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"To love oneself is the beginning of a lifelong romance" - Oscar Wilde
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​Chapter One - The Start of the Ride

Door county, 1993
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The last bell of senior year didn’t feel as monumental as Alessandro had always imagined it would.

No slow-motion moment. No swelling music. No sudden clarity about the future.

Just a dull, echoing ring that bounced off the beige lockers of Door County High and dissolved into the noise of voices, laughter, and the sharp metallic slam of doors closing for the last time.

Summer had begun.

Alessandro leaned against his locker for a moment longer than necessary, fingers resting on the cool metal as if letting go too quickly might make everything spin out of control. Around him, people were already moving forward—hugging, shouting, making plans that sounded loud and certain.

He didn’t feel loud. Or certain.

“You planning on marrying that locker or what?”

Eric’s voice cut through his thoughts, casual and teasing. Alessandro turned, exhaling a small laugh as Eric tossed his backpack over one shoulder like he didn’t have a single worry in the world.

“Just saying goodbye,” Alessandro replied.

“To a locker?”

“To not knowing what comes next,” he said, half-joking, half-not.

Eric snorted. “Yeah, well, I said goodbye to that a long time ago. My plan is simple: survive summer, avoid responsibility, and not die of boredom.”

“Ambitious,” Alessandro said.

“Thank you.”

Savannah appeared next, all energy and sunlight, her curls pulled back with a bandana that was already slipping loose. “Okay, no one is leaving without me. I refuse to let you idiots have your first official summer moment without supervision.”

“You’re the least qualified supervisor I know,” Eric shot back.

“That’s exactly why it’ll be fun.”

Jeremiah joined them last, quieter but steady as always, hands tucked into the pockets of his worn denim jacket despite the growing heat. “Everyone ready?” he asked, glancing between them with a small smile.

“For what?” Alessandro asked.

Jeremiah raised an eyebrow. “For the rest of our lives?”

Savannah groaned. “Oh my god, don’t start with that poetic existential crap already. We just graduated. I need at least twelve hours before I spiral.”

Eric clapped his hands together once. “Speaking of not spiraling—plans. Tonight. We need something that officially kicks off summer.”

“The film festival starts today,” Jeremiah said. “Down by the marina. Independent stuff. Some of it’s supposed to be really good.”

Savannah tilted her head. “Define ‘really good.’”

“Like... meaningful,” Jeremiah said.

Eric made a face. “So, boring.”

Alessandro smiled faintly, pushing himself off the locker. “Not necessarily.”

Savannah pointed at him. “Don’t encourage him.”

“And,” Eric added, “counterpoint: carnival.”

That got their attention.

Savannah’s eyes lit up immediately. “Wait, it’s in town already?”

“Set up by the fairgrounds this morning,” Eric said. “Saw it when I drove by. Rides, games, questionable food, probably a guy who definitely shouldn’t be operating heavy machinery.”

“Now that,” Savannah said, “sounds like culture.”

Jeremiah sighed, though there was a hint of amusement in it. “Or we could watch films made by people who actually care about storytelling.”

“We can care about storytelling tomorrow,” Eric said. “Tonight is about bad decisions.”

Alessandro listened to them go back and forth, their voices overlapping in that familiar rhythm he’d known for years. This was the part he understood—being with them, existing in this easy, unspoken closeness.

It was everything beyond that felt uncertain.

“Alessandro,” Savannah said suddenly, snapping her fingers in front of him. “You’re the tiebreaker. Film festival or carnival?”

Three faces turned toward him.

He hesitated.

The film festival made sense. It was quieter, thoughtful—safe in a way he couldn’t quite explain. The kind of place where you could sit in the dark and feel something without having to show it.

The carnival, though...

The carnival felt like stepping into something unpredictable. Bright lights, loud music, people you didn’t know. A kind of chaos that didn’t ask permission.

“You’re overthinking it,” Eric said.

“I’m not—”

“You are,” Savannah cut in. “He does this. He turns a simple decision into a life philosophy.”

Jeremiah smiled. “It’s part of his charm.”

Alessandro huffed a small laugh, shaking his head. “I just—” He paused, searching for the right words. “I don’t want this summer to feel like every other one.”

That quieted them, just for a second.

It wasn’t a dramatic statement. It wasn’t meant to be. But it carried something real.

Because this wasn’t just any summer.

It was the last one before everything changed.

“Then don’t play it safe,” Eric said simply.

Savannah nodded. “Yeah. We’ve got, what, three months before we all scatter?”

“Less,” Jeremiah added.

“Exactly,” she said. “So let’s make it count.”

Alessandro looked between them, something settling in his chest—not certainty, not exactly, but a willingness.

“Carnival,” he said.

Eric grinned immediately. “Knew it.”

Savannah pumped her fist. “Yes! I’m getting funnel cake and no one is stopping me.”

“You say that like anyone would try,” Jeremiah said.

They started toward the exit together, carried along by the current of students spilling out into the bright afternoon. The doors swung open, and summer greeted them in full—warm air, endless sky, and the faint promise of something new just beyond reach.

As they stepped outside, Alessandro glanced back once, just briefly, at the building behind them.

Then he turned forward again.

The future didn’t look clear. It didn’t look easy.

But for the first time in a while, it didn’t feel completely out of his control either.

Beside him, his friends were laughing, already arguing about rides and food and who would inevitably regret their choices first.

Somewhere across town, the carnival lights were waiting to come alive.

And Alessandro, without realizing it yet, was already on his way to something that would change everything.
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​Chapter Two - Static and Sunlight
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By the time Alessandro’s bike tires hit the gravel driveway, the afternoon had settled into that heavy, golden stillness that only summer could hold.

Door County stretched quiet around him—trees humming softly in the heat, the distant shimmer of the lake just visible past the bend in the road. The kind of day that felt suspended, like time itself had decided to take a breath.

He leaned the bike against the porch railing, the wood warm under his palm, and stepped inside.

The house smelled like lemon cleaner and something faintly sweet—his mother’s doing, always. The radio played softly from the kitchen, a familiar hum of voices and music bleeding into each other. He recognized the song immediately—“Fields of Gold” by Sting—its gentle melody drifting through the air like a memory already forming.

“Alessandro?” his mother called from the kitchen.

“In here,” he answered, slipping off his shoes by the door.

He found her standing at the counter, a stack of papers neatly aligned beside her purse, her reading glasses perched low on her nose. She looked up as he entered, offering a tired but warm smile.

“There’s my graduate,” she said, like she was still testing how the word felt.

He smiled back. “Still sounds weird.”

“It should,” she said, setting the papers aside. “It’s a big thing.”

María Ruiz carried herself with a kind of quiet efficiency, the kind that came from years of balancing work, home, and everything in between. Even now, in the late afternoon light, she looked composed—blouse still crisp, hair pinned back, as if the day hadn’t worn on her at all.

“How was it?” she asked. “After the ceremony, I mean.”

“Loud,” Alessandro said. “Everyone’s already acting like their lives are figured out.”

She gave a small, knowing hum. “They’re pretending.”

“Yeah,” he said softly. “I figured.”

His father’s voice came from the living room. “That’s exactly what we all did.”

Alessandro glanced over to see him sitting in his usual chair, sleeves rolled up, tie loosened, a newspaper folded across his lap. A pair of reading glasses rested in one hand, though he wasn’t using them—just holding them, like a habit.

“Except me,” his father added. “I had everything planned.”

María didn’t even look at him. “You changed careers twice before you turned thirty.”

His father shrugged. “Details.”

Javier Ruiz had a presence that filled a room without demanding attention—steady, measured, the kind of man who spoke less but expected to be heard when he did. Years at the bank had carved a certain precision into him, but at home, there was something softer beneath it.

He looked at Alessandro. “So. What’s next?”

The question landed gently, but it carried weight.

Alessandro leaned against the doorway. “For today? Nothing important.”

“Good,” Javier said. “Take the time.”

María nodded in agreement. “You don’t need to have everything decided right away.”

“I know,” Alessandro said, though he wasn’t entirely sure he believed it.

From down the hall, a door slammed.

“Riley,” María called. “Don’t—”

Too late.

Their daughter appeared seconds later, all restless energy and half-finished thoughts, her hair pulled into a messy ponytail and a Walkman clipped to her waistband, headphones hanging loose around her neck.

“Did he bring cake?” she asked immediately.

“No hello?” Alessandro said.

“Hello,” she said quickly, then pointed at him. “Did you bring cake?”

“I didn’t even have cake.”

“Wow,” she said, deadpan. “Some graduation.”

Riley Ruiz, at fifteen, existed in a constant state of contradiction—equal parts sharp and playful, impatient with everything and yet deeply curious about it all. She flopped onto the arm of the couch, eyeing him like she was trying to figure something out.

“So,” she said. “You’re officially done.”

“Guess so.”

She nodded slowly. “Weird.”

“Very.”

A beat passed.

Then she grinned. “You gonna disappear now? Go off to college and become, like, a completely different person?”

“Maybe,” he said.

“Cool,” she replied. “Bring me something back when you visit. Preferably something expensive.”

María sighed. “Riley.”

“What?” she said. “I’m planning ahead.”

Alessandro laughed under his breath, shaking his head. For a moment, everything felt normal. Simple.

“Actually,” he said, pushing off the doorway, “I’m heading out tonight. With Eric and the others.”

“To the film festival?” María asked.

He hesitated. “Carnival.”

Riley perked up immediately. “There’s a carnival?”

“Apparently.”

“Can I go?”

“No,” María and Javier said in unison.

Riley groaned. “That’s not fair.”

“You have school responsibilities,” María said.

“It’s summer.”

“You still have responsibilities.”

She slumped back dramatically. “This house is oppressive.”

Javier didn’t look up from his paper. “You’re welcome to file a complaint.”

“I will,” she muttered.

María turned back to Alessandro. “You won’t be home for dinner, then?”

“No,” he said. “We’ll probably be out late.”

She studied him for a second, not suspicious—just attentive, like she always was.

“Alright,” she said finally. “Just be careful.”

“I will.”

“And call if your plans change.”

“I will.”

Javier gave a small nod. “Enjoy it.”

Alessandro met his eyes briefly, something unspoken passing between them—permission, maybe. Or trust.

“Thanks,” he said.

He headed down the hall to his room, closing the door behind him. For a moment, the house fell away, replaced by the quiet familiarity of his own space.

Posters lined the walls—films, mostly. A few bands. A small desk cluttered with notebooks, ticket stubs, things he told himself he’d organize eventually.

He dropped his bag onto the floor and stood there, listening.

The faint murmur of the TV. The radio still playing in the kitchen. Riley arguing with their mother about something trivial.

It was all so ordinary.

And yet, it felt like it was already slipping into the past.

He changed quickly—trading his graduation clothes for something lighter, simpler. A worn t-shirt, jeans, sneakers. Nothing that stood out.

Nothing that said too much.

Before leaving, he caught his reflection in the mirror.

Same as always.

But not quite.

Something had shifted. He could feel it, even if he couldn’t name it yet.

Outside, the light had softened, the sky beginning its slow transition into evening. Somewhere in the distance, just faint enough to almost miss, he thought he could hear it—

Music.

The carnival waking up.

Alessandro grabbed his jacket, paused only long enough to take one last look around his room, and then stepped back into the hallway.

“I’m heading out!” he called.

“Be safe!” María answered.

“Don’t do anything stupid!” Riley added.

“Define stupid!” he shot back.

“Anything Eric suggests!” she yelled.

He smiled as he stepped outside, pulling the door shut behind him.

The air felt different now—cooler, charged with possibility.

Down the road, beyond the trees and the quiet streets, lights would be flickering on. Rides spinning into motion. Strangers becoming stories.

And somewhere in all of it, without knowing why, Alessandro felt like he was being pulled forward—

Like the ride had already begun.
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​Chapter Four - The Space Between Things
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The carnival felt bigger once they were inside it.

Not physically—Alessandro could still see the edges if he looked hard enough—but in the way it occupied everything. Sound layered over sound, light over light, people moving in every direction like there was somewhere urgent to be, even if there wasn’t.

It was the kind of place where you could lose track of time without meaning to.

Or yourself.

“Ferris wheel,” Savannah said, like it was obvious. Like it had always been the plan.

“It’s always the Ferris wheel with you,” Eric said.

“Because it’s the best part.”

“It’s the slowest part,” Jeremiah added.

“Exactly,” she said, already walking.

Alessandro followed, because that’s what you do when you’ve known people long enough—you stop questioning the direction and trust the momentum.

The Ferris wheel stood above everything, turning slowly, almost indifferently. It didn’t try to compete with the noise around it. It didn’t have to.

They got into one of the carts, the metal seat still warm from whoever had been there before. The bar came down with a sound that felt more final than necessary.

“I regret this already,” Jeremiah said.

“You say that about everything,” Eric replied.

“I’m consistent.”

The wheel started moving, and the ground began to fall away in increments so small you almost didn’t notice them at first.

Alessandro looked out, not down.

He watched the carnival rearrange itself beneath him—the colors blending, the people becoming patterns instead of individuals. The higher they went, the less specific everything felt.

It was easier, somehow, from up here.

“You ever think about how weird it is,” Savannah said, “that we’re all just... leaving?”

Eric leaned his head back. “I try not to.”

Jeremiah nodded. “Statistically, major life transitions increase stress levels—”

“Jeremiah,” Savannah cut in gently, “I love you, but please don’t make this a study.”

He smiled a little. “Sorry.”

Alessandro didn’t say anything.

He was watching the horizon—the place where the carnival lights stopped and the rest of the world started. It looked quieter out there. More certain.

The cart reached the top and paused, swaying just enough to remind him they weren’t as stable as they felt.

For a second, everything held.

Then the wheel moved again.

——————————-
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BACK ON THE GROUND, the noise returned like it had been waiting.

“Okay,” Eric said. “I need something fast and possibly dangerous.”

Savannah pointed toward the games. “We are winning something first.”

“You say that like it’s a guarantee.”

“It is if I refuse to leave.”

Jeremiah looked between them. “I’ll come with you.”

They all turned to Alessandro.

“You good?” Savannah asked.

“Yeah,” he said. “I think I’m just gonna walk.”

“Don’t get lost,” Eric said.

“I won’t.”

But he already knew that wasn’t entirely true.

Because the thing about places like this is that getting lost doesn’t always mean not knowing where you are. Sometimes it just means not recognizing the version of yourself walking through it.

He moved through the crowd without much direction, letting himself be carried more than guided. Conversations brushed past him in fragments. Someone laughing too loudly. Someone arguing about something that wouldn’t matter tomorrow.

The air smelled like sugar and oil and summer.

It was a lot.

And also not enough.

He didn’t realize where he was going until he stopped.

Cotton candy.

It wasn’t even the most interesting thing there. It didn’t spin or flash or make noise. It just existed—soft, pastel, slightly out of place.

Alessandro stepped up to the stand.

“One, please.”

The vendor nodded, already turning to the machine.

For a moment, Alessandro just watched the sugar gather—thread by thread, something almost invisible becoming something you could hold.

“Hey—sorry.”

The voice came from beside him, casual, not expecting anything.

At the same time, someone stepped into the space next to him.

Alessandro turned.

And there are moments—not big ones, not the kind you recognize immediately—but small ones that stretch just enough to feel different.

This was one of them.

The guy next to him looked like he belonged to a different version of the same story.

Not completely separate. Just... written in a different tone.

He was taller, built in a way that suggested he used to be something specific—something defined. Broad shoulders, steady stance, the kind of physical presence that didn’t ask for attention but got it anyway.

His carnival shirt looked temporary on him, like it was part of a role he hadn’t fully accepted. His hair was light brown, slightly messy, catching the glow from the stand. There was something open about his face, but also something held back, like he wasn’t used to being looked at without expectation.

Then his eyes met Alessandro’s.

And that was it.

Not a spark. Not anything dramatic.

Just a pause.

Like both of them had briefly stepped out of the noise and into something quieter.

“Didn’t mean to cut you off,” the guy said, a small smile following, easy but not careless.

“You didn’t,” Alessandro said. “I just got here.”

“Same.”

The vendor handed Alessandro the cotton candy, and he took it, the paper cone light in his hand.

“You work here?” he asked, nodding toward the shirt.

The guy glanced down, almost amused. “Yeah. For now.”

“For now?”

He shrugged. “Just for the summer.”

Alessandro nodded. That made sense. Everything felt temporary right now.

“I’m Alessandro,” he said, because it felt like the kind of moment where names mattered.

The guy looked at him—not surprised, just attentive.

“Evan.”

It fit him.

“You from here?” Evan asked.

“Kind of,” Alessandro said. “You?”

“Not really.” A pause. “But close enough for now.”

That word again.

Now.

Like everything had an expiration date.

Somewhere behind them, someone shouted Evan’s name. Not urgently, just enough to remind him of where he was supposed to be.

He glanced over his shoulder, then back.

“I should go,” he said.

“Yeah,” Alessandro replied.

Neither of them moved immediately.

It wasn’t hesitation, exactly. More like neither of them had decided how to end something that hadn’t really started.

“See you around,” Evan said finally.

It sounded like something people said all the time.

But he held Alessandro’s gaze for just a second longer than necessary.

“Yeah,” Alessandro said. “Around.”

Evan nodded once, then stepped back, disappearing into the crowd in a way that felt almost too easy.

Like he’d always been part of it.

Alessandro stayed where he was, the cotton candy already beginning to lose its shape in his hand.

He didn’t follow.

He didn’t need to.

Because whatever that was—it wasn’t something you chased.

It was something that stayed.

Not in a clear way. Not in a way you could explain.

Just enough to notice.

He pulled a piece of the cotton candy free, watching it dissolve almost instantly.

It struck him, suddenly, how strange it was—how something could exist so fully for a moment and then be gone without leaving anything solid behind.

Except maybe the memory of it.

Alessandro looked out into the crowd again.

There was nothing to see. No sign of Evan. Just movement and light and people being exactly who they were supposed to be.

Still—

He stood there a second longer than he needed to.

Then he turned, heading back toward where his friends would be, back into the noise, the familiarity, the version of himself that made sense.

But something had shifted.

Not enough to name.

Just enough to feel.

And for now—

that was more than he knew what to do with.
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​Chapter Five - Prizes You Don’t Win
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Alessandro found them by the noise.

Not just the general carnival noise—the rides and music and overlapping voices—but a very specific kind of loud. Sharp, insistent, impossible to ignore.

Savannah.

“I’m telling you,” she was saying, pointing at a row of hanging stuffed animals, “that one is not worth three tries.”

“It’s the big prize,” the game operator replied, completely unmoved.

“That doesn’t make it reasonable.”

“That makes it expensive.”

“That makes it a scam.”

Jeremiah stood beside her, holding a balloon animal that had already started to sag in the middle like it had lost the will to exist. Eric leaned against the booth, eating something fried and unidentifiable, watching the exchange like it was the main event of the evening.

Alessandro stepped up next to them, the familiar rhythm of it all settling around him.

“How long has this been going on?” he asked quietly.

“Ten minutes,” Jeremiah said.

“Fifteen,” Eric corrected.

Savannah didn’t turn. “I heard that.”

“Then you know I’m right,” Eric said.

She pointed again, more emphatic this time. “Three tries is excessive.”

“You don’t have to play,” the operator said.

“That’s not the point.”

“That is exactly the point.”

Alessandro smiled, the tension in his chest easing just slightly as he slipped back into something known.

“You’re still going to try,” he said.

Savannah turned to him, narrowing her eyes. “I don’t appreciate how predictable you think I am.”

“You’re very predictable,” Eric said.

“I am determined,” she corrected.

“Those are not mutually exclusive,” Jeremiah added.

Savannah hesitated for exactly one second—just enough to prove everyone right—then pulled out cash and slapped it down on the counter.

“One round,” she said.

“Of course,” Eric muttered.

Alessandro leaned back slightly, letting the moment unfold. It was easy to focus on this—the game, the argument, the familiar way they all filled space together without trying.

Easier than focusing on anything else.

Because underneath it, quiet but persistent, something kept pulling at him.

A glance.

A voice.

A name.

He shifted his weight, folding his arms, watching Savannah line up her shot like it actually mattered.

It didn’t.

And yet, somehow, it did.

“You’re thinking again,” Eric said, not even looking at him.

“I’m not.”

“You are,” Savannah said, eyes still on the game. “He does that face.”

“I don’t have a face.”

“You absolutely do,” she replied, tossing her first ball. It missed completely. “It’s the ‘I’m somewhere else’ face.”

“I’m here,” Alessandro said.

“Physically,” Eric said.

Jeremiah glanced at him, quieter. “Long day?”

Alessandro nodded once. “Yeah.”

It wasn’t a lie.

Just not the whole truth.

Savannah threw again. This one was closer.

“Focus,” she muttered to herself.

Alessandro let his gaze drift—not far, not obvious. Just enough to take in the movement of the crowd beyond them.

People passed in waves, faces blurring into one another. Every so often, something caught his attention—a flash of a shirt, a certain height, a shape that felt familiar for no reason at all.

Each time, it wasn’t.

Of course it wasn’t.

Still, he kept looking.

Not deliberately. Not in a way he could admit, even to himself.

Just... noticing.

Savannah’s final throw hit, knocking something loose with a hollow clatter.

She froze.

They all did.

Then—

“Yes!” she shouted, spinning back toward them like she’d just won something far more important than a game. “I told you!”

The operator handed over a stuffed bear—not the biggest one, not the smallest. Slightly uneven, one ear a little lower than the other.

Savannah held it up triumphantly. “Victory.”

“That is a medium success at best,” Eric said.

“It’s symbolic,” she shot back.

“Of what?” Jeremiah asked.

“Perseverance.”

“Stubbornness,” Eric corrected.

She ignored him, turning to Alessandro and shoving the bear into his hands.

“Here.”

“What?” he said, caught off guard.

“You weren’t part of the process,” she said. “So you get the reward.”

“I don’t think that’s how that works.”

“It is now.”

He looked down at it, then back at her. “Thanks.”

“Don’t get used to it.”

They moved on, just like that—no ceremony, no pause. The carnival didn’t allow for stillness, not for long.

They went on rides that spun too fast and stopped too suddenly. Eric insisted on the worst ones. Jeremiah immediately regretted agreeing. Savannah laughed through all of it, loud and unfiltered.

Alessandro was there with them—laughing, reacting, pulled into the same current.

But every now and then, between one moment and the next, something slipped.

A space opened.

And in that space—

Blue eyes.

A voice that had said his name like it wasn’t unfamiliar.

See you around.

It wasn’t much.

It shouldn’t have been enough to stay.

But it did.

They stopped for food again—because Savannah claimed carnival food didn’t count the same as real food. They argued about nothing. They planned things they probably wouldn’t do.

It was good.

It was easy.

And still—

Alessandro found himself turning his head at the wrong moments. Looking just a second longer than necessary. Letting his attention drift to the edges of things instead of the center.

He told himself it didn’t mean anything.

That it had been nothing.

A conversation that barely happened.

A person he didn’t know.

But his mind didn’t seem interested in letting it go.

“Okay,” Savannah said eventually, stretching her arms above her head. “I’m officially exhausted.”

“That took longer than expected,” Eric said.

Jeremiah checked his watch. “We should probably start heading back.”

They slowed near the edge of the carnival, where the lights didn’t feel quite as overwhelming, where the noise softened just enough to think again.

Alessandro shifted the stuffed bear in his hands, absentmindedly adjusting its crooked ear.

“Yeah,” he said. “Probably.”

They started walking.

Behind them, the carnival kept going—unchanged, uninterrupted. Lights still spinning. Music still playing. People still arriving like the night had just begun.

Alessandro glanced back once.

Not long enough for anyone to notice.

Just enough to see the crowd moving, shifting, full of possibilities that didn’t belong to him anymore.

Or maybe didn’t belong to him yet.

He turned forward again, falling back into step with his friends, their voices filling the space easily.

And still—

Somewhere in the back of his mind, quiet but steady—

something stayed.

Not clear.

Not defined.

Just enough to make him wonder

when “around” would happen again.
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