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For Mon Trésor, Maïwenn

And for my readers for taking this journey with me. Merci.





Prologue


TOBIAS


Age Forty-Four

Saint-Jean-de-Luz, France

“VIENS ICI, EZEKIEL.” Come here, Ezekiel. I walk over to where he stands, his hand lowered, a round, brown seashell with a flat bottom resting in his palm. When I go to take it, he moves it out of reach.

“Qu’est-ce que c’est?” What is it?

“Un clypéastre, un dollar de sable. Lorsque tu en trouveras un, garde-le. Et lorsque tu seras prêt, alors tu le casseras. Mais tu dois le faire bien au milieu pour pouvoir en récupérer son trésor.” A dollar of sand. When you find this, you keep it. And only when you’re ready, do you break it. But you have to do it right down the middle to claim the treasure.

“Quand serai-je prêt?” When will I be ready?

He ruffles my hair. “Tu le sauras.” You’ll know.

Standing on the shoreline, I skip rocks along the foamed waves flooding in at my feet. I never recalled the whole conversation from that day my father brought me here, only the look of the sea, a glimpse of sand, the flash of early sun peaking behind him, and the strange shell in his palm. It was on my last visit to the institution that he recalled our discussion verbatim during one of his rare and lucid moments. He told me the story of his son, Ezekiel, and repeated our exchange that day with surprising clarity just minutes before he asked me to search for him.

Whether it was a sign, or fate, or something else playing a factor, I’d found a sand dollar on the beach in pristine condition the day I’d broken ground on the house. Though he didn’t jog my memory until years after, the why of what had drawn me to keep it when I’d found it was made clear. Somehow, without knowing the details, I’d known the significance of it.

It’s ironic and cruel how the mind works, mine especially. Some memories I re-live regularly but would do anything to forget, the details so vivid, so ingrained, it can be torturous. While others, the memories I hold most dear, at times evade me. But it’s my fickle memory that planted a seed that day and instinct that had me hiding that shell—that makes it all the more meaningful. And it wasn’t until I looked up the significance of the “treasure” that I understood his state of mind that day, a state very much like my own mindset now.

We were never close due to my mother fleeing from him because of his temper and mental illness—a diagnosed schizophrenic—but I feel some connection to him now. However, I’ve been fearful since the day I found him decades later, covered in his own shit and rambling frantic French at any stranger who passed him on that street in Paris. Seeing him in that state gave way to trepidation that one day I would suffer the same fate—that everyone who claimed to care for me would eventually abandon me—due to mental illness and lack of control. A fear that crippled me for years and kept me from investing, in believing in people fully.

To me, love was always conditional—until her.

My mother never fully understood the extent of my father’s illness. It’s my belief now that she assumed he’d just gone mad. Although that’s partly true, it wasn’t by conscious decision. It wasn’t as if he’d let some dark side of him take over, which I believe was her stance on him up until the day she died. It was sickness that claimed him and the fear of inherited sickness that’s plagued me for so long.

But at this stage in the game, the odds and my age are in my favor that I will never suffer his fate.

Retrieving the sun-bleached stone from where I hid it a lifetime ago, I start toward the winding cliff-side staircase that leads to my finish line. It’s more apparent than ever that it was never the house I was waiting for. It was today, this moment of clarity—a day where my head and heart are no longer at odds.

If I had to sum up my life, my journey, in one word, it would be today. I did it all for this moment. The irony is, I never knew through my plotting and scheming a day like this could exist for me. Fate threw me the cards while Karma had its wicked way with me. Luck was never factored in, but it came through for this opportunist enough to know that at times, it was present, and others it had abandoned me completely.

Noted, luck. And fuck you for it.

But if I have to measure my life against the uncontrollable powers of what could be, at any time, for or against me, I’ll have to bat them all away. I’ll have to choose something else to measure my life by, a different entity all together, a cosmic force to trump all others: her.

Without her, my purpose would feel meaningless, as would this day.

Because she wasn’t wrong. We, what we have and what we found in each other, is all that matters. The path I traveled to get here would amount to nothing without someone to reflect on it with. And there’s no better storyteller, no better reflection of my worth, than in the eyes of the woman who shared in my journey and helped me navigate my way through the worst of it.

She’s my mirror, my judge, and has revealed herself as my sole purpose. She brought direction back to my deadening soul when I lost my way, and she continues to guide me back, a star too bright to ignore, no matter how far I stray.

There’s no more strength in life than a man’s purpose. For so many years, I thought mine was something else entirely—until she showed me the truth. I always considered myself a lone traveler until she blazed her way onto my path as my opponent, lover, teacher, confidante, and best friend.

Any significant sum of every day I’ve spent on this Earth will always amount to her.

If I had succeeded in throwing my purpose away, if I were successful at self-sabotage, I wouldn’t know such a complete feeling existed. I would have never found such peace inside myself. The panic would have seized me long ago and made me sick to the point of no return.

The minute I step through the door of the house, I won’t ever look back on the cruelty of the path or how many steps I took alone. Instead, I’ll appreciate each bend of the journey, aside from a single blow so fucking merciless, I’ll never be able to shake it off. Not ever. A loss so painful, there won’t ever be a day it won’t hurt.

My brother.

Her savior.

An irreversible scar that will never fully heal, and proof of my weary travels. I’m halfway to the top of the cliff when my phone rattles in my pocket.

Lady Bird is in the nest.

However, I’ve already sensed her nearby. From above, I hear her shout my name as she races through the house, clear panic and excitement in her voice as I begin taking the stairs two at a time, heart thundering.

“I hear you, Mon Trésor,” I reply, hastening my steps, chest pounding, the delicate offering safe in my hand. I will always hear you.

Already choked up with emotion, I nod at the two Ravens standing guard at the back of the property as I pass and enter through the back door. Beau greets me with his typical cock check before he allows me to run my fingers over his ears. I’ve learned to tolerate him over time, despite the fact that he’s still ridiculously territorial over our woman.

“Bonjour, you greedy fucker.”

Of all the planning I’ve done in my life, this is the idea I’ve obsessed most about coming to fruition. But if Beau’s here with her, that means not only did she get my text, but she clearly understood the double entendre.

Meet me at the finish line.

Though I’ve never set foot in this house and have refused to without her, I pay it little attention as I stride past the wrought-iron staircase railing, knowing exactly where I’ll find her. I’ve dreamt this dream a thousand times over the years, and both my heart and head know the way.

A light breeze guides me down the long, Spanish-tiled corridor, past the sand-textured caramel walls. The house is just a few rooms short of a mansion, but fitting enough for a queen.

The details I soak in through passing are few because my sole focus is far more appealing. There’s nothing but fire and need in my hammering chest, which is beating as hard as it was the last time I came to her with a request. Back then, I was just as fucking terrified. Terrified she’d refuse to take me back. Terrified she believed my lies. Terrified I believed them for so long, I convinced myself they were true.

Twelve years ago, I forced her out of my life. In doing so, I lost myself, my purpose, my meaning, and my fucking mind.

Over half of those years I spent without her were due to fear, guilt, and self-condemnation.

Today, I come to her a changed man because of the years we lost and because of the years that brought us here. She may not have believed my lies, but I always believed her truths, believed in her love, in the surety of her heart.

Because she saved me.

Earning her and her heart has been my greatest accomplishment, making it my most prized possession.

A treasure any worthy thief will try to steal.

A treasure many have tried to take and failed. Because I made fucking sure of it. Before, I would never have gloated about such a feat of winning her because of the cost. Before, the guilt made it impossible to make such declarations.

Before . . . was too fucking painful.

I was selfish then, as I am now with her, without much apology, because the need outweighs the guilt—mostly.

After forty-four years of life, I’m positive she’s the only thing I can’t live without.

And for the next forty-four, I will never love another.

She’s loved many. That’s the nature of who she is. It’s what shaped her, but I’ve been greedy with my heart, and it has one sole owner. Nothing has, or could ever, compare to what she stirs inside of me.

My selfishness, my ambitions, my jealousy, and greed almost cost me my future, cost me her.

Since she accepted me back, I’ve spent every single minute of our time together paying penance while biding my time for this day.

Sentence served.

My time is up, and I’m officially a free man.

Which is exactly why I have to find her. Right. Fucking. Now.

Napalm desire, along with the ache in my chest, has me hastening toward her as Beau struts next to me, determined to be the first to seek her affection.

“Fuck off, mutt, she’s mine for the rest of the night.”

Beau continues to prance next to me, ignoring my order. It took over a month to ship him here and another six weeks in quarantine to get him to the house. Now it seems he’s already staked his claim as the head of it.

“Go. Now. Or I’ll never cook you another steak.”

His ears perk up as if aware of the implication of my threat, and he stops when I do, circling at my feet. Snapping my fingers, he returns my gaze, unphased, before he struts off.

Fucker.

When I reach my destination, I find her exactly where I thought she’d be, perched on the balcony, her long, breeze-blown hair tangling around her face. Her hands lay flat on the thick clay ledge as she gazes out at the sparkling sea. She’s dressed in white, the silky material dipping low in a V on her back, exposing every inch of her spine. Her skin is golden from the sun, but it’s the sight of the delicate wings along her shoulders that gets me hard. My thirsty eyes drink her in with a mix of desire and relief.

Getting her here was the final step of countless many.

I wait for her to recognize I’m near, and within a second of me standing at the door, I see her tense in awareness. Furious, watery, dark-blue eyes find mine as I take her in, emotion clogging my throat.

We’ve come so far since that day in the parking lot in Virginia, where all I had, literally, was the shirt on my back, an apology that would never be enough, and the fight she stirred within me to win her, to keep her, to reclaim what I stole all those years ago.

And we’ve come so far.

So. Fucking. Far.

From then to now seems like a lifetime ago.

In a sense, I’ve been waiting . . . but as of this moment, it’s over.

In a matter of seconds, I will have done everything I set out to do. But it’s the first day of my sentence that comes to mind when I breach the doorway and charge toward her. In the flash of the seconds it takes to reach her, I re-live it all.




 

 

 

 


“I was never really insane except upon occasions when my heart was touched.”

—Edgar Allan Poe





Chapter One


TOBIAS


Age Thirty-Eight

HELL, DAY ONE.

The sudden weight on my chest jolts me into consciousness a second before hot, putrid breath hits my face. Opening my eyes, I’m met by the unmistakable shadow of a four-legged fucking devil.

The rabid dog stands proudly on my chest as snarl-induced saliva smacks me on the chin and his phlegmy sounding bark rings in my ears.

“Psychopathe.” Psychopath. I grumble, batting away the crazed French bulldog, whose howl only increases the more I rouse and fight him off. He doesn’t weigh much, but his bark indicates he’s got an incredible self-image.

The fucker hasn’t stopped growling at me since I walked through the front door yesterday, which Cecelia found highly amusing.

I did not.

Lifting to sit in the blackened room, I palm the empty space next to me on the bed. Beau, a namesake I truly wish she hadn’t wasted on a dog, snaps his jaws where she slept next to me just hours before, sitting on his haunches, yapping, to make sure I fucking hate him.

And mere hours after our introduction, I decide I do.

Tense due to her disappearance, I glance out the window to see it’s still dark, midnight dark.

I run a hand down my face, trepidation sneaking its way in.

I’d shown up after eight months, promised her the world, explanations, breakfast, and vowed to earn her. Instead, I got a brief tour of the house before I took a shower and passed right the fuck out. I don’t remember much after the relief of getting through the door, mingled with the hot steam relaxing me to a point I haven’t been able to reach in years.

And after all those promises I made, I failed to deliver on every single one a mere hour after I uttered them—due to exhaustion. With the adrenaline gone, I crashed and crashed hard.

What in the fuck, Tobias?

Tossing off the covers, I dress in the clothes I arrived in and slip into my boots.

Searching the room for a clock, I spot a small one that looks antique—solid gold with bells on top—sitting on one of her bookshelves and manage to make out the time.

Four a.m.

The time stamp marks my first day of hell.

Not only that, I’m fairly certain she’s freaking out.

Merde. Shit.

I hoped she would sleep through the night, but I knew better. Jet-lagged from a thirty-six-hour trip, I passed out before we had a real conversation, went practically comatose before I could give her a single explanation of what kept me away. Briefly, I recall she changed into head-to-toe flannel pajamas while I was toweling off. This detail I remember because I found it amusing that she would go to such lengths to make sure I knew she wasn’t going to reward me for returning—with her body. It didn’t stop her at all from eye-fucking me when she thought I wasn’t looking.

I’m sure she usually wakes early to open her café, but it’s still too early for her to have gotten enough sleep. But I slept like a rock in those hours, better than I have in years, because I was in her bed. I know she hasn’t rested for the same reason.

Because of me and my grand entrance back into her life.

I may have gotten my foot in the door, but she’s still got her hand on the knob, ready to slam it with me on the other side if I fuck up. And I’m off to an amazing start.

I groan in frustration as Beau continues to shriek at me in what seems to be a canine declaration of territorial war until finally, I bark back.

“Putain, tais-toi!” Shut the fuck up! Immediately, Beau goes silent, head cocked, beady black eyes questioning the authority in my tone.

“Couché.” Get down. Beau obeys without issue. He’s got the simple commands down pat. Commands he understands clearly, in French.

The pointy-eared dog bounces around my heels as my eyes adjust to the dark. Though I’m anxious to get to her—wherever she may be—I can’t help but glance around her bedroom out of curiosity. This room is far different than the one we got acquainted in. The room in her father’s home where I manipulated her, fucked her, damaged her, before I began to worship her, love her.

She said her place wasn’t much, but every part of the space has been touched somehow by color and inspiration, or houses some sort of creature comfort.

It’s as if she’s carefully designed every room in this house both as sanctuary and proof of her evolution. I can see it, all the subtle pieces of her in this house, in the artwork, in her choices.

Turning on a mosaic-colored Tiffany-style reading lamp on her repurposed desk, I sift through some hardbacks she has yet to shelve and eye a few of her handwritten notes next to a stack of bills, one a to-do list.

Organize a Thanksgiving food drive. (Drop at Meggie’s)

Join the Chamber of Commerce.

Take a cooking class?

Hot Yoga?

Girls’ Night with Marissa?

Book Club?

Entertain Mr. Handsome?

I tame the surge of fire that threatens and decide not to start our morning conversation with “Who the fuck is Mr. Handsome?”

Everything about my doghouse predicament has me batting away my natural instincts to dominate, so I can make peace with her before I declare any sort of territorial war. And by war, I mean the full-fledged battle to make fucking sure we do everything imaginable to retrieve what we were beneath the ruins of our last one.

Perturbed by what I’ve discovered, I make my way toward the kitchen in search of her. When I find it empty, my unease kicks up, but I can’t help my grin at the sight of the French press sitting on the counter. And that’s when my chest begins to ache due to the double-edged sword that is my situation.

I might be here, with her, but not in the way I want to be.

Patience is crucial in winning her back, but it’s also my Achilles’ heel.

It’s been far too long since we were truly together. Merciless years since the day we were last wrapped up in the other while confessing our love in Roman’s back yard before being torn apart by the worst of circumstances. Some of which I myself created.

From that point, years ago, to this one, along with all of the hurdles I’ve dealt with in the past eight months, all the obstacles I’ve battled in order to get here, to this point, through her door, feel justified.

But even with her near, she’s not with me. Not yet.

Doubt creeps in when I glance around the kitchen for any obvious place a note might be and find nothing. On instinct alone, I know she’s not inside the house. Opening the back door for Beau, a cold gust of wind slaps my face as panic starts to set in.

Did she leave?

Sweat gathers at my forehead as I stare down her Napoléon-complexed mutt as he drops his morning deuce, all the while snarling at me. It’s clear we’re going to have issues, but the bigger one has blood pounding at my temples.

Could I blame her if she did leave?

Yesterday was a big step, but as the high of my sudden appearance wore off and reality set in, I could feel her distancing herself for protection.

Monitoring Beau from the porch, I blow into my hands. With Indian summer fleeting, a cold snap seems to have arrived overnight, much like me, without ample warning. Autumn chill seeps into my bones as I step off the porch and further into the yard, relieved when I spot her. She’s hunched over her garden, a shop light illuminating where she works in nothing but her flannel pajamas and black Uggs.

The urge to touch her, taste her, fuck her, reclaim her, thrums through me—a low-lying demand I refuse to entertain even though I’m aching everywhere, and I know she feels the same need.

It’s who we are.

With us, looking is love, fighting is love, fucking is love, and even now, while we muddle through our collective but distinctly different fears, it’s love.

A fact she refused to let me deny. A fact I’ve come to embrace. The fuel I need for the fight I’m in for. “No matter how we came to be, we were and still are. You stole my heart, and you let me love you with it, and you made damn sure I knew where its home was.”

I need to believe it. I have to believe it. Her words are my driving force. It may have been eight months, but the journey to get back to her has felt like an eternity.

Everything between us has always come down to love, as she so boldly pointed out until I had no choice but to face it fully and give in to the truth.

The truth being that I love her so fiercely that I can’t stand the idea of letting this drag out another day—fuck, another hour. But I will. For her, I’ll find the patience.

And my demands will be few.

On the drive home, she glanced over at me in the way of a stranger she was trying to understand, posture guarded. It’s the same rigid posture she’s displaying now as she stabs into the dirt with a small shovel. She’s on the offensive.

When I approach, I know it’s just a matter of time before she’ll sense me near. She always has, as I have her.

Beau, the greedy fuck, makes it to her first.

“Hey baby,” she murmurs to her dog, her voice raw, as she takes off a soiled gardening glove to run her fingers down his back. She doesn’t bother to glance my way when she speaks. “Did he wake you?”

“Doesn’t matter. It’s freezing out here. I’ll get you a coat.”

“I’m fine.” She slides her glove back on and resumes her work, tossing a patch of dirt to the side before grabbing a container of mixed mums.

“Did you have a dream?” I ask, knowing it’s some of what’s bothering her.

“Don’t I always?” she replies in a biting tone.

I kneel next to her as she continues to stab at the dirt.

“Need help?”

“No. I’ve got it.”

“Talk to me,” I urge, studying her profile in the yellow light.

She digs and stabs—as does her silence—and I do nothing to stop her. She’s nervous or hurting or both, and that’s the last thing I want.

Day one, Tobias.

“Talk to me, Cecelia.”

“Maybe I don’t want to.” Her reply is low, so low I’m not sure if she wanted me to hear. But I don’t bother armoring up. She’s already won. Today’s not the day to brawl. It’s a day to surrender. I’ve missed her so fucking much. Over the years, and as the months passed, I sometimes wondered if I imagined some of my need, my affection for her. That theory was blown all to hell the minute I stepped into the boardroom to face off with her after years of separation. It was just another lie I told myself in the days and months after I sent her away. Trying to reason with love is fucking pointless. It doesn’t care about your reasons, right or wrong. Love has no regard for circumstance, nor does it give a fuck what state it puts you in. It’s a relentless and unforgiving emotion that will never let you lie to yourself.

Fixed on her profile, in desperate need of a hit of her ocean blues, I sit back on the heels of my boots, settling in for the first battle of many.

“Why now?” she asks, palming a mum from the container and placing it in the waiting soil. “You wait until I’m settled into a new life. A new life that doesn’t include you. That doesn’t suit you at all. Why?”

“I had to . . .” I exhale a weary breath when she gives me the side-eye. “No matter what I tell you right now, it will sound like an excuse, but I do have reasons, a lot of them. And I’ll give them all to you.”

She briefly stills the fingers pressing the soil around the plant. “I’m listening.”

“I’m sorry I fell asleep. That’s the last thing I wanted to do. I’m jet-lagged.”

She doesn’t bother asking where I was. She’s too used to not being in the know. Or worse, she doesn’t care.

“I was in Dubai on Exodus business. We just acquired a company. It was my last task as acting CEO before Shelly took over. I haven’t slept in days. When I tied things up, I came straight to you and—”

“Straight to me?” she scoffs. “You know, you’re right, Tobias; anything you say right now will sound like an excuse. You should probably go back to sleep.”

“Let me explain.”

“I don’t know if I want your explanations right now.”

“Well, you deserve them, and it’s fucking cold out here. Let’s go inside and talk.”

She ignores my request and continues her task as though she didn’t hear me.

“I’m not leaving,” I whisper softly, knowing I’m getting nowhere. She doesn’t want to hear me, not now. I stand and do the opposite of that declaration, entering the house and heading back into her bedroom. I grab a hoodie from her chest of drawers and make my way back outside just as she empties another container. She eyes me when I thrust the thick shirt out to her.

“I’m fine.”

“Cecelia, it’s freezing.”

She stands, pulls off her gloves, and yanks the sweatshirt from my hands before tugging it down over her head, the university logo a glaring reminder that I missed her through four years of college, and the summers she spent in France in between, and the years after. A painful reminder she experienced a lot of living without me. Even with a daily report of her well-being and what I could stomach about her personal life, I don’t know most of the intimate details. I couldn’t handle knowing them, though I got overly curious more than once and drank myself stupid, setting my progress back. She stands in front of me now, eyes wary, and even so, it’s lightning in my veins being so close. Our attraction tangible, a constant pulse thrumming between us since the day we met. Even in the murky yellow light, I can see the faint freckles on her nose. She’s symmetrical perfection, from the shape of her face to the tiny divot in her chin. I move to reach for her, and she steps away.

She’s swinging hard already, and I feel every blow. Shoving my hands in my jeans, I toe a loose rock that edges her garden back into place with my boot. “What was the dream about?”

She bites her lip, lifting her faraway gaze when she speaks. “I guess if I had to Freud it up, the interpretation would be that I don’t really know you.” She resumes her place on her knees. “I don’t know your brand of toothpaste.”

“That’s an easy fix. What else happened?”

“I don’t remember.”

“You’re lying. I’m willing to bet you’re out here because of that dream. Because I know you.”

She lets out a labored breath. “I need to get this done.”

“It’s called multi-tasking.” I kneel again and nudge her to the side to share workspace. I grab another shovel from the old-fashioned wooden toolbox sitting on the stone sidewalk behind us.

“It’s early, you’re tired, and I don’t need your help.”

“We’re going to be together. Today, tomorrow, and the day after, Cecelia.”

“Just . . . back off, Tobias.” The shake in her voice tells me all I need to know as she stands and walks over to a large bag of potting soil before dragging it my way. I don’t help because I’m fairly sure she will stab me with her little shovel if I try to come anywhere near her.

She’s angry. I expected it, but it hurts just the same. I’d forced my way into her space yesterday, much like I did when we got together, and I no longer want that to be the case, but the urge is strong.

She hangs her head as if she feels the conflict in me, although I don’t flinch. “I don’t want to fight, Tobias.”

“Since when are you so fucking afraid of confrontation?”

“I’m not afraid.” She rips through the thick plastic easily, a very, very angry gardener. “I just don’t have anything to say to you right now.”

“How many lies are we going to start with?”

Her dark blue eyes ice over. “I made a life here. Temporary as it may be, I’m not leaving it for you. Not again.”

“Well, I can see why. You’re on the fast track to one exciting life. Hot yoga? The Chamber of Commerce?” I fist my hands at my sides. This is an argument for a different time.

“Of course, you went snooping. Isn’t that just like you to come in and invade my privacy after years apart.”

“You knew who you were falling for.”

“Doesn’t mean I wanted to.”

“Time and separation don’t matter when it comes to us. That’s clear now.”

“But it does. It does matter. It matters to me. I know I agreed to try, but what exactly are you thinking will happen? That I’ll just fall back into place, no questions asked, legs spread, heart wide open? I’m not that girl anymore, Tobias, and I’m no longer that woman, either.”

“This is you we’re talking about, so I fucking know better. If you weren’t capable of being that woman anymore, the one who forgives and loves the way only you can, I wouldn’t have slept in your bed last night. As far as plans go, I don’t know because we haven’t talked yet the way we need to, or made a single fucking plan, together. We’re now in negotiations. What. Was. The. Fucking. Dream?”

“What else would it be?”

“I’m not leaving you. Not today, not tomorrow, and not the day after. Hell will freeze over. I’ll eat a McRib first.”

Wrong thing to say.

“You think this is funny?” She glares at me, covered in soil, her eyes gleaming with accusation and residual anger.

“I think a sense of humor may make this a lot less bloody, but it’s clear by the look on your face you don’t share that opinion.”

“You lived with her.” The admission is just above a whisper.

“You dreamt about Alicia?”

“She knew you. You let her know you. She knew your brand of toothpaste. She probably picked out your fucking ties in the morning. Things you let her know.”

“Don’t—” I shake my head, hating the direction this is going— “don’t do that.”

“You threw me away, but you lived with her. I never even got to see where you lived.”

“Yes, you did. You saw the only place I ever considered home. The shithole my aunt owned at the edge of town. That was the only home I knew in Triple Falls. The rest were just places to rest my head between business trips. I haven’t had a real home since my parents died, and I didn’t live with her.”

“She made it seem like you did.”

“And I let you think that.”

“Of course, you did.” She lets out an exasperated laugh.

I can’t help the bitter edge with my delivery. “Glass houses, Cecelia. Need I remind you that you were wearing a fucking two-carat engagement rock when you drove back to Triple after leaving your live-in fiancé? Or is he still an afterthought?”

Chill, Tobias. Right fucking now.

I close my eyes, dreading seeing the evidence of that cutting comment.

“How dare you,” she croaks, her voice barely audible. “So, it’s my fault? I had to move on. It’s not like you gave me a choice.”

“I know,” I swallow. “I’m sorry. That was jealousy speaking. Ask me anything.”

She looks away, and her silence only makes the ache grow.

“We have to talk about this. We’ve wasted enough fucking time.”

“We?”

“Fine, me. Merde!” I clench my fists. “If you want to play the blame game, I take it all, all of it, okay? As far as living arrangements, I . . . we, have a condo in Charlotte, a townhouse in Paris, an apartment in Spain, and a hideaway in Germany.”

“You and Alicia?”

“Are you fucking serious right now? We, as in you and me. She was never my future, Cecelia.”

She seems to mull it over. “And the finish line?”

I nod. “Still there. Never set foot in it. And you and I practically lived in Roman’s house together.”

“It’s not the same. And that was all an illusion anyway, wasn’t it?”

“No, it wasn’t. But what you had was just a dream. I know they feel real to you, but it was just a dream.”

“Or a warning I should take seriously.”

Stab. I feel it everywhere. But I’ll let her have this fight and a thousand more.

“We weren’t together long,” I offer and cringe when I see it does shit to help.

“Neither were we if we’re keeping score and if dating is what you want to call it.”

“What we did was not dating; don’t downplay what’s brought us back to this point. We fell in love, and it devastated us and everyone around us to the point we destroyed lives, including our own. And I’m to blame. But here we are, and we still love each other, more so now because we’re wise enough to know what we’ve lost. It’s not going to take a day to get over the things I’ve said and done, the lies I’ve told, or the shit we’re going to have to work through. But I’m owning my part, the way you asked me to, the way you need me to, the way I need to. And all I’m hoping for is that you ask me what you need to, so I can own up to it, and we don’t waste any more time.”

She sits back on her heels and drops her gaze. “Fine. Then start with what you promised. The truth. Why did you come back now?”

“A lot of it has to do with carrying out plans I set into motion over twenty years ago, especially Tyler’s position in the White House. I didn’t expect it to take so fucking long, and the longer it took, the more I was sure I had to get everything off my plate in order to do this right. I had to heavily vet the few I trusted to take over with Sean, so you and I could . . .” I groan in frustration. “The last thing I wanted to do was come after you and turn around and leave while we were sorting ourselves out . . .” Anger surges at the hell I went through after she left. “And you disappeared for seven fucking weeks before I found you.”

“I had every reason to.”

“For seven weeks, I went off the rails because you didn’t leave a trace.” I clench my fists on my thighs in an attempt to temper my anger. “You made sure of it.”

“Cash,” she supplies. “It goes a long way, as you well know. That’s why this house and the diner legally belong to my mother.” She stops her digging. “Maybe I didn’t want to be found.”

“I was losing my fucking mind with worry.”

“I was no longer yours to worry about. You made sure of it.”

“You’ve always been mine. I’ve had protective eyes on you since you were eleven years old, Cecelia, no matter how I felt about you. Maybe I deserved the hell those weeks were not knowing, but there will never be a time in your life you’re not under my protection. I failed you once, and I’ll do everything in my fucking power not to fail you again. Believe me, by the time I arrived yesterday, I made every effort to make sure you had no one but me coming for you.”





Chapter Two


TOBIAS


HER FACE DRAINS of all color. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Exactly what you think it means. Another reason it took me so long to get to you. Aside from kicking a hundred things into motion so I could be here, I had bodies to find and bury.” My sole focus being Roman’s old business partner, the motherfucker who sent Miami, turning the confrontation into a bloodbath.

Her mouth parts as her eyes widen, incredulous. “Jerry? You went after him?”

I nod and don’t miss her flinch.

“Tobias, what did you do?”

“I made sure he’ll never be a threat to you again.”

“You said you trusted me.”

“I do. I didn’t trust him. He’s as fucking corrupt as they come. Retaliation was in the works. I saw it for myself. I was tracking both his correspondence and calls closely. He’s always been a threat to you. If I had gotten a handle on things when I should have . . .” I clear my throat to stop myself, “I would have taken care of him a lot sooner.”

She flicks imploring eyes to mine. “What do you mean?”

Not yet. We’re not there yet, Tobias. One thing at a time.

“I got a confession before I buried him. He was the one who sent Miami. Do you want the details?”

She swallows and darts her eyes away. “No.”

“You are never to disappear on me again.” Her stare is a million miles away before it finally flits back to me, the toll of the first of my confessions heavy in her eyes.

I level out my voice, intent that through her anger she hears me. Adamant she knows what she’s in for should the situation ever present itself. “I will kill anyone who threatens you. Anyone. I will fucking end them, Cecelia. I won’t think twice, and I won’t lose sleep over it.”

She bites her lip, dragging her gaze over my body before turning her attention back to her flower bed. I crouch down next to her as the wind lifts some loose hair from her shoulder and I brush the rest away from her face.

“Does that scare you?”

“No.”

“That’s because you do know who I am. We are not strangers, Cecelia. Far from it.”

She doesn’t argue that. “Even so, you should know by now. I don’t do well with orders.”

“On this, I don’t give a fuck. Punish me, but never that way. Don’t run from my protection. I’ll make you promise me that one day and save it for a different fight that will be happening sooner rather than later. I can’t risk . . .” I resist the urge to rip her from the ground, shake some sense into her and demand she make the promise now, but I know better. It’s my selfish need, my own emotions that demand it. Aside from that, she’ll never be tamed. It’s part of my attraction to her, even if it scares the hell out of me.

A beat of silence passes. “How did you find me?”

“Sean. He knew where you were the whole time. After I exhausted every resource, I finally went to him to ask for help. He was expecting me.”

I see it the second she puts it together.

“There’s a tracking device on the Camaro.”

“He installed it before he gifted it to you. He had you followed and put two permanent birds on you the minute you landed here. He knew I was losing my shit, but he wanted to make sure I got my wake-up call. I sniffed out his bullshit when I asked him for help, and the smug bastard finally put me out of my misery when I told him of my plan.”

“Which was?”

“You.”

She shivers in her hoodie.

“Let’s go inside and talk. Your lips are turning blue.”

“I’m fine,” she harrumphs, wiping the loose dirt from her gloves. “You bastards—even when I did your bidding and kept your secrets, you never once believed I could take care of myself.”

“He was sincere about the gift, Cecelia. Dom would have wanted you to have it, but no matter how this works out between us, we’re always going to protect you. Always. That’s not debatable.”

“Yeah? Well, who’s going to protect me from you?”

Right hook.

I swallow. “You don’t need it. I’m at your mercy.”

“Until when?”

Still crouched beside her, I place a thumb under her chin and turn her head my way. “I’m in this, Cecelia. I would give anything to go back, to change the things I did. To be the man you needed me to be, but it’s never been as simple as giving in to how I feel about you. And it’s not any easier now. After what went down, after all you went through, I had to allow you the chance at a normal life, to escape this one.” Her frown is deep-set when I lift her chin. “And after years away, you did start a different life. You stayed away. Purposely, even with the excuse of your father’s death to come back, you didn’t return to Triple Falls. You went to college, graduated, and were engaged to be married to another man. You had a ring on your finger. When you came back, you were selling the company. You were ridding yourself of all ties, from Triple Falls, and from me. I had to respect your decision. You were thriving. At least that’s what I thought, at first.”

“And after?”

“I explained this to you. It was a culmination of reasons, one in particular, and I’ll tell you everything, but—” I shake my head—“I need time for that. Not a lot, but I swear I’ll tell you.”

“You don’t think I can handle it?”

“I think you can handle anything,” I say honestly. “It’s just too much to sort through right now. You haven’t slept. I doubt you’ve eaten.”

She stands and wipes her pajamas free of debris, and I take a step forward, but she takes one back, jerking her head. “Don’t.”

“Why? Because you know exactly how it’s going to end up once you let me touch you?”

“Love and sex solve nothing, remember?”

I run my hand through my hair, and she crosses her arms, satisfaction clear in her eyes. She’s fully expecting me to give up at some point. It’s the opposite of progress, and she puts a voice to it.

“Giving up already?”

“Stop it,” I snap. “It was just a dream. Did nothing I confessed to you yesterday make a difference?”

“Yes and no, you just . . .” she rubs a hand over her red nose, “you don’t belong here.”

“Where do you picture me?”

“You didn’t even bring a goddamn suitcase!” She fists her hands on her hips. “Where do you live now? Where are your belongings, Tobias?”

“Packed in a truck with a driver waiting for my say so. Over half my wardrobe are suits that I don’t plan on fucking wearing anytime soon. I live here. Where you are is home. I made that clear yesterday. I know we can’t pick up where we left off—” I step forward, she steps back, and so the tango begins—the look on her face one of a wounded animal.

“You’re lonely here, Cecelia. I did that. I’ve made you lonely again. You think I don’t know that? You gave up your fucking life for me, so I did the same. I did the only thing I could because I wanted you to take me seriously when I showed up with nothing but the clothes on my back.”

She bites her bottom lip, her eyes drifting up and down my frame.

“I gave up the only life I’ve known for over twenty years and most everything that had anything to do with it, to come here just for a chance to be with you again.”

“You gave up clothes.”

“I gave up control,” I counter. “Which is the hardest fucking thing for a man like me to do.” I step forward, and this time she doesn’t step back. I cup her face, her cheeks ice cold. “Because I want this, more than anything else. I want this, you, us.”

“Just—” she lifts her hands to my wrists and grips them, intent on pulling them away. “Go back to bed. I need to think.”

“No.”

“Tobias—”

“Fuck no. I’m not going to give you a chance to think of more reasons to hold a grudge against me.” I lean in. “What hurts you hurts me. There’s more to say.”

“Not today.” She drops her eyes and shakes her head before pushing past me toward the house. That’s when I snap, rush her, and scoop her into my arms.

“Put me down.”

“No,” I murmur, nuzzling her neck, inhaling her scent, a scent so soothing it feels like coming home. But it’s short-lived because I feel her tensing in my arms.

I bend to kiss her, and she turns her head.

“Look at me, please,” I implore.

“I hate you so much,” she whispers.

“I know.”

Her eyes lift to mine before dropping to my lips. “Plus rien ne nous séparera. Jamais.” Nothing will ever come between us. Never.

Exhausted, no doubt by me, she drops her head to rest on my shoulder as I carry her inside, Beau hot on my heels until I kick the bedroom door closed in his face.

“Don’t take your frustration out on my puppy,” she scolds as I walk into the bathroom and gently deposit her to stand in front of the shower.

“Did you sleep at all?” I ask, turning on the faucet.

She stands limp and doesn’t respond.

“I’m sorry it took me so long.” I slowly lift the hoodie above her head along with her pajama top before gently pulling the tie from her hair. It falls heavy around her shoulders, and at the sight of it, I get hard.

She’s sleep-deprived, shell-shocked, and seems defeated, and I hate it. I want her fight, but her game is off. And that’s on me.

“I had to come to you ready, Cecelia. I had to. Too many people depend on me. I had too many plates spinning. I had to plan my exit strategy and get my head together. I promise you, somehow I’ll make you understand.”

“I doubt it.”

“Those lies I told you when you were fighting so hard, they were my last,” I murmur, pressing a kiss to her temple as I unclasp her bra. Unable to help myself, I bend and pull a nipple into my mouth, and instantly her fingers tangle in my hair, the breath leaving her as she rips at me, full of resistance.

Fighting her, I draw her other nipple into my mouth and suck, flicking my tongue over her silky flesh before lifting my eyes to hers. Her chest pumps with rapid breaths as she watches me, rapt but furious.

“I need you,” I whisper before again pulling half her breast into my mouth, drawing a soft cry from her. Her chest glistens when I release her, her body becoming lax as I hold her firmly in place. “I need you, Cecelia. I need to make you come. I need to feel you stretch around my cock. I need to hear my name coming from your lips. But I need you more.”

Kneeling, I tug down her pajama bottoms before slowly dragging her panties to join them on the floor. Eye level with her pussy, I press my lips to the top of it and inhale her scent, cock throbbing, begging to be set free.

Unable to handle the need for a taste, I run my tongue along her slit as she digs her nails into my scalp, a choppy moan leaving her. I revel in the burn of the pain she’s inflicting, because she’s fighting, but not nearly hard enough. I pull away and gaze up at her. Her return stare full of blue fire.

Neither of us can fight our draw, and we have never been able to, no matter how at odds we were. But I need more than her body’s submission to act.

Standing, I run my thumbs along her jaw before briefly kissing her. She trembles with want. Her eyes imploring, while her lips refuse to move, to ask for what she needs, and it’s fucking agony pulling away.

“Shower. I’ll make breakfast. We’ll talk more.”

She nods, her gaze losing focus, to another time—a time where, no doubt, I’ve hurt her because that’s all I’ve ever done.

“No one hates me more for what I’ve done to you, than me,” I admit before I fully release her and leave her in a room full of steam.

She’s been on autopilot since she got out of the shower, mindlessly sipping her coffee while feeding Beau her bacon. It’s not the breakfast I pictured we’d have. But I set my hopes high.

“Ask me anything,” I urge from where I’m seated at her four-seat kitchenette. She bites into her French toast and downs her coffee before I shove the first bite in my mouth.

Our eyes meet as I cough it down while a faint smile twists her lips.

“Putain.” Fuck. I grab her plate and mine and walk them over to the sink while continuously trying to clear my throat.

She speaks up behind me with a little mirth in her tone. “It was a good effort.”

“I’ve never cooked with cinnamon.” I shove the crisped bread into the garbage disposal and click it on. The slide of her chair alerts me to what I knew was coming. Shutting off the sink, I turn and grip the counter behind me. “You can’t take a day?”

She slowly shakes her head, and I accept the lie.

“All right, give me five.”

“What?” She frowns, her plump lips twisting in displeasure, and it might as well be a knife in my chest.

“I’m coming with you.”

“To my café?”

“I need to borrow the Camaro.”

“Where are you going?”

“I need a few things.”

She nods to the keys on the counter and collects her purse. “I’ll be outside. Lock up.”

She leans down to pet Beau and gives him an exaggerated kiss, and I’m instantly jealous.





Chapter Three


TOBIAS


Age Eleven

I GLANCE AT the clock when the front door slams, and a second later, Delphine cuts the music off. The clink of a bottle to glass in the kitchen tells me she’s not going to be driving us to school in a few hours, which means it’s up to me to make sure we make it. Truancy will have us scrutinized, and we don’t need social services at our door, not with the state the house is in. And once again, I’ll have to be the one to clean it. It’s only been a few months since our parents died, the worst months of my life. Dom’s not getting any better. The happy kid he was has all but disappeared because of our aunt’s indifference and cruelty. She doesn’t have the motherly gene, and she’s made it clear, daily, that we’re an obligation she never wanted. But if she falls suspect by outsiders as unfit to parent us—which she is—we’ll be taken away, and I won’t have that. I won’t be separated from my brother.

Deciding to get a little sleep, I set my cheap alarm hoping the batteries don’t die, and settle back into my mattress when I hear the unmistakable sound of my brother’s stifled sobs across the hall. Tossing my thin, itchy sheet off, I walk into Dominic’s room to see him lying on his stomach. His head is pressed into his pillow to muffle his cries, his shoulders shaking. Turning on his plastic lamp, I sit on the edge of his twin bed, and he freezes, fear in his eyes until he sees it’s me.

“It’s okay, Dom. They’re gone. The party is over. Go back to sleep.” I cup his shoulder and feel his skin blazing through his thin pajama top. I turn him over, lift his shirt, and realize he’s covered in chickenpox.

He stares down at his chest and stomach in fear. “I didn’t do anything.”

“It’s not your fault. You have chickenpox.”

“Am I going to die like Mama and Papa?”

I grind my teeth at the ache in my chest. “No. They’ll itch for a while, but you only get them once.”

“You had them too?”

“Yes, and it made me stronger. I’ll get you some medicine to help the itch in the morning.”

The door bursts open, and Delphine eyes us both.

“What are you two doing awake?”

I roll my eyes. “How could we sleep with all that noise?”

“That’s grown-up business. Go back to bed.”

“He’s got a fever and chickenpox.” She looks at Dominic warily as I lift his shirt for her to see. “He can’t go to school. They’ll send him home.”

“Well, I can’t take off work,” she huffs. “We can’t afford it.”

“Then I’ll stay home,” I argue back. “He’s not going to be sick and alone.”

“You can’t miss school.”

“I’m not leaving him here. End of.” That’s what Papa used to say when he meant business, and I hope it’s just as effective.

She glowers at us before she turns and slams the door.

“I hate her,” Dominic whispers, afraid she might hear him.

“We won’t live here forever.”

“She threw my cars away because she stepped on one.”

“I told you to pick them up. I’ll get you more.”

“You don’t have any money.”

“Let me worry about that.” I’ll steal another twenty from her purse. Half the time she has no idea what’s in her wallet and is too drunk to notice when it goes missing. I press my palm to his neck again and stand. He’s burning up.

“Where are you going?”

“To find some medicine to lower your temperature.”

“You’re coming back?”

“Right back.”

Making my way across the hall toward Delphine’s room, I’m stopped at the doorway by a familiar sniffle. I peek in to see her eyes reddening as she studies the pictures laid out on her bed, pictures of her and the husband who left her a few months before Mama and Papa died. She runs her fingers over them before sensing me standing there and lifts hostile eyes to mine. “I don’t want to be a mother.”

“Then don’t. I’ll feed him. I’ll bathe him. I’ll walk him to school. You don’t touch him, don’t yell at him. I’ll do it all.”

She snorts. “You’re just a kid.”

“Plus adulte que toi.” More of a grown-up than you anyway.

“Surveille ton langage, petit con.” Watch your language, little shithead.

Opting out of another useless argument, I switch gears. “I need Tylenol for his fever.”

She opens her bedside drawer and plucks one of the powdered packets she puts on her tongue every morning for her hangover, and I eye it, uneasy.

“What’s in it?”

“Same as Tylenol. Works faster. Put it in some juice.”

“We don’t have any juice.”

She sighs and gathers the pictures from her mattress before lovingly placing them in an old cigar box on her nightstand.

Walking over to her dresser, I snatch her wallet from her purse and take a twenty out.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“I’m going to get the medicine he needs and a new car for him to play with while he’s sick.” The tone of my voice dares her to object. This is the fight I’m up for.

She opens her mouth to argue and instead sinks back into her mattress. “Fine, whatever.”

“We don’t want you for a mother, either.” I crumple the money in my hand and toss her wallet back into her purse. “Just stay away from him. I’ll take care of him.”

“Whatever, kid, close the door.” She rolls her eyes and turns off her lamp, leaving us both in the pitch dark. She’ll pass out in seconds. Fumbling out of her bedroom, I use the dim light from Dominic’s lamp to navigate my way down the hall toward the kitchen to grab some water. I pour half the packet she gave me into the cup and stir it up while staring at the full moon outside the window, just as a roach skitters across the glass. Medicine in hand, I bring it back to Dominic, who’s stripped down to nothing but his underwear, furiously scratching his arms.

“Put your clothes back on, so you can’t scratch.”

“I have to.”

“You can’t. It will get worse and leave marks.”

He stills his fingers and groans as he pulls his pajamas back on. Pajamas that are too small for him now. I can still remember the day Mama and I brought them home after running errands together. I’d picked them out. It wasn’t that long ago they were here, alive.

Dominic frowns at the glass. “This will make me stronger?”

“Yes. Every time you get sick, your body will figure out how to make you stronger so you’re not so sick next time. It’ll target the culprit and create antibodies to fight it.”

“What’s a culprit?”

“The reason why you’re sick.”

“What are ant bodies?”

“Antibodies. They live inside you. They build an army to help fight the sickness.”

“How do you know that?” he asks, tilting his head the way Papa used to.

“I read books. Books make you smart.”

“Then I’ll read books,” he says, “lots of books. And I’m going to get stronger. And smart, and then nobody can be mean to me ever again.”

“Good. Drink it.”

He takes a long drink and makes a face. “I don’t want it.”

“There’s medicine in it. You need it.”

“Bleh.”

“Drink it, Dom. I’ll get you better tasting medicine at the store tomorrow.”

Not long after he finishes his drink, he falls asleep, and I drift off next to him once I’ve checked his skin for a drop in temperature.

When the front door slams a few hours later, I rouse in between the wall and his mattress and gently shake Dom to wake him up.

“I’m going to the store. Don’t you leave this bed until I get back.”

“I’m sleeping,” he whines.

“If you wake up, you pee and get right back into bed. Otherwise, don’t leave this room until I get back, and don’t answer the door for anyone.”

“I’m sleeping.”

“Promise me.”

“I promise, gah,” he huffs, pulling the sheet over his head.

Gut churning, I lock the door behind me. I start toward the street before I turn back around and head up to the porch, turning the lock with my key. One, two, three.

Satisfied with my count, I start at a dead run from the driveway toward the drug store. I’m not far from the house when I notice the sedan that was parked across the street from our house creeping up next to me. I stop mid-stride and turn as the car slows to a stop. Ready to confront whoever it is, I’m surprised to see a woman in the driver’s seat. She peers at me before she puts down her window, her eyes swollen and red. “Hi. I’m sorry if I scared you. I was wondering if I could give you a ride?”

“No,” is all I say before I turn and resume my run.

She follows for a few wordless seconds before she speaks up. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

“I don’t need a ride, but thanks.” I keep my eyes forward, sweat clouding my vision. I’ve built up stamina due to my nightly runs since I started going to the place I discovered the night my parents died, but it’s hot as hell today, and my shirt is already soaked through.

“I’m going to town if that’s where you’re headed, and I could use the company.”

Annoyed, I stop my run and glare in her direction. She’s pretty and doesn’t look that much older than me. It’s when I finally approach the car that I see her large belly behind the wheel. She’s pregnant, really pregnant, and something in my gut tells me she’s harmless.

“You’re a little young to be running around alone, don’t you think?”

“I turn twelve in a few months, and what are you doing following kids around offering rides?”

She flashes a weak smile. “I’m sure I freaked you out, but it wasn’t my intention. I was passing through when I saw you and thought I’d offer a ride. It’s hot out here.”

“You know the Perkins?”

“The Perkins?”

“The house you were parked at.” I cross my arms over my chest.

“Oh? No. I got turned around in the neighborhood. Where are you headed?”

“My brother is sick. He needs medicine.”

Her chin wobbles as she speaks. “Is it serious?”

“No. Just the chickenpox.”

“Hop in. I’ll take you. I promise I’m no threat to you.”

Gripping the handle of her car, I hesitate and look down the long road ahead and back toward the house. I locked it three times. He’s asleep, but for how long? A few nights ago, halfway on my run to my secret spot, I couldn’t remember if I’d locked the door. I ran all the way home, my heart pounding more out of fear than the run because I wasn’t sure. Three locks clicking, three twists of the handle. Three checks on him before I leave. It’s the only way to be sure. “I have to get back to him.”

“We’ll make it quick,” she promises.

I again glance back at the house, sweat rolling down my temple. I can’t picture this woman trying to hurt me at all.

Fuck it.

I get in and buckle my seat belt. Her car is older, a little beat up, but the AC works, and I’m thankful for it. She turns the vent my way, and the sweat starts to cool on my skin.

“Can you drop me at the pharmacy, please?”

“Sure.”

The more she drives, the more I grow comfortable in the seat. She’s big, and there’s barely an inch of space between her belly and the steering wheel.

“So, is that your house back there?”

“It’s my aunt’s house. We’re staying with her for a while.”

“Do you like living there?”

I shrug to make her think, ‘it’s okay,’ but the truth is, I fucking hate it, and I’m almost to the point I hate Delphine.

“Is she, are you . . .” the woman’s voice shakes when she speaks, which makes me uneasy. I glance in the passenger side rearview.

Three times. You locked it three times.

“So, your brother . . .”

“Dominic.”

“Dominic,” she swallows. “Is he in much p-pain?”

I glance her way, and she looks back as if she’s afraid of me, afraid of what I’ll say.

“He’ll be okay. I had them when I was his age. Everyone has them, haven’t you?”

“No, actually I haven’t. I’m sure I’ll get them when my baby has them. It’s better to get them young, though. I read it in one of my baby books.”

“What are you having?” This is the strangest conversation I’ve ever had. I have no idea who this woman is or why she’s giving me a ride, but her AC is making it hard to care.

“A girl. I was thinking of naming her Leann.”

I wrinkle my nose, and she doesn’t miss it. She lets out a light laugh.

“Don’t like that one, huh? Well, it’s my mother’s name.”

“Sorry.” I look back in the direction of the house, praying Dominic stays asleep.

“It’s fine. I don’t have my heart set on it. Maybe I’ll use it as a middle name.”

When she pulls up to the pharmacy a few minutes later, hand on the door handle, I turn to her. “Thank you for the ride.”

“Do you mind if I come with? I can help you find what you need.”

I draw my brows.

“I’m kind of in between things to do,” she says softly.

“I mean . . . I guess, if you want to.”

She nods and exits the car when I do, waddling through the door when I open it for her.

“Thank you,” she says absently. Her face is splotched, a lot like Delphine’s after she has one of her nightly cries. Together, we walk down through a few aisles until we find what we’re looking for. She grabs a bottle of anti-itch lotion that costs eight dollars, and it’s then I know I’m screwed.

“Thanks,” I say as she plucks a bottle of children’s Tylenol next, and I see the price on the shelf she pulled it from.

Eleven dollars.

I won’t have enough after tax.

“What else do you need?”

“Nothing.” I bite my lip, looking at the drug store brand of Tylenol, and snatch it off the shelf. “This one instead.”

Face flaming with embarrassment, she grabs another bottle of Tylenol and dumps it into the shopping cart she snatched when we came in. “Let me get this for you.”

“What?” We’re close to the same height. I might have her beat by an inch. “Why would you?”

“I would just really like to if that’s okay.”

“I mean . . . I don’t—”

“It will be our secret.” She gives me a little smile.

I nod because I really have no choice. If she hadn’t offered, I might not have enough and would have to steal it. I’ve been getting away with it a lot lately, and it never gives me a good feeling. But I only started doing it because of reasons like this, days like today when my back is against the wall. Since I have to wait until I’m sixteen to get the money from my parents’ death settlement, I’m stuck taking until I can earn it. And until that time comes, I’m going to have to figure out a way, and I have a sinking feeling the five-finger discount will be a lot of the way. But it’s a fine line. If I get caught stealing, I’ll draw attention to Delphine and Dom. I have to play everything just right, be twice as fast, twice as smart as any simple thief. My life, Dom’s life, depends on it. Familiar shame chokes me up, and I vow to make enough money someday, so I never have to feel this way again.

As if reading my mind, she speaks up. “Can you think of anything else he needs?”

“I’m just going to find him a Matchbox car and a book.”

“Oh?” She perks up. “I’ll help.”

“You really don’t have—”

“Please let me,” she says, her voice urgent and shaking again. “I’m having a b-bad day. You ever have those?”

“All the time.”

This seems to set her off, and she turns away from me and wipes her face with her hand.

“I’m sorry. Don’t get upset. Yeah, you can help.” All I want to do is leave this strange lady and get back to my brother, but it’s when she looks over to me the way she is, that my chest aches.

“Don’t apologize to me, not ever. I’m sorry. Pregnancy has made me really emotional lately. I’m not trying to make you uncomfortable.”

“It’s an abundance of hormones,” I repeat Mr. Belin’s words from during one of our science classes. “You are kind of creating an entire other person at the moment. It’s expected.”

She smiles at me. “You’re a smart one, huh?” She pushes the cart forward, and I follow.

“I have a really good memory.”

“That’s good. I wish I didn’t,” she says on a light laugh.

We move to the toy section, and I weigh the price of a few cars with the cash in my pocket when she lifts a set off the shelf.

“This is a set. He can have all of these.”

“I can’t . . .” Face burning again. I look away. “I don’t have the money for a set.”

“My treat. Please, it will make me happy.”

Dropping my eyes to her bulging belly, it feels wrong to let her. She can’t have a lot of money, either. Not with the car she drives and the clothes she’s wearing. I pull at the collar of my T-shirt, my skin growing hot. “You don’t have to.”

“I want to, really. Please let me.”

“Okay.” I give in because it’s all I can do. I have to get back to my brother. The same churning in my gut has me tapping my fingers on my thigh.

You locked it three times. Three.

She runs her fingers over the package as if it’s some sort of answer and adds a small blanket covered in cars into the mix of the rapidly filling cart.

“He’ll love that. He’s really into cars.”

This seems to perk her up. “What else does he need?”

Everything. New clothes and shoes. His parents. Throat burning, I look away. “Just a book. He’s getting better with his reading.” I don’t know why I felt the need to report this to her, but I feel like she wants to know, and I want someone, anyone, besides me to want to know. Hardly anyone from the meetings comes around anymore. From what I’ve gathered, a few months after death is the max for people to inquire about our well-being.

“A book, okay.” She smiles, though her eyes are watering again, and I clear my throat, uncomfortable with how emotional she is. This lady is suffering from way too many hormones. I play along with her, unsure of her reasons for helping me, and wonder if she, herself, will be able to afford everything she’s tossing in the cart. We go through the book section, and I pick out two. She grabs them from my hands before adding seven more. And then we’re in the grocery section as she clears a shelf of soup, tossing it into the cart along with some Gatorade, candies, and chocolates.

“He doesn’t eat chocolate,” I tell her.

“Do you?”

“Yeah, I love it.”

“Then they’re for you.”

“You really don’t have to do this,” I tell her, scanning the overflowing cart with apprehension.

“I really do.”

“Do you live in Triple Falls?” I need to take my mind off the time. He’s awake. I can feel it.

Three times. It’s locked, it’s locked.

Unable to help it, I glance at the plastic clock hanging just above the pharmacy. Seven-thirty. Sean will be heading over for his walk to school by now. If Dom’s asleep, it won’t be long before he wakes him. I have minutes to spare.

“No, I used to live here, but I moved away not long ago. I came back today to see someone . . . but I . . .” she shakes her head. “Doesn’t matter.”

I glance at the clock again, only half listening as my heart starts to race. If he’s hungry, he might try something stupid, like cooking an egg.

Except, we don’t have any fucking eggs. My palms begin to itch as I turn to her. “I need to get back to my brother. I need to go. Right now.”

Her eyes bulge. “Is he alone?”

I nod.

This seems to set her off all over again.

“He was sleeping when I left. I didn’t want to bring him with me in this heat. My aunt couldn’t miss work. I’m staying home with him. I’m old enough.” There’s anger in my tone, and I’ve already said too fucking much.

“I won’t tell anyone if that’s what you’re thinking. This is not your fault,” she assures me. “You’re a good brother.”

She rushes us to check out, and I stare at the sea of bags wondering how I’m going to haul it all home, but excited about the idea of Dom lighting up when he sees what’s inside them.

“Come on, let’s load the car and get you home.”

Relieved, I look her over. “You sure?”

“Of course. You didn’t think I’d let you carry this three miles, did you?”

The cashier gives her the total, and I stare at the screen, eyes wide. Two hundred and twelve dollars. She doesn’t even blink as she hands him three hundred dollar bills and puts the change in one of my bags. I look over at her, eyes wide.

“In case he needs more medicine,” she says, but I know it’s pity. And I fucking hate it.

Swallowing hard, I nod because I’m finding it hard to speak. I gather the bags and haul them to the car as she turns the ignition and flips on the AC. The drive home is silent as I glance at the back seat full of bags and then back at the woman gripping the wheel, her fingers turning white. I feel sorry for her, this sad pregnant woman, who’s so lonely she needed to shop with me to make herself feel better.

When she pulls into the driveway, I stop her from helping me. As nice as she’s been, I won’t invite her in. I rarely let any grown-ups near Dominic. I don’t trust them. I don’t trust anyone here. Once I haul the bags to the porch, I walk back over to the car and shut her back door, and she rolls down her window on the passenger side. “Thank you.”

“Really, please don’t thank me, it was my pleasure.” She shakes her head and again looks like she’s about to cry.

“I’m Tobias,” I tell her as if it matters.

“Thank you for keeping me company, Tobias.”

“I hope you have a better day.”

She bites her lower lip as if she might explode before she speaks. “You made it so much better. Thank you for indulging me.” She shakes her head. “You must think I’m crazy.”

“It’s like you said, you’re having a bad day. I was too. You made mine a lot better.”

“You’re a good kid. You deserve—” her eyes drift to the house—“you deserve a lot better than bad days.”

I shrug. “We all have them.”

“Thank you, Tobias.”

Weirded out about the last half hour and the goodbye, I turn to run up the stairs and drag the bags in, closing the door and locking it three times.

Once inside, I peek through the bent-up blinds to see her still parked in the driveway, head bent on the wheel, her body shaking.

She’s crying. A part of me wants to go to her. Mama always said never to let a woman dry her tears alone and never be the reason for them, but I wouldn’t know what to say to her. All I do is watch her for a few minutes before she wipes her face and pulls away. The aching feeling in my chest stays with me as I unpack the bags. Dom was still asleep when I poked my head in his bedroom. Lining up the cans in the empty narrow pantry, I feel relieved when I stare at the amount of food. No more starving before Delphine decides it’s dinner time. She rarely eats, so the stash will feed us for a few weeks. It’s when I hear Dominic pipe up behind me that my excitement kicks up.

“All of this is mine?!”

A few minutes later, packages lay scattered on the floor of his bedroom as I try to dot him with pink lotion while he smashes his new cars into my thigh. Bellies full, I think of the woman who helped me and wished I had thanked her better than I had. Once I’ve fought Dominic enough to get him covered in the lotion, I haul him back in bed and pull the small TV from my room to his. He’s halfway back to sleep when his window opens, and a rat’s nest of blond hair appears. Sean lifts his head and grins when he sees us camped out on Dom’s bed. He climbs through the window dressed in his favorite Batman T-shirt and jeans, already covered in dirt from his trek through the trees in the neighborhood.

“You not going to school?” he asks the two of us.

“No. Dominic’s sick.”

“He doesn’t look sick.” Sean stares at us both, running his nails down his arms, and that’s when I spot the blistering dots on his arms, face, and neck. I open my mouth to speak when Dom shoots up from his bed and points at him.

“Sean! You’re the culprit!”

*  *  *

“Sir?” The unfamiliar voice pulls me back to where I stand. “You have seven bags.” The sound of ringing merchandise eases me slowly back into the present as I take my change and receipt from the woman’s extended hand. Chest aching from the memory, I gather the bags by the handle and make my way out of the store and toward Dom’s Camaro. “We both know I wasn’t going to make it to thirty, brother. Take care of her.”





Chapter Four


CECELIA


STARING BLANKLY OUT of one of the large windows into the parking lot, I refute the idea that I’m searching for any sign of the Camaro—for him. Yet another glance at the clock has me aggravated with the lies I’m telling myself. He dropped me off three hours ago. I know he hasn’t changed his mind. I know he’s coming back.

He came back, for me.

He left his life, for me.

He killed, again, for me.

“Where is your head today, woman?” Marissa asks, sidling up next to me at the counter.

“Just . . . distracted.” I know I should probably give her a heads-up on what, or rather, who’s coming, but I have no idea if he has any plans of invading my workspace as he has my home and my new life. I have no idea if he intends to remain incognito here as he has in the past. It’s anyone’s guess for now, especially mine.

Marissa is the closest thing I have to a girlfriend here, and I’ve told her enough about Tobias for her to know why I’m not entertaining men for the time being. I hold back in revealing any more for the moment because believing anything at this point is far too premature. He could very well disappear as quickly as he came.

But I don’t believe that, despite my need to hold on to my skepticism.

I hate that I mostly believe him and the sincerity he’s shown thus far with his words and actions.

But if I do believe him, take his words to heart, will I be forever a fool?

For now, I could be. I can’t let him do it. He has to earn my trust again, no matter his place in my heart.

“Distracted? I’ll say, you’ve been shining that napkin dispenser for ten minutes.”

“What? Oh.” I glance around the café, which is dead after the last of the morning rush. “Did you need me for something?”

“No, just worried. You’ve been acting out of sorts since the Presidential Address yesterday. Want to talk about it?”

“No, I’m fine, swear.” I turn to her and force a smile, and she raises a brow.

“We’ve been joined at the hip since you hired me. You think I can’t tell when you’re faking it?”

“Sorry, you’re right. Something is going on, and to be honest, I’m still trying to wrap my head around it. I’ll explain later.”

“Yes, you will, and it’ll have to wait because he’s back.” She gives me a conspiratorial wink.

“What?” Paling, I glance behind me, following her gaze to see Mr. Handsome stroll in. Within the second of seeing he’s the man she was referring to, I’m gifted with a little relief, quickly replaced by a spike of anxiety.

“All yours, girl. And in case you’re wondering, our omelets aren’t that great.”

He takes a stool, dressed to impress, his eyes focused on me as I grab the coffee pot, snatch a ready mug beneath the counter, flip it and pour, refusing to meet his inquisitive gaze. “Morning. Western Omelet, no peppers or cheese, right?”

“Most people call me Greg,” he quips, “but yes, please.”

I give him an answering smile while I write out his ticket and haul ass back toward the kitchen, cutting off any chance to draw out conversation. So far today, I’ve filled a few salt shakers with sugar, dropped three plates, and in my haste, ran smack into my office door.

Bastard.

The fatigue has finally set in from lack of sleep, and mostly because I stayed up staring at the fucking French Adonis who took up over half of my queen mattress last night wearing nothing but black boxers. He is a dangerous temptation, his profile and build—all hard lines and thickly muscled curves—mesmerizing in half-light. His construct just as incredible as it was when we were together, maybe more so now. His surreal looks are just as distracting as they were before, threatening to replace my resentment with desire. And the minute I woke up from a dream that left me raw and aching, my first instinct was to pull him to me, to wrap myself inside him, and never let go. Oh, how much I wanted to touch. So much so I had to leave my own bed to get away from him. From his smell of citrus and spice. From any familiarity that might bring me comfort.

Because fuck that, I refuse to make it easy for him.

He wants another chance, but he’s had years of chances to come back to me. He refused me at every turn in Triple Falls, forced me to let him go. Purposefully, he let me walk out of his office and his life.

And he’s right. No matter his reasons, no matter how justified, they’ll all be excuses for me at the moment.

I deserve more.

I will hold out for more, no matter how gloriously beautiful he is. No matter how many times over the years I dreamt of him coming back to me and saying the things he said. His words from yesterday cross my mind.

“I couldn’t look away.”

No matter how much the words mean, I’m no longer a teenage girl or twenty-something woman who’d had her first mind-blowing orgasm gifted by a beautiful, smooth-talking man. Been there, have the tear-soaked pillowcases and blood-stained clothes to prove it.

“Cecelia.” Travis, my short-order cook, booms from behind the cutout steel window in the kitchen, making me jump where I stand.

I glare at him, and he winces. “Sorry, you weren’t hearing me. Order up.”

“Chill.” Marissa grabs the plate from the hot bar and walks it over to Greg. She gives me a curious glance once it’s delivered, as does Greg. Annoyed by the scrutiny and refusing to look again toward the parking lot, I retreat through the double doors of the kitchen toward my office for a timeout, wishing for the first time in months I had a joint to smoke.

It’s minutes later, when I’m safely behind my desk, that Marissa bursts through the office door, a look of utter shock on her face that lets me know I’m not getting off so easily. She darts her eyes around the office in panic, chest heaving before she leaps for her purse.

“Jesus by the river,” she says, brushing a week’s worth of gloss across her lips, standing at the threshold of my office door. “Please tell me the man that just got out of your Camaro is your adopted brother.”

Loathing the relief I feel, I slide my chair back, second-wind determination running through me as she looks at me with wide-eyed hope, while Travis grunts something unintelligible behind her.

“It’s complicated.”

“That tells me nothing.” She’s hot on my heels as I toss my shoulders back and push through the double doors.





Chapter Five


TOBIAS


I GATHER THE few bags I need to set up shop before making my way inside. Upon entering, it’s nothing like I expected. Though Meggie’s sits in a ratty-looking building in an outdated shopping center, the interior, including the paint and the furnishings, are new and somehow distinctly Cecelia. Inside, it’s a complete one-eighty in feel from the pothole-filled parking lot and chipped and faded paint of the building. It’s cozy. The wall colors are a mix of burnt sienna and azure. Black and white photographs hang throughout with price plaques floating next to them; no doubt, Cecelia’s attempt to help support local artists. Large bookshelves line the far walls, and oversized chairs are situated to create a reading nook. There’s an internet bar and stools along the floor-to-ceiling rows of windows. Cozy booths and tables sit throughout the middle of the café designating the dining area.

Dominic would have loved it here.

It’s the same thought I had when I entered her house yesterday. Guilt blinds me briefly as I try to switch gears when I spot her in the center of the bar pouring coffee, just as her eyes lift to mine.

It’s an arrow straight through the burn, and the hole isn’t small.

Fuck, I’ve missed her.

Breaking our stare-off, she paces the counter refilling drinks before stopping just in front of the man I take a chair next to. As I retrieve my new laptop from the box, she sets down a cup of coffee in front of me and a menu while I power it up.

“Thought you were on vacation,” she mumbles before setting a check on the counter in front of the suit next to me.

“This is my vacation laptop,” I assure her and open the menu, reading the selections.

“Right,” she says dryly before walking off. Zeroing in on her, I sense I’m not alone in doing so and stiffen when I glance at the suit before following his line of sight. The plastic on the menu squeaks around my fingers as white fire thrums through me. He’s got my attention. Decent looking, close to my age, and he’s not here for the fucking coffee.

Mr. Fucking. Handsome.

I’ve never killed a man in cold blood or out of jealousy. Something tells me today should not be the day I get to check it off my list.
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