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CHAPTER ONE
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I woke again that night—cold, alone.

There is a specific grief in opening your eyes and finding the other side of the bed empty. Not just empty. Haunted. Impossibly, I could still smell him. The ghost of his touch lingered on my skin, the unhurried burn of his kisses, the devastating blue of eyes that had once looked at me as though I were the only geography he ever needed to memorize.

* * *
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"You'll be okay?" I asked Ana.

I let her go, releasing her from a long embrace. She smiled up at me, already pulling away, already anchored to the boy beside her.

"Yeah, you can trust me. Go, Dad," she said, attaching herself to her boyfriend's arm.

"My girl."

I hugged her again. Uncle Ítalo appeared with my bags.

"I'll take care of her," he said.

"Final boarding call for Flight four-twenty to Paris, France," a woman's voice announced over the speaker.

"Alec, we'll be back in two weeks," Scarlet said.

I took my bag and followed her toward the aircraft.

* * *
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Thirteen years ago...

"Mr. Johan..."

Sávio stepped out of the bathroom in a black tuxedo that fit him like a promise. I smiled. His hand found my waist, drew me flush against his body, and he kissed me—slow, certain, devastating.

"I think we have an audience..."

I turned. Ana was wedged in the crack of the bedroom door, trying to hide, failing completely.

"Hello, darling," I said.

She was grinning, wearing the Snow White dress Aunt Elena had given her.

"Are you going out?"

I knelt in front of her, bringing myself to her level.

"Daddy and I are going out for dinner."

Sávio approached and crouched beside us.

"Don't worry, the babysitter will be here any minute," he said.

The doorbell rang. Sávio rose to answer it.

I lifted Ana into my arms, and we went to the living room, where Mrs. Franschuar was already waiting. Sávio spoke to her in French.

"Let's go, darling," he said, taking my hand.

I gave Ana one last kiss, and we left.

"I don't think we should have left her with a woman who doesn't speak our language," I said, the worry coiling tight in my chest.

"She'll be fine," Sávio said, kissing my jaw.

I smiled at him.

We were having dinner at a restaurant he had chosen himself. We walked through the open air—Sávio had insisted that his intention for our trip to Paris was for us to know the city by foot, to understand that not every journey required a car to carry us.

We passed beneath the Eiffel Tower. A few drops of rain began to fall. Sávio removed his coat and draped it over my shoulders, but the rain had already claimed us. We ran to the restaurant, soaked. Inside, a few people looked at us with that particular brand of disdain reserved for men who loved each other too openly.

The waiter left the menus and withdrew to attend an elderly couple two tables away.

Sávio looked at me and smiled. Taking my hand, he said:

"I know I don't have forever. But I need to ask you... this was supposed to be more romantic, but..."

He dropped to one knee. From his pocket, he produced a small red box. A smile broke across his face.

"Alec Claire Johan, will you marry me again?"

I froze. The people who had looked at us with suspicion moments before were now watching, captivated by this second act of Sávio Johan's devotion.

"Yes. Yes. A thousand times, yes!"

I cupped his face and kissed him. Sávio removed the old engagement ring and slid the new one onto my finger—a brilliant stone catching the light, heavy with forever.

"You're insane, Sávio Johan."

"I've told you before," he said. "I'm only insane for you."
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CHAPTER TWO
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Rain dotted my coat. For a moment—a brief, stolen moment—I wanted to be truly alone.

And I was.

Scarlet had stayed back at the hotel. I had decided to face the city by myself. Paris. The City of Light. One of the places I had discovered with Sávio.

I ducked into a museum hosting an exhibition by a Portuguese painter. Realistic works. Human figures rendered with devastating delicacy.

"Beautiful, aren't they?"

Without looking toward the voice, I answered:

"Yes." Flat. Dismissive.

"Might I know your name?" he asked.

I turned to look at the man beside me. His muscles pressed against the leather of his jacket. Brown skin. A modern cut to his hair. A tattoo climbed his neck—tribal, dark ink suggesting more hidden beneath his clothes.

"Alec," I said.

"Pleasure. Nathaniel Thornhill."

I gave him a smile.

His eyes traveled over me and stopped at my hand. The engagement ring Sávio had given me still sat there, a silver weight I had never learned how to remove.

"Oh. Forgive me," Nathaniel said, confused. He scratched his head and shoved his hands into his pockets, suddenly embarrassed. "Are you with someone?"

I genuinely didn't know what to say. I had spent years running from questions like this. I decided to tell the truth.

"No. The ring was a gift," I said, running my thumb over the band with a reverence I couldn't quite hide. "Now it's just a memory."

He listened to every word as though I were speaking scripture.

"Do you like art?" he asked, gesturing to the painting before us.

"I do," I said, smiling.

"Well then, ma jolie. Would you let me take you for coffee? I know a perfect place nearby."

I hesitated.

"Just coffee," he said.

I nodded. On the way, he made conversation.

"Where are you from?"

"Vancouver, originally. Malibu now. With my daughter."

"Ah." His gaze dropped again to my hand. "Now I understand the ring. Are you married?"

I shoved my hands into my pockets and took a breath.

"No. My husband died over ten years ago," I said. "Since then, I haven't... adjusted to other relationships."

We had been talking only about me.

"And you?" I asked.

We entered a beautiful little café, warm and intimate, heated against the Paris chill. The scent of coffee hit me—rich, immediate, alive. We sat across from each other.

"My wife died two years ago. Car accident. We didn't have children."

"I'm sorry."

"Likewise."

The waitress brought our order. I had chosen a chocolate truffle cake and a cappuccino. He had coconut-filled donuts and black coffee.

"How long are you in the city?" he asked, lifting his cup.

"Just two more days. Then Monte Carlo."

"We?" He paused. "You came with your daughter?"

"No. A friend."

"I see." He set his coffee down. "Pity you can't stay longer."

"It's a beautiful place," I said. "I came here before he died."

"Your husband must have been a very happy man," Nathaniel said. "Having you as a companion must have been divine."

"Yes," I said, taking a bite of cake. "Sávio was a beautiful man."

"I was talking about you."

I felt my face flush. It had been so long since I'd felt this. Desired.

We talked for a long time, and when I finally looked up, we were standing before the Eiffel Tower, fully illuminated now, draped in gold against the dark.

"Thank you," I said. "For today."

"The pleasure was mine." He stepped closer. "We could meet for lunch tomorrow."

"Perhaps," I said, smiling.

I climbed into a taxi and rode back to the hotel.

I entered our room.

"He's here... Wait," came a whisper. Then a shout: "Alec!"

I went to the bedroom. Scarlet lay on the bed, tablet in hand, the television playing some French black-and-white film.

"Come," she said. "I'm on a video call with Ana. She's in Vancouver."

I sat beside her to see my daughter.

"Dad," Ana said, beaming. "How are you?"

"I'm well, sweetheart. How are things there? Is Grandma okay?"

"Yeah. Aunt Elena was just here—she went out to get pizza. Uncle Ítalo will be here soon with Zack and Katherine. They'd gone out to meet friends, so he went to pick them up."

"And how are you? Are you eating?"

"I'm great, Dad... And you? You look happy. You're smiling."

"It's nothing," I said, smiling.

"Ana, I need to go. Something's happening here. Kisses!"

Scarlet ended the call. She looked at me and smiled.

"What happened to you? You left quiet and came back smiling too much." She tilted her head. "What happened?"

I would tell her everything.

Every detail.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The café door swung shut behind us, and the Paris drizzle immediately clung to my skin like a second grief. I pulled my coat tighter, though the chill had nothing to do with weather.

"We've been here too long," I said. The words came out rough, scraped raw by weeks of insomnia and the particular loneliness of foreign cities. "Two weeks, Scarlet. That was the agreement. It's been six."

Scarlet adjusted the paper bag of bread against her hip—pain au levain, still warm, the crust crackling with each step. She didn't look at me when she spoke. "Appreciate the city while you can. Three more days. After that, our Monte Carlo reservations get released to the waiting list."

"I'm tired of this place." I took a sip of my cappuccino, but the bitterness sat wrong on my tongue. "I'm tired of the rain. I'm tired of the cobblestones. I'm tired of every street corner looking like a postcard he would have loved."

"When are you going back to Canada?"

"I don't know."

She stopped walking. Turned to face me. The bag crinkled in her grip.

"You know we miss you," she said. Quiet. Lethal. "Alec, sooner or later, you're going to have to empty the house. You have to move forward."

"I am moving forward."

"Writing letters to a dead man?" Her voice didn't rise, but it cut. "Alec, my friend, you haven't been home since Sávio died. That was ten years ago. Ten. Years."

I looked at her. At the bread in her hands. At the rain collecting in her hair.

Was I moving forward? Or was I sinking backward into something that looked like grief but felt like drowning?

"Call the Frenchman," she said. "Go out with him. Sleep with him. I don't know. You know I'm right." She stepped closer, and her voice softened into something worse than anger. "Don't you think about what it does to Anastásia? Watching her father drift like wreckage? Lost as the sea?"

Scarlet wasn't wrong. She was never wrong. But readiness wasn't something you could schedule like a dinner reservation, and my body felt like a locked house I no longer had the keys to.

"Alec!"

The shout cut through the rain. I turned. Scarlet nudged me, her body already half out the taxi window.

There he was. Nathaniel. Half his torso leaning into the street, one hand braced against the cab door, the other raised in a wave that looked too eager for a man his age.

"Scar, this is Nathaniel," I said as he reached us, slightly breathless, rain darkening his leather jacket. "Nath, this is Scarlet."

"A pleasure, ma jolie." He smiled at her, then his eyes found mine, and something in his expression shifted—accusation wrapped in charm. "I thought you might call."

Scarlet looked at me. Looked at him. And then, with the devastating intuition of a woman who had watched me self-destruct for a decade, she started walking away.

"Scarlet, where are you going?"

"I thought I'd let you two talk," she called over her shoulder, already merging with the crowd. "While I do some shopping. You're in excellent hands, Nathaniel. Alec loves pasta."

"Good to know he likes pasta," Nathaniel said, laughing as she disappeared. He turned back to me, close enough now that I could smell the rain on his skin—clean, cold, alive. "There's a place nearby. We could grab something before—well, it's not quite lunch yet."

* * *
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"Sorry again about Scarlet," I said. "She's like that sometimes."

He smiled around his ice cream—glace au caramel, something sticky and obscene that he licked with deliberate slowness. "Don't apologize. I'm enjoying myself."

"Thanks for lunch. It was too much."

"When do you leave?" he asked.

I rolled my eyes, made a face I couldn't control. "Tomorrow. Monte Carlo. We have reservations that'll get handed off to some German couple if we don't show."

He smiled again, and the expression did something dangerous to my pulse.

"What?" I asked. "Do I have ice cream on my face?"

"Hold still." He reached across the small table, napkin in hand, and wiped the corner of my mouth. His thumb lingered half a second too long. "You're just a little funny, is all."

We had stopped in front of his hotel—a narrow building with wrought-iron balconies and windows that looked like they held secrets.

"Want to come up?" he asked.

The word yes left my mouth before my brain could intervene.

Nathaniel's hand settled against the small of my back as we walked through the lobby. I stiffened—an involuntary recoil, muscle memory from a body that had belonged to one man for so long it had forgotten how to be touched by strangers. He felt it. His hand withdrew.

"Sorry," he said, laughing awkwardly, crossing his arms as he pressed the elevator button.

"It's fine," I said, and the lie sat between us, heavy and obvious.

What are you doing? my mind demanded. He's right here, and you're refusing a man like this. What is your problem?

No, wait. What would Sávio think?

Sávio had been my only man. In every way. The only hands that had ever known me, the only mouth, the only weight above me in the dark. The thought of replacing him—even temporarily—felt like a desecration I wasn't sure I could survive.

The elevator doors opened. We stepped inside. The space was too small, too warm, too full of him.

I looked at Nathaniel—really looked at him. At the column of his throat. At the tribal ink curling from beneath his collar. At the way his chest rose and fell, faster now, as though he could hear my thoughts.

"Fuck," I whispered.

I lunged.

My mouth crashed against his with the violence of a decade's starvation. He caught my waist, fingers digging in, and broke the kiss just long enough to laugh—startled, breathless, delighted.

"There," he said, wiping his mouth. His
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