to keep me. I already sold everything to have a chance and tell you I’m not worthy, but I want to be.”

      His face turned red, but he held me again. “Not worthy?”

      “I choose the wrong men and bad careers.”

      “Kara, you’re perfect for me. I’d never been myself, except with you.”

      “Me too. I finished sorting out my life, and I realized I was a coward who hadn’t let her heart decide. I’m done now. I had more stuff than I expected, and it was cheaper to just buy another ticket.”

      Stop rambling! I laughed, and that didn’t help as he stared at me confused.

      His lips lowered to mine. “So, will you marry me?”

      I closed my eyes. “Yes. I love you and want to marry you, if that’s what you want.”

      “I want. I love you, too,” he said, and then his lips met mine.

      My hands wrapped in his thick dark hair, and I knew I was with the right man.

      No one else had ever made me have chills rushing in my veins.

      As the kiss ended, I rested my head on his shoulder. I wasn’t ready to let him go, but the air of the drafty house calmed me down. “Come. Let’s go tell Sabrina the trip is off?”

      He didn’t let me go right away, and I had butterflies in my stomach. “You said you’d move to France and build a life there?”

      This was crazy, but my dream of him was coming true. “Yes, but you’ll have to teach me French. I took Spanish in high school, not that I remember anything. And my sisters are all super busy right now, but they said they’d fly over for the holidays.”

      Rambling was not your new normal. I rolled my shoulders like that might make this feeling go away.

      He squeezed my ass. “I will happily help you with française.”

      I smiled. This was better than I ever thought possible. “Then let’s go.”

      “You want to fly today?”

      I wish there was something here for us. I had nothing now. “I quit my job, and it’s going to take six months for any visa to happen. Might as well let the countdown begin, but we can get a hotel if you want.”

      “We can go,” he said and offered his hand at the top of the step. “My grand-mére wants to meet you.”

      His family sounded wonderful. “Okay, but let’s not talk about our bedroom activities.”

      I stopped. My friend probably heard that.

      Quentin continued. “She’ll probably offer pointers, but yes, let’s not ask for trouble.” As we made it to the bottom step. “Can I borrow your phone?”

      “Of course,” I said and handed it over.

      “Can I see your ticket?” I pulled up my wallet app and showed him. He nodded. “Let me upgrade you to first class, and you can still bring your friend, so she knows you’re safe. Is she on the same reservation?”

      “Yes,” I said, and he kissed my cheek and called the airline. I returned to the kitchen and squealed to my friend. “Sabrina, Quentin and I are getting married!”

      She laughed. “Yeah, I’m so happy for you. I guess today’s trip is off.”

      I pointed behind me as he walked past the door well. “No. Quentin’s on the phone getting himself a ticket and upgrading ours to first class.”

      Her eyes widened. “First class?”

      His money just made his life sweeter, but that wasn’t important to how I felt. I lowered my voice. “His family owns this vineyard.”

      She craned her neck to stare behind me. “Seriously, why doesn’t he have a brother for me?”

      We waited. I’d risked everything to go and follow my heart, and he’d walked in the door.

      He gave me a thumbs-up and walked out to help with the bags.

      Putting everything I had on the line for Quentin had been worth it. He loved me, too.
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      Quentin

      

      Kara in my arms made my life complete.

      Marriage only completed my life. Walking the fields with her had been good until we came here.

      My parents continued taking Sabrina on the tour, but I guided Kara with me toward the marker.

      As I stared down at the white marble cross with his name on it, I widened my stance. “This is Blake’s grave.”

      She let go of my arm. “I’ll give you a few minutes.”

      I reached for her hand. “No. Stay.”

      Her eyes wrinkled in a cute way. “Are you sure?”

      “Oui.” I nodded, and she pressed her palm in mine. “I need to thank him for helping me find you.”

      I closed my eyes, and for a few minutes I prayed. I liked to believe he heard me.

      Then Kara whispered tentatively, “How?”

      I opened my eyes and stared into her brown hues. “When Cecilia died and I gave up on being a doctor, I realized I had bottled up pain. I blamed myself for his death, until I talked to Simon, and he said Blake knew the life vest was at home.”

      “How did you blame yourself for that?”

      “I was six, and I took the life vest home instead of leaving it on the family boat.”

      “I’m sorry, Quentin.”

      “It’s okay. In finding you, I was able to let go.”

      “He was your brother.”

      I kissed her cheek. “He’d want me to be happy and to find you.” I turned away from the gravesite and stayed at her side. “Yeah. Blake had always tried to protect me. And until recently, I saw myself as a horrible, ungrateful kid.”

      She gently bumped into me. “If he was anything like you, then I’m sure he was amazing.”

      “Let’s go,” I said. We could come back later, but it was time to see my grandmother. I walked with her to the main house as the sun shone over our heads in the full brightness of the day.

      She was beautiful and mine, now and forever. I held open the door for the main house. I heard sounds in the kitchen, and we went in.

      There she was, taking chocolate croissants out of the oven. She placed them on the cooling rack as I said, “Grand-mére this is Kara.”

      She took off her gloves.

      Kara didn’t leave my side. “Quentin said you’ve disapproved of every girl he’s ever brought home.”

      Grand-mére laughed and walked over to us. She studied Kara for a moment. “Only because they seemed self-involved and not wanting to make my only petit fils happy.”

      Kara rocked back and forth nervously. “I hope you see that’s not me then. I hope he remains a doctor.”

      My grandmother nodded. “He mentioned how you encouraged him. It’s why I told him to go find you and bring you home.”

      Her shoulders loosened, and her eyes brightened. “So, that’s why he showed up?”

      I wasn’t a boy to be bossed around. I squeezed her hand. “No. I showed up because I love you, Kara.”

      Grand-mére’s eyes welled up with visible tears. “I’m excited to see you wed.”

      Kara sniffled. “Does that mean you approve?”

      Grand-mére wiped her eyes. “Does it matter?

      “No.” This wasn’t a moment for tears.

      She then hugged Kara. “Well, I do, in case you want to know.”

      For a moment both women ignored me, but then they let go. I took Kara’s hand and said, “See you later, Grand-mére.”

      I placed my hand on Kara’s lower back and guided her out or we’d never leave. Grand-mére waved as we left. “I’m looking forward to seeing you both.”

      We both waved back at her and headed out the door.

      We’d circulated the family farm, and now we could be alone.

      It was time. We walked back to my house that she hadn’t seen, but once we cleared the lawn of my parents, she said, “We’ll have to work out how I can legally stay in France, so we can plan the wedding.”

      My Kara was a planner. It’d be my job in life to remind her to unwind.

      “We’ll get married right away.”

      A huge smile grew on her face. “That still leaves me six months without working. I’ve not been at home, not doing anything since I was in school, and even then, I filled my day with activities.”

      We neared my house, and I winked. “We’ll be filling each other.”

      She laughed. “Mr. Wanker wants to play.”

      She stepped inside and turned on a light. I followed and closed the door. “I’ve not had you in my house.”

      Her eyebrows widened. “No one will interrupt?”

      I pointed behind myself. “I locked the door.”

      “One second,” she said and strutted around the house like she was looking for something.

      We made it to my blue couch and blue chairs, in front of my working fireplace in the winter and my white and blue Persian rug. This was good.

      To romance her, I flipped on the gas fireplace and then kissed her neck.

      She stopped moving and moaned as she let me feel her breasts and waist while I continued with her neck. She sighed. “Fuck, you’re turning me on.”

      I found the hem of her shirt and lifted it from her waistband. “That’s the point.”

      She closed her eyes, and I nibbled on her ear as I ran my fingers up and down her body. She turned toward me, and I rubbed her face slightly in my quest to claim her lips. Then her mouth was presented to me like it was my birthday, and I pressed harder.

      I needed Kara like I needed water.

      She sighed and stroked my hair as she urged me on. I continued to ravage her lips, needing her addicting kisses, and pinched her nipples to see if she was ready.

      Her pebbles were already hard.

      It was just the two of us now and forever. I caressed her abs, lifting her simple white T-shirt while I continued to taste her oral offering.

      I stopped only to toss the shirt away, and I noticed her face was already reddened with desire.

      Perfect. My goal tonight was to ensure she was enraptured with the attention only I can give her.

      I hugged her closer and unclasped her bra. I lowered to taste her buds, and she hugged my neck and head, encouraging me.

      Then she bucked and moaned when I sucked her already stiff peaks.

      Her soft sighs showed how she enjoyed herself.

      I slowly went up, kissing her everywhere before returning to her neck. She tasted like a decadent dessert, and I’d probably leave a mark.

      I’d never done that to anyone else, but Kara was mine now.

      She tugged for us to go down on the rug, and I ripped myself away from kissing her for a moment to tug off my pants.

      Tonight wasn’t about me; it was about pleasuring her.

      Everywhere.

      I unbuttoned her loose-fitting pants, and they slid down her faster than I’d like, but I slipped my fingers in her underwear to play with her clit as she moaned out incoherent sweet sounds that were like a melody in tune with her vibration.

      She uncurled her panties and stroked my big wanker.

      I stopped her.

      There was no rush.

      She was mine forever, and I intended for her to experience multiple orgasms.

      For loving me, she deserved to be worshipped.
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      Kara

      

      I walked into the main house as Quentin had told me to before he’d taken off. I took my time dressing and finally decided to tie a scarf around my neck, so no one asked questions about what I did last night.

      Quentin had left a while ago on his mysterious trip downtown. He said he’d be fast, and I should go see my friend.

      So, I let myself in the open door and immediately saw Sabrina sitting at the kitchen table with a plate of fresh croissants. She jumped up and hugged me. “It’s nice to see you again this morning.” She glanced at my scarf and then at the door. “Where is Quentin?”

      I grabbed a clean coffee mug and poured some of the carafe for myself. “He said he had an errand in town, but he’d be back.”

      This was way better than any brew I’d done in my coffee pot. I swallowed and ignored the tingles on my lips from the many kisses I’d been partaking in.

      Sabrina offered me a croissant. “So you seem happy.”

      I nodded and pulled the still warm bread out. “I am. I understand you’re leaving the farm for a few days to head up to Paris.”

      I then tasted the divine pastry, and it melted in my mouth. This was even better than the delicious ones in Paris or in Monte Carlo. As I finished, Sabrina said, “This place is beautiful. I’ll be back for your wedding, but I want to see Paris for myself.”

      She’d have a vacation and stay in Quentin’s apartment he apparently still owned as Desiree had moved out without taking ownership. I’d see it soon enough, but right now I hugged my coffee and said, “I’m glad you came.”

      She stood and took the empty plate to the sink. “Me too. Looks like your fiancé is back.”

      I craned my neck and saw him walking toward the house in a hurry. I finished my coffee and beamed when he entered.

      However, he motioned for me to join him at the door, and his lips were pressed together. I jumped out of my chair and took his hand. “Quentin, what’s going on?”

      He guided me outside, and we stood in front of the vineyard that smelled so sweet. Then he took both my hands in his. “Kara, I put our names down for a court wedding. We need to wait a few days, but in the meantime, I had the jeweler adjust my family ring for you. And I bought you this.”

      He went down on one knee and a tear glistened from my eye as I took the diamond he’d offered. “This is beautiful.”

      The round diamond shone brighter than any other ring I’d ever seen. He stood up as I placed it on my finger. “I wanted you to have something new, just for you. You only have to wear my family heirloom for special occasions.”

      He then handed me the citrine and diamond ring, and I slipped it on my other finger like I was a princess. “I’ll wear both with pride. Thank you.”

      I threw my hands around his neck and followed that with my entire body pressed to his. I’d not had enough. I kissed him.

      His dimples showed when let me go, and he squeezed my ass for a moment. “Now let’s go inside; my father wanted to talk to you in his study.”

      Goosebumps grew on my arms. “Your father?”

      He placed his hand on my back like he’d protect me. “Yes, but you can tell him no if you don’t like what he has to say. I absolutely understand.”

      I ignored the little trembles in my spine. “Okay… This sounds serious.” Quentin stayed with me like there was trouble ahead, but we walked into his father’s office. It was a large white room with the latest computing systems and an older model laptop on the ivory desk. His father closed his laptop as we took seats on our leather chairs across from him.

      I squirmed and said, “Hello. Mr. I mean, Monsieur La Trimouille.”

      “I’m glad you could join me,” he said and offered us two glasses with water.

      “Thanks.”

      He settled in his chair. “My son told me you worked in a bottling factory in America.”

      I nodded. He didn’t need to think I’d be just lounging around if that’s what today was about. “Yeah, it’s boring to do the financials, but I’m going to find a job about numbers when I can.”

      He folded his hands on his belly. “Why don’t you work for me?”

      My eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

      He scooted his chair closer to the desk. “My son is a doctor, but one day he’ll inherit the entire company, and you know the manufacturing part of the business already.”

      Was this on the level? I glanced at Quentin who almost glared at his father like he crossed a line. “So?”

      His father ignored him entirely. “He’s not interested in running a vineyard.”

      I turned and squeezed Quentin’s hand. “Is that true?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      My mind whirled with questions as I moved my chair closer to the desk. “I don’t have a lot of experience with growing grapes.”

      He pointed to Quentin. “My son knows about the vines, and we can teach you that. What he’s not interested in is the numbers or running the corporation.”

      He moved next to me. “Dad, you’re asking for too much.”

      I understood he wanted to protect me, but why? I blinked a few times. “Are you asking me to take over your entire company?”

      He leaned backward in his chair like I’d won the question of the day. “If you’re interested. I’d rather keep this in the family then go public.”

      “And you’ll train me?”

      He nodded. “I can’t pay you legally until the government approves your permanent residency.”

      This was a pay increase. Wow. My skin buzzed; I’d have responsibilities and not just be a stay at home wife who never worked. I loved working.

      Quentin said, “Dad, don’t push this. Let Kara think.”

      Would this be a problem for Quentin if I said yes? I pivoted, and our knees brushed. “Can I talk to Quentin for a minute?”

      His father jumped up. “Certainement.”

      I waited till he walked out. Then I squared my shoulders. “This is an amazing opportunity. Do you want me to stay at home and do nothing? I thought you knew I wanted to work.”

      He patted the back of my hand. “I don’t want you to feel pressured.”

      Pins and needles of excitement ran through me. “That’s it?”

      “Oui.”

      Working with his family ensured ours stayed together, but I wasn’t sure of the entire backlog of their family history. “Are you sure you wouldn’t mind for any other reason?”

      He shook his head and also seemed more relaxed now. “I’m more interested in helping people with their medical problems.”

      “Your dad told the truth about you helping with the vines, though? I can handle spreadsheets and people, but agriculture is not something I’m confident with.”

      He smiled. “We can work together, if that’s what you want to do. It’s your choice and yours alone.”

      This hadn’t ever entered my mind as an option.

      “Oui.”

      He laughed, and I knew he’d be okay.

      I held his hand. “Call your father back in.”

      He let me go and opened the door. A moment later, he returned with his father. I waited till everyone was settled and then said, “I’d love to start working with you.”

      He smiled at me.

      Quentin added, “After our honeymoon, Dad.”

      He made a motion with his hand like he was screwing in a lightbulb as his way of saying yes. “Then in a month, I’ll start showing you around.”

      “Thank you for trusting me,” I said.

      A huge smile that Quentin inherited graced his father’s face. “I’m glad to get to know you then, my new daughter.”

      “Me too.” I’d always defined myself as a hard worker. Now I’d ensure a dynasty was left to my own children one day.

      It was like I was given a green light to live happily ever after… with Quentin.

      Quentin and I said our goodbyes and headed back to our place to be alone, but I had a bounce to my step when I said, “This is a huge honor.”

      He playfully bumped into me. “I’m glad you think so, but if at any point you don’t want to do this, we can take the company public as planned, and you’ll be free.”

      Cute. I seriously had everything now. I looped my arm in his and said, “I don’t want to be free. I want us to be together, forever.”

      “I want the same thing,” he said.

      I went up on my tiptoes and kissed him.

      Together we made sense. I’d never met a man I loved more, and now we’d be together forever. Life was amazing.

      
        
        Thank you for reading. I hope you enjoyed my Cocky Hero’s Club introduction. I loved digging into the world and writing my own story that included British Bedmate characters.

        Want to keep up with all of the new releases in Vi Keeland and Penelope Ward's Cocky Hero Club world? Make sure you sign up for the official Cocky Hero Club newsletter for all the latest on our upcoming books:

        https://www.subscribepage.com/CockyHeroClub

        Check out other books in the Cocky Hero Club series:

        http://www.cockyheroclub.com

      

      

      While this journey is over you and can order Legendary Rock Star or keep reading for a preview.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Legendary Phoenix Preview

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoenix

      

      I knew three things with absolute certainty. One, I hit my notes perfectly, which was why all three judges wanted me on their team. Two, TV was more about the showmanship and not about the talent, and I’d been born and bred for this forum. No one had a better edge. And three, I was playing to win now.

      There would be no more chances if I didn’t.

      I was on this show because it was my last chance to be on the stage. I had washed out my first opportunity.

      And I sang that song right out of the park tonight. The judges had known. It’s why they voted for me.

      Of course, in another life I’d have been on the panel. One of the “celebrity” judges was about my age. But no matter; this was how things were.

      And when I won this competition and the recording contract for one new album, I’d get back out there as a single act. No one would dare call me a washout or a loser then.

      On stage I was a god again. This was my comeback. And as a solo act, I answered only to myself.

      No more heartache.

      No more letting friends down.

      I used to have great friends in my old band. They were still rocking platinum songs and albums without me.

      They deserved it. My friends from my childhood TV show had saved my ass from jail and from actually killing someone. That girl’s unconscious face in my car still haunted my dreams, every night. She was why I joined Alcoholics Anonymous. If not for Luca of Indigo 5, and my agent, Mark, she’d be dead, because of me. I had crashed my car and instead of being a good guy who called for help, I called my agent and my bandmates, the closest I had to family, to get me out before the press arrived.

      What I piss head narcissist I’d been. I’d lost control.

      Outside, I saw the blonde soprano with a powerhouse of a voice. She had my attention—despite the long skirt that hid her figure and the huge hat only old hippy women would wear in public—strutting in the hallway like she walked on air itself. And fair enough. She’d just won over millions of viewers, so she had the right to have that huge grin on her face and that glow in her skin. She rushed to the family waiting area and hugged the two praying people I’d spotted.

      So her story about growing up religious wasn’t a lie.

      I held back. That wasn’t my jam. My family had taught me to use each other, until I had enough of them.

      But it had been too late for me by then. I had learned drinking straight from the bottle as a coping mechanism.

      The blonde’s family insisted she come with them, that she needed to get some sleep and be up at 5 a.m.

      No one ever said anything like that to me, even when I was a kid. After a show, it took me hours to unwind.

      So I figured I’d lost my chance to meet her and returned to the lounge, grabbed myself a water. The place was empty. Even Finnigan was gone.

      My phone rang. It was Mark, my agent. He must have seen the show. The second I answered, he said, “Phoenix, you’re on a comeback.”

      “I hope so.”

      Unlike everyone else in this competition, having an agent meant I’d be protected in any contracts. Mark Powers, agent to the stars, said quickly, “Just keep in the competition for as long as possible.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      I couldn’t say more than that.

      “I can launch you as a solo act, and no one will remember you were kicked out of Indigo 5 years ago. But getting your face on TV will ensure we get bigger contracts.”

      “You’re why I’m here,” I said, though the face of that blonde floated to my mind for some reason.

      I blinked and we said goodbye.

      I hung up and tucked the phone in my pocket. It was time to head home, alone. That was my usual state anyhow. Once the high from performing wore off, I’d be on my couch, asleep in front of the TV or laptop.

      As I opened the bottle of water, the door to the lounge flew open.

      I stood as the pretty blonde came toward me, until she pivoted toward the refrigerator and took out a bottle of water.

      Of course. I should have known.

      She gulped down a whole bottle and tossed the empty into the recycle bin. I followed her lead and tossed my own in after it. I moved closer to her and my hair stood on its ends as I said, “Congrats.”

      “You’re Phoenix Steel?” she said, as she grabbed my hand and shook it, sending a shockwave through me.

      In the next show she’d wear jeans that fit, I thought, and the show after that, a form-fitting dress. She’d slowly come out of her shell like she was growing for the cameras.

      And the audience would love her.

      My own body was hard, like I wanted her, which was strange. Virginal types weren’t my norm. But no woman gave me trembling skin like this. It was probably still just the adrenaline, I thought, as I simply answered, “Yes.”

      I’d heard the announcer say her name, but it wasn’t on the tip of my tongue. I coughed, about to ask, but she just beamed a lightness that came from her soul and I lost the ability to speak for a second, until she said, “Good to meet the competition. You were good tonight.”

      Score one for her. Clearly. I took my hand back, but instantly missed the fire that I’d just touched. I shoved my hand in my pocket so I wouldn’t seem like a twelve-year-old boy meeting a girl he liked and hoping he’d get a kiss. I said, “You were better.”

      She gulped a second water like she’d been parched. Once she finished, she took a deep breath and I noticed that, underneath the all-black-to-her-toes outfit, her figure might just be curvy.

      And I loved curves. The more a girl had, the better I liked her. And a nice backside.

      If she had that, I was a complete sucker. But I wasn’t twelve anymore and she wasn’t the first girl I’d ever noticed, so I widened my stance.

      She again commanded the room when she said, “Now that’s good to hear. And true.”

      “Confident.” I straightened my shoulders, half wondering what she’d do or say next. She was like some sort of goddess right now.

      And then she placed her hand on her hip and stuck it out a little as she adjusted her pose.

      “Unlike you, I’m not here for a second chance,” she said. “I’m here for my first one, and I’m not going to lose that.”

      Direct wasn’t something I was used to anymore. So the challenge was on the table. But I had always found that I had the ability to charm people and make them laugh as a means to get what I wanted. And I might just want this woman.

      My skin still had goosebumps from that contact, and I reveled in sensations I’d not had in years. I said, “I get it. I screwed up my life and lost everything once, but I don’t intend to do that again. And I’m not the one looking to break the chains of parental oppression.”

      “Your choice of words is extreme.”

      “It’s better to live dangerously than to die without ever following your own desires.”

      She pivoted on her shoes and her long, dowdy dress swooshed with her as she said, “Well, it was nice talking to you.”

      I’d been rude. She clearly had different parents than my own. I probably should apologize. Then, like the sun coming out of the sky on a cloudy day, I remembered and called out, “Carrigan?”

      “Yes?” she asked, and moved a little closer. I could smell her perfume that reminded me of early morning dew on roses.

      And that smile of hers was brilliant. Seriously. She could melt hearts over her cereal, including mine at the moment. Though mine was broken and still on ice.

      I just wanted a few more minutes with her as this was probably our only chance to talk as friends.

      Once the competition started, I had to find her weakness, expose it and make myself seem like a good guy in the process.

      But that was how reality TV was played. And we’d both agreed to the game. For now, though, it was just us. So I pointed to the door and asked, “Want to get something to eat?”

      Her gaze narrowed as she asked, “With you?”

      Fair. I wouldn’t trust me either. But I stood in front of the door and said, “Why not? You just told the televised world that you’re single, and you didn’t join your parents at your hotel.”

      “In a few hours we report to living right here, on this stage. My parents will bring my bags to me,” she answered quickly, like I’d insulted her. She then coughed and said, “I didn’t want to get in a car, drive all the way to the hotel, and then just have to turn around and come back in a few hours.”

      My hunger for her was palpable as I said, “My driver will take us to the local pub and back.”

      Her gaze went up. “You have a driver?”

      Yes. Songwriting had been my one saving grace, and a decent source of income. I ignored how my muscles were tense from her nearness and said, “It’s faster than walking. And, for the record, I want to be here for the end too.”

      She sucked in her bottom lip and let it out as she nodded, “I am hungry.”

      I offered my arm like I was some fucking gentleman and said, “Then let’s go.”

      “No touching,” she said, staring at my arm.

      I lowered it, but winked as I walked beside her. “Only where you tell me to.”

      As I opened the door, she asked, “And you swear you’ll listen?”

      I placed my hand on my heart as my car came toward us. “I’ll be a good boy, if that’s what you want.”

      “I doubt you know how,” she said, but she slid into the backseat of my car.

      I followed her, wondering why I was so intoxicated with her. Women never had me this wound up. But I craved Carrigan tonight. Maybe it was her goodness. I hoped a quick bite and seeing more of her might unwind the desire she stirred in me.

      Order Legendary Rock Star now.
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