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Content Warning

This is a dark mafia romance intended for readers 18 and older. Every character in every sexual scene is unambiguously an adult. All on-page intimacy is enthusiastically consensual.

The story contains material some readers will find difficult, including: graphic violence and gun violence; murder, including the death of a sibling staged as a suicide (referenced and discussed, not shown on the page); grief and survivor’s guilt; kidnapping and captivity; a marriage entered under family coercion; organized-crime themes; a possessive, morally-grey hero; and explicit sexual content.

The hero is dangerous. He is never dangerous to her without her freely given yes, and the book holds that line on the page. If any of the above is not for you tonight, please take care of yourself first. The book will still be here.

Spice level: four out of five. Open door, explicit, on the page.

This is a standalone with a guaranteed happily-ever-after. No cheating. No cliffhanger.




Dedication

For everyone who has ever wanted the dangerous one to be soft for exactly one person.

And for the ones still carrying a truth nobody believed. I believe you.




Chapter One

Elena

My father tells me I’m getting married the way another man might mention the weather, and the first thing I think is that he’s had the molding behind his desk repainted to hide the water stain, and done it badly.

That’s the part of my brain that won’t shut off. A room talks to me whether I want it to or not, what’s been varnished over and what’s cracking underneath. Salvatore Marchetti has a study built to say old money, untouchable, here forever, and the new paint two shades off above the wainscoting says someone bled on that wall recently enough to matter. I read it in the time it takes him to say my name and the word Castellano in the same breath, and I understand that he’s been rehearsing this in a room where a man died.

“Say it again,” I tell him. My voice comes out level. That’s a skill, not a feeling.

He doesn’t like to repeat himself. He does it anyway, which is how I know it’s already done.

“The truce holds on one condition. You marry Niko Castellano.” He turns the heavy crystal tumbler a quarter-turn on the blotter, lining its base up with some edge only he can see. “The arrangement is set. The wedding is Saturday.”

Six days.

There’s a particular silence that lives in this house, thick as old lacquer, and I let it sit between us because the alternative is screaming, and I don’t do that. Not here. Not in front of him. I learned a long time ago that the women in this family who weep get patted on the hand and married off anyway, and the women who go quiet and cold get watched, and I would rather be watched than pitied.

I look at the bad paint again. At the careful study around it, every book straight, every blade of the desk set squared. A man who controls a room this hard is a man telling you what he can’t control. I file it away. It’s the only inheritance I trust.

“You’re trading me,” I say.

“I’m securing peace.” He has the decency, at least, not to call it a gift. “Twenty years of Castellano boys and Marchetti boys in the ground, Elena. It ends with this.”

“With me.”

“With family.” He says it like the two words are interchangeable, and in his mouth they have always been. Family isn’t who loves you here. It’s the ledger you’re entered in at birth, the column you’re owed to.

I keep my hands loose in my lap. My left forearm carries a burn scar the shape of a comma, pale and shiny, from a solvent fire when I was nineteen and stupid and free, and I have a habit of pressing my thumb into it when I need something to hold that isn’t a person. I press it now. The little knot of dead skin doesn’t feel anything. That’s the point of it.

“And if I say no.”

My father looks at me then, properly, for the first time since I walked in, and what’s underneath his face isn’t cruelty. That would almost be easier. It’s tiredness, and it’s fear, the kind a powerful man only lets you see when the thing he’s afraid of is bigger than him. “You won’t,” he says. “Because you’re not a child, and you know what no costs.”

He doesn’t list it. He doesn’t have to. He means Bianca, who shares my studio and my last name on the lease and nothing of this blood, who could be made into a message. He means himself, sixty-three and softer than he pretends. He means the soldiers who’d die in the spring if the spring came with knives instead of paperwork. That’s the genius of how I was raised. They teach you to do the math yourself, so you volunteer for the cage and thank them for the lock.

“The Butcher of the Loop,” I say. Just to hear it out loud. Just to make him hear it.

His jaw works. “Don’t call him that.”

“It’s what they call him.”

“It’s what frightened men call a man they can’t beat.” He drains the tumbler. “Niko Castellano is the most dangerous person you will ever stand next to, Elena, and on Saturday he becomes the only thing between you and everything that wants this truce to fail. Be smart. You’re the smartest one I made.”

The smartest one I made. As if Carenza were a rough draft. The daughter he has left.



I don’t cry in the car.

I want that on the record, somewhere, in whatever ledger keeps the things that actually matter. The driver, one of my father’s, a slab of a man named Pietro who’s known me since I had skinned knees, keeps catching my eyes in the mirror like he’s waiting for it, braced for it, and I give him nothing because nothing is all I have left to give that’s mine.

Three years ago they put my sister in a black car like this one and drove her to a man she’d never chosen, and everyone called it a good match, and Carenza waved at me out the back window with her wrist held wrong, stiff, like a doll being made to wave. I was twenty-one. I told myself she’d be fine. People are always fine until they’re a phone call at four in the morning.

They said she did it herself. They said it so smoothly, so many of them, the same three sentences in the same order, that I knew before the casket closed that the sentences had been written by someone and handed out. She was fragile. She was unhappy in the marriage. She did it herself. My sister, who climbed out a second-story window at fourteen on a dare and laughed the whole way down. Who was the bravest coward I ever knew, terrified of everything and did it anyway. That woman did not lie down in a bath and let the water close over her in a marriage she’d been sold into. Not without a fight.

She wrote to me, the last month. Postcards, because the phone was watched: little flat lies on the front, the lake, a cathedral, and on the back her real handwriting getting smaller and smaller until the last one was three words crammed into a corner. Come get me. It arrived the morning after she died. I keep it in the lining of a book at the studio where no one will ever think to look, and I have not been able to read it twice.

I saw a man leave the house that night. I was there. I’d driven out unannounced because she hadn’t returned my calls in nine days and something in my chest wouldn’t let it go. A man came down her front steps into the dark and didn’t hurry, and that’s the thing I can’t forget — a man with all the time in the world walking out of my sister’s last night. I never saw his face. Just a heavy ring catching the porch light, gold, and the smell that reached me on the cold air after he passed: cedar and pipe tobacco, expensive, a smell I’d know in a black room.

I told the police. I told my father. I told everyone who’d hold still, and every single one of them looked at me with that same soft, sorry face and said grief makes us see things.

So I stopped saying it, and I learned to read rooms instead of trusting them. And I made myself one promise, kneeling on the cold marble at her funeral with my dry eyes burning: I will never be a thing that gets traded. I will never wave out a window with my wrist held wrong.

The car turns north onto the highway, toward Lake Forest, toward the Castellano estate, and the joke is so enormous and so cruel that I almost laugh. Almost. I press my thumb into the burn scar until there’s nothing in me but that one numb point, and I do not cry, and the lake comes up grey and endless on my right like something that has swallowed a great deal and is patient about the rest.



The estate doesn’t announce itself. That’s the first thing I notice, and I notice it the way I notice everything, professionally, against my will.

No gold leaf, no fountains, no marble lions. The gates are black iron, plain to the point of severity, and they open before we slow, which means we’ve been watched the whole way up the drive by people I can’t see. The house at the end of it is long and low and the colour of wet stone, the kind of restraint that costs more than any excess, and there are men spaced along the approach standing very still in good coats, and not one of them looks at the car the way men usually look at a car carrying a woman. They look at the tree line. They look at the angles. This is a house that has learned, recently, that it can be reached.

Eight months, I remember. The old don, Emilio, gunned down by someone he trusted. The son took the chair and the city held its breath. The whole truce, my whole life, hinges on a man who’s been ruler of his own ruin for less than a year.

Pietro opens my door. I get out on my own before he can offer a hand, because I’ll be damned if I arrive at my own sale needing help to stand, and the lake wind comes off the water and cuts straight through the wrong coat for it, and I lift my chin and look at the house instead of shivering.

And then I stop looking at the house.

He’s standing at the top of the steps. He hasn’t come down. Of course he hasn’t; a man like this doesn’t descend to meet anyone, the world finds its way up to him or it doesn’t matter. He’s tall in a way that fills the doorway behind him, dark-haired, dressed in black so plain it reads as a kind of warning, and he is so completely still that for a moment my restorer’s eye misreads him as a figure in a painting, one of those Spanish portraits of a man with a sword and no expression, four hundred years of varnish and somebody’s bad winter behind the eyes.

Then he breathes, and the painting moves, and that’s worse.

I make myself walk to the bottom of the steps and stop. I will not climb to him. I’ve already decided that, somewhere between the car and the cold, the first small war I get to lose on my own terms.

He comes down. Three steps, and he takes them the way a man crosses a floor he’s already cleared, weight even, eyes never once on his feet, and the certainty of it puts a hook straight into a place behind my ribs I’d nailed shut, because that’s what power looks like when nobody’s ever made it hurry, and I make myself meet it.

Up close he’s all hard planes and quiet. There’s a scar through his right eyebrow, a clean pale break in the dark of it, the kind of mark that doesn’t come from an accident, and his eyes when they finally settle on me are grey. Not blue pretending. Not soft. The flat live grey of a knife under water, of the lake behind me, of weather that’s already decided about you.

He doesn’t smile. He doesn’t offer his hand or his condolences or his name. He just looks, and it’s not the look I’ve been braced for my whole life, not the appraisal, not the up-and-down inventory of what’s been bought. He reads me the way I read a room, looking for what I’ve painted over, and the discipline it takes me to give him a flat surface and nothing else is the hardest thing I’ve done all day.

“Elena Marchetti,” he says. My name, once, in a voice with no warmth and no edge, low and exact, like he’s testing whether it’ll hold weight.

“That’s the merchandise,” I say.

Something moves at the corner of his mouth. Not a smile. The ghost of where one would go if he were a different man in a different life. “You’re cold,” he says, and it isn’t a kindness. It’s an observation, and I hate that it’s accurate.

“I’ll live.”

“Yes.” He holds the grey of his eyes on mine one beat too long, and there’s something underneath it I can’t read and don’t trust, something almost like recognition, like he’s been waiting to see exactly what got delivered to his door. “That’s the idea.”

He turns and starts back up the steps, expecting me to follow, and I stand one second longer than I should in the cutting wind, because I need it, that last patch of my own ground before I walk into his, and I tell myself I hate him, and I do. I have to.

I’m three steps up behind him when the wind shifts off the lake and brings me the warmth of the open door, the smell of the house, woodsmoke and old paper and underneath it, faint, the cologne of someone who’s been here before me today and gone — cedar, and pipe tobacco, expensive, a smell I’d know in a black room.

My foot stops on the stone.




Chapter Two

Niko

She doesn’t lower her eyes.

That’s the first thing I file away about Elena Marchetti, standing in my father’s foyer with rain still drying on her shoulders and four of my men arranged around her like she might be a bomb. Everyone lowers their eyes in this house. The soldiers do it out of habit, the lawyers do it out of fear, and Salvatore Marchetti’s daughter is supposed to do it because she is the price her family is paying to stay alive.

She looks at me like she’s pricing a coat she has no intention of buying.

I’ve spent eight months learning to read a room the way my father read one. The exits first, the hands second, the faces last, because faces lie and hands don’t. Three ways out of this foyer: the double doors behind her, the service hall to my left, the stairs. Two of the men carrying. Tomas at my right shoulder, breathing slow, which means he’s clocked her as low threat. He’s wrong, but only in a way I can’t explain yet, so I let it go.

“Don Castellano.” She says my name like a thing she’s read off a form. No tremor. “I’d say it’s a pleasure, but I make it a rule not to lie before dinner.”

Behind me, somebody inhales. I don’t turn to see who. I keep my face exactly where it is, which is nowhere, and I let the silence sit long enough that a smarter person would fill it with an apology.

She doesn’t fill it.

Good, I think, before I can stop the thought, and then I take that thought and put it somewhere I won’t trip over it later.

“You’re tired,” I say. “Rosa will take you up. We’ll talk in the morning.”

“We’ll talk now,” she says, “or I’ll assume the terms have already changed.”



Here is the truth I tell no one, not even Tomas, who has bled for me twice.

I did not agree to marry the Marchetti girl to end the war. Ending the war is the press release. It’s the thing Marco said across the long table with his hands folded, his voice doing that warm gravel it does, think of the boys we stop putting in the ground, Niko. And he was right, the way he is always right, the way that is starting to feel like a current I’m being carried on rather than a man I’m agreeing with.

I agreed because of a sentence I overheard secondhand, twice removed, in a wire transcript that should never have crossed my desk.

The Marchetti girl saw something. The night the sister died.

Three years ago Carenza Marchetti married into the Falcone family, and three years ago Carenza Marchetti was found dead in a bath in her own house, and the coroner wrote a word that families like ours pay coroners to write. Suicide. Clean. Sealed. And somewhere in the margin of that night, a younger sister with green eyes saw a man she couldn’t name walking away from a thing that was supposed to look like grief.

I don’t believe in coincidence. My father didn’t either, and my father is in the ground with a hole in him put there by someone who sat at our table, ate our bread, and is still eating it, because eight months on I cannot find him. The grief I can carry. It’s the not knowing. Every door in this house is shut and I still feel the cold come in under one of them and I cannot find which.

So when the chance arrives to bring the one living person who might have seen a killer’s face under my own roof, where I control the doors, the food, the phone lines, the hours, I take it. I tell myself she’s an asset. A sealed file with a heartbeat. I will be patient, I will be civil, and somewhere in the slow domestic theater of a political marriage she will let slip the shape of what she saw, and I will hold it up against every face I distrust until one of them stops fitting.

A wife is a person you owe something to.

An asset is a thing you keep.

I have decided, before she ever walks through the door, which one she is going to be.



“Sit,” I tell her, in the study, and she takes the chair across the desk before I finish the word, which robs the word of its power, which I suspect is the point.

The fire’s been lit. Rosa’s doing; she lights it whenever the house holds someone new, some old instinct about warmth and witnesses. The light moves on Elena’s face and I get the catalogue I came for. Auburn hair gone dark at the temples with rain. A jaw set hard enough to hurt. On her left forearm, where her sleeve has ridden up, a scar: a burn, old, the skin gone smooth and shiny the way burns do. She sees me see it and does not pull the sleeve down. Files that away too, probably. We’re both archivists, it turns out. She restores paintings for a living, and I restore order, and we both spend our days deciding what to keep.

“You have questions,” I say. “Ask them. I’ll answer the ones I’m going to answer and tell you plainly which ones I’m not. That’s more than you’ll get from anyone else in this house, so spend it well.”

She considers me. It’s not fear she’s running on. I know fear, I have caused enough of it to recognize the specific glaze it puts over a person, and she doesn’t have it. What she has is worse for my purposes. Contempt, banked low and tended, the kind that doesn’t flare because it doesn’t need to.

“One question,” she says. “Why me.”

“The truce —”

“No.” She leans forward an inch. “Your family and mine have wanted each other dead since before I could read. There are a hundred ways to stop a war that don’t involve a wedding. A border. A tribute. A body, even, the right body, and everyone goes home. So I’ll ask again, and I’d like the version you’d give a man.” A beat. “Why me.”

The fire ticks.

I have killed people who were less of a problem than this woman is going to be.

And here’s the thing I will deny if Tomas ever asks, the thing that snags somewhere under my ribs and won’t shake loose. It isn’t the question that gets me. It’s that she’s right. There are a hundred cleaner ways, and she walked into a strange house full of armed men and the first thing her mind did was reach past her own fear and find the seam in the deal. She is, without knowing it, looking directly at the reason she’s here, and she’s doing it with her chin up and rain in her hair and a dead sister she has not mentioned once sitting between us like a third chair.

For one full breath I want to tell her the truth.

I put that away too. Deeper than the rest.

“Because peace is worth more when it costs both sides something they can’t replace,” I say. “Your father is giving up his daughter. I’m giving up the freedom to ever marry for anything but this. Symmetry. Men like your father understand symmetry better than they understand mercy.”

It’s not a lie. It’s just not the whole shape.

She studies me, head tipped, gaze moving in slow passes. I’ve sat across from federal prosecutors and not felt this looked-at.

“You believe that,” she says finally. Almost to herself. “Most of it.” Then, lighter, contemptuous again, sliding the blade back in its sheath. “Fine. I can work with a man who believes most of what he says. It’s the true believers who get people killed.”



Marco’s waiting in the hall when I come out.

He’s been at the estate three days, ostensibly for the wedding logistics, actually because he can’t help himself, because my father’s house is the only place his particular gravity makes sense. Fifty-eight and still the best-dressed man in any room, charcoal suit, silver at the temples, that face that makes priests and prosecutors alike want to confess. He smells of cedar and pipe tobacco, the same cologne he’s worn since I was a boy, the smell of being seven and safe in the back of his car while the adults shouted upstairs. It’s a good smell. It means family. It means the one man left who knew my father as a brother and not a Don.

“Well?” He has a glass of the Barolo he likes. The heavy gold ring catches the hall light when he lifts it. “Is she as advertised?”

“She’s sharp.”

“Sharp is good.” He taps the ring against the glass, once, a small private tink — he does it when something pleases him, has done it my whole life, the sound of Marco satisfied. “Sharp daughters come from sharp fathers. Salvatore won’t move against a house that holds his clever girl. That’s the whole architecture, Niko. The cleverer she is, the more he’ll behave.” He sips. “And the more she’s worth keeping comfortable. Be kind to her. Costs nothing, buys everything.”

I lean against the doorframe. The exhaustion of the last eight months is a coat I can almost take off when it’s just him. He pushed for this match harder than anyone, sat in this house night after night wearing me down with patience, think of the boys, Niko, think of your father’s name, and standing here with his wine and his warmth I’m grateful for it. Grateful there’s one voice in the family that wants the killing stopped. One man steering toward something other than blood.

“You were right about her father,” I say. “He folded faster than I expected.”

“I’m right about most things. It’s tiresome, even for me.” A smile, fond, tired, the smile of a man who’s carried more than he says. He looks down the hall toward the stairs, toward the closed door at the top where Rosa’s settling the Marchetti girl into a room with a lock I’ll tell her about myself, later, in week three, a sentence I haven’t decided to say yet. “The girl, though.”

“What about her.”

He’s quiet a moment. Swirls the wine. When he looks back at me his eyes have gone soft in a way that, eight months ago, I’d have called nothing. Now I read every face for the thing that doesn’t fit, and his fits perfectly, which is its own kind of seamless I’ve stopped being able to see past.

“Just, watch her, hm?” he says gently. “A girl that sharp, that angry. She’s lost a sister. People who’ve lost someone and never gotten an answer for it,” and his hand finds my shoulder, warm, certain, the ring cool against my collarbone, “they go looking, Niko. They dig. Sometimes they dig up things that were buried for a reason. For everyone’s peace.” A squeeze. “I’d hate for her grief to make trouble for the truce we’ve all bled for. That’s all. Concern. An old man’s concern.”

“I’ll watch her,” I say.

“Of course you will.” The ring taps the glass. Tink. “You watch everything. It’s what makes you your father’s son.”

He drifts off toward the cellar, humming something low, and the cedar-and-tobacco hangs in the hall after him like the last warmth of a room you’re leaving.

I stand there and I feel — I’ll call it tired. There’s a cold somewhere I can’t place, a draft under a door, but the house is old and full of drafts and I’ve learned to stop chasing every one. Concern, he said. The only man in my family who wants no one else to die, and he spends his worry on the comfort of a Marchetti girl he has no reason to care about.

That’s Marco. Steadier than all of us. Carrying the weight so I don’t have to.



Tomas finds me before I reach the stairs. “The Falcone matter,” he says, low. “Vincent’s downstairs. He wants to explain.”

Vincent skimmed off a shipment and thought a dead man’s confusion would cover it. He’s in the wine cellar when I come down, two of my men standing well back from him, the way you stand back from something you’re not sure is finished bleeding. He starts talking before I’m off the last step. His wife. His daughter’s surgery. The numbers that didn’t add up that he can explain, he swears he can explain.

I pull out the chair across from him and sit. I don’t raise my voice. I’ve never had to. “Vincent. Look at my hands.”

He looks. They’re folded on the table, still.

“You took forty thousand from a house we’re three weeks from going to war beside. If the Falcones learn one of mine stole from the shipment, the truce I’m bleeding for dies, and a hundred men die after it, and your daughter has her surgery with no father in the waiting room because I had to make an example loud enough that Salvatore Marchetti can hear it across the city.” I let that settle. The cellar is very quiet. One of my men has stopped breathing through his mouth. “So I’m going to tell you exactly how this goes, because you’ve earned the courtesy of knowing.

“You’ll wire it back tonight, every dollar, from the account in your wife’s maiden name you think I don’t have the number for. Then you’ll drive to the Falcone warehouse on Cermak and you’ll tell Donny Falcone you made a counting error, and you’ll let him break the hand you counted with, because that’s cheaper than what I’d do, and you’ll thank him for it.” I tip my head. “Or you run. You’re good at numbers, so run them. There’s no city on this continent where I don’t have a man who owes me a favor bigger than he’s afraid of you. I won’t send four. I’ll send one, and he’ll do it in your kitchen, and he’ll be polite to your wife on the way out. I know how that ends because I’ve signed the order before. I’d rather not sign yours.”

I stand. I button my jacket. Vincent is crying without sound, which is the only honest thing he’s done all night.

“Pick,” I say, and walk out, and behind me I hear him say tonight, tonight, I swear it, and I believe him, because terror is the one language no one in this business has ever learned to fake.

Upstairs the cold is still coming under its door. I still can’t find which.



I don’t go up.

I stand in the dark study with the fire dying and I think about the wrong things, which is to say I think about her. The way she said why me like she already had three answers and was waiting to see which lie I’d reach for. The way she didn’t flinch. I just watched a grown man weep at the sound of my folded hands, and an hour earlier this woman walked into the same house and priced me like a coat. I have built a life on the predictable physics of fear; frighten Elena Marchetti and she gets quieter and looks more, and the part of me that should find that inconvenient finds it, instead, interesting. I take the word out, I examine it, I do not like it.

She’s a file, I remind myself. A locked one. Somewhere behind those eyes is a man’s face from a doorway three years ago, and that face is going to fit one of the ones I distrust, and when it does I’ll finally close the door the cold keeps coming under. I will be civil because civility is cheap and buys everything, and I will be patient because patience is the only weapon I’ve got left, and I will not, under any condition I can presently imagine, let her be a person I owe something to.

A wife you can fail.

An asset you simply keep.

I think about the burn scar she wouldn’t cover and the dead sister she wouldn’t name and the hundred cleaner ways to end a war that she found in under a minute, and I make myself the promise I’ll spend the next twenty years pretending I never made.

She is an asset. She will stay an asset. Whatever else this house does to me, it will not make me stupid about one green-eyed girl.

Upstairs, very faint through the old floors, I hear her lock turn.

Smart, I think. Good. And I stand in the cold the dead fire leaves behind and I do not let myself wonder, even once, who it is she thinks she’s locking out — or how badly she’ll be wrong about which man in this house she ought to fear.




Chapter Three

Elena

The judge says the words in under four minutes, and I count every one of them like coins dropping into a slot.

There’s no church. There’s no aisle, no music, no aunt weeping into a handkerchief she brought specifically to weep into. There is a county clerk’s office that smells of toner and old coffee, a Tuesday morning the colour of dishwater outside the window, and two families standing on opposite sides of a room like they’re waiting to see who draws first. My father in his good grey suit, jaw set. Niko Castellano’s people in black, quiet as held breath.

I wear a dress Bianca chose because I couldn’t make myself care. Bone-coloured silk, high neck. Not white. White would have been a joke nobody was telling.

“Do you take this man.”

I take a lot of things. I take orders. I take the long way home. I take the side of whoever’s losing. I do not, as a rule, take men, and the irony of being asked sits on my tongue like a coin too.

“I do,” I say, because that is the price, and I was told the price in a study three weeks ago by a man with a scar through his eyebrow and a voice like a closing door.

Niko says his two words without ceremony. He doesn’t look at the judge when he says them. He looks at me, steel-grey and unhurried, and I have spent enough hours in front of ruined paintings to know the difference between a man reading a face and a man memorising one. He’s memorising. I give him nothing to keep.

No kiss. The judge doesn’t even offer us the line. Somebody briefed him.

Tomas Greco signs as witness, broad and grim. My father signs. A pen changes hands. That’s the whole of it: the war between the Marchettis and the Castellanos, three years of bodies, ended by a Tuesday and a Bic.

When it’s done, Niko holds out his arm. Not tenderly. The way you’d offer a railing to someone going down icy steps.

I don’t take it. I walk out under my own steam, and I feel him fall into step behind me like weather.



The estate in Lake Forest comes at you through trees.

I have my restorer’s eye on before I decide to, because that’s the only eye I have. I read rooms the way I read a canvas somebody’s already lied about once. What’s the original, what’s the overpaint, where a later hand came in and improved the truth.

The gates are wrought iron, hand-forged, genuinely old. The gravel drive is raked. The house when it shows itself is limestone and good proportion, a façade somebody with taste and a great deal of stolen money commissioned and somebody else maintains to the millimetre. It is beautiful. I want to be honest about that, because the not-honest version is easier and I don’t trust easy anymore.

It’s beautiful the way a varnished painting is beautiful. The varnish is the thing you see, and the thing that yellows and hides, brushed over the damage so the buyer doesn’t ask what happened to the lower left corner.

Rosa meets us at the door. Fifties, soft-faced, an apron over good clothes, and her welcome is real, which is almost worse. She calls me signora and I want to tell her not to. Signora was my mother. Signora is the woman whose photograph my father can’t put away and can’t look at.

Niko walks me through the ground floor like a man giving a deposition. Kitchen. Library. His study, door shut, that one stays shut unless I open it. A long gallery hung with portraits of dead Castellanos who all have his jaw. The light is good. I hate that I notice the light is good, north-facing, even, the light you’d kill for in a studio, and I notice it anyway, the way you notice your own pulse when somebody tells you to stop.

Everywhere, the same thing. Surfaces that have been kept. A water stain ghosting through the plaster of the stairwell ceiling, painted over, painted over again, still there if you know where the wall remembers. A scorch mark under the hall runner; I feel the unevenness through my shoe and don’t ask. Beautiful rooms holding their breath over whatever happened in them.

There’s a portrait near the bottom of the gallery that stops me. A man, Niko’s bones in an older face, the same grey eyes. Don Emilio, it has to be. The father, eight months in the ground, killed from inside his own house. The paint’s good. Whoever did it knew what they were about. But the frame sits a half-inch proud of the wall on the left side, and there’s a brightness to the plaster behind it, a square of cleaner colour where something else used to hang and got taken down fast and never replaced. They moved a picture to cover a hole. I’d stake my hands on it. You can repaint a room. You can’t quite repaint what a room is for, and this one is for forgetting.

“My father,” Niko says, behind me. He doesn’t elaborate. He doesn’t have to. The whole house is one long sentence about his father and nobody in it is allowed to finish it.

A gilded prison is still gilded. It’s also still a prison. Both things stay true at once, which is the only kind of true this house seems to deal in.

“This floor’s yours,” he says, at the top of the stairs. “East wing. Rosa’s stocked it. If you need anything that isn’t there, you tell her, not me.”

“Noted.”

“Last door.” He nods down the corridor. He doesn’t walk me to it. “Mine’s the other end.”

The distance is deliberate. I clock the architecture of it, the whole length of the house between his bed and the one they’ve made up for me, and I file it under for now, because I know what tonight is. I’ve known since the study. You don’t get handed to a man like a treaty and then get to keep yourself.

I think of Carenza.

I don’t mean to. Grief doesn’t knock. She married into the Falcones the same way I’m marrying into this one, a daughter spent to buy a season of peace, and three years ago they found her drowned in a bath in a house just like this one, all good light and kept surfaces, and called it her own doing. Despair, they said. A young wife who couldn’t bear her new life.

I never believed it. I was the only one who never believed it. She didn’t have despair in her. She had a temper and a filthy laugh and a way of holding a wine glass like she was about to throw it, and despairing women don’t write you a postcard on the Friday and lie down under the water on the Sunday. I saw a man leave that night. I drove out to the Falcone house in Barrington and watched from the trees by the side door, twenty-one years old and certain of nothing except that something was wrong
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