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Content note

This novel contains sensual scenes and intimate situations between consenting adults. It is intended for adult readers (18+).




For everyone who once swore “never again” — and had the good sense to change their mind.




“Some stories deserve a different ending.”
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The Cracked Tile



Lisbon didn’t introduce itself. It fell on you.

Léa Moreau understood that the second she stepped out of the taxi on Rua de São Miguel, her suitcase in one hand and her toolbox in the other, and the July heat caught her by the back of the neck like an overly familiar hand. The alleys of the Alfama climbed and dropped without any logic, laundry dried between the windows, and somewhere a radio played a fado so slow it seemed to apologize for existing. The air smelled of grilled sardines, jasmine, and warm stone.

She was thirty-one, with a degree in ceramics conservation, a breakup eight months old that she preferred not to count, and a three-month contract to save the azulejos of the Palácio das Janelas Verdes — the palace of the green windows. Three months. A new world. No men. That was the rule she’d made on the plane, between two bouts of turbulence, clutching a cup of lukewarm coffee.

The palace stood at the end of a cobbled dead-end street, huge and crumbling, like an old countess who had kept her jewels but lost her teeth. The façade was peeling, the shutters sagged, but above the gate a panel of blue tiles told the story of a hunt with a delicacy that took her breath away. She set her suitcase down and stood there, lips parted, following the curve of a greyhound painted three centuries ago.

“Planning to restore it with your eyes?”

The voice came from above. Deep, a little hoarse, perfect French tinged with an accent that rolled its consonants the way one rolls a cigarette.

Léa looked up. On the scaffolding, four meters off the ground, a man was watching her, leaning on a metal bar. White shirt with the sleeves rolled up, tanned forearms, dark hair too long and falling over his forehead. He had a pencil tucked behind his ear and the air of someone who had never needed to raise his voice to be heard.

“I always start with the eyes,” she answered. “It’s less dangerous than starting with the mouth.”

A silence. Then he smiled — slowly, crookedly, as if the smile had escaped him against his will.

“You’re the Frenchwoman.”

“And you’re the man who talks to people from the top of a scaffold. Must be handy for looking down on everyone.”

He came down. Not by the ladder: he slid down one of the poles, jumped the last two meters, and landed in front of her in a cloud of white dust. Up close, he was taller than she’d thought. His eyes were a brown so dark they looked black, and at the corner of his jaw was a small pale scar that she immediately, and completely unreasonably, wanted to touch.

“Gabriel Sá,” he said, holding out his hand. “Architect. I’m running the renovation.”

“Léa Moreau. Conservator. I’m going to stop your workers from breaking what’s left.”

His hand was warm, dry, rough in the palm. He held hers a second too long. She noticed. He noticed that she’d noticed.

“My workers don’t break anything,” he said.

“Then why is that tile cracked?”

Without taking her eyes off him, she pointed to an azulejo in the lower corner of the panel. A fine crack, recent, white as a fresh scar, ran through the head of a stag.

Gabriel followed her gaze. His jaw tightened.

“It was already like that.”

“No. The crack is clean, no grime in it. It’s less than a week old. Somebody knocked a plank against the wall.”

He looked at her for a long time, the way one looks at a blueprint after discovering a wrong measurement. Then he nodded.

“You’re right. It won’t happen again.”

She hadn’t expected him to give in so fast. It disarmed her more than an argument would have.



They put her in a bedroom on the second floor of the palace, an enormous room with pale blue walls dominated by a canopy bed whose curtains had seen better days. A tall window looked out over the rooftops of the Alfama, a cascade of orange tiles tumbling down to the Tagus. In the distance, the river was the color of molten metal.

Dona Amélia, the housekeeper — a tiny woman of seventy with a baker’s hands and a detective’s eyes — showed her the adjoining bathroom with undisguised pride.

“The hot water works. Sometimes. Senhor Gabriel redid the plumbing himself last month.”

“Does he sleep here too?”

The question had slipped out. Dona Amélia raised an eyebrow loaded with meaning.

“On the first floor. Right below you. The floors are old, menina. You hear everything.”

Léa felt the heat rise to her cheeks and cursed her Breton complexion.

That evening, after a shower that had hesitated between icy and scalding, she lay down on the big bed, her hair still damp, and listened to the palace. It creaked, sighed, breathed like a sleeping animal. And beneath her, through the floorboards, she could hear footsteps. Slow, steady. A man pacing back and forth in a room, at night, alone.

She wondered what he was thinking about.

She wondered why she was wondering.

Then the footsteps stopped, right under her bed, as if he were listening too. Léa held her breath. The silence lasted so long she thought she’d imagined it. Then the music rose — an old record, a woman’s voice, a heartbreaking fado. She closed her eyes and let the melody run over her skin like warm water.

No men, she told herself again.

She fell asleep thinking about a pale scar at the corner of a jaw.



The next morning, she started work at seven, before the heat. She loved those first hours when the world belonged only to craftsmen and seagulls. Kneeling in front of the great panel in the inner gallery — thirty meters of faience telling the love story of a prince and a mermaid — she cleaned the tiles one by one with cotton and distilled water, with the patience of a lover.

It was what she liked best about her work: the slowness. You couldn’t rush an azulejo from 1720. You had to tame it, understand its wounds, guess what it had been before time disfigured it. She had always thought people should be loved the same way.

“You talk to the tiles.”

She jumped. Gabriel was standing in the doorway, a cup of coffee in each hand. How long had he been there?

“I wasn’t talking.”

“You said, ‘Come on, beautiful, let me in.’”

Léa felt her face catch fire for the second time in under twenty-four hours. A record.

“It’s a professional technique.”

“I don’t doubt it.”

He came over and handed her a cup. A galão, coffee with milk in a tall glass, foamy, perfect. She took it without thanking him, on principle, then took a sip and nearly moaned. He had the grace to pretend he hadn’t heard.

He crouched next to her — too close — and looked at the panel. Here, the mermaid rose from the waves, her arms reaching toward the prince, who leaned down from a rock. Their fingers didn’t touch. A tile was missing, exactly where their hands should have met.

“The missing tile,” Gabriel said. “It was never found. Legend says the painter removed it on purpose. That he was in love with the owner’s daughter and she didn’t love him back. So he refused to let the lovers touch.”

“That’s sad.”

“That’s Portuguese.”

She laughed in spite of herself. He turned his head toward her, and their faces ended up eight inches apart. He smelled of soap, coffee, and something darker, woody, that she couldn’t quite place. His eyes dropped to her mouth. Just for a second. Then came back up.

“Are you going to recreate it?” he asked softly. “The missing tile?”

“That’s not my job. I restore. I don’t invent.”

“Too bad.”

“Why?”

He stood up, brushed off his jeans, and looked down at her — again — with that half-smile she was starting to hate a little too much for it to be honest.

“Because some stories deserve a different ending.”

He walked away. She watched him go, the cup in her hands, her heart beating to a rhythm that had nothing professional about it.

The coffee was still hot. So were her cheeks.

And for the first time in eight months, the rule she’d made on the plane seemed terribly, deliciously fragile.




Vinho Verde and Bad Manners



On Friday nights, the crew had dinner together. It was a tradition, explained Rui, the site foreman, a mustached giant who laughed the way other men knock down walls. A long table set up in the palace courtyard under a hundred-year-old fig tree, strings of bare bulbs, platters of salt cod, grilled octopus, and potatoes crushed in olive oil. And vinho verde, that light white wine, almost sparkling, that went down like water and hit like a confession.

Léa had put on a dress. She told herself it was because it was ninety degrees out. It was an apricot linen dress with thin straps that stopped above the knee and bared her freckled shoulders. She’d pinned her chestnut hair up in a loose bun, from which rebellious strands were already escaping.

When she came down the stone staircase, the conversation at the table dropped a notch. Rui whistled through his teeth. One of the young masons knocked over his glass.

Gabriel said nothing. He watched her cross the courtyard, from her sandals to the nape of her neck, with a slowness that felt like a caress. Then he looked away and went back to his conversation with Dona Amélia, as if nothing had happened.

The only empty seat was across from him. Of course.

“You’re late,” he said without looking at her.

“I’m French. We call it elegance.”

“We call it rudeness.”

“Then it’s settled: you’re polite, I’m elegant. To each his talents.”

Rui burst out laughing and slapped Gabriel hard on the back.

“She got you, patrão!”

Gabriel filled Léa’s glass without asking her. The wine poured out, pale and golden. He slid it toward her across the paper tablecloth, and their fingers brushed on the stem. She felt the touch all the way down to the small of her back.



The evening slipped by. The plates emptied, and so did the bottles. Someone brought out a Portuguese guitar, that round twelve-string guitar that weeps more than it plays, and Dona Amélia, to everyone’s surprise, began to sing. Her cracked voice filled the courtyard, and even the rowdiest workers fell silent.

Léa didn’t understand the words. She understood everything else.

Under the table, she had crossed her legs, and her bare foot — she’d slipped off her sandals — kept brushing against something. An ankle. A calf. Gabriel’s. At first she thought it was an accident and pulled her foot back. Then the touch came again. Light. Deliberate. The skin of her foot against the fabric of his linen trousers, then against his bare ankle.

She looked up. He was watching her, impassive, glass in hand, listening to the song. Nothing in his face gave anything away. Only his eyes, dark and shining in the light of the bulbs, said: I know exactly what I’m doing.

She should have pulled her foot away. She left it where it was.

His ankle slid slowly
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