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CRUEL KING


The Marchetti Dynasty Book Two


Scarlett Vale



For the women raised on a lie and the men who learn to bleed for the truth.



Author's Note

Cruel King is fiction. The Castellano family, the Bianchi family and what passes between them on either side of the Hudson is invented. What is true is that grief sharpens differently in different houses and that some women carry a knife into a marriage they have spent nine years deciding to take and the only honest thing a husband can do is decide whether the knife is his throat or his enemy's. This book contains violence, on-page murder, captivity within consensually held narrative tension, explicit sexual content. Parental and avuncular betrayal, gun violence, references to grief. And a heroine who plans her husband's death for thirty days. Read with care.,




CHAPTER ONE


Thirty Days

Niccolò

I cleaned the Beretta at four.

The cook had laid the rag and the brass brush on the kitchen table at midnight. She hadn't asked. Hadn't needed to. The four families had voted at eleven on the dot. The phone had rung at eleven oh six. Aldo Romano had said the name. The cook had set the bottle of solvent at my left elbow at eleven fifteen and gone back to the brass range without turning around.

The kitchen smelled of cold wood smoke from the previous night's fire and the faint iron tang of solvent waiting to be opened. My hands were colder than they should have been. Not from the December air through the cracked window above the sink, from the inside. The kind of cold that comes when a man has been told, by three a.m., that the woman his father chose for him at thirteen years old is going to walk through his front door at three the next afternoon with a blade in her bag and a count in her head and he has been told he is going to feed her instead of stopping her.

I'd cleaned the Beretta the way Vincent Bellandi taught me at twelve. Slide. Spring. Barrel. Frame. Recoil rod. The smell of solvent at the back of my throat. The soft scrape of brass through cold steel, a sound that had lived in my hands since I was a boy in the Marchetti courtyard, cold mornings, the rag still warm from Vincent's palm when he passed it to mine.

He had stood behind me on Greenwich Street fourteen years ago and counted my fingers. Eleven moves, Niccolò. Always eleven. If you do twelve you are showing off. If you do ten you are dead.

Eleven moves. Fourteen years. I'd killed two men with this Beretta. Both in the same night. Belgrade, August 2022. A back courtyard behind a club my brother in law's brother had been told to walk into and not walk out of. The kind of job a soft son does to prove he isn't a soft son. I'd walked out at three in the morning with my brother in law's brother on my left shoulder and the two men on the floor and a small careful split across the inside of my right forearm where the second one had gotten a knife in before he went down. The scar was the colour of old wine. I rolled my sleeves to the elbow and looked at it now. The cook said, in Italian, without turning, Don't show her that.

"I won't."

She will see it anyway.

"Then she will see it."

She set the small earthenware bowl of warm milk and honey at my right elbow at four oh six. I hadn't asked for it. The cook of this house hasn't, since 1974, asked. In Italian, without turning, Niccolò.

"Maria."

She's going to come down the staircase at three.

"I know."

She isn't going to look at you.

"I know."

She's going to be twenty four. She's going to be smarter than you. She is going to have studied medicine for four years. She is going to know exactly where to put the blade if she decides to.

"I know that too."

And.

I didn't look up. I clicked the slide back into the frame and racked once. The action was clean. The pull was the same pull it had been on a Tuesday night in Belgrade four years ago. "Maria."

Yes.

"What."

She's going to hate you on sight."

I closed the Beretta. I set it down on the cloth and looked at her. The cook of the Castellano house was sixty seven on the morning after my father's funeral. She had been in this kitchen since 1974. She had a younger cousin named Ana Vasquez who had been the cook of the Bianchi compound in Westchester since 1968. The two women had spoken on a private telephone line between the two kitchens at the same hour every Sunday morning for fifty eight years. The line of every honest count in either house had passed across that telephone before any honest man in either family had read it. The cook had taught me at four to peel a pear. She had taught me at six to break an egg one handed. She had taught me at ten to clean a kitchen knife on a wet stone. And hadn't, in twenty six years, told me how to hold a woman. She turned around at four oh nine. She had a small pin at the nape of her hair. Tortoiseshell. Old. The kind of pin a woman wears once a year in this country, on the morning of a funeral or a birth. Niccolò.

"Yes."

She's also going to be afraid.

"Of me."

Of what she has come to do.

I didn't move. The cook crossed the kitchen with the small linen towel folded over her left forearm. She set it on the table beside the Beretta. She put her old hand flat on the wood between the gun and the rag. The men in this family don't ask their wives why they came. They wait. They watch the count. They learn it. And when the woman finally tells them what she is carrying, they don't flinch.

"I won't flinch."

Niccolò.

"Maria."

Don't promise me that yet.

She lifted her hand off the wood. She walked back to the brass range and put more wood in the stove. The clock on the wall ticked. It was the clock from my mother's kitchen in 1991. It had been ticking when my father was killed and was ticking now. I put the Beretta in the small drawer at the right of the brass range. I locked the drawer. I put the key on a chain around my neck. The cook said, in Italian, without turning, Eat the milk before it cools.

I drank the milk. The phone rang at four thirty three. It was Aldo Romano. He never sleeps. "Aldo."

Niccolò. Three things.

"Tell me."

One. The car will leave Manhattan at one forty five.

"Yes."

Two. The dress was in your mother's closet for nine years. It's now hanging in the bedroom on the second floor.

"Yes."

Three.

"Yes."

She's bringing a leather travel bag. The bag has a knife in it. A six inch Wüsthof paring blade. Black wooden grip. Sharpened twelve times in the last eight years. She has been keeping it in the third drawer of her counter on West Eighty Fourth Street since the day after her mother's funeral.

I didn't move. "How do you know."

Because the cook of her flat is the cousin of the cook of this house, Niccolò and the cooks of this state have been talking on a private line since 1968. This is not new. This is how houses survive.

I closed my eyes. I opened them. "Aldo."

Yes.

"Does she think my father killed her mother."

A pause. Aldo Romano takes pauses with the precision of a man who has been the only honest broker in this city for forty years. Yes Niccolò. She thinks your father ordered the bullet. She has thought so since she was fifteen. Her father told her. Her uncle agreed. The four families voted in 2017 to wear it. We wore it.

"And you know she is wrong."

I have an idea, Niccolò. I don't have proof. Your father was a good man who did some bad business and some bad business that other men hung on him. He died with a notebook in his pocket. There was a name in it. The name wasn't the one we voted on in 2017. I'm not telling you which name. You're going to find it yourself, the way I found mine. By the rule.

"Aldo."

Yes.

"If I find the name."

Then you will tell me, Niccolò. And the four families will vote again and the man who killed Maria Bianchi in October 2017 will die on a Friday afternoon at four fourteen on the marble of his own front step and your wife will be the one who decides whether she walks up that step herself or whether De Luca takes the credit on her behalf. Your wife, Niccolò. Not you. Hers.

I didn't move. "Yes Aldo."

And in the meantime.

"In the meantime."

She's going to come into your house with a knife. She's going to plan to put it under your jaw. She is going to count thirty days before she does. You're going to give her the thirty days. You aren't going to take the knife. You aren't going to ask her why. You're going to feed her, sleep on the chair on the other side of her door. And on every honest day of those thirty days you are going to watch her face when she eats. When she walks, when she lies and you are going to wait.

He paused. You're going to wait, Niccolò, until she lifts the blade off your throat herself, because she has decided you weren't the man she was sent to kill. That's the only ending that holds. Any other ending breaks the dynasty.

I drank the rest of the milk. The clock ticked. "Yes Aldo."

He hung up. I stood at the kitchen table for a long second. I rolled my sleeves back down and unlocked the drawer. I lifted the Beretta out. I checked the safety. I clipped the holster at the small of my back, under my belt, where Vincent had taught me to clip it at twelve. I locked the drawer again. The key went back on the chain. The cook turned at four forty. In Italian, Niccolò.

"Yes."

She's going to see the gun.

"Yes."

She's going to read it as a threat."

"Yes."

Don't take it off."

I looked at her. Niccolò. The men of this house wear the holster at the dinner table. We have done so since 1948. Your wife is not going to be afraid of it. She's going to look at it. She's going to think. She is going to begin the count. The count of a woman who has spent nine years thinking your father killed her mother is going to begin to break, by the gram, on the night she watches you put down a fork with your right hand and rest your right palm against the grip of a Beretta you haven't. In any year of your life, lifted on her.

She paused. That's how this house keeps its women, Niccolò. With the gun on the hip. With the knife on the cutting board. With every honest tool of the violence we live in laid out in the open. Not hidden. We don't hide in this house.

"Yes Maria."

She turned back to the stove. I went up the staircase to my mother's bedroom at five. The dress was on the silk hanger at the front of the closet. The cook had taken it down from where my mother had left it nine years ago. I didn't touch it. I closed the closet door and went to the writing desk by the window. I sat in the chair my father had sat in every Sunday morning at seven for twenty years. I looked out at the rose bed my mother had planted in 1996. The roses were white in December because the gardener had been told, by my father, in 1996, that the roses on the south wall were never to be cut. They had bloomed in twenty seven Decembers since. They would bloom this December. They would bloom on the morning after I buried whoever it was I needed to bury for what was done to Sienna Bianchi's mother in October 2017. I didn't yet know who that was. I'd know. I'd thirty days. I'd also have a wife in the next thirty days, in this bedroom, on the high white bed under the small framed photograph of my mother on the wall. In a dress my mother had hung in the closet in 1996 against a morning I'd, at twenty six, finally walk into. I sat in my father's chair until the cook called me down at six. I ate. I went into the small drawing room at the back of the kitchen. I cleaned the Beretta a second time. Vincent Bellandi had also said, at twelve, Clean it twice on the day you are going to need it.

I hadn't. In fourteen years, needed to clean it twice. I cleaned it twice today. The black town car came through the front gate at three on the dot.,




CHAPTER TWO


The Anatomy of a Knife

Sienna

The carotid artery is two and a half inches deep on a man of average build. The mandible above it is thicker on the underside than the top. You go in with the blade flat, not vertical, point angled towards the spine, four inches of steel through skin. Fat, platysma, sternohyoid, internal carotid. And you hit the cervical vertebrae before you reach the back of the throat. The blade lodges. You don't pull it out. The man drops in seven seconds. He's unconscious in eleven. He's dead in three minutes if no one cuts down with a tracheostomy and clamps the artery, which no one in a doorway in Sea Bright on a Saturday afternoon is going to do. I'd drawn this on the back of an anatomy lab quiz in October 2024. I hadn't, in seven years of medical training, drawn it again. I packed the Wüsthof at one forty. The car was already at the kerb downstairs. I knew because Tomas had texted at one twenty seven. Mrs. Bianchi. Front of building. Take your time. He had been my father's driver since I was nine. He had driven me to the morgue in Westchester at fifteen on the Tuesday afternoon my mother died. He hadn't spoken in the car on the way home. He had handed me a paper napkin at six in the evening when we crossed the George Washington Bridge. He was driving me to my husband. I packed three things. The Wüsthof in a soft leather sheath, blade up, in the side pocket of the bag where TSA has never asked me to remove it because I have never. In eight years, taken it on a plane. A small framed photograph of my mother on a beach in Sardinia in August 2009. She was holding my hand. I was seven. The photograph was the only one of her I owned. A package of paracetamol, ibuprofen, antiseptic wipes, sterile sutures. A spool of medical thread. A pair of small surgical scissors, a tube of medical adhesive and a glass ampule of lidocaine. I'd been carrying a small surgical kit in my purse since my second year of clinicals. The kit had been used three times. Once on a man who had been hit by a cab on West End Avenue in November 2024. Once on a woman who had cut her hand at the corner of West Seventy Eighth on a broken bottle in March 2025. Once on me, in October 2025, on the morning my own anatomy lab partner had nearly closed his femoral artery with a misplaced training drill and I'd clamped him at the kitchen counter of his apartment and walked him to St. Luke's at four in the morning. I hadn't used the kit on myself again. I hadn't, in eight years, used the Wüsthof on anyone. I'd, on the morning of the second of January, on the high white bed of his mother on the second floor of the Sea Bright house at three in the morning while he slept on the chair on the other side of the door, finally use it. I closed the bag. I went down to the lobby. Tomas opened the rear door at one fifty four. He didn't look at me. He didn't, in any moment of the drive down West End and through the Holland Tunnel and onto the Turnpike, speak. The radio was off. The privacy partition was up. I didn't put my hand on the partition. I didn't call him forward. I sat with the bag at my left hip and the photograph of my mother on my right knee. And I let myself, for the first time in nine years, count the count of the drive instead of the count of my own breath. Three hundred and fourteen seconds from the lobby of my building to the Holland Tunnel entrance. Eleven minutes thirty seven seconds in the tunnel. Forty minutes on the Turnpike. Seven minutes from the Sea Bright exit to the front gate of the Castellano property. Sixty four minutes total. The car came through the front gate at three on the dot. The drive was three hundred metres of gravel lined with white roses. December roses. Roses in bloom in the second week after their last grower had been buried in the small Castellano plot at the back of the property. I knew about the December roses. My grandmother had known the gardener. She had told me at thirteen, on a winter afternoon at the long pine kitchen table of her own house in Westchester, that the only roses that bloomed in December in this state were the white roses Sofia Castellano had planted at her own south wall in 1996. And that no man in this state had ever taken a single one without being asked first. She hadn't asked me, at thirteen, why I was studying the photograph of the Castellano house in the New Jersey Society pages. I'd been planning, at thirteen, the way I'd walk up that drive on a Saturday afternoon at three. I hadn't, at thirteen, expected to do it on the arm of the dead man's son. The car stopped at the front step at three oh two.

The front door opened.

A man came out.

He came down the marble step on the soft pads of his bare feet and that detail did something to the count I'd been holding for nine years. A man who walks barefoot onto cold marble at three on a December afternoon to meet the woman who has come to kill him is a man who has already weighed something the count didn't account for. My pulse moved. I felt it at the base of my throat where the carotid sat under thin skin, beating its own small tell against the silk collar of my coat.

Twenty-six. Six foot one. Dark blond hair. Hazel eyes. The mouth Sofia Castellano had at twenty-two in the only photograph of her my father had kept on his desk for nine years. The mouth I'd been studying since I was fifteen. The mouth I was going to put my Wüsthof under at three in the morning on the second of January. He had a Beretta in a holster at the small of his back under a clean white shirt over plain black trousers. The shirt was tucked. The holster was visible at the line of the belt and grip of the gun was old. The leather was older. He stopped two steps from the open rear door of the car. He didn't extend his hand. He didn't, in any moment of the long second he stood there, look at the bag in my left hand. He looked at me. In Italian, in a voice I hadn't, in nine years of imagining the moment, expected to be soft. Sienna.

"Mr. Castellano."

Niccolò.

"Niccolò."

Welcome home.

I didn't move. I didn't breathe. I was, in the back of the black town car with the Wüsthof against my left thigh and the photograph of my mother on my right knee and the soft careful low December sun on the marble step behind him, supposed to feel the burn of the nine years I'd been sharpening this moment. I felt the burn. I didn't feel it the way I'd practised. I'd practised hatred. I'd practised disgust. I'd practised the cold metal scrape of a woman who has spent every birthday of her adult life imagining the moment she walked up the steps of the man whose father killed her mother. I felt all of that. And I felt, in the soft pad of the second knuckle of my left hand on the strap of the leather bag, a heat that shouldn't have been there. He had a Beretta on his hip. He had carried it out to meet me and hadn't hidden it. The man Sienna Bianchi had spent nine years preparing to kill was standing on the marble of his own front step at three oh two on a Saturday afternoon in December with a loaded gun on his belt and his sleeves rolled past his wrists and a four inch surgical scar across the inside of his right forearm and the soft bare pads of his feet on the cold marble in the December air and he wasn't afraid of me. He should have been. He wasn't. That was the first count I read. He read mine at the same moment. I saw it in the smallest possible movement at the corner of his mouth. Not a smile. A reading. A man who had, on the marble of his own front step at three oh two on a Saturday afternoon in December, looked at the bag in my left hand and had. In some way that shouldn't have been possible, known. He took the bag out of my left hand with his own right hand. He felt the weight. He didn't, in any moment of the lift, look down. He looked at me. In Italian, very quietly, Sienna.

"Yes."

The knife is yours. Keep it close.

I didn't move. I didn't breathe. I'd, in nine years, never imagined a moment in which the man I was going to kill would tell me to keep the knife I was going to kill him with close. He carried the bag up the marble step. He held the front door open. I walked through it on my own feet. The cook closed the door behind us at three oh four. The clock in the kitchen of the Sea Bright house ticked at three oh four. I'd thirty days. I started counting. But I started counting, for the first time in nine years, two counts at the same time. The count of his breath. And the count of mine. His was three. Mine was two. I had to slow down. The whole architecture of nine years of planning had been built on a count of three. Either I was going to slow my own breath by Sunday morning. Or I was going to do this faster than I'd planned. I didn't yet know which. He set the bag down at the foot of the staircase. In Italian, in his ordinary voice, the first thing he said in the front hall of the house I was supposed to walk out of in the back of a hearse at four in the morning on the second of January. Sienna.

"Yes."

Take whatever room you want. Mine is at the end of the hall on the second floor. The door has a brass handle. The lock works from the inside. I sleep with the door open from ten until six. If you want me to close it, leave a note on the table at the foot of the stairs at nine. I'll close it.

I didn't move. He didn't look at me. He was looking at the small framed photograph of his mother on the side table by the front door. Two more things.

"Tell me."

The Beretta on my hip is loaded. The safety is on. If you want me to take it off in the house, leave a note on the same table. I'll take it off after dinner. If you want me to wear it at the dinner table, I'll wear it. The men of this house have worn the holster at the table since 1948. The decision is yours.

I closed my eyes. I opened them. Three.

"Three."

He looked at me for the first time since the marble step. The dress in the closet of my mother's bedroom on the second floor was hung there in 1996 by my mother. She told my father that morning that she would put a wedding dress in that closet for any woman who walked into this house on the arm of any of her sons against a morning she might never see. She didn't see it. She died in 2017. The dress has been in the closet for nine years. I haven't, in nine years, opened the door of that closet. The cook has. She opened it at noon today, took the dress off the hanger, aired it on the railing of the back garden for an hour. And hung it back. She told me at one that the dress is ready to be worn or not worn at six tonight. The decision, Sienna, is yours.

He paused. If you want to be married in the dress at six in the chapel my grandfather built in 1968, the cook will lace the back. If you want to be married in what you walked through the front door in, Father Domenico won't ask why. If you don't want to be married at six tonight at all, the four families have given me thirty days to put a Castellano wife in this house. Tell me you want a different husband and I'll, by midnight, tell Aldo Romano. The four families will vote again. They will give me a different woman by the second Saturday in December. You will be on the seven o'clock train back to Penn Station with the bag in your hand and no questions asked.

He paused. The decision, Sienna, is yours.

I didn't move. I didn't breathe. The Wüsthof in the side pocket of the leather bag at the foot of the staircase was three feet from my left hand. If I lifted the bag, unzipped the side pocket. And put the blade flat against the underside of his jaw at the soft spot Ana Vasquez had pressed her own thumb against in my father's kitchen at fifteen, I could have him on the marble of the front hall floor in seven seconds. He had a Beretta on his hip. The safety was on. He had told me. By the time he had it off the hip and the safety off and the slide racked, I'd already have the blade lodged at the cervical vertebrae and the carotid would already have spent three quarters of his blood volume into the cream Persian runner under my feet. That was the count. That was the count I'd been sharpening for nine years. I didn't lift the bag. I didn't, in any moment of the long second on the marble of the front hall, lift the bag. In Italian, in my own ordinary low voice. The first sentence I said in the front hall of the house I'd been planning, since I was fifteen, to walk out of with a dead Castellano son in my wake. Niccolò.

"Yes."

The dress.

"Yes."

I'll wear it.

He closed his eyes a half second. He opened them. He didn't, in any moment of the long second, smile. But the corner of his mouth moved. The corner of his mouth was the corner of his mother's mouth. I'd been studying that mouth, in a black and white photograph in my father's study in Westchester, since I was fifteen. I hadn't, in nine years, expected to want to put my own mouth against it. I wanted to now. I wouldn't. That was the second count I read. The count of a woman who, on the marble of the front hall of the house she had come to commit murder in, had. In the first three minutes, found her own breath shifting toward the breath of the man she was going to kill. I'd have to slow it down. I'd thirty days. I started.,




CHAPTER THREE


The Threshold

Niccolò

She wore the dress. The cook walked her down the staircase at five thirty four. Tortoiseshell pin at the nape of her hair. Cream silk over a bare collarbone where her mother's small careful gold chain had, in a photograph my father had kept on a desk in 2017, lain. White rose in her right hand from the south wall bed. I waited at the foot of the stairs. I'd taken the holster off at five fifteen. I'd laid it on the table at the foot of the stairs with the safety still on and the strap still buckled. She stopped at the bottom step. She looked at the holster. She didn't look at me. In Italian, Niccolò.

"Yes."

Put it back on.

I didn't move. Why.

She lifted her face to me for the first time since the front hall at three oh four. The blue of her eyes was the blue I'd read in the morgue photograph of her mother in October 2017 when Vincent had first put it in front of me at sixteen. The blue I'd let myself look at, in private, in a small wooden box on the third floor of this house, on every birthday since. Her eyes. Her mother's eyes. She had, in two and a half hours in this house, not yet walked into a room I was already in. She walked into one now. In Italian, in her ordinary low voice, Because, Niccolò. The wife of the head of the Castellano house doesn't, on the morning of her own wedding in the chapel of his grandfather, walk down a long oak hallway on the arm of an unarmed man.

I didn't move. She crossed the front hall. She lifted the holster off the table. She didn't, in any moment of the lift, hold it as if it were a thing she hadn't. In eight years of medical school, handled before. She held it the way a woman holds a thing whose anatomy she has memorised. She walked it across the marble to me. She stopped one foot from my chest. In Italian, very quietly, Lift your shirt.

I lifted my shirt. She put the holster back at the small of my back. Her right hand brushed the bare skin between the third and fourth lumbar vertebrae where the leather strap sat. Her thumb pressed once at the soft careful indent two centimetres below the spine. The pad of her thumb was warm. She buckled the strap. She didn't, in any moment of the long careful walk of her hand from the holster to the buckle, look at my face. She didn't, in any moment of the long careful walk, breathe. I read the count. The count was none. She let her right hand drop. She stepped back. In Italian, in her ordinary voice, Walk me down the aisle, Mr. Castellano.

I walked her down the aisle. Father Domenico said the words. He had been the priest of this family since 1971. He had baptised me at six weeks and had buried my mother in 2017. He had buried my father seven days ago. He didn't, by the small careful arrangement Aldo Romano had made with him at three in the morning, ask either of us a single question. I put the ring on her left hand at six oh four. She put the ring on my left hand at six oh five. He said, in Italian, You may, Niccolò, kiss your wife.

I didn't move. I read the count. The count of a woman who had, in three hours, walked into the house of the man she had been planning to kill for nine years, who had taken a dress out of his mother's closet and worn it down to a chapel his grandfather had built in 1968. Who had buckled his Beretta at his back twenty minutes earlier with a hand that hadn't, by my read, been steady. And who was now standing on a marble step at the front of an altar with her left hand in mine and her own mother's blue eyes turned up to my face. The count wasn't three. The count was none. She was holding her breath. I'd decided at four in the morning, on a phone call with Aldo Romano, that I wasn't going to take from her in the next thirty days a single thing she hadn't. By her own free hand, given me first. But the priest had asked me. And she was holding her breath. And the corner of my mother's mouth, on her face, was the only fact in the chapel. I leaned down. I put my right hand under her jaw. Not flat. The pads of two fingers. Lifting. The way Ana Vasquez had once shown a fifteen year old in her own father's kitchen with a paring knife and a head of cabbage, except I wasn't holding a knife and her own throat wasn't the throat I was lifting toward me. She didn't move. She didn't flinch. She didn't breathe. I kissed her. Not at the corner of her mouth. On the mouth. Closed at first. Then half a second longer. Then the smallest possible part open, where her own breath came out of her for the first time in three minutes, against the seam of my own. She kissed me back. For the count of one breath. I felt her right hand come up to the front of my chest at the place above the bullet pucker she didn't yet know was there. She didn't push me back. She held me there. I lifted my mouth off hers at the count of two. I didn't, in any moment of the lift, look at her face. I'd broken, in twenty seconds at the altar in front of Father Domenico from Sullivan and Houston, the only condition I'd set for myself before she walked into this house. I had told myself I wouldn't take from her a single thing she hadn't given me first. She hadn't given me her mouth. I'd taken it. She had given me back the kiss at the count of one. But only because I'd taken it first. And the count of one wasn't, by any honest reading, the count of consent. I lifted my hand off her jaw. I stepped back. In Italian, very quietly, in a voice that wasn't the voice of the man I'd been planning. Since four in the morning, to be on this marble step at six oh six, Sienna.

"Yes."

That was a mistake."

She didn't move. I broke a condition. I took your mouth without asking. I won't, in any moment of the next thirty days, do it again. I'll, on the rules you give me on the rug of the bedroom of my mother at half past midnight tonight, ask you for everything I want from you. If I ask and you say no. I won't, in any year of my life, ask twice."

She didn't move. In Italian, very quietly, Niccolò.

"Yes."

Don't apologise to me at the altar of the chapel of your grandfather in front of Father Domenico from Sullivan and Houston for kissing me on the mouth on the morning of our own wedding."

I didn't move. She lifted her right hand off the front of my chest. She put it on the side of my face. Her thumb on the bone of my jaw at the place she had, on the marble of my front hall at three oh four, looked at and not put a Wüsthof under because she had decided. At three oh four, to wait. She held it there. In Italian, in her own ordinary low voice, You wanted my mouth. You took it. I gave it back for the count of one. I'm not, on the marble of the front of the chapel at six oh six, going to tell you whether the count of one was a yes or a no.

She paused. I'm going to tell you, Mr. Castellano, that you have, by the count, twenty nine days to find out.

She lifted her hand off my face. She turned to Father Domenico. She didn't, in any moment of the turn, look at me. In Italian, in her own ordinary voice. The only sentence she said to Father Domenico in the entire length of the ceremony, Father. We're done. Send us home.

Father Domenico said, in Italian. The small careful low closing prayer he had said at the end of every wedding in this chapel since 1971. And he handed me the small leather book of the marriage register. And I signed. And she signed. And the cook on the bench at the back wall wiped her face once with a small linen handkerchief I hadn't, in twenty six years, seen her use and we walked back up the aisle together at six twenty past and I walked her up the gravel of the front drive in the dress in the soft careful low December moonlight. And at the front step at six twenty one I lifted her in my arms, the way my brother in law had lifted my own sister on the marble of the steps of Saint Patrick's Cathedral at twelve oh four on the morning of the seventh of November and I carried her up the marble of the front step into the front hall of the house her mother in law had hung a dress in a closet on the morning she hadn't, in nine years of imagining this exact afternoon, expected to live to see. I set her down at the foot of the staircase at six twenty two. I didn't, in any moment of the carry, look at her face. I didn't, in any moment of the set down, kiss her again. I'd broken the only condition I'd set myself. I wouldn't, in any moment of the next twenty nine days, break it again. That was a different kind of count than I'd been keeping at four in the morning. I'd, by the rule, keep it. She didn't, on the floor of the front hall at six twenty two, walk away from me. She stood with her left hand still in mine. In Italian, very quietly, Niccolò.

"Yes."

The mouth on the count of one.

"Yes."

I'll tell you which it was.

I closed my eyes a half second. I opened them. In Italian, very quietly, When.

On the morning of the second of January.

I didn't move. In Italian, in my own ordinary voice. The only sentence I'd say to her in the front hall of the house at six twenty two on the evening of the first Saturday of December that she would, on the chair on the other side of the door of the bedroom of my mother for the next twenty eight nights, repeat to herself, Yes Sienna. By the rule. Asked. Given.

She let go of my hand at six twenty three. She walked up the staircase to the bedroom of my mother in the dress. The cook was on the bottom step at six twenty four with a small earthenware bowl of warm milk and honey on a small silver tray. She didn't look at me. She walked the bowl up the staircase. She didn't, in any moment of the long careful walk up the staircase, look back. I went to the long pine kitchen table. I sat at the head. I unbuckled the holster. I took the Beretta out and racked it once. I checked the chamber and closed it. I set it on the wood of the table at my right hand at the place my own father had set his at the head of this same table for thirty one years. I'd, on the night of the first Saturday of December 2026 at six twenty four in the evening, eat dinner at the head of the long pine kitchen table of my dead father's kitchen with a loaded Beretta at my right elbow, alone. While my wife of twenty minutes ate a small earthenware bowl of warm milk and honey on the high white bed of my dead mother on the second floor. I wouldn't, in any honest moment of any honest year of my life, eat dinner alone again. That was the condition I'd decided, at six twenty three in the front hall, would be the only condition of the next twenty nine days I'd take her at her count. She would tell me, on the morning of the second of January, what the count of one had been. I'd, in the next twenty nine days, give her every honest reason to make the count be a yes. I started. The cook came down the staircase at six thirty. She didn't look at me. In Italian, in her ordinary voice, She's asleep, Niccolò.

I closed my eyes. I opened them. "Already."

She has been awake since two in the morning, my boy. The count is twenty eight days. Eat. Then go up. Sit on the chair at the door of her bedroom. Don't open the door. She won't, in any honest moment of the next four hours, sleep again. But she will know you are on the chair. Read the count. The count of a woman who has, on the marble of the front of the chapel at six oh six, kissed back for one breath.

She paused. A woman who has, in nine years, never kissed any man back."

I didn't move. The cook crossed the kitchen with the small linen towel folded over her left forearm. She set the towel on the wood of the table beside the Beretta. She put her old hand on the wood between the gun and the rag. In Italian, in her ordinary voice, Niccolò.

"Yes."

She didn't come into this house with a knife to defend herself."

I didn't move. She came with a knife to use on you."

I didn't move. And she kissed you back at the count of one."

I didn't move. The count, my boy, of a woman who has, in three hours and twenty four minutes, started to break.

She lifted her hand off the wood at six thirty four. She didn't, in any moment of the long careful walk back to the brass range, turn around. I ate. I went up the staircase at seven. I sat on the chair on the other side of the door of the bedroom of my mother. I read the count. The count of my wife of thirty four minutes was three. She was, against her own will, breathing in the rhythm I'd set at the altar at six oh six. She was, on the high white bed of my mother under the small framed photograph of my mother on the wall. With her own dress laid across the foot of the bed and her own paring knife under the pillow and her own ring on the third finger of her left hand for the first time in her life, asleep. She had, in three hours and thirty four minutes, slept. She hadn't, by the cook's quiet count from the brass range a half hour ago, slept since two in the morning. She had walked into this house at three oh two on a Saturday afternoon with a Wüsthof in her bag and a count of two in her chest. She had walked up the staircase at six twenty three with a count of three in her chest and a kiss at the count of one against the seam of her own breath. I sat on the chair at the door. I didn't, in any moment of the night, sleep. She didn't, at three in the morning, take the knife out from under her pillow. I read the count from the chair. The count was three. The count was, by every honest measurement I'd been taught by Vincent Bellandi at twelve in the courtyard of the Marchetti compound on Greenwich Street. The count of a woman who had, in the first six hours of her own honeymoon, decided to wait the full twenty nine days before she put the blade under my jaw. Twenty nine days. I'd, by the rule, take them. I'd, by the rule, give her every honest reason in the next twenty nine days to make the count be a yes. I'd broken the only condition I'd set for myself at the altar at six oh six. I wouldn't, in the next twenty nine days, break another. I'd let her come to me. She would. Or she wouldn't. Either way, by the morning of the second of January 2027. She would, by her own free hand, decide. That was the count. That was the count I'd been sharpening, since the moment Aldo Romano said her name at eleven oh six the night before, against the count she had been sharpening. Since she was fifteen, in the third drawer of her counter on West Eighty Fourth Street. Two counts. One floor between us. One closed door. Twenty nine days. I started.,




CHAPTER FOUR


The Door

Sienna

I opened the door at three.

I hadn't slept in three hours. I'd lain in his mother's bed in his mother's nightdress with his mother's wedding ring on the third finger of my left hand and the Wüsthof under the cotton at the small of my back where he couldn't see it without lifting the pillow himself. The high white sheets smelled of cedar and
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