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Five Years Later
The envelope went into a drawer.
Not at first. At first it lived under glass on the war-room table, photographed and dusted and fed through every machine Lina could buy or borrow, its four lines read aloud so many times that Sofia could recite them the way she recited counts. Enjoy the peace while it lasts. Luca walked the perimeter of the estate every night for six months. The florist who did not exist went on not existing. The man in the reflection stayed a hand, a ring, a black stone in a silver setting, and then, slowly, a question nobody asked out loud at dinner.
No second envelope came.
Not on the first anniversary, or the second. Not when forty dancers filled the pavilion, not when the audit went public, not when the yacht slipped out under the harbor stars and Sofia thought, for the first time in her life, that she was entirely free.
By the third year the envelope lived in the bottom drawer of Alessandro's desk, behind a lock he no longer checked.
Peace, it turned out, was something a person could learn to trust.
That was the danger of it.


PART ONE
Inherited Debts
1
FIVE YEARS OF QUIET
Studio Three smelled like rosin and burnt espresso, the particular perfume of a room where twenty bodies had been working since eight in the morning and someone had left the coffee pot on the warming plate an hour too long. Sofia had stopped noticing that smell years ago. This morning it was trying to kill her.
She stood at the tall windows with her back to the company, one palm flat against the cool brick between two panes, and breathed in for two and out for four, the way she taught every terrified first-year before a showing. Below her the old garment district went about its Tuesday. A man in a paint-spattered jacket carried a ladder past the brass plate by the front door, the one that still made her stop sometimes, as if the words might have rearranged themselves overnight into somebody else's name. MONTE CONTEMPORARY DANCE FOUNDATION. Fifth season. Four storeys of brick and sprung floor that belonged to her, outright, on paper she had read twice before she signed.
Her stomach considered its options and decided, for the moment, to behave.
"Again from the lift," she said without turning around. "Count of eight. And Theo, if you brace that early one more time, I'm going to have Paula paint you a sign."
Behind her, somebody laughed and somebody else groaned. Nia restarted the track from the sound desk, and the opening cello phrase of Load-Bearing rolled through the room, low and patient, a sound like a building settling into its own foundations. Sofia turned to watch.
The piece was about weight. Where it went, who carried it, what happened in the half second between one body offering itself and another deciding to take it. She had built it over eleven months out of café napkins and the margins of Mara's quarterly reports, out of every fall she had ever taken without apology and every hand that had been there when she landed. It premiered in three weeks. It was the best thing she had ever made, and right now it was being undone by a nineteen-year-old with beautiful feet and no faith in anyone.
Kira ran, launched, and Theo caught her a fraction early, arms locked, shoulders up around his ears, so that her momentum died against him. It looked like a lift. It felt, from across the room, like a car accident.
Sofia clapped twice. The music cut.
"Theo." She crossed the floor, and the company parted around her the way water parts around a stone that has been in the river long enough. "What is she?"
He blinked at her, sweat running into his eyebrows. "Heavy?"
A ripple of laughter. Kira swatted his arm.
"She's a decision," Sofia said. "She's not cargo. She's not something that happens to you. She decides to come, and you agree with her. You don't catch her. You agree." She put her hands on his shoulders and pressed them down until they sat where shoulders were supposed to sit. "When you brace early, you're telling her you don't trust her to arrive. Nobody wants to jump into that. Let the weight come all the way in, and then send it up. Brace or release. You only get to pick one."
"Can you show me?"
For five years the answer had always been yes. She had demonstrated every lift in the building at least once, because you didn't ask a body to do what you wouldn't put your own through, and because, privately, she still loved leaving the ground more than almost anything in the world.
"Not today," she said. "Paula, would you?"
Paula rolled her eyes with great affection and came to take Kira's place. Nobody questioned it. Nobody, Sofia told herself, had any reason to.
Except that when she reached the sound desk, Nia was looking at her over the top of her reading glasses with the expression she had once reserved for costume tears and unexplained bruises.
"You look green," Nia said.
"It's the lighting."
"The lighting in here is the most flattering lighting in the city. You paid a man to make sure of that." Nia tapped her pen against the cue sheet. "You haven't touched your coffee in two weeks. You sat down for the entire second section yesterday. You're not doing lifts."
"I'm supervising."
"Mm-hm." The pen tapped again. "You know what I always say. Pregnant women get to delegate."
She had been saying it for years, as a joke, to anyone who tried to hand her an extra job. This was the first time it landed somewhere real, and Sofia felt her face do something she had not given it permission to do before she smoothed it back into the expression of a director with a premiere in three weeks and no time for nonsense.
"Run it from the top of the second section," she said. "And find out who keeps leaving the coffee on."
Nia smiled at the cue sheet and said nothing at all, which was worse.
*  *  *
At one o'clock Sofia took the stairs to the second floor, because the elevator smelled like the lobby's lilies and the lilies had become, sometime in the last month, a personal enemy.
The art room at the end of the corridor held long tables scarred with charcoal, a sink that never quite drained, and an easel by the window that had once stood in Chris Delano's office. Eight children from the scholarship program sat at the tables with their tongues between their teeth, drawing their own feet. Isabella moved among them in a gray sweater with the sleeves pushed up, her dark hair cut to her jaw, her fingers black to the second knuckle.
She came over without hurrying. Five years had filled in the hollows under her cheekbones and taught her to stand in a room as if she had a right to it. They had not taught her to stop seeing things.
"You're pale," Isabella said.
"Everyone keeps telling me what color I am today."
"Then everyone's paying attention." Isabella wiped her hands on a rag that only made them worse. "Are you all right?"
"I'm fine. It's a premiere. Premieres make me pale."
Isabella studied her with the patience she gave a drawing that wasn't finished yet. Once, in a clinic two hundred miles north, people had looked at her and decided what she was. She did not do that to anyone.
"I see a lot of things," she said at last. "Nobody usually asks. So I'll wait until you tell me."
Sofia's throat went unexpectedly tight. "Sunday," she said. "Come to the estate on Sunday. Lunch."
"I'm always at the estate on Sunday."
"Then come hungry."
Behind them a small girl held up a drawing of a foot with seven toes and announced that it was accurate, and Isabella went to kneel beside her and ask, seriously, which toe was her favorite.
*  *  *
Ren met her in the lobby with his radio clipped to his belt and the expression of a man delivering a weather report on a day he found mildly interesting.
"Car's out front," he said. "Nico's double-parked and pretending he isn't." Ren held the door. "Your mother called the front desk to say she's at home and you're late."
"I'm not late."
"I passed along the message. I'm not taking a position."
The car was long, black and as quiet as money could make anything, and Nico Ferrante stood beside the rear door holding her coat open as if she were going out into January instead of a mild spring afternoon. He had been driving her for five years, hired in those first months after the wedding, when the whole family moved through the world inside a wall, on the recommendation of Fabrizio Conti, who had observed that a man going legitimate would need people who knew what the other thing looked like. Nico did. He also knew how Sofia took her coffee, which streets flooded first in a storm and what Elena drank in the afternoon, and he had never once made Sofia feel watched, only accompanied.
"Signora," he said.
"Nico. I've asked you to call me Sofia for five years."
"And I've declined for five years. It's become a tradition." He settled the coat on her shoulders and closed the door behind her with a soft, expensive click. When he slid in behind the wheel, he nodded at the console between the seats. "Your mother's lemon tea is in the bag. And there are ginger sweets in the drawer, if you want them. My wife swears by them for car sickness."
"I don't get car sick."
"Of course not," Nico said, and pulled into traffic.
Sofia opened the drawer anyway. The sweets were wrapped in gold paper, and the first one settled her stomach so quickly that she felt, ridiculously, like crying with gratitude toward a man who had simply noticed she was pale.
The city slid past the tinted glass. She had stopped counting exits in cars sometime in the second year, and stopped checking the mirrors in the third. Safety had come the way spring came, a little at a time, until one morning you noticed you'd left your coat at home and hadn't missed it. The pavilion premiere, forty dancers moving under the steel she had argued over with Tomas for a year. The night the audit went public, every page of it, and Alessandro stood on the terrace and said, There's nothing left to hide, and meant it. Lina's wedding to Luca on a rooftop in the rain, where Lina finally played the video of him crying at the studio toast, on a projector she had hacked from the venue's own system, while Luca stood very still with the expression of a man reviewing his broad skill set.
Five years. Five seasons. One envelope, in one drawer.
She unwrapped a second ginger sweet and did not think about the drawer at all.
*  *  *
Elena Monte lived six blocks from the foundation, in an apartment full of plants that had no business thriving under her care and thrived anyway. When Sofia let herself in, her mother was on the sofa with her feet up and a paper bag from Marrow on the coffee table, wearing the look of a woman who had been right about something before anyone else could argue.
"You're late," Elena said.
"I'm not late. Ren's not taking a position."
"Ren is a wise man." Elena patted the cushion beside her. "Sit. I brought you soup."
Sofia sat. "You brought me soup."
"I bought you soup. There's a difference. Marrow does a white bean with rosemary that a woman in your condition should be eating instead of whatever you had for lunch."
Sofia took the container out of the bag, peeled back the lid and let the steam rise against her face. It smelled like rosemary and garlic and absolutely nothing that wanted to hurt her. "You know," she said, "in twenty-seven years I have never once seen you make soup."
"And you never will." Elena folded her hands over her stomach with enormous dignity. "Soup is what women make when they've given up on going anywhere. It sits on the stove for six hours and you sit beside it. I had a career. I had knees, once. I was not going to spend them guarding a pot. Your mother never made soup, little bird, and she never apologized for it."
She watched Sofia eat the first spoonful with the focus of a director watching a dancer come back from an injury. "Good?"
"Very good."
"Then I'm a good mother. Ask anyone at Marrow."
They sat for a while in the afternoon light, and Sofia ate half the soup and felt her body come back to her a little at a time. Her mother's hand rested on the sofa between them. Five years ago that hand had trembled every time it lifted a cup. Now it was steady, and Sofia still caught herself staring at it the way people stare at the sea.
"When are you telling them?" Elena asked.
"The gala. Three weeks. After the premiere." Sofia set down the spoon. "I want to say it myself. Not have it leak out of a pharmacy receipt into some gossip column under a picture of me looking tired."
"You do look tired."
"Thank you, Mama."
"And him?" Elena tilted her head. "How is he?"
Sofia thought about the way Alessandro had sat on the edge of the bathtub six weeks ago with the test in one hand and her wrist in the other, so still and silent for so long that she had started to be afraid. About the way his eyes had finally come up to hers, wet and astonished, and he had said yes as if she had asked him a question. About the four books on pregnancy she had since found hidden in four different places in the penthouse.
"He's reading," she said.
Elena laughed, low and delighted, the old laugh from the days before the hospital. "Of course he is. That man would read the instruction manual for a sunrise." She reached over and tucked a strand of hair behind Sofia's ear, the way she had when Sofia was six and sulking. "Let him read. A man worth keeping doesn't mind being tested. And a man worth keeping, when he's frightened, goes looking for the rules."
"He's not frightened."
Her mother just looked at her, and Sofia looked away first.
*  *  *
The penthouse smelled like cedar and lemon when she came in that evening, and under it, faintly, garlic, which meant Alessandro had cooked, which meant he had come home early, which meant he had been thinking about something long enough to need to do something with his hands.
She found him at the kitchen island in shirtsleeves, gray at the temple where five years had added more than she expected. A stack of corridor contracts sat at his elbow, bristling with Mara's color-coded tabs. Underneath them, badly hidden, was a fifth book.
Sofia set her bag down on the counter. "You tabbed it."
He didn't look up from the contract he was pretending to read. "I don't know what you're talking about."
"The pregnancy book under the shipping agreements. You've tabbed it. In Mara's colors."
"Mara tabs things. I learned from the best." He turned a page he had not read. "The blue tabs are nutrition. The green ones are exercise. The yellow ones are things I need to discuss with your doctor."
"And the red ones?"
At last he looked up. His eyes, in the low kitchen light, were very dark and very amused. "The red ones are a chapter I've read twice."
"Which chapter?"
"Intimacy in the second trimester."
Sofia came around the island slowly. "Twice?"
"Once for comprehension," Alessandro said. "Once for planning."
She laughed, and the knot in her chest from Nia's cue sheet loosened. He caught her by the hips as she reached him and turned her so that he stood between her and the rest of the room, the way he always stood, the way he had stood at the gala and in a cellar in Palermo, without seeming to notice he was doing it.
"How are you?" he asked. "Honestly."
"Nia knows. Isabella knows she doesn't know something. My mother bought me soup. And Nico has started keeping ginger sweets in the car."
"Nico's very observant."
"Nico's very kind." She rested her forehead against his collarbone, breathing cedar and the clean salt of his skin. "I almost cried over a sweet, Alessandro. A small gold one. In traffic."
"That's in the book," he said into her hair. "Chapter six. Yellow tab."
Dinner was pasta with garlic and lemon and enough bread to soak up anything her stomach might object to. He watched her eat with an attention that would have been unbearable from anyone else. When she pushed the plate away, he washed it, dried it and put it back in the cabinet at precisely the angle it had come out at, and she watched the shift of his shoulders under the white shirt and thought about red tabs.
"You're staring," he said, without turning around.
"I'm cataloguing."
"Cataloguing what?"
"Whether the planning was any good."
When he turned, the amusement had gone out of his face, replaced by something quieter and more dangerous, and heat slid down her spine and settled low in her belly, where it now had company.
"Ask me," she said.
"I'm going to." He crossed the kitchen and took her hand, turned it over and pressed his thumb to the pulse in her wrist as if he were reading a clause in it. "But first I'm going to tell you the terms."
"You and your terms."
"You married a man with terms." His thumb moved in a slow circle. "Nothing on your back for long. Nothing tight. If anything feels wrong, not painful, wrong, you tell me, and you don't make it pretty. And the word."
"Crimson."
"Still law?"
"Always law." She lifted her chin. "My terms. You don't treat me like glass. I'm pregnant, not porcelain. The doctor said I'm healthy and you read the red chapter twice. If you get gentle because you're frightened, I'll know. Don't you dare."
His eyes flickered at the word frightened, and he didn't argue, which was its own kind of answer. "Noted," he said.
"In writing?"
"Verbal amendment." He lifted her hand and kissed the inside of her wrist. "Bedroom. Now."
*  *  *
He undressed her slowly, by lamplight, as if she were a contract he intended to read in full before he signed. The silk blouse, button by button. The soft stretch trousers she would not admit were maternity clothes. Each piece he folded and laid on the chair, which had once made her laugh and now made her ache.
When she was bare he stood back and looked at her, and his gaze stopped where she had known it would, on the new, faint curve below her navel that no one else could see yet, that she could barely see herself.
"Look at me," she said.
He lifted his eyes to hers.
"I'm still here," she said. "All of me. Not just that."
"I know." His voice was rough. "Get on the bed. On your knees, facing the headboard."
She went, and the old thrill of choosing to obey him ran through her as cleanly as it ever had. Behind her she heard the slide of silk. He came onto the bed, drew her wrists in front of her and wrapped his tie around them twice, loosely, a ribbon more than a restraint, the ends looped once around the headboard rail so that she could have pulled free with a twist.
"That isn't tight," she said.
"It isn't meant to hold you." His mouth found the back of her neck. "It's meant to remind you."
"Of what?"
"That you're mine tonight because you chose it." His hand slid down her spine, slow, all the way to the base, and lower. "Color."
"Green."
His fingers found her slick already, and he made a low sound against her shoulder that she felt more than heard. He took his time, the way a man walks a familiar road at night, attentive to everything, learning her again, the places that had grown more sensitive and the places that wanted more, until she was arching back against his hand and pulling at the silk, and the silk held, because she let it.
"Color," he murmured.
"Green. Still green." She turned her face against her bound arms to glare at him over her shoulder. "Ask me again and I'm tying you up."
He laughed, a short, surprised sound against her skin, and stopped asking. He slid into her from behind in one long, unhurried stroke that pulled her breath out of her in a single piece, then held still, his chest against her back, one arm braced on the mattress beside her and the other hand spread low across her belly, not pressing, only there.
"All right?" he said, very quietly, and she knew it was not a color check. It was something under that.
"Move," she said. "Please."
He moved. Slowly at first, then less slowly, the rhythm deep and steady, his hand never leaving her, and the slow build of it was so much worse and so much better than speed that she found herself begging in broken half sentences she would have been mortified by in daylight. When he finally said now, low against her ear, she came apart around him with his name in her mouth and her hands knotted in his silk. He followed a moment later with his forehead pressed between her shoulder blades and a few words of Italian against her spine that he had never once in five years translated for her and that she had never once needed him to.
He untied her wrists before anything else and kissed the inside of each one, though the silk had left no mark, then drew her down onto her side and fitted himself along her back. For a long time neither of them spoke. Her heartbeat slowed. His slowed with it. In two, out four.
"Bath," he said eventually.
"Not too hot."
"Not too hot," he agreed. "Chapter four. Blue tab."
He ran it himself and tested it with his wrist, and when she sank into it he knelt on the tile beside the tub and washed her hair, his fingers slow against her scalp. The steam smelled like lavender and cedar. The city glittered beyond the glass, thirty floors down and very far away.
"Can I ask you something?" she said.
"You can always ask me something."
"When you sat on the edge of this tub six weeks ago with the test in your hand. You didn't say anything for a long time." She tipped her head back to look at him. "What were you thinking?"
His hands went still in her hair. Then they started again, slower.
"I was thinking," he said, "that I know exactly what a father is supposed to be. I watched one for twenty years. And that I would rather cut off my hands than be that."
"You're not him."
"I know."
"Do you?"
He rinsed the soap from her hair with a cup of warm water, carefully, one hand shielding her eyes. "I'm learning," he said. "There are five books."
"Five?"
"There's one in the car."
She laughed, and he kissed her wet temple, and the moment was set down gently rather than dropped, to be picked up later. She knew where he had put it.
*  *  *
She woke a little after three with the bed cool beside her.
She lay still, listening. Under the hum of the refrigerator and the wind against the terrace glass, so faint she might have imagined it, came the scrape of a chair.
She got up, pulled his shirt on over her head and went barefoot down the hallway.
The study door stood half open. One lamp burned on the desk. Alessandro sat with his back to her, elbows on his knees, his key ring hanging from one finger, facing the bottom drawer of the desk. Closed.
She stood in the dark hallway and did not go in.
She knew what was in the drawer. She had watched him lock it three years ago and stop looking at it in the months after, the way you stop looking at a scar. A cream envelope. A photograph of their wedding taken from inside their own walls. A star cut by a single vertical line, and a hand in a reflection with a black stone on its smallest finger.
He laid his palm flat on the front of the drawer, the way she had laid hers against the brick that morning, as if he could read through the wood what it was doing in the dark.
He didn't open it.
After a long time he switched off the lamp. Sofia went back down the hall before he could stand, and when he came to bed a few minutes later she let him believe she was asleep. He lay down behind her with great care and put his hand low on her belly, his fingers spread as if he were bracing for something to land.
The doctor had said it would be a few more weeks before she felt anything. A flutter first, then a tap, then, one day, an unmistakable kick, like someone knocking from the inside of a door. She lay in the dark and counted his breathing until it slowed. In two, out four. Every lift began like this, with one body offering its weight and another deciding to hold it. Brace or release. You only got to pick one.
Thirty floors below, the city went on with its night, indifferent and glittering. In a locked drawer down the hall, a piece of cream paper waited the way it had waited for five years, patient as a held breath.
Sofia laid her hand over his and chose, for one more night, to release.
