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            Chapter One

          

          AVERY

        

      

    

    
      Avery Parks was pretty sure that she was the most boring person on the planet.

      Her boss, Grant, the associate director of admissions processing, was walking by her desk on the way back to his office, so Avery motioned at the paper on her desk and asked, “Why do we need to write bios about ourselves?”

      “The university wants them all on the website. That way, when students are applying at Lake Baldwin State University and need to contact someone, they can click on the Admissions tab, see your smiling face and engaging bio and feel like you are a real person who’s ready to help them. It’s not meant to be hard.”

      But it was. She couldn’t think of a single interesting—or engaging—thing to say. This kind of task only landed on her desk in the slower spring semester, never the busier fall semester. She suddenly longed for the busyness of fall. Since she had fewer student employees she was over during the spring semester, her workload was still substantial.

      Her coworker, Joy, came out of her office, the same paper in one hand and a mug of coffee in the other. “What is it about writing a bio that makes you feel like you’re the most boring person ever?”

      Yes. Someone who understood. “I’m realizing that I don’t go on nearly enough adventures.” Avery always really felt more alive when she went off and did something new and fun and interesting and out of the ordinary. But she just didn’t do that enough. Why didn’t she? “If I did, then maybe I’d have something interesting to put.”

      Joy nodded. “And I’ve realized that I need an interesting hobby. Something that looks good on paper.”

      “Right?” Avery said. “Because I don’t feel like I can write ‘Avery can pick up things with her toes, never wears striped shirts for no particular reason at all, and is bad at karaoke,’ unless I also say that I have a trophy with the words ‘Most Boring’ on it.”

      One of the student employees, a quiet girl named Julia, came over to her desk, tablet in hand, asking her to sign off on a reimbursement of an application fee for someone who came in to tour the school. After Avery signed it, Julia said, “You could always write in your bio that you have a pretty epic-looking signature.”

      Avery smiled at Julia. “You are currently my very favorite employee.”

      Julia grinned as she headed back to her workstation.

      She looked back down at her blank bio and sighed before looking back at Joy. “I think I rely on others to plan things too much—I need to get better at instigating fun things myself. Like Summer does,” she said as she motioned to her coworker across the half wall that separated the admissions department from the Welcome Center.

      “Aww,” Joy said, as they both looked at Summer. “I swear she’s been glowing ever since she got engaged on Friday. I wish I could’ve been there to witness it.”

      Summer glanced over at Avery and smiled and waved before she went back to talking with someone at her office door. Avery turned back to Joy. “It was an amazing proposal. There were a lot of people at that game, and plenty of them posted about it on social media if you want to see a video.”

      “I already saw it on Instagram and heart-ed it. It was kind of hard to miss.”

      “That’s what I want in my life—big, exciting things. I don’t want to be the person whose life is so boring and predictable that she can’t even think of something interesting to put in her bio. Or at least something more interesting than the fact that I keep my desk clean but my bedroom’s a mess. I want to be someone who can put on their bio that they like to. . . I don’t know, wrestle alligators.”

      “Yeah,” Joy said, “South Dakota isn’t quite known for its abundance of alligators.”

      “Okay, then, for my ability to ride a mechanical bull for more than four seconds. Or how fast I am in a giant hay bale rolling competition.”

      Grant walked out of his office, his arm full of some file folders and his laptop, looking like he must be headed to a meeting, and stopped in front of her on his way out. He tapped two fingers on her desk. “I know I already asked you to compile a list of deferment stats ASAP, but I have a meeting to discuss admissions scholarships tomorrow. Will you get me all the info on our application numbers and the numbers of applicants who qualified for each type of academic scholarship, as well as a projection for our needs for next year?”

      Avery’s eyes went wide. The deferment stats was already a huge project, and she didn’t know how she would find the time to work on the scholarship one, too, especially with all her other duties. But she put on a smile and said, “Sure!”

      She could feel Joy’s eyes on her before Joy said, “Actually, I’ve got some free time. I can get that for you.”

      Grant nodded, then headed out for his meeting.

      “Well,” Joy said as soon as the door had closed behind him, “you can always put on your bio that you’re a people pleaser who can’t say no to any request for help, even if your plate is full.”

      “Ha, ha. And thank you for taking over on that project.” Avery glanced at her phone as it lit up with a text from her sister, Riley, asking if she could cover her turn of making dinner tonight. She flipped the phone over. She’d tell her yes when Joy wasn’t looking. “Seriously, though,” Avery said, “what am I going to put on this bio?”

      Cameron, another of her student employees, said from where he was sitting, staring at a computer screen, “You wear cardigans a lot. You could put that.”

      “And you’re very punctual,” Rashaad called out from his workstation at the other side of the open area.

      “See?” Avery said, holding her hands out as evidence. “Boring.”

      “Don’t forget ‘predictable,’” Cameron said.

      Avery shook her head, laughing. “Okay, okay. So I should put—she cleared her throat—’Avery Parks is known for her wearing of cardigans and her punctuality. She excels at picking things up with her toes, keeping her desk clean, and signing her name on things. She is bad at karaoke, keeping her room clean, and the ability to say no when asked to do more than she can do.’ Did I cover it all?”

      “And you don’t wear stripes,” Julia said.

      Avery nodded. “And I don’t wear stripes.”

      “I think you’ve got yourself a winning bio,” Rashaad said.

      “All right, done!” She joked. “Now we can all get back to doing our piles of work.”

      Laughing, her employees all went back to work. If nothing else, at least they all seemed to enjoy the bonding and joking around.

      But since she was standing, motion on the Welcome Center side of the half wall caught her eye and she looked over at the same time as Joy did. Brock walked past Summer on his way to his office but paused to give Summer’s hand a little squeeze, then he winked at his now-fiancée and they both seemed to blush.

      “I want that,” Avery said at the same time Joy did.

      Avery looked at her coworker. “Oh, yeah? Do you think things will get that serious with the guy you’re dating?”

      “He is pretty great.” Joy took a sip of her coffee and shrugged. “But I think it’s too soon to tell. Is there anyone on your radar?”

      A mental image of Nicolas Servais, the foreign exchange student Avery’s family had hosted when she was a junior in high school, immediately came to mind before she shoved it away. “Nope,” she said. Nicolas just happened to be a super sweet, good-looking guy who offered to let her stay at his grandpa’s flat in Brussels if she ever came to visit, and she only thought about him because she’d been talking with Summer about taking Nicolas up on his offer. Nicolas had a serious girlfriend and he lived 4367 miles away. (She’d checked.) They’d been good friends, but no. She was definitely not interested.

      “If I date anyone right now, I’ll only attract someone who’s also boring and predictable. I want to become someone who is bold and daring and tries new things first.”

      “And who is willing to stand up for herself,” Joy added.

      “Okay, and willing to stand up for myself. Once I get those things figured out, then I can think about dating or being in a relationship.”

      Deja’s desk was just on the other side of the half-wall, out in the open area, so she piped up, “Girl, you are lovable just the way you are.”

      “Aww,” Avery said, “thanks, Deja.”

      “But you really should keep that goal of standing up for yourself more.”
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        * * *

      

      Avery was standing at the counter in the kitchen, dumping the carrots, celery, and onions into the simmering pot of chicken broth on the stove when the front door opened and both of her roommates walked in, which rarely happened. Their schedules were so different that they could rarely guess when all three of them would be home at the same time.

      “Avery,” her sister, Riley, said as she hung her purse and coat on the hooks by the door, “you are a godsend. I know I’ve been slacking on making meals when it’s my turn, so I’m going to take you both out for dinner tomorrow.” She brushed away from her eyes the same medium brown hair with the ever-so-slight reddish tint that could only be seen in bright sunlight that Avery had. “Your choice of restaurant, Avery. Where do you want to go?”

      Avery pushed the chopped chicken from the cutting board into the soup with the knife, then set the knife down, turned around, leaned against the kitchen counter, facing her roomies. Their apartment might have three decently-sized bedrooms, but the kitchen and living room were roughly the size of a napkin. So even though the table and couch were between her and them, it felt like they were in the same room.

      “I don’t know,” Avery said as she dumped the seasonings she’d already measured out into the soup. “You both like Bald Man Subs. Oh, and Shelly, you like that Indian place in Golden Springs, right? We could go there.”

      Riley held up a hand as she walked into the kitchen. “Stop. I asked where you want to eat. You. Avery. If you were eating alone, where would you choose? You’re the one who has been making dinners way more than your share lately. It’s your choice.”

      Avery didn’t usually stop to think about where she wanted to eat. Honestly, she had no idea. But that wasn’t the important thing right now. “I’ll think about it and tell you tomorrow. But in bigger news, I’ve decided that I’m going to do bigger and bolder and more daring things. And that I am going to start being the instigator on them.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Shelly asked. Shelly was her calmer roommate. Her blonde hair was almost always up in a messy bun or ponytail. It was only February, yet she already had the beginnings of a tanned face, even though she didn’t ski. Not that she had the build of a skier—she took care of plants and had a build closer to a willow tree.

      “Yep. And I decided I’m going to start by going to Belgium.” The words just spilled out of her, like they could no longer be contained now that someone was in the room to hear the words.

      Avery had grown up on a farm, and the only places outside of South Dakota that she’d traveled to was Minnesota (she lived twenty miles from the border) and Iowa and Nebraska (which were each less than 140 miles away). So traveling to another country was something huge. And scary. And maybe life-changing. And definitely big and bold and daring. And expensive. But at least if she went to Belgium, she’d have a place to stay for free.

      “For real?” Riley asked.

      Avery grinned. “Go big or go home, right? And I figured I do enough going home. It’s time to go big.”

      “So you’re going to contact Nicolas?”

      Okay, that was the hard part. She was the one who helped people—she wasn’t the one who asked for help. Ever. It was uncomfortable and she was not good at it at all. Sure, Nicolas had been the one to offer, but she still had to ask to take him up on that offer, and that was going to be tough.

      But she’d already decided to be tough. Hard, uncomfortable, it didn’t matter. She was determined. “I am. If I get things lined up with him, will you go with me?”

      “Ave, I’ve told you that if you go, you’d have a hard time getting me not to go with you.”

      That was good. She wasn’t sure she could plan something that big if she didn’t have a buddy to go with her. She turned to her other roommate. “Shelly?”

      She shook her head. “There’s no way I can get away.” Shelly was a manager at a nursery, and the spring and summer—Avery’s least busy time of the year at work—was Shelly’s busiest time. It was handy to be able to cover for each other when cleaning the apartment or cooking, but much less handy when it came to doing anything that required taking time off work.

      Shelly walked to the stove and peeked into the pot, breathing in deeply the scent of the soup. “Someone needs to stay here to feed Floaty and clean his bowl and make sure the toilet doesn’t spontaneously overflow.” Their monthly rent split three ways was great, and so were the three bedrooms, but their apartment wasn’t exactly a five-star resort. “Besides, I could never go that long without seeing my seedlings. And if I went, I wouldn’t meet my financial goals. You two go. I’ll hold down the fort.”

      They had daydreamed about actually taking Nicolas up on his offer a few times—back before she’d decided she needed better “bio” material and hadn’t thought she’d ever be bold and daring enough to plan the trip—so she’d already known that Shelly’s answer would be no. She was just glad her friend seemed perfectly fine with not going. Maybe she was excited to have the whole place to herself.

      “We’ll finish making dinner,” Riley said. “Message Nicolas right now.”

      “I don’t know.” Avery picked up the spoon and stirred the simmering soup, watching the chicken, vegetables, and seasonings swirl around the pot. Why was she suddenly worried about the enormity of the trip? Her bravado from seconds ago needed to make its way back to her ASAP. She put the spoon down and turned back to her roommates. “What if he offered me his grandpa’s place to be nice, never expecting me to take him up on his offer? What if it’s a huge imposition for him?”

      Riley folded her arms. “That’s not what Nicolas is like, and you know it.”

      “Okay, so that’s not what he’s like. But he never really talked much about his grandpa when he lived with us. Maybe he’s not as generous as Nicolas is. What if it causes conflict between the two of them?”

      “Then Nicolas wouldn’t have offered.”

      “What if his girlfriend wouldn’t be okay with the two of us coming and him showing us around a bit? He didn’t have a girlfriend back when he offered to have us come visit sometime.”

      “You’ll never know unless you ask. The two of you were closer than he or I ever were when he lived with us, and you’ve kept in touch with him much more than I have over the past ten years, but”—Riley pulled her phone out of her pocket— “if you don’t message him, I will.”

      Avery held up a hand. “No. I’ll do it.” It had to be her. Letting Riley wasn’t a very bold or daring thing at all.

      Riley looked at her expectantly.

      “Well, I’m not going to do it right now with you both watching. Besides, I think I’d rather write him a note and mail it.” It was going to take a lot of thought to get the wording just right, and she didn’t want the pressure of having the two of them looking over her shoulder. The only trips she had planned before now were baby small. This was mammoth large.

      But her life wasn’t going to change as much as she wanted it to by taking small baby steps.

      Shelly grabbed a spoon out of their silverware drawer, scooped up some broth, then blew on it. “I don’t know. Writing him a note kind of just sounds like a way of procrastinating the asking.” She put the spoon in her mouth, then said, “Mmm. I think it needs a pinch of dill.”

      It wasn’t like they’d been daydreaming about the trip for that long. Okay, she’d first had the thought back in September, but it had just been a wish back then. She hadn’t started thinking about it like it might be a possibility until she was at the LBSU basketball game last Friday night, right before Brock had proposed to Summer. During the pre-game, Summer had asked Avery to picture what she would feel like after having taken such a leap.

      She still remembered the feeling that had washed over her like it was just happening. She’d felt powerful. Like if she took this giant leap, she could accomplish any goal. Like it would get her in a place where she felt more confident about taking risks, instead of just taking the comfortable route on things.

      She was going to keep reminding herself of that feeling until she took all the steps to get to Belgium. Because in the five months between first thinking of it in September and last Friday, the only step she’d managed to take was going along with Riley when she’d practically forced her to get her passport. She was ready to take more steps now.

      “Writing him a note isn’t procrastinating. It’s. . . sweet. Nicolas stayed with our family the year he and I were both juniors in high school and Riley was a freshman. During my senior year, we used to mail each other handwritten notes all the time. When he gets a handwritten note from me, it’ll remind him of our connection more.”

      “Aww, that is sweet,” Shelly said. “Yes, do that.”

      They’d written each other notes a lot that year after he went back to Belgium, but in the nine years since they’d graduated high school, they hadn’t been communicating nearly as much. Only a few times a year now. She needed any extra bit of connection with him that she could get.

      Riley shook her head. “I still think you should just message him because it’s instant. You won’t have to wait.”

      But maybe she wasn’t ready for an instant response. What if the answer he gave was a no? Going on a trip like this was still a fledgling little dream. She didn’t want it stomped on yet.

      Since they were both watching her, Avery pointed to the box of pasta that was on the counter. “There’s the noodles for the soup.” Then she went to the tiny desk that sat against the wall between the kitchen and the living room that was mostly used as a flat spot for the mail. She pulled a pad of notepaper from the drawer, waved it in the air as if it was a response to Riley’s comment, and headed into her room to write the note without an audience.

      The next morning, she stopped by the outgoing mail slot for her building, envelope in hand. She had rewritten the note four times before she felt like it was right. And it did feel like it was right. So why was she still standing at the slot, letter in hand, not dropping it in?

      Be brave and take the leap, she told herself.

      Then she dropped the letter in the slot.
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        * * *

      

      Avery hurried into her apartment when she got home from work and closed the door behind her, giving a full-body shiver from the below-freezing temperatures outside.

      “Cold?” Riley asked from where she was sitting on the couch, flipping through a magazine about wedding flowers.

      Avery shook off her coat and hung it on the hook. “So cold. And windy. With no sun. Any mail for me?”

      “Not anything from Nicolas. Do you know if he even got your letter?”

      Avery sighed. “No.”

      “See?” Riley said, closing her magazine and setting it on the coffee table. “This is why you use Messenger instead of snail mail. It’s instantly there and it lets you know when he’s seen it. None of this coming home every single day for three weeks, hoping you’ve gotten a response.”

      Okay, so Riley may have been right. This waiting and not knowing was killing her. “I could reach out over Messenger to see if he got it. But what if he did and things aren’t going to work out, and he decided that ghosting me was a kinder response than telling me what the reason was? Then I’ll just make things awkward. Besides, it’s not like I can’t do something else big and daring.” Although she really really wanted to do something as big as that.

      Riley studied her for a long moment like she was trying to decide how to put something delicately. But Riley never said things delicately—she just said it like it was. “Avery, I get that you like things peaceful and free of conflict and all that. And that you never want to ask for anyone’s help, probably because you don’t want to put them out at all.”

      Avery nodded.

      “But if you want to be the kind of person who takes risks and takes control of your life so you can be the person you want to be before you find your dream man? Start by doing this.”

      She just looked at her sister for a long moment before she said, “Okay. If he hasn’t responded by next week, I will message him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          NICOLAS

        

      

    

    
      Nicolas was in his own world as he poured the milk chocolate over the rest of the shell and the filling in the bonbon mold—the final step in the process. He’d come into the kitchens at Oma Servais long before any of the chocolatiers arrived, but as he worked, they’d all trickled in. Their chatter felt so far away, yet fueled him as he worked. He loved that they got such an early start in this department.

      He’d come up with the flavors and ingredients for this one himself, but he used the techniques that his Grandma Servais had taught him before she passed away. And it was something her grandma had taught her. There was a distinct comfort in using a tradition that had been passed down for generations.

      After he scraped the excess chocolate off the mold, he stuck it in the chiller while he cleaned up his work area. He didn’t have much time before he needed to be in building A, where the executive suites were located. He put away the colored cocoa butters, took his mixing bowl and kitchen utensils to the wash station, and threw away his used piping bags.

      The moment the chocolates were cooled enough, he pulled them out of the chiller, excited to see the finished product, when he felt more than heard someone step up behind him. Without looking, he knew it was Jean-Pierre, the Chief of Product Development at Oma Servais. Jean-Pierre wasn’t always in this building—he spent half of his day in the executive building with Nicolas. Nicolas ignored his colleague’s presence, flipped the mold over, then tapped on it with the wooden mallet before lifting the mold.

      “Breathtaking,” Jean-Pierre said.

      Nicolas smiled. He had painted a stripe of perfectly plum-colored cocoa butter in the bottom of the mold, followed by a partially crossing stripe of deep brown. Then, before the stripes had set too much, he’d lightly touched each mold with a cotton ball with gold cocoa butter on it. It fanned out the stripes just a bit and added a look of almost marbled gold across everything. With the perfectly tempered milk chocolate poured in after, it left each half-sphere bonbon looking like a shiny golden brown and plum treasure.

      “I don’t think we’ve had anyone who has mastered the ability to make a bonbon look so exquisite since you left this department when you were eighteen.”

      He smiled at Jean-Pierre’s compliment. Ever since Nicolas had moved on to other departments at Oma Servais, he’d come here to play with new looks and tastes whenever he was feeling stressed. It helped to calm him and focus him like nothing else.

      For years, though, Jean-Pierre had seemed to view Nicolas as a threat. Like he would try to take over Jean-Pierre’s position if he wasn’t careful. But now that the man was only months from retirement, he no longer seemed threatened by Nicolas’s presence.

      Nicolas grabbed a paper towel from the rack beside him, folded it in fourths, then placed one of the bonbons on it. He held it out to Jean-Pierre. “Would you like a taste?”

      He practically held his breath as he watched the product developer’s face while he bit into the chocolate. After creating the milk chocolate shell, Nicolas had piped in a plum filling, sprinkled on some unflavored pop rocks, then finished filling it with a chocolate hazelnut ganache with the perfect amount of cardamon and the barest hint of ginger. Then he’d sealed the bonbon with the same tempered chocolate, making the outer shell appear seamless.

      Jean-Pierre made a few moaning sounds of pleasure as he ate that Nicolas wished he hadn’t heard. When the man finished his bite, he studied the rest of the bonbon in his hand, looking at the filling. “It. . .” His face appeared thoughtful like he was trying to decide how to describe it. “It gave me the distinct feeling of being at a celebration with colleagues or friends at a high-class venue. Yet at the same time, it also came with. . . nostalgia, almost. A yearning for my childhood.”

      Nicolas’s smile spread across his face. That was exactly the range of emotions that he’d hoped the bonbons would evoke. It was one of the reasons he loved making chocolates—it wasn’t just about the taste. It was about the feelings he could bring out in someone else. Almost like the flavors created a story filled with emotions.

      Jean-Pierre looked at his smile. “You planned that. How?” He placed the rest of the bonbon in his mouth.

      Nicolas grabbed the cloth and wiped down the stainless steel countertop. “I just pulled together tastes you would likely only enjoy the combination of with an adult palette, which made the pop rocks feel like a burst of champagne. But I also put in subtle hints of childhood with tastes reminiscent of peanut butter and jelly, so the pop rocks would also remind you of the fun of being a kid.”

      Jean-Pierre wiped the bit of chocolate that had melted onto his fingers with the paper towel. “Such talent. You have an innate sense of what flavors can be combined to make something truly exquisite. Would you mind if we tried these out in Servais First?”

      Servais First was their flagship store, attached to the kitchens in this building. It was the one location of their hundreds of stores in Belgium alone where they tested new flavors to see if customers liked them enough to roll out nationwide or even internationally.

      “Go ahead. I’ll take a few of them back to A with me, but I’ll leave the rest.” He reached across to the shelf at the edge of the workspace to a paper he’d been scribbling on and handed it to Jean-Pierre. “Here’s how I made them.” And then he quickly boxed up the ones he was taking with him.

      Jean-Pierre looked down at the paper, nodding as he read it. “They’d be smart to put you here when I retire.” He looked back up from the paper to meet Nicolas’s eyes as Nicolas took off his apron, hung it on the hook, then grabbed his suit coat from the hook next to it.

      Once Nicolas slipped it on, he clapped the man on the shoulder. “You know that’ll never happen. My path has been laid out for me since before either of us started working here.”

      The man nodded.

      “Thanks for letting me come take over a workstation unannounced,” Nicolas called out as he headed out of the kitchens holding three small boxes, each containing two bonbons.

      “Anytime,” Jean-Pierre said, which was way better than the response he used to give Nicolas back when Nicolas was a twenty-year-old who thought he knew everything and Jean-Pierre had just taken the job as Chief of Product Development.

      Nicolas stepped out into the chilly morning air and headed to Building A, feeling much more ready to start his day than he’d been when he’d woken up at five. He glanced down at his watch. He should even make it into his office before nine.

      Nicolas walked into the ridiculously opulent building that housed all the executive offices and conference rooms and said hello to Ines, the receptionist. He knew that his mother and his grandfather had both felt that this building showed clients and other people they met with that Oma Servais was a powerhouse, but Nicolas didn’t think they needed to be quite so extravagant to accomplish that. Their product and their stores spoke for them.

      As soon as he stepped into his office suite, his assistant, Finn, stood up from his desk and followed Nicolas into his office. Finn was a lean, trim man who always wore a suit and tie with the top button done up no matter how late they worked and rarely broke his ultra-professional exterior. Even his slightly curly hair was tamed and never out of place.

      Nicolas’s office was big enough that it still felt spacious, even with his massive desk, a conference table, and a seating area. His favorite part of the whole thing, though, was the floor-to-ceiling windows that spanned an entire wall. He would never tire of the view of the city of Brussels to his right and the woods at his left.

      He set the boxes of bonbons on his desk as Finn told him about the day’s schedule. It was a schedule that consisted mostly of meetings and brainstorming sessions with the public relations team, the marketing team, and the brand strategist. He’d held a lot of different positions at this company over the years, each one more challenging than the previous. Some he liked better than others. Being the Chief of Marketing was a huge challenge, but he liked it.

      This was Nicolas’s first position on the executive team and was the position that most closely fit with his college degree. His parents’ goal wasn’t that he be an expert at every position—it was just that he know the ins and outs of the company well. He liked being on the executive team because what he did made a difference. He could effect change.

      “Oh,” Finn said, “and your mother would like to remind you that you need a suitable date for the International Royal Chocolatier Awards reception next month.”

      To Nicolas’s mother, “suitable” didn’t mean “someone you liked spending time with and got along with well.” It meant “someone who will make a good wife to a future CEO. Someone with good family connections that will help with alliances.” Good breeding and good schooling and looked good while dressed in black tie apparel were also a given.

      He shook his head that his mother relayed this information through his assistant when she was just down the hall from him in the CEO’s office. She could’ve just as easily summoned Nicolas to her office or shown up at his.

      “And she said she didn’t need to remind you that her retirement—and therefore the time when the board will be choosing who will replace her as CEO—is closing in and that your spot isn’t guaranteed just because your grandfather is Chairman of the Board.”

      Nicolas stood a little straighter. “So, if I don’t bring someone ‘suitable,’ I can get out of being CEO?”

      He’d meant it as a joke, and he liked to think that Finn cracked a smile on the inside, even if he didn’t show it on the outside.

      Finn cleared his throat. “She also said to remind you that being CEO was what you were raised for and something about your lifelong plan. She said if you can’t find someone appropriate, she’ll line up someone for you.”

      Nicolas paused for a moment. “Is it Fleur?” Fleur wasn’t a bad date to go with. The two of them were good friends, and she was every bit as uninterested in a relationship with him as he was with her. They might not ever be each other’s first choice, but if they were single, they both would always say yes to each other if asked. It helped that they were each accepted by both sets of their parents.

      “Yes. But your mother has a Plan B, too. Or I guess Plan C since you getting your own date is Plan A.”

      “Is Plan C one of the Benali sisters?”

      Finn nodded.

      “Gaëlle or Ophélie?”

      “She said to threaten you with whichever one I thought you’d least like to take since she hopes you’ll be a good son and find your own date.” He paused. “Or, in her words, ‘get back together with Sophie already.’”

      For some reason, his mom ranked “good breeding and good connections” over “not cheating on the guy you’re engaged to.” Nicolas didn’t.

      He ran his hands over his face. “You can assure my mother that I will be responsible, as usual, and that she can count on me to find my own date. Oh, and take her a box of these when you do.” He grabbed a box of the bonbons he’d made and handed them to Finn. Not as any kind of reward for the little jabs she’d managed to get in, but because he took any chance he could get to subtly remind his mother that he was good at product development. Not that it would change anything, but he still wanted the reminder there.

      Finn nodded. “Will do.”

      “These are for you,” he said as he handed another box to Finn. Then he handed the third and last box to him. “And these are for whoever it is that you’re sneaking texts to that makes you smile down at your phone.” As much as Finn seemed to be hiding his texting, Nicolas knew he wasn’t ready to talk about this person yet.

      Finn blushed and looked down, smiling. A rare show of emotion for the stoic assistant.

      “Yeah, that’s the smile. Tell whoever it is that I like that they make you happy.”

      “Thank you. I will.”

      As Finn gathered his things, Nicolas picked up a letter that had been set on his desk. A glance at the top corner told him that it was from the host family he’d stayed with in America the year he’d been an exchange student. The letter looked like it had been through a lot. From what he could tell by inspecting the envelope, it had originally been sent to his place two addresses ago, then forwarded to his previous address where, based on the postmark, it stayed a while.

      Then, whoever lived there now must’ve realized who he was and forwarded it to Oma Servais headquarters, where it eventually made it to his desk. There were so many postmarks and scrawled messages and fold marks and smudges on the envelope that it looked years old, even though it had only been sent three or four weeks ago.

      He opened the envelope and recognized Avery’s handwriting immediately. He scanned through the note quickly enough that he was able to stop Finn before he got to the door. “Hold on. Will you also check to see when my grandfather’s flat here in Brussels won’t be in use and get back to me with the dates?”

      “Will do,” Finn said before exiting Nicolas’s office.

      Then Nicolas sat down at his desk to fully read every word in Avery’s note, a smile spread across his face the whole time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          AVERY

        

      

    

    
      Avery parked in the employee parking lot at Lake Baldwin State University, slipped the strap of her bag onto her shoulder, then pulled her hood up over her head. The second she opened her door, the wind bit into her, blowing already fallen snow against her exposed face.

      During a normal year, there were several days in March in Lake Baldwin, South Dakota that were a few degrees above freezing and sunshiny, which made it feel like it was practically shorts weather. Why couldn’t they get a few days like that this March instead of all the well- below-zero temperatures and windy weather?

      She ducked her head to avoid most of the snow-filled wind and ran across the campus sidewalks toward the Student Center, where she worked. The faux fur on her hood obscured her view of most everything else, so she was surprised when she realized that her friend and co-worker, Pavani, was reaching for the door handle at the same time as her.

      They both hurried into the building and shivered as the doors closed, blocking all the wind and allowing the warmth of the building to wash over them.

      “Oh my Hello Kitty it’s freezing out there!”

      “You know how some people say that washing their car causes it to rain?” Pavani asked as she shook the snow off her.

      Avery nodded brushing the snow off her own coat.

      “I think we need to figure out what makes it sunny, and then we should all do that.”

      Avery laughed and then glanced at her friend as they headed down the hallway. Pavani had seemed not quite her usually happy, energetic self lately. Maybe she was feeling like Avery was. “Pavani, have you ever felt like you were exactly where you were supposed to be, but also that you were meant for bigger things?”

      Pavani looked up at the ceiling, considering the question as they walked down the hallway to the chatter of the college students surrounding them. “No.”

      “Oh.”

      “But I think that’s what my older brother, Rajiv, was feeling. He was living in Hillsboro, Oregon, which is where almost all of my family lives. He had a good job, but he just felt like there was something more for him, so he moved to Seattle.” Pavani paused for a moment, then said, “I don’t know why I’m telling you this—it’s not the same situation as yours at all.” She laughed and placed a hand on her forehead. “I’ve been feeling a little sick lately, and I swear it makes me not think straight.”

      That was what she’d been noticing in her friend—not sadness or another emotion, but physical illness. “Uh oh. Do you think it has anything to do with your appendix rupturing last fall?”

      Pavani shook her head as they neared the Welcome Center. “It doesn’t seem the same at all. I’m just feeling run down and, I don’t know, kind of all-over blah. I’m sure I’ll get past it soon. But I’ve kind of been feeling the opposite of the way you’ve been feeling lately. Like I belong somewhere else, but I love it here way too much to even let myself consider what that might mean.”

      Avery’s eyes flew to Pavani. “You’re thinking of leaving LBSU?”

      “No, of course not! Like I said, I love it here too much,” Pavani said as they reached the doors to the Welcome Center and came to a stop. “But what about you? What’s your gut telling you? What do you feel like you should be doing?”

      Avery glanced a dozen feet further down the hallway to the door to Admissions and shook her head. “I don’t know. I haven’t felt like I should leave here.” Actually, the only thing she really felt like she should do was to go to Belgium. Which was crazy. It wasn’t like a trip to another country was going to change her life. She wasn’t going to live an unfulfilled life if she didn’t go, and thinking otherwise was just nonsensical. She simply needed to broaden her horizons. Push herself to try new things.

      “But you also feel like you should be doing something else?”

      Avery shrugged and then hiked her bag onto her shoulder a bit better. “I’m sure the feeling will go away. Just like your illness.”

      Pavani gave Avery’s shoulder a bump with hers. “I think if the feeling goes away, that means you’ve given up.”

      Avery laughed off her comment, but she couldn’t stop replaying that sentence in her head. I think if the feeling goes away, that means you’ve given up.

      “Wait,” Pavani said, “this has to do with going to Belgium, right?”

      “I mean, I don’t know. Logically, these feelings have nothing to do with Belgium. But it also kind of feels like it all has to do with going there.”

      “And you know a guy from there?”

      “Yeah, Nicolas. If it weren’t for him offering me a place to stay, I’d never be able to afford to go there.”

      “And he’s a good guy?”

      “He’s the best. He was an exchange student who stayed with my family our junior year.” She smiled as a memory hit her that would explain to Pavani the type of person Nicolas was. “Almost that entire year of school, I was dating this guy, Travis, but we broke up about four weeks before junior prom. Travis and I had planned to go together pretty much the whole time we’d been dating, so I’d already bought my dress.

      “Now maybe four weeks was enough time for some people to find a new date, but that wasn’t how things worked for me. Most of the girls in my school were in love with Nicolas, so he could’ve asked anyone. But he hadn
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