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"I've been thinking it over for years. While we loved each other we didn't need words to make ourselves understood. But people don't love forever. A time came when I should have found the words to keep her with me, only I couldn't."

— Albert Camus, The Plague
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Foreword
Let me tell you what this book is before you fall into it, because I think you deserve to know what you are getting into.

You are getting two men who are absolutely catastrophically in love with each other and spend eleven years doing absolutely nothing about it. You are getting Brooklyn in November, Sunday dinners that are also power plays, a fire escape in August, a rosary in a coat pocket, a faked death, four months of motels in the American mid-Atlantic, and a beach in Montauk in March where two idiots finally say the thing they have been not-saying since the Clinton administration. You are getting explicit scenes that I wrote with great personal investment and that I hope you enjoy as much as I enjoyed writing them. You are getting a slow burn so slow it has its own geological timescale.

You are, in short, getting exactly the book I wanted to read and could not find, so I wrote it myself, which is the most chaotic solution to a problem and also the only one that made any sense.

Marco Vitale has been in love with Dante Bellacroce since he was nineteen years old. He has spent eleven years being extremely professional about this, which is to say he has spent eleven years being in the same rooms as Dante, watching Dante handle situations with the specific quiet competence that Marco finds genuinely unreasonable, and filing everything he feels about it in a very organised internal system under the heading: not my problem, not my business, not happening, moving on. He is so good at this. He is so incredibly, impressively, tragically good at this.

Dante, for his part, has been doing something similar, which we will let him explain in his own time.

This is their story. It is also a crime novel, because the world these men inhabit has weight and consequence and I was not interested in writing it as scenery. The Bellacroce family is real within these pages. The power, the obligation, the Sunday dinners that you must attend even in the week after the worst thing you have ever done. That world presses on Marco and Dante the way the world presses on all of us, which is constantly, and without particular sympathy for our personal romantic timelines.

I love these men. I love them in the specific helpless way you love characters who refuse to do the obvious thing for reasons that are completely understandable and also completely maddening. I hope you love them too. I hope you want to shake them by the shoulders at least twice. I hope you cry a little at the hospital scene and feel vindicated by the beach and close the last page feeling the way I felt when I wrote it, which was: finally, finally, finally.

The morning at the end of this book is real and it belongs to them and they earned every second of it.

Welcome to Brooklyn. Mind the gap between the feeling and the saying of it. It is eleven years wide and entirely survivable.

Sloane Carver

Before you begin — a note on content

Stay is for readers eighteen and over, and because I believe in informed consent and also in not surprising people unpleasantly, here is what is inside this book:

Explicit MM sexual content. Open door, detailed, and written with full commitment. This is not a closed-door situation. The door is open. The door has been taken off its hinges.

Organised crime. Italian-American mafia setting, morally complex characters who do things that are illegal and sometimes violent and who the narrative asks you to root for anyway. This is that kind of book and I am not sorry.

A faked death and its aftermath. One character is believed dead for a substantial portion of the book. The grief is real and depicted fully because anything less would have been a lie.

Grief and loss. Including the death of a secondary character and references to deceased parents.

Violence at the edges of the narrative. Present but not gratuitous. This is not a gore situation. It is a consequence situation.

Strong language throughout. These are not men who say oh dear.

Coercion, extortion, and the general mechanics of organised crime. Depicted as part of the world these men live in, not as endorsement of anything.

If any of that is not for you right now, please look after yourself first. The book will wait. If you are in, welcome. You are going to love them and you are going to want to shake them and you are going to be fine, I promise.

Page one is right there.

Go on then.
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The summer Marco Vitale was twenty-three, he fell off a fire escape.

Not dramatically. Not in the line of anything. He had been sitting on the third-floor landing of a building on Union Street at two in the morning, doing nothing in particular, waiting for a man inside the building to finish a conversation that had been going on for forty minutes and that Marco had been told would take twenty. He had shifted his weight. The railing had expressed an opinion about that. And Marco had gone over it with the specific, undignified surprise of a man whose body has made a decision without consulting him.

He landed on the second-floor landing.

He lay there for a moment, looking at the sky, which was the orange-black of a Brooklyn summer night, and took stock. His left shoulder hurt. His pride hurt more. Something in his jacket was making a sound that suggested his phone had not survived the democracy of the fall.

Then a face appeared above him, looking down from the third floor.

Dante Bellacroce. Twenty-one years old. Dark eyes, the good suit he wore even then, his hair slightly wrecked from the humidity the way it always was in August. He looked at Marco on the landing below with an expression that was working very hard to be neutral and was not quite managing it.

"Are you dead," he said.

"No," Marco said.

"Are you sure."

"I have some follow-up questions about my phone."

The expression stopped working hard and became, briefly, something else. A crack in the careful face. Something that was almost a laugh and then was not, because Dante Bellacroce at twenty-one had already learned to manage what his face did, had already understood that a face was a thing you operated deliberately and not a thing you let happen to you. The something that was almost a laugh became, instead, a pressing together of the mouth, a studied return to neutral.

"Stay there," he said.

"I wasn't planning to go anywhere," Marco said.

He came down the fire escape stairs with the unhurried precision he brought to everything, took in the landing, took in Marco, crouched down. He put two fingers at Marco's shoulder, the left one, the one that had taken the railing. Clinical. Efficient. His face was a professional face now, the reading-a-situation face, the face Dante used when he had decided the situation was the only thing worth looking at.

"Move your arm," he said.

Marco moved it.

"Again."

Marco moved it again.

"It's not dislocated."

"I know. I've dislocated it before. This is worse."

Dante's eyes came up from the shoulder. This close, in the orange-black light of a Brooklyn August, Marco could see the exact grey of them. He had been in the same rooms as Dante Bellacroce for two years. He had sat across from him at tables, had ridden in the back of the same cars, had watched him handle men twice his age with a quiet that was more unnerving than volume. He had not been this close before.

He had not been this close and he was aware, suddenly, of being this close.

Dante was still looking at him.

The crouched position put them at exactly the same height, which was not something that happened often, Marco being what he was, and the sameness of it did something strange to the geometry of the fire escape, the orange-black air, the way Dante's hand was still at his shoulder, two fingers, not moving, not lifting away.

Dante's eyes moved. Briefly, barely, the smallest possible distance downward. To Marco's mouth. And then back up.

The back up was fast. Controlled. The thing a careful man's eyes did when they had gone somewhere without permission and were being retrieved.

Marco looked at Dante's mouth.

He did not mean to. He registered it happening at the same moment it happened, the way you register a stumble, a thing the body did before the mind was consulted. Dante's mouth, in the orange-black light, in the close air of the landing, still pressed together from the almost-laugh he had not let himself have. The specific line of it. The specific quality of it.

Marco's eyes came back up.

Dante's were already there, waiting.

One second. Maybe two.

The city made its sounds below. The window unit in the apartment on the second floor. Someone's television through a closed window, the low murmur of it, the laugh track reaching them faintly through the glass. The specific music of Union Street at two in the morning, which had been there before them and would be there after and was not doing anything useful right now.

From above, through the building wall, the muffled sound of the man inside still talking.

From somewhere further up the fire escape, a window opened. Then Enzo Bellacroce's voice, carrying down in the way Enzo's voice always carried, which was as if it had not occurred to him that the world might not want to hear it.

"Is he dead?"

"No," Dante said. He did not look up. He was already standing, already lifting his hand from Marco's shoulder, already straightening the jacket, the cuffs, the careful reconstruction of a man who had been somewhere and had come back.

"Is his phone dead?"

"Yes," Marco said.

"That's worse." A pause. The sound of Enzo settling against something, a comfortable settling, the settling of a man for whom fire escapes were simply other places to be at ease. "Gianni's kid is up here eating a sandwich. I told him this was not the moment for a sandwich. He disagreed. You should both know that."

"Tell him to put the sandwich away," Dante said.

"I told him. He said it was prosciutto and it would go warm."

"Enzo."

"I'm telling him again." Another pause. The sound of a brief, one-sided conversation above. Then: "He says five minutes."

Dante said nothing. He leaned against the wall beside the stairs with his hands in his pockets, looking up. Not at Marco. At the building, at the wall, at the middle distance that a man looked at when he was deciding that the middle distance was the correct thing to be looking at.

Marco sat up slowly, testing the shoulder, watching Dante not look at him.

From above, Enzo again: "Rosa sent food to the compound tonight. The lamb. You missed it, Marco. It was exceptional."

"I fell off a fire escape," Marco said.

"That's what I said. I said Marco is going to miss the lamb and he is not going to be happy about it. Was I right?"

"You were right."

"I usually am." A beat. "Dante didn't eat either. He said he wasn't hungry. I said no one isn't hungry for Rosa's lamb. He said he had things to think about. I said think and eat, it's not complicated." Enzo paused again. Marco could hear him smiling. "He didn't think that was funny. Did you think that was funny, Marco?"

"A little," Marco said.

Dante looked at him then. Briefly. The corner of his mouth moved.

It was there and it was gone and Dante was looking at the wall again.

There was something in the air of the landing.

Marco had been around enough situations to know what was in the air of a situation. He was good at reading rooms, reading the temperature of things, the space between what was said and what was true. He was twenty-three and he was good at it already and he would get better.

He read the landing.

He understood what he was reading and he made, in the space between one breath and the next, the decision that he was not going to do anything with what he had just read. Not because it wasn't there. Because it was. Because it was the kind of thing that, once addressed, could not be unaddressed, and they were on a fire escape in Brooklyn at two in the morning waiting for a man inside to finish talking, and Dante Bellacroce was the heir to the most significant family in this borough, and Marco was twenty-three with a broken phone and a bad shoulder and no last name worth mentioning in a room like this.

Because some things were too large to touch and not large enough to survive being touched.

He looked away.

Dante had already looked away.

Above them, Enzo said something to Gianni's kid about the sandwich that made Gianni's kid laugh despite himself. The window unit in the second floor apartment cycled off. The television laugh track rose once and then faded. The man inside the building was still talking, which was the thing men like him always did, they talked and they talked and the world arranged itself around the talking and waited.

Marco and Dante stood on the landing in the orange-black August night and did not look at each other, and the thing that had been in the air of the landing was still there, patient, doing nothing, simply present the way certain things are present when no one will name them.

Above them, Enzo said, to no one in particular: "I really think he should have saved the sandwich for later. That's all I'm saying. Some things keep. Some things don't."

Neither Marco nor Dante said anything to that.

Some things kept for eleven years.

It would be eleven before either of them said a word about what it cost.
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MARCO

The address was a laundromat on Avenue U that had been running a side operation out of the back for eighteen months, and the side operation had been skimming twelve percent off the cash receipts, and twelve percent off cash receipts in a Bellacroce-adjacent laundromat was the kind of mathematical problem that resolved itself by sending me.

I came up the block at ten past eleven. South Brooklyn in November had a specific smell, diesel and old oil and the harbor when the wind came in right and tonight the wind was coming in right. I liked this neighborhood. I didn't know why. I'd grown up six blocks east and moved away at sixteen, and the place had not stopped being, in some stubborn mapped-out way inside me, the closest thing to a place I could call home.

The laundromat was lit and empty. Two dryers running with nothing inside them. Two bulbs out on the back wall. I stood on the sidewalk for ten seconds cataloguing the exits, then went in.

"We're closed," said the man behind the counter.

"You're running dryers in a closed laundromat," I said.

He looked up. Saw me. Didn't bother pretending the shape his face made was anything other than what it was. His name was Dominic Ruocco. He was forty-seven and he had three kids and a wife named Theresa and a Saint Anthony medal that he was touching now, lightly, the way a man touches something when he has been expecting a visit for eight months and has been getting better at not checking the door every time it opened.

"Marco," he said.

"Dom."

A silence, then: "Is this..."

"No," I said. "This is a conversation."

Something left his shoulders. Not relief, Dom knew better than that. The next tier down. The understanding that whatever the next twenty minutes was going to be, it was probably something he could walk away from.

"Okay," he said.

"The back."

He came around the counter slowly. He was a big man gone soft in the middle in the way big men do when their lives stop requiring them to be anything but big. He held the door into the back room open, and I went through first because I was not in the business of letting people into rooms behind me I had not seen the inside of.

The back room was a small office. A desk, a chair, a calendar two months out of date, and a safe in the floor under a rug Dom had clearly installed himself. Bad carpentry. I don't know why men who make their living skimming still feel the need to do their own carpentry. Some kind of principle, maybe.

"Sit," I said.

He sat. I didn't. I leaned against the doorframe and took out a small notebook, paper, not a phone; I did not put the numbers of people's lives into anything that could be pulled up by a warrant and flipped to the page I needed.

"Eighteen months," I said. "Twelve percent of the register. You know the number."

"Marco..."

"You know the number, Dom. I don't want to have to say it. Saying it makes it real and I'm trying to do you a favor."

He knew the number. I could tell by the way he closed his eyes for a second.

I waited.

"It got away from me," he said.

"Yeah."

"Theresa's nephew, he was in it for some medical, and I was going to make it back out of the summer, and then the summer..."

"Dom."

He stopped.

"I do not need the story," I said. "I need to hear you tell me what you're going to do."

"I'm going to pay it back."

"Timeline."

"Six months."

"Three."

"Marco"

"Three, Dom. You skimmed for eighteen. We are not negotiating the rate at which you clean up your own mess. If three is impossible, we sell the business and you work off the rest through your cousin's place on Flatbush. That's the alternative. You want to talk about the alternative, or do you want to pay it back in three."

He opened his mouth. Closed it.

"Three," he said.

"Good."

I made a mark in the notebook. He watched me do it. The mark was the whole reason I was here. The mark was the reason I would not need to come back.

"And Dom."

"Yeah."

"If the nephew needs something, I would like to hear about the nephew before I hear about the twelve percent. You understand me."

He looked at me.

"I understand you," he said. Quiet.

"Good."

I closed the notebook.

That was where the job should have ended.

A door opened somewhere behind the office, an interior door I had not clocked, because it was set into the wall like part of the paneling and I had been watching Dom and the safe and the window. My mistake. Dom's face changed. I was already moving.

The kid who came out of the interior door was nineteen, maybe twenty, holding a crowbar he had found somewhere and was waving like he had seen a lot of movies. He was also wearing a Yankees hoodie, which was the detail that told me, even before he said a word, that this was the nephew.

"Put the bar down," I said.

"You get the fuck away from my uncle."

Dom was standing, both hands open, white. "Tony! Tony, no, it's fine, put it..."

Tony was not putting it down. Tony had the jaw of a kid who had made a decision about who he was going to be tonight before he'd had time to think about it.

"Tony," I said.

He adjusted his grip.

"Tony," I said again, in the same tone. "Look at me."

He looked at me. He was trying to do the thing where you look angry. His eyes were doing a different thing.

"You love your uncle?" I said.

"The fuck of a question is..."

"Yes or no."

"Yeah."

"Your uncle just negotiated a problem he has been losing sleep over for eighteen months. It's done. He solved it. You come out of that door with a crowbar, I have to undo that work. You understand what that means."

He didn't answer.

"It means," I said, "that instead of your uncle going home tonight to your aunt, I have to call somebody I would very much rather not call. And then it stops being about the twelve percent. You follow?"

His grip loosened. Not all the way. A crack.

"I'm going to walk past you," I said, "in about thirty seconds. You and your uncle are going to sit here, and you are going to drink something together, and he is going to tell you what he just agreed to. And tomorrow morning you are going to go home, and you are going to let him handle this the way he and I just worked out. And in ninety days this whole thing is going to be over. You hear me."

He swallowed.

"Put the bar down, kid."

He put the bar down.

I did not relax until it was on the carpet. Even then I did not fully relax, because I had been doing this long enough to know that nineteen-year-olds are extremely capable of picking things back up. He didn't. He stood there looking at it like he couldn't remember what it was for.

I looked at Dom. Dom was white and sweating and still.

"Three months," I said.

"Three months."

"Your nephew works nights at the laundromat until it's paid. Starting tomorrow. Tell his mother it builds character."

Dom started to laugh and then remembered he wasn't supposed to and stopped. "Jesus Christ, Marco."

"Three months, Dom. Good night."

I went past Tony, close enough that he flinched and through the main room, and out onto Avenue U.

The street was quiet.

The cold came up off the pavement the way it does in Brooklyn in November, which is different from the cold in every other place I had ever been, because it rose and it also sat. The pavement cold and the harbor cold meeting somewhere around knee-height and agreeing to stay there. I stood on the sidewalk for a second and let the inside of my coat catch up to the outside. The dryers were still running behind me. Nothing inside them. The logic of that was going to bother me for the whole walk home.

My right hand went into my jacket pocket. Phone.

The motion was automatic, the muscle-memory thing, the reflex of a man who had been doing a specific thing for a long time and did not need to decide to do it anymore. I was halfway through unlocking it before I registered what I was doing.

I was going to tell him about the kid.

I was going to say, it would have gone like this: Yankees hoodie. Of course. Yankees hoodie. And he would make the face he made, which was not really a face, which was more a half-second of stillness before the thing came up in his eyes. He would not laugh. He never laughed. He would look at me like he was cataloguing me and the thing I'd said and the precise way I'd said it, and then he would go, quiet, Of course, Marco. What else, and I would know I had landed it, because he always knew when I had landed it, and he was the only person in my life whose knowing it mattered.

I stood on the sidewalk with my phone half-out of my pocket.

I looked at my hand.

I thought about the laundromat and the safe in the floor and the bad carpentry, and I thought about the kid with the crowbar, and the shape of the night I was standing in, and I thought: don't.

I put the phone back in my pocket.

I looked at the bulbs that were out on the back wall of the laundromat through the window. I looked at Dom, who had come around the counter and was locking the front door from the inside and not looking at me. I looked at my breath in the air.

Then I walked.

That was the thing about this city, you could always walk. You could always put one foot in front of the other and go somewhere that wasn't where you were.

I had been doing it for eleven years.
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DANTE

Sunday dinner at the compound was the only fixed point in our week. My father had not missed one in forty years, including the week in 1991 when he had been shot in the shoulder, including the week my mother died, including the week after I had taken my first life at twenty-two and come home and not been able to look at him and sat at his table anyway, because that was the rule. Sunday. The compound. The family.

I came up the front steps at six-fifty. I was ten minutes early. I was always ten minutes early. My father considered lateness a form of disrespect, and I had never been interested in the experiment of proving him wrong.

Rocco was at the door. He let me in without speaking. Coat. Hall. The smell of my aunt Sofia's braciole, which was not my aunt's recipe but my mother's, which Sofia had taken over after, and which no one was permitted to mention was not quite the same. Sixteen years of this. I still noticed.

My father was in the study with Consigliere Conti. I could hear them through the door, not the words, the rhythm. Conti was laying something out. My father was listening. When Conti laid something out at Sunday dinner, it was something my father had already decided about. This was how the old man ran his life. Decide alone. Let the consigliere make it look like advice.

Enzo came around the corner of the hall carrying a glass of wine that was not his first.

"Brother," he said.

"Brother."

He had on a shirt the color of a bruise. He was wearing it well. Enzo wore everything well. He held up the glass.

"Father's in a mood."

"Good mood or useful mood."

"Warm. Sentimental. We're going to hear about the winter of '79 at some point tonight. I can feel it."

"I'll pour myself something."

"That's what I'm saying."

I poured myself something.

The table was set for eight. The calendar on the sideboard had been updated to show Elena's birthday next month. I did not comment. Someone in the family had been updating that calendar for decades and I had never been able to figure out who, and had decided, somewhere in my twenties, that I did not want to know.

Marco came in at seven on the dot. I heard him before I saw him, his voice at the door, low, saying something to Rocco, Rocco laughing. Marco could always make Rocco laugh. Rocco had not laughed at a joke of mine in eleven years, which was fine. My jokes had not been for Rocco.

He came into the dining room. Dark shirt, dark jacket, the good watch. His hair was damp, he had come straight from the gym, or from somewhere he wanted people to think was the gym.

"Dante."

"Marco."

He nodded to Enzo. Enzo pointed at him with the wine.

"Talk to him," Enzo said. "He's going to disappear with Father after dinner, and I'll have to entertain Aunt Sofia by myself."

"Aunt Sofia loves you."

"Aunt Sofia loves me because I let her. It is an effortful kind of love and I would like a break."

Marco smiled.

I watched him smile and I did not watch him smile. Eleven years of this. I was very good at it by now.

My father came out of the study with Conti at his shoulder. He was in his sixties now, which did not look the way it looked on other men. He carried it. He had always carried it. Silver at the temples, the suit well cut, the posture deliberate. He paused for half a second at the threshold of the dining room and put one hand, briefly, to his side, the left side, just under the ribs and then took it away before anyone but me noticed.

I filed that. I filed it the way I file everything. Catalogued. Set aside.

"Dante."

"Father."

"Marco. You look well."

"Thank you, sir."

"I have a question about the Ferrante situation. Before we eat."

"Of course."

They went into the corner of the room. Two minutes. Conti joined them after a moment. Enzo poured me a second glass of wine and handed it to me without looking at the glass.

"He's been quiet all day," Enzo said.

"Working."

"Quieter than working. Father Sebastian came over this morning."

I looked at him. "For what."

"A coffee. Apparently nothing."

"Apparently nothing."

"That's what I said."

He drifted off toward Aunt Sofia, who had just arrived from the kitchen with the bread. I stood at the sideboard for a moment watching my father talk to Marco in the corner and not hearing a word of it and cataloguing the room the way I catalogued every room, because that was the job, exits, sightlines, the set of the windows  and because it kept my eyes occupied while Marco was three feet from my father in a dark shirt with wet hair.

The room had two exits. I already knew that. I had been counting exits in this room since I was six.

Dinner.

Eight of us around the long table. My father at the head. Enzo on his right. The consigliere on his left. Aunt Sofia next to Enzo. Two of my father's oldest captains down the left side, Giorgio and Lucchese, forty years of service between them. Marco across from me at the foot of the table, which was where Marco always sat when he ate here, because my father had put him there the first time he came to Sunday dinner at nineteen and had never bothered to move him. Marco ate at this table roughly twice a month. He had for eleven years. He was not family. He was not quite not-family. Sat at the foot.

I sat across from him because I was the heir, and the heir sat where my mother had used to sit, and that was another thing my father did not explain and no one asked about.

The phone rang during the salad. Aunt Sofia answered, because Aunt Sofia always answered. She listened for ten seconds and then held the receiver toward the table.

"Elena."

My father took it. The rest of us kept eating.

"Bambina."

A pause. He was listening. His face did the thing it did when Elena spoke, not softer, exactly, but less performed. He was not performing anything for Elena. He never had been.

"Yes. Dante is here. Yes. Eat something, for God's sake. Yes. I love you. Hang up the phone."

He handed the receiver back to Sofia. He looked at me.

"She says she is having a worse week than you are."

"She's a surgeon. She wins."

"She said you'd say that."

Enzo, down the table: "Tell her I miss her."

"Tell her yourself. I am not an answering service."

"You just were."

"I was being a father. There is a difference."

Enzo was laughing. Marco was laughing. Aunt Sofia was laughing. My father was not laughing, but his mouth was doing the thing it did when he was pleased and refused to show it. The consigliere was watching Marco and I clocked that. I always clocked the consigliere clocking anyone. Habit. Then the captains were into the story about a job two weeks ago, and the salad was being taken away, and the braciole arrived, and the table was warm and loud and full of exactly the kind of performance we all performed for each other on Sunday, because my father required it, and because, underneath the requirement, most of us liked it.

The serious moment came somewhere between the braciole and the dessert.

It arrived the way these things arrived in my father's house, not as speech, not as occasion, but as a stone dropped quietly into water. He was talking to Giorgio. They were discussing a man, not at the table, who had made a mistake recently that had cost him his family. The captain said something about the man's grief. My father said, very lightly, cutting his meat:

"The men who last in this life are the ones who understand that need is the enemy."

He said it to the table. Not to me. He did not even look up.

"You need nothing," he said, "that can be taken from you."

He ate a piece of the braciole. He said it the way he had said a hundred things, about a hundred people, a hundred other Sundays.

I nodded once. Not at him but at the fact of it. An agreement between me and the shape of the world he had just named.

Across the table, I saw Marco's jaw tighten. It was small. You would not have caught it if you had not been watching. I had not been watching. I had been doing what I always did, not-watching. I caught it anyway. His jaw tightened, and he reached for his wine, and he drank, and he did not look at me, and I did not look at him, and the moment passed.

The captain was saying something. My father was listening. Enzo had said something funny to Aunt Sofia and she was swatting his arm. The stone had hit the water and the water had closed over it, and by the time the espresso came out no one at the table would have been able to say there had been a stone at all.

No one except Marco.

And me.

And we were not talking.

The espresso. The anisette. My father's one cigarette with the consigliere on the back terrace, his single indulgence, one Marlboro, Sundays only, and he had been coughing in the mornings for a year about which no one was permitted to comment. Enzo drifted between rooms trailing Aunt Sofia. The captains shook hands on their way out. Rocco stood at the door.

Marco and I did not speak again at dinner.

When the table cleared, Marco got up to help Sofia with the dishes, which was the thing he always did, because he had been raised by a grandmother and could not sit while a woman over sixty cleared anything. I stood in the doorway of the kitchen for a moment and watched him stack plates.

He felt it. He always felt it. He looked up.

The look we exchanged across the room was not long. A second. Two. It was not a look I could have named. It was not a look I was going to name. It was the same look we had been exchanging on and off for eleven years at Sunday dinners and on the back steps of shops and in the rearview mirror of my car at traffic lights and none of the previous ones had been named either.

I broke it first. I was the one who always broke it first. I turned, I got my coat, I thanked my father, I left.

I filed it where I filed all useful things, somewhere clean and accessible, where I could find it when I needed it. Silvio had never been wrong about this life.

I did not think about Marco's jaw.

I left first.
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​Chapter Three
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MARCO

The Bronx in November had a particular kind of dusk. Salt on the air off the Sound. The orange of sodium streetlamps coming on early. The smell of a rotisserie place on 187th that had been there since before I was born. Dante was driving. I was eating an empanada.

"You're going to get grease on the leather," he said.

"I'm eating over a napkin."

"The napkin is also over the leather."

"Dante. I am a professional. This is my job. I have never once in eleven years gotten grease on your leather."

"Twice."

"Twice is not once."

"Twice is not never, either."

I took another bite. The empanada was from the place on the corner by Our Lady of Refuge, where we had stopped in for five minutes because Dante did not want to be early to the Bronx meeting by more than he had to be, which was a judgment call I had never once seen him get wrong. Arrive too early, you look like you need it. Arrive on time, you look like you respect them. Arrive three minutes late, you look like you don't. I had watched him calibrate this against every meeting we had taken together for a decade.

We were three minutes out.

"Frank's going to run the story first," I said.

"I know."

"He's going to blame Sal's crew."

"I know."

"I'm just saying."

"Noted. Eat your empanada."

I ate my empanada.

The meeting was at Colletti's social club on Bathgate. Social club being generous. It was a storefront with painted-over windows, a back room with a card table and a TV with the Knicks on muted, and a coffee machine that had not been cleaned since the Clinton administration. I had been in worse rooms. I had also been in better. Colletti was what he was, and his social club was the architectural embodiment of what he was, which was a man who believed himself slightly more important than he was and redecorated only when forced.

There were six of them in the back. Colletti at the middle of the table. Two nephews on one side. Two serious-looking men on the other, captains, or whatever Colletti called them. And a kid.

The kid was the part I hadn't expected.

He was fourteen, maybe fifteen. Skinny, not quite filled into his shoulders, wearing a jacket two sizes too big that he had not bought for himself. He was standing against the back wall with a phone in his hands and the specific look of someone who had been told to stand in the back and hold a phone and was doing it because he had been told to. He was not armed. He was not part of the meeting. He was there because Colletti wanted someone to see him there, which meant Colletti wanted me and Dante to see him there, which meant Colletti had already made at least one decision tonight that he should not have made.

I clocked all of
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