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This is a fiction work. The characters, dialogues, plots, and events described in this book are the product of the author's imagination and are used for narrative purposes. While real events, places, and competitions from the world of cycling, music, and other fields are mentioned, the results and context presented have been adapted or modified to enrich the story.

Any resemblance to real people, living or deceased, is purely coincidental, except when public figures are referenced as part of the historical or cultural context. In such cases, their appearances have been fictionalized and do not necessarily reflect real events, words, or actions.

Educational and academic institutions mentioned, such as universities or conservatories, are referenced with creative intent and without any official affiliation.

The author does not intend to alter the official history of sporting or musical events, nor to diminish the achievements of athletes or the organizations involved. All names, brands, and titles mentioned belong to their respective owners and are used solely for creative purposes.
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IN TRANSIT - SEPTEMBER 14
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Warsaw – September 14 · 11:50 a.m. – Chopin Airport

The international departures hall was filled with familiar sounds: the roll of suitcase wheels, low murmurs in several languages, automated announcements in that unshakably neutral voice. 

The members of Gaia’s Cry had arrived well ahead of their flight back to Los Angeles and had settled into a quieter corner near a tall window where they could watch planes taxi across the shimmering asphalt.

Camila stepped away toward a quieter spot and dialed the first number.

📱 Maksym Lysenko – Incoming Video Call...

The connection took a moment. On the other end, Maksym appeared with the pixelated backdrop of some café in Kraków. 

“You’re at the airport,” he said without greeting—like the image stung him just a little.

Camila nodded, removing her sunglasses.

“We’re about to board. I wanted to say goodbye first.”

Maksym watched her for a few seconds with a hint of sadness, the kind that appears when one doesn’t want to make a scene but hurts all the same. 

“Thank you for Kraków. For what you sang. And... for what you chose not to say.”

“Thank you,” she replied, her voice just slightly unsteady, “for being part of my story.”

He smiled faintly, with that hard-to-name glimmer in his eyes.

“Your world is waiting for you. And I... I will be here or there, but always with you. Do not forget that.”

Camila lowered her gaze for a moment, swallowing carefully against the knot rising in her throat.

“Take care, Maksym.”

“You do too. And dress warmly, eh? Do not go catching a cold...”

Camila laughed, touched. That protective tone wrapped around her in a way that felt like it came from far back. It sounded like... a father.

“Yes, sir. See you soon.”

The call ended in a soft silence, like the one that lingers when a door closes without a sound, but not without weight.

Then, the next farewell.

📱 Camila: Already at the boarding gate. The time difference is about to catch up with us again ✈️

📱 Paolo: Nine hours. We have survived it before. But we are closer than ever... even if it feels like the opposite.

📱 Camila: You are not going to give me even a hint, are you, Sartori the mysterious? 😏

📱 Paolo: Negative. And don’t even think about investigating.

📱 Camila: Promised, sir.

📱 Paolo: Buon volo, amore mio. ❤️

📱 Camila: Ci sentiamo presto, mio amato. 💛

Camila rejoined the group without saying much. She simply adjusted her carry-on, wrapped her scarf more snugly around her neck, and prepared to cross the ocean.
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Verona – Sartori Household - 01:00 p.m.

The family home’s front gate closed with its usual squeak, the one Paolo had known since childhood and that always seemed to mark the entrance into a different state of mind. He crossed the front garden at an unhurried pace. 

As soon as he opened the door into the foyer, the aroma of basil and simmering tomatoes wrapped around him, carrying that sense of home that never needed announcing. He slipped off his jacket as he walked toward the living room, where voices were already weaving a crisscross of conversation.

“There he is!” Gianni called from the couch, a glass of wine in hand. “Just in time for Dad to start his Saturday speech.”

“Don’t exaggerate,” Antonio grumbled, without looking up from the folded newspaper resting on his lap. “I was only saying Lazio has no defense this year.”

“And that Italy is going to the dogs because of cyclists who leave,” Sofía added, her smile barely contained as she sat wrapped in her favorite armchair, a shawl around her shoulders.

“Nonna!” Paolo leaned down to kiss her forehead. “I haven’t even left yet, and you are already blaming me.”

“It’s easier to blame someone still within reach,” she replied, her tone a perfect mix of wisdom and mischief.

“And how do you know I am going to be away?”

Mónica appeared from the kitchen, a dish towel in one hand and a bottle of water in the other.

“Because I gave them a little heads-up,” she said casually. “But I am leaving the essential part for you to say.”

She set the bottle on the table with a firm, simple gesture.

“It wasn’t hard to figure out, seeing all your things back in your room,” Antonio added from the couch, not raising his voice much but missing nothing.

Paolo nodded silently. There was no need to revisit what they had discussed in his office days earlier. She already knew. It was the rest of them who needed to hear it.

“Well, let’s get to the table before Gianni finishes all the wine,” Mónica said, turning on her heels.

“That is slander!” Gianni protested as he stood.

Everyone settled into their usual seats, and lunch appeared on the table with that Saturday ease that seemed to require no ceremony: baked pasta with tomato and eggplant sauce, garlic toast drizzled with olive oil, and a green salad that Sofía eyed with disdain.

“I’m only eating this so I don’t die tomorrow,” the grandmother muttered, spearing a leaf of arugula.

Paolo let his gaze go around the table. The scene was familiar, yet no longer comfortable. The same dishes, the same gestures, even the warm bread in the center... but the bond with this place had shifted long ago. He knew what he was about to say would not be met with enthusiasm, and that Antonio would make no effort to hide his stance.

But he was not here to seek approval. He was here to inform them of his decisions.

After the first bite, he cleared his throat.

“Well,” he said, setting his utensils down on the plate, “I have something to tell you.”

Antonio looked up. Gianni lowered his glass. Sofía kept chewing, though her ear was now sharply attuned.

Mónica said nothing. She only looked at him. The moment had arrived.

Paolo rested his elbows on the table, laced his fingers together with composure, and looked at each of them in turn. His voice was not aiming for drama, but neither did it shrink.

“I have been awarded a full scholarship for my PhD at Stanford. In the United States. I am leaving next week.”

Antonio leaned back, arms crossed, saying nothing. Only a faint tightening of his jaw betrayed his reaction.

“Everything is confirmed,” Paolo continued. “Documents and tickets are ready.”

Sofía raised her eyebrows, surprised and unable to hide her pride. 

“That is on the other side of the world,” she said, as if naming it could help her measure it.

“Yes, nonna. On the other side,” he echoed with a brief smile.

Gianni, playing as if he knew nothing, was the first to speak in a practical tone.

“Next week? What day?”

“I leave on the 17th, early in the morning. I will arrive in San Francisco in the afternoon, you know...with the time zone change and such. Then it is half an hour by car to the university. The program begins on the 23rd.”

Mónica did not speak. She kept her eyes fixed on her empty plate, as if the scene unfolding before her was one she had already played out in her mind.

“And may I ask how long you have had this planned?” Antonio shot back, his voice low but each word edged with steel.

“Since I defended my master’s thesis. I received three offers, and I confirmed this one recently. I did not want to bring it up until I was sure.”

“And you did not think you should have told us sooner.”

It was not a question. It was an accusation wrapped in composure.

Paolo stayed calm. He had expected that reaction—had rehearsed it in his mind many times.

“There was a time I thought I should, yes. But then I understood I didn’t want to debate my decisions. Only to share them once they were firm.”

“So,” Antonio replied, “you are telling us as if it were a change-of-address notice.”

“I am telling you because I am still part of this family, even though I stopped being part of this household a long time ago.”

Gianni lowered his gaze, and Sofía watched him in silence, her expression caught somewhere between sadness and understanding.

Mónica then looked up and spoke for the first time since the announcement.

“What matters is that we know now. And that he is prepared.”

Antonio did not reply. He simply stood, went to the kitchen, and poured himself a glass of wine in silence.

Paolo did not watch him leave; instead, he looked at Sofía.

“I am going far, nonna. But I will come back. Not as before, but I will come back.”

She nodded, reaching out to place her hand over his.

“Go with peace, Paolo. Distance does not break what is well built.”

An awkward silence settled over the table, and Gianni cleared his throat, trying to ease the tension.

“So, can we open the other bottle now? Because this deserves a toast... even if it is with Dad’s frown as decoration,” Gianni said, rising with a half-smile to head toward the kitchen.

But he stopped when he saw Antonio returning, glass in hand.

“Paolo,” his father said, pausing beside the table. “I cannot help but notice it is no coincidence you are going to California, with so many other options available.”

He rested his hand on the tablecloth, not so much asking for an answer as leaving a door open—one he was not sure he wanted to walk through. He waited for an explanation. But Paolo did not offer one.

And he would not. Not until Antonio dared to put into words what was truly circling in his mind.

After a few seconds of silence, Antonio withdrew his hand from the table and returned to his seat without another comment. He took a sip of wine and looked toward the window, as if searching there for the reply he would not give aloud.

Gianni came back with another bottle and uncorked it without ceremony, letting the cork drop onto the tablecloth. He poured with the ease of someone who prefers to keep his hands busy when the air turns heavy.

“Have you got your luggage ready?” he asked, trying to lighten the mood.

“Yes. I have it at Luca’s place already,” Paolo replied.

“And today?”

Paolo paused before answering.

“Today... I am saying goodbye to all of you.”

Sofía looked at him tenderly without speaking. Mónica gave a faint nod. Antonio remained still.

Paolo stood and walked around the table. He kissed his grandmother first.

“Go with God. At peace,” she murmured in his ear. “Your grandfather would already be raising a toast if he could.” He smiled without replying.

Then he hugged Gianni, who patted him on the back and whispered, “Send me pictures. Good ones, all right? None of those badly cropped selfies.” 

“I will try,” Paolo answered, holding back a laugh.

He approached Mónica, who had risen without a word. They embraced in silence. She touched his cheek with one hand and held his gaze.

“I am proud of you,” she said simply.

“Thank you for believing before anyone else, mamma” he replied.

One remained.

Paolo turned toward his father. Antonio did not stand—not out of indifference, but because it cost him more than he would admit. For a long moment, they looked at each other in silence. Then Paolo stepped closer, leaning slightly, like someone who does not expect reciprocation but offers the gesture anyway.

“I am leaving because I want what lies ahead,” he said quietly, “not because of what I am leaving behind.”

Antonio held his glass between his fingers and, without lifting his eyes, murmured,

“Then make it count.”

And that was his way of telling him that, in his own way, he was with him too.

Paolo did not reply. There was no need. He turned, took his jacket from the back of the chair, and walked toward the door.

Before leaving, he stopped and turned around.

“I love you all,” he said—no emphasis, no expectation of a reaction. 

And he stepped across the threshold.

As he made his way through the garden toward the gate, the soft sound of footsteps on the tiled corridor made him stop.

“Paolo, wait,” came his grandmother’s unmistakable voice.

He turned instantly. Sofía was walking toward him with a slow, almost ceremonial gait, something held in her hands. A small box, wrapped in an ivory ribbon, rested in her fingers as if it carried more than just an object inside.

“Come here a moment,” she said, gesturing toward the garden chairs.

They sat in silence. The murmur of the wind through the leaves, the distant hum of a motorbike passing in the street.

Sofía watched him for several seconds without speaking. There was a smile on her lips—the kind that only forms when one knows something that hasn’t yet been spoken aloud. Then she took Paolo’s hand gently, placed the box in his palm, and closed his fingers over it with care.

“Listen, ragazzo. What was left unsaid in there”—she made a slight gesture toward the house—“still matters. And it cannot be ignored.”

Paolo tilted his head, trying to read between the lines. But she went on, unhurried.

“No grandson of mine leaves this house unprepared.”

He looked down at the small box. Sofía said nothing else—just watched him, as if giving permission. Paolo carefully untied the ribbon and opened it.

Inside, resting on a small bed of velvet, lay a woman’s ring. An engagement ring. Ancient, discreet, beautiful.

“Nonna...” he whispered, taken aback. “Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself? Besides... I cannot accept this. Good heavens, did you spend money on this?”

Sofía chuckled softly and pinched his cheek with affection.

“If you think I am getting ahead of myself, no problem. When you come back, you can return it to me.”

She paused, lowering her voice into that tone that seemed to carry the weight of generations.

“And I did not spend a thing. It was mine.”

Paolo did not know what to say. He simply held the ring in his open hand, feeling as though he had just been given something far more than an object: a trust, a sign, a legacy.

Sofía rose with the measured agility of someone who knows her body well, and before heading back inside, she leaned in to whisper in his ear:

“Take it with you, even if it stays at the bottom of a backpack. Not to use today or next week, but just for you to remember what it means when the time comes.”

Then she left, trailing the faint scent of her perfume and the certainty that some farewells carry a beginning hidden inside them.

Paolo lingered a moment longer in the garden, alone, the ring still resting between his fingers. He was not thinking about dates or plans—only about that gesture.

He carefully placed the little box at the bottom of his backpack, as one would keep a promise without a name. He did not know when—or even if—that ring would find its moment, but it was already part of the path. Not as a destination, but as a compass.

Then he stood, crossed the gate, and closed it behind him without looking back. He opened the car door and sat down without starting the engine. He set the backpack on the passenger seat, his eyes lingering for a moment on the faint outline of the box peeking from the inner lining. He blinked a couple of times.

Maybe his nonna knew him better than he dared to admit.

He started the engine and headed toward Luca’s apartment. The traffic was gentle, as if Verona, too, knew how to say goodbye without making noise. He did not turn on the radio. He did not need more sounds—he had enough with what was beating inside him.

When he arrived, he parked with an almost automatic precision and took the stairs two at a time. He turned the key, opened the door...

And a sudden uproar jolted him to the core.

“SURPRISE!”

The voices of his teammates from the Bellini Team erupted in unison, accompanied by streamers, laughter, applause, and a crooked banner hanging between two corners of the living room: In bocca al lupo, Paolo!

He stepped back, caught between disbelief and emotion, a burst of laughter escaping before he could stop it.

“Are you all insane? You nearly gave me a heart attack!”

“Welcome to your farewell party, future international psychologist!” shouted Enzo, raising a plastic cup.

“You were not going to get rid of us that easily,” added Luca, appearing from the kitchen with a tray of pizza.

Paolo dropped his backpack on the couch and let himself be hugged, clapped on the back, surrounded. It was noise, yes—but the right kind of noise. The kind born of bonds that need no explanation.

This time, he did not feel like he was leaving something behind. He felt like they were pushing him forward.

***
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Los Angeles – 10:00 a.m.

While Camila was flying over the Atlantic and Paolo was laughing in the midst of hugs from his teammates, on the west coast of California it was barely ten in the morning—yet the Findlay house was already buzzing with activity.

Romina, immaculate in an ivory silk blouse and crisp linen trousers, moved through the dining room issuing orders like a conductor without a visible score. The catering team—three chefs, two assistants, and a setup coordinator—moved with choreographed precision among trays, crystal glasses, and embroidered napkins.

Her tone was not merely efficient; it was sharp enough to unsettle anyone who did not know her well.

In just a few hours, the Culvers would arrive—Priscilla’s parents. Or, as Romina called them in her private thoughts: “the only possible in-laws.” Because, at this point, neither Liam nor Camila offered realistic possibilities.

Liam had never maintained a serious relationship—except for that one with Camila, which Romina refused to acknowledge—and Camila... was Camila. Too independent, too unpredictable, too marked by a past Romina could neither erase nor control.

Which meant today’s meeting was everything.

The formal introduction, the curated menu, the handpicked background music. The porcelain dinnerware she inherited from her mother. The Belgian linen tablecloth that only emerged from its drawer on rare occasions. Every detail was aimed at the same goal: to present an impeccable home, a well-ordered family, an irreproachable mother.

Romina crossed the room, adjusting the angle of a vase filled with white lilies, when she heard one of the assistants call from a distance.

“Where should we put the vegan cheese board?”

“Outside, on the porch. Next to the fruit table. And watch the shade,” she replied without even turning around.

On the second floor of the house, Liam was still in his pajamas after a long night of recording at the studio, his hair a tousled mess and his voice still rough with fatigue. Beside him, Dylan—also in pajamas, his feet tangled in a light blanket—watched an animated film without blinking, completely absorbed.

Romina had passed by their spot a couple of times, casting quick glances without stopping. She knew that, when the moment came, both would be presentable. She trusted that—or at least, she needed to.

Because that morning, everything had to be flawless.

Marcus sat in the garden reading the newspaper, oblivious to the commotion stirring inside the house. Seated beneath the shade of the lemon tree, he turned the pages with unhurried ease, as if he had all the time in the world. Yet his freshly pressed shirt and polished shoes betrayed that, silently, he was already prepared for the event.

From a distance, Romina glanced at the wall clock. The anxiety did not show on her face, but it revealed itself in the faint tapping of her nails against the back of a chair. Today, more was at stake than anyone—except her—seemed to realize.

Because if everything went well, she would finally have what she had always wanted: a solid, seamless family. A corrected version of what once had been.

And no loose threads that could unravel it again.

At the agreed hour, the cars arrived with almost choreographed punctuality.
First came the Culvers’ dark sedan, followed by the blue compact carrying Leo and Priscilla, who had made sure her parents would not arrive alone.
Romina greeted them at the entrance with her finest version of a social smile—wide, bright, perfectly measured.

“Welcome,” she said, extending both hands. “It is such a pleasure to have you in our home.”

Mr. Culver, a man of firm manners and a scrutinizing gaze, nodded politely. His wife, warmer in demeanor, stepped forward to clasp Romina’s hands with restrained enthusiasm. Priscilla, radiant in a floral dress, exchanged a quick glance with her mother. Leo stood a step behind, calm, and composed.

Liam appeared from the hallway, impeccably dressed in light trousers and a blue shirt, holding Dylan’s hand. The boy, neatly groomed and smiling, offered a shy greeting. He was the perfect card in the tableau Romina had arranged: a responsible stepson, an adorable grandson, a picture of a functional family.

The lunch unfolded exactly as she had envisioned—without a single hitch. Conversation revolved around the wedding, set for mid-October, the preparations Priscilla had already organized with meticulous care, and the invitations that had already been sent out.

Romina remained attentive to every detail—refilling glasses, adjusting the air conditioning, stepping in only when needed. She observed, measured, smiled. Nothing strayed from the script.

Camila’s absence was never mentioned. Everyone knew she was on tour, and for Romina, it was a small relief. This time, silence played in her favor.

***
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Meanwhile, Camila was landing in Los Angeles, tired but at peace.

A taxi home, a few messages, and the quiet beginning of a new chapter.
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Verona – 03:45 p.m.

Paolo and Luca sat at the kitchen table, each holding a glass of sparkling water. Traces of the previous night’s party were still everywhere: empty bottles, abandoned glasses, pizza boxes, and a lone, ownerless sock hanging from the back of a chair.

“They’re animals,” Paolo said, resting his hand on his forehead in mock defeat.

Luca let out a laugh—quiet, as if afraid his own brain might protest.
“Eight men crammed into this space,” he murmured, sweeping his gaze over the scene of plastic cups, snack wrappers, and a crushed piñata in the corner. “I wonder if the neighbors managed to sleep... or joined the party out of sheer desperation.”
“Eight men who sounded like twenty,” Paolo added, shifting in his chair.

He checked his watch and jolted upright. It was almost time for his video call with Camila. He rushed to the bathroom, stared at his reflection, and wondered if he could pass for “bohemian artist” instead of “functional corpse.”

“Maybe she won’t notice,” he muttered, attempting—unsuccessfully—to smooth his hair.

A few minutes later, Camila’s phone buzzed with an incoming video call. She was sprawled on her couch, a steaming mug in her hands, and she answered immediately.

📱 Incoming video call...

“Ciao, amore,” she greeted, lifting her arms toward the screen as if she could reach him, her smile radiant despite the fatigue of travel.

“Ciao, my beloved,” he replied, trying to smile with dignity—still disheveled, with the face of a man who had only made peace with his pillow five hours earlier.

Camila narrowed her eyes, tilting her head in playful suspicion.

“Everything okay?” she asked, squinting a little. “You look... a little vintage.”

“All good, amore. Just a...”

At that moment, a hand appeared in the frame and mercilessly ruffled Paolo’s curls.
“Hey!” Paolo exclaimed, trying to dodge.
Camila burst into laughter just as Luca’s face popped up behind him.

“Forgive the prince, Camila,” Luca said in an overly solemn tone. “He’s a little hungover.”
And just as quickly, he disappeared from view.
Camila leaned back on the couch, folding her arms with a mischievous smile.

“What happened...? Druids’ solstice celebration?”

“Something like that. A few of us are heading off to university. It was a farewell.”

She sat up abruptly, looking at him with that mischievous spark that always undid him.

“‘We’ are heading off?” she echoed. “Did you say ‘we’?”

“Oops,” Paolo said, covering his mouth and widening his eyes in mock drama. “Guess I just gave you a hint, eh?”

They both laughed heartily, as if the day’s fatigue and the miles between them couldn’t touch that shared space they had built.

After a while, when the laughter had softened into warm murmurs, Paolo took on that expression Camila was beginning to recognize—the one he wore when he was about to say something important but wanted it to sound casual.

“I need your home address,” he said, stroking his chin with a distracted air. “Can you write it in the chat?”

“Oooh, now this is getting interesting,” Camila replied, narrowing her eyes with mock drama. “Alright, here it goes.”

As she typed, Paolo nodded, as if confirming a detail in his mind.

“Perfect. On the morning of Saturday the 21st, you’ll be receiving something. So, stay alert, Signorina Findlay. And no opening it ahead of time, capisce?”

“I promise I’ll wait... unless it smells like chocolate.”

“I can neither confirm nor deny,” he replied, giving her a conspiratorial wink.

They talked for a few more minutes, drifting through light topics, private jokes, and the occasional confession disguised as humor.

“So... until tomorrow?” she asked, her voice already carrying the tone of goodbye.

“Until tomorrow, principessa. Have a good Sunday.”

“You too. Stay hydrated.”

“I’ll try. But I make no promises.”

Camila chuckled softly and brought her fingers close to the screen, as if she could stroke his cheek.

“Ti voglio bene, Paolo Sartori.”

“And I you, Camila Findlay. Until the next call.”

The video call ended unhurriedly. Paolo kept looking at the black screen for a moment, smiling to himself, until Luca walked by again, carrying a stack of plastic cups.

“Still got the nerve to smile like that?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Yes. And you’d better get used to it, brother. Because this is only the beginning.”

With that, he stood up and headed back to the sink—carrying in his body a hangover... and in his chest, something far stronger.

***
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In Los Ángeles, Camila set her phone down on the coffee table and curled up on the sofa, tucking her legs in. She replayed the words in her mind: “On Saturday the 21st, you’ll receive something.” Closing her eyes, she smiled.

“Paolo, Paolo...” she murmured with tenderness. “I’ll play along, my love.”

She stood, stretching slowly, and walked to the bedroom to start getting ready. That morning, she had a date with herself—a clear impulse that needed neither excuse nor justification.

She wanted to see two people more than anyone else in the world.
Dylan and Marcus.
She hadn’t told them she was coming. It didn’t matter. She needed no formal reason to stop by—only the simple, deep desire to be there. To see Dylan laugh at something absurd. To share a calm glance with Marcus, free of questions or judgment.

While she worked the tangles out of her still-damp hair after her shower, she picked up the phone from her nightstand and typed:

📱 Camila: Hi Liam. Are you with Dylan? At church or at home?

The reply didn’t come right away. In the meantime, she kept getting ready with mechanical movements, letting her mind run faster than her hands. A few minutes later, the message appeared on the screen:

📱 Liam: Home now, but we’ll be leaving for church in a few minutes. The Culvers will be there. Wear your best Sunday clothes 😉

📱 Camila: Got it. Over and out.

“The Culvers...” she muttered as she set the phone down on the bed. “That changes the outfit.”

She wasn’t trying to impress them, but there was a genuine desire in her to show respect. Priscilla had been kind, patient, and, above all, consistent. This gesture—dressing with a bit more care—was less for the Culvers and more for her.

Changed and ready, she took the keys from the sideboard, slung her bag over her shoulder, and headed to the car. She adjusted the rearview mirror, started the engine with a quiet sigh, and set off toward the church, letting the calm Sunday rhythm gradually wash over her.

***
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Saint Mary’s Parish – 9:45 a.m.

I Am the Bread of Life rose from the children’s choir, a current of clear voices filling the nave with a calm, reverent stillness. The children moved down the central aisle, wrapped in white tunics that stirred softly with each step. Dylan walked among them with his chin lifted, his expression focused, as if following a signal only he could see.

From the back of the church, Camila followed him with her eyes. It did not matter how many times she lived that moment, the emotion always arrived the same way: quiet, deep, unmistakable.

Then she spotted the family in the central pews: Liam beside Marcus, Romina immaculate, Priscilla upright like a Greek statue. Leo and the Culvers were there as well.

Romina was in her element, almost conducting the scene with the mere weight of her posture.

The Sunday service ended close to an hour later, and Camila was among the first to step out into the garden. She remained there for a few minutes, watching the doors as they began to open without haste. The first familiar faces emerged amid lively conversations and unhurried steps. 

Marcus appeared then, walking with his usual calm, his shoulders loose, his expression strangely serene. When he saw her, he stopped. For a second, he seemed to wonder whether she was real, and then a genuine smile crossed his face. 

Without a moment’s hesitation, Camila closed the distance in quick strides and wrapped her arms around him. She held on, rested her cheek against his chest, and closed her eyes. There was nothing to explain. She was simply there, holding the man who, without sharing her blood, had been her father in everything that truly mattered.
Marcus slipped his arms around her and held her with that quiet steadiness that was so unmistakably his. He did not ask. There was no need. In that embrace, everything was there: the certainty that Camila’s love remained intact, and that he was still her safe place.
A few steps behind, Dylan came out with Liam, still wearing the white robe over his shoulders. When he saw them embracing, he stopped, tilting his head with curiosity. But that moment belonged only to them, and Liam managed to distract the boy’s restlessness for a few seconds.

They pulled apart gently. She had barely begun to turn when Dylan was already running toward her, and she caught him amid laughter, swept up by his overflowing joy. Then Liam approached, wearing a smile that needed no explanation. He stepped closer and extended an arm; Camila answered the gesture with an easy, familiar embrace, free of old tensions.

The others appeared then, and Romina’s expression tightened for an instant. Camila noticed, but she didn’t give it importance. In truth, it no longer had any.

She greeted the Culvers politely, Priscilla with a warm gesture, and Leo with a knowing look. They exchanged a few brief words—just enough. Just what was necessary. Then she said goodbye with a “see you” that carried no more weight than it should.

She returned to her car with a steady step. When she started the engine, she felt no rush. Only the clarity of someone who doesn’t need to stay to feel she belongs. She headed home at her own pace, with the calm of someone who no longer fights to fit in. She let that world continue on its course, knowing hers moved in another direction.

***
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Kraków – 07:30 p.m.

Maksym climbed the last few steps at a slow pace, the echo of children’s laughter still pulsing in his ears. In his hand, he carried a cloth bag filled with drawings the children at the shelter had given him—a house with a chimney, a crooked tree, an enormous yellow sun. Art without rules. Beauty without filters.

He stepped into his apartment and set the bag on the table. He took off his shoes with an automatic motion, switched on a lamp in the corner of the living room, and set water to boil. The routine was there, unchanged. But he was not.

The afternoon had been like so many others: songs with the guitar, invented games, a shared dessert. He had smiled, crouched down to tie shoelaces, listened to stories impossible to tell in adult words. But today, everything carried a different texture. Because now, somewhere in the world, there was a boy with his eyes. His blood.

And that boy had a name. He had a face Maksym had seen on a phone screen, in the arms of a woman he could now call daughter.

He walked to the window and rested his forehead against the glass. Outside, Kraków breathed with its usual calm. The sky was deepening into blue, and the first lights were starting to glow along the nearby streets. Maksym closed his eyes for a moment. He felt tired, but not weary. What he had learned did not drain his strength—it gave him direction.

Because if Dylan—this boy in a distant place who had already begun to inhabit his thoughts—existed, then his mission had changed as well. It was no longer only about helping the children of the present, but about being worthy of those yet to come. About building a world where his blood—here or there—could grow without fear.

The kettle whistled. Maksym turned, switched off the burner, and poured the hot water over a bag of black tea. Then he settled into his armchair beside the lamp, without turning on the television or checking his phone.

He simply remained there, in that suspended moment.

A man alone in his apartment, a cup of tea in his hands, a city that had embraced him... and a new truth beating in his chest.

He did not know when he would see her again. He did not know if Dylan would ever call him by his name. But he did know that, from now on, his song carried a different tone—deeper, more his own.

And though the world kept turning with its familiar noise, he had just found a different reason to keep singing.
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Verona 06:10 a.m.

Everything carried that pale blue hue of the hours before dawn, when the city has yet to decide if it wants to wake up. In Luca’s apartment living room, Paolo zipped his suitcase shut for the final time.

The hum of the elevator descending to the ground floor momentarily broke the silence. Gianni was already waiting outside in the car, just as they had arranged.

Luca emerged from the hallway in a wrinkled T-shirt, his hair tousled from sleep. He walked up to Paolo with half-closed eyes but arms wide open.

"Good luck with everything, my friend," he said, pulling him into a firm hug.

Paolo returned the gesture with equal warmth, giving him a couple of light pats on the face, smiling as if he wanted to leave him with no drama—only gratitude.

"See you soon."

"Or you’ll see me in California. I’ve got the perfect excuse to visit you," Luca added, half-joking, half-serious.

Paolo nodded, stepped through the door, and let the crisp morning air hit his face. The September breeze had that subtle edge that signaled the end of summer. He loaded his luggage into the trunk and took the passenger seat beside Gianni.

"Ready?"

"More than ready," he replied without hesitation.

During the drive, they traded final jokes and bits of advice. Gianni couldn’t resist giving him a crash course on document organization and budget discipline, to which Paolo only nodded, more focused on taking in the sight of the city slowly disappearing beyond the car window.

Once at the airport, they stepped out of the car. The sky was already lightening, washed in translucent gray. With his suitcase in hand, they walked to the counter. The process was quick—everything in order. Confirmed.

Before saying goodbye, Gianni pulled an envelope from his jacket and handed it to him with serious expression.

"This is your financial report. It looks healthy. By the way, you’re still getting royalties from Velocità Performance, but that will probably end once the contract expires."

Paolo took it without checking its contents. He knew he could trust his brother.

"Thanks, Gianni. I know you’ll guide me through that."

"Of course, brother. You take care of your part. The rest... I’ve got covered."

They embraced with the contained gesture of those who need no words to understand each other. Paolo had just stepped toward the international departures area when a voice called out to him.

"Sartori? Excuse me... I’m Ivo Battista from Verona Sportivo," introduced a young man in a light jacket, notebook in hand. "Just over a month ago, you placed among the top twelve in the Olympics. And now? Another championship on the horizon?"

Paolo met his gaze with a faint smile.

"A commitment, yes. You’ll know the details later," he replied politely, leaving no room for further probing.

"Any hints?"

"Only that it’s important," he added, giving him a brief handshake. "Have a good day."

He continued his way with the same lightness as in his reply—no rush, no burden—just the determination of someone who knows the destination ahead is not in medals or headlines, but in another kind of arena.

He passed through security, then immigration. Upon reaching the boarding lounge, the screens cycled through their steady rhythm of destinations: London. Paris. Copenhagen. San Francisco.

But to Paolo, that last one did not just appear in letters—it gleamed. As if something or someone were waiting for him on the other side of the world. And at last, he was ready to cross it.

Already in the departure lounge, Paolo sat near the assigned gate, his backpack at his feet and his passport between his fingers. He had cleared immigration; now all that remained was to wait for the boarding call. In front of him, the screens displayed the destination with a clarity that felt almost symbolic:

FLIGHT LH 454 – San Francisco – 09:10

The city was not only on the other side of the world, it was also the beginning of a life he did not yet know.

He took his phone from his pocket, aware that soon he would be offline for many hours. He hesitated for a few seconds, then typed:

📱 Paolo: Already in route. Good night, amore. May you dream of beautiful things. I... will dream of returning to you.

He knew Camila would not reply at that moment. She would be asleep. Still, he left the message as when someone leaves a flower at a closed door.

He put the phone away and looked up just as the boarding announcement began.

Once on board, he settled into his aisle seat, greeting the two passengers in his row politely without seeking eye contact. He had no intention of talking. This flight, more than just a transfer, was a necessary space for reflection.

As soon as he fastened his seatbelt, he took his earbuds from his pocket and placed them calmly, as if building an invisible refuge. After takeoff, he found his favorite playlist and closed his eyes—not to sleep, but to let the music weave that first silent bridge toward his destination.

Hours later, midway across the Atlantic, Paolo surrendered to a light sleep. The steady hum of the plane, the faint flicker of cabin lights, the muffled voices of the flight attendants offering coffee—all of it contributed to a strange, suspended calm.

In his dreams, familiar faces came to visit: his mother, Gianni, his nonna... and also his father. Antonio had always been there for him, in both the simplest and the hardest moments. Paolo regretted the coolness of their parting, but he knew he could not keep living within his father’s mold forever.

One day, perhaps, Antonio would understand. And if he did not... at least Paolo would have had the courage to choose his own path.

A brief turbulence stirred him awake, shaking him gently. He opened his eyes just in time to see the American continent unfolding beneath him like a multicolored carpet, hazy between scattered clouds. 

He thought of Camila—of her voice on the other end of the line, of the promise they had made on a boat in the middle of a lake, drifting between silences and certainties. Of what they were beginning to build, with steps that were hesitant yet true.

There was something profoundly beautiful in that vertigo—something that could no longer be undone. Something irrevocable.

***
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San Francisco – 4:20 p.m. (local time) · International Airport

The plane touched down with a gentle sway along the runway. Outside, the California sky was clear, the sun softened by a faint haze that was only beginning to lift. Paolo stretched his neck before unfastening his seat belt, feeling his body demand a breath after so many hours.

He disembarked with a steady stride, though his legs still carried the weight of the journey. At immigration, the process was swift, yet meticulous questions were asked plainly, stamps pressed with precision.

In customs, he placed his suitcase and backpack onto the scanner belt without hurry. He stepped forward, following the conveyor until the pickup point. Just as he reached out to retrieve his belongings, the belt stopped with a faint screech.

The officer on duty studied the monitor intently, then restarted the belt and turned slightly toward Paolo with an enigmatic smile.

Paolo froze for a second, processing—then it clicked. The ring had caught the customs officer’s attention.

He raised his brows slightly in surprise, then returned the smile.

At last, he stepped through the exit doors. He paused, feeling the solid ground beneath his feet and letting the scents of this new world surround him. His heart gave a small leap. He was here. He had made it.

When he turned his head, a sign greeted him:

🪧 Welcome Paolo Sartori – Stanford Graduate Psychology Program

It was held by a young man with a friendly demeanor, a university T-shirt, and a practical smile. Paolo approached, still a little out of sync from the time change.

“Paolo Sartori,” he said, extending his hand.

“Nito Delgado,” the student replied. “Welcome to California. Ready to see your new world?”

Paolo nodded, letting reality catch up with him completely.
Yes. He was ready.
The ride from the airport to campus took just over half an hour, though to Paolo it felt more like crossing a threshold than simply covering distance. Nito drove with ease, talking without pause—about the weather, shortcuts, and the welcome season for international students. Paolo answered with polite monosyllables, but his attention was elsewhere.

The California landscape slipped past his eyes like a sequence of postcards: tall palm trees, cyclists hugging the roadside, smaller campuses, shops with unpronounceable names. Everything was new and yet strangely familiar, as if he had once dreamed it and was now returning to that dream for the second time—only this time, awake.

They turned onto a wide avenue lined with poplars. In the distance, a tower rose sharply against the clear sky—Hoover Tower. Paolo straightened in his seat without realizing it. They were arriving.

“There it is,” Nito said with a smile as he eased off the gas. “The heart of Stanford. Welcome!”

“Thank you,” Paolo replied at last, his voice carrying an unmistakable note of excitement.

And the car rolled on, crossing through the campus gates.
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STANFORD

[image: ]


The paper wrapper crinkled between Paolo’s fingers as he finished his burger. Fast food wasn’t his first choice, but after such a long flight, there was something comforting about it—warmth, salt, and simplicity. 

They were seated at one of the outdoor tables beside the Stanford Welcome Center, a couple of half-finished flat sodas on the table and their backpacks resting on the ground.

“Here, everything starts with junk food and ends with a thesis that eats away at your soul,” joked Nito, his guide assigned by the international student program.

Paolo laughed, amused by Nito’s comment. 

“Do you always welcome newcomers like this?”

“Only the ones with a name you can Google,” Nito teased, winking.

Paolo chuckled, shaking his head slightly.

“Next stop—the International Student Office. That’s where they give you the treasure map,” Nito said, gathering up the napkins and dropping the trash into a bag.

They walked along the wide campus paths, lined with palm trees and oaks, and soon entered a modern building filled with light-wood panels and large windows. They were greeted with a broad smile and a folder bearing his name. 

“Welcome to Stanford, Paolo Sartori,” said the receptionist as she handed him the materials. “Here’s your welcome package: maps, intranet login details, the QR code for connecting to the Wi-Fi, your temporary ID, and the exact address of the studio assigned to you.”

Paolo nodded, thanking her in English with a soft accent, and flipped through the folder. Everything was impeccably organized: a detailed map of the campus, the key dates for the term, the locations of medical services, language centers, extracurricular activities, and the address of his building—Kennedy Graduate Residences, Block D, second floor.

“Got jet lag?” Nito asked as they stepped outside, adjusting his cap.

“Just a little. But right now, I want to find the Wi-Fi network. I need to send a couple of messages,” Paolo said, raising his phone as if asking permission.

In front of the building, under the shade of a tree, the Wi-Fi connected after a slight delay. Paolo typed first to his mother, then to Gianni, and to his nonna—short, calm messages letting them know he had arrived safely and everything was in order.

Then he wrote to Camila.

📱Paolo: Made it to destination, amore. I’ll call you later. I just wanted you to know.

He added nothing else. No names, no locations, no times—only the exact weight of the truth she needed to know that he was where he was meant to be.

“Now I’ll take you to your residence,” Nito said, motioning casually toward his car. “Sometimes you’ll need to move fast between classes. Start thinking about getting yourself a car... or a bike, which we both know is your thing.”

They got into the car, and the short drive across campus was enough for Paolo to feel completely off his familiar map. The streets were lined with tall trees that looked as if they had been there forever, and in the distance, students walked by wearing headphones, carrying large backpacks, and holding thermal mugs.

Nito pulled up in front of a two-story building clad in light wood, with wide windows and a small entrance flanked by symmetrical planters.

“Here you are. Second floor, number 214,” Nito said, handing him a key and a magnetic card inside an envelope with the university letterhead. “It’s a private studio. Small, but comfortable. Internet’s included, so you can settle in without a hitch.”

Paolo stepped out of the car, grabbed his suitcase from the trunk, and paused for a few seconds to take in the building. The late afternoon sun fell gently over the roof, and a warm breeze barely stirred the branches of a nearby tree. Everything was new. Everything was his.

“And you?” he asked, turning to Nito. “Do you live around here too?”

“No, I already graduated. But I still work on campus with international students. If you need anything, I’m just a message away.”

They shook hands firmly, with mutual respect.

“Thanks for everything,” Paolo said.

“Thank you for choosing to come this far. Welcome to your new life, Sartori.”

Nito got back in his car and drove off with a light tap of the horn. Paolo watched him disappear around the corner, then climbed the stairs with measured steps. He slid the key into the lock, turned the handle, and pushed the door open.

The room greeted him with clean air, natural light, and a soft, weightless silence. There was a bed by the window, a desk, a small built-in kitchen, and empty shelves. Ready to be lived in.

He set the suitcase against the wall and stood in the middle of the studio, breathing deeply, as if that first breath could also seal something.

With a small, victorious hop, he let himself fall onto the bed, a smile lighting up his face and deepening his dimples.

Here began something new. A new language, a new life. And, above all, a new version of himself, ready to emerge.

***
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Meanwhile in Los Angeles, Camila enjoyed a glass of wine in the quiet of her terrace, replaying the afternoon at the family home: the silent embrace with Marcus, Dylan’s inexhaustible joy, Romina’s unexpected cordiality, and the light conversation that carefully avoided what mattered.

And what mattered needed to be said. She took a sip of wine, savoring it for a few seconds as she thought about how what had happened in Kraków a few days earlier might affect Dylan.

She retrieved her phone from her pocket and entered text with deliberate intent:

📱Camila: Hi, Liam. I’d like to talk to you about something. About Dylan. Let me know when you have time. It’s nothing urgent.

A few minutes later, Liam’s characteristically punctual reply arrived:

📱Liam: I’ll be home after 7 pm today. We can talk then, or we can have lunch tomorrow at the studio if you prefer.

📱Camila: I’ll see you tomorrow at the studio. Until then.

With that settled, Camila let herself sink into the hammock. This was not a day for answers, but for waiting.

Waiting for Paolo’s video call, whom she felt close to for reasons she could not explain.

Waiting for Maksym’s message.

And waiting for Saturday. With patience. With love.
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