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Chapter 1

When Salt Melts into the Sea



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Geometry of Safe Things
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The train from Bari ran alongside the sea for the last hour of the journey, and Elena Rossi pressed her forehead against the cool glass and watched the light fracture across the water into a million pieces of shattered mirror. She had been in Puglia for exactly four hours and seventeen minutes, and already she could feel the edges of herself beginning to soften.

This was not a welcome sensation.

She straightened in her seat and reached for the leather portfolio beside her, running her fingers along the zipper as if to reassure herself that the organized world still existed. Inside were her sketches—careful, precise, the lines clean and intentional. The collection she had proposed to her investors was called Linea Costiera—Coastal Line—and it was meant to capture the elegance of Mediterranean summer without its messiness. White linen, navy piping, the suggestion of sea without the salt.

She had been working on it for four months, and she had produced exactly nothing that satisfied her.

The train slowed as it approached the station, and Elena tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear—a gesture she had performed so many times it had become unconscious, a small act of tucking herself back into place. She was thirty-eight years old, engaged to a man who made her feel safe, the owner of a fashion label that had been called “intelligent” and “restrained” and “beautifully considered” by people whose opinions mattered. She had built her life the way she built her collections: with discipline, with intention, with no loose threads.

So why did she feel, increasingly, like a woman standing at a window watching someone else’s life happen on the other side of the glass?

The train stopped. Elena gathered her things—the portfolio, a small leather overnight bag, her phone which she checked automatically even though she knew there would be nothing—and stepped onto the platform.

Polignano a Mare was not a town that welcomed you gradually. It assaulted you with beauty. The station sat at the base of the cliff, and as Elena emerged onto the platform, the old city rose above her in layers of white and cream and faded ochre, buildings stacked against the rock like they had grown there, like they were part of the stone itself. The air smelled of salt and diesel and something floral she could not identify, and the light—God, the light—was the color of honey poured over everything.

She stood for a moment, disoriented by the sheer physicality of it. Milan was a city of gray and glass, of angles and shadows. Here, everything was round and soft and blinding.

“Signora Rossi?”

She turned. A young woman stood behind her—early twenties, with dark curls pulled back carelessly and the kind of face that looked like it had never considered the possibility of concealing anything. She wore a faded apron over a simple dress, and she was smiling.

“I’m Lucia. From Villa Fiore? They sent me to collect you. The taxi—he broke, so my uncle said I could come. It’s not far. You can walk if you want, or we can—” She gestured vaguely at a small motorino parked at an improbable angle. “It’s not far,” she repeated.

Elena looked at the motorino. She looked at her leather portfolio. She looked at Lucia’s open, unguarded face.

“The walk,” she said. “Thank you.”

Lucia nodded as if this were exactly what she had expected, and reached for Elena’s bag. Elena almost protested—she was not a person who let strangers carry her things—but Lucia had already taken it, slinging it over her shoulder next to her own worn canvas sack, and was walking toward the steps that led up into the city.

Elena followed.

The walk was not far, but it was vertical. Steps cut into the rock wound between buildings so close together that in some places Elena could have touched both walls at once. Laundry hung from windows above them—white sheets and bright towels and a single child’s swimsuit, faded to pink—and somewhere a radio played a song she almost recognized. Lucia chatted as they climbed, her voice easy and unforced, pointing out landmarks: the church where her cousin had been married, the bakery with the best focaccia, the house where an American filmmaker had stayed for three months and then written a poem about it that no one had read but everyone mentioned.

Elena listened and nodded and tried to remember the last time she had heard someone talk simply for the pleasure of talking, without calculation, without considering how they were being perceived.

She could not remember.

Villa Fiore was a small hotel at the top of the cliff, a converted palazzo with a courtyard full of bougainvillea and a view that made Elena stop breathing for just a moment. The sea spread out below her, impossibly blue, impossibly vast, and she stood at the edge of the terrace and felt something in her chest loosen against her will.

“Your room is ready,” Lucia said, and for the first time there was something careful in her voice, something that suggested she had seen this before—the way the view undid people. “My uncle—he says to tell you that dinner is on him tonight, at the restaurant, if you want. To welcome you. No obligation.”

Elena turned from the view. “Your uncle?”

“Il Gabbiano. Our restaurant. It’s—” Lucia pointed down the coast, to where a cluster of white buildings clung to the rocks above a small harbor. “There. You can see it from the terrace. The one with the blue shutters.”

Elena looked. She could see it—a low building with a faded sign and a patio that extended nearly to the water’s edge. Even from here, she could see figures moving, tables being set, the slow choreography of evening service beginning.

“That’s very kind,” she said. “Tell him thank you. I’ll—perhaps tomorrow. Tonight I should work.”

Lucia nodded, but something flickered in her expression—not disappointment, exactly, but recognition. The recognition of someone who understood what it meant to choose work over everything else.

“I’ll tell him,” she said. “Your room—the second floor. The key is in the door. If you need anything, Mariella at the front desk—she speaks English, French, German. She will be there until ten.”

“Thank you, Lucia.”

The girl smiled again, and then she was gone, clattering down the stairs with Elena’s bag still over her shoulder, and Elena stood alone on the terrace with the sea spread out before her and the unfamiliar sensation of having been seen by someone who asked nothing in return.

—-
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Her room was white. White walls, white linens, white curtains that moved slightly in the breeze from the open window. The only color came from a small painting above the bed—a crude rendering of a fishing boat, the blues too bright, the perspective wrong—and from the bougainvillea that pressed against the window frame like it wanted to be let in.

Elena unpacked methodically. Her clothes went into the wardrobe in the order she would wear them. Her toiletries arranged themselves in the bathroom with military precision. Her laptop and sketchbook and reference materials took their places on the small desk by the window, and only when everything was exactly where it should be did she allow herself to sit on the edge of the bed and look at the sea.

She should call Adrian.

She pulled out her phone. Three messages, all from him.

Arrived safely? Text when you land. (11:47)

Train okay? Let me know you’re settled. (13:22)

Elena. Just confirm you’re safe. (15:04)

She had landed at nine. It was now nearly six. She had not texted.

She typed quickly: In Polignano. All fine. Hotel beautiful. Will call tomorrow.

The response came almost immediately: Good. Talk then. Sleep well.

Three words. No question about the journey, no curiosity about the town, no request for photos or description or any of the small intimacies that connected people across distance. Just acknowledgment. Confirmation. The closing of a loop.

Elena stared at the message for a long moment, and then she set the phone face-down on the bed and walked to the window.

The sea was calming into evening, the light softening from gold to pink to the first hints of purple. She could see the restaurant Lucia had pointed out—Il Gabbiano—and the figures moving on its patio. Someone was lighting candles on the tables. Someone else was carrying a tray of something that caught the light.

She was hungry. She had not eaten since the pastry she bought at the Milan airport, and that had been hours and another life ago.

But she had work to do. She had sketches to review, research to organize, a collection to rescue from the creative death it was slowly dying. She had flown to Puglia not to eat dinner by the sea but to find inspiration in its textures, its colors, its light—to translate it into something she could sell, something she could control.

She sat at the desk and opened her portfolio.

The sketches stared back at her, lifeless. Lines that were technically perfect and emotionally dead. Fabrics rendered in careful detail that suggested nothing of how they would feel against skin. A collection called Coastal Line that contained no salt, no wind, no evidence that she had ever actually been near the sea.

She closed the portfolio.

She opened it again.

She closed it.

The window was still open. The breeze carried the smell of salt and something cooking—garlic, olive oil, the distant promise of seafood. Her stomach made a sound that she could not ignore.

She stood. She took her phone from the bed and slipped it into her pocket. She walked out of the room and down the stairs and through the courtyard and into the street, and she did not allow herself to think about what she was doing until she was already halfway down the steps toward the harbor.

––––––––
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The restaurant was busier than it had looked from a distance. Every table on the patio was full, and the sound of conversation and cutlery and the sea itself rose in a comfortable chaos that felt, to Elena, like a language she had forgotten how to speak. She stood at the edge of the patio, suddenly uncertain, suddenly aware that she was a woman alone in an apronless dress in a place where everyone else seemed to belong to something.

A man emerged from the kitchen.

He was tall—taller than she had expected—with the kind of face that looked like it had been shaped by wind and weather rather than simply placed there. Dark hair, graying at the temples. A white apron over a simple shirt, the sleeves rolled to the elbows. He carried a basket of bread in one hand and a bottle of wine in the other, and he moved through the crowded patio with an ease that suggested he had been doing this his entire life.

He stopped at a table near the edge, spoke to the couple there, poured their wine, left the bread. He laughed at something they said—a real laugh, the kind that reached his eyes—and then he turned and saw her.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

Elena had the strange sensation that she was being read, not judged—that this man was looking at her and seeing something she had not intended to show. It was uncomfortable. It was also, she realized with surprise, not unwelcome.

Then he was walking toward her, and the moment passed, and she was just a woman standing at the edge of a restaurant, and he was just a man in an apron with a question in his eyes.

“Signora Rossi?”

“Elena,” she said, because Lucia had called her Signora Rossi, and she was suddenly tired of being Signora anything.

“Elena.” He said it carefully, the Italian pronunciation making it three syllables instead of two, softening the consonants into something almost musical. “I’m Matteo. Lucia told me you might come. Please—” He gestured at a small table near the railing, the only empty one on the patio. “Sit. You must be hungry after traveling.”

“I don’t want to take a table from paying customers,” she said, but she was already moving toward it, already surrendering to the inevitability of sitting by the sea and letting someone feed her.

Matteo followed. “You are paying. Eventually.” A small smile. “We have an arrangement with the hotel. Guests eat here, we pretend to charge them, everyone is happy. Please. Sit.”

She sat. The chair was warm from the sun, and the railing beside her looked directly down at the water, dark now but still visible, still moving. Matteo set a glass in front of her and filled it with wine—white, cold, the bottle sweating in the evening air.

“Lucia said you are a designer,” he said. It was not a question, but he waited as if it were.

“Fashion. I’m here to research a collection.”

“Research.” He said the word like he was tasting it. “What do you research, when you research the sea?”

Elena considered the question. It was not the kind of question she was used to—not small talk, not polite interest, but genuine curiosity. She found herself wanting to answer it honestly.

“Light,” she said. “Texture. The way things fade. The colors that water makes over time—on wood, on fabric, on stone. I want to understand how the sea leaves its mark on things.”

Matteo nodded slowly. He was looking at her in that same way—reading, not judging—and she had the uncomfortable feeling that he understood something she had not said.

“The sea leaves its mark on everything,” he said. “Including people.”

He said it simply, without weight, and then he was gone, moving back toward the kitchen, and Elena was left alone with her wine and the darkening sea and the strange sensation that she had just been seen in a way she had not been seen in a very long time.

––––––––
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The food came without her ordering it. A plate of mussels in a broth that tasted of garlic and wine and something she could not identify. Then pasta with clams, the noodles hand-rolled, the sauce so simple it could only have come from ingredients that had never needed to try. Then fish—a whole fish, eyes still there, staring at her—that Matteo himself brought to the table and deboned with the casual precision of someone who had done it ten thousand times.

“You don’t have to keep feeding me,” she said, as he set the fish before her. “I can only eat so much.”

“You’re doing better than most.” He gestured at her plate, which was nearly clean. “The mussels—you liked them?”

“Very much.”

“Good. That was my father’s recipe. The mussels.” He said it without preamble, but something shifted in his voice, something that made Elena look up from the fish.

“Was?”

Matteo was quiet for a moment. Then: “He died. Eighteen months ago. The restaurant was his. Now it’s mine.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Thank you.” He said it automatically, the way people do when they have said it too many times, and then he surprised her by not leaving. He pulled out the chair across from her and sat.

“He never wrote anything down,” Matteo said. “The recipes. They were all in his head. In his hands. I worked beside him for seven years, and I still don’t know if what I make is what he made, or just what I remember.”

Elena set down her fork. “That must be difficult.”

“It’s strange.” He looked out at the sea. “He’s gone, but he’s still here. In the food. In the way I move in the kitchen. In the things I say to customers without thinking. I carry him with me, but I can’t ask him if I’m doing it right.”

The words hung in the air between them. Elena thought of her mother—gone nineteen years now, and still present in small, unexpected ways. The way she folded towels. The smell of a particular flower. The occasional moment when she caught herself saying something in her mother’s voice.

“Yes,” she said. “I know what you mean.”

Matteo looked at her. For a moment, they were simply two people at a table by the sea, carrying the dead in ways they could not control.

Then a voice called from the kitchen—something urgent about a delivery—and Matteo stood, the moment breaking.

“Eat your fish,” he said. “It gets cold.”

He was gone before she could respond, and Elena sat alone with the sea and the fish and the strange, uncomfortable sense that something had begun that she had not intended to begin.

––––––––
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She walked back to the hotel slowly, through streets that were quieter now, the shops closed, the windows lit from within. The wine had loosened something in her, and the walk was pleasant—the cool air, the distant sound of waves, the unfamiliar sensation of being full and satisfied and not thinking about work.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

She pulled it out. Adrian.

Everything okay? You didn’t call.

She had forgotten. She had promised to call, and she had forgotten.

Fine. Sorry. Long day. At hotel now. Will call tomorrow.

Sure. Sleep well.

She stared at the message. Three words again. No curiosity about her day, no question about the research, no indication that he had missed her voice or her face or anything except the confirmation that she was still alive.

She put the phone away and kept walking.

When she reached the hotel, she did not go immediately to her room. Instead, she stood at the edge of the terrace, looking down at the sea, black now but still visible in the starlight, still moving, still leaving its mark on everything it touched.

She thought about Matteo’s hands, deboning the fish. She thought about his father’s recipes, unwritten, unforgettable. She thought about the way he had looked at her, reading something she had not meant to show.

She thought about Adrian’s three-word messages, and the life she had built on the geometry of safe things, and the strange, terrifying possibility that safety might not be enough.

The sea moved below her, indifferent to her questions, and Elena stood at the edge of the cliff and did not know what she was becoming.
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What the Sea Withholds
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Elena woke to light she did not recognize.

For a long moment, she lay still, disoriented by the quality of it—golden and thick and nothing like the pale gray that filtered through her Milan apartment in the morning. Then memory returned: the train, the sea, the restaurant. The man with the quiet eyes who had sat across from her and spoken of his dead father as if she might understand.

She did understand. That was the problem.

She reached for her phone. Seven-thirty. No messages from Adrian, which meant he was either still asleep or respecting her request for space, and she did not know which possibility troubled her more. She set the phone aside and lay looking at the ceiling, at the play of light across the white paint, at the bougainvillea pressing against the window like it wanted to witness whatever was about to happen next.

Nothing was about to happen next. She was here to work.

She showered. She dressed in clothing chosen for anonymity—linen pants in pale gray, a simple white blouse, leather sandals that had cost more than most people’s shoes but looked like nothing at all. She packed her portfolio with the sketches that refused to live, and she walked down to the courtyard where Mariella from the front desk had set out coffee and pastries and a small bowl of figs that gleamed like they had been polished.

“You slept well?” Mariella asked. She was perhaps sixty, with silver hair pulled back and the kind of face that had been beautiful once and was now something better: interesting.

“Yes, thank you. The room is lovely.”

“The view helps.” Mariella poured coffee without asking if she wanted it. “Everyone sleeps well the first night. The sea air. It’s like a drug. By the third night, you dream in color. By the end of the first week, you forget there’s anywhere else.”

Elena smiled politely and reached for a pastry. She did not intend to be here for a week. She had scheduled four days for research, three for sketching, and then a return to Milan to present her progress to investors who were growing impatient with her inability to deliver. The timeline was tight, but timelines were the only thing she trusted.

“What are your plans today?” Mariella asked, settling into the chair across from her as if they had known each other for years.

“The coast. I need to photograph the light at different times of day. The textures of the rocks, the buildings. The way things fade.”

“You should go to the old fishing harbor. Below Il Gabbiano. The boats there—they are not beautiful, but they are real. My husband used to fish from one of them. Before he died.”

Elena looked up. Another dead husband. Another woman carrying someone she could not ask if she was doing it right.

“I’m sorry,” Elena said.

Mariella waved a hand. “It was ten years. I am sorry too, but also I am not. He was difficult. We loved each other, but he was difficult. Now I have the hotel and the bougainvillea and no one to complain about my cooking. It is not the life I planned, but it is mine.”

She said it simply, without self-pity, and Elena felt something shift in her chest—a small adjustment, like a stone settling.

“Thank you for the recommendation,” Elena said. “I’ll go there this morning.”

Mariella nodded and rose, collecting the empty coffee cup with an efficiency that suggested she had been doing this her entire life. “Lucia will be at the restaurant by ten. If you want company. She knows the harbor better than anyone.”

Elena almost declined. She almost said the words she always said—I work better alone, thank you—but something stopped her. The memory of Lucia’s open face, her easy chatter, her complete absence of calculation.

“Perhaps,” Elena said. “I’ll see.”

Mariella smiled as if she already knew the answer, and Elena finished her coffee alone, watching the bougainvillea tremble in the morning breeze.

––––––––
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The path to the old harbor was not a path at all but a series of stone steps worn smooth by centuries of feet, winding between buildings that leaned toward each other like old friends sharing secrets. Elena walked slowly, stopping frequently to photograph—the cracked paint on a blue door, the pattern of rust on an iron railing, the way morning light fell across a fishing net draped over a balcony like someone’s forgotten laundry.

She had been photographing for nearly an hour when she reached the harbor, and she stopped at the top of the last flight of steps and simply looked.

It was not picturesque in the way of postcards. The boats were old, their paint faded and peeling, their hulls scarred by years of contact with rocks and ropes and the indifferent sea. Nets lay in piles on the stone quay, tangled and smelling of salt and something organic that might have been fish or might have been decay. A cat picked its way along the edge of the water, stepping delicately around puddles of diesel rainbows.

It was exactly what she needed.

She raised her camera and began to work.

For the next hour, she moved through the harbor like a ghost, documenting everything: the texture of rope, the grain of weathered wood, the particular blue-green of a boat that had been painted so many times the layers had become their own kind of geography. She photographed the way light pooled in the curved hulls, the way shadow collected under the stone arches of an ancient warehouse, the way a single orange fishing float had been worn to translucence by sun and salt.

She was so absorbed that she did not hear the footsteps until they were nearly beside her.

“It’s different in the morning, isn’t it?”

She turned. Lucia stood a few feet away, her hands in the pockets of a worn denim dress, her hair loose and curling in the humidity. She was looking at the harbor, not at Elena, and there was something in her expression that Elena recognized: the complicated love of someone who had grown up inside a view.

“Different how?” Elena asked.

“Harder. In the afternoon, it’s pretty. The light softens everything. But in the morning—” Lucia gestured at the boats, the nets, the cat now washing itself on a coil of rope. “In the morning, you see what it really is. Work. My grandfather used to say the sea gives you nothing for free. Not even beauty.”

“Your grandfather? Matteo’s father?”

Lucia nodded. “He ran the restaurant for forty years. Before that, he fished from one of these boats. Before that—” She shrugged. “Before that, I don’t know. He didn’t talk about before.”

Elena lowered her camera. “Matteo told me about him. About the recipes. I’m sorry.”

“He was old. Not sick, just old. It was his time.” Lucia said it without sentiment, but there was something underneath—a grief too fresh to have fully shaped itself into words. “Matteo doesn’t talk about it. He thinks I don’t notice, but I do.”

“How long have you lived with him?”

“Since I was fifteen. My mother—” Lucia stopped. For the first time, her open face closed slightly. “My mother is not here. That’s all. She’s not here, and my father was never here, and my grandfather was here, and now he’s not, and Matteo is here, and I am here, and that is how it is.”
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