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            "Some roads lead us away. Others lead us back. But the hardest journey is learning that home was never a place—it was always a choice."
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CHAPTER 1: 

COMING HOME

The first thing Alessia noticed when she turned off the autostrada was the light.

Not some dramatic revelation—nothing like what she’d imagined during those gray Milan mornings, standing at her apartment window, staring at the city’s sprawl. This was quieter. A shift in the air itself, as if someone had lifted a veil. The late afternoon sun spilled honey-gold across the green hills, rolling toward the village in waves that reminded her of a painting she’d seen once and promptly forgotten the name of.

She pulled over at a small overlook. Her hands were shaking on the wheel.

Five years. Exactly five years since she’d left.

Then came the scent—pine and something baking. Bread, maybe. Or the wisteria growing wild along the village’s stone walls. Her mother used to say the village smelled like memory, which Alessia had dismissed as poetic nonsense meant for tourists. Turns out, it was true. The smell of home lived in your body in ways you forgot until it ambushed you, and then you couldn’t remember how you’d ever breathed without it.

She should have felt triumphant. She’d done what she set out to do in Milan: built a career in publishing and carved her way through competitive offices with a determination that had surprised even her. Made money. Made a life. Proved something, though lately she wasn’t sure what.

Instead, all she felt was afraid.

◆◆◆

Alessia sat in the rented Fiat for ten more minutes, watching the light shift as the sun sank lower. A few clouds caught the color and held it—rose, apricot. Swallows stitched across the sky in their quick, purposeful way. Everything exactly as she remembered. Which somehow made it worse.

◆◆◆

Her mother’s letter had arrived two weeks after the funeral. Their father’s funeral. The tone had been careful and restrained—genuine concern wrapped in pride, the way her mother did everything. Come home. For a visit, at least. The house needs tending. We’re not young anymore.

We. Except her father wasn’t part of any “we” now. He was gone, and Alessia hadn’t been there when it happened. She’d learned through a phone call at eight in the morning, Milan time. She’d been eating an espresso and cornetto at her favorite bar, half-listening to the man at the next table arguing with his mistress.

She’d left the next morning.

◆◆◆

Alessia turned the key. Let the car ease forward onto the narrow road.

The cobblestones started almost immediately after you passed the stone Madonna marking the town’s edge. She’d been driven down this road a thousand times as a child, her father pointing out landmarks: her grandfather’s first house, the old bakery, and the fountain where they’d thrown coins and made wishes.

She hadn’t made a wish since she was twelve.

The houses rose on either side of the narrow street, terra-cotta roofs fitted together like puzzle pieces, wooden shutters painted in faded blues and greens. Ivy covered half the walls. Gardens spilled onto the cobblestones—roses, jasmine, and herbs she could smell through the open window. Exactly as she remembered. The late afternoon emptiness meant few people were around. Just an old woman sweeping in front of a shop. A young mother with a stroller.

Neither looked familiar.

◆◆◆

Alessia drove slowly toward the center of town. Toward the piazza. The café.

She wasn’t sure why. Her parents’ house was on the other side of the village—five minutes farther. She could go there, unload her bags, settle in.

Instead, she found herself pulling into a narrow space across from Caffè Stella.

The café looked different. The striped awning had been replaced with something modern—cream and rust. But the tables were still there. The small metal ones where she and Ethan used to sit, supposedly studying for exams but really talking about everything else. Alessia and Ethan. They’d been inseparable, the kind of friends everyone assumed would become something more. Sometimes she’d felt it too—in the way his hand lingered when he steadied her arm, in the careful distance he kept, like he was afraid of breaking something fragile. In the way he looked at her when she talked, as if the entire world had condensed into whatever she was saying.

He’d kissed her once. The last night before she left for Milan.

She pushed the memory down and opened the car door.

Her heart had already betrayed her by picking up its pace.
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CHAPTER 2: THE ENCOUNTER

The café was warm. Espresso and citrus—lemon paste, maybe, the kind her mother used to buy at the bakery. Alessia stood in the doorway, letting her eyes adjust. Evening light slanted through the windows, turning everything amber.

Only a few customers. An old couple in the corner, hands touching across the table. Two women at the bar, deep in the kind of urgent conversation that meant gossip. And then—sitting alone near the back, reading a newspaper with the concentrated attention people used when they were avoiding something—

Ethan.

◆◆◆

Her heart did something strange. A skip and a lurch, like missing a step on stairs.

He looked older. That was the first coherent thought she could form. His hair was longer, falling across his forehead the way he used to hate. Coffee in front of him. His other hand turning the newspaper page with deliberate care. He hadn’t looked up yet.

Alessia could turn around. Leave before he knew she’d been there. The sensible thing. The thing that wouldn’t complicate her already complicated return.

Instead, her legs moved forward. Her body carried her deeper into the café.

She must have made a sound—a too-heavy footstep, an audible breath—because Ethan looked up.

For a moment, nothing but his face changing. Confusion first. Then the slow, painful process of recognition. The newspaper lowered. He sat back.

“Alessia.”

Just her name, but the way he said it was like a question with no answer. Like he was testing whether she was real.

“Hi.” Her voice came out smaller than she wanted. She cleared her throat. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

Stupid thing to say. Of course he was here. He’d always been here—that was the whole point, wasn’t it? Ethan had stayed while she left. He had roots. Constancy. Everything she’d run from.

He stood, which made her nervous. She didn’t know the protocol for greeting someone you’d been in love with—or almost in love with, or wanted to be in love with so badly you couldn’t breathe but never quite said—after five years.

He extended his hand.

Absurd and perfect and something in her chest cracked open.

“You came back.”

“For my mother,” Alessia said, taking his hand. His palm was warm, calloused in a way she didn’t remember. “The funeral. And now...”

“Now you’re staying?” Still holding her hand.

“For a while.” She pulled away gently. Sat at his table, uninvited.

◆◆◆ “How are you?”

Stupid question. But the kind of stupid question people asked when they were trying hard not to ask the real ones: Why do you look at me like that? Did you think about me? Did you hate me?

Ethan sat back down slowly. “I’m well. Good. The village is—the village. You...” He stopped, studying her face in a way that made her deeply uncomfortable. “You look different. City different.”

“I cut my
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