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Wine exhilarates the soul,


Makes the eye with pleasure roll;


Lightens up the darkest mien,


Fills with joy the dullest scene;


Hence it is I meet thee now


With a smile upon my brow.


—Abolqasem Ferdowsi, Shahnameh
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Ramin


Ramin was sweating.


He’d picked the Brazilian steakhouse for their two-year anniversary dinner because it was Todd’s favorite place on the Plaza. Todd had been trying to increase his protein intake the last few months. And hitting the gym harder. It showed in the way Todd’s dress shirt hugged his shoulders.


Granted, Ramin loved Todd’s shoulders—since Todd had moved in eight months ago, Ramin drifted off to sleep with his head against their solid warmth every night (not to mention he enjoyed holding on to them as Todd fucked him)—but he’d loved them before, too, back when Todd wasn’t so worried about their definition or the occasional stretch mark. Honestly, Ramin had enough body dysmorphia for the both of them.


That was for Ramin to work out with his therapist, though.


Tonight had to be special. So he’d picked Todd’s favorite place for dinner. Even though every time he came here, he got the meat sweats. The sticky feeling on his forehead made him feel like a teenager again, fighting off acne; the dampness under his armpits was worse. Was it showing through his shirt?


Bad enough he was sweating with anxiety about asking Todd such a life-changing question, but meat sweats, too? He really should’ve planned this better.


“What’re you thinking?” Todd asked, a smile lighting his features.


Ramin must’ve been staring. But he couldn’t help it!


Todd was handsome, his well-kept beard sharpening his jawline, his brown eyes perpetually cheery. He’d gotten golden highlights in his coiffed brown hair about a month ago, which gave Ramin flashbacks to high school, but like Ramin, Todd hadn’t been out as a teenager, and everyone deserved a second adolescence. The highlights made Todd happy, so they made Ramin happy.


Todd even had the kind of cute button nose that only white guys ever seemed to get. Ramin’s own nose was large, like most Iranians. He had horrid visions of a bead of sweat dripping down the length of it but stuffed them down as he gave Todd a smile of his own.


“Just thinking about how handsome you are.”


“Aw, babe.” Todd’s smile deepened, but then he shifted in his seat. “Sorry. I’ll be right back.”


He set his napkin next to his plate and stood. Todd’s wineglass was mostly untouched—he’d cut back as part of his diet, so much that he rarely even had a glass with dinner anymore—but he’d downed four glasses of ice water and put away a lot of steak.


“I’ll be here,” Ramin said, reaching for his own wine, a nice if uninspired Malbec. He assumed. His taste buds weren’t working tonight because of the nerves. He wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference between a bottle of Screaming Eagle—a California cab that went for $2,500 a bottle—and some Boone’s Farm at this point.


(Not that he’d ever had Boone’s Farm. He had been solidly Team Franzia in college, a secret shame even his best friends didn’t know about.)


Nevertheless, Ramin finished his glass. They called it liquid courage for a reason, right?


He flagged down their server.


“Could I get the champagne now, please?”


Their server—a young, russet-skinned woman with her hair tied back in a ponytail—nodded and disappeared toward the bar.


Ramin checked his pocket for the eight hundredth time. When he’d started planning this night months ago, he’d envisioned sticking the ring in the top of Todd’s favorite dessert, a crème brûlée, but Todd wasn’t eating dessert these days. And the thought of dropping the ring into the bottom of a champagne glass alarmed him, because what if Todd didn’t notice and choked on it?


So he’d just have to hold the ring out and ask.


He could do this. He wasn’t really worried that Todd would say no, after all. They were in love. They’d been together for two years. They’d moved in together and everything was going well.


They were happy and perfect.


So why did his heart keep fluttering?


(Well, he did know—those same old insecurities, creeping up again. But also: therapy.)


Todd returned, scooting in so their knees brushed. Ramin grazed his foot along Todd’s ankles and smiled, and he tried not to be annoyed when Todd shifted in his seat and moved his foot away.


Todd could be weird about PDA sometimes, but what gay man didn’t have the occasional worry on that front?


“Hey,” he said softly.


“Hey.” Todd cocked his head to the side. “What’re you smiling about?”


Here we go.


“I wanted to ask you something, actually…” Ramin swallowed and looked into Todd’s eyes. They were crinkled up a bit, giving him that little divot between his eyebrows that he kept wanting to Botox away. But Ramin loved that little divot. He loved those crinkles. “I’ve been thinking a lot about us lately, and our future, and… well…”


His hand shook as he pulled out the box and opened it. The noise of the restaurant seemed to die away around him, until they were in a perfect little bubble.


“I was wondering if… you’d want to get married?”


Okay, that came out super weird. Todd’s divot turned into a full-on furrow.


Ramin cleared his throat, fought the flush rising up his neck, and pulled his foot out of his mouth to do this properly.


“What I meant is: Will you marry me, Todd?”


Todd stared at the ring in the box, a plain gold band, because gold always looked good against Todd’s skin. It wasn’t so favorable against Ramin’s, but he had a matching one tucked away anyway. That way everyone would know they were a pair.


Ramin studied Todd’s face. He wanted to remember this moment forever. Except…


Todd’s eyebrows were still furrowed. Ramin waited for them to rise, for Todd’s face to break into a beaming smile, for him to laugh and lean closer and tell Ramin yes.


Instead, that furrow softened into something more like…


Oh God.


Pity.


“I… I’m sorry, Ramin. But no.”


No?


Ramin’s brain did a hard reset.


“All right, gents, let me just open this for you…” The pop of the cork sounded like a cannonball, shattering all his dreams for the future. Ramin started in his chair. He hadn’t even noticed their server returning.


Todd gave a tight-lipped White People Smile as their server poured the champagne. Ramin couldn’t even muster that. His eyes were burning, and he told himself it was the smoke from the grill and not the urge to cry.


All at once he remembered the part in Legally Blonde where Warner dumped Elle instead of proposing, also in the middle of a restaurant, and for a second he wanted to laugh, because he loved that movie, but he’d never thought of himself as an Elle.


Their server finally retreated. Ramin didn’t touch his champagne; neither did Todd.


“No?” The word felt like sand in Ramin’s throat.


Todd shook his head. “Look. I’ve been feeling this for a while, but…”


He pursed his lips. “Things have become stale between us. Don’t you think this has kind of… run its course?”


“Run its course?” Ramin croaked. Shit, now there were tears, and Ramin’s nose always ran when he cried, so this was about to get ugly. “But I love you.”


Todd sighed. “I love you too, Ramin, but…”


Todd bit his lower lip. Ramin always liked to nibble on it when they kissed. Liked how he could feel it curl into a smile, because that meant Todd liked it, too.


“I want more out of life than just… moving in together and getting married, date nights every Tuesday, dinner with your friends every Thursday. Lately things have just been so…”


Ramin loved date night. He loved dinner with his friends.


He loved his life with Todd. And now Todd was throwing it all away?


“So what?” Ramin asked around a sniffle. He reached for his napkin—a black fabric one. It was going to be super gross when he was done emptying his tear ducts and sinuses into it. He’d have to make sure to leave an extra-large tip. And what was he supposed to do with all this champagne they weren’t going to drink? Did they have to split the bill now?


Ramin blew his nose, wiped at his eyes.


“So what?” he asked again.


Todd sighed and looked down at his hands for a second before meeting Ramin’s gaze.


“Boring.”
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Ramin swiped away his tears with the back of his hand before he opened the door.


“Hey,” Farzan said, squeezing past the storm door.


“We come bearing wine,” his boyfriend David said behind him. “And cheese.”


Farzan held up a plastic Hy-Vee bag. “And peanut butter cookies.”


Farzan Alavi was Ramin’s best friend. They’d known each other nearly all their lives, ever since elementary school, when they’d been the only Persian kids in second grade. And then Arya, their other best friend, had come along in fifth grade, and they’d been inseparable ever since.


Farzan was handsome, with an elegant Persian nose, rich sepia skin, and warm brown eyes. He took in Ramin’s sorry state—red nose, swollen eyes, untucked shirt—and pulled him into a hug.


As soon as Ramin had left the restaurant—alone, since Todd called a Lyft and went to go stay with his brother until they could figure out how to disentangle their lives—he’d texted the group chat.


It had taken his friends all of thirty minutes to rearrange their evenings. He needed them, so they were here.


David Curtis, Farzan’s boyfriend of nine months, was a new addition to the group (and the chat—he’d finally been added). He was a handsome Black man with impeccable fashion, impeccable taste in wine, and—since he loved Farzan—impeccable taste in men.


Much better taste than Ramin’s, it turned out.


Farzan let Ramin out of the hug and steered him toward the kitchen.


“Babe, can you open the wine?” he asked David.


“On it.”


Ramin’s eyes burned. Babe. Ramin didn’t have anyone to call babe anymore. Or honey. Or sweetie. Or love. Or pumpkin.


Not that he’d ever called Todd pumpkin.


“You like Barolo, right?” David asked, quirking a slitted eyebrow.


Ramin cleared his throat. Crying always made him hoarse. “Love it.”


“Good.” With practiced hands—David was a master sommelier, after all—he opened the bottle, pulled down four of Ramin’s glasses, and poured four perfectly equal servings.


Farzan pressed a glass into Ramin’s hand, but Ramin didn’t drink.


“We have to wait for Arya. I don’t want to tell this twice.”


As if on cue, Ramin’s doorbell rang again—only for Arya to jiggle the handle and let himself in.


“Sorry. There was traffic on the Broadway bridge. I thought the new one was supposed to make it better.”


Arya was still dressed in a black power suit, his nails painted gold, his head freshly shaved (not that there was much to shave, since he’d gone bald at twenty-five), though he’d loosened his tie. When Ramin texted, Arya had thanked Ramin for giving him an excuse to duck out of the charity gala he was working. And then immediately apologized and promised to be there in thirty minutes.


Arya kicked his shoes off and pulled Ramin into a hug with one arm, while the other stretched toward David for a glass of Barolo. Ramin choked out half a laugh.


“Okay. Tell us everything.”


They settled around the navy-blue sectional in the living room. Todd had spotted it at Nebraska Furniture Mart to replace Ramin’s old, cushy—and probably boring—couches. The sectional looked stylish, but the cushions were hard as rocks. Ramin’s ass was numb by the time he reached the story’s end.


“And then,” Ramin said with a final sniffle. “He said I was too boring.”


“Fuck Todd,” Arya interjected for the fifth time that night.


Ramin let out a shuddering sigh and sipped his Barolo. A long-ass sip. It was good wine—David always brought good wine—but wasted on him when he’d been crying so hard he could barely taste the notes of chocolate and leather and blackberry. All he wanted to do was get drunk. Get drunk and forget tonight ever happened.


Ramin wasn’t a heavy drinker, but fuck it. Fuck his liver, too. Fuck his life.


And fuck this sectional. His ass had gone from numb to full of prickling stabs. He slid down onto the plush Persian carpet, the one he’d inherited from his parents. He ran a hand across the soft fibers and stared into his nearly empty Barolo.


“Am I really that boring?” he asked, because he couldn’t say what was really spinning through his mind. Too fat. Too ugly. A thousand awful things men had said to him over the years, things he’d said to himself, things he’d spent lots of time and money on therapy to unlearn.


Hm. When you thought about it, wine was really just after-hours therapy. Ramin drained his glass.


“What? No,” Farzan said. He copied Ramin, sliding to the floor, only to bang his elbow on the angular coffee table Todd had picked to go with the sectional. “Fuck.”


“Sorry,” Ramin hiccupped. He’d been so happy when Todd had agreed to move in with him. He thought it was a step toward their happily-ever-after. And it had been, for a while, even if Todd had questionable taste in furniture. Ramin had wanted it to be their house, not just his. He’d lived alone ever since he bought the place at twenty-five, paid for with his inheritance from his parents.


And then Todd had come along. And Ramin had thought they were going to be forever.


But he was too boring.


Ramin sniffed and wiped at his eyes, but not before he caught the glance Farzan shot David’s way, the sad little smile David shot back.


David had a beautiful smile, bright white teeth against midnight brown skin, his dark eyes full of light. He was so smitten with Farzan that if Ramin didn’t love his best friend so much, he would’ve been jealous.


He still was a tiny bit jealous.


David turned that smile on him, gesturing for Ramin’s empty glass.


“You’re absolutely not boring, dude,” Arya said. And then he muttered again, “Fuck Todd.”


Farzan nodded. “Can I be honest?”


Ramin shrugged. His heart was already in a million pieces. What did one more piece of bad news matter?


“I think Todd’s going through some sort of…” Farzan pressed his lips together, ran his free hand through his hair, pushing it off his forehead. It was mostly black—though there were a few grays—wavy, and longer than Ramin’s. Ramin always kept his short and neat and “professional” for work. Boring.


No one would ever call Farzan boring. In addition to being Ramin’s best friend, he was a killer chef. He’d taken over his parents’ Iranian restaurant, the only one in Kansas City, when they’d decided to retire. He’d even expanded its success, with Ramin and Arya as his silent partners.


Farzan had made Shiraz Bistro the beating heart of Kansas City’s Iranian community.


Ramin just did marketing.


David returned with Ramin’s glass and another opened bottle. Ramin took a sip (okay, a gulp) and barely tasted anything, though he nodded at David as if he had.


“It’s good, thanks.” He turned back to Farzan. “Some sort of what?”


“Midlife crisis?” Arya scoffed before Farzan could answer. He slid onto the carpet on Ramin’s other side, bumping Ramin’s shoulder and threatening a spill.


“Shit, sorry.”


Ramin shook his head. He had plenty of experience getting wine stains out of the carpet. Plenty of sex stains, too. Last winter, when he and Todd had gotten snowed in, they’d pushed the horrible coffee table out of the way and fucked on the carpet. And missed the towels.


Ramin flushed at the memory. His skin was much lighter than Farzan’s or Arya’s—his family probably had some Russian several generations back, which would also explain the green eyes he’d shared with his dad—and he could never hide a blush.


But he pushed the thought away. Like Arya said: Fuck Todd.


“What do you mean, midlife crisis?” he asked.


“The highlights? Going to the gym all the time? The Lasik?” Arya gestured around his eyes. “He can’t handle the creeping footsteps of his impending forties.”


Ramin bit his lip. There may have been a bit of truth there. Todd’s skincare routine had gotten intense the last few months.


“Maybe,” Ramin admitted, going for another sip and finding his glass empty. Wait, was this his second or third? He’d lost count. But the bottle still seemed full. He held his glass out and David, good friend that he was, poured out another.


“Drink this first,” Farzan said, pressing a glass of water into Ramin’s other hand.


Ramin chugged it, annoyed that he had to double-fist. Water was boring. Like him.


He sniffed a few times, sipped his new wine. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Farzan and Arya making eyebrows at each other, like they were telepathically arguing. When Arya finally shrugged, Ramin wasn’t sure if it was because he’d won or lost. But Farzan gentled his voice. “I’ve got to say something.”


Ramin’s stomach flipped. He didn’t like the sound of that.


Farzan took a drink of his own wine, swallowed, and set the glass on the coffee table. He ran a hand through his hair, blew out a breath, then straightened his spine and met Ramin’s eyes.


“Look,” he said. “You know I love you.”


“I love you, too,” Ramin said. Ramin was an only child, but Farzan and Arya might as well have been his brothers. They were ride or die.


“But I was never that crazy about Todd.”


Ramin sputtered. That didn’t make any sense. He’d been with Todd for two years. They had dinner with Farzan and Arya every week. David too, now.


He blinked and found his voice. “Why didn’t you say something?”


“Because you were happy! And that mattered more than anything. It still does. But, Ramin…” Farzan squeezed Ramin’s shoulder and gently shook him. “I don’t know how anyone can look at you and call you boring. He was an asshole. And you deserve better than that.”


Ramin squeezed his eyes shut.


“What if he’s right, though? What if I am boring?”


“Dude.” Arya grabbed his other shoulder. “You’re Ramin Fucking Yazdani. You’re awesome.”


Ramin shook his head and drained his glass again.


On Farzan’s other side, David cleared his throat. When had he slid down to the floor? He was snuggled up against Farzan, their fingers twined together on the carpet. Ramin thought of Todd’s fingers. Of the ring he’d so carefully picked out and sized. It was… somewhere.


Who the fuck cared.


“Huh?” Ramin asked. David had said something.


“Not to be the bad guy, but I think we’d better cut you off.”


“I’m fine,” Ramin said, shaking his head, but the room took a while to catch up. “Oh. You’re probably right.”


“Just looking out for you,” he said softly. Ramin liked David a lot, liked how perfect he was for Farzan, but he was still new to the group, and sometimes he acted a little intimidated by how close Ramin and Farzan and Arya were. Which maked sense. Made sense.


Ramin was definitely drunk.


“Thanks,” Ramin said. “I like you, David. I’m glad you and Farzan love each other.”


Farzan and David looked at each other then. Ramin could feel the love radiating off them like a furnace.


He used to have that with Todd. Didn’t he?


He did. He knew he did. He’d loved Todd with his whole heart. And Todd had loved him, too. Once.


Not anymore, though. What hurt the most was, he’d never know exactly when he’d lost Todd’s love. What the tipping point had been. Which new wrinkle or new pound or new ache or new nose hair had soured things between them.


Fuck, he didn’t want to think about this anymore. He was so tired of thinking. So tired in general.


“I’m going to bed,” Ramin announced, trying to stand but falling back against the couch. “Oops.”


“I got him.” Arya tucked an arm under his shoulder.


“You do,” Ramin said. “I’m glad you’re my friend. I’m glad all of you are my friends.”


“Okay. Let’s go.”


Arya led Ramin upstairs—had the staircase always been this wobbly?—and maneuvered him toward the bathroom.


“At least brush your teeth,” he said. “I’ll—Shit, is that all Todd’s?”


Arya pointed toward the eighteen bottles of skincare on the right side of the sink.


Ramin nodded.


“Please tell me we can get rid of his shit. And that awful sectional. I think I broke my coccyx.”


Ramin swallowed back a sob. “We still have to work all that out.”


“Fuck Todd,” Arya said for the bajillionth time, though this time he just sounded resigned. “I’ll get you some more water. Brush your teeth.”


Ramin did, laughing when he spat and the water turned purple. He looked in the mirror. His eyes were puffy, nose red, tongue wine-stained no matter how much he scrubbed.


He was a mess. A boring mess.


Arya returned with the water. Ramin downed it, only spilling a little on himself. He handed the glass back and flopped onto his bed.


Arya sat next to him.


“You gonna sleep like that?”


Ramin tugged down his shirt where he felt a draft on his stomach.


“I’m fine.”


Arya didn’t move, though.


“Really. I’m okay. I don’t feel sick. Just sleepy.”


“Okay. Love you, dude.”


“Love you, too.”


Arya left the door cracked behind him. The ceiling spun a bit as Ramin stared up at it. Now that he was actually lying down, he didn’t feel tired anymore; he felt hollow. Empty. Like his whole future had crumbled. And it had, hadn’t it?


He squeezed his eyes shut, but he was cried out. When he opened them again, the room took a moment to settle.


Ramin didn’t get drunk very often. He was thirty-eight now. Two glasses of wine was usually his limit. But the Barolo had been so good. Ramin loved Barolo. And Barbaresco. And Nebbiolo. And Chianti. And Brunello. And Amarone. And Pinot Nero. In fact, Italy was probably Ramin’s favorite wine country.


He’d always wanted to visit, but the time had never been right. He kept hoping work would send him there—SNK had an office in Milan, in fact. But he’d never gotten sent there, not even for short trips.


Ramin had planned to suggest it for their honeymoon. But that was never going to happen. Not anymore. Boring people didn’t get honeymoons.


Fuck Todd, Arya whispered in his ear. Not real Arya. The little Arya in a devil costume that lived over his shoulder sometimes.


Fuck Todd, the little Farzan in an angel costume agreed.


“Yeah. Fuck Todd,” Ramin muttered to himself. He wasn’t boring. He’d prove it to Todd. Prove it to everyone.


Prove it to himself.


He reached for his phone, but it was… well, probably downstairs somewhere. He couldn’t remember. His iPad was on the nightstand, though. He punched the wrong passcode in twice, giggling at his clumsy fingers, before he finally unlocked it.


How much did flights to Italy cost, anyway?
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Noah


Noah kept his voice even, trying to reason with his son as he pulled into his ex-wife’s driveway, but Jake was in no mood to be reasonable.


“You promised!” Jake wailed. His face was all red and scrunched up.


“Jakey,” Noah said, holding in a sigh. He hadn’t promised. He hadn’t even said yes. He’d said We’ll see. But lately Jake had been treating every slightly positive answer like some sort of blood oath.


This time, it was having McDonald’s for dinner.


But tonight was Angela’s night, and she had already planned for dinner. Noah couldn’t tell Jake that, though, without making Angela into the villain who’d said no. So he was stuck.


“Sometimes plans change.”


Surprises happened. Things came up. Marriages fell apart.


That was life.


“Come on, your mom’s waiting.”


Jake huffed and got out of the car, running for the garage door to punch in the code. Noah took a deep breath and followed more slowly.


It still felt weird, sometimes—well, all the time—coming to Angela’s house. It had been their house, before the divorce. Angela had suggested selling it and splitting the money, but Noah had insisted she keep it. She’d been the one paying the mortgage, after all. She’d been the family breadwinner, being a partner in a law firm, while it had made more sense for Noah to stay home with Jake.


Now he had his own little apartment, and he’d taken up carpentry again, but he insisted Angela keep their old house so Jake could have at least a little stability.


By the time Noah made it to the kitchen, Jake had already blazed through the house and up to his room.


“Hey, Noah,” Angela said, pulling him in for a side hug without spilling her coffee.


Angela Russo—she’d kept her name when they got married for professional reasons, so she’d never had to change it back after the divorce—was a head shorter than Noah, soft and fat, with her brown hair pulled back into a tight power ponytail. She had mischievous blue eyes and a bright smile she’d passed on to Jake—when he wasn’t mad about McDonald’s, at least.


“Hey.” He dropped the hug and looked around the kitchen. It was still more or less decorated the same, though Angela had bought a set of purple-enameled cookware after Noah moved out. A big Dutch oven was on the stove, bubbling away with something that smelled…


Good might’ve been too generous, but edible, certainly.


Noah had always been the cook in the family. He’d had to learn early on.


“Go ahead,” Angela said, resigned.


“What?”


“Say it.”


“I wasn’t going to say anything.”


Angela quirked an eyebrow. Noah shook his head and pressed his lips together.


Finally, she laughed. “I was trying a new recipe. I don’t think it’s a good one.”


“Well, Jake did say he wanted McDonald’s tonight.”


“Is that why he was in a huff when he came in?”


“He claimed I promised him.”


“Nine going on fifteen,” Angela sighed. “Where’s this coming from all of a sudden?”


“No idea.” Noah wished he did. He’d been talking it over with his therapist, but she thought it was probably just a phase. “Well, I better go…”


“Actually,” Angela said. “Are you free?”


“Why?” Noah asked. Though he was. Truthfully, the night life of a divorced thirty-eight-year-old dad wasn’t particularly thrilling.


“Want to grab some Mickey D’s and have dinner with us? There’s something I want to talk to you about.”


She said it lightly, but there’s something I want to talk to you about was never good. It usually led to Jake has the stomach flu or I ran into your mother at the grocery store or I accidentally pulled the car into the garage too far and hit the freezer.


One time it was I don’t think we should be married anymore.


But it sounded important, either way.


“Sure. I’ll go grab it.”
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“Best. Day. Ever!” Jake pronounced before stuffing way too many fries into his mouth.


Now that he wasn’t mad at the whole world (but mostly Noah), he was back to smiling and laughing.


Jake had his mom’s smile—and her brains, thank goodness—but he had Noah’s big brown eyes, and Noah’s peachy complexion, and Noah’s thick hair, though Jake’s was more chestnut than black.


He also had a missing front tooth. He wedged a fry in the gap and showed it off. “I’m a narwhal!”


Noah snorted and mussed Jake’s hair. When Jake wasn’t raging against the unfairness of the world, he was Noah’s favorite person.


Well, he was Noah’s favorite person all the time, but it was certainly easier to get along with him when he wasn’t being a nine-year-old misanthrope.


After dinner, Jake wanted to go play with his Lego sets, but Angela asked him to wait.


“I’ve got something to discuss with the both of you.”


Noah’s burger turned into a spiky lump in his stomach. He swallowed. “Sure.”


“You know how we always talked about going to Italy? Back when we were married?”


Angela’s grandparents were Italian. Though they’d raised their kids—including Angela’s dad—in Kansas City, they’d moved back to Italy long before Angela and Noah had even met.


He and Angela had always talked about visiting them, with Jake, too. He was their first great-grandchild.


It never happened, though.


“Well, I think we should.”


“Should what?” Noah asked. She wasn’t seriously suggesting…


“I think we should go.”


“To Italy?” Jake asked. “Do they have macaroni and cheese there?”


“Maybe,” Noah said, then course corrected, because the last thing he needed was Jake thinking he’d promised Italians had mac and cheese. “Actually, I don’t know. You’ll have to find out.”


He turned back to Angela. “You’re taking Jake, I guess?”


“I’m taking both of you,” she said. “If you’ll come.”


“I can’t afford a trip like that!” Noah was doing okay financially, but an international trip wasn’t exactly in his budget.


“I’ll cover you,” Angela insisted. “Noah. You wouldn’t split the house, you wouldn’t take alimony, you wouldn’t take anything. Take the trip at least.”


Noah shook his head. Angela’s grandparents weren’t even his family anymore. One of the hardest parts of the divorce had been losing Angela’s big extended family. Noah’s own was…


Well, complicated didn’t even begin to cover it.


Angela sighed. “You know what sweat equity is, right? It’s when the work you do counts for something, too. You paid into our marriage just as much as I did. Let me pay for the damned trip.”


Jake gasped.


Noah jokingly put his hands over Jake’s ears—he’d heard his mom swear before, plenty of times, even if Noah didn’t swear much himself. Jake shook Noah’s hands off with a laugh.


“Fine.” If money wasn’t a good enough excuse, at least his job was. “If I can get the time off work.”


“I already talked to Rick. He said you’re good as long as you bring him back a souvenir.”


“You what?” Noah blinked. Rick was the union’s business agent, the one who matched carpenters to jobs. He wasn’t Noah’s boss, per se, but he did keep Noah’s schedule. Angela couldn’t just talk to him. “I—”


“There’s another thing.”


Noah’s stomach dropped. There was something in Angela’s voice, some little shake. Like the day she’d said she wanted a divorce.


“Nonno and Nonna are thinking seriously about retirement. You remember they have that little wine store?”


Noah nodded. It was somewhere on a lake in Northern Italy. He’d seen it on a map, but he couldn’t remember the name.


“They asked if anyone in the family wanted to take it over, and I told them…” Angela swallowed. Her cheeks were turning pink. “I told them I would.”


Noah’s brain ground to a halt.


Angela? Wanted to move to Italy?


It made no sense. Angela had worked so hard to become a partner at her firm. She had family here; she had friends. She had Jake.


“We’re moving to Italy?” Jake asked, his voice quiet and nervous.


“I am,” she said. “And we’re going to go look at it and see if you want that, too. Okay?”


“What about my friends? What about my soccer team? What about—”


“Hey.” Noah kept his voice gentle, even though it felt like an elbow to the heart that Jake had skipped over What about my dad? “We’re not doing anything without taking your feelings into account. Okay, buddy?”


It felt like he had sand in his throat, but he couldn’t worry about his own feelings right now, not right in front of Jake. He wished Angela had talked to him about this first, given him time to process it on his own before dragging Jake in, but he swallowed that back.


He’d deal with that later, too.


“You get to decide if you want to move with your mom or stay here with me.”


“Exactly,” Angela said. “That’s why I want us to go together. So we can all see it and make an informed choice. All right?”


“You’re staying here?” Jake asked, voice small.


“I am,” Noah said. “But no matter what, we both love you. Okay?”


“Okay.”


Noah looked back to Angela, who at least looked a little guilty, her bottom lip tucked under her teeth.


“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to spring it on you like that. I just wanted to get it all in the open.”


“It’s fine.” Noah bit back a sigh. It would be fine. “When were you thinking of going?”















three








[image: An Italian skyline.]











Ramin


Lost?” Ramin asked. He nearly had to shout to be heard over the bustle of hundreds of people grabbing their luggage at Milan Malpensa’s baggage claim.


“Yes,” the luggage attendant—a youngish woman with her blond hair in a bun—confirmed. “I’m sorry, Mr. Yazdani. It looks like it got sent to Amsterdam.”


“Amsterdam?” Ramin worked to keep his voice light. He’d done enough customer service calls himself over the years; he knew how thankless it could be, how a rude person could ruin your day. He wasn’t going to ruin this woman’s day just for trying to help him.


“Sì. I’m sorry, Mr. Yazdani. We’ll get it here for you as soon as we can.”


Amsterdam.


What the fuck was Ramin supposed to do without his luggage? All he had was his backpack. That wasn’t enough to last him eight weeks.


The morning after his disastrous proposal, he’d walked downstairs and announced to Arya, who’d crashed on his couch, and Farzan and David, who’d crashed in his guest room, that he’d booked himself a trip to Italy. Spur of the moment. Spontaneous.


Interesting.


“Will you be staying in Milan?” the attendant asked him.


Ramin nodded. He’d found an apartment he could book for eight weeks. Actually, it was fifty percent off if you booked more than four weeks, which was his original plan. But he’d been drunk off Barolo, and eight weeks for the price of four had seemed like a great deal at the time.


“If you can give us your contact information here, we can let you know as soon as we find it. Thank you for your patience, Mr. Yazdani.”


Ramin nodded and filled out the little form, fiddling with the new studs in his ears as he did. Brand new. Interesting New Ramin did things like get his ears pierced on the way to the airport.


Not the smartest choice he’d ever made, but at least his wound wash was in his backpack. Along with his laptop and phone chargers and passport and PrEP.


Not his condoms and lubes, though. Those had gone into his smaller carry-on suitcase. But when the gate agent back at his connection in Atlanta had begged for people to check their carry-ons because there were too many bags and too little bin space, Ramin had done it.


Boring Old Ramin behavior at its finest.


But maybe this was a blessing in disguise. He’d come to Italy to reinvent himself. Why not start with his wardrobe?


Ramin thanked the attendant for her help, noting her name tag—Silvia—to mark in his phone. He hoisted his backpack higher and headed for customs empty-handed.


If this wasn’t a metaphor for Ramin needing to let go of all his old baggage, he didn’t know what was.
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As the taxi sped toward the heart of Milan, Ramin found his second wind. Colorful stucco buildings alternated with white marble churches. Piazzas and fountains interrupted the journey every few minutes, but that certainly didn’t slow his driver down. Or any of the other cars, for that matter.


“Is this your first time in Italy?” his driver asked. His name was Davide, and he was in his sixties, with a shock of white hair beneath his pageboy cap, and a huge pair of black plastic glasses taking up half his face.


“Sì,” Ramin said, because he’d spent the last three weeks feverishly studying what Italian he could. “Mia prima volta.”


“Ah, you speak Italian?” Davide asked brightly.


“Not very well,” Ramin confessed.


“Not too bad,” Davide rumbled. His voice was nearly as low as the car’s engine. “Where are you from?”


“The US. Kansas City. But my parents were from Iran.”


“Iran! Mosaddegh!” Davide grinned in the mirror. “Viva Mosaddegh!”


Ramin nodded, bewildered that Davide even knew who Mosaddegh was. Ramin himself hadn’t known much until he got to college. His parents had been kids when the coup happened, and surely Davide hadn’t even been born.


He didn’t dwell on it, though, as Davide moved from dead Iranian politicians to telling Ramin about the sights to see in Milan. The Duomo, the Castello Sforzesco, Davide’s favorite piazzas, the best spot for an aperitivo. Ramin nodded and tried to remember them all, but he was eager to explore and discover things on his own. Get to know the city. Live like an Italian.


Be interesting.


At last they pulled up at his apartment building: a tall edifice painted saffron yellow with white trim around the windows and balconies, nestled between similar buildings in pink and sienna and white.


Davide shook his hand, shouted another “Viva Mosaddegh!” with a raised fist, and sped off without even using his blinker. Ramin took a deep breath, twisted his studs, fixed the hem of his shirt, and finally rang the buzzer his email instructed.


“Dimmi,” a deep feminine voice said.


“Uh. Ciao? I’m Ramin? I’m renting—”


“Ah! Ramin! Be down shortly.”


It wasn’t long before the metal gate swung open and his hosts stepped out.


“Ciao, Ramin! I’m Paola, and this is Francesca.” Paola was stunning, her red hair long and flowing down the back of her sleek, rose-red dress. Francesca, on the other hand, had a short black pompadour, and she wore jeans, a sport coat, and a bolo tie.


Ramin didn’t like to make assumptions, but he had the feeling he’d rented from a pair of fabulous Italian lesbians.


Being Interesting New Ramin was off to a great start.


“Ciao. Piacere,” Ramin said, shaking both their hands. He didn’t see any wedding rings—though same-sex marriage still wasn’t legal in Italy, a fact he’d forgotten to look up while drunkenly making plans—but they wore a matched set of gold pendants that looked like they’d join together to form a heart. “Thank you for hosting me.”


“Please! We’re excited! Come, come. Where’s your luggage?” Francesca asked, holding the door for Ramin.


“Amsterdam,” he said with a shrug.


Paola laughed, a musical thing that set her very white teeth against her very red lipstick, but then she realized Ramin wasn’t joking. “Truly?”


“Yeah. I’ll be okay, though.”


“What a disaster, having to shop for clothes in Milan,” Francesca said drily as the three of them piled into an elevator that looked suspiciously like it was only rated for one person. Ramin sucked in his stomach but still got jabbed by an elbow as Paola hit the button for the seventh floor, which was also the eighth floor, because in Italy, the ground floor counted as zero and not one.


Ramin was trying to be Interesting and New, but he hadn’t been able to help occasionally googling “things to know about visiting Italy” when he couldn’t fall asleep. It was either that or think about Todd.


“Here we are!” Francesca said when they spilled out of the elevator. The seventh (eighth) floor landing was wide and open. Sunlight poured in through the skylight above.


She and Paola led Ramin down the hall, past identical gray doors, to his apartment—8D.


It’s an omen! little devil Arya whispered into his ear.


Ramin hoped so.


Francesca pulled out a heavy keychain and let Ramin in—first through the outer gray door, which had a dead bolt and a lock in the knob, and then through the heavy red inner door, which had a latch and what looked to be the lock off a bank vault. You had to stick the key—a weird-looking thing without teeth—in and crank it hard, three times, before the door finally opened into Ramin’s apartment.


Ramin stepped inside and took in the space. The afternoon sun streamed in through the windows over the long, narrow kitchen. It had a kitschy-looking yellow refrigerator and a lurid green IKEA dining table. Beyond that, through a set of sliding doors, was the living room, with a bright red couch and a TV and more windows; to the right, a short hallway led off to the bathroom and bedroom.


“It’s perfect,” Ramin said once Paola finished a quick tour. “Thank you.”


“If you need anything, we’re right next door,” Paola said. She made to leave, her heels clicking against the floors, but Francesca stopped her and said something in Italian way too complicated for Ramin to understand.


“Ah, you’re right!” Paola swooped back into the kitchen to pull out a black binder from the small bookshelf in the corner. “This is full of recommendations: restaurants, bars, cafés, places for aperitivo—do you know about aperitivo?—theaters, shops, clubs, whatever you need.”


Ramin thumbed through thirty or so pages of recommendations. It was incredibly thorough, but…


“What about, uh, the gay scene?”


He felt his cheeks heating. He really hoped he hadn’t read the two women wrong.


Usually his gaydar was pretty accurate, but that was back home in America. Did Italian gaydar work the same?


Thankfully, Paola’s eyes lit up. She looked at Francesca and had the kind of silent conversation that Ramin used to be able to have with Todd.


“Sì sì sì, we’ll get you a list. You have to have a card. We’ll get you one.”


“Card?”


“All the gay clubs take a membership card. It’s not like that at home?”


Ramin shook his head, flabbergasted. In all his googling, he’d never heard that about Milan’s clubs. The few spots he’d been to in Kansas City certainly hadn’t needed a membership card, just a cover charge and a good body…


No. That was his dysmorphia talking. His body was a good body. A healthy body. A strong body.


Maybe it was boring, but even if it was, fuck Todd for saying so.


“Crazy Americans!” Francesca said fondly. “Allora, we’ll let you get settled, and we’ll get you a card. Okay, Ramin?”


“Okay. Thank you. Grazie.”


“Grazie te, Ramin,” Paola said, pulling Ramin in for air kisses on the cheek. “Ciao!”


Ramin closed the door behind them—cranking the dead bolt three times, just like they’d instructed—and then he was alone.


“Well,” he said to the empty apartment. “I guess this is home for a while.”
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The afternoon heat smacked Ramin in the face as he emerged from a boutique minus several hundred euros and plus four big bags of clothes. He wore a just-purchased azure polo and white linen shorts, relieved to finally be out of his plane clothes.


Relieved to be free of the swampass, too. His jeans were not meant for the late Italian summer.


Now he just needed food.


Boring Old Ramin would’ve found a salad bar. Or a grocery store.


Interesting New Ramin, on the other hand, spotted a gelateria across the cobbled street and thought fuck it. He was allowed to eat gelato for lunch.


The tiny (and blessedly air-conditioned) gelateria had a service counter at the front and two narrow bar tops along the walls, each with three tall plastic stools. Ramin listened in as the people in front of him ordered. He understood a bit—lemon, vanilla, peach—but the rest of the conversation went over his head.


He had a decent knack for language, decent enough at least to ace his honors French in high school. Not that he ever used French in real life. And a decent knack didn’t do much when you only had three weeks of practice under your belt. Ramin cleared his throat as he approached the counter.


“Buongiorno,” he said.


“Buongiorno,” the vendor, a curly-haired masc person in their twenties, replied. Ramin smiled, remembering how curly his own hair had been at that age. He kept it much shorter now, easier to care for, with a sharp part down the left side. He’d adopted the style when he first started at SNK, Stark-Norris-Kauffmann, the marketing firm that hired him right out of college. The style was casual enough to be approachable, yet professional enough to lead a meeting or talk a highly stressed client off an imaginary ledge.


He was about to order a lemon sorbetto—literally, was there anything finer?—but once he actually saw the spread of flavors at the counter, something else caught his eye.


Ramin cleared his throat again. “Per me, un Persiano, per favore?”


The vendor nodded and asked something way too quick for Ramin to catch.


“Uh…” Ramin said.


“Cup or cone?”


“Ah! Una coppetta, per favore.”


Ramin paid, took his cup, and found a stool in the corner, facing out the windows to people watch. He tucked his bags beneath his stool and dug in with the little plastic spade. The gelato was smooth and creamy, a perfect balance of rosewater and cardamom, with just a bit of crunch from the ground pistachios on top.


He never expected to find bastani in a gelateria in Milan. Italy really was magical.


As Ramin savored another bite, the door chimed, letting in two new guests. One was a man about Ramin’s age, resting a gentle hand on the head of a boy who looked so similar they had to be family. Ramin did a double-take, seeing a blue Kansas City Royals T-shirt on the father, but then shook his head. He’d only walked a few blocks today, and he’d already seen a ton of folks wearing US team apparel, though mostly basketball now that he thought about it. He’d thought they were tourists, but most had been speaking Italian.


He wondered if these were Italians, too, until the son started talking in English.


“I want one scoop. No, two! In a cone.”


The dad laughed and played with the kid’s messy chestnut hair.


Ramin’s heart clenched at the sight.


Adopting kids had been part of his plan, once he and Todd were married. Ramin hadn’t given much thought to having them when he was newly out and in his twenties, but as he’d gotten older, he realized that he kind of wanted children. He thought he’d be a good dad. And he liked the idea of having a family.


But that was probably boring, too.


“Do you think they have bubblegum?”


“Hah, I don’t think so, buddy, but let’s look,” the dad answered.


Ramin’s heart skipped a beat. The man’s voice was deep, mellow, the tiniest bit grainy, and weirdly familiar.


Ramin tried to eye him without being super obvious. He had messy (but not too messy) black hair and a sharp jaw. He looked strong, with broad shoulders, a defined chest, and arms that filled the holes of his shirt. He wore a pair of light blue jeans, and his thighs filled those out, too. He looked like he spent time in the gym, but not too much time; he seemed built for practical strength rather than for vanity.


The man turned, staring at one of the signs on the wall, and Ramin glimpsed warm brown eyes, a day’s scruff on his cheeks, and a cleft chin. Ramin nearly dropped his cup. He gripped it tighter and hoped the guy hadn’t noticed him staring.


Holy shit. It was impossible. Wasn’t it? His heart skipped another couple beats. Could the whole gelateria hear it?


But no. The probability was basically zero.


“Okay, buddy. You know what you want?” the man asked, and fuck it, Ramin could swear he knew that voice, even twenty years later.


Noah Bartlett. His old classmate. It couldn’t be, could it? No. But what if it was? Fuck, the guy even looked like Noah. Noah, if he’d aged like fine wine.


Ramin had never thought that about a person before—that they had aged like fine wine—but damn. He risked another glance. There were laugh lines around the guy’s sparkling eyes, and way more hair on his forearms. He looked like a man, not a teenager. But he knew that face. That voice.


Impossible. Right?


“Mmmmmm, pistachio!” the boy said.


“Two scoops of pistachio in a cone, per favore,” probably-definitely-not-Noah said. “And one scoop of lemon for me. Grazie.”


“What about Mom?” the boy asked.


“We’ll let her pick when she comes.”


Okay. Ramin had—very occasionally, and only when he couldn’t sleep—looked Noah up over the years. Well, tried to look him up, because Noah didn’t seem to have a profile on any social media, at least not one that Ramin could find. Even combing through his exceedingly neglected Facebook account (because seriously, fuck Mark Zuckerberg) to see if he could find mutual friends had yielded nothing. As far as the internet was concerned, Noah Bartlett didn’t exist.


So this couldn’t be him. It couldn’t be Ramin’s first crush. Not that he’d understood it was a crush. He’d been seventeen and growing up in suburban Kansas City and closeted didn’t come close to describing it.


He hadn’t been able to put words to the strange draw he’d felt toward Noah. He told himself it was jealousy—that Noah was handsome and fit, while Ramin had felt fat and ugly, his nose too big for his face, his stomach too big for his shirts. He told himself it was friendship, that Noah had everything going for him, that by all rights he should’ve been awful to Ramin like all the other popular white boys, but he never was. He told himself it was admiration, that he wanted to be like Noah, who had half the girls in their class crushing on him, or dating him, or whispering about him and giggling every time he walked by…


Ramin shook himself.


First, it probably wasn’t Noah. Kansas City was half a world away. Well, a third of a world at least.


Second, even if it was Noah Bartlett, it didn’t matter, because there was no way Noah would remember him.


Third, and most important: He was Interesting New Ramin. He was here to drown himself in foreskins, not dwell on a teenage crush.


Ramin squeezed his eyes shut as brain freeze shoved a dagger into his forehead. He pressed his tongue against the roof of his mouth. That was supposed to help, right? When it finally went away, he opened his eyes to find probably-not-Noah gone.


Relief and disappointment warred in his chest for a second before relief won out. And if he heard a small, sad whisper of what if in the back of his mind, well, he ignored it.


He finished his gelato, wiped his mouth on the scratchy napkin, and was about to scoot off his stool when a voice spoke behind him.


“Scusi. Are you American? Sei Americano?”


Ramin froze. Turned and faced the voice.


It was the guy. Probably-Not-But-Maybe-Noah.


Who hadn’t left but was instead standing right behind him.


Up close, he was even more handsome. His cheekbones were strong, his jawline defined. His upper lip was heavily bowed, his bottom lip thick and round, turning his mouth into a heart. The light streaming into the shop caught in his eyes, made the honey in them shine.


One hand still rested on his son’s head; the other held up a cone of lemon sorbetto, showing off a bicep that was testing the tensile strength of his sleeve. A little vein squiggled toward the crease of his elbow.


Ramin reminded himself to breathe.


“Sì. I mean, yeah. Yes.”


A grin blossomed across the man’s face, just a tiny bit crooked, and those eyes sparkled even more. That smile could boil lakes.


Ramin worried he’d pass out. Slip off his stool, concuss himself on the counter, spend the rest of his time in Italy as Awkward Comatose Ramin.


He made himself unclench his ass and hoped it didn’t show in his face.


“This might sound weird, but you’re not from Kansas City, are you? Did you go to Northland High? Class of ’05?”


On second thought, ass clenching was good and healthy and normal.


Because holy. Shit.
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Noah


Twenty Years Ago


Hey. Hey,” Noah whispered. “Ramin.”


To his left, Ramin shook himself and looked around, like he didn’t know where the sound had come from.


“Ramin?”


Ramin finally looked at Noah. Then he blinked, slowly, like he was confused. Ramin was a chubby guy, pretty quiet, but smart. Black hair, ruddy beige skin, a little bit of acne, but who didn’t have that? Noah had popped a gnarly pimple on his chin that morning.


“Did you do the extra credit question?”


Noah didn’t usually obsess about quizzes, but he’d actually been managing a solid B all semester (for once) and didn’t want his grade to slip.


“Uh.” Ramin’s voice was clear and bright, though he spoke softly. “Yeah?”


“What’d you get?”


Ramin blinked again. “Zero?”


Noah sighed with relief. “Okay. Me too.” He tried to play it cool, but he really wanted that B. A guy like Ramin who got A’s in everything could never understand that. “Thanks.”


“Sure.” Ramin hunched in on himself again. It made Noah feel weird. No, not weird. Bad? Sad? Definitely something unhappy. He didn’t want Ramin to hunch in on himself, though he couldn’t say why. Ramin just seemed like the kind of guy that shouldn’t have to hide.


The bell rang, and the rest of the class started shuffling out. One guy cuffed Ramin’s shoulder with his backpack. Another muttered something that sounded alarmingly like “Osama Bin Ramen” under his breath.


Okay, maybe Ramin had a good reason for hiding. Noah couldn’t imagine what it was like, being… Persian? Now that Noah thought about it, he wasn’t a hundred percent sure he knew. Regardless, ever since 9/11, people had been saying things about Ramin, or some of the other Middle Eastern students. Like they had anything to do with it. As if they weren’t just trying to get through high school like everyone else.


Something angry and fierce and protective (and maybe a little bit scary) bloomed in Noah’s chest and he stood, nearly knocking his desk over.


“What did you just say?”


Ramin hunched inward even more, which just made Noah madder. Ramin hadn’t done anything wrong. He didn’t deserve that.


“Nothing,” the guy said. Aaron something, that was his name. Noah didn’t like him much. He tried not to hate anyone, but…


“What’s your problem?” Aaron the jerk asked, but he brushed past Noah and out the door before Noah could articulate exactly what his problem was. Namely, the offensive nickname.


As the room emptied, Ramin relaxed a bit. “You didn’t have to do that,” he said softly.


“Sure I did.”


“Why?”


Noah shrugged. Why did he? Because it was right. Because Ramin didn’t deserve it. He didn’t know how to explain that, though, so he said, “Because I don’t like bullies.”


In the hall, a trio of his girlfriend Stacy’s friends walked by the open classroom door. They made brief eye contact with him, giggled, and started whispering to each other. Noah’s ears burned.


He didn’t like bullies, and he didn’t like gossip, either.


Ramin didn’t seem to care about that kind of stuff, though. Ramin might’ve been the only person in the whole school who hadn’t heard the rumors. And Noah liked that about him.


“Well,” Ramin said. “Thanks.”


Ramin smiled at him then, a real smile, one Noah didn’t think he’d ever seen before. He definitely would’ve noticed his dimples if he had. Not a lot of guys had dimples in their cheeks, just in their chins, like Noah did.


And not many people, period, had eyes as green as Ramin’s, like jade catching the light. Stacy had green eyes—she was kind of conceited about them—but they were like, gray-green, not true green like Ramin’s. The color of spring. Stacy’s weren’t nearly as striking. Noah could never tell her that, though.


Ramin was still smiling at Noah, though it had started to fade a bit. Noah smiled back, though.


“Any time, dude. See you tomorrow.”
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Now


Noah couldn’t believe his eyes. He nearly took his hand off Jake’s head to rub at them.


If you had asked Noah before today whether he remembered anyone from high school, he would’ve said no. Which would have been half the truth: He certainly didn’t think about anyone. But remember?


Turns out he did. One guy, at least.


He hadn’t seen Ramin Yazdani since graduation, but he knew those eyes. Jewel green, framed with long lashes, beneath heavy brows. A hint of dimples in his cheeks. Noah remembered those dimples. Ramin hadn’t smiled often, but when he had, those dimples really popped.
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