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      Natalie

      

      "Make a wish, bella."

      Natalie stared at the single candle flickering in the center of the tiramisu. The dessert itself was a poor imitation of the real thing—too sweet, too heavy, nothing like the airy confection her grandmother had taught her to make. Around the table at Bella Notte, her family watched with expressions that hovered somewhere between indulgent and concerned.

      Her mother leaned forward. "Thirty is a big one. Better wish for something good."

      I wish you all believed in me. Just once.

      She took a breath and blew out the candle.

      "So," her father said, setting down his espresso. "A week from today, huh?"

      Natalie nodded, fingering the gold locket that hung around her neck. The familiar oval shape with its delicate filigree edges had become a touchstone, a small piece of certainty in the upheaval of the past few months. Inside was a black-and-white  photo of her great-grandmother, Sophia, taken shortly before she'd left Sicily as a young woman. On the back, an inscription in flowing script: Torna a casa. Come home.

      "Yes," she said. "My flight leaves next Thursday. Everything's ready."

      Her mother exchanged glances with her father. "And your apartment?"

      "Rented out. Twelve-month lease." Natalie kept her voice light, ignoring the weighted silence that followed. "My subletter moves in the day after I leave."

      "That's... definitive," her sister Cara said, stabbing at her dessert. Cara, with her sensible job in pharmaceutical sales, her sensible husband, and their sensible house in New Jersey. Cara, who never made impulsive decisions. Cara, the daughter who made sense.

      "It's supposed to be," Natalie replied. "This isn't a vacation."

      "No, it's 'finding yourself,'" her father said, making air quotes with his fingers. "In Italy. Where you don't speak the language, don't have a job⁠—"

      "I have clients," Natalie corrected. "Three solid contracts, all remote. And I've been taking Italian lessons for a year."

      "Oh, a year," her mother said. "Well, that changes everything."

      Natalie pressed her lips together. She'd known this dinner would be difficult, but she'd hoped—foolishly, perhaps—that they might surprise her. That just once, they might say: We believe in you. We support this dream.

      "All I'm saying," her father continued, "is that you should keep your options open. Sarah Leibowitz's daughter took a gap year in Barcelona. Had some big plan to become a photographer. Know where she is now? Back in Queens, working for her father's accounting firm."

      "This isn't a gap year," Natalie said. "I'm thirty, not nineteen. And I'm not becoming anything new. I'm a designer. I'll still be a designer. Just in Sicily."

      "For how long, though?" Her mother's voice was gentle but persistent. "You know how you get, sweetheart. Remember the jewelry studio? The boutique plan? The food blog?"

      Each example landed like a small stone, building a wall of past failures between them. She'd abandoned the jewelry making after eight months. The boutique had never made it past the business plan. The food blog had lasted almost a year before fizzling out.

      "This is different," Natalie said quietly, though she'd said these exact words before. Many times.

      "Of course it is," her mother agreed, in a tone that meant the opposite. "It's just... a big change. And with Nonna only gone six months..."

      The empty chair at the table seemed to grow more noticeable. The chair where her grandmother would have sat, where she would have been the one voice saying, "Go, Natalia. Find our home."

      Natalie touched the locket again. Nonna had pressed it into her palm the week before she died, her paper-thin fingers closing Natalie's around the gold oval. "She wanted to go back," Nonna had whispered. "My mother. Every day she wore this and said someday she would return. Don't wait like she did. Don't run out of somedays."

      "I think," her uncle said, breaking the tension, "what your mother is trying to say is that we'll miss you."

      "And," her father added, with a forced smile, "that we'll keep your room just like it is. For when you come back."

      There it was. The assumption.

      "If," Natalie corrected gently.

      "When," her mother insisted, reaching across the table to pat her hand. "Honey, be realistic. I know you've put a lot into this citizenship application, but even if it works out⁠—"

      "It will work out," Natalie said.

      "Even so," her mother continued, "you'll get there and realize it's not the magical place Nonna described. It's just another place, with real problems and inconveniences. The romance will wear off."

      Natalie's sister nodded. "Remember how much you loved Prague when you visited? You came back saying you were going to move there, and a month later you were onto something else."

      "I was twenty-two," Natalie said, feeling heat rise in her cheeks. "And I didn't have a connection to Prague like I do to Sicily."

      "Your great-grandmother left Sicily for a reason," her father reminded her. "Because there was nothing there for her."

      "That's not true," Natalie said, her voice rising despite her efforts to stay calm. "She left because her family needed money after the war. She always planned to go back. She just... ran out of time."

      The table fell silent. Natalie could feel tears threatening and blinked them back fiercely. She would not cry. Not here, not now.

      "I've spent everything I have on this move," she said after a moment. "The documentation alone cost thousands. The translations, the apostilles, the legal fees. I've researched every detail. I know exactly what I'm doing."

      "We know you think you do," her mother said. "But sweetheart, that's what you always say."

      The words hung in the air, a perfect distillation of how they saw her: well-meaning but unreliable. A dreamer who couldn't follow through. The family flake.

      Her aunt cleared her throat. "I think what your mother means is that we want you to be happy. And safe. Sicily is so far away."

      "It's an eight-hour flight," Natalie said. "Cara lives forty minutes away and I only see her at Christmas."

      "That's not fair," Cara protested.

      "No," Natalie agreed. "It's not."

      Another silence fell. Her father sipped his wine. Her mother fidgeted with her napkin. The waiter approached with the check, sensed the tension, and retreated.

      "Let's not argue," her uncle finally said. "It's your birthday. And who knows? Maybe this Italy thing will be good for you. A nice adventure before you settle down."

      Before you settle down. As if Sicily was just a detour on the road to a "real" life. As if, at thirty, she hadn't already tried their version of settling down and found it suffocating.

      "Don't worry," her sister said, in what was probably meant to be a supportive tone. "If it doesn't work out, you can always come home. We'll be here."

      Around the table, heads nodded in agreement. Even the ones who hadn't spoken seemed relieved that someone had finally said it out loud: You'll be back.

      Natalie forced a smile, her hand closing around the locket until the edges pressed into her palm.

      No, she thought, with a clarity that felt like sunlight breaking through clouds. I won't.

      She had spent her entire life searching for something she couldn't quite name. A sense of belonging. A place where the background noise of uncertainty—the constant question of whether she was doing the right thing, being the right person—would finally go quiet. She'd tried to find it in her various creative ventures, in relationships, in the steady march of achievements that were supposed to add up to a fulfilling life.

      But it had never been in any of those places. It had always been in Nonna's stories. In the way her grandmother's voice changed when she spoke of Sicily—softer, warmer, like she was describing not just a place but a state of being. Home, in the deepest sense of the word.

      "Thank you for dinner," Natalie said, standing up. "It was lovely."

      Her mother looked alarmed. "You're leaving? We haven't even given you your presents."

      "I should go. Early meeting tomorrow." She bent to kiss her mother's cheek. "I'll stop by this weekend."

      "But—"

      "It's fine, Mom. Really."

      She made her way around the table, dispensing hugs and kisses, accepting murmured happy birthdays and take cares. The performance of family closeness. No one mentioned Sicily again, as if by unspoken agreement they had decided to pretend her impending departure wasn't real.

      Outside, the spring evening wrapped around her like a shawl, cool but not cold. Brooklyn hummed with its usual energy—car horns, laughter from a nearby bar, the rattle of the subway beneath her feet. She'd lived here her entire life, but she'd never felt the bone-deep certainty that this was where she belonged.

      Natalie took a deep breath of city air and started walking. Above her, hidden by light pollution and skyscrapers, were the same stars that shone over Sicily. The same moon that had watched her great-grandmother board a ship with nothing but a small suitcase and a locket containing her own mother's picture.

      "I'm coming, Nonna," she whispered, touching the gold oval. "I'm going home."

      Behind her, through the restaurant window, she could see her family settling the bill, already talking among themselves. Already planning around her inevitable return.

      They're wrong, she thought, squaring her shoulders as she walked away. I'm not coming back. Not in three months, not in six, not ever. This isn't just another dream—it's the only one that's ever really mattered.

      Somewhere, she was certain, Nonna was smiling.
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      Natalie

      

      The bus driver was shouting at her in rapid-fire Italian, his face red as the tomatoes she'd spotted hanging from market stalls in Palermo. Natalie clutched her carefully organized travel folder tighter, feeling every eye on the crowded bus boring into her back.

      She'd researched everything—train schedules, bus routes, even downloaded offline maps—but nowhere in her meticulous notes had anyone mentioned that you couldn't pay with large bills before noon. Her portable charger sat uselessly in her purse; the bus didn't have outlets, another detail missing from the travel blogs she'd devoured.

      "Non capisco," she said, the phrase she'd practiced a hundred times suddenly feeling clumsy on her tongue. "I don't understand."

      The driver gestured wildly at her fifty euro note, then at the door, his voice rising with each incomprehensible word. Behind her, passengers muttered and shifted impatiently. A woman with a shopping basket full of produce clicked her tongue in annoyance.

      This cannot be happening on day one, Natalie thought, her fingers instinctively finding the locket at her throat. She couldn't fail at something as basic as buying a bus ticket. Not when she'd spent eighteen months preparing for this move, not when her family was probably already counting down the days until her inevitable return.

      "Basta!" The driver stood, pointing firmly at the door. "Fuori!"

      Even without translation, his meaning was crystal clear. Get out.

      Natalie's stomach dropped. She gathered her purse and the rolling suitcase that had seemed so practical in Brooklyn but now felt like a neon sign advertising her tourist status. As she stumbled down the aisle, the woman with the basket shook her head and muttered something that definitely wasn't a blessing.

      The doors hissed shut behind her with mechanical finality, and the bus rumbled away in a cloud of diesel exhaust, leaving her standing alone on a dusty road that looked nothing like the Google Street View images she'd studied.

      "Okay," she said to herself, pulling out her phone. One bar of signal and fifteen percent battery. She'd charged it fully this morning, but between the flight delays and constant map checking, her careful power management had failed her.

      She opened her notes app, scrolling through her color-coded arrival checklist. None of it had accounted for being stranded on a country road with limited Italian and wounded pride.

      Don't panic, she told herself, touching the locket again. Nonna walked further than this when she was twelve.

      An hour later, she was trudging along a winding road lined with prickly pear cacti and stone walls, her suitcase bumping behind her with ominous scraping sounds. But the landscape—God, the landscape was everything she'd dreamed of. Rolling hills stretched in every direction, dotted with olive groves and small clusters of terracotta-roofed houses that seemed to grow from the earth itself.

      The air smelled of wild herbs and salt from the distant sea. And there, growing along the crumbling walls, were the lemon trees her grandmother had described—wild and abundant, their bright fruit hanging heavy on the branches like golden ornaments.

      "Nonna was right," she whispered, stopping to catch her breath. These were the same trees her great-grandmother would have seen as a child, the same varieties that had grown here for centuries. "They really do grow everywhere."

      For a moment, the exhaustion and frustration fell away. This wasn't just a failed bus ride—this was her walking the same paths her family had walked, breathing the same air, seeing the same landscape that had filled her great-grandmother's stories.

      When she finally crested the hill and saw Santa Lucia al Mare spread below her like a watercolor painting, her heart actually skipped. The village tumbled down toward the harbor in a cascade of whitewashed walls and red tile roofs, with small fishing boats bobbing in the blue water. The late afternoon light bathed everything in gold, and despite her aching feet and dying phone, she felt something settle in her chest.

      This was it. This was where her great-grandmother had been born, where she'd run through these same streets as a child before leaving for America with nothing but memories and the locket now hanging around Natalie's neck.

      This was home. It had to be, because there was no Plan B.

      The road down into the village was steeper than it looked, and by the time she reached the first buildings, her legs were shaking, and her suitcase was making sounds that suggested early retirement was imminent. She'd packed two changes of clothes for the journey and enough supplies to last until she could shop for essentials—another detail from her careful planning that hadn't accounted for unexpected hiking.

      The streets of Santa Lucia were even more charming up close. Buildings pressed together like old friends, their walls painted in faded shades of yellow and pink and blue, with wrought-iron balconies spilling over with bougainvillea and herbs. Laundry fluttered between upper windows, and somewhere in the distance, someone was playing an accordion.

      She passed a small café where an elderly man sat reading a newspaper, an espresso cup at his elbow. He looked up as she went by, his weathered face creasing with curiosity. She managed a small wave and a breathless "Buonasera."

      He nodded gravely. "Benvenuta," he said. Welcome.

      Her chest swelled with cautious hope. See? She was going to figure this out. One step at a time.

      The Caffè dei Fiori's yellow awning fluttered in the breeze, offering blessed shade after her trek. Natalie collapsed into a chair at one of the outdoor tables, her suitcase propped beside her like a wounded traveling companion. The café's terrace was half-full with locals and what appeared to be summer tourists—a distinction clear from the contrasting pace at which they sipped their coffees.

      She calculated quickly: coffee and something light to eat, maybe five euros. She had a strict daily budget now that she was living off savings, and every expense had to be justified.

      A waiter in his sixties with a magnificent mustache approached, looking at her with the professional disinterest of someone who had served thousands of visitors to Santa Lucia.

      "Buonasera," she attempted, trying to sound like she belonged. "Un..." She frantically searched her memory for the word for water. "Acqua, per favore?"

      He nodded. "Naturale o frizzante?"

      She blinked. "Um..."

      "Still or bubbles?" he translated, his English accented but clear.

      "Oh! Still, please. Naturale." Relief flooded through her. "And maybe something small to eat? I've been walking⁠—"

      "Menu," he interrupted, sliding a small card onto the table before moving to the next customers.

      Natalie squinted at the menu, which was entirely in Italian and handwritten. She was trying to decipher what might be affordable when she felt someone bump into her chair, hard.

      "Mi scusi!" A woman's voice, followed by the sound of papers scattering across the stone pavement.

      Natalie turned to see a woman about her own age scrambling to collect a portfolio of drawings that had spilled when she'd collided with Natalie's chair. She had the kind of effortless Italian elegance that made Natalie acutely aware of her own travel-rumpled state—olive skin, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail that somehow looked intentional rather than hurried, and clothes that managed to be both practical and stylish.

      "Let me help," Natalie said, bending to grab several pages that were fluttering dangerously close to a puddle of water.

      "Grazie, grazie," the woman said breathlessly, reaching for the sketches in Natalie's hand. As their eyes met, the woman switched to English. "You saved them from the water. My presentation would have been ruined."

      "No problem," Natalie said, glancing at the sketch she was holding—a beautiful rendering of what looked like a renovated storefront. The lines were clean and confident, showing both the building's historic character and modern functionality. "This is gorgeous work."

      The woman's expression brightened. "You think so? I have a meeting with the historical preservation committee in..." she checked her watch and grimaced, "twenty minutes. They are not usually fans of change."

      "Well, if it helps, I design websites—I spend a lot of time thinking about how spaces flow and function, whether digital or physical," Natalie offered. "This is really thoughtful. You've kept all the original character while making it work for modern use."

      The woman studied her with new interest, her brown eyes warming. "You have a good eye." She hesitated, then extended her hand. "Elena Conti."

      "Natalie Russo." She gestured to the empty chair across from her. "Do you have time for a quick coffee before your meeting? I could use some local advice."

      Elena glanced at her watch again, then at Natalie's suitcase. "You just arrived?"

      "A few hours ago. Got kicked off the bus, actually."

      Elena's eyes widened. "Marco's bus? To Santa Lucia?"

      Natalie nodded. "How did you know?"

      "Marco is famous for his... temperament," Elena said diplomatically, slipping into the chair. "What happened?"

      "I tried to pay with a fifty-euro note—it was all I had from the exchange at the airport. He started yelling and pointing at the door."

      Elena laughed suddenly, a warm sound that made Natalie feel less alone. "Oh, that explains it! He has a thing about large bills. Believes it's bad luck to break a fifty before noon."

      "That would have been useful information before I got stranded on the side of the road," Natalie sighed. "I ended up walking for miles."

      The waiter returned, eyebrow raised at finding Elena at the table.

      "Salvatore," Elena said, speaking rapid Italian that Natalie couldn't follow. The waiter—Salvatore—responded with a grunt, but his expression softened slightly.

      "My uncle," Elena explained after he left. "He pretends to hate tourists, but really he's just... protective of Santa Lucia."

      "I'm not exactly a tourist," Natalie said carefully. She'd learned to be cautious about sharing her plans too quickly—people had opinions about Americans chasing Italian dreams. "I'm hoping to stay. Permanently."

      "Ah," Elena nodded, her expression shifting to one of polite curiosity. "Vacation home? Many Americans buy here now."

      "No, actually. I'm applying for Italian citizenship. My great-grandmother was born here, in Santa Lucia." Natalie touched the locket at her throat. "I have all the documentation."

      Elena's eyebrows rose. "Jure sanguinis?"

      "Exactly," Natalie said, surprised and relieved.

      "I work in architectural preservation. We see a lot of citizenship applications tied to property purchases—people researching their family histories." Elena stirred her cappuccino thoughtfully. "It's become quite popular recently."

      "Well, I've done my homework," Natalie said, trying to sound more confident than she felt. "I've given up my apartment in Brooklyn, sold most of my things. I'm committed to making this work."

      Salvatore returned with Natalie's water, a cappuccino for Elena, and a small plate of bruschetta that Natalie hadn't ordered.

      "For the walk," he said gruffly, nodding at the bruschetta before moving away.

      "See?" Elena smiled. "His bark is worse than his bite."

      Natalie bit into the bruschetta and nearly moaned. The bread was crusty and drizzled with oil so fresh she could smell the olives, topped with ripe tomatoes and basil that tasted like sunshine. She made a mental note: budget for good food. Some things were worth the expense.

      "This is incredible," she managed between bites.

      "Salvatore makes the bread himself," Elena said. "Don't tell him I told you, but he gets up at four every morning to bake."

      Natalie watched the older man moving between tables, his demeanor gruff but competent. "So you're really his niece? You work here?"

      Elena laughed. "No, I'm an architect. But in Santa Lucia, everyone is family, even when they're not." She took a sip of her cappuccino. "So, where are you staying? I might know somewhere, if you need recommendations."

      "I found an apartment on Via del Limone. Number eleven." Natalie had spent weeks researching affordable options, finally settling on the small apartment that fit her budget.

      Elena's eyes widened slightly. "The old Ricci building?"

      "Is that bad?" Natalie felt a familiar flutter of anxiety. Had she missed something in her research?

      "No, no," Elena said, setting down her cup. "It's a beautiful building. I know it well—my firm did some restoration work on the foundation last year."

      "It seemed perfect online," Natalie said, trying to read Elena's expression. "Small, but close to everything, and the price was reasonable."

      "It is," Elena assured her. "It's just..." She hesitated. "The building has character. And some interesting residents."

      "Like who?" Natalie asked, wondering what she'd gotten herself into.

      "Well, there's Signora Bernardi on the first floor. She'll try to feed you constantly—ignore her if you value fitting into your clothes." Elena lowered her voice conspiratorially. "And then there's Leone."

      "Leone?"

      "Alessandro Leone. He lives in the top apartment. He's a lawyer—immigration and property, actually. His family's been here forever." Elena studied Natalie with new interest. "You might end up needing his services, with your citizenship application."

      Natalie's pulse quickened. A local immigration lawyer could be exactly what she needed. "Is he good?"

      Elena considered this. "At law? The best. At people..." She made a so-so gesture with her hand. "He's complicated. But fair."

      "Sounds like everyone around here is complicated," Natalie observed.

      "It's Sicily," Elena laughed. "Nothing is simple, especially the people." She glanced at her watch and grimaced. "I have to go—the committee meeting. They'll make me wait an hour, then expect me to be perfectly on time."

      "Bureaucracy," Natalie nodded. "I'm bracing myself for the municipal office."

      Elena winced. "Good luck with that. They're only open⁠—"

      "Let me guess. When they feel like it?"

      "Exactly," Elena grinned. "You're learning fast." She hesitated, then pulled a business card from her portfolio. "Call me if you need anything. Really. Santa Lucia is small—we all help each other."

      "Thank you," Natalie said, genuinely touched by the unexpected kindness. After months of family skepticism, Elena's straightforward offer of help felt like a lifeline. "I might take you up on that."

      "The citizenship office can be... challenging," Elena admitted. "I know some people there from our building restoration projects. Maybe I can help smooth the way."

      "Really?" Natalie felt a flutter of hope. Maybe her careful planning would pay off after all—she'd just needed to add local connections to her strategy. "That would be amazing."

      Elena stood, gathering her portfolio. "This is how Sicily works. Not by rules, but by people."

      "Connections," Natalie said, nodding.

      "And patience," Elena added. "Lots and lots of patience."

      As Elena hurried off toward her meeting, Natalie finished her bruschetta, watching the ebb and flow of life in the piazza. Children darted between tables, an elderly couple shared a gelato, tourists consulted maps on their phones. Despite her exhaustion, she felt a cautious optimism building. This was real—not the postcard version of Italy, but the living, breathing place where her family had begun.

      When Salvatore came to clear her plate, she dug in her purse for her wallet. "What do I owe you?"

      He named a figure that seemed too small for the quality of what she'd eaten. She started to protest, but he held up a hand.

      "Next time, you pay more," he said firmly. "Today, welcome to Santa Lucia."

      As she wheeled her suitcase toward Via del Limone, following Elena's directions, Natalie felt her confidence returning. She had ninety days to figure out how to stay in Sicily, a local contact who might help with bureaucracy, and an immigration lawyer living upstairs. Her family had been wrong about her—she wasn't going to fail at this.

      She couldn't help wondering if the mysterious Alessandro Leone might hold the key to her future here. If nothing else, she'd have questions about citizenship law, and now she knew exactly where to find answers.

      Via del Limone turned out to be exactly as romantic as its name suggested—a winding alley that curved upward from the main street, lined with buildings that looked centuries old. Natalie counted doorways until she found number eleven, a heavy wooden door set into a facade the color of faded peaches. Above it, a small balcony overflowed with greenery and bright yellow fruit that caught the golden light.

      She fumbled in her purse for the keys, her fingers clumsy with exhaustion but steady with purpose. The envelope from the rental agency was thick with official-looking papers, most of them in Italian, and an enormous iron key that belonged in a fairy tale.

      The key was heavier than she'd expected, and it took her three tries to line it up with the old lock. But when she finally got it seated properly—turn, push gently, turn again—the mechanism gave a reluctant sigh, and the door swung open to reveal a narrow hallway with stairs leading up into shadow.

      The apartment was small but exactly what she'd hoped for. Whitewashed walls and terra cotta floors, with windows that looked out over the street and that lovely balcony with its lemon trees. The furniture was simple but well-maintained—a tiny kitchen in one corner, a small table just big enough for two, a bedroom barely larger than the bed but with a window that faced the harbor.

      Natalie dropped her suitcase and sank into the single armchair, finally allowing herself to feel the full weight of the day. She'd done it. She was actually here, in Sicily, in Santa Lucia al Mare, in the village where her great-grandmother had been born. Tomorrow, she'd go to the municipal office and begin the process that would make this official—the citizenship application that would give her the right to stay, to build a life here, to finally belong somewhere the way she'd always imagined.

      She pulled out her journal and flipped to a fresh page, her hand going automatically to the locket as she gathered her thoughts.

      Day One in Sicily, she wrote. Got kicked off a bus (note: carry small bills), walked approximately three miles, and made it to Santa Lucia al Mare. The apartment is perfect. The village is everything Nonna said it would be. Met a potential friend and learned there's an immigration lawyer upstairs. Tomorrow, everything begins.

      She paused, pen hovering over the paper. Her family would be checking their phones soon, expecting updates, probably already composing "I told you so" messages in their heads.

      I'm scared, she added. But I'm staying. Whatever it takes, I'm staying. I won't give them the satisfaction of being right about me.

      Outside her window, church bells chimed the hour, and the accordion music drifted up from the piazza below. The air was warm and soft, carrying the scent of herbs and lemons and the promise of everything she'd come here to find.

      Natalie closed her journal and looked around her new home. Tomorrow would bring bureaucracy and paperwork and all the practical realities of building a life in a foreign country. Tonight, she was just going to sit in her little apartment and let herself believe that everything was going to work out exactly as she'd planned.

      After all, she was finally where she belonged. She just had to prove it to everyone else—including herself.
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      Alessandro

      
      The espresso was bitter—too bitter. Nonna had left the moka pot on the flame too long again.

      Alessandro sipped anyway, sitting at the kitchen table with his shirtsleeves rolled up and his laptop open beside a stack of client files. Morning light sliced through the lace curtains, painting patterns on the worn wood. Below the open window, the sounds of the town moved like a tide—rising and falling. Someone argued with a delivery man; someone else sang off-key.

      He preferred the quiet.

      Nonna bustled behind him, clattering pans. "You're working too much again. You need sunlight. You need air."

      "I need to review this inheritance claim before Monday."

      "Pff." She waved a dishtowel at him. "That American girl moved in downstairs yesterday. The skinny one with too many bags. I saw her dragging that suitcase up the street like she was pulling a dead donkey."

      Alessandro looked up from his files. "Another one?"

      "This one talks to her luggage."

      He sighed. He'd seen it before—foreigners coming to Santa Lucia al Mare chasing romantic fantasies about authentic Italian life. And eventually, they left.

      "She won't last the summer," he muttered.

      "Maybe not. Or maybe she's the kind who stays."

      "There's no such kind."

      But even as he said it, Alessandro found himself moving to the window, glancing down toward the quiet alley. The building was old, converted into apartments decades ago when tourism first arrived. He'd lived here for three years now, close enough to check on Nonna but far enough to have his own space. The downstairs apartment had seen a parade of temporary residents—students, researchers, the occasional retiree who thought they wanted the authentic Sicilian experience until they discovered what authentic actually meant.

      Last night, he'd heard the new tenant arrive. The scraping of a suitcase on cobblestones. A few muttered words in English. The ancient door giving its usual protest before finally surrendering.

      Now, watching the street, he told himself it wasn't his concern.

      Then he heard the footsteps on the stairs below, and despite himself, he was curious.

      
      Natalie

      The moka pot hissed at her like a cornered cat.

      Natalie stared at the little aluminum contraption on the stovetop, her laptop open beside it displaying a YouTube tutorial she'd watched three times. She had followed every step methodically—measured the grounds with precision, filled the water to the exact line, twisted the top on with what the Italian grandmother in the video had called "gentle but firm pressure." But now it was sputtering like a dying engine and spitting brown flecks onto the burner.

      "It cannot be this hard to make coffee," she muttered, consulting her printed notes again. She'd researched Italian coffee culture extensively, even bookmarked articles about proper moka pot technique. Yet somehow she was being defeated by a piece of equipment that every Italian household mastered without thinking.

      She sighed and opened the kitchen window, which groaned on its hinges but admitted a shaft of morning light and birdsong. The air smelled of rosemary and sea salt, with the distant promise of something delicious being baked somewhere nearby. From the piazza, she could hear the accordion player again.

      Her phone buzzed. A text from Cara: How's Italy? Mom's worried you haven't called.

      Natalie quickly typed back: Amazing! Beautiful village, perfect apartment, already making friends. Coffee on my balcony every morning - living the dream! Will call soon. She added a heart emoji and hit send before she could second-guess the cheerful tone.

      Twenty minutes later, she slipped out the heavy wooden door, still damp from the shower and hoping her mascara hadn't migrated south. She was dressed in linen trousers, sandals, and a blue blouse she'd rescued from yesterday's wreckage. Clean enough. Locals passed her on the walkway with polite nods. She tried out a few soft "buongiorno"s. Only one got a reply.

      The Caffè dei Fiori was already half-full despite the early hour. She ducked inside and was instantly enveloped by the aroma of espresso, yeast, and something savory she couldn't identify. There were no menus in sight. Everyone seemed to know what they wanted without speaking. She pointed at a pastry she didn't recognize and nodded toward the espresso machine.

      The barista raised an eyebrow. "Cappuccino?"

      "Sì, per favore."

      She sat outside beneath a faded umbrella and nearly cried when the cappuccino arrived. It was everything she'd hoped for—silky milk foam, bitter crema, served in a porcelain cup the size of a child's teacup. She took a sip and sighed audibly. A euro fifty for perfection—not exactly breaking the bank, especially not in Italy. Some experiences were worth every cent.

      For the first time since landing, she felt like maybe—just maybe—she could do this.

      She wandered slowly back toward Via del Limone, pastry bag in hand, noting details with the visual attention that came from years of designing user interfaces: the carved lion's head over the old post office, the ceramic number tiles on each door, the way morning light cut natural way through shadow and illumination.

      Her own door was number eleven. She smiled, pulled the enormous key from her pocket, and fitted it into the lock.

      Nothing.

      She frowned, pulled it out, tried again. The key slid in but refused to turn. She jiggled it. Wiggled it. The door remained stubbornly closed, and she could feel the pastry bag starting to wilt in the rising heat.

      "Seriously?" she whispered. "We did this yesterday."

      She tried again, more forcefully this time, rattling the handle until her frustration got the better of her. This was exactly the kind of thing her family would seize on as evidence of her impracticality. Can't even open her own door.

      With a huff of exasperation, she gave the ancient wood a swift kick with the side of her sandal.

      "Come on," she muttered, bending to examine the lock more closely, when a voice behind her said, "Turn. Push. Turn again."

      She straightened so fast she nearly dropped the pastry bag, spinning around to find herself face-to-face with a tall man with the bluest eyes she'd ever seen.

      
      Alessandro

      He hadn't meant to intervene. He'd been heading out to check on a property across town when he'd heard the familiar sounds of struggle—the rattling of the old lock, the soft cursing in English, the kind of frustrated sighs that meant someone was about to declare war on inanimate objects.

      The American was bent over the door handle, dark hair falling across her face, her shoulders set with the particular tension of someone trying very hard not to lose their composure completely. She wore simple clothes that suggested she'd made an effort to look put-together, but there was something appealingly rumpled about her, like she was still finding her footing.

      When she straightened and turned, he got his first clear look at her face. She was younger than he'd expected, with dark eyes that were both wary and determined, and skin that was already showing the effects of yesterday's sun. Pretty, in an unguarded sort of way that made him pause longer than he should have.

      Also clearly mortified at being caught kicking her door.

      "You could at least say hello before offering unsolicited advice," she said, flustered and too hot to sound entirely polite.

      "You could try asking the door nicely before kicking it like a donkey," he replied, noting the way her chin lifted slightly at his tone.

      Her mouth opened, closed. "I wasn't—I mean⁠—"

      "I saw you," he said, finding himself almost amused despite his usual morning irritation with neighborhood drama.

      She shifted the pastry bag to her other hand, drawing herself up taller, though she still barely reached his shoulder. "I was negotiating. There's a difference."

      "The door doesn't respond well to negotiations."

      "What does it respond to? Threats? Bribery? A strongly worded letter?"

      Despite himself, Alessandro felt his mouth twitch. "Patience, mainly."

      "I was trying that."

      "For approximately thirty seconds."

      "Which is thirty seconds longer than most people would bother." She paused, then extended her hand. "I'm Natalie, by the way. Natalie Russo."

      "Alessandro Leone," he replied, taking her hand briefly.

      Her eyes widened slightly. "Oh! The lawyer? Elena mentioned you yesterday. She said you lived upstairs."

      "Elena talks too much," he said dryly, stepping forward and holding out his hand for the key. "May I?"

      "No, I've got it," she said quickly, turning back to the door with renewed determination. She inserted the key again, jiggling it with more force than finesse, her jaw set with the particular stubbornness of someone who refused to be defeated by inanimate objects.

      Alessandro leaned against the wall, arms crossed, watching her struggle with what might have been amusement.

      After thirty seconds of increasingly frustrated rattling, she blew out a breath and turned back to him. "Oh, fine," she said, holding out the key with obvious reluctance.

      "Brute force isn't always the answer," he said mildly, taking the key from her.

      "Neither is standing
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