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Chapter One

The Debt
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Sofia

My father summons me to his study at half past four on a Tuesday, which is how I know it is bad.

He never summons anyone before five. Five is when he pours his first drink, and the drink is a kind of permission slip he writes himself for whatever he is about to say. Before five he is a man with a soft middle and a tired face who reads the paper in his armchair and pretends to be someone's grandfather. After five he is Tommaso Bellini, who used to mean something. The drink is the door between the two.

So when Rosa, our housekeeper, knocks on the door of my room at four thirty and tells me, with her eyes on the floor, that my father wants to see me, I know.

I put down the book I am not really reading. I have been not really reading for two weeks. I close it carefully, the way I close everything carefully now, and I stand up and I look at myself in the mirror over the dresser. I am twenty-four years old. I have a master's degree in comparative literature from Columbia that hangs framed in my mother's sitting room because she is proud of me in a way she does not know how to say. I speak four languages. I have read Dante in the original three times. I know exactly what I look like, which is to say I look like a Bellini woman, dark-haired and pale and put-together, the way the women in this house have always looked, going back to a great-grandmother whose photograph hangs in the hall and who, family legend says, slit a man's throat at her own wedding for trying to put a hand on her waist.

I am not as brave as her. I have known this my whole life.

I go down the stairs.

The house is quiet in the particular way it has been quiet for the last six months, since the night my father came home at three in the morning and stood in the kitchen drinking water out of the tap, just standing there in his shoes, water running down his chin. I came down for a glass of milk and found him like that. He looked at me and didn't see me. He said, Go back to bed, Sofia, and I went, and the next morning at breakfast he was reading the paper again, soft and tired, and nothing was different except that everything was.

The hallway smells like the lilies my mother insists on having on the entryway table. White lilies. She says they remind her of the church she was married in. I have always hated the smell. They smell like funerals and stagnant water and trying.

I knock once on the study door. He says come in.

He is sitting behind the desk that was his father's and his father's before him, a heavy, ugly thing made of wood the color of old blood. He has not poured the drink yet. The decanter is on the sideboard, untouched, and this is the second sign that today is not like other days, because my father is a man who is always either pouring a drink or thinking about pouring one. To see him at the desk without a glass in front of him is like seeing him without his face.

My mother is in the wingback chair by the window. She is in pearls. She is in pearls at four thirty on a Tuesday afternoon, which is the third sign. She does not look at me when I come in. She is looking at her hands in her lap, at the rings she has not taken off in thirty years, and I know before he opens his mouth.

I know.

"Sit down, piccola," my father says.

I sit. The chair across from his desk. My mother does not look up.

"There is no easy way to say this." He clears his throat. He has a way of doing it, two short coughs and a swallow, that he does when he has rehearsed something. "We owe a great deal of money. To the Marchettis. To Don Marchetti."

I know. But I let him say it.

"The shipment in March." He looks at the ceiling. The ceiling has water damage from a leak two winters ago that he never fixed. "It was not what we said it would be. The Russians, they. There was a misunderstanding. A loss. The Marchettis were our partners on the deal and the loss was theirs, and. The number is large, Sofia."

"How large," I say.

He doesn't answer.

"How large, Papa."

He says a number. It is large enough that I do the math twice in my head before I believe him. It is large enough that there is no version of this house, this name, this anything, that survives it. We could sell every painting on every wall and every car in the driveway and the house itself and we would not get there.

"And you did not think," I say, very carefully, "to tell anyone before now."

"I was managing it."

"You were not managing it."

"Sofia."

"You were not managing it, Papa." My voice is steady. I am proud of my voice. "You were drinking it."

My mother makes a small sound. It is not a word. I do not look at her because if I look at her I will not get through this.

My father puts both his hands flat on the desk. The hands are old, suddenly, in a way I had not noticed last week. There are spots on them. He is sixty-one years old and he looks seventy.

"Don Marchetti," he says, "has offered a way to settle the debt."

I wait.

"He has offered," my father says, and his voice does the thing where it goes formal, where it goes into the old language, the thing he does when he is trying to remind himself that he is the head of a family and not a man who has lost. "He has offered a marriage."

The room does a small thing. Not a tilt. Smaller than that. A kind of settling, the way a house settles in winter. I hear the radiator click. I hear a car go past on the street outside. I hear my mother breathing through her nose.

"To whom," I say.

"To himself."

"To Dante Marchetti."

"Yes."

"Personally."

"Yes."

I look at my mother. She is still looking at her hands. There are pearl earrings to match the necklace. There is a small brown spot on the back of her left hand that I have not seen before. I think, with the part of my mind that is still working, that I should ask her how long that has been there. I think, with the part of my mind that is still working, that she has been preparing to tell me this for days. Maybe weeks. She has been wearing the pearls and watching me come down the stairs in the morning and watching me eat my toast and watching me read in the sunroom and saying nothing because she has known and she has not known how, and now my father is saying it, and she cannot look at me because she has known.

I am not angry at her. I am surprised that I am not angry at her. There must be something in me that I am protecting, some last functional part, that knows there will be plenty of time to be angry at her later.

"And if I refuse," I say.

My father looks at the ceiling again.

"He calls in the debt," he says. "Which we cannot pay. And then he, ah. He moves on the rest of it."

"The rest of what."

"Sofia."

"The rest of what, Papa."

"The territory. The businesses. The. He absorbs us. The name."

"The family."

"Yes."

"And Marco."

A pause. Long enough that I have time to feel my heartbeat in my fingertips. Long enough that I know what he is going to say before he says it.

"Marco," he says, "would be a complication."

The word complication lands in the room like a stone in a pond.

"He is nineteen," I say.

"Sofia."

"He is nineteen years old."

"I know how old he is."

"He just got into Fordham."

"I know."

"You owe these people money," I say, "and if I do not marry their Don, they will kill your son."

He does not say yes. He does not say no. He looks at the ceiling. The water damage has the shape, I notice for the first time in my life, of a rabbit. A rabbit running. I have lived in this house for twenty-four years and I never noticed it, and now I am noticing it, and now it is the only thing in the room.

The door opens.

It opens without a knock, which means it is Marco, and it is. He is in a Fordham hoodie and joggers, his hair still damp from the shower. He has my mother's mouth and my father's bad temper and he is, God help me, the best person any of us have ever produced.

"Pop," he says. "Rosa said you were having a meeting and I wasn't supposed to. What's wrong?"

He looks at me. I am sitting very still in the chair.

"What's wrong," he says. "Sof."

"Marco," my father says. "Sit down."

"What's wrong."

"Sit down, Marco."

Marco sits. He sits on the arm of my mother's chair, because there is nowhere else, and my mother reaches up and puts her hand on his knee, and her hand is shaking, and Marco looks at her hand and then at me and then at our father and his face does the thing my face must have done ten minutes ago, the small settling, the click of the radiator, the understanding.

"No," he says.

"Marco."

"No. No. What did you do. Pop. What did you do."

"It is being handled."

"What does that mean. What does handled mean. Sof, what is he saying."

"He is saying," I say, and I am surprised again at how steady my voice is, "that I am marrying Dante Marchetti."

"What."

"To settle Papa's debts."

"No."

"Marco."

"No, Sof." He is up off the chair. He is pacing. He is nineteen and his shoulders are still the shoulders of a boy and he is pacing the way our father paces, which is one of the small ordinary tragedies of this room. "No. Absolutely not. Pop, what the fuck."

"Watch your mouth in front of your mother."

"Watch my, are you. Are you serious right now. You sold her. You sold my sister."

"It is a marriage, Marco. It is not."

"It is a marriage to Dante Marchetti."

"He is a respected man."

"He is a killer, Pop. He is the reason the Bartolos are gone. He's the reason. He is a killer, and you are giving him my sister."

"Marco."

"Sofia." He turns to me. His eyes are wet. He is going to cry and he doesn't know it yet, and when he realizes it he will hate himself. "Sof. You don't have to do this. We can. I can. There has to be."

"Marco."

"There has to be another way."

"There isn't."

"There has to be."

"Marco." I stand up. I do not know when I decided to stand up. "Sit down."

He doesn't.

"Sit down," I say.

He sits on the arm of my mother's chair again. My mother has not moved. My mother is, I realize, weeping silently, the way she does, the only way she has ever done it, with no sound and no movement, just the wet at the corners of her eyes that she does not wipe away because to wipe it away would be to admit it.

I look at my father.

"Three conditions," I say.

He does not look at me.

"Look at me, Papa."

He looks at me.

"Three conditions," I say. "And I want them in the agreement. In writing. To his consigliere and yours. Not a handshake. Written."

"Sofia."

"Written."

He nods.

"One. Marco is never touched. Not now, not in five years, not ever. If something happens to him, anything at all, even if he steps off a curb wrong in traffic, the marriage is over and the debt is back on the table. I want that written like that. I want the word anything."

"All right."

"Two. My mother stays in this house. This house is not part of any deal. It is hers. If you die before her, which at the rate you are drinking will be Tuesday, she lives here. The Marchettis do not touch this house."

"Sofia."

"Written, Papa."

"Written."

"Three." I have to swallow before I can say the third one. The third one is for me. "I walk into his house on my own feet. I am not delivered. I am not handed off. I drive myself to the wedding or I drive myself to wherever he wants me, and I walk in alone, and no one. No one. Sees me flinch. Not him. Not his men. Not you. Not any of the people who will be watching to see if a Bellini girl is going to cry. Do you understand me."

He does not answer.

"Do you understand me, Papa."

"Yes."

"Say it."

"I understand."

"Then we have an agreement."

I sit back down.

My legs are not going to hold me much longer and I sit back down so they do not have to. I fold my hands in my lap. My mother's pearls catch the light. Marco is breathing through his nose, in and out, in and out, like he is trying not to be sick. The radiator clicks. The rabbit on the ceiling runs, and runs, and runs.

"He is coming here," my father says. "Tonight. To meet you. To. To shake on it."

"Tonight."

"At seven."

I look at the clock on his desk. It is twenty past five. He has poured his drink finally, while we were arguing. I had not noticed him do it. The amber in the glass is half-gone.

"Then I will be ready at seven," I say.

I stand up. I walk to the door. I do not look at my mother. I do not look at Marco. I do not look at my father.

I walk up the stairs. I walk into my room. I close the door. I turn the lock, which I have not turned since I was sixteen. I sit down on the edge of my bed and I do not cry. I do not cry because I told my father I would not flinch, and I will not start the flinching here, in private, where no one is even watching, because a habit you start in private becomes a habit you cannot break in public, and I am going to need every habit I have.

I sit there until six.

At six I get up and I take a long shower, hot enough that my skin is red when I get out, and I dry my hair, and I put it down because I will not put it up, and I look in the closet and I do not pick the black dress because the black dress is a flinch. I pick a dark green one, long-sleeved, high at the throat, because it is the dress my mother bought me for my graduation and never let me wear, because she said it made me look too serious. Tonight I want to look serious. Tonight I want to look like a woman who reads Dante in the original.

I put on lipstick. Not red. A dark plum that is harder to read. I put on the pearl studs that were my grandmother's, not my mother's, because my mother's pearls are not something I want anywhere near me tonight.

At ten to seven I go down the stairs.

My father is in the foyer in his best suit, the one that fits him the way it did three years ago and not the way it does now. My mother is on the stairs behind me, in a different dress, the navy one, also pearls, also silent. Marco is not there. I do not know where Marco is and I do not ask.

At seven the buzzer goes.

It does not go twice.

Rosa opens the door.

There are four men outside. Three of them stay on the porch. The fourth comes in.

I have seen photographs of him. Everyone has. The papers run his picture every few months when something happens that they cannot trace back to him but want to, and there is always a wire-service shot of him coming out of a courthouse or a restaurant in midtown, dark suit, dark hair, dark expression. The photographs are not, I see now, accurate. The photographs make him look younger. The photographs do not capture the thing that the photographs are missing, which is whatever it is in his face that makes the room I am standing in feel smaller.

He is taller than I expected. He is taller than my father, who is taller than most men. He takes off his coat and hands it to Rosa without looking at her, and Rosa takes it like she is being handed something live. He does not take off his gloves.

He looks at my father first. Just a glance.

Then he looks at me.

He looks at me for what I will later, much later, identify as twelve seconds. I am not counting at the time. At the time it feels like a small geological event, a long slow movement of plates beneath the surface. He looks at my face. He looks at my throat where the dress closes. He looks at my hands where they are folded in front of me. He looks back at my face.

I do not look away.

This, I will think later, was the first mistake. Or possibly the first thing that saved me. I will never be able to decide which.

He does not smile. He does not extend his hand. He does not, I notice, do any of the things a man is supposed to do when meeting his future wife in her father's foyer.

He says, in a voice that is lower than I expected and very quiet, "Miss Bellini."

"Mr. Marchetti."

"You look," he says, "very composed."

"That is the idea."

A small thing happens at the corner of his mouth. It is not a smile. It is something smaller and harder to name. It happens for less than a second.

"Tommaso," he says, without looking at my father. "We will speak privately. The women can go."

My mother makes the small sound again. I do not look at her.

"I would prefer," I say, "to be present."

He looks at me again.

"Why."

"Because the agreement concerns me," I say. "And I would prefer to hear it discussed in a room I am in, rather than a room I am not in."

He does the thing at the corner of his mouth again. It lasts a second this time. Maybe a second and a half.

"Tommaso," he says, still looking at me. "Your daughter is going to be present."

"Of course," my father says.

"After you, Miss Bellini."

I walk past him. I walk into my father's study. I do not flinch. I do not look back. I do not let my hands shake.

I sit down in the chair I sat in two and a half hours ago. The decanter is empty.

He sits in the chair next to mine, not across the desk, which is the seat I expected him to take. He sits beside me, and he turns his chair very slightly toward me, and he says nothing while my father pours himself another drink with hands that are not quite steady.

I do not look at him.

I can feel him not looking at me back.

This, I think. This is the rest of my life.

I sit in my green dress and I fold my hands in my lap and I wait for him to speak, and when he does, his voice will be lower than I expect, and his sentences will be short, and I will not flinch, and I will not flinch, and I will not flinch.

The rabbit on the ceiling runs, and runs, and runs.
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Chapter Two

The Negotiation

[image: ]


Dante

The Bellini house smells like old flowers and a man who is failing.

I notice the flowers first because they are everywhere, lilies in the foyer, lilies on the side table in the hall, lilies on the desk in the study where Tommaso has poured himself a drink with a hand he is trying very hard to keep still. White lilies, the kind they put on coffins. I have always wondered about people who keep funeral flowers in their living rooms. I think it is a particular kind of weakness, to want death in the house with you, to want to look at it every day and call it decoration.

I notice the failing man second, which is to say I notice Tommaso, but I have known he was failing for two years. He has been failing publicly for one. He has been failing to me, personally, for six months, since the shipment.

What I do not expect to notice, and what I notice anyway, is the daughter.

The file I was given on her is six pages. I have read it twice. Sofia Bellini, twenty-four, master's in comparative literature from Columbia, languages, no romantic entanglements of note, no debts, no vices. The photograph in the file is two years old, a graduation portrait, formal, taken from too far away. The photograph is useless. The photograph does not tell you that she walks down a staircase the way her great-grandmother is rumored to have walked down a staircase. The photograph does not tell you that when she folds her hands in her lap they go still and stay still, that she is a woman who has practiced stillness, the way some women practice the piano.

She comes down the stairs in a dark green dress with long sleeves. Her hair is down. Most women in my world wear their hair up, because that is what is expected, because that is what their mothers did. I notice the hair. I notice that she has chosen not to be what is expected.

I notice, because I am paid to notice, that she is afraid. It is not in her face. Her face is excellent. It is in her left hand, which she has folded over her right, which is the way a woman holds her own hand when she does not want it to shake.

I look at her for too long. I know I am doing it. I do it anyway.

She does not look away.

This is the first surprise of the evening, and it should not be a surprise, because I have done this enough times to know that the daughters of failing men come in two varieties. The first variety looks at the floor. The second variety looks at you and is performing it, because she has decided in the mirror upstairs that she is going to look you in the eye, and you can see the decision in the eye itself, the small flicker of I am doing this on purpose.

Sofia Bellini is not either of those varieties. Sofia Bellini looks at me the way a person looks at a piece of weather. She is taking my measure, and she is not pretending not to, and there is no flicker in her eye because the decision was made years ago, somewhere upstairs in this same house, when she was probably much younger than twenty-four.

I do not smile at her. I do not extend my hand. The handshake would humiliate her in front of her father, who has not yet been able to look me in the face since I came through the door, and there is no reason to humiliate her. There will not be, I decide in that moment, reason to humiliate her. She will not be useful to me humiliated.

I tell her father we will speak privately. I tell him the women can go.

She tells me, in a voice I cannot read, that she would prefer to be present.

I ask her why.

She tells me.

The thing that happens at the corner of my mouth happens before I can stop it. It does not happen often. It has not happened, that I can recall, in some months. It happens because she has just done, in front of her father and her mother and me and the consigliere I have not yet introduced, something that requires a kind of nerve I had not factored for.

I tell Tommaso that his daughter is going to be present.

She walks past me into the study. She does not flinch. She does not look back. She is wearing a perfume I cannot place, something with green in it, a stem rather than a flower. The lilies in the foyer disappear behind her. I follow her in, and I sit down beside her instead of across from Tommaso, because I want her to know that whatever is about to be discussed is going to be discussed beside her and not over her head.

I want her to know it. I do not let myself ask, yet, why I want her to know it.

Tommaso pours himself another drink. He does not offer me one. He has, I notice, forgotten to.

"My consigliere," I say, "is in the car. We can do this between us, or we can do it formally. Your daughter has asked to be present. I am inclined to honor that."

"Between us," Tommaso says quickly.

"Sofia."

She turns her head. Just her head. Her hands stay folded.

"Sofia," I say again, "would you like the consigliere present, or would you like to do this between us."

She looks at me for what I will later identify as four seconds. Then she says, "Between us is fine. For now. The agreement will be put in writing afterward."

"The agreement will be put in writing afterward," I say. It is not quite a question.

"Yes," she says. "I have three conditions. They will be in writing, signed by your consigliere and my father's, before any wedding takes place."

I look at Tommaso. Tommaso is looking at his glass.

"All right," I say.

She tells me the three conditions.

The first one, about the brother, I expected. Not in those words. I had expected something hedged, something that asked rather than required. I had not expected the word anything. I had not expected the level of specificity about the curb. I make a note of the level of specificity. It is not the specificity of a woman who is panicking. It is the specificity of a woman who has thought about this for the entire two and a half hours since her father told her, and has thought about it well.

The second condition, about the mother and the house, I did not expect at all, because I had not factored the mother. The mother is not in any of my files. The mother is, in the pages I was given, a one-line entry: Lucia Bellini, b. 1962, no known business involvement. I had assumed the house was part of the larger asset transfer. I had assumed the mother would be moved to a smaller property in Connecticut, which is what the consigliere had recommended in the brief.

I look at Sofia. She is waiting for me to refuse the second condition. I can see that she is waiting. The left hand is a fraction tighter on the right.

"Agreed," I say.

The hand loosens, a fraction.

The third condition I do not expect at all. The third condition is for her. The third condition does not benefit anyone but her, and she gives it without lowering her voice or breaking the rhythm she set with the first two, and I understand, listening to her say the words I walk into his house on my own feet, that I have just learned something about this woman that no file would have given me.

I do not let my face change. I have practiced this. I am very good at it.

"Agreed," I say. "All three. In writing. The consigliere will draft tonight. Tommaso, you will have it on your desk by tomorrow noon."

"Tomorrow noon," Tommaso says. "Yes. Of course. Tomorrow noon."

"The wedding," I say, "will be in two weeks. At my estate upstate. Small. Family only."

"Two weeks," Sofia says.

"Yes."

"That is fast."

"It is."

"Why."

I look at her. Her father is looking at me. I could give her the political answer, which is that the longer the engagement, the more time for the other families to make moves, the more time for the press to get hold of the story, the more time for Tommaso to do something stupid with a drink in his hand. The political answer is the answer her father would give her if he were not too busy not making eye contact with the rim of his glass.

I give her the real answer instead, because she has been honest with me, and because honesty is a currency I have learned, late, to spend carefully when it counts.

"Because I want this resolved," I say. "And because the longer your father has to think about it, the more likely he is to do something that will make me kill him. And because I would prefer not to have to kill your father at the wedding."

Tommaso makes a small sound. Sofia does not.

She looks at me for three seconds. Then she nods, once, as if I have answered a question on a form.

"Two weeks, then," she says.

"Two weeks."

She stands up. I stand with her. I am not entirely sure why I stand with her. It is not a thing I do. I stand for women in restaurants, when there is staff watching, because one stands for women in restaurants. I do not stand in private studies for daughters of men who owe me money.

I stand anyway.

She offers me her hand.

I look at it.

It is the right hand. The one she was holding still with the left. It is steady now. The knuckles are pale. There is no ring on it. There is, on the inside of her wrist where the sleeve has shifted, a thin pale scar, maybe an inch and a half long, old, the kind of scar that comes from glass and not from a knife. I notice it. I do not let myself look at it for more than the second I have already used. I do not ask.

I take her hand.

Her hand is cold. Her grip is firm. She does not squeeze and she does not let me squeeze. We hold each other's hand for the appropriate two seconds and we let go.

"Mr. Marchetti."

"Miss Bellini."

"Until the wedding," she says.

"Until the wedding."

She walks out of the study. She does not look back. She does not flinch. She walks past her mother, who is standing in the hall with her hands clasped at her waist and her eyes wet, and she touches her mother's elbow once, briefly, without slowing down, and she goes up the stairs.

I watch her until she is gone.

I turn back to Tommaso.

Tommaso, who has been watching me watch his daughter, has gone the color of bad cheese.

"The papers," I say. "Tomorrow noon. You and the consigliere. Any deviation from what we just agreed and the deal is off and the original terms apply. Do you understand."

"Yes."

"All three conditions. Word for word as she gave them."

"Yes."

"The brother."

"Yes."

"Tommaso."

"Yes."

"Look at me when I say this."

He looks at me.

"If anything happens to that boy," I say, "I will assume you arranged it. Do you understand."

"Why would I."

"Because you have failed before. Because you might decide that a son in the ground is preferable to a son who knows you sold his sister, and I want you to understand, before you have your fourth drink tonight, that I have already had this conversation with myself and reached this conclusion. Are we clear."

"Yes."

"Good."

I let myself out of the study. Rosa, the housekeeper, is in the hall with my coat. She does not look at me. I take the coat. I let myself out the front door.

The car is on the street. Vincent, my consigliere, is in the back with the dome light on, reading. He looks up when I open the door.

"Well," he says.

"Draft the agreement tonight," I say. "Three conditions."

"How many did you give her."

"She gave me three. I agreed to three."

"You agreed to all three."

"All three."

He looks at me. Vincent has been with my family since I was eleven years old. He looked at my father the same way for thirty years and my father always lost the staring contest, and so do I.

"Hm," he says, and he goes back to his book.

The car pulls away from the curb. I look out the window. The Bellini house, in the rearview, gets smaller. There is one light on in an upstairs window. I do not let myself wonder which window.

I let myself wonder anyway.

We drive into Manhattan in silence. I do not turn on the partition. I do not call anyone. I look at the file on the seat beside me, the six pages on Sofia Bellini, and I do not open it. The photograph is on the inside of the front page. I do not need to look at it. The photograph is, as I said, useless.

What I want, and I will not let myself want it for more than the duration of the drive across the bridge, is to know what she is doing right now, in the upstairs window with the light on. Whether she is sitting on the edge of the bed. Whether she has taken off the lipstick yet. Whether the green dress is on the floor or hung up. Whether she has cried, finally, now that no one is watching.

Whether she has cried, I think, and that is when I know.

I close the file. I close my eyes. I do not let any of it onto my face for Vincent, who is still reading, who has not looked at me, who would notice if I let it onto my face.

I open my eyes when we cross into the city. The skyline is what it always is, and I do not feel any of it.

We get to the penthouse at quarter past nine.

Luca is in the kitchen when I come up. He is in shirtsleeves, sleeves rolled to the elbow, eating leftover risotto out of the pan with a fork. He has been my brother for twenty-nine years and he has been eating other people's leftovers out of the pan with a fork for most of them.

"How'd it go," he says, mouth full.

"Fine."

"Fine."

"Yes."

"Fine like the deal is done fine, or fine like I am not going to talk about it tonight fine."

"The deal is done. Two weeks."

"Two weeks." He whistles. "That's fast."

"Yes."

"You meet her."

"I met her."

"And."

"And the deal is done."

He puts the fork down. He looks at me.

"Dante."

"What."

"Are you going to tell me anything about this woman, or am I going to find out at the wedding."

"You will find out at the wedding."

"That bad."

"It is not bad."

"That good."

"Luca."

"That good."

"Eat your risotto, Luca."

He grins at me. It is the grin he has had since he was five, the one that has gotten him out of more trouble than any human being deserves to be gotten out of. I do not return it. I leave the kitchen and go down the hall to my study.

Rafael is in the study.

Rafael is in the study because Rafael always knows when something has happened. Rafael could be at confession on the other side of the city and he would know, the way some people know about weather. He is sitting in the armchair by the window. He does not get up.

"How was Tommaso," he says.

"Drinking."

"And the girl."

I sit down at the desk. I do not answer immediately.

"The girl," Rafael says, "is a question, Dante."

"The girl is not going to be a problem."

"That is not what I asked."

"The girl," I say, "is more than I expected."

He does not say anything. Rafael's silences are doing something. They are always doing something. He is watching me and he is, I know, cataloging everything I have not said, the same way I cataloged the way Sofia held her own hand. We are alike in this. We are alike in most things, although neither of us would say so out loud.

"There is something else," he says.

"What."

"Volkov."

I look at him.

"Maksim Volkov," he says, "has been asking questions about how the Bellini debt was settled. He has been asking them in two of our restaurants. He has been asking them, today, of a man who used to work for Tommaso and now works for the Volkovs."

"Since when does Volkov have a man who used to work for Tommaso."

"Since approximately six months ago."

"The shipment."

"The shipment."

I sit with that.

"Dig," I say.

"Already digging."

"Quietly."

"Yes."

"How worried."

"Three out of ten. Going up."

"Tell me when it is five."

"I will tell you when it is four."

"Fine."

He stands up. He pauses at the door.

"Dante."

"What."

"Is she going to be a complication."

I do not answer immediately. Rafael waits. Rafael will wait all night if I make him.

"She is going to be," I say, "what she is going to be."

"That is not an answer."

"It is the answer I have."

He looks at me. He nods, once. He leaves.

I sit at the desk. I do not turn on the lamp. The study is half-lit by the city, the blue-orange wash that comes through the window and does not turn off, ever, in any apartment in this city above the twentieth floor. I look at it for a while.

I open the drawer of the desk where I keep the file.

I take out the photograph.

It is, as I said, a useless photograph. Graduation. She is in the cap and gown, looking at the camera, not smiling, not not-smiling, the look of a young woman who has been told to hold still for thirty seconds and is holding still for thirty seconds. Her hair is up. There is no green dress. There is no scar visible on her wrist because the gown covers her wrists. There is nothing in this photograph that explains why I am sitting in the dark looking at it at almost ten o'clock at night.

I look at it anyway.

I look at her face. I look at the way her mouth is closed, which is the same way it was closed an hour ago when she said I walk into his house on my own feet. I look at the eyes. The eyes in the photograph are looking at the camera. The eyes an hour ago were looking at me. They are the same eyes.

Vincent will have the agreement drafted by morning. Tommaso will sign it. The wedding will be in two weeks. There will be a guest list, a dress, a ceremony, a ring, vows in a language her grandmother would have recognized. There will be a wife in my house, in rooms I have already had prepared, with a security detail I have already chosen. There will be, beginning in two weeks, a woman in my life who is not there because I want her there. Not exactly. A woman who is there because I have arranged for her to be there, which is not the same thing, although I am aware that the distinction is going to matter to me later, and I am aware, sitting in the dark in my study at ten o'clock at night, that the distinction is already mattering to me now.

I put the photograph back in the file.

I close the drawer.

I sit there for a long time with my hands flat on the desk, the way her father sat with his hands flat on his desk, and I think about that, the way I have come to sit the way her father sat, in this same hour, on this same evening, and I lift my hands off the desk because I do not like the comparison.

I get up. I pour a glass of water. I drink it standing at the window, looking at the city, at the millions of windows in the millions of buildings, in any of which a woman could
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