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      Jacopo was singing. Nate could hear it filtering down the hall from the library: full-throated and a little pitchy, and unmistakably the most God-awful, sugar-soaked, soulless Christmas pop song in existence. A song that usually made his teeth grind and his fingers twitch with the urge to write Mariah Carey a strongly-worded email asking if she could 
      please, just, not
      ; the holiday season was depressing enough without having shitty music crammed into his earholes every time he left the house.
    

    
              But this time, Nate found that he strangely didn’t mind. Maybe because it was just so endearing to hear Jacopo sing when he thought no one was listening. Or maybe because it meant Jacopo was out of his funk, at least a little. It had been hard to get him excited about Christmas this year, and Jacopo usually loved Christmas. Loved the lead-up to it and the decorations and the many local festivals, even loved the music, dreary hymns and cheesy pop and everything in-between. 
    

    
      Admittedly, Nate loved Jacopo’s love of it, although he wished he had picked a different holiday. It was endearing to watch his face fill with quiet excitement when the lights started to go up around town and to hear him hum to himself as he painstakingly replicated the recipes of his childhood. He bought sachets of catnip for the cats and started researching presents for his teenage daughter as early as July. Jacopo’s happiness was infectious, and much more magical than the season itself. 
    

    
              So it had been hard, this year, to see Jacopo retreating into himself as the days got shorter and the breeze off the sea grew cooler, bringing dark clouds and bursts of rain. Seeing him lose track during conversations, staring off into space, obviously lost in thought. Hearing his heavy sighs in the morning as he shuffled around, making the relentlessly strong espresso that Nate still couldn’t stomach. Catching him leaning up against the crumbling wall of the castle grounds, in his old favorite smoking spot, chewing his nails in place of a cigarette.
    

    
              Nate wasn’t sure what had caused it. Maybe just (gestures helplessly) 
      the state of the world
      . Maybe the fact that it was yet another Christmas that they weren’t spending with Jacopo’s family, even though they lived, literally, right down the road. Nate knew it weighed on him, not having the approval of his parents and Nonna even after all this time. Even though Jacopo’s sisters were one hundred percent on board, as were his pseudo aunt and uncle, who weren’t really an aunt and uncle but were maybe somehow related to him, in the way that people on a small island were all maybe somehow related. They weren’t alone; someone had even planted a few rainbow flags along the edge of the castle wall last summer, and they were still there, faded now by the sun and tufted with fur from where the cats had rubbed against them. It made Nate feel a little squirmy inside to look at them, wondering if he and Jacopo were role models for some kid in the village, and wondering if that was fair—to anyone involved, really.
    

    
              But it wasn’t enough, Nate knew. Jacopo missed his mom. And it was probably harder having her so close, and still barely speaking. It had seemed for a little bit like she was making an effort, a few awkward dinners where she and Jacopo had at least been cordial. But then it had fallen off. It was too hard to talk to her, Jacopo said. She was too stubborn to listen, and she was still married to Jacopo’s dad, who had dismissed him entirely. To Nate, it seemed like there was no getting through to either of them. 
    

    
      Nate had offered, many times, to just move away together. Somewhere else in Italy or Europe. But Jacopo seemed tied to the castle by a kind of inertia, insisting that he needed to get the library done, that someone needed to feed the cats. And Nate, admittedly, still had no idea what to do with a castle, or a colony of feral cats that needed to be taken care of, or even his life in general. So here they were. Jacopo was singing and wiping dust off of old library books, and Nate was listening from down the hall, heart in his throat, waiting for Gracie to text.
    

    
              Which, okay. Maybe he did have 
      one 
      idea of what he wanted to do with his life. And it revolved around the man in the library.
    

    
              Nate’s phone buzzed. 
      I’m here
      , Gracie had written. 
      Is he busy
      ?
    

    
              
      Yeah, i’ll meet you outside
      , Nate texted back.
    

    
      His chest felt like it was full of bees as he crept down the stairs, his fingertips tingling with electricity. Nate realized at the door that he had basically forgotten how to breathe, and he wondered how he would possibly manage to pull this off. If even the idea made him this nervous, how would he ever get the words out? Shit, if he tried to get down on one knee, he’d probably break a kneecap or something and Jacopo would have to take him to the hospital, and wouldn’t that be romantic—
    

    
      “Nate!” Gracie squealed. Her look of excitement quickly turned to a frown; her expressions were so much like her big brother’s, and she could read Nate almost as well as Jacopo could at this point. “Everything ok? You look a little bit sick.”
    

    
      Nate ran a hand through his hair. It came away sweaty. “I’m okay. Do you have it?”
    

    
      “Yes. Of course.” Gracie handed him a brown paper parcel, postage stamped from the mainland. Nate managed not to drop it. He was afraid to actually tear it open. What was inside was so small, but also kind of the most important thing ever, and the result of months of planning. Zio Beppe, who knew everyone, had put him in touch with a jeweler in Florence, and the ring should be a pretty accurate replica of a piece Nate had seen in one of the castle’s many paintings. 
    

    
      “Do you think he’ll like it?” Nate asked, squishing the package between his palms. 
    

    
      “Of course he will! You put a lot of thought into it, and with Jacopo it is the thought that counts.”
    

    
      “And the historical significance.” Nate took a deep breath, trying to soak up some of Gracie’s excitement. Jacopo went crazy for historical significance, after all. 
    

    
      “Have you thought about how you’re going to ask?” Gracie lowered her voice conspiratorially, although there was no way Jacopo could hear them out here. “You have to do something very romantic. And traditional, because he’s a Virgo.”
    

    
      Right. Nate’s sister, Thea, had gotten Gracie into astrology. Jacopo was a Virgo, which meant that the proposal had to be a 
      thing, 
      and Nate couldn’t just rush upstairs and hand Jacopo the ring before he lost it. It also meant that Jacopo had specific methods for chopping vegetables and arranging pots and pans, and that Nate’s running shoes apparently needed a “home” that was not wherever he had taken them off last.
    

    
      But that was what you did when you loved someone. You proposed to them the way they would like, and found a routine place to put your shoes.
    

    
      “You should probably do it on Christmas,” Gracie continued, bending down to pet Gnocchi, one of the friendliest of the local cats. He had appeared out of nowhere, and was threading himself around her ankles, letting out little chirps and purrs. 
    

    
      Ugh. There was nothing romantic about proposing on Christmas. It made his skin crawl. Just more capitalist brainwashing about how you had to spend a ton of money on someone to prove you really loved them. Working in a shipping warehouse, back in his other life before he’d been a duke, had really soured Nate on the whole gift-giving thing, just seeing how much 
      shit 
      people ordered online. 
    

    
      But Jacopo would probably love it. The ring under the tree, wrapped with care. Nate sighed, rolling his eyes. 
    

    
      “And I’m sure he’d like it if you asked for approval first,” Gracie continued. “I know maybe it’s different with two men, but he’s—”
    

    
      Traditional, yeah. Nate felt a little sick. He could get past proposing on Christmas if it made Jacopo happy. But asking for permission? “Who would I even ask?” he said, sweat starting to prickle under his arms. He knew the answer, but he didn’t want to hear it, not really. He was sure it wouldn’t go well.
    

    
      Gracie seemed not to want to say it, either, because she didn’t look up, continuing to scratch Gnocchi’s little triangular head as he pawed at her feet. 
    

    
      “Maybe Antonia and Noemi?” Nate tried. Antonia was Jacopo’s best friend from college, and Noemi was their teenage daughter. Jacopo had only found out about her a few years ago, and the whole thing had been kind of messy at first (ok, really messy), but they were all slowly settling into something that felt family-like. Noemi already had two moms, so she probably wouldn’t mind having two dads. Or, a dad and—whatever Nate was to her. That weird short American guy who bonded with her over Olivia Rodrigo but would not, would absolutely 
      never
      , get into K-Pop. Which seemed to be good enough for both of them, at least for now.
    

    
      Yes, Nate decided, stuffing the parcel into his back pocket. That would work. That would be fine. Antonia and Noemi were both important people in Jacopo’s life and it would mean a lot to ask them, and hopefully check the box in a way that—
    

    
      “You know it should really be Mamma that you talk to,” Gracie said.
    

    
      The sick feeling came back.
    

    
      It wouldn’t work, was the thing. Nate hardly knew enough Italian to communicate with Beatrice, even though he really had been trying to learn. He could order in a restaurant and comment on the weather, but that didn’t really cut it when you were trying to have a nuanced, heartfelt conversation with someone about how much you loved her son and how you hoped she would accept him for who he was, or at least reserve judgment enough to be happy that he was happy. Nate had been lucky enough to have a mom who had always supported him; not all families were like that, and he knew it, understood it at least from the outside, but also, his automatic reaction was just to say, 
      fuck it
      . If Jacopo’s parents wouldn’t come around, then they didn’t need to be part of his life.
    

    
      But of course it was all more tangled up and emotional than that. And nobody would actually talk about any of it. And Nate hardly had the skills, linguistic or otherwise, to be the one to jump into that briar patch and salvage anything from it.
    

    
      “Gracie,” he said carefully. “I don’t think that would go super well.”
    

    
      “No, it probably wouldn’t. But it would mean something to him.”
    

    
      Great. Yeah. It would mean something to him, but what if she said no? Nate would obviously still propose anyway, but then it would be stained by the knowledge that Jacopo’s mom didn’t approve. And Nate knew Jacopo well enough by now to know he would tuck that little piece of sadness away somewhere in his head and let it grow, even if Nate somehow managed to pull off the most tinsel-wrapped, holiday-cheer-soaked, gloriously romantic proposal of all time.
    

    
      “Gracie—” he tried again. But the door creaked behind him, and Nate jumped, the all-important parcel nearly falling out of his back pocket. He tried to stuff it back in surreptitiously as Jacopo peered out at them from the vestibule of the castle.
    

    
      “Gracie?” Jacopo was frowning, dark eyebrows drawn together, eyes slitted against the sunlight. There was a smear of dust on his cheek, and he was so gorgeous that Nate’s heart stuttered and all of his thoughts rattled around like a shaken bag of scrabble tiles. “What are you doing here so early?”
    

    
      “I came to help with dinner,” she said brightly, apparently much better at subterfuge than Nate, who had backed up against the wall, both to hide his bulging back pocket and the sweat stain that had started forming between his shoulder blades.
    

    
      “There’s not really—” Jacopo pushed his hair back, getting more dust on his forehead. God, he was so perfect, and Nate wanted to give him the world. “I mean, I have it all planned out already.”
    

    
      “That’s all right. You can tell me what to do.” Gracie took his arm. “I want to spend some time with my big brother before you two head off to America, anyway. And I think Nate had to…”
    

    
      “Go for a run,” Nate said. Yeah. And hide a ring somewhere where he would be able to find it again. And research how to ask for someone’s hand in marriage in Italian.
    

    
      
    

    
      *
    

    
      
    

    
      Jacopo picked at his cuticles under the table and wished for a cigarette. It had been long enough now that he didn’t really crave the taste, but he would probably always miss the velvety sense of relaxation that had gone with it, the excuse to be alone with his thoughts. He wanted to be alone right now, but short of excusing himself to go hide in the bathroom for a few moments, there was nothing he could do.
    

    
              It had started with Gracie arriving early, and the itchy feeling had built from there. That panicked little buzzing in the back of his head, the knowledge that after tonight, it would be airports and crowds and jetlag and visiting Nate’s mom and his stepdad, with not an inch of alone time to be had. And he needed alone time, because he was about to do the most important thing he had ever done, and he needed to figure out how to do it. 
    

    
              His phone felt conspicuously heavy in his pocket. Jacopo had the pictures on it memorized by now: the ring he had spent months obsessing over, emailing back and forth with a metalsmith somewhere in the woods of Oregon, a friend of Dave’s called Rainbow Ruby. Her website showed a tanned, muscular woman with big earrings and streaks of purple and green in her long, graying braids. Nate would like that it had been made by a local artist, and Jacopo hoped he would like the design, too: nothing gaudy, no stones, just a simple gold band with engravings of Mt. Hood and Mt. Etna, to represent both of their homelands.
    

    
      Jacopo had never imagined himself proposing to anyone. Gay marriage wasn’t legal in Italy, and even if it had been, he’d never thought he would have the courage to actually find someone. But Nate had exploded into his life by chance, filling it with sunshine and more than occasional chaos, and there was nothing Jacopo wanted more than to call him his husband. Really, he had wanted it since the first 
      I love yous
      , maybe even since the first time he’d woken up next to him, watching Nate’s lashes flutter against his cheek as he slept, the golden tangle of his hair across the pillow. But it had felt crazy, too soon. They barely knew each other, and Jacopo had issues of his own, secrets that had been festering. 
    

    
      And then a year had passed, and they’d gotten to know each other better, brought everything out into the open. Jacopo had met his long-lost daughter and started figuring out how to have a role in her life. He’d gotten closer to his sisters, repairing relationships that had been strained by years of not talking. And then another year had passed, and they were still dividing their time between the castle and travel, and Jacopo still wasn’t talking to his parents, and the library still wasn’t done. 
    

    
      The library, Jacopo had started to realize, had unwittingly become some sort of metaphor for his own life. If he could just finish organizing and cataloging the books, he kept telling himself, then maybe he could fix everything else, too. But the longer it took, the more he started to panic. He was inching closer and closer to 40 years old, and he’d already spent so much of his life dithering, worrying, letting self-doubt and melancholy hold him back. He had no idea what the future held, but he wanted it to hold Nate. That, at least, was certain. But if he didn’t ask now, he was afraid he would keep making excuses for himself, pushing it off. 
    

    
      He knew he couldn’t ask on Christmas. Jacopo found the idea of putting the ring under the tree endlessly romantic, but Nate didn’t like Christmas—something about soul-sucking consumerism and the evils of late-stage capitalism. Jacopo had tried to show him the good side of it, all the things that had made it so special when he’d been a kid. The Christmas market that sprung up downtown, the way the little village looked like a storybook illustration, elaborate nativity scenes on every corner, the way a real goat would sometimes nestle down among the wooden sheep. (That, at least, Nate had found charming.) Growing up, the holiday had been a source of comfort and familiarity. As his body had changed and he’d realized that he would never like girls, not the way he was supposed to, Christmas had always been the same. The same songs, the same 
      frittura di pesce
       and spicy seafood stew on Christmas Eve, the same decorations that they hauled downstairs in crates packed with straw. 
    

    
      But none of that was the same anymore. He and Nate hadn’t been invited to Christmas at Mamma and Papà’s house for the last two years. And even if they had been, he wasn’t sure they would have gone. 
    

    
      Jacopo startled as Nate’s hand slid onto his own, under the table. “Yeah, I really hope Jacopo likes it,” Nate said. “It’s one of my favorite places, and I’ve been wanting to show it to him.” He bumped Jacopo’s shoulder with his own, giving him a questioning smile. 
      Okay
      ? He mouthed.
    

    
      Likes what? 
      Jacopo realized he had missed half the conversation. He squeezed back, and the squeeze turned into a caress as their fingers tangled together. 
      Yeah
      , he mouthed back, sliding his thumb over Nate’s palm. He would never get tired of touching him.
    

    
      “I think Jacopo will like anything Nate suggests,” Nonna Stella said in Italian, with a wink. Nate turned a little pink, evidently understanding the gist if not all the words. His Italian had improved a lot, even if he didn’t believe it.
    

    
      “But won’t it be cold at the beach?” Mirabella asked. “Why would you go there if it’s too cold to swim?” All three of Jacopo’s sisters had come for dinner, along with their kids and husbands. Nonna Stella and Zio Beppe were also in attendance. The caretaker’s hut was crowded and full of activity, chairs crammed in around the little table. They had set up a picnic area on the floor for Antonia’s two older kids, and Elio, the youngest cousin at two and a few months, bounced on his father’s lap, covered in sauce, gnawing on the wrong end of a spoon. Jacopo had never liked family gatherings, cringing away from the noise and chaos, wishing to be a shadow on the wall. Yet there was something cozy about this that made his heart ache, a bittersweet nostalgia for what could have been. No one was asking probing questions or making thinly-veiled barbs; the men and women hadn’t gone off to separate areas of the house to complain about each other; there was no poisonous haze of cigarette and cigar smoke hanging over the table.
    

    
      It was honestly a relief, seeing what families 
      could 
      be like. He wondered, with a little pang, if they would ever get Mamma to see it that way. 
    

    
      “Is it cold, is that what you asked? 
      Fa freddo
      ?” Nate’s voice, again, bringing him back to the present. Jacopo gave his hand another squeeze, shooting him a look of pride. “Yeah, but it’s always cold, even in the summer. People don’t really swim. They surf, but you have to wear a wetsuit. Anyway, it’s more about the views than actually getting in the water. The Oregon Coast is beautiful, even when it’s stormy. And there’s other stuff to do there too, like there’s a lot of little junk shops, and good restaurants. And you can see the sea lions, or go hiking.”
    

    
      “Hiking?” Jacopo made a face. Nate had been trying to get him to be more active since he had quit smoking. Which was fine; it was good to be healthy. But Nate didn’t consider something a hike unless you could barely get out of bed the next day.
    

    
      “You’ll love it,” Nate said, with a cheeky smile. There was something wild in his eyes, full of promise, and Jacopo wasn’t sure they were talking about hiking anymore.
    

    
      A half-formed joke sprang to mind, something about seeing who made whose legs shake more, but then the seriousness of the trip chased it away. If Jacopo didn’t want to wait until Christmas, he would have to propose at the Oregon Coast. God, what if he botched it? What if he forever ruined Nate’s favorite place for him?
    

    
      “You sure you’re okay?” Nate asked in a low voice.
    

    
      “Yes. Sorry.” He brought Nate’s hand to his lips, kissing the knuckles. Forcing his breathing to slow. This was Nate, the man he wanted, and there was nothing to be afraid of. “Nonna Stella is right. I’ll love anything you suggest. How could I not, as long as you’re there with me?”
    

    
      “Aw. Get a room, you two,” Gracie called across the table.
    

    
      “
      Ma che carino
      !” Mirabella nudged her husband, Antonio. “You should tell me romantic things like that,” she told him in Italian. 
    

    
      Antonio blushed. He wasn’t a man of big proclamations, but from what Jacopo had seen, Mirabella and the baby were his whole world. “I mean, I am very happy to be here with you,” he mumbled.
    

    
      “Sis, after eleven years of marriage, I can tell you the most romantic thing a man can say to you is that the chores are done and the children are in bed,” Alessia added.
    

    
      “Oh, that’s boring.” Mirabella rolled her eyes. “What about passion and stars and fireworks?”
    

    
      Alessia took a prim sip of her wine. “Passion happens after the kids go to sleep.”
    

    
      Laughter bubbled up around the table, from everyone except Nate, who looked confused. “I’m lost,” he admitted to Jacopo, in English. “What are they talking about?”
    

    
      “Marriage jokes,” Jacopo said, and felt a little shiver travel down his spine.
    

    
      
    

    
      *
    

    
      
    

    
      His sisters found him out in the yard, where he had retreated to give the cats their nighttime feeding. Jacopo had been foolish to think he’d manage to leave town for the holidays without them descending on him at least once.
    

    
      “So, Christmas with Nate’s family,” Gracie said, leaning against the old wall that had been there since Roman times. There was something less-than-casual in her posture. “Seems important.”
    

    
      “Maybe.” Jacopo dusted kibble crumbs off his hands, not meeting her eyes. All three of the girls were watching him very intently, and he wondered if they knew something. If Dave and Barb had talked to Thea about the ring, then all bets were off. Thea would never keep something like that a secret from Gracie. “Maybe not. Nate doesn’t like Christmas very much.”
    

    
      “Oh, he must. He’s a Pisces, and they have a very sensitive, spiritual side.”
    

    
      Porco cane
      , again with the astrology. Jacopo made an exasperated noise. There wasn’t a spiritual bone in Nate’s body, unless you counted trying to learn all of the most religiously offensive swear words in Italian. “Gracie.”
    

    
      “Well if he doesn’t like it, that just means you have to try harder to make it nice for him,” Mirabella added. 
    

    
      “This is an important trip for Nate,” Gracie said.
    

    
      Jacopo looked to his older sister for mercy, but Alessia just shrugged. “Be on your best behavior,” she said. 
    

    
      “Yeah. No sulking. And don’t be all quiet. Or grumpy. And no 
      smoking
      ,” Mirabella told him.
    

    
      “I don’t even smoke anym—” Jacopo tried, but Gracie cut him off.
    

    
      “We all like Nate, and we want him to be part of the family, so—” she paused. “That is, we already think of him as part of the family. And we want him to have a good Christmas.”
    

    
      Oh, they definitely knew something, but Jacopo wasn’t entirely sure what. He crossed his arms. “I want him to have a good Christmas, too. What, do you think I’m going to mess it up, or something? Of course I’m going to try to make it nice.”
    

    
      “What present did you get him?” Mirabella asked.
    

    
      “I—” Jacopo swallowed. “It’s a surprise.”
    

    
      His two younger sisters exchanged a look.
    

    
      “It’s a sex thing,” Gracie said. “I knew it.”
    

    
      “So lazy,” Mirabella tsked.
    

    
      Jacopo felt his face turning red. “It is not a sex thing. I got him an actual present. A big present. 
      Dio mio
      , you know Christmas is important to me, too. It’s my favorite holiday. I swear, sometimes I feel like you like my boyfriend better than you like me.”
    

    
      “Eh.” Gracie shrugged.
    

    
      “Nate
       is 
      very likable,” Alessia said.
    

    
      “No, no, I get it. Thanks.” Jacopo ran a hand over his face, wishing again for a cigarette.
    

    
      Mirabella put her arm around him. “We’re just teasing, you know. We love you very much. And we love Nate, and we want you both to be happy.”
    

    
              “Nate said you’ve seemed a little depressed,” Alessia added. “We’re just checking in.”
    

    
              “And we don’t want your mood to get in the way of—anything important at Christmas,” Gracie said.
    

    
              “Right, well, I’m fine. And telling me about how unlikable I am isn’t going to help, by the way.”
    

    
              “Oh, you’re not unlikable.” Mirabella squeezed him tighter. “You’re just a grumpy big brother.”
    

    
              “Merry Christmas, Jacopo,” Gracie said, joining in on the hug. “Be good, okay?”
    

    
      
    

    
      *
    

    
      
    

    
              Nate felt Jacopo sigh softly against his neck, the sharp point of his chin digging into Nate’s shoulder as he looked out the airplane window. The Columbia river spooled out below them, swathes of green gaining definition, turning into individual trees as the plane began its descent. It looked like a typical December day out there, the sky gray but not yet dumping rain, the quality of the light subdued. Still, it was a view Nate would never get tired of. As much of a shitshow as America was, he would always be proud of the beauty of his home state. And he couldn’t wait to show Jacopo more of it—if he managed to keep his shit together long enough to be even a passable tour guide. He’d already been a sweaty mess going through customs in Denver, dropping his passport when he’d tried to pass it through the scanner thingy and apparently making a weird enough range of expressions that the facial recognition software had rejected him twice.
    

    
              Had he been supposed to declare the ring? It was probably worth enough money. But like, it was none of their business? He had been so worried about his bag getting lost that he had put it in his carry-on. But then he had also been worried that a customs agent would pull it out of his backpack during a random search. He really should have had more than one glass of wine on the flight into the US, to ease his anxiety and look like less of a sketchy weirdo, but he was trying to be healthy. Jacopo had quit smoking, so it was only fair for Nate to cut down on some of his bad habits, too.
    

    
              He felt Jacopo sigh again, and forced himself to do the same. “Nervous?” he asked. Jacopo hated the takeoff and landing parts of flying.
    

    
              “I’m doing the deep breathing,” Jacopo said. “Or trying to.”
    

    
              “Yeah.” Nate squeezed his knee. “Me too.” The night before (or whenever that had been; time got wobbly when flying internationally), Gracie had pulled Nate aside and whispered to him, 
      Don’t worry, we talked to Jacopo and he doesn’t suspect anything
      . Which wasn’t exactly encouraging. If Jacopo hadn’t suspected anything before, he might now. The three sisters were anything but subtle. “At least the weather’s not too bad.”
    

    
              He regretted saying it almost immediately, as the plane hit a pocket of turbulence, making his stomach jump and Jacopo’s hand tighten on his arm.
    

    
              “Just a few more minutes,” Jacopo said, voice strained.
    

    
              “That’s right. And in less than an hour, we’ll be having overpriced brunch at some trendy downtown restaurant, and then I’ll take you to your favorite place ever.”
    

    
      “The giant bookstore?”
    

    
      “Yeah, the giant bookstore.” The last time they had passed through Portland, Nate had introduced Jacopo to Powell’s, and now it was an essential part of any Oregon trip. “And then we can check into our hotel, and. You know. Cuddle. Watch infomercials.”
    

    
      “Infomercials? Is that what you’re calling it now?”
    

    
      Nate grinned, turning to face him. “Hey. I have a multi-use tool that will revolutionize your entire bedroom routine—”
    

    
      “
      Nate
      ,” Jacopo groaned, rolling his eyes. But it had worked; the plane was touching down with barely a bump, and Jacopo was laughing softly, his face pressed into Nate’s hair. 
    

    
      They didn’t end up having the energy for anything in the bedroom, revolutionary or otherwise, besides sleeping off the hours of travel. The wait for brunch was longer than Nate had expected. Standing in line under the cozy radiation of a heat lamp, he was nodding off in a standing position when Jacopo nudged him. 
    

    
      “I’m awake,” he muttered. 
    

    
      “I think those girls are trying to talk to you.” Jacopo nodded toward a couple of young Portlanders, their outfits straight out of the nineties (God, was that coming back? Was Nate 
      that 
      old now?), who were looking at Nate, then at their phones, obviously comparing him to something on the screen. 
    

    
      Ugh, it must be a Thea thing. Nate’s little sister was an influencer, and she was very outspoken and very online. She’d recently gone semi-viral after being photographed at a protest, wearing pasties and rainbow booty shorts, slogans painted all over her body. 
    

    
      It 
      was 
      a really good picture. Thea was endlessly photogenic. But it had turned her comments section, already a little sketchy, into a cesspool, and Nate worried about her sometimes. 
    

    
      There was nothing to worry about here, though. Nate gave the girls a halfhearted wave, and one of them called out, “I love your sister!” before hiding behind her friend. It was cute and a little refreshing, that unique brand of Pacific Northwestern awkwardness. In small-town Italy, people were nowhere near as shy. 
    

    
      After brunch, Nate was in a daze, biscuits and gravy and a couple mimosas weighing down his stomach, and wandering through the vast warren of Powell’s only deepened his stupor. They had to go to the horror section, of course, and then the historical section and the rare books section and the Italian language section, and then Jacopo got distracted by the cookbooks while Nate leaned against a shelf, caught in a kind of bemused, half-awake admiration of his boyfriend. His long fingers on the pages, his handsome face lit up with childlike excitement. 
    

    
      Just when Nate thought they had looked at every book in the store, it was time to visit the gift shop, looking for Christmas presents for Jacopo’s sisters and daughter. It was getting dark when they finally left for their hotel, with a brief stop by Burnside skate park, just to satisfy Nate’s nostalgia (he didn’t skateboard anymore, but he still liked to watch other people do it). The rain was starting in earnest when they reached the little boutique Victorian BnB in Southeast, and they both toppled into bed once they got to their room, barely bothering to undress.
    

    
      Nate woke at some nebulous hour, maybe the middle of the night, maybe early morning. Rain was still pattering down outside, condensation fogging up the windows. The room smelled like lavender, and that distinct scent of pine and wet earth that he associated with home.
    

    
      The bedside light was on, and Jacopo was reading, his face intent, the creepy cover of the book suggesting a story that Nate would not have dared to read in broad daylight, much less on a dark and stormy night.
    

    
      How did that work, anyway? Nate wondered, studying the sharp lines of Jacopo’s profile, the shadow his lashes cast on his cheek, the stubble coming in along his jaw. How could someone love the cheesiest, most sentimental pop music ever, but also devour scary books and movies by the truckload? All the little things that made up this man, made him 
      Jacopo
      , even the ones that were sometimes annoying or puzzling, seemed miraculous to Nate in that moment, watching him chew his lip as he turned the page.
    

    
      “Hey,” Nate said softly, tracing a finger along Jacopo’s arm. “I really love you, you know.”
    

    
      Jacopo looked up in surprise. “I love you, too.”
    

    
      “Can I cuddle up to you? Or will that disturb your reading?”
    

    
      Jacopo fumbled on the bedside table for a bookmark. Another delightful little Jacopo trait that was very foreign to Nate, who dogeared books like they had personally wronged him. “No, it’s okay. I need to sleep anyway. Important day tomorrow.”
    

    
      “Is it?” They were stopping overnight in Veneta on the way to the coast, and hopefully Nate would be able to slip away long enough to wrap the ring up and hide it under the tree. “It’s just dinner with Barb and Dave.” 
    

    
      Jacopo shrugged. “It will be nice to see them.”
    

    
      “You say that now.” Nate threw an arm across his chest, snuggling into that perfectly comfortable little spot between Jacopo’s neck and shoulder. “She’s probably cooking something weird.”
    

    
      “Hmm.” Jacopo pressed a kiss to Nate’s head, turning off the light.
    

    
      In that dozy pocket between sleep and waking, Nate felt Jacopo’s breathing slow, felt him nuzzle against his scalp. He wasn’t asleep, though, and soon his lips crept to Nate’s earlobe, his neck, soft, lingering kisses as velvety as the darkness around them. His hand slipped over Nate’s hip and between his legs, and Nate made a little sound of encouragement, the fogginess of jetlag making this seem almost like a dream.
    

    
      He rolled Nate onto his back, unfolding over him like a blanket of stars, and Nate caressed his face in the dark, mapping the familiar lines of him. They kissed lazily, taking their time, a cozy, melting sensation of tongues and fingers, skin and sheets. The night stretched out in waves of sweetness, the patter of the rain and the occasional murmur of a passing car, headlights illuminating the beads of water on the window. They were still kissing when Nate came, almost by surprise, with a sleepy little gasp against Jacopo’s lips and his cock in Jacopo’s hand. 
    

    
      “Goodnight, gorgeous,” Jacopo murmured.
    

    
      “Mm.” Nate struggled for words, his eyelids heavy. “Not yet.” He let his legs fall open in invitation, hips canting upwards, his softening erection pressing into Jacopo’s palm. He felt safe like this, cradled, taken care of and also wonderfully vulnerable, but he didn’t really know how to say any of that. So he just said, “I want you,” eyes still closed, mind blissfully blank.
    

    
      Jacopo kissed him again, promising to be right back. The fan in the bathroom rattled on briefly, and then he heard the floorboards creak under Jacopo’s feet, felt the mattress shift as he slid back into bed. His fingers were warm and slick, knowing and familiar, as they slipped between the cheeks of Nate’s ass, getting him ready. Then he was sliding into him seamlessly, like he belonged there, as Nate lay back with a sigh, one leg draping languidly across Jacopo’s lower back. 
    

    
      He didn’t move for a moment, and in the fuzzy illumination of a streetlight through the rain-patterned window, Nate could see Jacopo’s eyes shining, something at once hot and tender in his expression.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?” Nate ran a hand along his jaw, his neck, relishing the roughness of his stubble. “You look far away.”
    

    
      “Oh, I’m—” Jacopo chuckled a little. “I’m just being sentimental, I guess.”
    

    
      “Yeah?” Nate thrust his hips up at him, letting Jacopo’s cock in deeper.
    

    
      Jacopo bit his lip, his fingers digging into Nate’s hip. “Yeah,” he said breathlessly. “I remember the first time we did this, I was so worried about not lasting. You were like an angel, something out of a dream.”
    

    
      Nate laughed. The ripple of his abs set off a wonderful cascade of other sensations, radiating out from where their bodies were joined and up his spine, down his legs. “Babe, I’m like, the least angelic person—”
    

    
      “I don’t know. When you laugh like that with me inside of you, it feels pretty heavenly.”
    

    
      “Oh my God.” Nate laughed again, and pulled him down for a kiss. “I’m all yours,” he said against Jacopo’s lips. “Don’t worry about taking your time.”
    

    
      Maybe he did, or maybe it was only minutes; Jacopo made even the most casual early-morning quickie feel like a banquet, lavishing Nate in sensation. A sucking kiss against his shoulder, the pad of Jacopo’s thumb tracing his hipbone, nails digging into his thigh. The way Jacopo’s breath got hot and fast, how he gasped out words against Nate’s lips and forehead, a mixture of Italian and English between kisses. No one else had ever 
      enjoyed 
      him like this, Nate thought, and it almost made him want to cry, a strange pang of fear tightening his lungs. 
    

    
      God, it was weird and scary and messy and also wonderful to love someone this much, and Nate didn’t know what to do with all the feelings. “Please, baby,” he whispered, not really sure what he was pleading for. Jacopo was close; Nate could tell from the tightness in his throat, the breathless little sounds he was making and the way his hips snapped with each thrust. “Please, I want you. I want you.”
    

    
      Their lips met, and Nate kissed Jacopo as he came, kissed him through the aftershocks and held him there as his breathing deepened, their legs tangled together, their sweaty hands clasped. Held him like something precious: a candle flame, a hope, a promise. 
    

    
      
    

    
      *
    

    
      
    

    
      Jacopo’s calves were burning, and he felt like he might throw up. He wasn’t sure if it was from nerves or the steep grade of the hill, or both. Nate had been a thorny ball of energy ever since they’d left Veneta that morning, hands knotted on the steering wheel, too impatient for half the songs on his own playlist. Jacopo wasn’t sure what had gotten into him. They’d nearly gotten into a fight over the radio; cell service was spotty on the coastal roads, and when his music streaming app had finally cut out, Nate had groaned like his life was ending. Jacopo had tried to find an acceptable station, but it had barely taken two notes of the (in Jacopo’s opinion, iconic) intro to 
      All I Want for Christmas is You 
      for Nate to shove his hand off the dial, saying, “Please, no, I just fucking can’t.”
    

    
      After that, they’d been silent, Nate tapping his fingers on the steering wheel, Jacopo chewing his nails and trying to enjoy the scenery. 
    

    
      And now they were on a hike. A hike that Nate had talked him into earlier, promising that it was a moderate out-and-back two-mile trek from the visitors’ center to a viewpoint. He’d neglected to mention that the viewpoint was at the top of a cliff, and that the 
      out 
      part of the out-and-back was entirely uphill. Jacopo was irritable and drenched in sweat despite the cold air, and Nate was still jittery and impatient, even the exercise not seeming to have calmed him. 
    

    
      So it wasn’t exactly an ideal time to propose, Jacopo reflected. 
    

    
      He’d managed to get the ring from Dave last night, along with a very nice talk about being a husband that had somehow devolved into a lecture about how billionaire tech bros were harvesting people’s DNA (a lot of conversations with Dave veered heavily into conspiracy). He’d spent a sleepless night running over what he wanted to say, staring at the ceiling and wishing for the bright edge of nicotine to sharpen his thoughts. Every time Nate had shifted in bed next to him, he’d been overwhelmed by sentimentality, emotions washing away any of the words he’d prepared. 
    

    
      Jacopo’s mouth went dry now as he looked at Nate ahead of him on the trail, the confident, athletic way he moved, the tangle of sweaty hair at the nape of his neck. The forest around him was lush, even in winter, evergreens and pines crowded together, ivy and moss and brambles scrambling up their trunks, blanketing the ground. Everything here grew voraciously, with a wildness that Jacopo hadn’t seen in the forests at home.
    

    
      But the trees were starting to thin, he realized, patches of sky showing between the trunks. He had missed most of the hike, stuck in his own head. 
    

    
      “It’s just up here,” Nate called. He was standing with his hands on his hips, cheeks flushed, the tip of his nose chapped by the wind. “You okay?”
    

    
      He was beautiful, and Jacopo wanted to press their cold faces together and drown him in kisses. Wanted to do anything but try to remember his speech, which had fled from his head so completely that it might never have existed. 
    

    
      “Yeah,” he managed. 
    

    
      “You didn’t complain at all,” Nate said, with a little smile. “Your lungs really must be getting better.”
    

    
      “Yeah,” Jacopo said again. Gleefully, stupidly, his brain sang, 
      I don’t want a lot for Christmas. There is just one thing I need
      . Dear God. He couldn’t propose with Mariah Carey lyrics. Nate would probably jump into the ocean to get away from him. 
    

    
      “Well.” Nate motioned awkwardly. “Come take a look.”
    

    
      Jacopo crested the last little bit of the hill, and the view hit him full-force, sweeping over him, making him a little dizzy. The sea, far below, gunmetal gray out toward the horizon, resolving into scalloped layers of green and blue as it approached the sand. The jagged drama of the coastline, rocky promontories and trees teased into impossible shapes by years of wind. The sky overhead was a blanket of clouds, white and thick as wool, occasional hints of blue peeking through, there and gone so quickly that he might have imagined it. 
    

    
      It wasn’t a pretty, relaxing beach like the ones he was used to. It wasn’t really even a beach at all: there was very little sand. But Jacopo understood why Nate loved it here. The wild changeability of the landscape, the raw, elemental beauty. There was an intensity to it, an edge of adrenaline. 
    

    
      “Oh,” Jacopo sighed. He felt unable to come up with anything else, unequal to the task. 
    

    
      “Amazing, right? I wanted you to see this.” Nate took his hand. Jacopo turned to meet his eyes, seeing electricity in their depths. The smell of saltwater and stone was in his mouth, and his palm tingled from the press of Nate’s skin. 
    

    
      “Nate,” Jacopo said. 
    

    
      Nate pursed his lips. “Look, I’m sorry I’ve been in a weird mood all day. It isn’t you. I’m just—I’m all over the place, I guess, and—“
    

    
      “Nate.” It seemed like he couldn’t wait any longer. Far below, the waves were beating against the rocks, and his pulse was pounding in his ears. Jacopo could hardly feel his legs, didn’t know if they just gave out or if he gracefully sank to one knee—years later, looking back on this moment, he still wouldn’t remember. He’d only remember the heat of Nate’s hand in his, the precious architecture of his fingers, the way his hair fell into his eyes as he looked down, a momentarily scrap of sunlight casting his face in gold. 
    

    
      “Nate,” Jacopo said. “I can’t remember what I was going to say. But I love you, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”
    

    
      “Oh, shit,” said Nate. “Oh, no.”
    

    
      Jacopo’s veins turned to ice. “No?”
    

    
      “I mean, yes. Obviously. Shit. No, it was just—I was going to propose to 
      you
      .” Nate’s hand was trembling, his face bright red. “I mean. You 
      are 
      proposing, right. I’m not, like, misreading the situation?”
    

    
      “I’m definitely proposing.”
    

    
      “Oh God, okay. Man, I—I had like a whole thing planned, I was going to wrap your ring up and put it under the tree, and—“ his voice was shaking, his expression a blur through the tears in Jacopo’s eyes. “Okay. Well, fuck it. Beat me to it, I guess. Why don’t you—um, say the—say the thing.”
    

    
      “Will you marry me?” Jacopo asked. 
    

    
      “Yes.” Nate sank to his knees, throwing his arms around Jacopo’s neck. “Duh.” He let out something between a laugh and a sob, sniffling against Jacopo’s cheek. “Yes yes yes.” They were kissing, both their faces slick from tears, salt and warmth and softness and the bright, cold air. 
    

    
      They stayed there for what could have been a moment, or hours. Nate was trembling. Jacopo could feel the antic twitch of his muscles beneath his jacket. “
      Damn 
      it,” he said finally, with a chuckle. “I guess I should have done it at Powell’s.”
    

    
      Jacopo ran a hand over his cheek, his neck, cherishing every warm, familiar inch of him. “You were really going to ask me?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Like I said, your ring is back at Mom and Dave’s. It was going to be a whole thing. I had, like, a big box, and then I was going to have a bunch of smaller boxes inside it…” Nate sighed, trailing off. 
    

    
      His ring? Oh! That was another thing Jacopo had forgotten. He fumbled in his pocket with one hand. The other was still draped around Nate, cradling his skull. “I have a ring for you, too.” Laughing, a little breathless, he pulled the box out of his pocket. “Sorry. Oh, I didn’t do this right at all.”
    

    
      “You did it perfectly. Oh, I love it,” Nate said, as Jacopo somehow managed to get the ring out without dropping it. He slid it onto Nate’s finger, both their hands still unsteady, his stomach dropping as if he had just stepped off a ledge. He would remember this forever, he knew; this modest gold band on Nate’s pale skin was another mark on his lifeline, up there with the first time they’d touched, the first 
      I love you
      , even the first time he’d seen Nate, rumpled and annoyed, in a stretched-out band t-shirt and fraying basketball shorts.
    

    
      “I wasn’t sure you would even want to get married,” Jacopo admitted. Cold was seeping into his legs, and he could feel the knees of his jeans getting sodden, but he didn’t want to move. Nate’s hair smelled like pine and salt and the sweetness of his shampoo, and there were little drops of mist suspended in it like jewels, tickling Jacopo’s nose and lips. “I thought maybe—the world is so bad right now, Nate. And I thought maybe you’d think it was stupid, or that it didn’t matter, or that it was selfish to—to want this for ourselves, when so many people can’t have it.”
    

    
              Nate pulled back, looking him in the face. His eyes had always been remarkable to Jacopo, capable of so many different shades of blue, and right now they looked like the stormy ocean below them. Gorgeous and wild, like this untamed coastline that Nate loved so much. “It’s not stupid,” he said. “And it’s not selfish.”
    

    
      “I felt a little guilty.”
    

    
      “Babe. You always feel guilty.”
    

    
      “I—“ He did have a point, Jacopo supposed. The residue of being raised Catholic and the years of keeping secrets hadn’t really fostered optimism or self-esteem. But still, Jacopo felt like he didn’t deserve any of this. The man in front of him, the breathtaking view, the perfect little capsule of this moment. 
    

    
      Nate nuzzled his nose against Jacopo’s. “Don’t worry, okay? I’m proud of what we have, and I want to be able to call you my husband. I want you. Officially, and on paper. And all the other ways.”
    

    
              Jacopo smoothed a strand of hair back from his forehead, letting his hand caress Nate’s ear, the soft skin of his neck. His heart felt lodged in his ribs, swollen and painful. “You’re sure?”
    

    
      “Did you miss the part where I was going to propose to 
      you
      ? On Christmas, no less? I don’t know how I could be more sure.”
    

    
      Jacopo’s frantic pulse was finally beginning to slow down. He felt his whole body sigh, relaxing into Nate’s embrace like a tree bending in the wind. “Doing it on Christmas is…”
    

    
      “Cringe as fuck, I know.”
    

    
      “Sweet,” Jacopo said. “I was going to say, sweet.” He still hadn’t quite processed the idea that Nate had been going to ask him, and he almost cried again at the weight of it, the warm, soothing feeling of being wanted enveloping him like a blanket. “I can’t believe how lucky I am.”
    

    
      “Yeah, well. It would have been a lot cooler if it was a surprise,” Nate said, turning a little red.
    

    
      A thought occurred. “Is this why my sisters were acting so weird?”
    

    
      “Probably. Gracie helped me plan the whole thing. She’s going to be pissed that you beat me to it.” Nate laughed, but his expression soon soured. “And I was—shit, I was supposed to talk to your mom.” He groaned, running a hand over his face. “
      Shit
      . I knew I shouldn’t have put it off. I just really, really didn’t want to do it in person. I figured if she got mad or iced me out, I could just hang up—but then I hadn’t really figured out the whole talking on the phone in Italian thing and I just kind of, like, let it sit, because we had other stuff going on and I was jet lagged and—“
    

    
      “Nate,” Jacopo said. 
    

    
      Nate tipped his head back, looking up at the sky. “Ugh, do you hate me? I know how important she is to you. I really wanted to get her blessing first or—or something, I don’t know. I’m terrible at this.”
    

    
      Another tear leaked down Jacopo’s face, cold in the winter air. He couldn’t seem to stop them. “Nate, even—even that you thought of it.” He struggled for words, all the English in his head seemingly unable to make it to his tongue. 
    

    
      Nate made a face. 
    

    
      “Really,” Jacopo said. He felt warm, despite the icy ground and the cold wind off the sea, his veins lit up with fairy lights like the shop windows downtown, his heart a burning sun.
    

    
      “Well, can I still propose?” Nate asked. “It won’t be a surprise, but—“
    

    
      “I would love that.”
    

    
      “And I’ll call your mom.”
    

    
      “We can call her together,” Jacopo said.
    

    
      “God, 
      that’ll
       be fun. Merry fucking Christmas.”
    

    
      Jacopo shrugged. He wanted her to know. Maybe he even did want her approval, as unlikely as that would be. But at the moment, he was surprised to find that the thought of his mother carried very little weight. “Should we get up?” he asked. 
    

    
      “Oh.” Nate laughed. “Yeah, I guess.” He sprang to his feet, holding out a hand for Jacopo, who moved a little more slowly. 
    

    
      “Ouch.” He could feel his knees creaking, pins and needles traveling up and down his shins. “I’m too old for all this hiking.”
    

    
      “Are you actually sore?” Nate looked surprised. 
    

    
      “Yeah.” He smiled. “My fiancé made me hike up a mountain.”
    

    
      “Fiancé, huh?” Nate laced his fingers through Jacopo’s, kissing the back of his hand. “Are we 
      those 
      people now? We’re going to start calling each other fiancés?”
    

    
      “I am,” Jacopo said seriously. “Every chance I get. You’ll have to get used to it.”
    

    
      “Yeah, well you’ll have to get used to hiking,” Nate said with a grin, turning to lead him back down the trail. “Because you’ve got to be healthy, because I need you to stick around for a long time. And this isn’t a mountain, by the way, it’s hardly even a hill, and the view more than makes up for it. I took 
      mercy
       on you, honestly. We could have done the six-mile loop…”
    

    
      Jacopo followed, listening to his voice but not really listening to the words, just basking in the fact of him. 
      Nate, 
      his heart said with every beat. 
      Nate, Nate, Nate
      . 
    

    
      
    

    
      *
    

    
      
    

    
      Everything about the coast that Nate had once found cheesy and tiresome now had its own unique luster. The mildew-smelling shops where junk from the 80s sat crammed together on shelves, masquerading as antiques; the New Age coffee shops that sold overpriced lattes alongside tarot cards and 
      Fuck the Patriarchy 
      stickers; the endless stream of souvenir keychains and sweatshirts with dumb little slogans and packets of homemade fudge and huckleberry everything; all of it seemed charming, suffused in the afterglow of being engaged. Nate was a whole-ass fiancé, and he couldn’t stop thinking about it, couldn’t stop fiddling with his ring, grinning stupidly every time it caught the light, adjusting and readjusting it on his finger. 
    

    
      Sure, maybe it hadn’t gone at all how he had planned, but it was almost better this way, getting to share this place with Jacopo without anything hanging over his head. Watching him examine various knickknacks and exclaim over the view and take pictures of all the weird little things that caught his interest: a wooden carving of bigfoot, a chip and dip tray shaped like a giant shrimp, a friendly cat in the crystal shop, dozing on chunks of amethyst. 
    

    
      They shared a Mexican hot chocolate and a gingerbread mocha, though Nate ended up finishing both—they were too sweet for Jacopo’s taste. Nate paid a ridiculous fifty dollars for fish and chips, but it was worth it to see Jacopo savor every bite. He taught Jacopo the word “chintzy,” watching his eyes sparkle, his lips shape the word as he stored it away somewhere in that vast vocabulary of his. Waiting, no doubt, for the exact right time to break it out and make Nate laugh. 
    

    
      Even the Christmas music piping through every store didn’t suck 
      too 
      bad. The weather outside really was frightful, a slurry of mist and occasional snowflakes, too watery to stick. But it was nice, in a way. They had the streets mostly to themselves. On the deserted boardwalk, feet slipping on slick wood, Nate grabbed Jacopo by the lapels and pulled him into a dreamy, melting kiss, salt and bitter sea air and chapped lips, the taste of cinnamon and chocolate on their tongues. The kiss deepened, Jacopo’s hands finding their way under his jacket and shirt, to the bare skin of his lower back, Nate’s fingers digging into Jacopo’s hips, and maybe they made out for a little bit against the railing, as the mist turned into actual rain. Why not? They’d just gotten engaged, after all, and if anyone had any opinions about it, they could go kick rocks. Big, toe-breaking ones.  
    

    
      “I think I could stay here forever,” Jacopo said, when they finally pulled apart.
    

    
      Nate smiled. Somehow Jacopo could make even the cheesiest lines sound like no one had ever said them before. Maybe it was the accent. Or the charming earnestness. 
    

    
      “I can see why you like it.” Jacopo gestured to the view of the bay, lights twinkling along the railing, the water choppy and dark, sea and sky blending together in sheets of gray. Nate wished for a moment that he had brought his watercolors, though it would be hard to paint; rainy days were more challenging than sunny, the light harder to capture. “It’s lovely. In a different way from the beaches at home.”
    

    
      “A lot of people find it depressing. All the rain.”
    

    
      Jacopo shrugged. “With you, it’s not depressing.” He nuzzled Nate’s forehead, a faraway look in his eyes. 
    

    
      “What?” Nate asked.
    

    
      “Oh, I just—I still can’t believe you were going to propose. And on Christmas.”
    

    
      Nate let out something between a groan and a laugh. “Oh my God,” he said. “I don’t 
      hate 
      hate Christmas. I’m not a monster.” He sighed. “It was just a rough holiday, growing up. Mom did her best, but it always depended on if she had a good job, and who she was dating, and it was just a little sad, I guess. Never knowing what to expect.” Easier, he thought, just to be cynical about it, after a while. Easier to resent every commercial and song and school guidance counselor that told him he was supposed to be happy. He sighed, leaning his forehead against Jacopo’s shoulder. 
    

    
      “You’ve never told me that before.”
    

    
      “No, well. I mean. My childhood didn’t suck as much as yours, so…”
    

    
      “My childhood didn’t suck,” Jacopo said, with an exasperated gesture. “I have beautiful memories of the holidays. But I guess as a kid, everything is through, what is it? Rose-colored sunglasses?” He sighed. “I don’t know. It was all so easy before—you know.”
    

    
      Nate squeezed him a little tighter, fear and fierceness sparking to life in his chest as he thought again about trying to call Beatrice. Jacopo had tried to come out to his parents as a teen, and it hadn’t gone well. Nate pictured Jacopo of the past, lanky and awkward and all jumbled up inside. How anyone could have rejected that kid, instead of holding his hand and telling him everything was all right, was unfathomable. It made him feel sick. 
    

    
      “You know what?” he said, voice harsher than he had meant for it to be. “Fuck talking to your mom. If she wants to know, she can get in touch herself.”
    

    
      Jacopo sighed again, looking out over the water. “Let’s—let’s figure that out later. Right now I just want to be here with you.”
    

    
      Nate kissed him again, tasting rainwater on his lips. “I do too. But babe, you’re soaked.” He brushed a sodden strand of hair off Jacopo’s cheek. “Didn’t I buy you a rain shell at some point?”
    

    
      Jacopo made a face, looking down at his peacoat and jeans, both heavy with rain. “I wanted to look nice. It’s a special occasion.”
    

    
      He did look great. If soggy, and way too fashionable for small-town Oregon. “You’re going to catch a cold. Let’s get you back to the hotel.”
    

    
      “And you can help me out of these wet clothes?”
    

    
      “I’ll help you with whatever you want.” Nate took his hand. “Come on.”
    

    
      
    

    
      *
    

    
      
    

    
      Despite all his talk about getting undressed, Jacopo felt oddly shy in the hotel room, lingering in front of the hallway mirror as Nate filled up the tub. He searched his reflection for a sign that something was different, but it was hard to tell. The same half-circles greeted him from under his eyes, the same threads of gray at his temples. Maybe the set of his shoulders was a little looser, a lightness in his bearing. 
    

    
      Do I really deserve this?
       he wondered again. Part of him was still waiting for something terrible to happen. 
    

    
      “Hey, handsome.” Nate startled him, putting his arms around him from behind, cheek pressed up against his back. “Did you get lost admiring yourself in the mirror? I wouldn’t blame you. But the bath’s ready, and you’re shivering.”
    

    
      He 
      was
       shivering, he realized, fingers too numb to undo his own buttons, but Nate made short work of them, leading him into the bathroom. He had already changed into one of the hotel robes, and Jacopo only had a moment to admire how perfectly it framed him, gaping open to reveal the golden expanse of his chest and the strong lines of his thighs, before he was pressed up against the bathroom counter, Nate’s mouth on his. 
    

    
      Then it was all hot kisses and the scrape of wet denim over his hips as Nate peeled off his jeans. Jacopo’s skin felt like it was on fire, pins and needles dancing up and down his limbs, his stiff fingers going from cold to blazing hot as they traced over Nate’s chest, taking on his heat. 
    

    
      It had only been days since they’d last done this, but there was a sense of urgency to Nate’s kisses, his teeth snagging on Jacopo’s bottom lip, his dick already hard and velvety-hot against Jacopo’s thigh. Jacopo felt himself give in, relaxing with a trembly sigh, his hips canting up toward Nate’s as if drawn by some personal field of gravity. The edge of the counter was a hard line of cold against his back, and Nate’s fingers were exploring, pressing inside of him. The familiar sting followed by the heady, dizzying sensation of being filled up. His vision blurred and his thoughts all fizzled away as Nate’s fingers fucked into him, pleasure bursting across his brain and rolling through his body. 
    

    
      Nate was on his knees, nuzzling against Jacopo’s lower belly. He looked up, and it was almost too much: the soft little smile on his face, the awe in his eyes, like Jacopo was the sun, cresting the horizon. “God, I’ll never get tired of this,” he murmured. 
    

    
      Jacopo said—something, in some language. A plea, maybe, or a curse. He could hardly breathe as Nate’s mouth enveloped his cock, sweet and tight and also wonderfully familiar, like a favorite song. He watched until he couldn’t anymore, taking in the lush softness of Nate’s lips, the way his lashes grazed his cheeks, the tightening and untightening of his hand as it flexed against Jacopo’s thigh. His other hand was still busy between Jacopo’s legs, and everything was sensation and tenderness and tension, and Jacopo’s eyes slammed shut and he came with a wordless groan. 
    

    
      “Don’t know why I bothered filling the tub,” Nate said after a moment, voice dreamy and unfocused. He pressed a kiss to Jacopo’s inner thigh. “There’s a bottle of wine, too, I think. Somewhere.”
    

    
      “I’m not interested in wine right now,” Jacopo said. He pulled Nate up, into a long, lazy kiss. He could taste himself on Nate’s lips, which sometimes was still a little weird to him, an uncomfortable intimacy with his own body. But this time it felt just right. He led Nate to the bath, a jacuzzi tub, more than big enough for two. The water was still hot, and he washed Nate off. As nice as it was to receive, it was even better to enjoy Nate like this, mapping the lines of his body, savoring every inch of him. He really was all Jacopo needed. No other gift would ever compare to Nate, here, under his hands. 
    

    
      Nate was already flushed and pleading, and Jacopo lifted him up, sitting him on the lip of the tub, and kissed his way down his abdomen to his waiting cock. He felt like the luckiest man alive. No one else got to breathe Nate in this way; no one else knew the scent of his skin quite so intimately, salt and pine and fresh musk. No one else got to unlock all these little gasps and moans from him, to make him squirm with each flick of the tongue, to feel his thumb tracing over their temple, the muscles in his thighs shivering. No one else got to know the slick, heavy feeling of him in their mouth, the way his hips jerked as he came. But that wasn’t even the best part. Knowing that this moment was only one of many, knowing that he would do this again, that he got to do this for the rest of their lives—that was the best part. Nate was his home, and Jacopo wasn’t going anywhere. 
    

    
      
    

    
      *
    

    
      
    

    
      Christmas morning was hazy and overcast, and Nate woke up in Barb and Dave’s guest room with a familiar feeling of anticipation mixed with unease. There was too much energy trapped in his body for him to lie still. He shouldn’t be anxious; they were already engaged. He just wanted it to be theirs for a little bit longer, wanted a little more time to soak up this new reality where Jacopo was his fiancé, before he had to let anyone else into it. 
    

    
      Thea found him in the living room, trying to quietly do enough push-ups to calm his nerves. 
    

    
      “Is this some new Christmas morning tradition I don’t know about?” There was tinsel braided into her hair, and she was wearing pajamas with wreaths and corgis all over them. “Trying to look jacked for Baby Jesus?”
    

    
      Nate groaned, rolling into a sitting position, his back up against the couch. The upholstery stuck to his sweaty skin. It was too warm, and the room smelled cloyingly of coffee. “Just trying to clear my head.”
    

    
      “That’s what coffee is for. Do you want some? I can put a little extra Christmas cheer in there for you.”
    

    
      “Oh God.” Nate ran a hand over his face. “Last time you did that, I threw up.”
    

    
      “Yeah it turns out that cbd oil wasn’t food-grade.” Thea shrugged. “This year I just brought Irish cream. Oh, and some gummies.” Barb and Dave’s home was technically a controlled substance-free zone; Barb had had issues with drugs in the past, and she didn’t like to be around anything mind-altering. But if her kids got a little giggly on special occasions, she turned a blind eye. 
    

    
      “Just regular coffee is fine. I need a clear head.”
    

    
      Thea got him a cup from the kitchen, then sat down next to him on the floor. Nate stared at the tree, lights blurring before his eyes. 
    

    
      “Remember when mom left us home alone for Christmas with the wrong tray of brownies?” Thea asked. 
    

    
      “Yeah. She and her weird boyfriend went to that nudist winter solstice retreat and I was supposed to babysit you.”
    

    
      “Didn’t you puke that year, too?”
    

    
      “Well, yeah. I had the spins from eating half a tray of pot brownies. And you just watched Barefoot Contessa on OPB all day. And set off the fire alarm trying to make mac n’ cheese.”
    

    
      “Iconic,” Thea said, clinking her mug against his. “Or, like, one of the reasons I’m in therapy. Or both? Definitely both.”
    

    
      “Same. But I guess we grew up okay.” He paused, really looking at her, searching for signs of stress or wear and tear. “
      Are 
      you okay? Like, really?”
    

    
      “Why wouldn’t I be?”
    

    
      “Just—the internet, you know. Shit’s fucked, people are terrible, et cetera.”
    

    
      “I’m fine.” She still looked so young without makeup, skin glowing, seemingly unbothered by the weight of the world. “Everything moves so fast online. I did a couple podcasts, gained some subscribers. Lost some subscribers.” She shrugged. “Oh, I did a promo for an LGBTQ-friendly sex toy company. I can give you a discount actually, if you—“
    

    
      Nate held up a hand. “I’m so good, thanks.”
    

    
      “But honestly, it’s all mostly died down. Which you’d know if you were online at all. Do you even check your dms?”
    

    
      “Yeah, no. It was making me miserable. I would drink a whole bottle of wine and, like, fight with people on Reddit. And I’m trying to be healthy, so…” Nate trailed off. 
    

    
      Thea pulled out her phone. “Okay, well, you should check every once in a while. There’s some guy named Laurel trying to get in touch with you, says he met you and Jacopo in Milan? He knows someone who might be interested in the castle.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Nate stared at her blankly for a moment before the name clicked. “Right.” They had hung out with someone named Laurel a few years ago, on their first real trip as a couple. A chance meeting at a rooftop bar in Milan had turned into a night of drinking, and Nate remembered very little, except that Laurel was sparkling and witty and apparently very rich. Big theater kid energy, but a super nice guy. Getting in touch with old acquaintances—let alone thinking about the future of the castle—wasn’t something he had mental space for right now, though, so he said, “I’ll call him after Christmas.”
    

    
      “Yeah?” Thea nudged his shoulder with hers. “You seem a little stressed.” She grinned at him over the rim of her coffee mug. “Was there some big reason you needed to clear your mind this morning? Maybe something you have planned for today?”
    

    
      Nate groaned. “Oh my God, Gracie can’t keep a secret for 
      shit. 
      How long have you—“
    

    
      “Hey, guys.” Dave shuffled into the room, scratching his chin through his wiry beard. “You’re up early. Should we gather the troops and start the festivities?"
    

    
      It took so long for the festivities to start, Barb bustling around and taking unflattering pictures, Dave making another pot of coffee, that Nate was vibrating with anticipation, so much so that Jacopo took his hand, which had been busy trying to unravel one of Barb’s many knit afghans, and held it tightly between his own. 
    

    
      “Hey,” he murmured against Nate’s temple. “You don’t have to be nervous, you know.”
    

    
      “I’m not nervous, just impatient. Hey, could everyone sit down already?” he called to his family. 
    

    
      “Wow, Nate’s 
      really 
      excited to open presents,” Thea said slyly. 
    

    
      “Thea,” he said, exasperated. But then it all faded away, the anxiety, the tension in his limbs, even the general prickliness he felt about Christmas. Because Jacopo was reaching into his stocking and pulling out a box (Nate’s elaborate wrapping plan had kind of not happened), and the look on his face made Nate’s heart light up like a thousand Christmas trees, like an entire switchboard. 
    

    
      “
      Minchia
      , this is the twelfth duke’s ruby ring,” Jacopo said as he opened the box. 
    

    
      “It’s not real. I mean, it is. But it’s not the original. Do you like it? I saw it in a painting and thought it was pretty, but if you hate it we can—“
    

    
      “Nate.” Jacopo put a hand on his knee. “I love it. But this is too much. I can’t—“
    

    
      “Just say yes.”
    

    
      “Yes. Obviously, yes. But didn’t you want to ask?”
    

    
      “Oh. Shit.” Nate was suddenly aware of his family watching, Barb’s hands clasped, Thea’s eyes shiny with tears. None of this was exactly going as he’d planned, but he guessed that was okay. “Jacopo, will you marry me?”
    

    
      Then it was a flurry of hugs, and tears, and congratulations, and posing for pictures, and at some point Dave clapped Jacopo on the back and said, “He beat you to it, huh?” And then Nate remembered that he’d taken his own ring off so as not to ruin the surprise, and so he had to go get it and put it on, and then there were more pictures, and sharing of stories: about how Jacopo asked, about how Barb and Dave got engaged, about Nate’s childhood.
    

    
      “I just knew you’d be someone special in Nate’s life, Jacopo. I just intuited it, the moment I met you,” Barb said, giving his arm a squeeze.  
    

    
      Nate rolled his eyes. “Mom, no you didn’t. You were trying to set him up with Thea.”
    

    
      She shrugged. “Well, I intuited that he’d be special to one of my kids, at least.”
    

    
      Then there were more pictures, and at some point someone remembered there were still presents left to open, and then eventually there were zoom calls to the rest of the family (Dave had three other grown kids), and coffee and cinnamon rolls and maybe, yes, a little bit of Thea’s Irish cream. They called Jacopo’s sisters, too, and Noemi and her moms, Caitlyn and Lucia, and by the end of it all, Nate’s ears were ringing from all the excited shrieks and laughter and exclamations of, “It took you long enough!” He felt loved and exhausted and wrung-out and just a little bit harassed, his insides full of confetti, his mind reeling. They now had at least five groomsmaids and way too many suggestions for themes and venues and other things that Nate hadn’t even known went into a wedding—like, why did they need a seating chart? Couldn’t people just sit wherever? Finally, his head full of rings and boutonnières and color schemes, Nate fell asleep on the couch, cuddled up to Jacopo, both of them wearing matching Christmas sweaters that Barb had knitted. 
    

    
      Only to wake up with a start, realizing from the light coming in through the window that it was early afternoon, and that there was still one more call they had to make. 
    

    
      
    

    
      *
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re sure you don’t want to do a shot? Or wait until tomorrow?” Nate’s hands were trembling, Jacopo noticed, as he handed him the phone. It was sweet that he was so worried. Jacopo felt—well, he didn’t know how he felt. Numb, maybe, his stomach cold. He’d been rejected by his mother enough times at this point that the pain felt a little duller. 
    

    
      “It’s fine. Let’s just get it out of the way.” 
    

    
      “What if you just sent a text?”
    

    
      “
      Nate
      . I do want to talk to her.” His stomach dropped as the phone started ringing on the other end. He realized he didn’t know what he would do if she didn’t pick up. 
    

    
      After an agony of waiting, she did. “Jacopo?”
    

    
      “Yes, Mamma. It’s me.”
    

    
      “We just finished dinner. Everyone was talking about you. Gracie said you’re in America.” Her voice was cool, unemotional, but he could sense the disapproval beneath the surface. “It would have been nice to have you here.”
    

    
      “I know. Mamma, I was just calling to say Merry Christmas.”
    

    
      “Well. It’s more than you did last year, at least. Your family misses you, you know.”
    

    
      “Do you miss me? Because I 
      see 
      my family, Mamma. All except you and Papà. I see them a lot—“ he could hear his voice getting strained, and felt Nate’s gentle touch on his arm. Even if he didn’t know what Jacopo was saying, he could tell he was getting stressed. 
    

    
      “Do you want me to talk to her?” Nate asked. 
    

    
      It was such an absurdly sweet offer that Jacopo felt his heart rate begin to slow. He shook his head, offering Nate a smile. 
      It’s okay
      , he mouthed. 
    

    
      “I have to go clean the kitchen,” Mamma said. 
    

    
      “Listen, I’m sorry,” Jacopo told her. “I don’t want to fight. I—I have news that I want to share with you, and I hope you’ll be happy. But even if you aren’t, I wanted to tell my mother. Nate and I are getting married.”
    

    
      She was silent for an excruciating moment, and Jacopo could feel his fingers tightening around the phone, so much that he was afraid he’d crack the plastic casing. The blood was roaring in his ears, and every millisecond that ticked by without a response from her made him want to throw the phone. 
    

    
      Finally, she sighed. “I thought it might be something like that. Gracie was talking at dinner. You know how she is with secrets.” There was another long pause. “I’m glad you’re happy. Maybe it’s not—not what I pictured for my son, but I’m glad you’re happy.”
    

    
      “Mamma.” He could picture her now, standing at the end of the yard, apron spotless, lips pressed into a thin line, one hand massaging the back of her neck. Some feeling he couldn’t define flooded his chest. “I do miss you, you know.”
    

    
      “I miss you too,” she said quietly. She sighed again. “Your father won’t be happy. He already thinks Nate has ruined you.”
    

    
      “I don’t care about Papà. Is that what you think, too?”
    

    
      “No. Nate’s a very nice young man.”
    

    
      Oh, okay. So the problem is me
      . Jacopo suppressed a groan. 
    

    
      “I didn’t—I didn’t really know what those people were like,” his mother continued. “Until I met him. He’s not what I expected.”
    

    
      “Mamma. I’m one of ‘those people,’ too.”
    

    
      “I know. I just wish—“
    

    
      God, here it came. 
      Why can’t you be normal? Why did you choose to live this way? Think of your parents, the stress you’re putting us through. Your father’s health is already bad enough. 
      Jacopo’s throat tightened, and his thumb twitched, ready to hang up. 
    

    
      But she surprised him, saying in a rush, “I wish it hadn’t caused so much distance between us. I wish you and your father would speak. I don’t like being in the middle, and I don’t like feeling like I’ve lost my son.” Her voice was soft and watery, and in that moment Jacopo felt the miles between them, the gulf of tangled emotions and things not said. 
    

    
      “I don’t like feeling that way, either.”
    

    
      “Do you think you can forgive me?” She sounded so small, fragile and older than he remembered. Jacopo’s heart thudded. 
    

    
      “I don’t know.” It was Christmas; he should just be able to say yes, to let everything go. But it hurt still. Maybe it would always hurt. “I want to.”
    

    
      “I’m happy you’ve found someone,” his mother said. “You deserve to be loved.”
    

    
      “Mamma—“
    

    
      “Merry Christmas, Jacopo.” Then she was gone, and he was crying, bawling, really, even though he’d told himself that he wouldn’t. 
    

    
      
    

    
      *
    

    
      
    

    
      It was easy to sink into a kind of wistful melancholy, looking out over the city on New Year’s Day. Seattle was sullen and quiet under a blanket of clouds, so different from the vibrant parade of lights and energy the night before. Melancholy was Jacopo’s thing, though; Nate took another sip of coffee and tried to shake it off. 
    

    
      It had been hard watching him on the phone with his mom, barely understanding the parts of the conversation he could hear. Seeing his partner’s face get more and more stricken, the muscles in his jaw so tight it must hurt. And then holding him while he cried afterward, helpless to fix any of it. 
    

    
      Nate sighed, leaning his forehead against the windowpane. He was oddly not hungover, so that was a plus, at least. They’d gone out last night, but not for long: too many people, too much chaos, and Jacopo still seemed a little raw, probably chewing over his New Year’s resolutions in his head, thinking about how to mend relationships, or if they could be mended. So when the ball had dropped, they’d been right here, looking out over the city, sharing a bottle of champagne. There was a distinct trail of clothes from the loveseat to the bedroom, a belt draped over a lampshade, Nate’s button-up, which Jacopo had ironed for him, in a pile on the floor. One of those sparkly light-up headbands was still vigilantly ringing in the new year, flashing green, blue, and red on the carpet, and the sight of it finally did make Nate smile. 
    

    
      His smile widened as Jacopo stepped out of the bedroom, coffee cup in his hand. His expression was bemused as he eyed the floor. “Hm.”
    

    
      “I think we should leave it,” Nate said. “Memories of a good New Year’s Eve.”
    

    
      “It 
      was 
      good,” Jacopo agreed. He padded over to him, dropping a kiss onto Nate’s forehead. Nate caught him admiring his ring in the early morning light, turning it this way and that, and pride bloomed in his chest. 
    

    
      “How are you feeling?” he asked. 
    

    
      “Okay, I think,” Jacopo said. “It’s good. My sisters are happy. Noemi is happy.” (Jacopo’s daughter was already spamming both of them with Pinterest wedding ideas.) “And Mamma is—well, I don’t know. I think there’s a path forward there, maybe. If we’re both willing to take it.” He rested his chin on the top of Nate’s head, sighing as if the very idea was exhausting. It probably was. “For today, I don’t want to worry about it.”
    

    
      Speaking of paths forward, and things to worry about: “I should try calling that Laurel guy.” Nate had gotten in touch with him on Instagram, but they hadn’t had a chance to speak. 
    

    
      “On New Year’s Day?”
    

    
      Nate shrugged. “He did say to call anytime. Maybe I’ll just leave a message. Get the ball rolling.”
    

    
      To his surprise, though, Laurel picked up. His voice was a little muddy. “Hello?”
    

    
      “Hi, it’s Nate. Nate Schafer? Uh, we met in Milan, and, um, you said to call you—“
    

    
      “Nate, yes! What a pleasure to actually talk to you. Let me just—good Lord, it’s bright in here. Some scoundrel left the shades open, one second.” Nate could hear him rustling around on the other end. There was the brief pulse of music, the sound of some kind of tropical bird, and then a window sliding shut. Laurel sighed in relief. “That’s better. What were you saying?”
    

    
      “Late night?” Nate ventured. 
    

    
      “Night, morning, it’s all a blur of fruity drinks and body glitter and Pitbull songs, honestly. No, I know 
      you’re 
      fresh as a daisy, and probably going to make me take you out for brunch,” he said to someone on the other end. “Forgive me, Nate. My capacities are diminished. I’m in Miami. My boyfriend doesn’t drink, but he wanted to go out and, and I quote, ‘judge people’s outfit choices.’ Well, freed of the responsibility of—being responsible, I also made some poor choices of my own, and here we are. But enough about me, how are you? Where are you? In Italy still?”
    

    
      “Boyfriend?” Nate asked. “Didn’t you say you were a…”
    

    
      “A shameless libertine?” Jacopo supplied. He’d been listening on speaker phone. 
    

    
      “And an irredeemable rake,” Laurel said. It sounded like he was rummaging through a cabinet, glasses clinking. “But things happen, two ships crash into each other in the night, you know how it is.”
    

    
      “We do,” Jacopo said with a smile, squeezing Nate’s hand. 
    

    
      “Ah, Jacopo! 
      Buongiorno
      , my friend. How is everything?”
    

    
      “Can’t complain.” He squeezed Nate’s hand again. “We actually just got engaged.”
    

    
      “Oh, God bless. That’s beautiful news.” Laurel sounded genuinely happy, even through his obvious hangover. “They got engaged!” he called, to the other man in the room—his boyfriend, apparently. Nate had a hard time picturing what kind of guy Laurel would even end up with. “No, I am 
      not 
      getting any ideas. Okay, maybe I am. Would you be so opposed to—I know, I know. Waffle House before any significant life decisions, I understand. Sorry,” he added into the phone. “We might have to cut this short. As much as I would love to stay chatting with y’all.”
    

    
      “We can call back,” Nate said. 
    

    
      “Oh no, it’s fine. I’ve been thinking about you two. You know, I was scrolling mindlessly, as one does, and who should come across my feed but your sister.”
    

    
      Man, Thea really was everywhere online. “Please tell me she didn’t sell you a sex toy,” Nate blurted. 
    

    
      “I will neither confirm nor deny. Anyway, it got me wondering how you were doing, and if you were still trying to figure out what to do with that castle.”
    

    
      “I mean, yeah.” Nate shrugged. He was kind of in a perpetual state of wondering what to do with it. 
    

    
      “Perfect,” Laurel said. “In that case, I wanted to put you in touch with a lady called Birdie Callway. She’s lovely, a little eccentric maybe, but she’s got a lot of money and free time. Her newest pet project is preserving historical monuments. I told her about your castle—and the cats, speaking of pet projects—“ he chuckled at his own joke, “—and she’d love to help. Get it registered as a historical site, get everything cleaned up and ready for tourism, even get the cats TNR’d, if that’s still something you’re interested in.”
    

    
      Nate looked at Jacopo. “Maybe. I mean, neither of us have any idea how to…”
    

    
      “But she does,” Laurel said. “Or, she knows people who do.”
    

    
      Nate chewed his lip. He thought about their quiet life at the castle being flooded with people, thought about having to sign off on renovations and cleaning and landscaping and whatever other services would be needed to get the property in good enough shape that people would want to visit. And what if they didn’t, even after all that? There were so many other amazing things to see in Italy. Who’d be willing to make a detour to a tiny island to see a lackluster castle full of cats?
    

    
      Well. Cat enthusiasts, maybe. So, like, half the internet. 
    

    
      “It would be a big change,” Jacopo said, a faraway expression on his face. 
    

    
      “Yeah.” Nate put a hand on his knee. “What about your library?”
    

    
      “Birdie has a book guy,” Laurel said. 
    

    
      “After all this time, it might be nice to have some help with it,” Jacopo said.
    

    
      “Seriously?” Nate looked at him in surprise.
    

    
      Jacopo shrugged. “It’s worth thinking about.”
    

    
      “Okay, yeah.” Nate’s stomach dropped. Part of him was squirming, desperate for everything to stay the same. They’d created a cozy enough existence, even if it wasn’t perfect. But the look of hopeful possibility on Jacopo’s face made him think again. 
    

    
      “I’ll give her your number,” Laurel said. “Be forewarned that she 
      will
       talk your ear off. Now I—what do you mean, I’m one to talk? I’m trying to—all right. Nate, I’m sorry, but I do have to go. I have a hot and very insistent blond waiting on me.”
    

    
      “No, no, go to breakfast!” Nate waved a hand, mind still reeling. “And say hi to your boyfriend for us.”
    

    
      He sat there for a moment after hanging up, not really sure what to think. The phone buzzed, Laurel sending him Birdie’s contact information, and Nate startled, nearly jumping off the loveseat. His heart was kicking like a rabbit in his chest, and he felt a little out of breath as he asked Jacopo, “Wow. Are you sure about this?”
    

    
      “It’s a great opportunity.”
    

    
      “I know. But we’d probably have to move to the mainland. And the library is your baby.”
    

    
      Jacopo made a strange face. “It is. But I think maybe it’s time to move on to a different project.” He brushed a strand of hair off of Nate’s cheek. “We have a wedding to plan, after all.”
    

    
      “Oh, God. You mean we can’t just do it in Vegas? Or, like, in a fairy circle in the woods?”
    

    
      “As long as my family is invited, we can do it wherever you want. What’s a fairy circle?”
    

    
      “Doesn’t matter. Do you want to invite your mom?”
    

    
      Jacopo was silent for a moment. He took a sip of coffee, his eyes brimming with emotion. “I think I’d like to,” he said finally. 
    

    
      “We can think about it.”
    

    
      “We can think about it,” Jacopo agreed. “And we can think about the castle, too. We have plenty of time.” He looked at Nate, squeezing his hand, and in his face, Nate saw the promise of all the time in the world, of sunshine and rain, joy and grief, everyday routine and wild adventure. Nate squeezed back, and their rings clinked together, and both of them laughed, a little surprised, not used to it yet. 
    

    
      “Today, let’s just focus on New Year’s Day,” Jacopo said. 
    

    
      “Yeah?” Nate grinned. “What did you have in mind?”
    

    
      “Well, I’d like to take you back to bed.” Jacopo smiled back. “And I’d like a repeat of what we did last night. And then I want to order a big breakfast. And then…”
    

    
      “Yeah?” Nate leaned forward, all ears. 
    

    
      “Then I’d really like to finish my book,” Jacopo said sheepishly. “It’s very suspenseful.”
    

    
      Nate burst into laughter, and folded him into an embrace, kissing his forehead, his mouth, the tip of his nose. “Sounds great, baby. I’m in.”
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