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	For everyone who chose the harder truth

	over the easier silence.

	And for the ones who waited

	long enough to receive it.
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Prologue I

	DORIAN

	The rosticceria never slept the way the rest of the town did.

	By four thirty in the morning, while Taormina was still dark and the tourists were still tangled in their hotel sheets dreaming about the arancini they had eaten the day before, I was already inside the rosticceria — Da Cristina, the one my grandmother started — with the lights on and the ovens warming. The prep work was mine and mine alone at that hour. Nobody else wanted the shift and I never offered to share it. There was something about the silence of a kitchen before the world woke up that I had never been able to explain to anyone who had not felt it themselves.

	The dough came first. Always. It was the thing that could not be rushed or rescheduled or handed off to someone else without the whole day suffering for it. I mixed it by hand the way my grandmother had taught my mother and my mother had taught me, pushing the heels of my palms into it with a rhythm that was almost meditative. The yeast needed time and the right temperature and a kind of patience that most people my age had already run out of. I had never run out of it. Not in the kitchen, anyway.

	I had a playlist going through the speakers, something loud and unapologetic that I would never have been able to get away with if anyone else had been in the building. I sang along badly and without apology, flour on my forearms up to the elbow, until the bell above the back door chimed and I did not need to turn around to know who it was.

	My mother moved through the kitchen the way she always did, like she owned every inch of it, which she did. She was small and quick and perpetually suspicious that something was being done wrong in her absence. She scanned the prep counter, the oven dials, the state of the dough, before she looked at me. "The back door was unlocked."

	"I know."

	"I have told you about the back door, Dorian."

	"And I have heard you every time."

	She reached past me and turned the music down two full notches. "It is not even five in the morning."

	"It helps me think."

	"It helps you think," she repeated, in the tone she reserved for things I said that she found genuinely difficult to believe. She moved to the far counter and tied her apron strings with two sharp tugs. "How are things with Seraphine?"

	I smiled at the dough. "Good. We spent the day at the coast yesterday."

	"She is patient with you."

	"I have not given her anything to be patient about."

	She made a sound that was not quite agreement. "She is a good woman, Dorian. Those are not as common as you seem to think they are."

	"I am aware of that."

	"Are you?" She pulled a tray from the rack and began laying out the arancini filling. "Because good women have a threshold. They are not bottomless wells of waiting."

	"Ma."

	"I am just saying what is true."

	"I know they do not wait forever," I said, and I set the dough aside to rest before I turned and looked at her properly. "Which is why I am going to ask her to marry me."

	She did not move for a moment. She stood with her back to me and her hands flat on the counter, and then she turned around with the most complicated expression I had ever seen on her face. Like she was deciding whether to believe me. "Say that again."

	"I am going to ask Seraphine to marry me."

	Her hand came up over her mouth. Her eyes went bright and immediate. "Dorian, I swear to God, if you are joking with me right now—"

	"I am not joking."

	The sound she made was somewhere between a laugh and a sob and she pressed both palms to her cheeks and looked at the ceiling. "I have to call Catalina. She has been asking me for two years when you were going to stop dragging your feet and I told her I had no idea and now I can finally tell her—"

	"You cannot tell her anything," I said. "You cannot tell anyone. I have not bought the ring yet. The jeweler is holding it but I still owe him the last of the payment. Nobody knows except you and I need it to stay that way until I am ready."

	She looked at me like I had asked her to hold her breath underwater. "How long?"

	"A couple of months at most."

	"Dorian."

	"I want to pay for it myself. I am not walking into my own proposal with borrowed money in my pocket. That is not how I am doing this."

	She was quiet for a moment, which was rare enough that I paid attention to it. Then she crossed the kitchen and put both of her hands on either side of my face, which she had not done since I was about twelve years old, and looked up at me from a significant distance. "You are a good man," she said simply. "Do not wait too long."

	"I will not."

	She patted my cheek once and went back to her side of the kitchen. "And lock the back door."

	

	The Sunday dinners at my mother's house were their own kind of institution.

	She had been hosting them since before I was born, taking over from her own mother the way the tradition demanded, and the guest list had never once been formally established because it did not need to be. People simply showed up. Family, neighbors, friends of friends, the couple from two streets over whose names nobody could reliably remember. The food was always enough because everyone brought something and nobody came empty-handed.

	Seraphine sat beside me on the crowded patio, close enough that her shoulder was against my arm, her wine glass held loosely in her fingers while the conversation moved around the table. She had a way of being present in a group without performing it, laughing at the right moments, asking the right questions, never filling silence just to fill it. I had noticed that about her early on and it had never stopped meaning something to me.

	"We should go to Rome," Matteo said from across the table, leaning forward the way he always did when he was building toward something. "Seriously. None of us have ever been and it is one hour on a plane. One hour."

	"People from Taormina rarely go to Rome," I said. "Not because we can't. Because we don't need to."

	"That is exactly my point."

	"It is not a criticism. It is just the way it is." I picked up my glass. "Everything worth having is already here."

	"That is something a person says when they have never left," Matteo said.

	"Or something a person says when they are paying attention." I turned to Seraphine and kissed her without ceremony, and felt her smile against my mouth before I pulled back. "Finest women on the planet. Right here."

	"That line was embarrassing for everyone at this table," Matteo said.

	"Worked perfectly," I said, and took a drink.

	"It worked because you are the size of a building," Dante said from the far end.

	Seraphine laughed, which I took as a win regardless of what it was directed at.

	I refilled our glasses when they ran low, walking to the drinks table at the far end of the patio, opening a fresh bottle and letting it breathe for a moment the way my father had always insisted on, a habit I had absorbed without meaning to.

	I was pouring when I registered Kaelan on the periphery.

	He had come in through the side gate, which was how he always arrived when he was not in the mood to be intercepted at the front door. One hand in his pocket, that particular way of moving that was distinctly his, the thing that separated us visually when nothing else did. He did not stop to greet anyone. He found an empty chair at a table near the far railing and sat down and looked at nothing.

	I recorked the bottle and watched him for a moment.

	He had been different for weeks. Quieter in a way that was not his natural quiet, which was arrogant and self-contained. This was something else. Something heavier.

	Then his gaze moved, slowly and with what looked like reluctant inevitability, across the patio.

	It landed on Seraphine.

	I felt the shift in my chest before I fully understood it, a slow pressure behind the sternum that had no name yet. I watched her without making it obvious that I was watching, and I saw the moment she registered him across the crowd. Watched the conversation drain out of her face and something careful and complicated take its place.

	They looked at each other for a long time.

	Long enough that I counted it.

	Long enough that Matteo said something beside me and I did not hear a single word of it.

	Seraphine looked away first. She crossed her arms over her chest and turned back to the table and laughed at something Nova said, and the laugh was real enough, but I had seen what came before it.

	Kaelan kept his eyes on the place she had been.

	I drank my wine and did not say anything to anyone.

	

	The bar was called Daiquiri, which had always struck me as an unserious name for a place where serious conversations happened. Kaelan was already there when I arrived, sitting alone at a four-top, a drink in front of him, a bowl of olives he had not touched pushed to one side. He had the look of a man who had been sitting with something uncomfortable for long enough that the discomfort had become familiar.

	I sat across from him. "You have been avoiding everyone."

	"I have been busy."

	"You have been avoiding everyone," I said again, because repeating it was more useful than arguing about it.

	He turned his glass slowly on the table. "What do you want to drink?"

	"I was thinking a pina colada."

	He looked at me.

	"They make a good one here."

	"You are a grown man," he said.

	"A grown man who knows what he likes." I flagged down the server, ordered the drink without apology, and looked back at my brother. "Talk to me."

	"There is nothing to talk about."

	"You have been off for weeks, Kaelan. I have known you since before either of us had a choice in the matter. I know what off looks like on you."

	"You are reading into things."

	"I am reading you," I said. "There is a difference."

	He did not answer. He picked up his glass and drank and looked past my shoulder at the room behind me.

	I let the silence run for a moment and then tried a different direction, asking about the takeaway location, about a supplier issue he had mentioned a month ago and never followed up on. He answered in the short, clipped way of someone who was present in body only.

	Then his posture changed.

	It was subtle. A slight straightening, a shift in focus, the way a person looks when something they have been bracing for has arrived.

	I turned around.

	Seraphine had come in with two friends, dressed for an evening out, moving through the room with that particular ease she always had in public spaces. My first instinct was the one it always was, a warmth in my chest that I had long since stopped being self-conscious about.

	But she stopped moving the moment she saw Kaelan.

	She recovered quickly. Her eyes found mine and her smile came up natural and genuine, and she crossed the room and let me pull her into the seat beside me. Her friends took the remaining chairs. The conversation opened up the way it usually did when her friends were around, easy and overlapping.

	Kaelan barely spoke.

	He answered direct questions with the minimum required and offered nothing else, and I watched him not look at Seraphine with the deliberate effort of someone working hard at it.

	"Did something happen between the two of you?" I asked eventually, keeping my voice even. "Because this has been going on long enough that I am asking directly. Did you say something to her, Kaelan?"

	His eyes came to mine fast.

	Seraphine's hand stilled on her glass. "Nothing happened," she said. "Everything is fine."

	"We are good," Kaelan said, looking somewhere past my left ear.

	The evening finished without resolution and the tension sat between all three of us like a stone none of us had agreed to carry.

	

	Matteo raised it first, the way Matteo always raised uncomfortable things, matter-of-factly and without softening, while we were hauling supply boxes through the back alley of the rosticceria. "You think something happened between her and Kaelan?"

	"No," I said without breaking stride.

	"The way they are around each other—"

	"Is strange. I know. But strange does not mean what you are implying."

	He set his box down inside the storage room and straightened up. "What if it does?"

	"Then she would have told me." I picked up the empty dolly and headed back out. "And he would not do that. Whatever Kaelan is, he is not that."

	"People surprise you."

	"Not like that," I said. "Let it go, Matteo."

	He raised his hands and let it go.

	But I could not.

	

	I was late to my mother's dinner that Sunday by nearly an hour.

	The day had run long and a friend had needed help with a delivery that turned into two deliveries, and by the time I made it to the street the windows of the house were lit and the noise was already in full swing. It had rained all afternoon and the patio furniture was pushed under the awning, and a few people had gathered there to get air between courses.

	Two of them were Seraphine and Kaelan.

	I stopped at the gate.

	They were not close. There was distance between them, deliberate distance, the kind that two people maintain when they are aware of how things look. Her arms were folded. His hands were in his pockets. Both of them wore expressions that had no business being at a Sunday dinner.

	I watched them for longer than I should have and then walked inside and did not say anything to anyone about it.

	

	Kaelan found me outside the rosticceria on a Tuesday morning as I was finishing the close of my shift, stepping out into the alley with my jacket over my arm to find him standing there like he had measured the exact moment I would appear.

	"Walk with me," he said.

	"Talk here."

	"Walk with me, Dorian."

	Something in the way he said my name made me go quiet. I fell into step beside him and we moved through the narrow streets without direction, past the tourists and the flower boxes and the smell of espresso coming from the bars that had just opened, and neither of us said anything for long enough that the silence became its own kind of conversation.

	"This is about Seraphine," I said finally.

	He did not deny it. He did not say anything. He kept walking with his hands in his pockets and his jaw set, and the not-saying was the loudest thing I had heard in weeks.

	By the time we reached my apartment I could not have told anyone how we got there. I stood in the middle of my own living room and looked at my brother and waited for the world to change, because I already knew it was about to.

	"Say it," I told him.

	He pressed his hands into his pockets and looked at the floor for a moment. "I ran into Seraphine a few weeks ago. Late. I had been drinking more than I should have." He stopped. Started again. "I kissed her."

	The room did not move. I did not move. "Go on."

	"She thought I was you. I had let her believe I was you. She kissed me back, and then she realized, and she pushed me away and she was furious. That is all that happened. Nothing else."

	"You let her believe you were me," I said.

	"Yes."

	"Why."

	He did not answer that and the silence of it was its own answer, the one I did not want and could not argue with.

	"She wanted to keep it buried," he continued. "She said you would end things if you found out, that it would cost me my brother and cost her everything, and that the smartest thing was to let it go. I tried. I genuinely tried." He looked up at me then, and what was on his face was not performance. It was the real thing, ugly and stripped down. "But every time I looked at you I could not carry it anymore."

	I let the silence run for a long time after that.

	"I was going to ask her to marry me," I said. "The ring is at the jeweler. I have been saving for months."

	Kaelan closed his eyes.

	"So that is finished."

	"Dorian—"

	"Not because of the kiss. I understand the kiss. We are identical and you took advantage of that and I will deal with you separately for it. But she looked me in the eye, Kaelan. She sat across from me at that bar and told me nothing was wrong. She would have taken that to the grave. That is not a foundation. That is a trap."

	"She was scared."

	"Then she should have been scared and told me anyway. That is what courage looks like." I moved to the door and held it open. "You should go."

	He went.

	

	Seraphine arrived within the hour.

	She came through the door already talking, her voice breaking on the words before she had finished finding them, her face carrying the specific devastation of someone who had been dreading this moment for weeks and had finally run out of time to avoid it.

	"I panicked," she said. "I did not know how to tell you and every day that passed made it harder and I know how that sounds, I know, but I was terrified of losing you over something that I did not choose—"

	"You chose the silence," I said. "That part you chose."

	"I know." She pressed her hand to her mouth. "I know."

	"Sit down, Seraphine."

	She sat. I stayed standing. Not to tower over her but because I could not be still.

	"I would have understood the kiss," I told her. "I want you to hear that. We share a face. I cannot hold you accountable for a moment of confusion in the dark. But the weeks after that, the conversations, the way you looked at me and said nothing was wrong while something very much was, that is what I cannot get past."

	"I was trying to protect what we had."

	"You were protecting yourself from a conversation you were afraid of. That is different." I sat down then, across from her rather than beside her, and looked at her properly. She was the most beautiful person I had ever been close to and she was coming apart at the seams and it did not change what I was about to say. "I need honesty the way other people need air. I have told you that. It is the one thing I have always asked for and the one thing you chose not to give me when it was hardest."

	"Please," she whispered. "Please do not end this."

	"It is already ended. I think we both know that."

	She cried in a way I had not seen from her before, deep and unguarded, and she reached for me and I let her hold my hand for a moment because I was not made of stone and I had loved her genuinely and completely.

	But I did not change my mind.

	When she finally stood to leave, she stopped at the door and looked back at me with red eyes and said, "I am sorry, Dorian. I am truly sorry."

	"I know you are," I said. "So am I."

	The door closed behind her and I sat in the quiet of my apartment for a long time, listening to the sounds of Taormina going about its business outside my window, entirely indifferent to the fact that something inside me had just closed like a fist.

	

	I walked for a long time after she left.

	Not toward anything. Just through the streets of the town I had grown up in, past the rosticceria with its lights off and the flower boxes and the narrow passages between buildings that I had known since I was small enough to run through them without turning sideways.

	I was not crying. I was not going to cry. What I was doing was the thing I always did with things that had weight, moving through them physically, letting the body process what the mind was not yet ready to sit still with.

	At some point, in the way that the mind produces things when you stop directing it, I thought about Rome.

	Not about going there. About the woman I had encountered there three weeks earlier, briefly and without intention, in a context that had nothing to do with what had just happened in my apartment.

	I had been in Rome for two days on business, the kind of business that was not discussed in rosticcerias or at Sunday dinners, and I had been in the wrong place at a specific moment and she had been in the same wrong place, and what had passed between us in the forty seconds before we each determined that the other was not a threat had been the most charged forty seconds I had experienced in a very long time.

	She had looked at me with green eyes that communicated, without a single word, that she was neither impressed nor intimidated, and that whatever I was, I was going to have to be more specific about it before she decided what to do with me.

	I had not seen her since.

	I did not know her name.

	I did not know anything about her except those forty seconds and the green eyes and the specific quality of someone who was operating in a world that overlapped with mine in ways that I had not yet mapped.

	I thought about her for approximately four steps and then filed the thought in the category of things that were not relevant to the current moment, which was a category that was fairly crowded that particular evening.

	But the thought had arrived.

	And thoughts that arrive without being called have a way of knowing when they are needed.

	I turned back toward home and let Taormina close around me in the dark, and I walked the rest of the way in the particular quiet of a man who has lost something real and does not yet know that the losing of it is the first necessary step toward something considerably more true.
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