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Content Warning


Severed Heart contains depictions of domestic abuse; child abuse/severe neglect; sexual abuse; self-harm; explicit language; explicit sex; acts of violence, including but not limited to mentions of murder and gun violence; references to human atrocities, including the human slave trade; terminal and mental illness; PTSD resulting from military service; and PTSD resulting from abuse/neglect.











For our true modern-day heroes, the men and women of the armed forces, “thank you for your service” will never be enough.


EVER.












Prologue


TYLER





U.S. PRESIDENT: PRESTON J MONROE | 2021–2029


Present Day





SWEAT SLICKED, A few drops glide down my temples before I lift my ballcap to clear it with the side of my glove. Laser-focused on the door, I idle in the bucket seat as a welcome breeze sweeps over me. The slight chill at the edge of it indicating the end of summer as it caresses my heated skin.


Closing my eyes, I can picture her so vividly, peering back at me from the porch. Feet bare, hand raised over her brow in a salute to shield her silver-gray eyes from the sun, as the windswept tips of her long, onyx hair dance along the small of her back. A serene smile lifting her lips as I drew near—her expression, combined with the look in her eyes, rendering me speechless.


Love emanates from her being, from her every pore, where she stands in summons to me only feet away.


A love so pure, so tangible, and unconditional bouncing between us. The only safe space I have ever truly known beating inside her chest as I draw closer to it, pounding over the wood planks to answer her summons and feast on a love that blankets me. A love that protects me and brings me peace while keeping me whole. A love so mine, so ours.


A love and place we made together, against all odds. Our darkness mingling and molding, pouring our foundation, and erecting the frame while we decorated the walls with the memories we made. Filling every shelf and lining every cabinet, creating our forever home within one another.


The engine purrs beneath me as if telling me to get on with it while my recollection keeps me idle as I awaken memories. All of which I’m choosing to draw upon, bringing them from the recess of my mind where I’ve kept them safe and untarnished—not a second forgotten.


“Please don’t mourn me.”


As if I ever had a choice. As if either of us ever had control over anything in that respect—her ask impossible.


I know better now because I’ve lived long enough to know better. Which has me thinking that maybe she never discovered this secret before she left. Or maybe she did and just wanted to push her will and hope for me into her plea.


But on this, I consider myself the wiser of the two of us. I couldn’t make or keep that promise any more than she could change her fate against the cancer that ravaged her before it stole her last breath.


Just like I haven’t had a choice to breathe deeply since I watched her take it. I’m convinced at this point that my shallow breaths since her departure are part of the price for having such perfection. For having found true peace for a moment in time.


She once told me life could happen in a blink, but it’s a series of blinks that brought us together. It was life happening to us which ended with the same close of the eyes, leaving me on the other side of it without her. I understand that now more than ever. Because I know the difference between living your life and life happening to you, and they are distinctly different.


Living life is making choices—what to wear, when to eat, whether or not to cut your hair. These are the easy decisions we get to make—to have some say or a hand in.


Life happening to you is vastly different. It comes by way of a powerful reckoning force that cements your path for better or worse. It’s only in the wake of it that you realize the easy decisions are the only choices you have any real say in.


The hard stuff—the really hard stuff—that’s life happening to you.


And since I’m a contingency man, I’ve figured my way around allowing life to happen to me.


I’ve found the trick, the loophole, a way to take away the power it can wield over me, and now, I happen to my life and the lives of others. Not the other way around. At this point, it’s up to me to remember the blinks of the days before and after I mastered it.


Blinks I’m choosing to remember now. Some of them slow and meant to be savored. Many of them so fast it doesn’t feel like they’re real, but delivered by a force so powerful, it’s undeniable it exists. A force she prayed to and called God.


Something I never fought her on and still don’t exactly disagree with. While her faith was unshakable, mine remains in her—in us.


Either way, as I ready myself to happen to life in the years ahead, I close my eyes, summoning every close and clear of them that brought me here—that brought us together—before I’m forced to blink it all away.












PART 1


“A BOY BECOMES A man when a man is needed.”


—John Steinbeck 












Chapter One


DELPHINE





US PRESIDENT: RONALD REAGAN | 1981–1989





ITURN THE DIAL on the radio to find our favorite new Johnny Hallyday song when a woman’s voice sounds very loud through the speakers, making me jump. “. . . le président Américain Reagan a été abattu devant un hôtel Hilton à Washington—” US President Reagan was shot in front of a Hilton in Washington—


I turn it down so it doesn’t wake Papa from his nap and jump when someone pounds on the front door. “Matiiiis!”


He says Papa’s name again like we do when we play hide and seek. “Matiiisss!”


I move toward the door when the latch catches and stop when I see the man with the burnt face staring at me through the gap on the other side. “Delphine, where is Matis?”


When I don’t answer him, he smiles at me with crooked teeth. I hate the burnt man. He always tries to touch me when Papa doesn’t look, and Papa never looks when he plays cards.


“Open the door, Delphine,” he orders before he smacks the wood hard to scare me. I push at the door to show him he doesn’t frighten me and to try to close it in his ugly face. “Go away, my papa is sleeping, and you’re going to wake him up!”


He laughs in a way that’s not funny and yells at me to open it. When I don’t, he disappears from the door, and I push it closed. Turning to get Papa, the burnt man kicks the door open, and it hits me in the back. Screaming, I fall to the floor. When the man reaches for me, I jump to my feet as Papa runs into the room and starts to wrestle him while shouting at me. “Delphine, to the barn! Go!”


I know I should follow his orders like his good soldier, but I see the shiny side of a knife in the burnt man’s hand and warn Papa instead.


“The . . . barn, go!” Papa yells again, wrestling the burnt man for the knife as I look around for something to help him fight. Papa always tells me, ‘a man who doesn’t choose a side is a man in the way,’ and I’ll be in his way if I don’t choose his side and try to help him. When the burnt man smiles at Papa, pushing the knife closer to his throat, my tummy flips. “Don’t worry, Matis. By nightfall, she’ll be a woman.”


“Delphine, go!” Papa yells again the way he does when he’s really mad at me while he pushes the sharp side of the knife away from his neck. Turning to follow orders, I crash into another man and hear him curse. Looking up and up, my head starts to burn as water drips down the back of it to my neck. The man tilts his head as he stares down at me, and Papa screams at him not to touch me. When I look back at Papa, I watch him push the knife toward the burnt man’s throat before the man in front of me knocks me to the floor. My eyes go fuzzy, and I stop and wipe the water away with my hand so I can see. When Papa calls for me, I crawl toward his voice, but when I put my hand back on the floor, I see it’s not water in my eyes—it’s blood.


Feeling dizzy, I lay on the floor and try not to fall asleep as Papa and the second man shout at each other. Rolling on the carpet toward Papa’s voice, I stop when I see the burnt man’s open eyes staring back at me.


He’s dead.


Papa killed him.


I’m glad. He is not a good man. Papa said so. He said he plays cards with bad men to find out their secrets.


Looking back up at Papa as he stands from the floor, I see he’s very, very angry as the man he’s yelling at kicks me in the stomach. “It’s much too late, Matis. Your payment is due, and it’s time to collect.”


“The only thing you’re collecting today, you fucking pig, is your death, one I’m all too happy to give you,” Papa says through his teeth, his voice still very angry but very quiet. When Papa moves toward the man to deliver his death, I wonder if he’s going to punish me for not following his order to go to the barn. Maybe he is proud of me for fighting. Before I can ask him, I fall asleep.


***


“Wake up, little flower. Please don’t break my heart. Please,” he whispers, his hand on my cheek.


“Papa,” I call for him. “I can’t open my eyes.”


His breath tickles my nose as he does his tired sigh, like when I break a dish or dirty the carpet after playing in the creek.


“You can see, little flower. Open your eyes.”


I try hard and open them to see that Papa’s eyes are red and puffy. He’s been crying. I know because he cried for a long, long time after Maman told us to ‘rot in our filthy life.’ I wasn’t sad when Maman left like Papa was. She was mean to me and slept all the time.


Papa was the only one who would play with me. Brush my hair. Bring me toys. It was always Papa who read me stories and tucked me into bed.


“Papa.” I wipe at the little spot of blood on his cheek. “Did you hit your head, too?”


“No, little flower.” Papa closes his eyes and begins to cry. “Forgive me, Delphine.”


“Matis, if you want to save her from your fate, we have to leave now.” The voice comes from a man standing at  my bedroom door. I try to look at him, but Papa uses his finger to turn my face to his. The light from the chandelier hanging above him hurts my eyes. Papa gave it to me as a birthday present and told me all princesses have rooms with chandeliers. I told him that I wanted to be the prince because they got to fight. He laughed and laughed before promising not to bring me anything else for a princess and brought me a sword the next time he came back from playing cards—my sword! I should have gotten my sword when the burnt man came.


“Delphine, do you remember when I told you one day you would have to be a soldier?”


“Yes, I am ready!” I tell him, trying to sit up, but he keeps me in bed.


“Good. I need you to follow orders now and do exactly as I tell you, understand?”


“Yes, Papa.”


“We have to go now!” the man shouts from my door. “I’m not dying for your kid, Matis!”


“I need you to go with this man and do what he tells you,” Papa says, lifting me from my bed. He walks over and puts me into the man’s arms, handing him my suitcase with the wildflowers that look like the flowers we dance in. The man stares down at me, and I decide I don’t want to follow orders tonight, but Papa shushes me.


“I’m begging you . . . bring her to my nephew. Francis will raise her as his own. Please get her there safely,” he tells the man. “I’ll pay you any price you ask.”


“As if you’ll survive,” the man tells Papa. “Making promises you can’t keep is what got you in this mess, Matis.”


“Forget how you feel about me, just this once, please.”


“I’m here, aren’t I?” He talks funny when he doesn’t speak French. Papa told me these people are called the British.


“Papa, I don’t want to follow orders tonight. My head hurts,” I tell him, and he jerks his chin to quiet me.


“Here.” Papa puts a roll of money in the man’s hands. “This is all I have. I was trying to save enough to get her out of here, but I don’t understand . . . why aren’t they here?” Papa starts to cry again.


“Even now, you’re still maintaining the lie?” the British man says.


“I don’t have time to argue with you,” Papa sighs, wiping his face.


“You could try to run,” he tells Papa before looking at me like I’m filthy, “and save me the headache.”


Papa shakes his head. “It’s too late. They’ll never stop now. Above all else, just make sure you aren’t followed.”


“For old times’ sake, Matis.” He looks at Papa like he’s filthy too. “Honestly, those bastards are doing us all a favor by ridding the world of you, and you have my word that if it’s within my power, no harm will come to her tonight. Though for that to be a possibility, we have to leave right fucking now.”


“P-papa?” I whisper, looking at the man and back to Papa. I do not like this man or the way he talks to my papa, but he nods to the British man before he looks down at me, his eyes getting redder.


“I love you, little flower,” he whispers before bending and kissing my head next to where it hurts so much. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. Forgive me.” Papa does the sign of the cross on my forehead with his finger, closes his eyes, and speaks English to the British man. “Take her. Go.”


“N-no, no, Papa!” I scream as the man starts to walk away, and Papa cries into his hands. “Papa, no, no orders tonight. Please!” I shout, feeling sleepy again as the man holds me tighter to him, walking faster.


“P-please, Papa!” I wiggle in the man’s arms. “I’m ready to be your soldier, not his!” I shout over the British man’s shoulder as Papa comes out of my room and grabs my hand, following the man holding me down the hall.


“Close your eyes, Delphine,” Papa orders me so I won’t see the men he delivered death to in the living room. Closing my eyes, I hold Papa’s hand really tight so he can’t let go. When we are outside, snow hits my nose and cheeks, and the wind makes my head hurt more. “I’m sorry I didn’t go to the barn. I’m sorry,” I tell Papa. “I’ll be good. I promise. I’ll follow orders, your orders!”


“Wait, please . . . one more minute,” Papa cries to the man.


“Enough with the melodrama, Matis! It’s probably already too late!”


Papa cries harder and follows us down the creaky porch steps before kissing my hand. “Remember what I taught you?”


“Yes, Papa.”


“Remember, little flower. Remember everything I told you. Never forget!”


“I’ll remember, I promise!”


Closing his eyes, Papa kisses my hand one more time before he lets it go, and I scream for him as the British man starts to run with me in his arms. Papa calls after me through the snow and tells me that it’s okay. That it’s all going to be okay and to go with the man—that he will keep me safe. That he loves me. That I’m his good soldier. That he’s sorry, but he cries the whole time! If everything is okay, he wouldn’t cry so hard!


“No! Papa!” I slap the British man’s face, and he curses and drops my suitcase. It falls open on the ground as the man puts me into his car. I kick at him over and over as he gathers my clothes, cursing as he pushes my legs and suitcase inside. “Papa, please don’t let him take me! I’m sorry I didn’t go to the barn! I’m sorry!”


“Delphine, be my soldier and do as you’re told!” Papa yells through the wind, but I can’t see him anymore through so much snow! The man slams the door on me as lights flash through the window of his car.


“They’re here!” the man calls back to Papa before he gets into the car.


“Get her out of here!” Papa yells, and the man starts to drive away before I throw up on the floor.


“Oh, bloody fucking hell,” the British man says, his eyes on the lights coming through the glass before a loud bang comes from the house behind us. I know that sound. Papa is shooting from his big, big gun. The cars with lights have more bad men coming, and Papa is shooting at them to stay away. He’s fighting again.


“I have to go back!” I scream at the British man. “I have to fight!”


I pull at the car door handle, but the man pulls my arm to keep me inside and goes faster.


“Come on, Matis.” The man says Papa’s name like he’s praying as another loud bang comes from the house and shakes our car.


Papa shoots at the lights coming again and again, and one car lights fire before it goes into the river. More lights come as the man goes faster and faster, turning this way and that way.


“Take me back!” I order like Papa does.


“Shut up,” the British man tells me as he turns the wheel. “Keep going, Matis, just a little longer,” he whispers, looking into the mirror on the glass.


“Are you stupid?” I tell the British man. “He can’t hear you whisper!”


He laughs like I told him a joke before I count three cars turning onto our road. The man drives faster and faster, and I close my eyes to ask God to give Papa enough bullets for the big guns to shoot all the bad men.


“Don’t look back,” the man tells me as he starts to drive really, really, really fast. Snow makes it hard to see through the window, and my tummy hurts when I can’t see our house anymore.


“We go far way now!” I shout in English. “I am Matis soldier! Not for yours! Take Delphine back house, help fight!”


The man continues to drive, and I know I said the words right.


“You understand my English!” I yell at him. “I tell you to back!” When he doesn’t listen, again, I curse at him. “Imbecile!”


“Definitely Matis’s daughter,” the man laughs, and I know he’s making fun of me and Papa. I decide I do not like British men.


“I am Matis soldier!”


“Sure you are, kid.” He says this as if he doesn’t believe me. But I am a soldier. Papa taught me how to march and salute. How to make fires. How to fish. How to shoot—not the big gun yet. How to skin a rabbit and take out its entrails. To cook. Which mushrooms are poisonous, and which flavor food. He taught me tactics and intelligence he learned when he was a special soldier. He taught me that keeping clean keeps you close to God. He reads to me the stories of other soldiers. Of wars. Of the news. I decide the man driving does not know Papa. I stare at the side of his head as I speak more English. “You make Delphine very angry.”


He smiles. “Get used to it.”


He is not a nice man, but I know he doesn’t want to hurt me like the burnt man did. Papa says he will keep me safe, and I believe him.


“You soldier, like Matis?” I ask in English.


“Yes. Long ago, when he was a respectable man.” The British man goes faster, screaming when his car spins round and round before it finally stops. He curses when I throw up on his floor again and on my clothes and my suitcase. I wipe my mouth and look around to see lights shining through the back window of the car.


“The bad men are chasing us!”


“I’m aware, Delphine, Christ, be quiet! And I’m taking you away from the bad man,” he yells back, rolling down his window. He shoots a gun at the car chasing us over and over again until we can’t see the lights anymore, and lets out a long breath.


We drive for a long, long time before the British man stops the car and tells me to get down in my seat while he watches the road for more lights. After a long time, I try hard not to fall asleep when he finally speaks.


“Your father might have borne the worst luck, but as it seems, you won’t be suffering the same tonight. Looks like you live to see another day.” He presses his hand to his face. “Christ, that was close.”


“Take Delphine back house. Matis need . . .” I try to think of the English word. “His medisis-medicines spoon. I know where. Only I help him.”


“Life is cruel, and it would do you a bit of good to learn it early.” He turns in his seat toward me. “As intelligent as you might be for one so young, you’re utterly ignorant in judgment of allegiance because your papa is the bad man, little flower. A weak, pathetic drug addict.” The man curses and shakes his head as he turns the key. “So weak that he made another bad bet because he didn’t have anything to fill his precious spoon.”


“Papa not bad man,” I whisper, staring at the side of his head. I hope he can see he’s making me angry and that I think he is an imbecile. “You tell lies.”


“You don’t seem to be a soldier that follows orders”—he looks down at me in my seat—“so maybe that’s why he bet you.”










Chapter Two


TYLER





US PRESIDENT: WILLIAM J. CLINTON | 1993–2001





“BARRETT, OVER HERE!” I holler before climbing up a few steps of the ladder Mom told me pacifically not to climb. She won’t see me now because she’s too busy going goo-goo, ga-ga over my twin cousins Jasper and Jessie.


All I know is that babies make adults act stupid. That’s all I know. Barrett and I have been able to get away easy today from our parents’ eagle eyes because they can’t stop gushing over how cute they are. I don’t see the big deal. All they do is cry, poop, and throw up all over everything. Jasper pooped and throwed up on me when I held him.


“Barrett,” I holler louder, and he drops the stick he was poking the dead squirrel with and runs over to me as I try to figure which apple to pick. We came to the farm today because Mom, Dad, and my aunts and uncles spent all day helping clean and fix up the boarding houses to get them ready for the laborers.


During harvest, all our ’stended family comes from Georgia and Florida. Daddy doesn’t let Barrett and me come to the farm when they’re here because he says a lot of them ‘don’t have the sense God gave them,’ and they drink and curse too much.


Barrett squints up at me from where he stands at the bottom of the ladder as I reach as high as I can from the middle of it.


“Tyeeelerrr,” he whines, “Uncle Carter said not to pick apples.” He looks over to where our parents are grilling chicken and drinking beer next to a big bonfire. Right now, the smoke is risin’ to the sky and giving us some needed cover.


“They aren’t payin’ us no attention. Uncle Grayson’s talkin’ about that Kurt Cobana guy again, who shot his own head, but Daddy’s going off about the Major League strike. ’Sides it’s just one apple, and Pawpaw said this land is as good as ours, and if we want to be real farmers, we need to start getting our hands dirty early on and work our land.”


“Well, you can be a farmer, but I’m not gonna be no alfalfa desperado.”


“You don’t even know what that means.” I roll my eyes.


“Yeah, I do. I’m not gonna be just a farmer who grows apples and vegetables. I’m gonna raise livestock too, so I can be a real cowboy.”


“Well, I won’t have time to be a cowboy ’cause I’m going to be a Marine like Uncle Gray, Daddy, and Pawpaw.”


“Then you’re gonna be just a farmer. Alfalfa desperado!” he teases, pointing at me.


“Shut up!” Tired from reaching, I wiggle my shoulders. “I guess I could be a cowboy, too. Maybe I can put a horse and cows on your land, and you can watch after ’em while I’m a Marine?”


“Maybe.”


“Until then, we have to be grunts,” I tell him.


“What’s that?”


“I don’t know. I think a laborer. Grunts have to start with apples.”


“Fine.” He looks back towards the bonfire. “But if your daddy catches us, he’s going to smoke our butts.”


“So what?” I swat a fly from my nose. “I can take an ass-whoopin’. I don’t cry like you do.”


“I don’t cry,” he calls up to me.


“Yeah, you do. You cry louder than Jasper and Jessie when you get a whoopin’. Bet they could pick apples better than you anyway.”


“Shut up.” Barrett wipes his nose with his shirt. “They’re just babies. They don’t know they own land yet or even have apples to pick because they have baby brains. Duh.”


“Which means I’m the oldest cousin and the boss. Now hold my legs, crybaby, and hurry up.”


“I don’t cry,” he lies as he reaches up and holds my legs. Twisting the apple on the branch, it finally comes free, and I hold it down for Barrett. “See, no big deal. They’ll never know one is missing.”


“Let me pick one,” he says as I start to climb down.


“You have to work your own land.”


He scrunches his nose as I take the last step down. “Where’s my land going to be again?”


“Gah, you never listen.” I nod toward the other side of the highway. “Over there. From the road, up the hill, and then some behind Pawpaw’s house.”


“We can’t go over there! It’s ’cross the highway. If we go ’cross the highway, we’ll both get whoopin’s.”


“It’s not a highway,” I tell him. “It’s just a road, and you’re always scared.”


“Am not, and Mom says I’ll be as big as my daddy someday.”


“We’re not big like them yet ’cause we haven’t hit our growth spurt.”


“What’s that?” Barrett asks.


“When you get hair in your armpits,” I tell him, “and,” I whisper low, “I heard Uncle Grayson say our balls will drop.”


“Drop where?”


“I dunno.” I scrunch my nose, wondering where my balls will drop to.


“Till my balls drop, Tyler, let me pick one of your apples on your land.”


“Nope,” I say, wiping my apple on my shirt before taking a bite. “You have to work your own land. Those are the rules.”


“Fine,” he puffs. “But you got to help me carry the ladder ’cross the highway.”


“Why? I can carry it by myself.”


“Liar, I saw Uncle Carter carry it over here!”


“Boys!” Mom calls. “Dinner!”


“Shit,” I mumble. “You’re gonna have to wait.”


“Come on, cousin,” Barrett whines, “let me pick one of your apples. I’ll be quick.”


I toss my apple and cross my arms. “What are you going to give me for it?”


“I don’t have any more money in my piggy bank. You already tooked it all,” he huffs out.


“Fine.” I tug down my ballcap. “You owe me two dollars next time you have money. Spit shake on it.”


“I’ll never have any money if you keep taking it.”


“That’s tough shit,” I say like Daddy does. “That’s the price of pickin’ on my land.”


Barrett moves around me to get to the ladder, and I block him and shake my head. “Nuh uh, spit and shake on it. Two dollars.”


“Fine. Two dollars.”


We both spit in our hands and shake to make it a real deal between men.


“All right. Get on up, and I’ll hold your legs.”


“I should make you pick it for two whole dollars.”


“Barrett, you want to be a real farmer who works his land or not?”


“Yes!” he shouts as I shush him when Mom calls us again for dinner.


“Coming, Mama,” I holler back, ducking so she can’t see where we are in the orchard. “Tell her you’re coming and hurry up,” I order Barrett. He hollers at them and climbs the ladder. When he gets as far as he can with me holding him, I point out one he can reach.


“Almost . . . got . . . it,” he says, stretching to grab the apple. When he finally picks it, I lose my grip on his legs, and he screams as he starts to fall. Daddy appears and catches him before he hits the ground. I straighten my spine as Daddy turns toward me with Barrett wiggling in his arms, Barrett’s eyes as wide as mine.


“Daddy, that was so, so fast,” I tell him. “How’d you get here so fast?”


“Nice lecture, Son,” Dad says in his ’thortive tone. “This boy was a foot away from his first break,” he says in a way that tells me I’ve earned a whoopin’, and it’s going to hurt. I lift my hand to the sun to see how mad he is and can only see him shake his head. That means he’s disappointed. “For a boy who likes to give orders, you sure have a horrible salute.”


“Sorry, Daddy,” I say, putting my hand down. “I wasn’t salutin’. The sun was in my eyes. I was just . . . well, Barrett—”


“Best think a little longer before lying to me, Tyler,” Daddy warns.


“I was just—”


“Oh, I heard what you were telling him,” he says in the same way he does when he’s playing with me. I squint at him as he tosses Barrett around, making him giggle.


“Every single word, Son, including your curses.” He sounds like he’s playing with me again, and I swear I see him smile, but the sun blocks it. He spins Barrett ’round one more time, and Barrett squeals before he lets him down.


“Thanks for catchin’ me, Uncle Carter. I’m sorry we didn’t listen. I tried to tell Tyler we would get in trouble. Are you gonna whoop me too?”


“We’ll see. You can spend dinner thinking about what you’ve done.” Daddy puts a hand on Barrett’s shoulder. “Now, go get washed up and take your seat at the table for grace.”


“K,” Barrett says, making big eyes at me behind Daddy’s back.


“Sorry, what was that?” Dad calls after him.


“I mean, yessir,” Barrett shouts behind him as he runs toward the porch.


Daddy kneels next to me and picks up the apple I bit into and tossed on the ground. “Son, if you’re going to take responsibility for being the oldest and in charge, you best know what you’re doing before you start doling out orders and lectures.”


“But I’ve been watching you, Pawpaw, and Uncle Grayson, so I know what to do.”


He smiles and shakes his head. “Is that right?”


“Yes, sir.”


“All right then. Tell me, son, how much is an apple?”


“Pardon?”


“Buying time and being polite won’t give you the answer. So, I’m going to ask you again. Do you know the cost of an apple?”


I swallow and swat a fly away from my nose. “No sir, I don’t.”


“And why is that?”


“Because we don’t have to buy them.” I smile and stretch my arms out. “We own a farm!”


“True, but we do have to sell the apples to make money, and you just cost your Pawpaw the money for that apple, which you will pay for.” He picks up Barrett’s apple. “Think we can sell a bruised apple?”


“No, sir, I’m sorry—”


“Your apology doesn’t count, Tyler. You’re not apologizing because you’re sorry—only because you got caught. If you want to be a real man, apologize when you mean it, or it never will count for anyone. And don’t think you can fool them. People know when you mean it and when you don’t.”


“Yes, sir.”


He lifts my ballcap and ruffles my hair. “You’ll be a man soon enough, but until you are, you have no business lecturing another boy on how to be something you aren’t. Understood?”


“Yes, sir,” I tell him as he pulls my cap back down.


“Now come on, your mother’s called you twice for dinner, so if you want to keep some hide on that butt, I suggest you get washed up and to the table.”


I nod as we start to walk toward the patio where the family sits on picnic benches. “Hey, Daddy?”


“Yes?”


“How much will be mine? You know . . . when I become a man?”


Stopping, he lifts me above his head and onto his shoulders. I laugh because I know I’m getting too big, but he’s so strong he can still carry me. Everyone says I’m the spitting image of him, and I know I’ll be as strong as him one day. He points toward one of the hills ahead of us. “Straight ahead up that valley—”


“Twelve o’clock,” I tell him, knowing it’ll make him proud.


“Exactly. See that tree line out there?”


“Yes, sir.”


“From twelve o’clock to four o’clock and then all the way to the back of Uncle Grayson’s house, to the road, and back where we’re standing right here.”


“That much is all mine?”


“Yes, son, it will all be yours.”


“Why don’t you want to work on our land? Pawpaw said you didn’t take your share to work it.”


“I guess I wanted to be a Marine more.”


“Do I have to choose?”


“Nah, you can be both if you want.”


“Pawpaw was both,” I tell him.


“Yeah, well, Pawpaw is a better man than me.”


“No way he’s not,” I say, ruffling his hair like he does mine, and he laughs.


“That’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to be a Marine and cowboy, not no friggin’ alfalfa desperado neither.”


“Out of the mouths of babes,” he laughs as he lifts me from his shoulders to stand in front of him. “It’s something I couldn’t manage, but I believe if anyone can do it, it’ll be you. But do me a favor for a bit?”


“What?”


“Stay a boy just a little while longer, for your mom and me? Think you can manage that?”


“If I stay a boy for a bit, can we play catch after dinner?”


“Always the barterer,” he laughs and tugs my ballcap down over my eyes.


“What’s that?”


“Your nature,” he chuckles as I put my hat back right. “And it’s a deal, but try not to break any more of your cousin’s bones this weekend and apologize for cursing in your prayers tonight.”


“K . . . so . . . are you going to whoop me? Cause Mom told me ’pacifically to stay off the ladder.”


“That’s specifically, and no whoopin’ today, but now you know better.” He grabs my hand as we walk toward the porch, and I hold it tight. He stares down at me as we walk, and I can tell by his eyes that he’s proud. “Love you, son.”


“Love you too, Daddy.”


We walk a few more steps. “Daddy?”


“Yes?”


“Thanks for saving it for me . . . the land. I can’t wait to be a Marine and cowboy.”


“Welcome.”


“Hey, Daddy?”


“Good Lord, son, what now?”


“How much is an apple?”










Chapter Three


DELPHINE





US PRESIDENT: RONALD REAGAN | 1981–1989





“SALOPE” RINGS OUT in taunt before I slam Celine’s car door, glaring back at the girl through my window before she trots off triumphantly. It’s the third time today, and I know she planned it. They always plan it.


“Ignore them,” Celine says with a sigh, tenderly running her manicured nails through my hair before pulling away from the curb. “They’re only mad because you are prettier than they are, and you have boobs.”


“I’ve had boobs since I was nine.”


“How could I forget? You showed them to me along with the rest of the family at the dinner table,” she laughs, and I roll my eyes.


“They’re mad because they think I kissed their boyfriends . . . and I did. I kissed her boyfriend”—I nod back toward the school—“Lyam, during lunch. He uses too much tongue.”


Celine gasps as I face her, wearing my own triumphant smile while clicking my seatbelt.


“You aren’t going to make any friends that way,” she warns.


“I don’t want to be friends with them,” I tell her. And I don’t. I don’t want to talk about boys all the time—or dresses, makeup, shopping, or going to concerts. I want to fish the river, and shoot, and make campfires. I want to be back in Levallois-Perret and living as Matis’s daughter. Not pretending to be Celine’s little sister—though no one believes it inside the family but Celine.


“You shouldn’t be kissing so many boys. Nine was not that long ago,” Celine scorns, taking a turn toward home. A home where the drapes have ruffles, the floors don’t creak, and the windows don’t have a thick layer of the filth that Maman told us to rot in. Every day, I wish for my life back in our house just outside Levallois-Perret, and every day, I live like a princess instead of a soldier. A home where we have house staff to do our washing and who keep eyes on my every move and then report them to Papa’s nephew, Francis, and his wife, Marine.


“Where is Ezekiel?” I ask, glancing toward the empty back seat as she turns up the radio to “Lucky Star.” Madonna, again. Always Madonna. I like Prince.


“He’s with Maman for the night, so you’ll see him when I drop you home.”


“Why is he with her?”


“Why?” She bulges her eyes, and I laugh, knowing very well what a tyrant my three-year-old ‘nephew’ is. “So I can get some needed rest,” she sighs and glances at me. “And I kiss one man,” she reprimands, refusing to let my confession go. “One man I’m hoping to be able to kiss tonight without a demanding audience.”


“This is why you’re boring. Already tied to one man forever, imbecile.” I poke like I always do, and she smiles—like she always does—never taking my insults seriously, even when I mean them.


Celine had embraced me the minute I was dropped at her front door. Handling my temperament easily because she never seems to get angry. I did all I could to get her to the point of hitting me back during my first few months in her house. Though there are many bedrooms, we shared a room before she moved out and eloped with Abijah. My suspicion is that we only shared a room because Celine decided before I got there that I was the sibling she had always longed for. During that time, I did my best to make her think otherwise. I stole her clothes and even claimed her favorite necklace as my own. When I did, she shrugged and said she would have given it to me if I had asked. Possessions mean nothing to Celine—probably because she grew up with so many of them.


At first, I hated that she never got mad, but instead of fighting back, she hugged me. She said I needed hugs. Though I don’t like her hugs, I let her hug me because I think she is the one who needs them.


Though Celine and I have become close, it remains different with her parents. Francis, a much older cousin I had never met before the night I came to live with him, now plays as a parent to me. Though I make Francis laugh, his wife, Marine, only tolerates me. I overheard Marine speak her opinion of me not long after I was dropped like garbage at their door.


“She came to us from the slums, and she acts like it. He did not raise a girl—he raised a future criminal who is rude with no manners.”


Marine’s view of me has not changed much in our years together. She still looks at me the way she did and declares all her efforts have been wasted because I am ‘still rude with no manners.’


Francis had come to my defense that night, as he often does now, by reminding her they were the only family I had left. Which I knew to be true because my uncle Aloïs—Matis’s only brother and Francis’s father—had also been a soldier but died in Vietnam. From what Celine told me through late-night whispers in our bedroom, Francis and Marine had been activists up until Celine became a teenager. I can only assume by her behavior that Marine was the one who put a stop to it, though I have my suspicions that Francis remains involved without her knowledge.


At the dinner table, Celine’s mother always silences Francis from telling stories about their time as activists. She also quiets Francis when he mentions Papa or his own dead father, Aloïs. But I refuse to forget my father or my promise to him to remember what he taught me. Most nights, to keep my memories safe, I stare up at my ceiling and relive the time with him after Maman left us—my happiest days. Most of the time, I pretend he didn’t die that night in the snow. That the British man lied and that my father didn’t sell me for a spoon of drugs. I pretend a lot because I still want to be with him—there. Always. Forever dancing in the wildflowers.


For me, this life is no life at all. There are no outdoor adventures, no fields of flowers to dance in or nearby rivers to fish from, and no animals to target and shoot. All of this city is concrete, and there are way too many eyes. Too many people. I don’t blame Celine in the least for leaving the house, though she foolishly didn’t move out of the city.


“The man I kiss is changing the world,” Celine chimes happily as I change the station, Reagan’s words, “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!” being played, again, as they have for the millionth time since the US President spoke them months ago.


“Yeah, yeah, and you’re going to help him,” I mumble.


Though they have now been together for years, Celine is always talking about Abijah. When we still shared a room, I would eavesdrop on their conversations when she would sneak him in at night. Sometimes, they would passionately kiss when they thought I was asleep.


When they weren’t kissing, he would tell her stories of our government and the corrupt people inside of it. Of a group he was in—Pardi Radical—and of the changes being made in leadership. He would often tell stories of his friend, Alain, whose papa was killed in a bombing, as well as their plans to change things together.


I would listen because it reminded me of Papa’s stories as Abijah reminded me of the soldier my papa was.


Celine hung onto his every word and got arrested with him weekly for protesting after she left home. Up until she got pregnant with Ezekiel, Celine was living more of a soldier’s life than I was. To my aunt and uncle, I had suddenly become the good daughter.


Even though I think most boys are imbeciles, I can understand why Celine fell so madly in love with Abijah. He’s not only a true street soldier but very, very handsome. With dark black hair, eyes that glow like fire, and a smooth, silky voice. He always speaks so excitedly about his plans that I sometimes believe him like Celine does.


“I told you I’m done helping him for now, for a much better purpose,” she says fondly, speaking of the other love of her life, her son, as she takes a turn I don’t recognize.


“Celine, this is not the way home,” I point out, glancing her way.


“It is for me.” She looks back at me, a twinkle of mischief in her eyes. “You always ask me to take you to my apartment to meet our friends.”


I turn fully toward her in my seat, finally excited about something. “Today? We’re going right now?”


“Yes, but you have to promise to behave. Don’t back-talk Abijah this time with your politics. Just listen.”


“I promise,” I agree easily, anticipation thrumming through me at the idea of talking about more than shades of lipstick.


“Don’t make me regret this.” She rolls her eyes as Prince starts to sing “When Doves Cry.”


“I promise,” I tell her before I turn it up.


***


Standing just inside the tiny kitchen, I study the map Abijah marked as Celine’s laughter reaches me from their bedroom. Rolling my eyes, I walk along a table full of guns—most of them dropped on the tabletop as their friends came in. Celine’s giggles quiet when someone turns the record player up, as even more smoke fills the small apartment. Most of the nicotine cloud rapidly filling the room exhaled from the half dozen of their friends crowding their second-story balcony. Shivering due to the crisp fall breeze sweeping through the room, I scour the mostly unimpressive inventory of firearms before pausing on a gun that looks similar to one of Papa’s. Just next to it sits a large box of tools and tubs that have powder inside them. When I reach out to open one of them, someone whispers a “BOOM!” in my ear.


Jumping, I turn and see a man, or . . . boy. He’s somewhere in between, his eyes light brown, his hair as dark as Abijah’s. Studying him closer, I decide he is almost as handsome as Abijah—though his teeth are a little crooked when he smiles at me. “I wouldn’t play with that. It’s not a toy.”


“I wasn’t playing. I’m not a little girl.”


“You are Celine’s sister? Non?” he says in English.


“Oui, but—” I pause to think of the word. “I . . . curious.”


“Curiosity kills the cat,” he laughs, taking a sip of his beer. He is dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, but his shoes look new and expensive.


“Do I look like cat? You look like imbecile,” I utter, humiliated by my English again as I am most days. I’ve spent every year since Marine enrolled me trying to catch up with my fluent classmates because Matis never once put me in school when I came of age after Maman left.


The boy flashes me a full smile as if he knows something I don’t. “No . . . you, you’re a spirit-filled little girl.”


“I’m no more girl than you are boy,” I counter in French.


“Hmm. I see. Please, take no offense, little sister.” He might not be laughing at me now, but his eyes are, and I scowl at him before picking up a rifle I’m familiar with.


“This is old,” I say, “MAS 49/56, ten-round magazine. Standard-issue French army in the sixties. This is a relic that requires gas to shoot and needs to be buried.”


His brows shoot up in confusion. “How do you know this?”


“That’s my business. Who are you?”


“I guess you’ll have to stay curious, but I’ve got my eyes on you, little sister.”


“You can keep those eyes to yourself,” I snap, unsure why my heart is pounding so fast as he glances over my shoulder. I follow his stare to see a girl waving him over to her.


He lifts his chin toward her before he slowly brings his eyes back to me. My chest aches a little as he watches me for a few long seconds. “It was nice to meet you, Delphine.”


“I will not say it’s nice to meet you,” I tell him. “You better go to her, that is, if you like being told what to do.”


He laughs, sips his beer again, and keeps his eyes on me even as he walks toward the girl. Celine comes out of the bedroom, cutting off my view just after he disappears into the smoke on the balcony. The second he’s out of sight, I hate that I can’t see him anymore.


“Ready to go?” Celine asks me.


I nod and follow her toward the door, looking back one last time to see if the dark-headed boy is watching me. Abijah emerges from their bedroom just after and stops at the door, watching us go—watching Celine go. He’s just as obsessed with her, and in seeing it, I find myself wanting someone to look at me the way Abijah looks at his wife.


“Celine?” I ask, looking back at the balcony again for any sign of him.


“Yes,” she replies absently, seeming to be locked in the flames dancing in her husband’s eyes. As she does this, she smiles at him with confidence, and I know it’s because of the way he watches her—never taking his eyes away once, even for those who call his name. Anyone in the room can tell they love each other. They only have to look to see it. In watching them, I decide that I want to feel the same confidence when a boy looks at me.


“Celine, who was the boy who just went out onto the balcony? The one wearing the blue shirt.”


“The blue shirt? Oh, that was Alain.”


“That was Alain?” I gawk, shocked he’s so young because of the way Abijah speaks so highly of him—as if he’s someone of authority to respect.


“Hmm,” she confirms as we exit the apartment before taking the stairs down to her car, my attention lingering on the boy I just met. Alain must be at least sixteen—seventeen at the most. This means I would be forbidden from kissing him, and only makes me want to kiss him more.


As Celine pulls away from the apartment, I search for and find him on the balcony, only to see he’s laughing with the girl who summoned him. As we drive away, I decide I’m done kissing boys like Lyam.










Chapter Four


TYLER





US PRESIDENT: WILLIAM J. CLINTON | 1993–2001





MY ARMS BURN as I cut the corner with the mower the way Daddy taught me before stopping to wipe some of the sweat from under my ball cap. When I look up, I see the same two boys riding their bikes past my house. I know one of them from school. Sean. And I see him sometimes at the Pitt Stop. His daddy owns it, and my daddy knows his daddy and loves their burgers. We go there for grub after church sometimes. The other boy moved into the neighborhood a while back. Daddy calls their yard a ‘shit show’ ’cause they never cut their grass. Daddy says, ‘A man who takes no pride in his yard has no pride at all.’


Sean waves at me the next time they pass, and I wave back. They ride by my house two more times before Sean pulls up into our driveway, shouting something at me. I shake my head to tell him I can’t hear him and cut the mower.


“What?” I yell over from where I stand in the yard.


“Why doesn’t your daddy cut your grass?!” Sean hollers back.


I walk over as the other boy pulls up and stops next to Sean. He doesn’t say anything but just stares at me.


“He’s deployed,” I tell Sean, still staring back at the dark-haired boy. His eyes look like the metal on one of Daddy’s guns.


“Oh,” Sean says before tilting his head. “What’s that mean?”


“It means he’s a Marine, and he’s protecting you and me from all enemies, foreign and domestic. I’m the man of the house while he’s away, so I cut the grass.”


The dark boy laughs, and I cut my eyes at him. “Your yard is a shit show. Why doesn’t your daddy mow it?”


The dark boy only stares at me.


“His daddy is dead. His momma too,” Sean tells me.


“Oh,” I say, wiping my forehead with my shirt.


“Aren’t you going to ask how they died?” Sean asks.


“It’s not polite to ask things like that,” I tell him. “He can tell me if he wants to.” The boy doesn’t say anything and just keeps looking at me. “If you want to, you can tell me.”


He nods, but he doesn’t tell me. Now I wish I did ask.


“Is your daddy deployed all the time?” Sean asks.


“Sometimes for a long time. He was deployed when the Desert Storm came years back. You hear about that?”


“Nope,” Sean says and looks to the boy. “You hear about that?” The boy shakes his head.


“Well, it was a bad storm,” I tell them. “When my daddy has no choice, he has to kill the bad guys.”


Sean’s eyes get big. “How did he do that in a storm?”


“He won’t tell me sometimes. It’s secret Marine stuff.”


“Huh . . . well, I’m Sean.” Hands on his handlebars, he tilts his head toward the dark-headed boy. “This is Dom. He moved here with his brother and his Tatie. That means aunt in French ’cause they’re French. You’re Tyler Jennings. I seen you at school. You’re a grade up from me.”


“Yeah, I seen you too.”


“Well . . . want to be in our club?” Sean asks.


“What club?”


“We sneak out at night, get on our bikes, and ride into the woods. We bring flashlights.”


“And do what?” I ask him.


“All kinds of things, right, Dom?”


Dom nods, and I wonder if he can talk at all.


“He doesn’t talk all the time,” Sean tells me. “But he’s nice. You don’t have to look at him like he’s weird. He’s not weird. I made sure.”


“Okay.” I tug my ballcap.


“Well,” Sean says, “if you want to be in our club, you have to bring a snack.” Dom looks at Sean as if he’s telling a lie but stays quiet.


“What kind of snack?” I ask.


“Any snack, and as much as you can bring. I like Fruit Roll-Ups.”


“I have a box of berry,” I tell him.


Sean nods. “That will work. But we stay up really late, sometimes past midnight. One time, we stayed up until one o’clock. Think you can stay up that late?”


“I’ve stayed up later than that,” I tell him.


“Oh, well then, meet us on Dom’s street at the second light post after dark if you can come tonight.”


“Yeah. All right.”


“Don’t forget the Roll-Ups if you want to be in our club.”


“I’ll bring them.”


“K. See ya.” Sean pedals away, and Dom still stares at me. I wonder if Sean feels sorry for him, and he is weird because he still doesn’t talk.


“It’s rude to stare at people,” I tell Dom. Then I feel bad because I know not having my daddy would be hard. I probably wouldn’t talk a lot. Before I can think of anything else to say, Dom pedals away and looks back at me one more time. He smiles a little at me, and it’s a nice one.


***


Hoping I still have enough gas, I push the mower up the driveway, look around the yard and then back to the street. This is going to take a lot longer than I thought it would. Deciding to try, I push it onto the grass to start the first row. Dandelions shoot out, and I know that’s not good because it will only spread the seeds and grow more weeds. I’m almost done with the second row when I look up to see an older, dark-headed boy on the porch, watching me. When he sees me watching him back, he walks down the steps and over to me, and I stop mowing.


“Why are you mowing my yard?” he yells over the mower. “Did my aunt hire you?”


“Uh, no.” I take off my ball cap. “You Dom’s brother?”


“Yes. I’m Tobias.”


He sounds very French.


“Oh, well, I’m Tyler, and I just met Sean and Dom, and Sean told me you didn’t have . . . uh, that your daddy isn’t here anymore to mow your yard, and my daddy said your yard was a, uh, needs to be mowed. So, I thought I would mow it for you. My daddy is overseas. He’s a Marine, and he’s deployed. Do you know what that means?”


He nods.


“Well, he says if you ever find someone that has a need you can fill, then you should fill it.”


Tobias smiles at me like he’s about to laugh. “Thank you, Tyler, but I can mow my own yard.”


“Oh. Okay. I didn’t know you were the man of the house.”


He nods. “I am.”


“Okay then. Well, I can go.” Feeling stupid, I start to push the mower back to my house.


“Tyler,” Tobias calls after me, and I look back at him. “I don’t have a mower right now. Would it be okay if I borrowed yours?”


“Oh, yeah,” I say, letting off the gas and stepping away from it. “It’s a real good one. A John Deere. You ever heard of him?”


He glances at the mower. “No.”


“Well, it’s one of the best there is. It’s self-propld or somethin’. That means it pushes itself. You can try if you want. But don’t cut it off ’cause it’s really hard to start. K?”


He nods and smiles at me like I’m the one that talks French. “Thank you.”


“Welcome.”


Standing at the edge of the driveway, I watch Tobias mow his yard. A little while later, the front door opens, and Dom comes out with a cup of water. He walks over and holds it out to me.


“Thanks,” I tell him, drinking the whole glass. He still doesn’t talk, but he looks over and stares at me as he drops to sit on the driveway. After a bit, he scoots over to give me a spot to sit next to him. I take a seat, and we both watch Tobias mow for a while.


“Is it fun to have a brother?” I finally ask him. “Sometimes, I wish I had one. I got my cousin, Barrett, but he’s younger and a crybaby.”


Dom laughs and finally talks. “It’s okay. He tells me what to do—a lot.”


Dom doesn’t speak French like his brother, but I don’t ask him why. Maybe he’ll tell me that tonight, too.










Chapter Five


DELPHINE





US PRESIDENT: RONALD REAGAN | 1981–1989





I TAKE A PUFF of my cigarette as the woman watching me from the aisle seat across from mine finally speaks her mind. “You look too young to smoke.”


“You look old,” I tell her, and her mouth drops open.


“How very rude,” she gasps.


“Yes”—I roll my eyes—“rude for stranger to make observations and speak them.” I blow my exhale her way, wishing I had gotten the window seat. An older man snores next to me, his head tilted away from the wasted view.


“Who are you traveling with? I wonder if they would approve of your behavior.” She eyes the wheezing man next to me. “Is that your father?”


I bark out a laugh as I smooth my hand down Celine’s dress and ash my cigarette, staring back at the woman. “My papa rots in the ground.”


“Oh,” she says, taken aback by the way I tell her this. I never understand why people are so polite about revealing the truth when it’s not pleasant. It’s as if people are hiding from real life, but some truths can never be pleasant, no matter how they’re worded or spoken. “And your mother?”


I inhale again, considering if I want to reveal so much to her, and decide to have a little fun. This woman considers me a mystery to solve, much like my aunt and uncle did. Not only that, but it will also give me a chance to practice my English.


“Left me when I five. Poof.” I snap loud, and the woman jumps back in her seat. She is intimidated by me—me—a girl at least twenty years younger in age. Alain says intimidation is one of my gifts.


“My papa dies the night partner comes to collect me from a card game. I was”—I lean toward her—“I was bet, last bet he makes.”


The woman gasps in shock as I lean in further, blowing more smoke in her face, which she now ignores for my story.


“Sold me for a spoon of . . . the needle drugs.” I take another cigarette out of my pack sitting on the tray table.


“Heroin?” She asks, eyes bulging.


“Yes, heroin. So if you want to talk parents how rude I behave, you will have hard times to reach them.”


“My God.” Her eyes soften with pity. “I’m so sorry to hear that.”


“What is your name?” I ask.


“Janet,” she tells me, her eyes scouring my face and dress—nothing I am not used to. Women and men alike are always watching me. Alain says they cannot help themselves because I am painfully beautiful.


“Do not pity me, Janet . . . I very, I’m fortunate.”


“Oh? How so?”


“When I land in America, I marry a soldier.”


She gapes at me. “But you can’t be more than what, sixteen?”


Her guess discourages me even as I fill out one of Celine’s more sophisticated dresses after applying thick makeup. I’m failing to conceal my age as much as I hoped. I decide it is better to start rehearsing the lie I’ll be living very soon.


“I am eighteen.”


“Oh?” Perspiration dots her upper lip as I shake out my match. “Well . . . congratulations. You’ll make a beautiful bride. You’re just gorgeous, honey.”


“Merci, Janet. You have nice . . .” I look her up and down to try and find a way to be kind with my reply, “Eyes.”


“Oh, thank you.” She smiles, and I smile back for an entirely different reason. Within the length of a plane ride, I will be legally eighteen in the eyes of United States law and be able to work and marry. Alain told me that in America, if the paperwork says so, it must be.


And I will marry him because after kissing too many Lyams, I found the only soldier for me the night Celine brought me to her apartment—a soldier who had been fighting alongside Abijah in the new Pardi Radical until he evaded arrest just weeks ago. Declaring his time in France over after, he promised he would send for me once he found us a place to live and work—as well as a good place to re-establish his movement. He fled France with a few of his most trusted men and writes that he has been very successful. Yesterday morning I received a letter with a ticket as promised.


I left school early, faking an illness to start packing. I decided to bring very little of my clothes and leave all those meant for a modest little girl. I packed just enough to fit in my wildflower suitcase—all I have left of life with my papa. But the life I had with him, I’ve been promised to have again with Alain.


Excitement fills me as I think of Alain’s description of North Carolina. My dream written in his handwriting, in black and white, of the town of Triple Falls. He wrote that there are many rivers and lakes for me to fish—along with abundant wildlife—and not nearly as many people as the city I so despise. After getting to know Alain, I found out his dream was mine, too.


It’s still a mystery to me how we kept our relationship from both Abijah and Celine these past months. We almost got caught once or twice but managed to escape all suspicion that we were a couple—which we weren’t—not at first. It was only yesterday that I finally told Celine of our relationship and future plans.


“You can’t be serious,” Celine gasps as Ezekiel keeps a firm grip on my hands, leading me around their kitchen table. As she gawks at my admission, I notice a fresh bruise on her cheek.


“Did Abijah do that?”


She jerks her chin. “No, he did,” she laughs, nodding toward Ezekiel, her eyes soft as they always are with him, which I recognize as a mother’s love. “He hit me with one of his bath toys.”


“Don’t lie to me, Celine,” I warn.


“I told you, Abijah doesn’t hit me. Not like that, and don’t change the subject,” she snaps. “You can’t just tell me you’ve been with Alain all this time and nothing more. Did you start seeing him right after you met?”


“No.” I shake my head. “No, no, not at first. He said I was too young. It took him a very long time to consider me for himself—years—but I finally convinced him.” I smile at her, but she does not smile back.


“God, it was happening right under my nose!”


“You were busy,” I say, picking up the reason for her distraction and holding him up for my inspection. Ezekiel stares back at me with his father’s firelight eyes and pats my cheek with his open hand. “So much of Abijah in you,” I tell him, and he giggles.


“Don’t remind me,” Celine sighs.


“No, that bruise will remind you,” I say, turning to her.


“For the last time, Abijah is not violent with me,” she insists. “Just the once, and it was an accident.”


“If it happened once, Celine, it will happen again. I have seen how he behaves—his paranoia—and he is not well.”


“Since when did you become an expert on men? You’ve dated only one.”


“So have you,” I point out, and she sighs again.


“But Alain, he is good to you?”


“He’s perfect to me,” I tell her, my attention still on Ezekiel as he jabbers on about one of his toys. “He treats me like I matter more to him than anything else, even his cause.”


“Abijah was like that too,” she relays in warning, “and he hasn’t been the same since . . .” She trails off, but I know exactly what she’s referring to.


“All they did was make their stance known. It was just.”


“Not the right way,” Celine says in a whisper. “Not the right way, Delphine, and you know it.”


“Alain lost his father in a bombing,” I argue. “If he didn’t think it was necessary, he wouldn’t have done it. You have to trust them.”


“Trust them?” She gawks. “Alain fled because—”


“I know what he did. He’s honest with me and wouldn’t have left if Abijah hadn’t overreacted and exiled him.”


“As he should have. Say all you want about Abijah, but Alain is far more dangerous.”


“I believe his reasons and . . . I’ve been helping him. Since we met.”


“What?” Celine pales. “Jesus, Delphine. What have you done?”


“I was not there that night, but I go to the meetings and hear of their plans, their ambitions. I run errands for them, messages, trade guns, things of that nature. All they want is audience and—”


“Don’t,” she shouts, scaring Ezekiel, who jumps in my arms. “Don’t tell me anything else! I will not lose my son for any cause! Not for Abijah or you and Alain! Do you hear me? I’m done with it all!”


“Fine,” I say, tired of the same argument we’ve been having since Alain left—which is also why I don’t visit when Abijah is here.


Though we both want to drop it, she shakes her head. “Jesus, Delphine.”


“It’s what soldiers do.”


“Soldiers sign up to be soldiers and serve in the French Army. Why can’t you do that?”


“It’s going to be a different world when the Berlin Wall falls, and minds will change with it! They’ve already seen many politicians forever stuck in the old ways, leaving soldiers to obey exhausted orders of oppression and control. The new soldier has become the common man who turns street warrior to fight for a new world without selfish motive. That is the soldier my Alain is and the soldier I want to be.”


She shakes her head gently. “Maybe, but I don’t agree with you, Abijah, or Alain with the tactics you choose. The Pardi has already denied any of those inciting violence like Alain. I am for peace.”


“Peace,” I scoff. “Since when has peace brought change? The cost of peace is being compliant to whatever our government decides without our say. That’s not peace, that’s enslavement. Alain says the same corruption stands just beneath the veil of American capitalism and is ready to join the fight to liberate them.”


“Fight how? Violence only leads to more violence. So, I don’t agree with you. Or Abijah. In fact, I don’t agree anymore on anything with Abijah.” She wrings the towel in her hands. “I am afraid, Delphine.”


She takes Ezekiel from me and presses a kiss to his head, and I fear the conversation will only get worse with my next admission, but she speaks first. “As long as we’re confessing, I’ve met someone. I don’t know how . . . but it just happened.”


Shock instantly fills me. “My God, Celine—”


“He’s a good man,” she defends, “a wonderful man, Delphine, and he wants to take me away from Abijah. He wants me to leave him.”


I freeze, my fear for her and Ezekiel overtaking any need to confess about my departure as she grips him tightly to her. “Abijah will kill him if he finds out.”


“I know,” she whispers. “But he doesn’t care. He would take me away now if I allowed it. And I think, no, I know I’m in love with him.” Her eyes fill. “I know it’s wrong, and I feel so guilty, Delphine.” She shakes her head, her tears falling steadily. “How did this happen?”


I hesitate but only briefly with the truth. “I envied you,” I admit, “your connection and bond, and if I thought for one second it could be salvaged, I would urge you to try. To stay, but he is only becoming more dangerous.”


“He leaves us for weeks at a time now without a word and comes back different each time. The man I married is just . . . gone. I can’t raise my son with what he’s becoming, and I don’t know what to do.”


“Come with me,” I offer instantly. “I’m leaving for America tomorrow to be with Alain. He sent for me as he promised. We’re to be married once I get there.”


She pales again, this time pulling out a chair and sitting with Ezekiel in her lap. “You can’t be serious. You’re far too young—”


“You know that’s not true. My age does not match my intelligence. Even my body agrees and does not match my years. I’m nothing like the other girls at school. I’m far more evolved.”


“Yes, yes”—she waves—“you are a soldier.”


“I am,” I declare with confidence. “Come with me, Abijah won’t ever find you where I’m going. Please, Celine, think of Ezekiel,” I utter, terrified for them both. I know she shares my fear as we stare off for long seconds.


“Mamannnn,” Ezekiel draws out, wanting her attention as she stares at me—through me—lost in thought. She’s so beautiful, my cousin who insists she’s my sister. And I allow her to believe it because I feel the bond now as truth. Aside from Alain, Celine is all that remains.


“Wait here,” she finally says before disappearing into her bedroom. Not long after, she emerges with a bag that holds a few dresses, shoes, and makeup, as well as a smaller purse full of money.


“It’s all I have, but it should help you until you find work. How will you work, Delphine?”


“Abijah has found a factory where the boss helps to get visas for all who come to work for him. You could work there too. We could both start a new life together.”


She bites her lip.


“Please, consider it.” I glance at Ezekiel, my throat burning. “Please, Celine. If this new man truly loves you—”


“Beau, his name is Beau.”


“If Beau loves you, he will follow you there. Leave Abijah. As you said, he is gone, and I am convinced of it too.”


She swallows, her expression solemn, before she breaks it with a smile. “He has red hair.”


“Who?”


“Beau,” she whispers before shaking her head. “What am I doing, Delphine?”


“You already know what you’re doing. You’re simply stalling from seeing it through because you’re scared, but it’s the right thing.”


“And you’re so sure you want this?”


I nod. “He’s good to me. He’s beyond his age, like me. He’s my match, and I’m most myself when I’m with him. I’m sure.”


She nods and sets Ezekiel on his feet, his little shoes slapping the floor as he runs toward me and crashes into my legs. Laughing, I lift him up and speak to him. “Take care of your maman for me, okay?”


Ezekiel nods very slowly as if he’s making a promise to me. “La poursuite, Tatie,” he squeaks in demand to play our game.


“Not today,” I tell him regretfully as my throat burns that I can’t promise to play tomorrow.


“Soon, you’ll have your own son or daughter,” Celine whispers fondly. “You’re so good with him.”


“Only because he is yours,” I say, setting him on his feet. “I will have no children. They will only get in the way.”


She lifts a brow. “Does Alain know that? You might want to tell him that before you marry him.”


“I will. I’m not afraid to tell him what I want.”


She smiles. “Always so sure of everything. I admire you for that. Are you not scared at all?”


“What is there to fear?”


“So much,” she says, “but maybe I won’t worry too much for you. I believe you scare even Abijah sometimes.”


We both laugh and spend the rest of the day together until I know I must leave to prepare to sneak away tomorrow.


After promising her no less than a dozen times to write—with the decision that I address my letters to Celine’s best friend to keep them from Abijah’s reach—she finally frees me. Kneeling next to Ezekiel at the top of her apartment stairs, they both wave me off. Celine’s tears fall freely as Ezekiel calls after me. “Au revoir, Tatie!”


“Au revoir, Ézéchiel.” Goodbye, Ezekiel.


The image of the two of them on the top of those stairs imprints in my mind and heart as I roll the lit part of my cigarette along the curve of the ashtray. In that moment, I vow to keep Celine in my life. Aside from Papa and now Alain, Celine is the only other person who has ever accepted me exactly as I am. As I catch a glimpse of the ocean out of the window past the snoring man, I feel little remorse for my decision to leave. My gut telling me they won’t be far behind.


In hours, I’ll have a home and husband. I’ll have a purpose, and we won’t have to hide our love, nor will I from who I truly am. I can finally rid my life of the ruffles and the lie of being a little girl with a woman’s mind and start my true life as a soldier and wife.


My heart beats faster at that knowledge as the flight attendant stops her cart next to me, eyeing my cigarette and dress.


“How long to airport?” I ask.


“We have about three hours left. Can I get you something to drink?”


“Vodka. No ice. Merci.”


She pauses. “Vodka?”


“I am”—I briefly struggle to find the English word—“celebrates. I marry tomorrow.”


“Oh? Congratulations, I’ll get that drink for you.”


When I have my vodka in hand and the attendant moves to the next passenger, Janet lifts a brow at me.


“You know, I’m not worried about you at all. You’re going to be just fine, but I am a little worried for your fiancé.”


I laugh at her joke, but Alain knows how to handle me when I get too cross.


My love.


For years, I had to make him see me as the woman I am. Not Celine’s little sister or a little girl, but as an equal and soldier. For years, he denied me, but all the waiting has proven worth it. Soon, we will be together the way real couples are together. Physically, intimately, and completely. Hours until I become his—entirely his.


My heart pounds as the minutes pass, and I drink down the vodka in celebration of the new life that awaits me.










Chapter Six


TYLER





US PRESIDENT: GEORGE W. BUSH | 2001–2009





“FOR CHRIST’S SAKE, Regina, stop!” Dad snaps at Mom for her tears as he packs his duffle while I pace in my room, making noise here and there so they assume I’m busy. I’ve already cleaned it to the point that I could eat chow from the floor and ensure my bed sheets passed the quarter bounce test. A lecture I’d been given when Dad returned from his last deployment.


“If you can’t figure out how to properly make your own bed, Son, how in the fuck do you expect to defend your country?”


For days on end, I spent my free time trying to get the sheets tight enough for the quarter to bounce—which was nowhere near as easy as I thought it would be. When I’d pulled Dad into my room to show him, instead of giving me the proud grin I’ve come to expect, he’d whispered a sarcastic “congratulations,” rolled his eyes, and walked out of the room.


As he stalked out, for the first time ever, I felt something bordering hate for him, or at least that side of him. Last year and in the years prior, he’d taken me hunting every chance he got and spent hours on end prepping me for my own time in the service. He didn’t stop there, teaching me mechanical basics, including fixing the plumbing, air conditioner, and other things to help ‘spruce up the house’ and maintain it.


This year, it had been the opposite. He just expected me to know things—to have figured them out for myself. Not only that, but he also seemed to be weighing my intelligence and worth on whether I could figure them out on my own. I was thankful when, more often than not, I could.


“Excuses are for the lazy and weak,” he’d said when I failed, all patience gone—for me, for Mom, for my uncles, and his oldest friends. They stopped coming around when he got home this time, and I can’t blame them. He argued with them every chance he got, and when they weren’t arguing, he’d start one.


For years, I always thought I had it better than Tobias and Dom—until this one. When Dom was still of single-digit age, their aunt Delphine was a horrible bitch, and at times, still can be. Especially when she’s drunk—which is most nights. For years, she used to torture Dom with mind games, but even when we were younger, he usually came out on top. I used to feel sorry for him because she picked on him the most. Back then, she was exceedingly miserable and tried to make everyone around her feel the same.


That’s my dad now.


He was angrier after he got back from this last deployment and harder to get a laugh or smile from, and at times, to get him to simply function. It’s been nearly impossible to keep his attention, even in short spurts. Worse than that, my parents started to fight all the time, and Mom spent most of their arguments defending herself. I stepped in a time or two, but I might as well have been a fly on the wall and was treated as such, swatted away with Dad’s backhand one of those times. He didn’t strike me hard, but the blow itself ruined me for weeks. He never apologized, and that hurt worse than anything.


After a few minutes, Mom’s cries settle, and the landline rings. I don’t have to see them where they are in their bedroom to know they’re both staring at the phone. Standing with one foot in the hallway where I can quickly retreat into my room if their door opens, I strain to hear them answer.


“Hello? Hi Sean. No, I’m sorry, sweetheart, Tyler can’t come to the phone right now. He’s seeing his daddy off. Uh-huh. Okay, I’ll have him call you tomorrow.”


That’s not happening. As soon as Dad leaves, I’m taking the nails out of the window he hammered shut when he caught me sneaking out. By midnight, I’ll be around the fire with Sean and Dom. It’s what we always do when one of us has shit going on, and these days, one of us always has shit going on. Not only that, but Tobias is also due for a visit from France any day, and I don’t miss a minute of his visits if I can help it.


When she hangs up, Mom’s cries start up again, and I know it’s due to disappointment that Dad’s orders to report haven’t changed. It’s like, somehow, she still believes Dad’s deployments are optional. Something he can get out of. Like calling in sick, and he says as much as her low cries somehow start to fill the entirety of our house.


“You married a Marine, Regina,” Dad reminds her. “I don’t see how this is still surprising to you.”


“I just got you back,” she says, her voice clogged. Though technically, he’s been home for a while, her remark is due to his behavior. “And I know who I married,” she snaps, “and he just barely came back to me. Did you have to re-enlist?”


“Stop it, God dammit, stop it. You’re seriously going to guilt me right now? I’m a career fucking Marine, and we’re at war. Weren’t you there? Did you not see the fucking planes?”


I shiver at his comment the way I always do when he refers to that day—that morning. No matter how hard I try to blur the vision, I can see the footage so vividly. A sunny day, a clear morning, the first plane enveloped by the tower, its course steady, eerily steady, as if it was natural for the plane to fly straight into the New York skyscraper.


Our whole family had gathered at the farm that day. Without so much as a phone call to meet up, it was a given. Car by car, every relative in and around Triple Falls filed in, embracing one another with fear-riddled and devastated expressions. A majority of them were active or ex-military, including my Uncle Grayson, who chose not to re-enlist in lieu of taking over the farm full-time.


Barrett and I kept the fire stoked as our mothers cried for hours and hours, and our fathers talked and drank. Dad had called a few in his old company and only got amped and angrier with each beer. Even with the lingering high of the annual Apple Festival—in which Jennings & Sons had sponsored one of the larger tents—none of us talked about it or dared change the subject.


Later that night, Dad and Uncle Grayson had wandered out into the orchard for hours, not coming back until sunrise. It was a long night, and no one could be comforted. I was the last one waiting by the fire when they got back. The look in Dad’s eyes was one I’ll never forget as he passed right by me and went into the house. Uncle Grayson had stopped and gripped my shoulder, only telling me to get some shut-eye.


The last few weeks, things have only gotten worse, what with Dad receiving his report date—which came faster than expected—to the fights they’ve been having. I’ve done everything I can to stay out as late as possible to avoid home—something I never used to do. And I got away with it until Mom’s paranoia got me busted sneaking in.


Even as a trained psychologist equipped to handle situations such as these, she’s been acting irrationally and gets up in arms about everything. Curiously watching me and Dad as we eat breakfast and do other everyday shit. One night, I caught her watching me sleep from the door of my bedroom before the phone rang, and once again, she had to pick Dad up from the bar because he was too drunk to drive.


Last night was Dad’s last supper. He’d asked for steak and a sweet potato. We ate in silence, and when Dad finished his plate, Mom swiped it from the table not a second later, turning quickly so he couldn’t see the tears in her eyes.


“Carter, I just want—” Mom starts to say, and I flinch when the sound of shattering glass reaches me. Hauling ass toward their bedroom across the hall, I pause just outside of it when Mom sounds up.


“Break anything you want. It’ll be a mess I can clean, but what mess will you be in when you get home? Do you think they care about that? About your family, about you? Your father—”


“Don’t you fucking dare,” Dad snaps. “That man has gone through hell and back to defend his country, and you should respect that.”


“I do,” she defends, “you know I do, but they don’t.”


They meaning the United States Marine Corps. Though I’m with Dad most of the time when it comes to patriotic duty, I’m starting to think Mom’s way when it comes to limiting the amount of service.


Though it seems they are never late with a paycheck or to offer up a benefit, I’ve been researching more on the long-term effects because of the way Dad is acting. What I’ve learned is that a lot of soldiers don’t bounce back after too much exposure to war. The more I dug in, the more the statistics and bodies piled up because of soldiers who take their own lives after not being able to acclimate once they get home.


I’ve also been sneaking Mom’s psychology books into my bedroom. The more I learn, the more I’m starting to realize that Dad has oversimplified his job. My thinking had always been simple as well—you enlist, train, go to war if called to fight, follow orders to the letter, and come home. Once home, you get out your tools and spruce up the house, barbecue, catch up with friends, work on your truck, and wait for the call to go back.


It’s a kid’s perception, and Dad has made sure recently that I have very little of those kinds of thoughts left in me.


He’s always made it seem so uncomplicated, but thanks to my research—and as my parents scream at each other—I’m not so sure any of it is simple.


“You don’t respect shit,” Dad snaps. “You say you do, but you don’t because you didn’t grow up with a militant father and in a house filled with respect for the uniform. You grew up getting what you wanted on a whim.”


“So now I’m spoiled because I want my husband home and safe?”


“I’m done with this. If you can’t get behind me, don’t bother seeing me off.”


“Carter, don’t—”


“God damn you, Regina!”


“I love you,” she cries. “But every time you come back, it becomes harder and harder to recognize the family man I married. If you want a reason why we didn’t have another baby, there’s your damned reason.”


The air in the house grows thick, and it becomes harder to breathe due to the loaded silence.


“You took birth control.” He doesn’t ask it. He knows. A cry of outrage leaves my father as I take another step toward their door. “How long?” Dad roars. “How low have you been sabotaging this family?”


“C-Carter, please don’t see it that way. You’re a wonderful father—”


“How long?!”


“I never stopped,” she admits before another crash sounds in the bedroom.


I’m not supposed to hear this, but they do little to hide the fact that they fight anymore. They used to go out to the garage, but that stopped this year. I used to turn up my stereo to avoid it, but Dad walked in, lifted it, and drop-kicked it the last time I did. I can still hear the echo as it smacked against my drywall and dented it, one of the shattered pieces narrowly missing me.


“How could you?” Dad asks, heartbreak soaking his voice.


“I’ve already got one son who’s had to sacrifice seeing his father in the stands at his ball games. I’m not doing that to another child.”


“Well, you bid your time and made sure it was too late, denying me the one thing I truly wanted.”


“And we aren’t enough? Tyler and I aren’t enough?”


“Stop twisting this. You betrayed me! I’ll never forgive you, Regina!”


Though my father is ripped up about Mom using birth control, I can’t help but be glad about it. I don’t want a little brother or sister to know this version of Carter Jennings, and I get why she’s scared. I am, too. Is Dad one deployment away from never coming back?


Back in my room after hearing Dad and Mom speaking more softly to one another, I lay on my bed and stare blankly up at the ceiling while vowing never to mistreat my wife or my kids no matter what I face on my missions.


A knock on my bedroom window jars me, and I pull back my curtains to see Sean straining to lift it. When the pane doesn’t give, his eyes drop to the nails before he slowly brings them back to me.


Embarrassed, I point toward our fence, ordering him to leave.


Expression full of concern and refusing to go, his voice sounds on the other side of the window, and I know if I can hear it, my dad might, too. Cutting my hand through the air desperately to shut him the hell up, I urgently point behind him with the other to try and get him to leave. In the next second, his bare ass is pressed against the glass before he turns his head, producing a joint in his fingers and nodding toward the fence, or rather, the woods behind them, while mouthing a “later.”


“Idiot,” I mouth back, nodding as he tucks his ass back in his pants, and I grip my curtains. It’s when he pauses and stiffens that I know he hears the yelling resuming, and his eyes snap to mine. Dropping my gaze, I draw the curtains on him.


Not long after, my bedroom door opens, and Dad looks over to me. “What are you doing?”


“I was just about to come to you. Uncle Grayson here yet?” Dad stopped letting us see him off after his last deployment and only allows Uncle Grayson to take him now. I know it’s ’cause of the state it leaves Mom in. I guess he thinks it’s easier on her if he walks out of the front door as if he’s running an errand.


One hell of a fucking errand.


“Yeah, he just pulled up,” he says, running a hand through his hair. It’s just now grown to the length Mom likes, and when he comes back, it’ll be time to start all over again. But he does it because he still loves her, and even I can tell she’s only fighting because she’ll miss him. At least there’s that.


“You know the drill, Son. Do your chores, your schoolwork, and as your mom tells you.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Please don’t give her any reason to bitch to me. I want good reports only, understood?”


“Yes, sir.”


He smiles, but it’s forced. “You too old to give your dad a hug?”


“Not yet.” I grin as he pulls me to him.


His words come out stunted and sincere as he keeps me in his tight grip. “I love you, Son.”


“You too, Dad.”


“Fuck,” he croaks, “I hope you know I still hate this . . . leaving you. I hope I never make it look easy.”


“You don’t, and I’m proud of you. You’re a good Marine and father.” Though the words come harder this time, I still mean them.


His eyes shimmer, and he looks away briefly before turning back to me. “I’m proud of you too, Tyler. Really proud. I couldn’t have asked for a better son. Never forget that, okay?”


“I won’t,” I swear, trying to tamp down the fear that, one way or another, this might be the very last time I lay eyes on Carter Jennings.










Chapter Seven


DELPHINE





US PRESIDENT: GEORGE BUSH | 1989–1993





FEELING THE HEAVY weight of a stare on my profile, I crush my cigarette into our large, overflowing marble ashtray and stand suddenly from the table. Without looking up, Alain stops me as I move past his chair with a palm on my hip. “Where are you going?”


“Make coffee,” I whisper low as Ormand glances over to me for the second time in mere minutes, his eyes lowering to Alain’s palm before floating back up to mine.


Alain sharply nods and releases me as I walk through the ever-present cloud of smoke while the arguments ensue over our kitchen table. Dreading the long hours ahead, I’m spooning coffee from the tin when I feel him approach.


“Your neck,” he whispers hoarsely. “Is he hurting you?” He asks in French, and I reply in our tongue, thankful that Ormand always makes it easy for me—whereas Alain often uses my limited English to humiliate me.


“It’s my marriage you’re asking about and none of your concern.”


“Not private when he marks you for us all to see,” he scolds.


The sound of Alain’s laughter allows me enough time to glance at Ormand, who I can’t deny is attractive. He’s taller than Alain and has lighter brown hair and kind eyes, but behind that kindness lies the capability of doing very unkind things for very good reasons. He’s been with Alain since they were young boys, which is where the last of his allegiance remains. It’s inside his eyes that I see that allegiance fading when I glimpse a look I’ve seen one too many times before. One I can’t seem to escape. “Don’t forget yourself, Ormand. I am Alain’s wife.”


“He keeps you a recluse when it’s not your nature,” he states, seemingly outraged for me. “He silences you when you have so much to offer.”


“He’s been a good friend to you, has he not? Friends since you were young children.”


“Things have changed, and he’s not the same.” He glances back toward the table to see Alain occupied before I feel his eyes tracing my face again. “Not since we got here. We’ve been talking.”


“Don’t speak of this to me,” I whisper harshly, more a plea as I fill the pot with water from the sink. “Don’t.”


“He’s becoming a directionless drunk. This is not what we came for. We believe you should start to run the meetings.”


“He is my husband,” I state in warning.


“You are unhappy. Any fool can see that.”


“He is not a fool,” I warn, “and he sees much,” I emphasize, pulling more cups from the cabinet to busy my hands. “Even things that aren’t real.”


“We could turn him into the American authorities to be sent back to France to face judgment for his crimes. No one has to know.”


“I will know,” I snap, looking over at him. “I will know. It’s still very early. He is adjusting to life here. Give him time.”


“He hurts you, quiets you, diminishes you, and you still love him?”


“He’s my husband,” I repeat as I have to myself so many times since I landed in America. “I am his only family. His papa—”


“That’s not an excuse. Delphine,” he whispers, and I brace myself for what’s coming. “You must sense by now I have—”


“Stop,” I whisper roughly. “He’s my family, we’re a family. You are part of that family.”


His eyes glaze over as I continue.


“Whatever you entertain in your mind about me is imagination.”


“I could never hurt you,” he murmurs. “I’m in love with you and have been since France, and I’m tired of pretending I’m not. Sometimes I feel you look at me too—”


“I am not worth losing your station or friendship with him,” I tell him. “The work you’re doing is important—”


“We won’t be with him much longer. Come with me.”


“What?”


“Let me take you away from here, from him. I plan to return to France. I have inherited my father’s land.”


“Delphine!” Alain snaps, and we both turn to face him. His eyes roam from me to Ormand before he lifts his glass in silent demand for more vodka.


“Coming,” I say, turning back, pouring a cup as the coffee still brewing drips, sizzling on the burner.


“You’re shaking,” Ormand says.


“You say you would never hurt me”—I swallow—“but who do you think pays for your long stares?” I glance over to see his eyes drop before he speaks.


“I only want to give you a better life.” When he turns his back, I stop him with my whisper.


“You give me a better life by staying.” I know he hears me when his shoulders draw tight. “Please don’t take this from him and don’t yet go back to France. He’s not well . . . but if we give him more time, maybe he can be the Alain we both love again.”


He turns back to me quickly. “You’re fooling yourself.”


“Please don’t go,” I ask him, knowing how selfish my request is. “Please understand, I can’t leave. Not now.”


His eyes implore mine. “But you will consider it?”


“Ormand,” Alain snaps, this time not looking up at either of us. Grabbing the vodka bottle from the fridge, I hear Ormand’s whisper as he passes. “I will stay as long as it takes.”


***


Celine,


It is time to admit I have been stubborn in writing this confession. As you predicted before I left France, I have made a horrible mistake. I’m sorry I was not honest until now. I wanted so much to believe in the dream I came for, but after enduring these last few months, I’m certain that that dream has died.


When I first arrived not long ago, my letters were truthful, and my happiness with Alain was real, but I can no longer deny that my life now feels more like a nightmare.


I used to think I was smart. So smart. That I was steps ahead of other women, but now I am making the very same mistakes of lovesick fools and living a life I refused to believe I would have for myself. All I feel is the need to get things right, to try to reason with and see the Alain I once knew, but I feel it may no longer be possible.


I’m quickly becoming convinced he brought me here to support and care for him. That I am nothing but a paycheck. Somehow, I know that he assumed that at my age, I would never put it together, that a child bride would never realize his manipulation, but you know that I cannot be deceived so easily. And yet I was because now I live the deception.


Since I’ve lost the baby, it is as if I’m living outside of myself, my mind and body. Am I paying because I never wanted it?


As I examine my bruises in the mirror, I find no trace of that fearless girl you spoke of before I left, and I no longer recognize myself.


I don’t know where the soldier in me went, but I feel like the longer I stay this way, the further from her I become. I don’t know why I’m letting him convince me of his lies, and each day, start to believe them as truth. As it stands, I cannot stop loving him, no matter how hard I try. And if I can love such a monster, what does that make me?


Why am I not worth loving, Celine? Why do the men I trust and care for with all my heart holds treat me so terribly? It is not just the men in my life. It is the women, too. What is it about me that tells people it is okay to insult and hurt me?


I know I am not a kind, gentle woman. I know this much of myself, and still, I’m treated as though I’m no one to be wary of and earn no respect.


My father threw me away, and my own husband hates me and considers me a possession.


Is love so much of a weakness, and that is why we make such fools of ourselves? I am drinking now—more than I ever have. I’m ashamed to admit that I drink before my shift some days.


Please write to me soon with word from France.


What of Marine and Francis?


What of my nephew, Ezekiel? Is he growing strong?


Please, Celine, teach him to be protective of you and of women so that he will never resemble the men we have so horribly chosen. Tell him there is so much strength and honor in treating women with respect and care. I’m ashamed and scared, and I’ve never felt so alone. Alain’s mind has taken a turn for the worse, and I fear his plans. His friends and allies are slowly losing faith, as am I.


Alain continues to take all my checks so I cannot escape him or travel home. What of your plans to come here? Am I holding onto false hope?


Could you visit? Maybe to remind me of who I was such a short time ago, and maybe I will do the same for you?


If you cannot come, please, for yourself and Ezekiel, do what I cannot and leave Abijah. Maybe if you do, I’ll find the strength to do the same. Please write back.
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WALKING INTO THE house, I release the strap of my bookbag and am about to toss it when I’m stopped dead in my tracks.


Frozen at the entryway, my eyes fix on the family portrait hanging in the gap across the hall between my and my parents’ bedrooms. The sound reaches me again, disbelief turning into rage as my blood begins to boil because there are two things I’m certain of. One—my mom’s car isn’t in the driveway, and two—she’s at work.


This is confirmed a second later when a woman’s shrieks engulf me, a woman who is unmistakably not Regina Jennings, as her enthusiasm rings out.


“Fuck, oh, God, Carter. God, yes!”


He must be too drunk to realize the time, knowing good and fucking well I would be getting home from school. He has to be.


The woman’s enthusiastic groans and pleas sicken me, and shortly after, I’m granted the added bonus of slapping skin.


My instinct to act on my fury threatens to overtake me, and it’s the fear of what that might look like that has me pulling my bag back on and slamming my way out of the house, away from what’s happening inside it.


And what’s happening . . . is that my father is cheating on my mother in their marital fucking bed.


In the home she built for him, for us. Years of her love’s labor make up every room. It’s our haven and refuge against the outside world, and Dad might as well have lit a match to it. I feel that truth now as flames engulf me from head to foot.


Just like I feared, Carter Jennings disappeared somewhere overseas, and Master Sergeant Jennings took his place, invading the home Carter left.


Every hope I had that it could be rectified—and that he could be redeemed—leaves me as waves of memories surface, all involving my parents. The two of them stealing bordering-inappropriate, lengthy kisses next to the bonfire. The hysterical laugh that only my mom seemed to be able to draw out of him just before Dad pulled her to him and nuzzled her with adoration.


My mother is the best of women—a dutiful and doting mother and wife, a respected career woman, and a staple in the community. In recent years, she’s put up with more shit from Dad than any woman ever should for her husband—Marine or not—and he repays her this way?


Devastation fights with the rage for dominance as I realize I just lost every ounce of respect I have left for my father. Blinded by the ingrained image of our family photo and the accompanying noise I now and will forever associate with the sight of it, rage overtakes me, and I go black.


***


“. . . one, inhale, two, exhale, out, three,” the firm voice speaks. I know the source, the accent, familiar with the curl used around certain letters and words, but I gravitate toward the command inside them, leaning into it. “Count with me.”


“One,” she says.


“One,” I repeat.


“Two,” she says.


“Two,” I repeat.


“Three.”


“Three.”


“Again.”


We repeat the count as I ease back into a sense of familiarity from the space I’m in—some foreign, endless abyss. A darkness I drift further and further away from toward the voice summoning me back: “. . . your breaths and body are all that matters. This you control. One. Two.”


Breathing on count, I fixate on the solid, dark twin pinpricks behind my lids, ignoring all muted light surrounding it—no outside images or noise, only my body and each breath. Counting again and again as I slowly come to.


“. . . again. One. Two. Three.”


“One,” inhale, exhale. “Two,” inhale, exhale. “Three,” inhale, exhale. Within the next breath, I exist only inside the black and remain there until the next command is spoken.


“Open your eyes, Tyler.”


When I do, all surrounding light temporarily blinds me, and I look down to see Delphine standing directly in front of me, staring up at me keenly from where I hover above her short stature. For the first few seconds, we simply stare at one another, me speechless, shaken, and feeling transported. Especially since I have no fucking idea how I came to stand in the middle of Dom’s living room. Utterly stupefied, as I come further into myself, I note my state—heart rate steady, breaths even, the sweat on my neck and back has long since dried.


“How did I get here?” I ask Delphine, who stares back at me attentively. “I found you here,” she replies in a tone a little above a whisper.


“How long were we doing that?”


“Not sure, ten minutes, maybe longer,” she says in the same sleepy tone she used throughout the exercise, though her return stare remains intent.


“How did you know how to do that?” I ask, not exactly sure what that is.


“It is common for some and can be mastered with many, many hours of practice,” she relays calmly while seeming to search me for any sign of the opposite. Of any of the remaining rage I know that brought me here.


It’s then I realize how numb I am to what set me off other than what I’m currently experiencing—fear and . . . shock. Whatever the hell she just led me through worked miracles. The anger is still there . . . but distant—as if it’s in a faraway place that I can reach if I need it. It dawns on me then what it might be. “You mean suppressing emotion?”


She shakes her head. “Non, not exactly.”


I’ve read up about this. While something similar is a part of military training, it’s been a hard concept for me to grasp. From the minute the door closes between recruits and the outside world, they teach them to ignore their own free will, opinions, and comfort. They eventually put them and keep them in the mindset of survival mode, only thinking of the mission—the mission being the most important. So, while their tactic is not to suppress emotions because they don’t want a heartless military, the goal is to get them to compartmentalize the emotions for a later time for the sake of completing the mission.


I’m still a few years away from that training, but I can’t understand how this tiny woman in front of me is so familiar with it, to the point that she seems to have mastered it and guided me through it so flawlessly.


“The fuck?” I say aloud, still shaken. To my surprise, Delphine laughs. Memory kicks in of what waits at home for me, and my residual anger suppresses any return smile I could possibly give her.


“Is this how you escape?” I ask, knowing such a personal question to her will probably go unanswered, but she surprises me again with a reply.


“There is no escape. Your problem is still there, is it not?”


I nod.


“But maybe who you’re mad at has more of a chance to get away, at least temporarily.”


I don’t bother to defend that this wasn’t some teen angst drama I brought to her doorstep and that my home-life just imploded—though her joke indicates that’s her belief. Right now, I don’t have the energy to correct her. “That was some Jedi mind trick,” I tell her.


“Ah”—her eyes light—“you speak of Star Wars. I love Star Wars.”


This time, I can’t help but grin. “Do you?”


“Yes, I watch every time there is a marathon.”


Tilting my head, I take note of the playfulness in her eyes. One I’ve never seen before, though I’ve never been this close to Delphine. Not in all my years of knowing her.


Of course, I’ve noticed her beauty once or twice. It’s fucking impossible not to, but her behavior, along with her aggressive, cruel posturing over the years, has made it easy to ignore. As I stare down at her now, the adult lens associated with her presence in my life starts to dissipate as she comes into clear view, far more dimensional.


“Dom is at Sean’s . . . if you want to see him.”


“Thank you,” I say on autopilot as I drink in more of her details. Silver-gray eyes peer back at me, slight confusion marring her expression as I consider her for the first time, and not as a background presence or authoritative prop. Or the woman I habitually help Dom gather from whatever foundation we find her passed out on—last time, it was the backyard, and she was barely conscious.


Within seconds of my first real look at her, I take another greedy pass while a dozen questions start to accumulate, my curiosity running rampant. It’s when I’m tempted to sweep her again that I know I need to see myself out. And so I do, but not without pausing at the storm door and looking back as she walks into her kitchen. It’s only when her head starts to turn in my direction that I rip my eyes away and slip out of her front door.
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“THAT MAN CANNOT hides his desire for you,” I tell her in a hushed tone, knowing every woman’s eyes are on Roman. He’s a rare type of handsome that is not common in Triple Falls—the face and build of a movie star, not a man who owns a factory.


However, as he walks through the floor each day, his eyes drift to only one woman, and it’s always the woman to my right. He has been enchanted by Diane since she started at the factory.


“He’s beautiful,” she agrees just as quietly, keeping her eyes down and continuing her work, “though everyone here hates him.”


“He is a thief,” I tell her, and she looks over to me.


“He shorts checks because we have no choices but to work here. If we report, we lose work visa. This is corruption I fight for. Corrupt mens like your Roman Horner.”


“I’m so sorry, and I promise you, he’s not my Roman Horner.”


“Can you not speak about what he does to our checks?”


“I can barely talk to him, period. Our relationship isn’t in that place right now. And don’t change the subject again. Tell me about your Alain.”


“Nothing to report,” I say.


“Don’t clam up on me.” She pushes her arm to mine in a nudge, adding a tight smile.


“Clam?” I ask.


“Close up like a clam. Don’t shut me out.”


“Oh,” I say as her eyes search mine. Aside from Celine and Beau, Diane is my only ally working at the factory, and for good reason—one of them approaching us now.


“By lunch,” Donna snaps, dumping a plastic bin to purposefully ruin our progress, making it impossible to know which products we’ve already sorted.


“Bitch,” I snap, and Diane grabs my arm to stop me from gripping Donna’s hair and slapping her again. The woman laughs and waves her fingers behind her to taunt me.


“Your husband looks to me because you are ugly,” I taunt back, and Donna turns around and rushes toward me. Diane steps in front of her, and I laugh at her feeble attempt to charge me, waving my fingers like she did.


“Let her go, Diane,” I laugh, “I would love to show her who to respect.”


“For the love of God, Delphine,” Diane huffs, struggling to keep her back. “You’re going to get us both fired.”


“Worth it to teach this hag how to regard me!”


“Stay away from my husband, you whore!” Donna yells.


“Maybe if you know how to fuck, he would not swells his cock for me.”


“Your insults could use some work,” Diane chortles, still struggling.


“She understands my point,” I say, bored by the woman’s snapping jaws.


“Stop egging her on,” Diane grunts before shoving her back. “Enough!”


Diane finally pushes Donna away from our part of the line. Half of the factory takes notice as Donna stumbles, and Diane speaks up for those whispering and watching the spectacle. “If your husbands have wandering eyes when they pick you up, it’s not her fault. Check your men, ladies. They’re the ones with frothing mouths. Grow the hell up!”


I stick my tongue out at Donna before she stalks off. Diane gives me wary eyes as I tighten my gloves and turn back to sort out the mess the woman made.


“It will take all day for us to fix this,” I hiss.


“You can’t lose this job,” she scolds.


“I wish I did get fired. Then something changes things. Then maybe Alain will do his parts and work.”


“He’s a deadbeat, and I meant what I said. You’re so beautiful, Delphine. Half the men in this town are in love with you. You can do so much better.”


“And you propose another man is the solution? Non, and what you believe is blessing is not for me.”


“What do you mean?” she asks.


“Looking this way causes me to suffer.” I grab another bin as Diane starts to sort.


“How?”


I bite my lip and look over to her. I have trusted Diane with many secrets. Secrets I have told no one. Not even Celine, because of our constant arguments about Alain and my inability to leave him. That I’m ashamed I’ve endured so much in the hope the boy I met and married will return to me, only to bury that hope in the bottle as the years pass. A bottle I ache to sip from now, knowing where it waits in the bathroom stall. The endless cycle strangling me.


Staring over at Diane now, I see her eagerness to hear me, to understand my reasoning. Both of us well aware we are not good for the other in sharing our reasonings for being with men we have no business being with. When Celine and Beau first came to America mere months after I arrived here, I had a brief reprieve from Alain’s abuse. My suspicions are that Beau put a temporary stop to it. These past years, he’s been more volatile than ever, growing more paranoid about Ormand’s affections. The last time he suspected an affair, I wasn’t able to work for two days. Aching for a drink and disgusted by the memory, I let out a long exhale as Diane waits for my response, and I decide to give her some truth.


“When I was very young, too young, my papa friends gave me much attention, which led to much conflicts.” To his death, but I do not admit that much. “In school when I was young, girls treats me much same as they do here. Now, if Alain’s friend compliments me, I . . .” I shake my head. “One friend, Ormand, tells me I look beautiful in my dress on my birthday and have not been allowed to have dinner with any friends again.” Just after, Alain stopped allowing me to participate in many of the meetings, making it impossible for me to be the soldier I desire. Which only led me to drink more.


“Not that I’m defending him,” Diane says, “but you are the kind of beautiful that drives men crazy.”


“I know,” I say, chewing on my lip.


“Modest, too,” she laughs.


“I know,” I tell her, “this is not too much confidence. Is too much attention. I hate it. But what do I do? Ugly myself?”


“Not much you can do.”


“I can get fat,” I say. “But I do not want to.”


“That’s ridiculous. You don’t throw looks like yours away because of other people’s insecurities.”


“Alain is so . . .” I pause, searching for the word. “Jealousyness.”


“Jealous?”


“Yes, so many days I feel a prisoner of our house.” I blow out a long breath. “I look like that hag”—I point to Donna—“I become free of many conflicts.”


Diane grips my wrist. “I’m sorry things are so hard for you here, Delphine. I know this isn’t the life you pictured, but things will get better. They will.”


“I do not see this,” I say, aching to sip the bottle in the stall.


“Yeah, honestly, I’m not feeling too optimistic myself these days.” She turns to me, her eyes shining with fear. “I have something to tell you, and I haven’t told anyone yet.” Just as she opens her mouth to speak her confession, we both jump at the sound of her summons.


“Johnston,” our crew leader snaps from feet away, and I know it is on Roman’s behalf.


Diane turns to me, a gleam in her eyes but an apology on her lips.


“I’m sorry. I told him to stop doing this.”


“Go, be the happy one for us both.” I wave her away, knowing I will be the one spending the next half hour of my shift to work alone.


“I promise that’s not the case,” she relays mournfully before she stalks away.


Not long after I’ve taken long sips of the bottle I hide in the bathroom stall, I study my reflection in the break-room mirror—the yellow bruise on my chin noticeably lighter today. Alain has been too preoccupied lately to do more than the minimum to keep me obedient and rutting into me before he passes out. Even with that attention, he can barely finish. Back aching and dreading the long hours ahead, I turn and exit the bathroom and am stopped short when I see Donna and a few of the whispering women in wait for me.


“Your bodyguard isn’t here now, bitch.” Rolling my eyes down her frame, I pause them on the pair of purple boots Donna often wears. I think Diane called them Doc Martens.


“I like your boots,” I compliment as she smiles back at me menacingly.


“You’re about to hate them,” she relays in threat.


“Oh?” Manufactured by drink or not, a boldness I almost forgotten I’d possessed fills me as I step up and punch her in the mouth before another insult can leave her hag lips. That familiar feeling is almost worth the beating from the women that renders me unconscious before Diane finds me. And the added beating Alain gives me just a few hours later for risking getting fired.
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“SO, WHAT’S THIS I hear about you and Amy Miller? Because apparently, she can’t stop talking about our boy,” Sean chirps, poking his head between Dom and me, where I sit in the driver’s seat of my mom’s van.


A van that’s on its last leg and which Mom refuses to part with. A van we’re also in desperate need to keep running, thanks to Mom’s constant consent to let me chauffer the three of us around since I aged out, being the first of us to get my license.


The situation being temporary until we can finish restoring the classics Sean’s uncle gave us by way of a massive heart attack. The process to get them street-ready has been and will be slow and agonizing due to the expense, but one we deem will eventually be worth the wait.


Sean’s uncle’s widow opted to hand them over with no strings as long as we got them hauled off within her allotted time frame.


We jumped on it, and the minute she opened the yard, I spotted and stalked straight to the ’66 C20. Sean and Dom had done the same with their own cars. It was a fated feeling that day, as if all three vehicles were waiting, predestined for each of us. All three vehicles are now stripped and waiting at King’s—a garage Dom bought with his parents’ death settlement money, paid for, and titled the day after he turned sixteen.


To help with restoration, I called upon Russell, who’s worked on tractor equipment at Jennings & Sons during the last three harvests. All three of us took up with Russell fast before letting him in on the secret per Tobias’s order—an order he’d given us on a night that now remains at the forefront of all our minds.


Months ago, Tobias summoned us to his spot the same way he had before leaving for France. As we all crowded around the bonfire, half a decade after the first, the tension rolling off T had clued us all in that the meeting was going to be far different in nature. And it was, especially when Tobias unveiled his game plan for Roman.


“We’re going to go basic with our strategy,” Tobias declares, staring into the flames, a faraway look in his eyes. His timbre was laced with ire because of his unintentional run-in with Roman earlier that day while picking Dom up from the library.


“Meaning?” I ask, ears perked due to his grave, imparting tone.


“We’ve got to play this just right. The only way to defeat a man like Roman is to play sleeping giant,” he relays as an inkling charges through the air between the four of us.


“Think Helen of Troy,” Dom clarifies, already receptive to his brother.


There was an edge to the words spoken that night that I felt to my bones—an indescribable stillness before, one by one, we spoke our parts to play aloud, me being the first.


“I’m going to be a third-generation Marine. It’s a given, and if there’s one thing I know how to do—it’s build an army.”


From there, the conversation flowed, though the words seemed redundant as if it had been decided before any of us uttered a single one. It was only after, when I watched Dom approach Tobias just outside our circle, asking about the source of the war, and the mythological Helen behind it, that I tuned in, catching the ass end of their hushed exchange.


“What about Helen?” Dom had asked, his back to me where they stood feet away, as Tobias scanned the construction site of Roman’s nearby fortress.


My ears had perked further due to the long pause just after.


“We’re leaving Helen out of it,” T answers definitively.


Both a declaration and rule I silently but wholeheartedly agreed with before dismissing myself and stalking through the woods toward the ongoing war ensuing in my own home. They’d all given me shit that night, assuming I was strung out on a she. I was too irritated to even explain how complex the truth was—that my worry was divided between two women.


One of them being Regina Jennings and what my father might be subjecting her to that night.


The other was a woman I’d recently gathered from her kitchen floor before tucking her safely into bed. A woman who’s slowly starting to invade my thoughts since our run-in in her living room a little over a month ago.


“Come on, what’s up with you and Amy?” Sean prods, roping me back into the van, away from the silver-gray return stare I haven’t been able to shake.


“Jesus, man, we’re just talking, that’s all,” I sigh as Dom glances over to me, not bothering to hide his grin. “Is that all you think about?” I ask Sean’s rearview reflection, the question rhetorical.


“What’s with keeping it a secret?” Sean counters.


“Maybe because I didn’t want to get interrogated,” I retort dryly. Ever since Sean got his first taste, he’s become a little obsessed with the fairer sex. Though I can’t exactly say I’m any less guilty. Though it’s more the act of sex that I use to escape when granted the chance.


“Don’t play the gentleman, Tyler. Word is you are far from a gentleman.”


Dom raises a brow at me, and I crack my neck in annoyance.


“Miller is fucking hot,” Sean carries on, “but what I want to know is how in the hell you managed it. She’s had a stick up her ass since middle school, and she’s older.”


I remain silent, ready to rid myself of the fly buzzing between my and Dom’s seats.


“I have a theory,” Sean continues, “future high and tight likes ’em experienced and mean.”


“You’re an idiot,” I sigh.


“I heard no denial, did you, Dom?”


Dom smirks but remains quiet, sensing my mood.


“Hey, there’s nothing wrong with being a gentleman,” Sean tosses in, “I treat my girls very well. You’ll hear no complaints.”


“From all one of them?” Dom jests.


“Don’t hate,” Sean says as I turn off Main and stiffen, fingers tightening on the wheel when I spot my dad’s F-150. Sean remains oblivious as Dom reads my posture and follows my line of sight to where Dad’s truck is parked. Sean can be just as attuned when he wants to be. That thought is only confirmed when silent seconds pass before he finally reads the room.


“What just happened?” he asks, and Dom jerks his chin in response to shut him up.


“No, man,” Sean protests, “shit just got tense in here. Talk to me.”


“He doesn’t want to share the details of his hookups, asshole, let it go,” Dom covers for me. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that I can get very little past Dom these days. The good part about it is that he won’t force me to address anything I don’t want to, whereas Sean believes group sharing is an entitlement.


Typically, I would come clean to both, along with Tobias, but this is different. Lately, I’ve been sharing a lot less, not telling them about catching Dad cheating or the strange headspace that had me chanting breath count in Dom’s living room afterward. For some reason, I’ve kept it all to my chest.


Probably because it’s too close to a very raw fucking nerve. One I decide I can no longer ignore as I silently pull up to Sean’s house to drop him off first.


“Fine,” Sean spouts resentfully, grabbing the duffle packed with his football gear, “but you guys are dicks for not telling me.” Sliding open the van door, he thinks better of his parting words and stares between us, all animation gone. “You good, Tyler?”


“Yeah, man, I’m good. I’ll hit you up later.”


“All right,” he says, palming my shoulder before he and Dom exchange a look I don’t bother to gauge or decipher.


Both know it’s been hell on earth for Mom and me at home, and neither has pressed me too much for details, but the heaviness is there.


Once out of Sean’s driveway, I pull to a stop sign and click the signal, though no one is behind me. Dom doesn’t say a word as I sit for a full minute, maybe two, while he patiently waits for me. “Can I ask a favor?”


He nods without hesitation or asking what the nature of the favor is. One I don’t give him before turning in the opposite direction of my signal.


Minutes later, I’m pulling up just outside the hole-in-the-wall at the end of the shopping center. Putting the van in park, I scan the building and mostly vacant parking lot before glancing back over to him. “Only step in if you have to.”


Dom nods, needing little else in the way of information, as I slam my way out of the van and stalk toward the entrance.


Lynyrd Skynyrd’s “Gimme Three Steps” blasts through the frigid air, filling my ears as I step through the tinted glass door. Once inside, I scan the bar, which is littered with dollar store Halloween decorations. Cheap, cardboard cutout jack-o’-lanterns collectively grin at me from where they’re taped to every post supporting the drooping tiled ceiling of the hole-in-the-wall my dad’s claimed as a second home. It takes seconds for me to spot him on his resident stool.


The difference between now and when I get the call to come and retrieve him is that the woman he’s seeing is currently hanging all over him. It’s as if there’s any decency in making sure she’s absent when I scrape him from his barstool. Fury lights a fire in me as I watch the man I once revered publicly cheat on my mother.


It’s his smitten expression that has me crawling out of my skin as she practically grinds on his lap. Rounding the bar, I bide my time in a dark corner concealed behind some draped glittering black-and-orange tinsel, bristling in wait. My patience is rewarded when, not long after, she peels herself off him, heading toward the hall that leads to the restroom.


Circling the bar, I watch him down the last of his pint and signal for another. Seething, I stalk toward him, gaining momentum and advantage I utilize when his head snaps only an instant before impact. Slamming my palms into his chest, I shove him with every bit of the fury rolling through me, a sickening satisfaction flooding my veins when he lands flat on his back, the pleather stool rolling away from him.


Gasps and shocked murmurs sound around me as I kneel to where Dad landed just as a set of worn boots approaches inside my periphery.


“If you know what’s good for you, you’ll mind your business,” I snap in warning to the interloper just as the bartender, Brian, speaks up on my behalf.


“Don’t step in, man, that’s Carter’s son.”


Within the next second, I’m dragging my laughing dad out of the glass door by his jacket and dropping his upper half on the frozen sidewalk. Snow dots the air as Dad slowly rises to his feet, stumbling a little before gaining his footing. His liquor-glazed eyes slowly lock and focus on me as he speaks through a smirk.


“So, tonight’s the night, huh? You want to fight your old man, Son?”


Rage overtakes reason, and I step up, throwing a right that connects with his jaw, putting everything I have behind it. He absorbs the blow as I do. Feeling the gravity of what’s just transpired blooming in my chest, I’m completely aware of how wrong it is—of how different our relationship will be from this moment forward.


“Not bad for a punk seventeen-year-old,” he says with a sickening grin, smashing at the thin trail of blood lining his lips with his fingers. To our right, I see Dom’s already out of the van, leaning against it, arms crossed.


“You’re a disgrace—” I see the insult hit him, his armor somehow penetrable for the moment—“to your marriage, to the name you gave me, and to the uniform.”


It’s mom’s anguished face I see when I step forward, landing another punch on his jaw. A punch he purposely doesn’t react to, which surprises me.


“What, Dad?! No lessons to teach, no fucking tough love or lectures to bestow on being a man!?”


I pound my chest with a fist, hearing the crack in my voice, which echoes the fracture happening inside while willing the weakness out of me.


“You’re a good son, Tyler,” he says, seemingly sincere, his own voice shaking.


“Don’t. Don’t bother. You have no idea who the fuck I am. You haven’t fucking seen me in years. Fucking years!”


“I know exactly who you are,” he rasps, reticent and calm. “I’m staring at my reflection twenty years ago.”


“Carter? Is everything okay?” a voice calls from the door behind me, and I can’t bring myself to look back at the woman he’s been cheating on my mother with for God knows how long.


“Get rid of her,” I order as Dad holds up a palm.


“Go inside,” Dad tells her, “I’ll be in in a minute.”


“But—”


“Grace, go!” She retreats inside as his guilty eyes flick back to me.


“Oh, the irony of a fucking name,” I mock. “You’re going to need all the Grace you can get because we’re fucking done, Dad. Do you hear me? We’re done with you as of this moment. You’ve destroyed our family, and you may be able to live with this, with what you’re doing to her, but I can’t. Tell Mom, or I will.”


“She knows, Son,” he says, his tone nothing but defeat.


“Bullshit.” I shake my head vehemently. “Why couldn’t you leave her? She knows everyone in this town. You’re humiliating her. You’re humiliating me. Our family. You’re fucking disgusting.”


“You’re a good son,” he repeats softly. “Truly, Tyler, you are, but what’s happening between your mother and me is beyond your scope right now.”


“You’re going to pull this shit, really? Claim it’s grown folks’ business? You brought her into our fucking house!”


Dad has the sense to lower his eyes.


“I idolized you,” I tell him. “I . . . and now, I’m ashamed. I’m ashamed to call you my father.” I step forward, chin lifted, doing everything in my power not to shed the tears shimmering in my eyes. “All you have left is the woman you destroyed your family with. Hope she’s worth it.”


“Your mother won’t leave me, Son.” His voice is now just above a whisper.


“I’ll make sure she does,” I hiss. “I’ll make goddamn sure she does. Tell her tonight.”


“You’re not hearing me, Regina knows.”


“She knows, huh? She knows that you fuck Grace in her bed? I’m willing to bet she doesn’t. You or me. Figure it out, fast,” I snap, stepping off the curb and nodding towards Dom, who opens his passenger door as I pull my keys.


“She won’t leave me because she won’t fucking touch me anymore!” Dad shouts at my retreating back.


“Now that’s adult business,” I spout without a shred of sympathy.


Crowding me, he slams my driver’s door shut. “But you’ve made it your business now, so you get to hear it.”


When I reel on him, he steps back and glances toward the bar before scanning the parking lot. My confusion lasts only seconds as he shifts further into the light and lifts his shirt. My reaction is an audible release of air when I see the scar, or rather, the ocean of slick, burnt skin that runs the entire length of his right side.


“Your mother hasn’t touched me in nearly two years . . . so yeah, Son, I went out and did what no married man should ever do because my wife finds me as disgusting as you do.”


“Mom would never—”


“You sure about that?” he counters, chest heaving.


I shake my head, full-on denying she would be so cruel. “Couldn’t be the fact that you’re a full-blown alcoholic and temperamental bastard now, could it?”


“I’m not saying my behavior didn’t have anything—”


“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”


“So fucking smug,” he scoffs, “so arrogant and sure of yourself. Well, hold on tight to that confidence, Son, or just wait. They’ll be happy to pump you full of it. But on the other side of that, you have no idea what coming home means. No fucking clue!”


“Well, you never took the time to tell me, did you? No, you drank that time away.”


“You don’t know what happens over there! You can’t ever know because it’s not fucking explainable!” He rips his shirt over his head, forcing me to look at the burns, to acknowledge they exist. I was just recovering from the fact that they did and probably have for years. How in the hell did I miss it?
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