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Introduction




On a quiet Roman street filled with golden light, old stone walls, and the irresistible scent of fresh pizza, Luna Bellini has built her life around a small family restaurant that holds more than food. It holds memory, grief, loyalty, and the fragile comfort of routine. For Luna, keeping the little pizza shop alive is not only about survival. It is about protecting the last warm pieces of a life she once knew. Love, however, is another matter. Love feels far more dangerous than hard work, and much less reliable than dough, fire, and long days.

Then Matteo De Luca walks into her world.

He arrives carrying his own burdens: family pressure, unfinished grief, a life that no longer fits, and an old print shop that may either become his future or disappear forever. What begins as a simple encounter in a small neighborhood restaurant slowly turns into something deeper, quieter, and impossible to ignore. Between shared meals, lingering glances, difficult truths, and dreams that begin to take shape, Luna and Matteo discover that love does not always arrive like a storm. Sometimes it arrives through small acts of care, through courage in ordinary moments, and through the choice to stay when leaving would be easier.

The Little Pizza Shop, The Big Love is a tender Italian romance about love, legacy, second chances, and the beautiful risk of building a future with someone who sees you clearly. Warm, heartfelt, and full of atmosphere, this story invites readers into a world of old streets, family expectations, forgotten spaces, and two hearts learning that the bravest thing they can do is make room for tomorrow together.


Chapter 1

The Warm Light on Via del Sole

On the narrow street of Via del Sole, where old balconies leaned over the road like curious grandmothers and strings of laundry swayed lazily between faded stone buildings, there stood a pizza shop so small that many tourists walked past it without noticing. Its sign was modest, its windows were a little fogged from the heat of the oven, and its wooden door complained with a soft creak every time someone entered. Yet for the people who lived nearby, that little place was not merely a shop. It was a heartbeat. It was a memory. It was the sort of place where lonely evenings softened, where laughter rose as naturally as bread, and where the scent of basil, garlic, tomatoes, and melting cheese wrapped around the soul like an embrace too gentle to resist.

The name of the shop was Casa di Luna, though most locals simply called it Luna’s. Not because Luna owned the place, but because her presence filled it so completely that even the walls seemed to breathe with her rhythm. At twenty seven, Luna Bellini had already learned that life was rarely as romantic as the postcards promised. The postcards showed golden sunsets over Roman rooftops, lovers smiling beside fountains, and elegant women in flowing dresses who never smelled like flour at midnight. Real life was less polished. Real life involved waking before dawn to knead dough with aching wrists, arguing with suppliers over tomatoes that were too soft, pretending not to worry when the electricity bill arrived, and smiling at customers even when the fear of failure sat cold and heavy beneath the ribs.

Still, Luna smiled often, and when she smiled it changed the room. Her hair, dark as roasted coffee beans, was usually tied back in a messy knot that surrendered little curls around her face by noon. There was always a touch of flour on her cheek or forearm, as though the bakery itself had chosen her as its favorite child. Her eyes were deep brown, bright when amused, softer when tired, and unreadably distant whenever someone asked about her dreams. She had dreams, of course. She kept them folded away somewhere between practicality and hope, like letters too precious to throw away and too painful to reread.

That Friday afternoon the city shimmered under the last warmth of spring. The tourists had begun to return in greater numbers, bringing with them loud shoes, camera straps, and appetites sharpened by walking. Inside Casa di Luna, the air danced with heat. The oven glowed like a miniature sun. Dough rested beneath striped cloths. A radio near the counter played an old Italian love song with the sort of dramatic sincerity that would have embarrassed anyone under thirty, yet somehow Luna liked it. She moved quickly from counter to oven and back again, her motions swift and practiced, her body remembering what exhaustion had long ago stopped asking permission for.

“Gianni, if you slice the mushrooms any thicker, we will have to serve the pizza with a knife and fork for self defense,” she called without turning around.

From the prep table came an offended gasp. “You wound me, Luna. I am an artist.”

“You are seventeen and incapable of cutting in a straight line.”

Gianni, lanky and permanently dramatic, lifted the knife as though he had been publicly dishonored. “One day you will regret mocking genius.”

“One day I will regret hiring you,” Luna said, but there was laughter in her voice.

This was the rhythm of the shop. Teasing, heat, clattering pans, the small daily chaos that somehow held everything together. Gianni had started helping after school six months earlier and had become something between an assistant, a younger brother, and a walking disaster. He burned garlic twice a week, forgot simple instructions, and flirted hopelessly with every girl who bought takeaway pizza, but he worked hard and adored Luna with the uncomplicated loyalty of youth.

Near the register sat Signora Bianchi, who claimed she came every afternoon for coffee but in truth came to supervise the neighborhood with the authority of a retired queen. She wore large sunglasses despite being indoors and had opinions about everything from politics to tomato acidity. “Your dough is thinner today,” she observed after one bite of focaccia.

“Your criticism is thicker today,” Luna replied.

Signora Bianchi gave a satisfied nod, as if this had confirmed something important about the universe.

Outside, scooters buzzed past. Somewhere a church bell marked the hour. Somewhere farther away, laughter spilled from a café terrace. The city carried on with its usual beauty, careless and theatrical, as though it had no idea how easily one human heart could be unsettled.

Luna was sliding a margherita from the oven when the door opened and let in a gust of brighter air. She looked up only briefly at first, the way one does when another customer arrives during the rush, prepared to smile, take the order, and continue moving. But the words caught in her throat before they could fully form.

The man standing in the doorway did not look like someone who belonged to the little neighborhood street, and perhaps that was why he drew attention so instantly. He was tall, though not in a showy way, dressed simply but well, with the kind of careful ease that suggested he had once lived under greater pressure and had learned to carry it silently. His shirt sleeves were rolled to his forearms. His dark hair had been pushed back carelessly, as if he had run a hand through it too many times that day. He held a small suitcase in one hand and a folded piece of paper in the other. There was travel dust on his shoes. There was fatigue in the line of his shoulders. But it was his face that made Luna pause, not because he was handsome, though he undeniably was, but because he wore the expression of someone returning to a place he was not sure would still welcome him.

He stepped inside and the wooden door groaned shut behind him. For a brief second the whole room felt suspended, as though the radio had lowered its volume and even the oven flame had drawn a slower breath.

“Do you serve food this late, or have I come only to be judged by everyone in the room?” he asked in Italian, his voice warm with a thread of amusement.

Gianni nearly dropped the mushrooms. Signora Bianchi lowered her sunglasses to inspect him properly. Luna, who prided herself on handling difficult situations with composure, realized with annoyance that she had been staring.

“We serve food,” she said at last, setting down the pizza peel. “Judgment is included for free.”

The corner of his mouth lifted. “That seems fair.”

He crossed the room and set the suitcase near the door. Up close, he seemed older than she had first thought, perhaps thirty two or thirty three. There was a quiet intelligence about him, something observant and restrained. His eyes were gray, or maybe blue touched by shadow, the kind of eyes that changed color depending on light and mood. He looked at the menu board for a moment, though Luna suspected he was not truly reading it.

“What would you recommend,” he asked, “for someone who has spent eight hours on trains, missed lunch, and is one inconvenience away from becoming tragic?”

“Then definitely not the seafood pizza. Tragedy should never smell that bad.”

To her satisfaction, he laughed, the kind of laugh that arrived honestly, as if he had not expected to. “Good. I trust your judgment already.”

“Margherita first. Then maybe the house special if you are still alive after that.”

He inclined his head. “I will place my fate in your hands.”

Gianni made a choking sound in the background, and Luna shot him a warning glance sharp enough to prevent commentary. She reached for the dough, but a curious awareness had already settled over her, irritatingly persistent. It was not simply that the stranger was attractive. Attractive men existed in Italy at a quantity almost offensive to serious women trying to work. It was something else, something in the quiet way he observed the room, as if he were memorizing it. As if he had not eaten in a place that felt alive in a very long time.

“Name?” she asked, partly out of habit, partly because the answer suddenly mattered more than it should have.

He hesitated a fraction before replying. “Matteo De Luca.”

The name brushed faintly against memory without fully waking it. Luna frowned, pressing sauce across the dough in a practiced spiral. “Are you visiting?”

“In a way.” He glanced toward the window, toward the street beyond. “My uncle lived nearby. He passed away two months ago. I came to settle a few things.”

The softness in his tone altered the room. Even Gianni quieted. Signora Bianchi, whose emotional life was usually hidden beneath layers of criticism, gave a tiny sympathetic tilt of the head.

“I’m sorry,” Luna said, and meant it.

Matteo offered a small nod, not wanting pity, only acknowledging fact. “Thank you.”

She slid the pizza into the oven and found herself looking at him again, searching his face for the remains of grief. It was there, tucked carefully into the places other people might have overlooked. Around the eyes. In the tired posture. In the way he kept one hand in his pocket, as if holding himself steady from the inside.

“Sit,” Luna said. “Food tastes better when one is not standing around looking mournful.”

“That is either kindness or an insult.”

“In this shop it is often both.”

He took the small table by the window, the one with the uneven leg that wobbled unless someone folded a napkin beneath it. Before Luna could fix it, he noticed the movement, reached down, and solved the problem himself with calm efficiency. For reasons she did not fully understand, that made her notice him even more.

The next fifteen minutes should have returned to normal. Orders came in, boxes were folded, dough was stretched, coins changed hands. Yet normal had shifted by a few degrees. Matteo remained by the window, watching the street with a look Luna recognized from her own lonelier nights. The look of someone surrounded by beauty and still thinking about absence. When she brought his pizza to the table, he thanked her with such sincere attention that she suddenly became aware of her own hands, her own breath, the ridiculous flutter of self consciousness in her chest.

He cut into the margherita, took one bite, then paused.

Luna pretended not to watch.

“This,” he said slowly, “is the best thing that has happened to me this week.”

Gianni clutched his heart. “She has done it again. Another life saved by mozzarella.”

“Silence,” Luna muttered, though warmth rose to her face.

Matteo looked from Gianni to Luna and smiled in a way that made the tiny restaurant seem less tired, less ordinary. “You joke, but I might actually mean it.”

There are moments in life that arrive without introduction. No music announces them. No voice from the sky says, pay attention, this matters. They slip into ordinary hours wearing the disguise of coincidence. A customer enters. A sentence is exchanged. A laugh lingers half a second longer than expected. And later, much later, one realizes that the entire map of the heart began changing at precisely that point.

Luna did not know this yet. She only knew that the room felt different with Matteo in it.

By evening the rush softened. The tourists drifted back toward hotels and piazzas. The golden light outside turned amber, then honey, then the dusky blue that made the city look painted instead of built. Gianni left after sweeping the floor badly and being told so with great affection. Signora Bianchi departed with leftover focaccia and the promise that she would return tomorrow to continue being difficult. At last only Luna and Matteo remained, unless one counted the radio, the oven, and the thousand unspoken thoughts now hanging in the warm air.

He had ordered the house special after all. He had eaten slowly, not out of hesitation but appreciation, and now sat with a final glass of sparkling water, one elbow resting on the table. Luna wiped down the counter, aware that silence had become too noticeable to ignore.

“You can tell me if you hate the house special,” she said. “I am emotionally prepared.”

“I would never recover from disappointing you.”

She glanced at him despite herself. “Bold line for a man who arrived an hour ago.”

“Not bold. Strategic.”

“There is a difference?”

“For charming men, yes.”

She laughed before she could stop herself. “And are you charming?”

“That depends entirely on whether it is working.”

The honesty of the answer caught her off guard. Matteo did not flirt like boys in bars, performing confidence they did not possess. He spoke as if he were mildly amused by his own effort, which made it more dangerous. Luna leaned against the counter and crossed her arms, partly to steady herself.

“What brings a strategic, allegedly charming man to my street besides grief and hunger?”

He considered the question. Outside, someone passed singing off key. The last light brushed the window and settled along the edge of his jaw. “My uncle left me his apartment,” he said. “I had not been back to this neighborhood in years. I thought I would stay two days. Perhaps three.” He looked around the shop again, slower this time. “Now I am less certain.”

Luna should have let the comment pass. Instead she asked, “Why?”

Matteo’s eyes returned to hers, and for a second all the playfulness thinned into something quieter, truer. “Because some places remind you of who you used to be. And some places make you curious about who you could become if you stayed.”

The radio ended one song and began another. A Vespa rattled by. The oven clicked as its temperature shifted. Yet under those small sounds, something else moved, subtle but undeniable, like the first invisible crack in a wall one had believed permanent.

Luna looked away first. She picked up a clean cloth and wiped a counter that was already spotless. “You speak like a man who has disappointed several women in beautiful ways.”

His laugh came softer now. “Only myself, mostly.”

That answer was not flirtation. It was confession dressed as humor, and she felt it land somewhere uncomfortably close to her own guarded places. For a moment they stood inside the kind of pause that does not feel empty but full. Full of possibility. Full of caution. Full of all the things neither of them was yet ready to name.

Then the streetlights outside flickered on, practical and golden. Reality returned with them.

“I should close,” Luna said.

“Of course.” Matteo rose at once, reaching for his suitcase. “Thank you for feeding a stranger.”

“You paid.”

“Yes, but you fed me like it mattered.”

She had no defense against sentences like that. “Well,” she said, aiming for casual and achieving only slightly breathless, “if you are still in the neighborhood tomorrow, we open at eleven.”

“Is that an invitation?”

“It is a business strategy.”

He smiled. “Then I would hate to interfere with such serious management. I may return.”

May. Not will. The uncertainty of it tugged at her more than certainty would have. Matteo lifted the suitcase, walked to the door, then paused with his hand on the handle.

“One more question,” he said.

Luna raised an eyebrow.

“Why Casa di Luna if you do not own it?”

Because my father named it for my mother when he still believed love could survive anything. Because after they were both gone, I did not have the heart to change it. Because sometimes a name is the only roof memory has left.

But she did not say any of that.

Instead she answered lightly, “Because destiny has excellent branding.”

Matteo looked at her for a long second, as if recognizing the careful distance in the joke and choosing not to push past it. “Good night, Luna Bellini.”

“Good night, Matteo De Luca.”

He stepped out into the evening, and the door closed behind him with its familiar soft complaint. Luna remained still for a moment, cloth in hand, listening to the fading echo of his footsteps on Via del Sole. She told herself it meant nothing. A traveler had come in. He had eaten. He had left. Cities were full of brief encounters that dissolved by morning like mist over stone.

And yet when she locked the door and turned the sign to closed, she found herself walking to the window.

He was still there, farther down the street now, standing beneath a lamppost with the folded paper in one hand. He looked up once at the row of buildings as if searching for a particular number, then continued on. The light caught him for a final second before he disappeared around the corner.

Only then did Luna exhale.

The shop seemed larger in his absence and somehow quieter than before. She finished cleaning in a strange, thoughtful mood, replaying fragments of conversation she had no reason to remember so clearly. His voice. His laugh. The way he had looked around the room as if warmth itself were a rare thing. By the time she climbed the narrow stairs to the small apartment above the shop, night had wrapped the city in velvet shadows and distant music.

From her bedroom window she could see a ribbon of rooftops, a slice of moon, and the glowing thread of Via del Sole below. The street looked peaceful now, as if nothing unusual had happened. But Luna stood there longer than usual, one hand resting on the frame, the other still faintly scented with basil and smoke.

Somewhere in the neighborhood, a man named Matteo De Luca was unpacking his grief in an inherited apartment. Somewhere, perhaps, he was thinking about a tiny pizza shop with fogged windows and a woman who used sarcasm the way others used armor. Somewhere, perhaps, he was forgetting her already.

Luna told herself not to be foolish.

Then she lay awake for far too long listening to the city breathe and wondering whether tomorrow at eleven would feel earlier than usual.


Chapter 2

The Morning After the Maybe

The next morning arrived in layers of gold, first on the rooftops, then along the shutters, then across the narrow floorboards of Luna’s room where the light settled like something patient and persuasive. She woke before the alarm, which annoyed her immediately because it suggested her mind had been working long before her body was prepared to cooperate. For several seconds she lay still, staring at the ceiling, listening to the city gather itself below. A scooter coughed to life somewhere down the street. A woman laughed from a balcony across the way. A church bell rang with the solemn confidence of something that had never once doubted its importance. And there, beneath all of it, came the faint familiar silence of the shop downstairs waiting to be awakened. Normally that silence soothed her. This morning it felt almost expectant.

Luna turned onto her side and shut her eyes again, as if she could force sleep back into the room through sheer stubbornness. It did not work. Instead, the memory of Matteo De Luca arrived with irritating clarity. His voice. His tired smile. The way he had said, I may return, as if leaving her to wonder were not a form of theft. She groaned softly into the pillow and sat up.

“This is ridiculous,” she told the empty room.

The empty room, having no opinion, let her continue embarrassing herself in private.

She dressed quickly in a pale blouse and dark trousers she could dust flour off without too much trouble. Her reflection in the mirror looked almost composed, though she noticed at once that her hair required negotiation and her eyes carried the faint softness of a woman who had slept but not deeply. She tied her hair back, splashed cool water over her wrists, and went downstairs with the determination of someone who had decided that hard work was a cure for emotional nonsense.

By eight, Casa di Luna was alive again. Dough rested in smooth pale rounds beneath cloth. Tomatoes simmered with garlic and olive oil. The oven took its time warming, grumbling into purpose like an old man with opinions about mornings. Luna moved through the space with practiced control, measuring flour, arranging ingredients, checking receipts from the previous night. The repetition steadied her. It always had. Work was honest. Work required no interpretation. Work did not smile in a way that made a perfectly rational woman replay conversations while brushing her teeth.

Still, by ten fifteen she had already looked at the door seven times more than necessary.

At ten twenty, Gianni arrived carrying a paper bag of pastries and the expression of someone who believed himself deeply interesting. “You are early,” Luna said.

“You are tense,” he replied, dropping the bag onto the counter. “And when you are tense, you speak to me like a disappointed aunt.”

“I speak to you like a disappointed employer.”

“Same energy.”

He peered at her face with exaggerated suspicion, then smiled very slowly. “Ah.”

Luna did not like the sound of that single syllable. “Ah what?”

“Nothing,” Gianni said, which in his case never meant nothing. “Only that some women wake up thinking about taxes, some wake up thinking about destiny, and some apparently wake up much earlier than usual after a mysterious customer says her name in a low voice.”

She stared at him. “You are one sentence away from unemployment.”

He placed a hand over his chest. “Truth is punished in every age.”

“Go wash the basil.”

“See? Defensive.”

“Gianni.”

He raised both hands in surrender and retreated toward the sink, grinning like a fool. Luna should not have been unsettled by the teasing, yet it landed dangerously close to what she had refused to name even to herself. There was no reason to assume Matteo would come back. Travelers said many things. Grieving men in unfamiliar neighborhoods often attached themselves briefly to places that felt warm, only to disappear the next day into trains, obligations, and lives elsewhere.

At ten forty five, Signora Bianchi entered with her usual air of ceremonial importance, as if the street had been operating imperfectly until her arrival corrected it. She wore a cream scarf despite the pleasant weather and carried a handbag large enough to contain either cosmetics or state secrets. “You look nervous,” she announced before even sitting down.

Gianni made a choking noise at the sink.

Luna did not turn around. “Both of you have become intolerable before lunch.”

Signora Bianchi settled into her chair. “I am eighty percent sure that handsome man from yesterday will return.”

Luna froze for half a heartbeat, then resumed slicing mozzarella with greater precision than the cheese deserved. “I have no idea what you mean.”

“My dear, at my age I have earned the right to observe romance the way priests observe sin. Closely and without being asked.”

“There is no romance.”

“Not yet,” said Signora Bianchi.

Gianni, traitor that he was, laughed loud enough to be heard in Naples.

Luna was saved from replying only by the sudden arrival of three office workers wanting takeaway slices and two tourists who could not decide whether they wanted pizza or merely to photograph it. The next half hour passed in a rush of orders, sizzling crusts, cash, compliments, requests for extra olives, and one deeply unnecessary argument about pineapple that nearly became international diplomacy. By the time the clock edged toward eleven, the shop was full enough that Luna could almost convince herself she had forgotten why the hour mattered.

Almost.

Then the door opened.

She looked up before the bell finished ringing. Her pulse betrayed her so quickly she could have thrown something.

It was Matteo.

He stood in the doorway without the suitcase this time, which changed him more than she would have expected. He looked less like a man in transit and more like a man who had chosen to step into a particular place on purpose. He wore a charcoal shirt open at the throat, dark trousers, and the faintly bemused expression of someone entering a room where he suspected he might be remembered. Sunlight from behind him traced a bright edge along his shoulders. He seemed less tired than the night before, though not entirely rested. Grief, Luna thought unexpectedly, probably did not sleep on schedule.

Matteo’s eyes found hers at once. There was no theatrical pause in it, no exaggerated surprise. Just recognition, warm and direct, as if the space between yesterday evening and now had not been empty but quietly connected.

“Well,” he said, approaching the counter, “either your business strategy was persuasive or I have developed an emotional dependency on your pizza in record time.”

Gianni dropped a spoon into the sink with a clatter so dramatic it ought to have earned applause.

Luna lifted one eyebrow, because it was safer than smiling too openly. “Both are possible.”

“Good. I prefer complicated diagnoses.”

Signora Bianchi hid her satisfaction poorly behind her coffee cup.

“What can I get you?” Luna asked.

Matteo glanced at the handwritten specials board. “What would you recommend for a man who slept badly in an apartment full of old furniture and older memories?”

There it was again, that way he had of offering truth lightly enough that most people might miss its weight. Luna did not miss it. “Espresso first,” she said. “Then something with rosemary. It makes people feel temporarily more in control of their lives.”

“That sounds medicinal.”

“It is Italian. Similar thing.”

He smiled and leaned one forearm against the counter while she prepared the coffee. The shop moved around them in bursts of noise and motion, yet some subtler part of the room sharpened whenever he spoke. Luna hated that she was aware of it. Hated even more that she liked being aware of it.

“You live upstairs?” Matteo asked, noticing the set of keys clipped to her apron.

“Yes.”

“That must make the whole street smell like paradise.”

“It makes my curtains smell like garlic.”

“Also paradise.”

She handed him the espresso and looked away before the curve of his mouth could have too much effect. “You say nice things very casually.”

“I say accurate things very casually.”

“That sounds like something a practiced flirt would say.”

“That is unfair. A practiced flirt would have brought flowers by now.”

From her table, Signora Bianchi inhaled so sharply it might have counted as applause. Luna chose not to acknowledge the audience developing around her life.

The lunch crowd thinned by noon. Matteo took the same window table as if it had quietly become his. This time Luna slipped the folded napkin beneath the uneven leg before he sat down. He noticed. His eyes lifted to hers with a flicker of amusement she pretended not to understand.

When she brought out a rosemary potato pizza and a small salad dressed simply with lemon and oil, he looked at the plate as if she had offered him peace in edible form. “I should warn you,” he said, “that if this is extraordinary, I may become impossible.”

“You imply you are currently manageable.”

“Barely.”

He took a bite and closed his eyes for half a second. It was such a small reaction, yet profoundly sincere. Luna, who had fed hundreds of people in that room, knew the difference between politeness and pleasure. Matteo did not perform appreciation. He felt it. Somehow that moved her more than compliments could.

“You cook like someone who believes food can fix things,” he said.

She set down the oil bottle and folded her arms. “It can’t fix everything.”

“No.” His gaze stayed on her. “But it can make people brave enough to face what needs fixing.”

For a moment the room seemed to shift around that sentence. Luna busied herself adjusting the cutlery on the table, though it needed no adjustment at all. “You speak as if you are here to fix something.”

Matteo considered that. Outside, a child chased a pigeon with disastrous strategy. Sunlight poured across the cobblestones. Somewhere in the distance, a radio played a cheerful song about impossible love, which felt uncomfortably on theme.

“My uncle left me more than the apartment,” he said at last. “There is a small print shop on the next street. Or there was. It has been closed for months. He wanted me to decide what to do with it.”

Luna looked at him more closely. “A print shop?”

He nodded. “My family thinks I should sell it quickly and return to Milan. Very sensible. Very efficient. Very adult.”

“And what do you think?”

He gave a brief laugh, though there was no real humor in it. “I think I have spent too many years being efficient.”

The answer settled between them with a quiet gravity Luna understood more than she wanted to admit. She had not left Via del Sole in years, not really. Her whole life had narrowed to flour, bills, regular customers, and inherited responsibility. People praised her stability without realizing stability could become a beautifully decorated cage.

“What did you do in Milan?” she asked.

“Architecture. Mostly restoration work for wealthy clients who wanted old buildings to look authentic while also containing perfect lighting and discreet luxury.”

“Ah,” she said. “So you are professionally involved in beautiful things pretending not to be expensive.”

Matteo laughed, properly this time. “That may be the most accurate description of my career anyone has ever given.”

“Then you owe me consultation fees.”

“I was thinking pizza might cover it.”

“Pizza covers many things. Not taxes. But many things.”

He ate more slowly after that, and the conversation should have ended there. Instead it deepened almost without permission. Matteo asked how long she had run the shop alone. Luna answered more honestly than she expected. Since her father’s stroke three years earlier, though his health had been failing long before that. Since her mother died even earlier and left behind recipes written in slanted ink on cards soft at the corners. Since the shop stopped feeling like a family dream and started feeling like a promise she was afraid to break.

She did not tell him every detail. She did not say how many nights she had cried in the pantry where no one could hear. She did not say that she sometimes resented the shop for needing her and loved it so fiercely she hated herself for the resentment. But Matteo listened with the kind of attention that makes a person hear her own words differently while speaking them.

“And you?” Luna asked quietly. “What made you tired before you even arrived here?”

Something in his expression changed. Not closed, exactly, but more careful. “Work. Family. The usual collection of excellent reasons to become a stranger to yourself.”

“That is a terrible answer.”

“It is also a true one.”

“I prefer useful truth.”

He leaned back in his chair and looked at her as though weighing how much to trust, how much to hold. “I was engaged,” he said finally. “For almost two years.”

Luna’s hand tightened around the order pad she was pretending to organize. She had no right to react, so naturally her pulse reacted anyway.

“She left?” Luna asked before she could soften the bluntness.

“No,” Matteo said. “I did.”

That surprised her enough to show. Matteo noticed, of course.

“I know how it sounds,” he said. “Cruel. Cowardly. Possibly both.”

“You said it, not me.”

A faint smile touched his face, but it vanished quickly. “She was kind. Intelligent. Good in all the measurable ways. Everyone approved. Our future looked excellent on paper. Then one day I realized that if I married her, I would spend my whole life being admired for a life that was never truly mine.” He paused, gaze drifting toward the window. “Leaving hurt her. I am not proud of that. But staying would have been a different kind of dishonesty.”

Luna did not answer at once. It was a selfish thing to say, perhaps, but she understood him. Not the broken engagement itself, not entirely, but the suffocating terror of living a life that fit neatly from the outside while something essential inside quietly starved.

“Do you always tell customers this much?” she asked.

“Only the dangerous ones.”

She should have rolled her eyes. She should have dismissed it with sarcasm. Instead she felt a small helpless warmth move through her chest, followed almost immediately by caution. Men who spoke honestly could be even more troubling than men who lied beautifully.

The bell over the door rang again, saving her from having to reply. A delivery man came with crates of tomatoes and too much gossip. Gianni managed to trip over nothing in particular. Signora Bianchi left, but not before leaning close to Luna and murmuring, “He has the eyes of a man who has made mistakes and the posture of a man willing to make new ones. Be careful.”

“I am always careful,” Luna whispered back.

“That,” said Signora Bianchi, “is not always a virtue.”

By late afternoon the shop quieted again. Matteo had not left. Instead, after paying for lunch, he wandered to the doorway, noticed the small display shelf beside the counter was tilting, and asked with entirely inappropriate competence whether he could fix it. Luna should have refused. She knew this. Letting an attractive almost-stranger repair things in her shop felt like the opening scene of a mistake one later describes to friends with theatrical despair. Yet ten minutes later he had removed the warped screw, stabilized the shelf, and somehow charmed Gianni into handing over tools without complaint.

“You do this often?” Luna asked.

“Fix neglected things?” Matteo glanced up from his crouched position beside the shelf. “Too often.”

His tone was light, but the answer struck deeper than he may have intended. Luna looked at his hands, steady and capable, at the concentration along his brow, at the ease with which he moved through a space that had become intimate to her through years of labor. Something in the sight unsettled her in a way that felt suspiciously close to longing.

When he stood, the shelf was level for the first time in months.

“There,” he said. “Now your olive oil no longer leans toward disaster.”

“That is impressive,” Gianni admitted. “You may stay.”

“Thank God,” Matteo said. “I was worried about your approval specifically.”

Gianni grinned. “You should be. I am the future of this establishment.”

“Then may heaven protect the basil.”

Luna laughed before she could stop herself, and both men turned toward her at once. For an instant the room held a ridiculous, impossible kind of brightness. Not because anything dramatic had happened. No declarations, no kiss, no grand revelation. Only the simple dangerous pleasure of being less lonely in a room that had known her loneliness too well.

As evening approached, Matteo finally gathered himself to leave. This time the movement of it affected Luna differently. Yesterday he had been a surprise. Today he had become part of the day’s texture, woven through flour and sunlight and conversation so naturally that his departure felt more noticeable.

“I should see the print shop again before it gets dark,” he said.

Luna nodded as if that information were of neutral importance to her. “You still have not decided whether to sell it.”

“No.” He hesitated. “Would you tell me something honestly?”

“That depends on how much chaos you are requesting.”

He stepped closer to the counter. Not enough to presume, only enough to lower his voice beneath the noise of the street. “When you look at this neighborhood, do you see a place people are trying to leave or a place they should fight to keep?”

The question reached farther than the print shop. It touched the street, the old businesses, the worn beauty of Via del Sole, and perhaps the two people standing in the warm center of it.

Luna rested her palms lightly on the counter. “I think people leave because they are afraid staying means becoming small,” she said. “And sometimes they stay because they are afraid leaving means becoming lost. The trick is knowing which fear is telling the truth.”

Matteo held her gaze. “And do you know?”

“No,” she said softly. “But I think about it more than I admit.”

Something moved in his expression then, not triumph, not flirtation, but recognition. As if in that answer she had given him a key to a room he already suspected existed.

“Thank you,” he said.

“For what?”

“For not speaking to me like a brochure.”

She smiled despite herself. “You are welcome.”

He walked to the door, then looked back with one hand on the frame. “I will come tomorrow if that does not interfere with your serious management.”

There was no may this time. Only will.

Luna felt that single word settle somewhere far too deep. “Then I suppose I will allow it.”

His eyes warmed. “Generous.”

After he left, the shop became noisy again in all the ordinary ways, but the noise seemed thinner. Gianni immediately appeared at her elbow with the expression of a man who believed he had witnessed history.

“Do not,” Luna said without looking at him.

“I said nothing.”

“You are about to say at least twelve things.”

He leaned against the counter. “I only wish to note that he fixed the shelf, discussed architecture, confessed romantic tragedy, and secured a return visit. This is either true love or a very advanced strategy.”

Luna kept wiping the counter because it was safer than admitting she could still feel the echo of Matteo’s nearness. “Go stack the boxes.”

“You always assign me cardboard when your heart becomes inconvenient.”

“Gianni.”

He sighed grandly and obeyed.

That night, after the final customer left and the oven cooled into silence, Luna climbed the stairs to her apartment more slowly than usual. The city beyond her window glowed in soft amber fragments. Somewhere nearby, music floated from an unseen radio. She changed clothes, washed flour from her hands, and sat on the edge of the bed without lighting the lamp.

Tomorrow, he had said.

A simple word. A common word. And yet it altered the architecture of the evening.

Luna was not naive. She knew attraction could bloom fast and die faster. She knew grief made people reach toward warmth with unwise sincerity. She knew lonely hearts were famous for mistaking coincidence for destiny and chemistry for promise. But she also knew this much: something had begun. Not a romance, not yet. Not even certainty. Only a pull. A curiosity with a pulse. A thread invisible but real, stretched now between a small pizza shop and an inherited print shop on the next street.

Below her, Via del Sole settled into night. Above, the moon lifted itself over old roofs and patient chimneys. Luna sat very still in the dark and tried to be sensible. It was difficult work. Because for the first time in years, tomorrow did not feel like a repetition of everything that had already been. It felt like a door.


Chapter 3

The Street with Two Closed Doors

The third morning began with rain, not dramatic rain, not the sort that inspired declarations beneath balconies or caused grand sorrow in train stations, but the quieter kind that made old stone streets shine and pulled the city inward. Via del Sole looked narrower under gray skies. The balconies dripped. The flower boxes bowed under beads of water. The awning over Casa di Luna trembled every few minutes as droplets gathered, hesitated, and fell. Luna stood inside the shop before opening, one hand wrapped around a cup of coffee gone lukewarm, and watched the street through the fogged glass.

Rain usually slowed business in the morning, which should have pleased her. Fewer customers meant more time to prep, less rushing, fewer chances for Gianni to destroy something in the name of innovation. Yet she felt restless in a way she refused to examine too closely. Yesterday Matteo had said he would return. Yesterday she had believed him. This morning she discovered that belief could become its own form of impatience.

By nine, the scent of yeast and roasted tomatoes had filled the shop. Dough rose peacefully. Cheese waited in careful rows. Olive oil caught dim silver light from the window. Gianni arrived late and damp, shaking rain from his hair like a badly raised dog. “If I die of pneumonia,” he announced, “I expect a tasteful speech.”

“You will get a brief invoice for all the basil you have wasted in life,” Luna said.

He dropped his backpack under the counter and peered out at the street. “Weather like this is good for romance.”

“We sell pizza.”

“Same category,” he said.

She gave him a look sharp enough to slice dough. He only grinned and went to tie on his apron. Gianni had become unbearable ever since Matteo’s second visit, as if the universe had handed him a private theater production and assigned him front row seats. Luna intended to deny him further entertainment. This intention lasted exactly until half past ten, when she caught herself smoothing the front of her blouse for no practical reason.

At eleven, Matteo did not come.

Luna noticed only because she was not waiting.

At eleven ten, she told herself that rain delayed everyone.

At eleven twenty, she became disproportionately irritated by a tourist who asked whether they had gluten free dough and then ordered bottled water.

At eleven thirty, Signora Bianchi entered, took one look at Luna’s face, and said, “Ah. We are in the tragic act.”

“There is no act.”

“There is always an act.”

Gianni set down a tray with the solemnity of a witness in court. “He has not come yet.”

“I did not ask.”

“Nobody needed you to,” said Signora Bianchi.

Luna resisted the urge to throw a dish towel at both of them. The morning dragged in fragments of rain and coffee and passing umbrellas. A courier came for two takeout orders. An old couple split a marinara and argued lovingly about the correct amount of oregano. A little boy pressed his hands to the display case and stared at focaccia with the reverence of a pilgrim. Life continued, stubbornly ordinary. Which only made the absence more noticeable.

At noon forty five, when the lunch rush softened unexpectedly, Luna reached a decision that was absolutely practical and had nothing to do with curiosity. The sacks of flour in the storage corner were low. The rosemary from the regular supplier had arrived tired and thin. She needed better produce, and the small market near the next street had good tomatoes even on wet days. It was sensible to go. Responsible, even.

“You are leaving?” Gianni asked as she untied her apron.

“For twenty minutes.”

“In the rain.”

“Yes.”

“To the market near the old print shop.”

She paused. “To the market.”

Gianni’s expression became unbearable with innocence. “Of course.”

Signora Bianchi, already halfway through her espresso, lifted one elegant shoulder. “Youth should never lie when older women are present. It wastes everybody’s time.”

Luna put on her coat and refused both commentary and dignity. Outside, the rain had softened to a cold mist that touched the skin like breath. She walked quickly, boots clicking over slick stones, past shuttered windows and narrow archways where shadows collected even in daylight. The neighborhood changed subtly as she turned from Via del Sole into the adjoining lane. The restaurants thinned. The tourist noise faded. Here the buildings felt older, more private, their ground floors occupied by small shops that looked as though they had survived by habit, not marketing.

The print shop stood halfway down the street.

Even closed, it was easy to identify. The sign above the window read De Luca Stamperia in faded gold letters, the paint weathered but still dignified. The front glass held a film of dust on the inside, yet not enough to fully hide the shapes within. She could make out shelves, a counter, stacks of paper yellowed at the edges, and farther back the bulky outline of machines from another era. The whole place had the melancholy of something that had once been useful every day and had not yet learned what to be after silence.

Luna slowed before she meant to. She was not, she told herself, searching. She was merely observing. Yet her pulse changed all the same when she noticed the door standing slightly open.

Not wide. Only enough to suggest someone had entered recently.

Rain ticked softly against the awning overhead. For one suspended moment, Luna considered walking on. This was not her business. She was a woman buying tomatoes, nothing more. Then she heard the muted scrape of something heavy being moved inside, followed by a familiar voice swearing under his breath in a tone far too refined for the word itself.

She stepped to the doorway and looked in.

Matteo stood near the back of the shop in shirtsleeves, one hand braced on an old wooden worktable, the other pressed to his hip. A stack of flattened boxes leaned precariously beside him. Dust marked his dark trousers. His hair, usually behaving with suspicious elegance, had surrendered entirely, a strand falling over his forehead. He looked up at the sound of her steps and genuine surprise crossed his face, followed almost instantly by laughter.

“Well,” he said, slightly breathless, “this is either an excellent coincidence or the neighborhood has hired you to supervise me.”

Luna should have answered lightly. Instead what came out was, “You did not come.”

The honesty of it hung between them before she could soften it.

Matteo straightened more carefully than usual. “I know.” His expression changed, warming and apologetic at once. “I meant to. Then I opened this place and made the mistake of believing I could sort through one room in an hour.” He glanced around at the chaos with restrained disgust. “My uncle appears to have saved every receipt since the invention of disappointment.”

Relief moved through Luna so quickly it embarrassed her. She covered it with composure. “So you are alive.”

“Barely. There was an attack by boxes.”

She stepped inside before deciding whether to. The air smelled of old paper, ink, damp wood, and time. It was not unpleasant. Only dense with memory. The front room was narrower than Casa di Luna but deeper, with tall shelves lining the walls and a counter worn smooth by years of hands. On one side stood antique letterpress trays filled with tiny metal type. On the other, framed posters leaned against the wall beneath dust sheets. The place felt paused rather than abandoned, as if the owner had only stepped out a little too long.

“I was going to the market,” Luna said.

“Of course you were.” Matteo’s mouth tilted. “And the rain guided you here by accident.”

“Do not become smug in a room full of falling shelves.”

“Fair.” He looked at her coat, her damp hair, the small droplets still shining on her sleeve, and something gentler entered his gaze. “Did you come to make sure I had not been crushed by nostalgia?”

“No,” she said. “I came to buy tomatoes.”

“Then I am deeply honored to be your second choice.”

He said it with enough amusement to rescue her from self-consciousness. Luna looked around again, taking in the scattered papers, the stacked portfolios, the drawers half-opened as if ransacked by ghosts with organizational issues. “This is worse than I expected.”

“I choose to hear that as concern.”

“I meant the shop.”

“Cruel.”

But he was smiling, and the room, for all its dust and dimness, seemed to brighten by a degree when he did.

A gust of damp air slipped in from the street. Matteo crossed to close the door more firmly, and Luna noticed the slight stiffness in his movement. “You hurt yourself?”

“Only my pride.”

“That can’t be true. You move like a man who tried to lift something heavy alone in order to impress nobody.”

He looked offended by the accuracy. “It was a shelf. And in my defense, it looked less vindictive from a distance.”

“Sit down.”

“That sounds familiar.”

“In my experience, men become more obedient when injured.”

“Then perhaps I should faint more often.”

Still, he sat on the stool behind the counter while she stepped closer, not touching him at first, only assessing the situation the way she would inspect a cracked plate or a misbehaving oven. Matteo watched her with the calm focus of someone who found being examined unexpectedly pleasant. That awareness made her heartbeat slightly less practical.

“Does it hurt when you breathe?” she asked.

“Only if I insist on continuing.”

“That is not helpful.”

“It means no. Mostly when I twist.”

She nodded. “Then you pulled something.”

“Your medical confidence is inspiring.”

“My confidence comes from years of observing Gianni injure himself through preventable stupidity.”

“I feel honored to belong to such a distinguished category.”

Luna rolled her eyes, though relief had already made her gentler. There was a battered kettle in the back room, a sink, and after a brief search she found an old clean cloth folded beside a jar of dried pens. She filled the kettle, lit the small burner beneath it, and moved through the space as if she had every right. Matteo watched all of this with a curious, unreadable expression.

“What?” she asked without turning.

“You look like you belong here.”

That stopped her for a fraction of a second. She busied herself with the cups. “I belong in a pizza shop.”

“Yes,” he said quietly. “But also in rooms that are trying to remember how to live again.”

The kettle began to murmur before she had to answer. Luna poured hot water over dried mint she found in a tin whose label had faded to near-nothing, then brought the cup to him. “Drink this. It may help.”

“With my side or my existential condition?”

“With your survival. I am still undecided about the rest.”

He accepted the cup, fingers brushing hers just long enough to become unwise. Neither of them commented. Rain tapped softly at the door. Somewhere deeper in the building pipes gave a tired groan. The whole shop seemed to lean around their silence, listening.

After a moment Matteo said, “I should apologize.”

“For being attacked by furniture?”

“For not coming to the shop when I said I would.” His gaze held hers steadily now, without flirtation. “I know that sounds small. But I dislike saying one thing and doing another.”

Luna looked at him, at the sincerity unguarded in his face, and felt something inside her loosen. “It is small,” she said. “And also not small.”

“Yes.”

“Yes,” she echoed.

The understanding in that single word felt more intimate than it had any right to. They were not discussing lunch plans anymore. They were discussing the quiet mathematics of trust, how it begins in details too minor for anyone else to notice.

Matteo lowered his eyes briefly to the cup in his hands. “My uncle used to tell me that shops like this die twice,” he said. “Once when the owner closes the door, and again when nobody remembers what it smelled like inside.”

Luna glanced around the room. “Old paper,” she said. “Ink. Damp wood. Stubbornness.”

His smile returned, slower this time. “You forgot dust.”

“Dust is merely nostalgia with bad habits.”

He laughed softly, then looked past her toward the shelves. “He loved this place more than was practical. My family always treated it like a sentimental burden. Something charming but obsolete. He kept saying neighborhoods lose themselves one useful room at a time. I thought he was exaggerating.”

“And now?”

“Now I am standing inside the exaggeration.”

Luna understood that too well. She thought of Casa di Luna and all the months she had nearly broken under its weight while insisting to everyone that things were fine. Love could be heavy. Inherited love, heavier still.

Without being asked, she began sorting the nearest stack of papers into rough categories. Bills. Sample prints. Personal letters. Matteo watched for a moment, then stood and joined her more carefully this time. They worked in companionable silence, broken only by the whisper of paper, the occasional scrape of drawers, and the rain beyond the window. The intimacy of it surprised her. Not the intimacy of touch but of shared attention, two people leaning toward the same small task inside a room neither fully understood yet.

At the back of one drawer Luna found a photograph tucked beneath old invoices. She pulled it free. It showed a younger man, unmistakably Matteo though softer in the face, standing beside an older gentleman with severe eyebrows and kind eyes. Between them was the front of the print shop, brighter then, polished, alive. Both men were dusted with something white, perhaps plaster or paper fibers, and both were laughing at someone outside the frame.

Matteo saw the photograph and went still.

“That was the summer before university,” he said. “He made me repaint the sign. I nearly fell from the ladder twice.”

“You were less elegant.”

“I was eighteen. Tragedy suited me differently.”

Luna handed him the photograph. He took it with unusual care, thumb resting lightly over one corner. Whatever joke might have come next faded before reaching his mouth. In its place came that quieter version of him she was beginning to recognize, the one made of memory and restraint.

“He wanted me to take over this place once,” Matteo said. “Not permanently. Just for a season. I told him I had bigger plans.”

“And did you?”

“At the time, yes.” He looked around. “Now I’m not sure whether they were bigger or just louder.”

Rain deepened outside, striking the window in a sudden harder pattern. The shop darkened another shade. Luna moved to switch on the lamp by the counter, and warm amber light spread across the room, catching dust in the air until it looked almost golden. The effect was immediate. The print shop no longer seemed merely forgotten. It seemed waiting.

Matteo noticed it too. “That helps.”

“Most neglected places improve when someone bothers to turn on the light.”

“Another sentence that sounds as though it means more than it should.”

She met his gaze across the counter. “Perhaps.”

For a moment neither moved. The rain, the lamp, the photograph in his hand, the disorder around them, all of it pressed the world smaller and more particular. Luna became aware again of how close they were, of the quiet in his expression, of the dangerous possibility that she was no longer simply curious about Matteo De Luca. Curiosity was cleaner. Safer. This was becoming personal.

The spell broke when someone hammered on the door from outside.

Matteo blinked and crossed the room to open it. A broad man in a navy raincoat stood under the awning, holding a black umbrella and looking displeased by both weather and architecture. He was perhaps in his late fifties, well dressed, silver-haired, carrying the polished impatience of someone accustomed to being obeyed. When he saw Luna inside, surprise flickered, then vanished beneath civility.

“Matteo,” the man said. “I might have guessed I would find you here. Though I did not expect company.”

Matteo’s posture altered so subtly most people might have missed it. Not cold, not welcoming, simply more defended. “Paolo,” he said. “You are early.”

“I was in the neighborhood. Your mother said you had become impossible to reach.” The older man stepped inside without waiting to be invited, closed the umbrella, and took in the room with one brisk glance. “And apparently for good reason. You’re truly considering this.”

Luna understood at once that this was family. Not immediate, perhaps, but close enough to carry old assumptions in his tone. Matteo introduced them with visible restraint. Paolo was his mother’s brother. An uncle by blood rather than affection, Luna suspected. Paolo bowed his head politely to her, though curiosity remained in his eyes.

“I was just leaving,” Luna said.

“No,” Matteo said too quickly, then moderated his tone. “You don’t have to.”

Paolo noticed that. Of course he did.

Luna set down the stack of sorted papers. “I do need tomatoes.”

The absurdity of the sentence in the middle of family tension almost made Matteo smile, but he was too tense for it to fully arrive. Paolo removed his gloves finger by finger, studying the room as if it were an underperforming investment.

“This place should be sold,” he said. “That was clear even before your uncle died. The street has changed. The numbers do not justify sentiment.”

“Perhaps not everything worth keeping can be reduced to numbers,” Matteo replied.

Paolo gave a short sound that was nearly a laugh. “That is exactly the kind of sentence people use before making expensive mistakes.”

Luna ought to have left then. This conversation was not hers. Yet she saw the line of Matteo’s shoulders, the careful stillness that meant he was holding his temper by force, and something stubborn rose in her. “Neighborhoods remember who protects them,” she said, before deciding whether she should.

Both men turned to her.

Paolo’s expression remained polite, but sharpened. “And neighborhoods also forget who goes bankrupt trying to save them.”

Luna met his gaze. “Sometimes. Other times they build their future around the few people who stayed when leaving was easier.”

The silence afterward was not comfortable. Matteo looked at her with something like surprise and gratitude braided together. Paolo, meanwhile, seemed to revise his understanding of who exactly she was.

“I see,” he said at last. “So this is no longer merely about a shop.”

Heat rose to Luna’s face before she could stop it. “That is not what I said.”

“No,” Paolo replied. “But families become excellent at hearing what is not said.”

Matteo stepped in before the moment could turn cruel. “Enough.” His voice was calm, but the calm had edges. “I asked for time. I am taking it. If that inconveniences everyone in Milan, they will survive.”

Paolo looked at him for a long second, disappointment and irritation battling beneath his composed surface. Then he picked up his gloves. “Time is rarely as generous as people imagine,” he said. “Do not wait so long that the decision is made for you.”

With that, he nodded once to Luna and left, the door closing behind him with a gust of rain-cooled air.

For several seconds neither Luna nor Matteo spoke. The shop seemed larger again after Paolo’s departure, but not easier. Matteo exhaled slowly and rubbed a hand over his face. “I apologize for that.”

“You apologize too much today.”

“Yes,” he said. “Unfortunately, I have earned it.”

Luna moved closer to the counter. “He wants you to go back.”

“He wants me to resume being sensible in ways that make everyone else comfortable.” Matteo leaned against the wood, eyes lowered. “He is not an evil man. He is simply devoted to efficiency the way some people are devoted to religion.”

“And you are not.”

A tired smile touched his mouth. “I was. Once. It won me a very elegant apartment, a successful career, and a life that looked excellent from a distance.” He lifted his gaze to hers. “Now I walk into one little pizza shop and one broken print shop, and suddenly distance seems overrated.”

The words landed with a force that made the room feel smaller again.

Luna should have deflected. She should have made a joke and retrieved her tomatoes and returned to the version of the day that had rules. Instead she said, quietly, “Some distances are easier to admire than to live.”

“Yes,” Matteo said.

Again that unbearable small understanding passed between them, intimate because it was unforced. Rain softened. The light in the shop grew warmer as the storm moved east. Luna became acutely aware that she had not yet left, that the market could wait another ten minutes, that every additional minute carried a kind of emotional interest.

Matteo glanced at the sorted papers, then at her. “You know,” he said, “if you had not come by accident, this room would still be losing a fight against invoices.”

“I came for tomatoes.”

“Of course.”

“And to verify you had not been flattened by bad decisions.”

His smile deepened. “That may be the nicest thing anyone has said to me this week.”

“Your standards remain worryingly low.”

“Or perhaps improving.”

Luna finally allowed herself to smile back fully, and something changed when she did. Not around them. Within. A small surrender, perhaps. Not to romance, not yet, but to the truth that this was no longer casual. Matteo mattered enough to alter her afternoon. That fact could no longer be denied with dignity.

She looked toward the door. “I still need tomatoes.”

“I also need help moving a cabinet I can no longer pretend to respect.”

“That sounds like blackmail.”

“That sounds like community.”

She laughed, helplessly this time. “You are impossible.”

“So I’ve been told.”

Luna stepped toward the door and picked up her umbrella. “I will go to the market. Then I will return for fifteen minutes. Not twenty. Fifteen. After that I have a shop to run.”

Matteo’s expression softened into something almost boyishly pleased. “I accept your severe generosity.”

She paused with her hand on the handle. “And Matteo?”

“Yes?”

“Come to lunch tomorrow. Properly.”

The surprise in his face turned, slowly, into warmth. “Is that a business strategy?”

“No,” Luna said, feeling the risk of honesty and choosing it anyway. “Not entirely.”

She left before he could answer, stepping back into the silver-washed street with her heart beating far too hard for a woman merely buying vegetables. Behind her, through the print shop window, the amber lamp still glowed over paper and dust and memory. Ahead, the market waited with its baskets of tomatoes and rosemary and practical necessities. Between the two stood everything she did not yet know how to name.

By the time Luna returned to Casa di Luna, damp at the hem and carrying produce in both arms, Gianni took one look at her face and sighed like a poet burdened by prophecy. “It is worse than I thought,” he said.

“What is?”

“You are radiant. This is a problem.”

Luna walked past him with infuriating calm. “Slice the tomatoes.”

“Yes, chef.”

From the window, rain continued to polish Via del Sole into something shining and uncertain. Somewhere just beyond the next street, a lamp remained lit inside a shop that had been dark for too long. Luna began preparing lunch service with quicker hands and a quieter smile. She could still smell old paper on her coat, still feel the weight of unspoken things in the center of her chest. And though she tried very hard to think only of dough and ovens and customers, one thought kept returning with impossible steadiness.

Tomorrow.


Chapter 4

Lunch, Properly

The next day arrived in a brilliance so clean it almost felt theatrical, as if the city had decided to apologize for the rain by polishing every rooftop, balcony, and cobblestone until even ordinary errands looked slightly enchanted. Sunlight spilled down Via del Sole in long golden bands. The awning above Casa di Luna cast a striped shadow across the pavement. Window boxes, rinsed fresh by yesterday’s storm, looked outrageously alive. Even the old door to the shop, which usually groaned with the indignation of age, seemed to open with less complaint that morning.

Luna told herself she was not nervous.

This would have been more convincing if she had not already rearranged the specials board twice, retied her apron three times, and changed her earrings at the last minute for no reason related to pizza production. She had also, quite accidentally and with no emotional investment whatsoever, chosen the cream blouse that made her look less tired and more like a woman capable of spontaneous good decisions. The fact that she immediately doubted whether inviting Matteo to lunch counted as a good decision was irrelevant.

By ten thirty, the kitchen was ready. The dough had risen beautifully. Fresh basil sat in a green bowl beside the prep station. The tomatoes she had bought the day before glowed like polished rubies beneath the light. Gianni wandered in carrying bread rolls from the bakery across the square, looked once at Luna’s face, and nearly walked into a chair.

“Oh no,” he said softly.

Luna did not turn around from the counter. “You are on probation already.”

“You look elegant.”

“I always look elegant.”

“Yes, but today you look like you are pretending this is an ordinary Thursday while secretly starring in a film.”

She sliced mozzarella with enough precision to count as a threat. “Go wash something.”

“Everything is already washed.”

“Then wash your personality.”

Gianni laughed so hard he had to set the bread down. “He is definitely coming.”

“You are very sure of things for a boy who once forgot the oven was on.”

“That was one time.”

“It was three times.”

He leaned against the prep table with the confidence of youth and gossip. “All I am saying is that when a woman tells a man to come to lunch properly, history is about to become inconvenient.”

Luna would have replied, but Signora Bianchi entered at that exact moment as if summoned by the scent of potential romance. She wore a pale blue dress, a wide hat wholly unnecessary for someone merely buying coffee, and lipstick the color of expensive roses. “Has he arrived?” she asked before even sitting down.

Gianni pointed silently at Luna, who closed her eyes for one brief prayer for patience.

“This neighborhood,” Luna said, “contains no serious people.”

“Incorrect,” said Signora Bianchi, settling elegantly into her usual chair. “I am deeply serious about your future.”

“My future is dough.”

“No. Your future smells like basil and emotional risk.”

Gianni made a reverent noise. “Beautiful.”

At eleven, Matteo had still not come. Luna remained calm because she was a mature woman with perspective. At eleven ten she found herself checking whether the olive oil bottle near the window was full enough to look generous but not excessive. At eleven fifteen she stepped outside under the awning and pretended to inspect the chalk sign while really scanning the street. At eleven twenty, Signora Bianchi said nothing at all, which was somehow more unbearable than commentary.

Then, at eleven twenty three, he appeared at the far end of Via del Sole.

Luna saw him before anyone else did. Perhaps because she had become too practiced at recognizing the shape of him. Matteo walked toward the shop with unhurried purpose, jacket slung over one shoulder, sunlight catching in his dark hair. He was dressed simply, almost too simply, in a crisp white shirt and dark trousers, but he moved with that same contained ease that made ordinary clothes look like a deliberate argument in favor of taste. He was not carrying papers or boxes or grief in visible form today. He looked rested. More than rested, perhaps. He looked as if he had made a decision to show up not as a man in transit or a man under pressure but simply as himself.

Luna felt that realization in the middle of her chest.

When he reached the door, Gianni made a tiny trumpet sound under his breath. Matteo paused with one hand on the frame and looked directly at Luna. The expression that crossed his face was not surprise. Not triumph. Only warmth, immediate and unmistakable, as if arriving here had completed something quietly anticipated.

“Good afternoon,” he said.

“It is barely afternoon,” Luna replied, because she required defenses.

“Then I am admirably early.”

Signora Bianchi lifted her espresso cup in solemn blessing. Gianni turned away to hide a grin that was failing catastrophically.

Matteo’s eyes flicked toward them, then back to Luna. “I hope I am not interfering with the serious operation of this establishment.”

“You are interrupting it with precision,” she said.

“Excellent. I prefer to be exact.”

It was absurd how easily the room adjusted to him now. The first time, he had entered as a disruption. The second, as a possibility. Today he entered like a note the room had been missing and could now hear again. Luna hated that she noticed such things. She hated more that she did not want to stop noticing them.

“What are you having?” she asked.

“I was told there would be lunch,” Matteo said. “Properly. I arrived trusting the management.”

“Risky.”

“I am beginning to suspect all worthwhile things are.”

That landed too neatly. Luna picked up a clean cloth and wiped the counter, though it was already spotless. “Sit,” she said.

“That also sounds familiar.”

“Do not become sentimental before appetizers.”

He smiled and took the window table. This time she had already fixed the uneven leg, and when he noticed, the smallest look passed between them, private and ridiculous. Gianni disappeared into the back with suspicious speed, which Luna knew meant he was either giving them space or listening from behind the flour sacks. With Gianni, both were equally possible.

Luna decided on a meal before Matteo could request anything impossible. She made him a pizza bianca with rosemary, caramelized onions, and thin slices of potato crisped just enough at the edges to catch light. She added a small salad with shaved fennel and lemon. For herself, after debating whether sharing a meal with him inside her own shop was wise, she made a simpler margherita and then pretended this was all entirely natural behavior for a woman who never ate lunch with customers.

When she brought the plates to the table, Matteo looked at hers, then up at her. “You’re sitting.”

“It is lunch,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Yes,” she repeated, suddenly too aware of the simplicity of the moment.

So she sat.

Outside, midday moved lazily through the street. A scooter rattled by. Voices drifted from the corner café. Somewhere above them laundry stirred in a small current of warm air. Inside Casa di Luna, the shop was not empty, precisely. Signora Bianchi remained at her post with the moral authority of a saint assigned to witness foolishness. But she had also, after one pointed look from Luna, taken out a magazine and begun the theatrical performance of pretending not to observe every heartbeat in the room.

Matteo tasted the pizza and closed his eyes briefly. “You are aware,” he said, “that if I continue eating here, Milan may lose me permanently.”

“Milan has survived other disappointments.”

“I suspect it would not list me among them.”

“That sounds like false modesty.”

“It is actually relief.”

Luna took a bite of her own pizza to buy time. “You make confessions very casually.”

“No. Only around you.”

There was no flourish in it. No performance. That made it far more dangerous.

She set down her fork. “Why?”

Matteo looked at her over the table, sunlight resting along the line of his cheek. “Because you listen in a way that makes dishonesty feel embarrassing.”

For a second she forgot the room, the food, the ridiculous fact that Signora Bianchi’s magazine had not turned a page in seven minutes. “That is either a compliment or a burden.”

“Probably both.”

She almost smiled. “You’re learning.”

“I had a good teacher.”

Lunch, having every opportunity to become too intense too quickly, was saved by Gianni emerging from the back with a crate of mineral water and dropping one bottle with a crack loud enough to startle the saints. Matteo stood at once to help. Luna stood too. Their shoulders nearly brushed. The small physical proximity of it sent a current through her far sharper than it should have. Gianni, meanwhile, stared at the floor as if betrayed by gravity.

“This establishment,” Matteo said solemnly, gathering the unbroken bottles, “is under attack from multiple fronts.”

Gianni looked wounded. “That was sabotage by the universe.”

“It was sabotage by your hands,” Luna said.

“Harsh but fair,” Matteo murmured.

Gianni brightened. “See? He understands me.”

“That is not what happened,” Luna said.

But the spell of tension had eased just enough to let laughter back into the room, and for a while the three of them moved through simple things. Clearing glass. Resetting plates. Checking on a takeaway order. It should have made the lunch feel less intimate. Strangely, it did the opposite. Matteo did not behave like a guest who needed impressing. He behaved like a man increasingly comfortable being useful. He carried things without being asked, held doors open without making a ceremony of it, and at one point fixed the crooked placement of the salt jar beside the register with absent-minded exactness that made Luna absurdly aware of him all over again.

When the lunch rush had fully passed and Signora Bianchi finally departed with the satisfied air of a woman whose prayers had been answered artistically, a calmer silence settled over the shop. Gianni left for a delivery. For the first time all day, Luna and Matteo were alone in the room with no audience except the oven and the filtered sunlight.

The quiet changed shape immediately.

Matteo leaned one hip against the counter while Luna stacked plates. “I spoke to an estate agent this morning,” he said.

Her hands paused for the smallest fraction. “And?”

“He wants the print shop listed within the week.”

Something cold and unreasonable moved through her. “That was fast.”

“Yes.” He watched her carefully. “My mother agrees with him. Paolo, naturally, agrees with everyone who simplifies his life. Apparently if I delay, I become dramatic.”

Luna set down the plates with more control than she felt. “And what do you agree with?”

“That is becoming more complicated.”

She looked at him then. Properly. “Because of the shop?”

He held her gaze. “Not only because of the shop.”

There it was again, that unbearable almost-honesty balancing on the edge of a much larger one. Luna wanted him to say more and dreaded that she wanted it. “You should not make decisions because of a few pleasant lunches,” she said.

“A few?” he asked softly. “We seem to be counting very differently.”

“It has been days, Matteo.”

“Yes.” He pushed away from the counter and came a little closer, not enough to crowd her, only enough that the space between them became charged. “But not all days weigh the same.”

Her breath changed. It was infuriating.

“I know,” he continued, voice lower now, “how this sounds. Impulsive. Probably untrustworthy. And perhaps it is. But every time I walk into this street, into that print shop, into this room, I feel less like I am drifting through an inheritance and more like I have been given a chance to answer a question I have been avoiding for years.”

Luna should have protected herself. Instead she asked the worst possible question. “What question?”

Matteo smiled, but the smile was tired at the edges. Honest. “What kind of life feels like mine when nobody else is grading it.”

The shop seemed to inhale around them.

Luna looked down at the plate in her hands, then set it away because she no longer trusted herself not to drop it. “And you think the answer is here?”

“I think part of it may be.” He paused. “And I think part of it might have your name in it.”

That sentence entered the room and changed the temperature.

For a moment Luna simply stood there, every defense in her body trying to reorganize. She had imagined many conversations in the long disastrous theater of her mind. None had prepared her for Matteo speaking with such quiet steadiness, as if he had no intention of charming her into surrender and every intention of telling the truth even if it made everything more difficult.

“You barely know me,” she said, and hated how soft her voice sounded.

“Not enough,” he said. “But not barely.”

“You know the version of me that feeds people and argues about rosemary.”

“I know that version matters. I know you carry a whole building on your shoulders and still notice when someone else is hurting. I know you hide exhaustion under sarcasm and grief under competence. I know you love this street in the same way some people love family, with loyalty and resentment and refusal all braided together.” He took another breath, gaze never leaving hers. “And I know that when you walked into that print shop yesterday, the room felt less abandoned.”

No one had ever spoken to her quite like that. Not flatteringly. Not vaguely. Specifically. As if he had been paying attention not only to her words but to the shape of her silences.

Luna turned away under the pretense of adjusting the basil leaves on the prep counter. “You say dangerous things so calmly.”

“It is the only way I know to say true ones.”

She laughed then, but there was no real humor in it. Only nerves and wonder and fear. “You do realize this is the kind of scene that ends badly in novels.”

“Only in lazy novels.”

Despite herself, she smiled. “Arrogant.”

“Hopeful.”

The distance between them remained small and electric. Matteo did not reach for her. Did not corner the moment. That restraint, more than anything, undid her. Because it told her he was not trying to win. He was trying to be known.

“What if you stay,” she said slowly, “and in two months you realize this was only grief dressed as romance?”

Matteo considered that with painful seriousness. “Then I will deserve the humiliation.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the honest version of one.” He looked toward the window, toward the street beyond, then back at her. “I have mistaken expectation for love before. I know what that feels like. This is not neat enough to be that. It is far more inconvenient.”

Luna let out a breath that might almost have been a laugh. “Inconvenient is not exactly a declaration.”

“No,” he said. “But it is often how truth first arrives.”

The oven clicked softly as its heat shifted. Outside, footsteps passed the window and faded. Somewhere above, a pigeon landed on a balcony rail with an indignant flutter. The world kept moving in ordinary ways while something inside the shop became less ordinary by the second.

Luna leaned back against the counter, arms folded, not as armor now but because she needed some structure. “I do not know what to do with this.”

“You don’t have to do anything yet.”

“That sounds suspiciously patient.”

“I am capable of growth when properly fed.”

She smiled again, helplessly. “There you are.”

“I never left.”

The answer settled between them with a gentleness more disarming than boldness would have been.

Then the bell over the door rang and broke the moment clean in two. An elderly couple entered asking for takeaway slices and directions to a church nobody under seventy ever visited on purpose. Reality returned at once. Luna moved to the counter. Matteo stepped back. The spell did not disappear, but it changed clothes and pretended to be practical.

For the next half hour they worked side by side in the safe language of tasks. Passing plates. Folding boxes. Answering questions. At one point their hands met over the same paper bag and neither spoke, yet both felt it. This was becoming their newest form of difficulty: how to continue being ordinary after crossing quietly into something else.

When the customers finally left, the light had begun to soften toward afternoon. Matteo picked up his jacket from the chair but did not put it on. “I should go check the shop before closing time,” he said.

Luna nodded. “And decide whether to ignore the estate agent.”

“Or terrify him with hesitation.”

“That would be a public service.”

He smiled, but it faded into something more searching. “Will you come by later?”

It was such a simple question. No pressure hidden inside it. No claim. Just possibility offered openly. Luna felt the now-familiar pull between caution and desire, responsibility and curiosity, fear and whatever brave thing was beginning to grow in the center of it all.

“I close at seven,” she said.

Matteo’s expression warmed at once. “Then I will be there at seven ten so you can pretend I am inconveniencing you.”

“That is generous. I usually begin pretending earlier.”

“I’m learning the customs of the neighborhood.”

He moved toward the door, then paused and turned back. The late light caught him from the side, softening the line of his face, making him look both younger and more serious. “Luna?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you for lunch. Properly.”

Something in the way he said it made the word properly mean more than food, more than time, more than invitation. It meant this. The choosing of honesty. The refusal to stay only half-present.

She held his gaze and answered with more truth than she had intended. “You’re welcome.”

He left. The door closed. Silence remained.

For a long moment Luna stood absolutely still in the center of Casa di Luna, one hand resting on the back of a chair, sunlight moving slowly across the floor. She could still hear his voice. Still feel the pressure of unspoken things that had, in fact, now been partly spoken. Gianni returned ten minutes later carrying an empty delivery bag and one look at her face nearly made him cross himself.

“No,” Luna said.

“I have said nothing.”

“You are radiating commentary.”

He put the bag down. “Then let me radiate one tiny thing.”

“No.”

“He likes you.”

Luna closed her eyes.

Gianni, encouraged by his own survival, continued. “You know this is obvious, yes? Not to me alone. To the chairs. To the basil. To passing traffic.”

She opened her eyes and stared at him until he shifted his weight. “Go peel onions.”

“Your method of emotional regulation is repetitive.”

“And effective.”

He sighed as though burdened by genius and went to the kitchen.

By evening the sunlight thinned into amber and the street outside turned honey-colored, then rose, then the first blue suggestion of dusk. Luna moved through the final hours of work with efficient hands and an increasingly distracted mind. She burned no sauce, forgot no orders, mistook no payments. Outwardly, she was perfect. Inwardly, she was listening for seven ten the way one listens for a knock that might change a house.

At six fifty five she turned the sign to closed.

At seven she wiped the counter again.

At seven oh three she told herself not to be absurd.

At seven ten, someone knocked softly on the door.

Luna looked up.

And smiled before she could stop herself.


Chapter 5

After Seven Ten

The knock came softly, but it changed the room at once. Casa di Luna had already entered its evening silence, that tender interval after closing when the oven still held the day’s warmth and the counters smelled faintly of flour, citrus, basil, and labor. Chairs were tucked in. The cash drawer was counted. Outside, Via del Sole had begun its nightly transformation into something gentler and less public. The tourists were drifting away toward brighter plazas. The shop windows along the street glowed one by one. Somewhere nearby, music spilled from an apartment above the rooftops, the sort of old song that made even practical people think dangerous thoughts.

Luna stood very still with the cleaning cloth still in her hand. She had known, in the abstract, that seven ten would become real. She had not quite prepared for what it would feel like when it did.

The knock came again, still polite, still patient.

She crossed the room and opened the door.

Matteo stood under the warm wash of the streetlamp, one hand in his pocket, the other holding a narrow paper parcel tied with string. He was not dressed for work now. Nor for an errand. He looked like a man who had come deliberately, with enough care to make care visible without making it theatrical. His sleeves were rolled to his forearms, his jacket folded over one arm, and his face carried that same steady expression that always made her feel both seen and slightly outnumbered by her own heartbeat.

“You’re late,” Luna said, because some habits must be protected.

His eyes warmed at once. “By ten minutes exactly. I respect the rules of the neighborhood.”

“That implies the neighborhood has rules.”

“It has you. That seems close enough.”

There were a hundred possible answers to that. Luna chose none of them. She stepped aside, and he entered. The old wooden door closed behind him with its familiar softened groan.

The shop felt different at night when it held only the two of them. Smaller, somehow. Not physically. Emotionally. As if the walls remembered every conversation and leaned inward to hear the next. Matteo looked around with quiet appreciation, not in the distracted way of a customer but as though he were cataloguing the place in memory. The dim gold lighting softened the room into amber. The chalkboard menu near the wall looked almost intimate. The glass bottles of olive oil on the shelf caught tiny flames of reflected light.

“What’s that?” Luna asked, nodding toward the parcel in his hand.

Matteo looked at it, and the edge of a smile touched his mouth. “A peace offering.”

“That suggests you have committed an offense.”

“I have intentions. Similar danger.”

He placed the parcel carefully on the counter and untied the string. Inside was a loaf of rustic bread, still faintly warm, along with a wedge of pecorino wrapped in paper. “From the bakery near the square,” he said. “And the cheese shop beside the fountain. I thought if I arrived empty-handed, Gianni would report me to history as underprepared.”

Luna laughed before she meant to. “That is, unfortunately, accurate.”

“So I am learning.”

She looked down at the bread, at the small practical generosity of it, and felt something soften. Not because it was grand. Because it was not. Matteo seemed to understand that what reached her most reliably was care without spectacle.

“I have wine upstairs,” she said before examining the choice too closely.

Matteo looked up. “That sounds dangerously like an invitation.”

“It sounds like not wasting perfectly good bread.”

“Of course.”

“Do not become smug.”

“I wouldn’t dare.”

He absolutely would dare, but the answering amusement in his face made it difficult to be stern. Luna carried the bread and cheese toward the narrow staircase at the back of the shop. Matteo followed a step behind, not too close. She was suddenly aware of everything: the old wood underfoot, the dim bulb above the landing, the faint scent of rosemary caught in her own hair, the fact that no man had climbed these stairs with her in longer than she cared to examine.

Her apartment above Casa di Luna was small but loved into dignity. The kitchen opened directly into a sitting room no bigger than necessity, with a worn sofa beneath the window, a bookshelf crowded with cookbooks and novels she only reread during winter, and a wooden table by the far wall that bore knife marks from years of practical use. The windows were open an inch to the evening air. Beyond them, rooftops tilted toward the sky like uneven lines in an old painting. The city murmured below in soft, distant pieces.

Matteo stepped inside and paused. He did not perform admiration, but something in his expression grew quieter. “This feels like you,” he said.

Luna set the parcel on the table. “Small and overworked?”

“Warm,” he said. “Deliberate. More beautiful than it first admits.”

She turned toward the cabinet so he would not see the exact effect of that sentence. “You are impossible to feed and impossible to answer.”

“I am prepared to be fed anyway.”

She poured wine into two mismatched glasses, the good bottle she usually saved for difficult weeks and accidental celebrations. Tonight, she suspected, qualified as both. Matteo set the bread on a wooden board without being asked and cut it with the careful precision he seemed unable to abandon even in domestic tasks. He handed her the knife when he finished, their fingers brushing, and again that simple contact seemed to carry far more meaning than reason justified.

They sat at the table with bread, cheese, olives rescued from downstairs, and the city moving quietly beyond the windows. It should have felt awkward. Instead it felt unnervingly natural, which was perhaps more dangerous than awkwardness could ever be. The room accepted him too easily. Or perhaps she did.

For a while they spoke of small things. The bakery owner’s tragic opinions about modern pastry. A customer that afternoon who had insisted anchovies were romantic. Gianni’s latest theory that all emotional crises could be solved with better playlists. The talk drifted gently, almost lazily, and Luna found herself laughing more easily than she had in months. Matteo, when relaxed, had a way of listening that made even ordinary anecdotes feel newly worth telling.

Then the conversation quieted, as important conversations often do, not through effort but through recognition.

Matteo set down his glass. “I kept thinking about what you said earlier.”

“That is worrying.”

“Most meaningful things are, apparently.”

She smiled a little, but waited.

He glanced toward the window before continuing. “About grief dressing itself as romance. About making decisions too quickly. I don’t want to become one more man who mistakes intensity for truth and leaves someone else to clean up the debris.”

Luna looked at him steadily. “That sounds like experience.”

“Yes.” He did not avoid it. “And guilt.”

The room seemed to settle more deeply around them. Below, a scooter passed and faded. Somewhere two floors away a radio switched songs. Upstairs from someone else, laughter rose then disappeared. Their silence was not empty. It was listening.

“My father died when I was nineteen,” Matteo said at last. “Heart attack. Sudden enough to feel like insult more than tragedy. After that, everything in our family became performance. My mother wanted stability. My professors wanted brilliance. Everyone praised discipline as if it were a cure for grief.” He gave a small, humorless smile. “I became very good at being the sort of man people found reassuring.”

Luna heard, beneath the careful tone, the old fatigue of someone who had been admired into loneliness. “And were you reassured?”

“No.” He looked at her then, directly. “Only efficient.”

It was such a simple answer. It landed hard.

He continued after a moment. “The engagement happened because it made sense. She was kind, and I respected her. We looked correct together. But by the end I felt like I was disappearing politely in front of everyone.” He exhaled. “Leaving hurt her. I know that. I still carry it. So when something begins to matter now, I do not trust myself quickly. I examine it from every angle until it nearly dies of scrutiny.”

Luna rested her elbows lightly on the table, wine untouched for the moment. “And yet here you are.”

“Yes,” Matteo said. “And yet here I am.”

The honesty of it moved through her like warmth meeting cold skin.

She looked down at the grain of the wooden table, at the scars and rings left by years of plates and cups and practical life. “My parents built the shop together,” she said quietly. “My mother knew recipes the way some people know prayers. My father had terrible business instincts and a smile customers forgave instantly. They loved each other loudly. Publicly. Inconveniently.” The memory softened her face before she could prevent it. “When my mother died, the rooms changed first. Not in appearance. In sound. Everything became more careful. More tired.”

Matteo listened with that full stillness she had come to recognize.

“My father tried,” she went on. “He really did. But grief shrank him. Then illness did the rest. By the end, I wasn’t running the shop because I chose it. I was running it because somebody had to keep the lights on long enough for memory not to feel abandoned.” She smiled faintly, though there was no humor in it. “People call that devotion when they are not the ones living inside it.”

Matteo’s expression changed, not pitying, not soft in any insulting way, simply more open. “And what do you call it?”

Luna thought about that. “Some days? Love. Some days resentment. Most days both.”

“Yes,” he said, so quietly it barely counted as sound.

She looked at him. “You understand that too easily.”

“I wish I didn’t.”

There it was again, that strange intimacy of being recognized at the exact point one hoped to remain half-hidden. Luna took a sip of wine because she needed something concrete to do with her hands. “You know,” she said, “this is a very intimate amount of honesty for bread and cheese.”

Matteo smiled, though his eyes stayed serious. “The bread had strong opinions.”

“That explains everything.”

The laugh they shared then was brief and real and necessary. It lightened the room without emptying it. Outside, the sky deepened another shade. The first stars were beginning to appear above the black outlines of chimneys. The city below took on that Roman evening softness that made even worn buildings seem romantic against their will.

Matteo rose after a moment and crossed to the window. He rested one hand lightly on the sill and looked out over the rooftops. Luna watched him without pretending otherwise. From this angle he seemed both more solitary and more at ease than he did downstairs, as if the apartment had allowed some armored part of him to set itself aside.

“It’s beautiful up here,” he said.

“It leaks in winter.”

“That feels like a refusal to let beauty become arrogant.”

“I was aiming for realism.”

He looked back at her. “I know.”

Then, because the room had become too honest to hide behind furniture, Luna rose too and joined him at the window. They stood side by side with a careful inch of air between them. Below, Via del Sole glowed softly. A cat crossed the street as if holding private rights to the neighborhood. From somewhere came the scent of coffee and distant smoke.

Matteo spoke without turning fully. “I may not sell the shop.”

Luna kept her gaze on the rooftops. “That sounds less like uncertainty than yesterday.”

“It is less uncertain.” He paused. “Terrifyingly.”

“Because of money?”

“Partly. Because of family, certainly. Because staying somewhere means allowing it to matter, entirely.” He looked at her now. “And because once I admit what I want, I can no longer blame other people for preventing it.”

The sentence touched something sore and true in her. Luna folded her arms lightly, not closed off, just holding herself together. “That is an inconvenient insight.”

“Yes.”

“In this street we specialize in those.”

His smile came softer this time. “So I’ve noticed.”

The air between them changed again, subtly but unmistakably. The city seemed farther away. The room, smaller. Luna became aware of his nearness with almost painful precision. The line of his shoulder. The warmth beside her. The quiet patience in him, which felt far more dangerous than urgency ever could.

“Matteo,” she said, and then stopped because she did not yet know what came after his name.

He waited.

It was that waiting that undid her. No rushing, no charm pushed forward like a weapon, no claiming more than she had offered. Only attention. Permission. The rare mercy of not being hurried toward herself.

“I am afraid of this,” she said finally.

He nodded once, as if he had expected no other honest answer. “I know.”

“You don’t know all of it.”

“No,” he said. “But I know enough not to mock it.”

She turned then, enough to face him properly. “I am afraid because when people become important, the room they leave behind is never the same size again. I am afraid because you might stay for the wrong reasons. I am afraid because you might stay for the right ones and still someday leave. And I am afraid because some part of me has already started making room.”

There. It was done. Not a confession exactly, but close enough to hear its own heartbeat.

Matteo looked at her with such quiet intensity that she nearly lost the nerve to remain standing there. “Then we are afraid in the same language,” he said.

The line should have sounded rehearsed in another man. In him, it sounded like truth discovered too late to disguise.

He lifted a hand then, slowly enough for refusal to remain possible, and brushed one loose strand of hair back from her cheek. The touch was barely there. More a question than an act. Yet Luna felt it everywhere.

Neither of them moved for a moment.

Then Matteo asked, very softly, “May I kiss you?”

The world, absurdly, did not stop. A glass clinked somewhere below in the street. Music floated from a distant window. The city continued being itself. But inside Luna, everything had gone still enough to hear one answer arriving.

“Yes,” she said.

The kiss was not dramatic. It was not rushed or hungry or shaped by the vanity of people trying to prove something. It was careful at first, almost reverent, as if both of them understood that tenderness can be more dangerous than desire because it asks for less performance and more truth. Matteo’s hand rested lightly at the side of her face. Luna’s fingers found the sleeve of his shirt, not gripping, only anchoring. The first contact was soft enough to break if either of them doubted it. Instead it deepened by degrees, not into urgency but into certainty.

When they parted, the room remained exactly where it had been, and yet nothing in it felt arranged quite the same.

Luna let out a breath that almost became a laugh. “Well,” she murmured.

Matteo’s forehead rested lightly against hers for one suspended second before he stepped back just enough to look at her. “Yes,” he said, and for once the single word held all the complications it needed.

She smiled then, helplessly and fully, no sarcasm strong enough to block it in time. “You realize this is extremely inconvenient.”

“I realize I am unlikely to recover.”

“That seems dramatic.”

“I’m from Milan. We invest in presentation.”

She laughed for real, the sound loosening something deep inside her chest. The tension of days shifted shape. It did not disappear. It became something warmer. More alive. More frightening, perhaps, because now it was no longer hypothetical.

They returned to the table because human beings, even after life-altering kisses, still need somewhere to place their hands. The bread remained, the wine still breathed in the glasses, the city kept moving below. For a while they spoke lightly again, almost shyly now, as if learning a new map of one another in real time. Matteo told her about the first building he had ever loved, an abandoned chapel outside Florence with cracked frescoes and a roof full of stars. Luna told him about being ten years old and burning three trays of pastries because she insisted she could bake unsupervised like her mother. He laughed until he nearly spilled wine. She discovered, with dangerous delight, that making him laugh after kissing him was somehow even more satisfying than before.

Time thinned without asking permission. At some point the bells marked ten. At some point the bread was gone, and the wine had lowered in the bottle. At some point the air cooled enough that Luna pulled the window half closed. The city night deepened around them.

Eventually Matteo stood. He looked almost reluctant to move, which made two of them. “I should go,” he said.

“You probably should.”

“That sounds like a complaint.”

“That is because it is one.”

His smile deepened slowly, dangerously. “Good. I was hoping I would be missed in advance.”

Luna walked him downstairs because not doing so would have felt absurd. In the darkened shop below, the outlines of tables and chairs seemed tender in the spill of streetlamp light. At the door, Matteo paused. For a second neither reached for the handle.

“Tomorrow?” he asked.

There were many ways she could have answered. She could have chosen lightness, caution, irony. Instead she said the truest one. “Yes.”

He touched her hand once, briefly, and then he was gone into the blue-gold quiet of Via del Sole.

Luna locked the door after him and stood there a long while with her fingers resting on the key. The shop around her was silent. Above, her apartment still held the warmth of bread and wine and confession. Somewhere on the street below, Matteo’s footsteps faded into the city.

When she finally climbed the stairs, she paused at the window and looked out over the rooftops where night had settled like velvet. The city looked old enough to keep every secret and kind enough not to ask for them all at once. Luna touched her own mouth, almost laughing at herself, and realized with a mixture of wonder and dread that the story had moved again. Quietly, irreversibly.

Tomorrow was no longer a door.

It was a path.


Chapter 6

Morning with Consequences

The morning after the kiss arrived with an almost offensive brightness, as if the city had conspired to make everything clearer than Luna preferred. Sunlight poured over the rooftops, slid through the half-open shutters, and settled across her floorboards in warm golden stripes that looked far too innocent for the chaos they illuminated. She woke before the bells. Before the first scooter on Via del Sole. Before the bakery across the square had fully decided what shape its day would take. For a long second she did not move.

Then memory returned with the speed and precision of a match striking.

The bread on the table. The wine. Matteo at the window. The confession made softly enough to feel more dangerous. The kiss, careful and real and impossible to dismiss as imagination. The way he had said tomorrow. The way she had answered yes as though some quieter, braver version of herself had spoken first.

Luna pulled the sheet over her face in immediate rebellion against consciousness.

“This is unhelpful,” she told the ceiling, though the ceiling had already demonstrated a complete unwillingness to assist.

She lay there another minute listening to her apartment breathe around her. Somewhere below, the shop waited in its pre-morning silence, full of dough bowls, olive oil, stacked plates, unfinished practicalities, and the heavy patience of inherited routine. Usually that silence called her into motion. This morning it seemed to be watching her with suspicion.

When she finally sat up, the room looked exactly as it had the night before and entirely different. The wine bottle remained on the table with two fingers left in it. One of the mismatched glasses still held the faint red stain at the bottom. The board with bread crumbs sat near the knife. These were ordinary objects. Domestic. Harmless. Yet all of them had become evidence.

Luna got up too quickly, then slowed as if dignity might still be recoverable through careful walking. She collected the glasses first. Then the bottle. Then the board. She paused with her hand on the back of the chair where Matteo had sat and closed her eyes briefly.

“Ridiculous,” she muttered.

It was not ridiculous. That was the problem.

By eight, she was downstairs kneading dough with more force than necessary. The oven warmed in patient silence. Tomatoes simmered. Basil waited in bowls of cold water. The movements of work steadied her hands but not quite her thoughts. Every few minutes some fragment of the previous evening returned uninvited. The touch of his fingers brushing her cheek. His voice when he said he did not want to mock what frightened her. The exact impossible tenderness of being asked instead of presumed.

At eight thirty, Gianni entered whistling something too triumphant to be accidental.

Luna did not look up. “I warn you in advance.”

“About what?” he asked with false innocence.

“About surviving the next sentence.”

He dropped his bag beneath the counter and stared at her face with the eager concentration of a detective who believes the suspect has confessed internally already. “Interesting,” he said at last.

“Leave.”

“I have only just arrived.”

“And yet I already miss your absence.”

Gianni grinned. “You look terrifyingly calm.”

“That is because I am working.”

“That is because something happened.”

Luna finally looked at him. “Gianni.”

He placed a hand over his chest. “I say this with respect, but your face is glowing in a way no flour-related explanation can cover.”

“I could still fire you.”

“No, you couldn’t. Who else would emotionally support the basil?”

She threw him a dish towel. He caught it with the satisfaction of a man whose predictions were being fulfilled artistically. “Fine,” he said. “I will say nothing.”

“That would be your first miracle.”

He tied on his apron. “For the record, if a handsome architect came upstairs after seven ten and left much later looking quietly destroyed, I would consider that excellent for neighborhood morale.”

Luna stopped kneading long enough to give him a look that might have withered less stubborn vegetation.

Gianni raised both hands. “I am going to wash the tomatoes.”

“Wash your own soul while you’re at it.”

“Yes, chef.”

He retreated laughing under his breath. Luna breathed out slowly and returned to the dough. There was no point pretending with him, but there remained every reason to pretend with herself. A kiss did not alter a life overnight. One evening of honesty did not magically solve grief, family pressure, or the terrifying practical question of what Matteo would choose once daylight and consequence returned.

Still, her body had not received that memo. Her pulse betrayed itself each time footsteps sounded outside. Her breath altered at the smallest thought of him. Her whole day seemed tuned half a note sharper, as if the world had become more itself and less manageable at once.

By ten, the street had fully awakened. Via del Sole hummed with ordinary beauty. Shutters opened. A florist arranged pale roses and orange ranunculus beneath a striped canopy. A man delivered crates of lemons to the corner café while arguing cheerfully with someone on a balcony two floors up. Signora Bianchi arrived in lavender and pearls, which in her case usually indicated either a minor celebration or a well-funded grudge.

She took one look at Luna and stopped short.

“Oh,” she said with reverent satisfaction. “At last.”

“There is no at last.”

“My dear, there is absolutely an at last.”

Gianni, traitor to professionalism, made a sound of agreement from the sink.

Signora Bianchi set down her handbag and removed her sunglasses with the solemnity of a woman preparing to study art. “Well?”

“Well what?”

“What is he like when he is not standing in a pizza shop pretending to be emotionally manageable?”

Luna nearly dropped the oil bottle. “I have no idea what you mean.”

“You are a terrible liar this morning.” Signora Bianchi sat, pleased with the world. “Usually your lies wear better shoes.”

“Both of you are impossible.”

“And both of us,” said Signora Bianchi, “are correct.”

The conversation should have ended there, but there are mornings when secrets become visible in posture before they become words. Luna moved through prep and orders with an effortlessness that only further betrayed her. Even the regular customers noticed. One old man told her her focaccia tasted particularly optimistic. A university student blushed while ordering because Luna smiled at her by accident with the softness of a woman distracted by happiness. This only worsened matters.

At eleven twelve, the bell above the door rang.

Luna looked up despite every lecture she had given herself on maintaining composure.

Matteo stood in the doorway.

Something in her changed immediately, physically, like breath after running. He looked different too, though perhaps the difference was simply that she had kissed him and now knew exactly how much calm could hide. He wore navy this time, sleeves rolled again, hair imperfect in a way that suggested honest hands instead of styling. There was no parcel today. No strategic offering. Only his gaze finding hers across the room, and in that gaze a warmth so unmistakable it made the crowded little shop feel suddenly overlit.

For one suspended second neither of them spoke.

Then Gianni dropped a spoon loud enough to qualify as commentary.

Matteo glanced toward the noise, smiled very slightly, and returned his attention to Luna. “Good morning,” he said.

It was an entirely ordinary greeting. It sounded nothing like one.

“Is it?” Luna replied, because her defenses were still employed, though perhaps underfunded.

“Promisingly so.”

Signora Bianchi looked down into her espresso to hide a smile that did not hide at all.

Matteo approached the counter. Up close, Luna noticed the faint shadows beneath his eyes. He had not slept much either, then. That knowledge touched her with absurd, private comfort.

“What can I get you?” she asked.

He considered her face, not the menu. “Something simple,” he said. “I had a complicated night.”

Gianni made a strangled sound from somewhere behind the basil.

Luna did not break eye contact. “Then you should avoid the anchovies. They lack emotional discipline.”

“That sounds wise.”

She prepared his coffee while pretending her hands were not suddenly too aware of themselves. Matteo leaned one forearm against the counter, close enough that the space between them became charged and public all at once. The problem with new intimacy, Luna was discovering, was not only what it created in private. It was how it altered ordinary daylight until even ordering espresso felt intimate by implication.

“I wasn’t certain whether to come at eleven,” Matteo said quietly, while Gianni performed theatrically loud tomato-washing in the background. “Or whether that would make the room explode.”

“It still might.”

“Good,” he said. “I dislike uncertainty before coffee.”

She handed him the cup. Their fingers touched. Neither withdrew quickly enough to qualify as casual.

Signora Bianchi made a tiny sound of spiritual satisfaction.

Luna refused to look at her. “Sit,” she said.

“That continues to be my favorite instruction.”

“You are taking many risks for a man in public.”

“And yet,” he said, “I remain encouraged.”

He took the window table, and this time the room did not merely notice his presence. It rearranged itself around what it now knew. Luna carried over a plate with warm flatbread, olive oil, and sliced tomatoes, the kind of simple meal one offers someone who does not need impressing. When she set it down, Matteo looked up at her with that same devastating steadiness.

“Thank you,” he said.

“For what?”

“For not pretending nothing happened.”

She held his gaze for one second too long. “I am pretending many things. Just not that one.”

That answer seemed to settle somewhere visible in him. He smiled, but more quietly than before. “Good.”

The lunch hour approached in rolling waves. Customers came. Orders filled the air. Dough spun. The radio argued gently with the street noise. Yet through all of it, something private and electric remained stretched between Luna and Matteo, not hidden exactly, but held with care. He did not overstep. He did not behave like a man claiming victory. He watched her work with the same absorbed attention as before, only now every glance seemed to carry a memory both of them were still trying to wear normally.

When the rush finally eased, Matteo stayed at the table while Gianni left for a delivery. Signora Bianchi, who had already observed enough to nourish her soul for weeks, departed with the solemn promise that she would light no candles but might consider it. At last the room narrowed again to the two of them.

Luna wiped down the counter because hands require purpose when hearts become uncooperative. “So,” she said, not looking up immediately, “did daylight improve your judgment?”

Matteo considered that. “Not in the way you’re hoping.”

She looked at him then.

He was no longer smiling. Or rather, he wore that quieter version of it that lived much closer to truth. “I thought all morning,” he said. “About whether last night would look reckless by ten a.m. Whether I would wake and discover that what felt brave in the dark had become foolish in the sun.” He leaned back slightly in the chair, hands loosely around the coffee cup though it was nearly empty. “It didn’t.”

Her breath slowed. “That is a very dangerous sentence.”

“I know.”

“Matteo.”

“Yes?”

“You cannot say things like that and then disappear for five days into family pressure and real estate appointments.”

Something moved across his face then, part surprise, part recognition. “That sounded suspiciously like concern.”

“It sounded like self-defense.”

“Those are not always different.”

She hated how precisely that landed. Luna set down the cloth. “Did something happen?”

He exhaled through his nose, gaze drifting briefly toward the window before returning to her. “My mother called at seven this morning. Paolo had already spoken to her, naturally. They want me in Milan tomorrow for dinner. Apparently there are practical matters that require adult seriousness and polished shoes.”

Something cold brushed the inside of her ribs. “Tomorrow.”

“It would be one night,” he said quickly. “Perhaps two, depending on how dramatically everyone behaves.”

Luna turned away under the pretense of aligning the olive oil bottles. The movement bought her one second of invisibility. One night, she told herself, was nothing. Adults travelled. Families interfered. Real lives contained trains and obligations. Yet the word tomorrow had changed shape instantly. Yesterday it had meant a promise. Now it threatened distance.

Matteo stood and came a little closer, not enough to crowd her, only enough that she could feel his attention before he spoke. “Luna.”

She looked at him.

“I am telling you because I do not want to become vague and accidental.” His voice was soft, but it had the clean edges of decision. “I will go, if I must. Then I will come back. I want you to know the sentence whole, not in pieces.”

The sincerity of that nearly undid her more than romance could have. “You say that as if return is obvious.”

“It is,” he said.

“To you.”

“Yes.” A faint, almost sad smile touched his mouth. “Which is why I am trying to make it obvious to you too.”

For a moment Luna could not answer. Somewhere in the street below a man shouted cheerfully about fresh peaches. The radio switched to something slower. Sunlight shifted across the floorboards. The ordinary world continued, stubbornly indifferent to the way one honest sentence can press against old fear.

She folded her arms lightly, a habit she was beginning to recognize as half-protection, half-confession. “I do not know how to do this elegantly.”

“Then don’t.”

“That is easy for you to say. You have architect bones. You probably arrange your feelings symmetrically.”

Matteo laughed softly, the tension easing by a fraction. “I assure you, my feelings are a structural hazard.”

Against her will, she smiled. “That sounds more accurate.”

He came closer then, still careful, still asking without words whether the space between them could shrink. Luna did not move away. That was answer enough.

“I am not asking you for certainty,” he said. “I would have no right. I am only asking you not to mistake travel for retreat.”

She looked at him for a long second. “And if your family convinces you that staying here is foolish?”

“Then they will be performing a tradition,” he said dryly. “But the decision is still mine.” He hesitated, then added, “And I know what leaving myself feels like. I have no interest in repeating it.”

The words settled deep. Luna believed him. That was perhaps the most frightening thing of all.

Before she could decide whether to say so, the bell over the door rang and two tourists entered asking, with heartbreaking optimism, whether Casa di Luna offered cooking classes. Reality returned at once wearing aprons. Matteo stepped back. Luna answered questions. Menus were explained. Gianni returned halfway through carrying basil and gossip in equal measure. The spell of privacy dissolved into the safe mechanics of service, though not entirely. It never did, now.

By late afternoon the shop emptied again. Matteo had spent part of the lull helping Gianni repair a loose hinge on the storage cabinet and had somehow ended up being consulted on whether the sign outside needed repainting before summer. Watching him move through the room with useful ease stirred something warm and painful in Luna. People who belong begin by helping with small things. That was how trouble entered respectable lives.

When the street outside turned golden and the hour tilted toward evening, Matteo picked up his jacket. “I should go speak to the station about tomorrow’s train,” he said.

Luna nodded, as if her heart had not noticeably altered pace. “That sounds tragically adult.”

“I am trying to disappoint as few people as possible in one day.”

“That sounds ambitious.”

“Unrealistic, perhaps.”

He stepped closer to the counter. The angle of light made his eyes look less gray than blue. Or perhaps more tired. Or perhaps she was no longer objective enough to classify anything accurately. “Will you come by the print shop this evening?” he asked. “Before I go tomorrow.”

The question held no demand, only hope. Yet Luna felt the answer form almost at once. “After closing,” she said.

Matteo’s whole face changed, just slightly, and that slightness made it worse. More intimate. “Good,” he said.

He reached for her hand then, briefly, in the space below the counter where passing strangers could not see. His thumb brushed once across her knuckles. It was barely anything. It was entirely too much.

Then he left.

The door closed softly behind him. Via del Sole carried him away into light and errands and a train he had not yet taken.

Luna remained where she was for a moment, hand still resting where his had been. Gianni, who had seen nothing and somehow understood too much, leaned against the prep table and regarded her with tragic sympathy.

“He’s leaving for Milan, isn’t he?”

She looked at him sharply. “How do you know that?”

“Because your face just became a sonnet.”

Luna closed her eyes. “I need quieter staff.”

“No, you need stronger emotional defenses.”

“That is not a professional observation.”

“It is accurate, though.”

She opened her eyes and stared at him until he lifted the basil in surrender. “Fine,” he said. “I will chop herbs and pretend this establishment is not currently the center of the universe.”

“That would be appreciated.”

He nodded gravely. “For what it’s worth, people who come back after trains are usually serious.”

Luna said nothing.

But later, as the final customers drifted out and the sunlight turned from gold to amber to the first blue edge of evening, his words remained with her. People who come back after trains. She did not know whether to treat the thought as comfort or warning.

At closing time she stood alone for a moment in the middle of Casa di Luna, listening to the softened hush of the shop. Upstairs her apartment waited. Down the street, the print shop waited. Tomorrow, Milan waited too, with its family obligations and polished pressure. The path that had opened after the kiss had not vanished. It had simply narrowed, asking more balance now than wonder.

Luna untied her apron slowly and looked toward the window, where the first lamplight had begun to glow on Via del Sole.

Then she whispered, to no one and perhaps to fate itself, “Come back.”


Chapter 7

The Distance Between Trains

That evening the print shop held the kind of light that belongs only to places suspended between memory and decision. The amber lamp near the counter cast a warm pool across old paper, drawers of metal type, and the scattered remains of work Matteo had not yet finished. Outside, the street had softened into twilight. The windows reflected a blurred version of Via del Sole, where the first lamps had begun to glow and the stone facades took on that Roman softness that made even sorrow look briefly romantic. Inside, the room smelled of dust, wood, rain trapped somewhere in ancient walls, and the faint fresh note of rosemary clinging to Luna’s coat.

She arrived ten minutes after closing, though in truth she had been thinking her way toward this room all afternoon. Matteo looked up at the sound of the door and whatever tension had been living in his face eased at once. He had removed his jacket. His sleeves were rolled. A ledger lay open on the counter beside a small stack of documents and a train ticket he had not yet tucked away.

“You came,” he said.

It should not have sounded like relief. It did.

Luna closed the door behind her. “You asked.”

“Yes,” he said quietly. “I did.”

For a moment neither moved. The day had left them both careful. Not distant, exactly, but more aware of consequence than they had been before the kiss, before Milan had entered the story like an unwelcome relative who had not learned to knock. Luna took in the room to steady herself. One shelf was now half-cleared. Old invoices stood tied with string. A stack of framed posters leaned against the back wall, one of them uncovered just enough to reveal elegant lettering in faded red.

“You worked,” she said.

Matteo looked down at the papers. “Poorly. I spent most of the afternoon pretending organization would make me philosophical.”

“Did it?”

“No. It made me alphabetical.”

Against her will, she smiled. “That sounds exhausting.”

“It is a deeply disappointing form of growth.”

He moved around the counter and came toward her, not hurriedly, not with the confidence of a man assuming the room belonged to him, but with that same deliberate care she had come to trust almost against her judgment. “I bought us coffee from the café at the corner,” he said. “Which was either thoughtful or cowardly, depending on how one interprets beverages.”

He lifted a paper carrier from the table by the lamp. Two cups. One still steaming faintly. Luna took hers and felt, absurdly, the sting of gratitude. This, more than declarations, was how Matteo became dangerous to her. In details. In acts of consideration so natural they bypassed defense entirely.

They settled not at the counter but in the back of the shop, where an old worktable stood beneath a narrow window mottled by age. The table bore scars from decades of use, grooves and ink stains and the faint embedded glitter of paper dust. There were two mismatched chairs. Matteo had cleared them earlier. Luna sat. He sat opposite her. Between them, the coffee sent up thin ghosts of heat.

For a while they spoke about almost nothing. A customer who had asked for extra anchovies as if flavor were a competitive sport. Gianni’s theatrical despair over chopping onions. The florist on the corner who had fallen in love three separate times that spring and informed the neighborhood after each occurrence. The conversation moved gently, as if both of them understood that once they left ordinary things behind, the room would become more difficult.

It did anyway.

Matteo turned the coffee cup in his hands and looked at the ticket lying half-visible on the counter. “The train leaves at nine twenty tomorrow,” he said.

Luna stared at the grain of the table for a second before lifting her eyes. “That is very specific.”

“Yes.”

“And infuriating.”

His mouth shifted, almost smiling, though his eyes stayed serious. “I agree.”

She exhaled through her nose. “I do not want to become one of those women who pretends trains are personal insults. It seems undignified.”

“Then don’t pretend. This one is.”

The answer was so immediate that she looked up sharply. Matteo held her gaze with quiet steadiness, as if he had no desire to make this easier by softening what it was. That honesty was becoming its own form of tenderness.

“Milan isn’t the problem,” he said. “Avoidance is.”

“And are you avoiding anything?”

He considered her carefully before replying. “Not with you.”

Those three words entered the room and stayed there.

Luna wrapped both hands around her cup though the coffee was already too cool to justify it. “You say things as if they do not rearrange people.”

“They rearrange me too.”

That silenced her more effectively than charm could have. She looked toward the shelves, toward the patient disorder of the shop. “When you come back,” she said, and hated herself a little for the size of the phrase, “what happens then?”

Matteo leaned back slightly, not to retreat, but to think honestly. “I don’t know everything,” he said. “I know I return. I know I don’t want this to become a beautiful interruption we both speak about in polite tones years from now. I know I want to understand what this shop could become. What my life here could become. And I know that wherever those answers lead, I want them to include your voice in the room.”

The tenderness of that nearly hurt.

Luna looked down, then back up. “You make uncertainty sound almost respectable.”

“Only because certainty often lies.”

Outside, footsteps passed and faded. Somewhere near the piazza, a motorbike grumbled and went silent. The city pressed gently around the old shop, living its many small lives while the two of them sat inside a borrowed pause.

“Come here,” Luna said before she could talk herself out of it.

The change in Matteo’s expression was immediate, subtle, and devastating. He stood, walked around the table, and stopped beside her chair. There was still time for either of them to turn the moment into something lighter, less dangerous, more survivable. Instead Luna tipped her face up, and he bent to kiss her with the same care as before, though less uncertainty now. The kiss was not hurried. It was not meant to erase tomorrow. It only admitted that tomorrow would hurt more honestly if today were denied.

When he drew back, his forehead rested for one brief moment against hers. “That does not improve trains,” he murmured.

“No,” Luna said softly. “But it improves tonight.”

He smiled then, truly smiled, and the room brightened by a degree.

They stayed longer than either meant to. Matteo showed her the old photograph again, then another one she had not yet seen: his uncle much younger, ink-smudged, standing in the doorway with a cigarette hanging from his mouth and a grin too broad for dignity. There were pictures of the print shop when it had been alive, orders pinned to the wall, postcards on a string, the sort of business that had once printed menus and wedding invitations and funeral notices and all the paper architecture of a neighborhood’s life. Luna listened while Matteo told stories he had not expected to tell anyone. The summer he spent here at nineteen. The first time he set type by hand and left the entire phrase backward. His uncle’s belief that every neighborhood needed at least one room where people came for things they could not make themselves.

“And do you believe that?” Luna asked.

Matteo looked around the room. “I think I’m standing between two of those rooms already.”

The answer moved through her like warmth.

By the time she left, the sky above Via del Sole had gone fully dark. They stood at the door longer than was practical, speaking in fragments now because full sentences had become harder. Matteo walked her as far as Casa di Luna. Not inside. Only to the threshold. The restraint of it felt more intimate than if he had followed her upstairs.

“At nine twenty,” Luna said, because saying the hour made it more real and therefore, perhaps, less cruel.

“At nine twenty,” he repeated.

“You will call when you arrive.”

“That sounds dangerously close to an order.”

“It is.”

He smiled, but the smile carried something gentler beneath it. “Then I will obey.”

She kissed him once more in the blue-gold light of the quiet street, quick enough that the neighborhood might deny having seen it, slow enough that neither of them could mistake it for accident. Then she went inside before courage became theatrical.

That night Luna slept badly, though not unhappily. She woke twice and once nearly rose to check the hour, as if by vigilance she could delay the train itself. But morning came with its usual ruthless competence. The shop needed opening. Dough needed kneading. Customers would come regardless of heartbreak, hope, architecture, or the railway system.

At eight fifty, Matteo stood outside Casa di Luna with one overnight bag and the expression of a man attempting to look calmer than his pulse deserved. The street was still half-empty. The florist was arranging buckets of stems. A delivery van blocked half the corner. Gianni, who had arrived early under the transparent excuse of helping more, watched from the doorway with such solemn intensity that Luna wanted to assign him a monastery.

“You look elegant,” she said to Matteo, because she could not permit this to become sentimental too fast.

“You look severe,” he replied.

“I am protecting public order.”

“Then I am grateful for your service.”

Gianni cleared his throat loudly enough to insult acoustics. “Should I go inside?”

“Yes,” Luna and Matteo said together.

He looked delighted by the synchronization and disappeared at a speed that suggested he was moving only as far as the other side of the door.

The moment that remained was small, almost ordinary. That made it worse. Matteo reached up and brushed his thumb once along Luna’s jaw. “I will come back,” he said.

“I know.”

She had not intended to say it with so much certainty. But once spoken, the truth of it steadied her. Matteo saw that too. Something in him softened.

“Good,” he said. “Because I am beginning to rely on your unreasonable belief in me.”

“It is not unreasonable. Merely inconvenient.”

“There is the distinction again.”

He kissed her once, quickly this time, because the street was no longer empty and because departures have their own etiquette. Then he turned and walked toward the taxi waiting at the corner. Luna stood beneath the awning of Casa di Luna until the car disappeared beyond the end of Via del Sole. Only then did she exhale.

The rest of the morning moved like a shoe half a size too tight. Nothing was impossible. Everything was slightly wrong. The oven ran hot. The basil wilted faster than it should have. A child knocked over a bottle of sparkling water and cried as if the government had failed him personally. Gianni overcompensated for Luna’s silence by becoming suspiciously competent. Signora Bianchi arrived with newspapers and one look at Luna’s face made no comment at all, which was somehow more tender than commentary would have been.

At eleven forty, Luna was taking a tray from the oven when her phone vibrated against the counter.

Her hands stopped.

Gianni looked up immediately. “Well?”

“Do not speak to me while I am living.”

She picked up the phone. One message.

Arrived. Milan remains overdressed and unconvinced of my reform. I miss the smell of your kitchen already.

Luna stared at the screen long enough for Gianni to nearly combust with curiosity.

“Well?” he repeated.

She set the tray down more carefully than necessary and typed back before she could overthink herself into nonsense.

Then try not to let your family feed you badly.

The reply came almost at once.

Too late. I’m surrounded by polished surfaces and emotional repression. Send pizza.

Something inside her, tight since nine twenty, loosened. Not completely. Absence still occupied the room in its own shape. But his words arrived warm, immediate, real. Not vague. Not delayed into politeness. Immediate enough to feel like proof.

She typed again.

Survive dinner first.

Another pause. Then:

Only if you agree to see me the moment I return.

Luna looked out through the shop window at the sunlit street, at the florist carrying peonies, at a tourist consulting the wrong map, at the old stones of Via del Sole holding all their years in silence. She felt the ache of distance and, beneath it, the steadier thing growing under the ache.

Yes, she wrote.

This time there was no immediate reply. Dinner, she supposed, or family, or the thousand complicated obligations of the life Matteo had gone to face. Yet the conversation remained there in her hand like a thread pulled taut between cities.

Milan occupied the day differently than Luna expected. Not as a dramatic absence but as a second invisible room she kept glancing toward. She imagined Matteo at a long table in a tailored jacket he did not want to wear, answering questions designed to sound practical and behave like pressure. She imagined his mother assessing his choices in careful tones. Paolo lifting one skeptical eyebrow over wine. The architecture of expectation. The exhausting politeness of being misunderstood by people who love you in the shape they prefer.

Late that evening, after the shop had closed and Gianni had gone and even Signora Bianchi’s last judgments had retreated home, Luna climbed the stairs to her apartment with heavier feet than the night before. The room upstairs felt larger without anticipation in it. She poured herself a glass of water and stood by the window, looking at the ribbon of rooftops and the thin silver edge of moon above them.

Her phone vibrated again.

I survived. Barely. My mother asked whether Rome has made me impulsive. Paolo asked whether I’ve mistaken nostalgia for purpose. I told them both they underestimate the city.

Luna smiled despite herself.

And what did your mother say? she typed.

That cities do not usually have dark hair and stubborn opinions about rosemary.

The laugh escaped her before she could stop it. It echoed softly through the apartment and made the room feel less empty.

Then another message arrived.

I did not deny it.

Luna leaned her forehead briefly against the cool glass of the window. Outside, the city breathed. Somewhere music drifted from a neighboring apartment, low and distant. Somewhere below, Via del Sole continued being itself, old and theatrical and full of rooms where lives changed quietly.

She typed one final message before setting the phone down.

Come back before Milan teaches you bad habits again.

The reply took longer this time, but when it came, it was only four words.

Already on my way.

Luna stood at the window a long while after that, hand resting lightly over the phone on the sill. Distance had not made things less real. It had only drawn their outline more sharply. And though she knew there would be more trains, more family questions, more fear, more inconvenient truths waiting ahead, one thing had become impossible to dismiss.

He had gone.

He was returning.

Between those two facts, a new kind of faith had begun.


Chapter 8

When Rome Felt Smaller

Rome had never felt small to Luna before.

It had always been a city of noise and movement, of scooters rushing past old stone walls, of strangers brushing shoulders in crowded piazzas, of golden afternoons that slipped into amber evenings without asking permission. It was a city where people arrived to lose themselves and somehow ended up finding a different version of who they were. Luna had loved that about Rome since the first week she moved there. The city had made her feel anonymous in a comforting way, as if she could begin again without anyone asking too many questions.

But on the morning Matteo returned, Rome felt small enough to fit inside her chest.

She woke before sunrise, though she had barely slept. The room above the pizza shop was quiet except for the soft hum of the old fan and the distant sound of a delivery truck rolling over uneven cobblestones. For a long moment she stayed in bed, staring at the ceiling, listening to her own heartbeat with the kind of irritation reserved for things one cannot control. She had told herself the night before that she would act normal. Calm. Mature. Friendly, even. Matteo had gone away for only a short time, not a lifetime. People returned from trips every day. Airports were full of reunions that did not deserve operatic music.

And yet none of those reunions involved her.

Luna sat up, pressed a hand to her face, and laughed once at herself without amusement.

“Ridiculous,” she muttered.

She got dressed more carefully than necessary, changed her blouse twice, and finally chose the cream colored one she always wore when she wanted to look effortless, though effort had very clearly been involved. She tied her hair back, untied it again, and then let it fall loose over her shoulders. When she looked at herself in the mirror, she saw someone trying much too hard to pretend she was not trying at all.

Downstairs, the shop still smelled of yeast and tomatoes from the night before. The kitchen held the warm promise of work, and work was usually enough to save her from herself. She kneaded dough, chopped basil, arranged boxes, checked the front counter, then checked it again for no reason. Every few minutes her eyes drifted toward the door.

At eight thirty, Giulia walked in carrying a paper cup of coffee and one look at Luna’s face was enough to make her grin.

“Oh no,” Giulia said, setting the cup down. “You have the look.”

Luna frowned. “What look?”

“The I definitely did not spend an hour choosing a blouse for a man I am not in love with look.”

Luna nearly dropped the bowl she was holding. “I am not in love with him.”

Giulia took a slow sip of coffee, expression innocent in a way that was deeply suspicious. “Of course not.”

Luna turned away and reached for the flour, though the dough did not need more. “He is just coming back from Naples.”

“Mmm.”

“We are friends.”

“Very good friends.”

Luna shot her a warning glance.

Giulia raised both hands. “Fine. I will say nothing. I am a grave. A silent, elegant grave in excellent shoes.”

Luna tried not to smile, but it tugged at the corner of her mouth anyway. Giulia had that effect on people. She made emotional disasters seem like minor inconveniences with excellent lighting.

By ten o’clock, customers had started coming in. The morning passed in bursts of routine. Espresso orders. Lunch reservations. A child who insisted on extra olives and then removed every single one. Luna moved through it all with practiced ease, yet beneath every simple action was the same awareness, steady and impossible to ignore.

Matteo was back in Rome.

She had not seen him in nine days.

Nine days should not have mattered so much. Yet in those nine days she had learned that certain absences could rearrange a person’s day without permission. She had missed his voice in the kitchen, the easy way he leaned against the counter when he was teasing her, the ridiculous seriousness with which he treated the placement of fresh basil on a margherita pizza, as if each leaf carried moral significance. She had even missed the way he said her name when he was about to argue with her, like it was both a warning and an invitation.

Around noon, the lunch crowd thickened. Luna was carrying two plates toward table six when the bell above the door rang.

She did not look up immediately. A terrible instinct told her that if she looked too quickly, she would reveal herself.

Then she heard his voice.

“Please tell me you survived Rome without me.”

Simple words. Light tone. Familiar rhythm.

Luna stopped walking.

The plates in her hands suddenly felt heavier. She placed them on the table with care she did not feel, murmured a polite smile to the customers, and turned.

Matteo stood in the doorway, one hand still on the door handle, sunlight spilling around him from the street behind. He wore a dark jacket over a white shirt with the sleeves rolled casually to his forearms, and there was the faintest trace of travel weariness in his face, which somehow only made him look more real. More present. More dangerous.

For one suspended second, neither of them moved.

Then he smiled.

And Rome disappeared.

It was absurd, the effect of it. Luna knew this even as it happened. The shop, the customers, the voices, the clatter from the kitchen, all of it seemed to blur gently around the sharp reality of him standing there looking at her as if the return had mattered to him too.

Giulia appeared at Luna’s side like a ghost summoned by romantic tension. “Ah,” she said under her breath, entirely too pleased. “The city’s favorite problem has arrived.”

Luna ignored her and walked toward the counter with what she hoped was a normal pace. Matteo met her halfway.

“You’re back,” she said.

It was not the brilliant thing she had imagined saying. It was not elegant or witty or devastatingly composed. It was simply true.

“I am,” he replied.

His eyes moved over her face in a quiet, searching way that made her suddenly aware of every heartbeat in her body. He did not hug her, though for a flicker of a moment she thought he might. Instead, he stayed where he was, close enough for her to catch the scent of rain, clean cotton, and something warm she could only think of as him.

“You look tired,” she said, because apparently her mouth had chosen violence instead of grace.

He laughed softly. “That is how you greet me?”

“I like honesty.”

“I was hoping for tears. Maybe a dramatic declaration in the middle of the restaurant.”

“I can still throw a pizza at you.”

“There she is,” he said, smiling wider now.

Something inside her settled at the sound of that. The ease between them had survived. Whatever distance the days had built, it had not ruined the thing underneath.

Giulia stepped forward then, all charm and merciless timing. “Welcome back, Matteo. Naples has failed to make you more humble, I see.”

“Giulia,” he said, placing a hand over his heart. “Your kindness remains overwhelming.”

She patted his arm. “Be useful. A table near the window is waiting for bread.”

He obeyed with mock solemnity, and Luna turned away before anyone noticed how relieved she felt just seeing him move through the shop as if he belonged there again.

The afternoon was busy enough that they had no proper chance to speak. They passed each other in the kitchen, at the counter, near the ovens, exchanging fragments instead of conversation.

“You changed the olive oil supplier.”

“The last one was terrible.”

“You missed a spot with flour there.”

“You noticed because you missed me.”

“That is not evidence.”

“Everything is evidence.”

Each line was brief, almost ordinary, but each one carried a strange, quiet electricity. Luna found herself aware of him in every room, as if her body had memorized his presence and was now relieved to have it confirmed again.

By late afternoon, the rush began to thin. Giulia disappeared upstairs to take inventory, which Luna suspected was not entirely necessary. The kitchen grew quieter. Sunlight angled through the windows in long golden stripes. Matteo stood near the back counter unpacking a small paper bag from his jacket.

“I brought you something,” he said.

Luna looked up. “From Naples?”

He nodded. “Do not look so suspicious. It is not a prank.”

“That makes me more suspicious, not less.”

He held out the bag. Inside was a small hand painted ceramic charm, bright and delicate, shaped like a tiny red cornetto. The glaze caught the light. It was beautiful in the imperfect way handmade things often were.

Luna touched it gently. “It’s lovely.”

“My aunt said it brings protection. And luck.”

She looked at him. “You asked your aunt to choose this?”

“She chose three. I chose the least terrifying.”

Luna laughed, and the sound seemed to please him more than it should have.

“It’s for you,” he said, quieter now. “I saw it and thought of you.”

Those last words moved through her with more force than they should have. I thought of you. Such a harmless phrase in theory. In practice, spoken by the right person in the right moment, it had the power of a confession.

She closed her fingers around the charm. “Thank you.”

Matteo leaned back against the counter, studying her. “Did you miss me, Luna?”

There it was. Not hidden beneath jokes. Not dressed in teasing. Just the question itself, resting between them.

She should have laughed it off. She should have thrown back something clever, something evasive. That had been her method for weeks now, dancing close to honesty without quite stepping into it.

But the afternoon light was warm, the restaurant was quiet, and his eyes had that impossible steadiness that made lying feel childish.

“Yes,” she said.

The word landed gently.

Matteo’s expression changed, not dramatically, but enough. Something softened. Something victorious flickered there too, though he was kind enough not to look smug.

“Yes?” he asked.

“Yes,” she repeated, lifting her chin. “You were annoyingly absent.”

He smiled slowly. “That is one of the better things anyone has ever said to me.”

“Your standards are low.”

“No,” he said. “Just specific.”

The silence that followed was not empty. It felt full of all the things they had not yet said. Luna looked down at the charm in her hand, then back at him.

“How was Naples?” she asked, partly because she wanted to know and partly because the air between them had become difficult to breathe.

He exhaled and came around the counter. “Complicated. My mother is still convinced I am wasting my life in Rome.”

Luna frowned. “Because of the restaurant?”

“Because of everything. Because I left the family business. Because I chose a city instead of certainty. Because I am not the son she imagined.” He said it lightly, but not lightly enough.

Luna knew that tone. It was the one people used when they had repeated a wound so many times it had become polished at the edges.

“And what do you imagine?” she asked.

He looked at her for a long moment before answering. “That is getting easier to see.”

Her breath caught, though she was not entirely sure whether the answer was about work, life, or the person standing in front of him.

Perhaps it was all three.

Matteo glanced toward the front, then back at her. “Walk with me tonight.”

The request was simple. No performance. No strategy. Just an opening.

Luna hesitated, but only because saying yes felt less like accepting a walk and more like accepting the truth of something.

“What if I say no?”

“Then I will still walk,” he said. “But it will be much less interesting.”

She laughed despite herself. “You are exhausting.”

“And yet here we are.”

She looked at him, at the softness beneath the humor, at the strange vulnerability he wore so badly it almost became elegance. Whatever this was between them, it had already gone too far to be dismissed as flirtation. She knew it now with a certainty that made fear and hope feel almost identical.

“All right,” she said. “I’ll walk with you.”

That evening, Rome seemed to understand them.

The heat of the day had broken, leaving the streets touched by a gentler air. The sky over the rooftops was fading through shades of apricot and blue, and the city moved in its usual restless beauty, unaware that for two people walking side by side near Trastevere, everything had changed slightly.

They walked without hurrying. Past narrow lanes where flower boxes leaned over balconies. Past candlelit trattorias spilling conversation into the street. Past old walls warm from the day’s sun. Luna carried her jacket over one arm. Matteo kept his hands in his pockets until he took one out to point at things he claimed were important.

“This church,” he said, “has the best acoustics in the city.”

“You say that with suspicious confidence.”

“I once heard a tenor rehearse there and nearly changed my career.”

“You have had many possible careers, apparently.”

“I contain multitudes.”

“You contain chaos.”

“That too.”

They crossed a small square where children chased each other around a fountain. Luna watched them for a moment, smiling.

“You seem calmer tonight,” Matteo said.

“I was trying not to throw flour at your face this afternoon.”

“That is not the same as calm.”

She gave him a look. “I did not say I succeeded.”

He laughed, and the sound drifted easily through the evening.

When they reached the river, they slowed. The water reflected broken pieces of light from the lamps above. Couples leaned against the railing. A musician nearby played something soft and old on a violin. The whole city felt suspended between movement and memory.

Luna rested her hands on the stone barrier and looked out over the Tiber. “Sometimes I think Rome knows exactly what it is doing to people.”

Matteo came to stand beside her. “You mean making them dramatic?”

“Yes.”

“That is not Rome. That is you.”

She turned to protest, but his expression stopped her. He was not teasing now. Or not only teasing.

“When you first came to the restaurant,” he said, “you looked like someone who had already planned her escape.”

Luna blinked. She had not expected that.

“And now?” she asked.

“Now you look like someone who might stay.”

The violin continued somewhere behind them. A scooter buzzed over a distant bridge. For a moment the whole city seemed to lean closer.

Luna swallowed. “Maybe I was always planning to stay. I just didn’t want anyone to know.”

“Why?”

Because staying meant risking disappointment. Because belonging to a place, or a person, gave both the power to hurt you. Because leaving first was easier than being left. Because hope was beautiful and expensive. Because love, in any form, was never small no matter how harmless it looked in the beginning.

She did not say all that.

Instead she said, “Because some things feel safer when they are temporary.”

Matteo looked at her with a kind of careful understanding that made her chest ache. “And are you tired of safe things?”

The question settled between them. Luna looked away toward the water, then back at him. His face was lit by the warm glow of the nearest lamp. He was close now, close enough that she could see the slight tension in his jaw, the patience in his eyes, the way he was giving her room even while hoping she would cross it.

“Yes,” she said softly. “I think I am.”

He lifted a hand, slowly enough for her to stop him if she wanted. She did not. His fingers brushed a strand of hair from her face and tucked it behind her ear with a tenderness so careful it undid her more than any grand gesture could have.

“Luna,” he said.

Just her name. But everything was in it.

She looked at his mouth, then his eyes, then back again. Her pulse had become unbearable.

“You make this very difficult,” she whispered.

“I know.”

“Do you enjoy that?”

“Less than you think.”

That made her smile, and perhaps it was the smile that ruined the last of her restraint. Or perhaps it was the city, or the nine days apart, or the certainty that had been building between them with nowhere left to go.

Luna reached for his jacket, fingers curling lightly into the fabric.

Matteo kissed her as if he had been waiting a very long time to do it properly.

Not rushed. Not careless. Just certain.

The world did not disappear this time. It sharpened. The river, the music, the evening air, the warmth of his hand at her waist, the sudden dangerous joy in her chest, all of it became brighter, clearer, as if the city had opened another door and she had stepped through without realizing she was ready.

When they drew apart, Luna stayed close enough to feel his breath.

“Well,” Matteo murmured.

“Well,” she echoed, though her voice had abandoned dignity entirely.

He smiled against her forehead. “I should leave Rome more often.”

She laughed and pressed a hand to his chest. “Do that and I will personally ruin your passport.”

“That sounds like love.”

“That sounds like immigration fraud.”

He laughed then, real and warm and full, and she realized with a jolt of tenderness that she wanted to keep hearing that sound for a very long time.

They began to walk again, slower now, their shoulders brushing. After a while, Matteo took her hand as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Luna let him.

For the first time in longer than she wanted to admit, the future did not look like a blur she needed to outrun. It looked like something she might be brave enough to meet.

Yet even in that happiness, a small uneasy thought moved at the edge of her mind. Matteo had returned from Naples carrying more than a gift. He had returned with silence in certain places, with unfinished tension in his voice when he spoke of family, with the weight of choices not yet settled. Luna knew enough about life to distrust moments that felt too perfect. Beautiful things were real, but they were rarely simple.

She looked at him as they crossed the bridge, his hand warm around hers, his profile lit by the city he had chosen.

Maybe love did not arrive as a storm. Maybe sometimes it arrived like this, in steps so ordinary you almost missed their meaning until suddenly you were somewhere new.

And maybe that was what frightened her most.

Because for the first time, she did not want to run.

She wanted to stay.

And staying, she was beginning to understand, required a different kind of courage.


Chapter 9

The Morning After Courage

The next morning, Luna woke with the distinct and disorienting feeling that the world had changed during the night.

For one blissful second, before memory arranged itself into sense, she lay still beneath the thin sheet and listened to the ordinary sounds of Rome waking outside her window. A scooter moved somewhere below. A woman called to someone from across the street. Dishes clinked faintly in a neighboring apartment. The city was stretching itself into daylight with its usual unruly grace.

Then she remembered the walk by the river.

The lamp glow on Matteo’s face.

The warmth of his hand in hers.

The kiss.

Luna pulled the sheet over her face and groaned into the cotton like a person whose dignity had abandoned her completely.

It had happened.

Not in a dream. Not in one of those embarrassing little fantasies she had sternly denied having while kneading dough. It had happened in actual Rome, under actual evening light, with Matteo’s actual mouth and that deeply unfair certainty of his.

She lowered the sheet and stared at the ceiling.

Then she smiled.

Then, because life preferred balance, panic arrived five seconds later.

“Oh no,” she whispered.

It was not that she regretted it. Quite the opposite. Regret would have been simpler. Regret could be folded neatly into self-protection, tucked away inside an explanation, filed under mistakes one survives and pretends to learn from. But there had been nothing mistaken about what happened by the river. It had felt frighteningly correct. That was the problem.

Correct things had consequences.

Luna sat up too quickly, nearly tangled herself in the sheet, and glared at the room as if the furniture had collaborated against her. Her small apartment above the restaurant looked exactly as it had the day before. Same chair with the cardigan draped over it. Same stack of books on the windowsill. Same half dead little herb plant that continued to survive out of either stubbornness or spite.

And yet she felt as if she had crossed an invisible border.

She had kissed Matteo.

Worse, she had liked it so much that her entire body appeared to have formed a committee dedicated to remembering every detail.

She got up and dressed with none of the caution of the previous morning. There was no pretending now. Her reflection in the mirror looked softer somehow, though that might have been the bad lighting or her imagination conspiring to make her unbearable.

Downstairs, the restaurant was still half asleep. The ovens were not yet fully hot. The front tables sat quiet beneath the pale wash of morning. Giulia, however, was already there, which meant any hope of private emotional recovery was dead on arrival.

She stood behind the counter arranging napkins with the expression of a woman who was not arranging napkins at all but waiting for a confession.

The moment Luna stepped inside, Giulia looked up.

Then she smiled the smile of a person who had just found an envelope labeled gossip and knew it was full.

“Well,” Giulia said. “You look haunted.”

Luna stopped short. “That is a terrible thing to say to someone before coffee.”

“It is not terrible. It is observant.” Giulia tilted her head. “Also you are glowing, which is deeply irritating for the rest of us.”

“I am not glowing.”

“You are. Unfortunately.”

Luna grabbed an apron and tied it too tightly around her waist. “You are inventing things.”

Giulia leaned both elbows on the counter. “Did you kiss him?”

Luna nearly inhaled an olive.

There was a short and violent silence in which several emotions passed over her face in quick succession, none of them useful.

Giulia’s eyes widened. “Oh my God. You did.”

“Please lower your voice.”

“I am speaking at a perfectly civilized volume.”

“You are practically singing.”

Giulia pressed a hand dramatically to her chest. “My dear, I have waited weeks for this. Weeks. Do you know how difficult it is to watch two attractive people orbit each other like idiots and not interfere?”

Luna opened a drawer and closed it again for something to do with her hands. “It was one kiss.”

Giulia stared. “And was it a tragic, disappointing, cinematic failure?”

Luna tried very hard not to smile, which only made the smile impossible to hide.

Giulia pointed at her. “There. That face. That is the face of a woman who has seen God or at least a very competent Italian man.”

“Giulia.”

“I knew it.”

“It was just...” Luna stopped, because language suddenly seemed too small for the thing she was trying not to reveal.

Giulia softened a little. “Good?”

Luna looked down, then back up. “Yes.”

Giulia made a small, triumphant sound and reached for the espresso machine as if celebration required caffeine. “Finally. Wonderful. Excellent. I hate happy people, but this I approve of.”

Luna rubbed her forehead. “You are impossible.”

“And yet useful. So tell me everything.”

“No.”

“Cruel.”

Before Giulia could continue her interrogation, the kitchen door opened and Matteo walked in carrying a crate of tomatoes.

If Luna had been composed before, which she had not, that ended immediately.

Matteo paused when he saw her. His expression changed in the smallest way, the sort of shift that no casual observer would notice. But Luna saw it. The warmth there. The question. The memory.

He set the crate down on the counter.

“Good morning,” he said.

His voice was maddeningly normal.

Luna swallowed. “Good morning.”

Giulia looked between them with the satisfied silence of a woman standing several feet away from her own predictions coming true.

Matteo, traitor that he was, had the decency to appear only slightly amused.

Giulia lifted her coffee and announced, “I suddenly remember several important things I must do upstairs.”

“You remember no such things,” Luna said.

“I remember all of them,” Giulia replied, already backing away. “All at once. Very urgent. Numbers. Paperwork. Maybe fire. Goodbye.”

She vanished before either of them could stop her.

Luna stood by the counter, arms folded, apron crooked, pulse embarrassing.

Matteo came closer.

“So,” he said.

“So,” Luna echoed.

“That is your opening line?”

“It was your opening line first.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “Fair. Though I think I delivered it with more charm.”

“You are biased.”

“I am beautiful and correct.”

Luna laughed before she could stop herself. The sound loosened something in the air between them.

Matteo’s expression softened. “How are you?”

It was a simple question, but he asked it carefully, like someone approaching a skittish animal with bread in his hand.

Luna leaned back against the counter. “Confused. Slightly mortified. Maybe happy. Irritated about the happy part.”

“That sounds promising.”

“You think everything sounds promising.”

“Not true. Yesterday the mozzarella delivery looked very dark.”

She smiled despite herself. Then she studied him more closely. “And you?”

Matteo’s eyes rested on hers. “Happy. Definitely happy. Also trying very hard not to kiss you in the middle of food preparation, which I assume violates at least six health regulations.”

Luna looked away too quickly. “Yes, well. We should preserve public safety.”

“We are heroes.”

They stood there in the morning quiet, neither moving much, yet the room felt charged with the awareness of what now existed between them. Not just attraction. Not just possibility. Something acknowledged. Something no longer hiding behind jokes.

It should have made everything easier.

Instead it made each glance more dangerous.

The day began gently enough. There was dough to prepare, sauces to check, invoices to review, vegetables to slice, all the humble structures of work that kept feeling from spilling into disaster. Matteo moved through the kitchen with his usual confidence, but Luna could feel his attention brushing against hers even from across the room. Not constantly. Not theatrically. Just enough that she remained aware of him in that new and unsettling way one becomes aware of gravity after falling.

At eleven, a shipment arrived late. At eleven fifteen, one of the lunch reservations called to add four extra people. At eleven twenty, the coffee grinder made a noise like a small machine announcing its death. By noon, the restaurant was full and whatever tender emotional conversation might have followed the previous evening was postponed by tomatoes, invoices, and tourists asking if pineapple on pizza was traditional.

It was in the middle of this chaos that Luna realized Matteo was looking at her with the expression of a man trying not to laugh.

“What?” she demanded while carrying a tray.

He lowered his voice. “You are smiling at customers.”

“I always smile at customers.”

“No. You are smiling like someone with a criminal secret.”

“That is an outrageous accusation.”

“You smiled at a man who asked for ranch dressing.”

Luna froze. “I did not.”

“You did. I saw it. This is love or a medical emergency.”

She nearly hit him with the order pad.

The lunch service passed in a blur. They worked side by side with familiar efficiency, but now every accidental brush of hands felt deliberate, every shared glance carried more than practical meaning, and every private joke threatened to become its own form of confession.

Sometime after two, when the rush had finally broken, Luna escaped to the back storage room under the respectable excuse of checking inventory. In truth she needed thirty seconds in a quiet place where nobody would look at her face and know things.

The storage room smelled of flour, oregano, and stacked cardboard. Cool light filtered in from the small high window. She counted cans she did not need to count, read labels she already knew by heart, and tried to remember how to behave like a person whose life had not tilted.

The door opened behind her.

Luna turned.

Matteo stood there, one shoulder against the frame.

“You are hiding,” he said.

“I am working.”

“You are counting canned tomatoes with the intensity of a war strategist.”

She held up the clipboard. “This is business.”

He stepped inside and shut the door halfway, leaving a narrow line of light from the kitchen. “Luna.”

There it was again, that tone that made her feel both steadied and undone.

She lowered the clipboard. “What?”

His smile faded into something gentler. “Talk to me.”

She exhaled and looked down at the shelves. “I do not know what happens now.”

Matteo was quiet for a moment. “Now?”

“Yes. Now that...” She gestured vaguely between them. “That.”

“The kiss?”

“You cannot just say it like that.”

He blinked. “How else should I say it?”

“I do not know. With less confidence.”

He almost laughed, but seeing her face, he did not. Instead he came closer, stopping an arm’s length away. “Luna, nothing terrible has happened.”

“That is exactly why I am worried.”

His brow furrowed with affection and concern at once. “You are going to have to explain that one.”

She set the clipboard aside. “Terrible things are easier. You survive them, you reorganize, you become dramatic for a few days and then annoyingly resilient. But good things...” She looked at him, frustrated by her own honesty. “Good things ask more of you.”

Matteo listened without interrupting.

“That kiss,” she said more quietly, “felt real. And if something is real, it can become important. And if it becomes important, it can hurt you.”

He held her gaze. “That is true.”

The agreement startled her.

She had expected comfort. Evasion, maybe. Some charming Italian argument against fear. But Matteo simply stood there and told the truth.

“That is not a very romantic answer,” she said.

“No,” he admitted. “But it is honest.”

Something in her chest loosened.

He took one more step closer. “Luna, I am not asking you for promises today. I am not asking you to map out six months of feelings in a storage room next to olives and bottled water.”

“That is reassuringly specific.”

“I know my setting.”

Despite herself, she smiled.

Matteo’s voice softened. “I am asking whether you want to see where this goes.”

She looked at him for a long moment.

What did she want?

She wanted the ease she felt when he walked into a room. She wanted his laugh in the kitchen. She wanted his hand finding hers as if it belonged there. She wanted more evenings that made Rome feel less like a city she was passing through and more like somewhere a life could happen. She wanted the chance to stop performing indifference and admit that hope had already moved in without asking permission.

“Yes,” she said.

His expression changed with quiet relief, as if he had not been nearly as certain as he appeared.

“Yes?” he asked.

She rolled her eyes softly. “Do not make me repeat emotional statements. It encourages you.”

“It does.”

“You are impossible.”

“And yet you keep saying yes.”

Before she could answer, voices sounded faintly from the kitchen and they both stepped back out of instinct, the universe reminding them that romance was all very well but there were still customers who wanted lunch.

Matteo looked toward the door, then back at her. “Dinner tonight?”

“After we already spent last night walking by the river?”

“Yes. I am greedy.”

Luna pretended to consider. “That depends. Is this a proper dinner or one of your suspiciously charming improvisations?”

He touched a hand to his heart. “Have I ever behaved suspiciously?”

“Constantly.”

“That is fair. Proper dinner, then. I will make a reservation somewhere with tablecloths so you trust me.”

She folded her arms, trying not to seem too pleased. “All right.”

His eyes warmed. “All right.”

He left the storage room first. Luna remained where she was for one second longer, one hand pressed lightly to the shelf beside her, as if the room itself might need warning that her life had just become more complicated and significantly better.

That evening, Matteo chose a small restaurant tucked into a quieter street just beyond Campo de’ Fiori, the kind of place with dim lights, polished glasses, and waiters who moved as if they had inherited the building. Luna arrived ten minutes late because she changed outfits three times and then resented him for having that effect on her.

He was waiting outside when she approached.

For a moment he simply looked at her, and the look itself felt like a hand at the small of her back.

“You are late,” he said.

“You survived.”

“Barely.”

He opened the door for her with an exaggerated flourish. She rolled her eyes and walked inside, smiling anyway.

Dinner should have felt awkward. It did not.

That surprised Luna almost as much as the kiss had.

Without the rush of the restaurant around them, without dough and trays and customers and Giulia’s relentless commentary, they spoke in a different rhythm. Slower. More directly. The joking remained, because neither of them seemed built to survive sincerity unassisted, but beneath it was something steadier.

Matteo told her about Naples in more detail this time. About his aunt who treated every family disagreement as if preparing for battle. About the bakery his father had wanted him to inherit. About how leaving had felt both necessary and unforgivable, depending on the day.

Luna told him about her own earlier years with more openness than she usually allowed. About the cities she had moved through trying to become someone less uncertain. About work she had taken because it was practical, not because it lit anything inside her. About how arriving in Rome had felt like standing in a doorway too long, unsure whether she deserved to step all the way in.

“You always sound like you are negotiating with life,” Matteo said at one point.

Luna set down her glass. “And you sound like life personally offended you and now you refuse to lose.”

He smiled. “That is not entirely inaccurate.”

She studied him in the candlelight. “Do you ever get tired of being fearless?”

His laugh was soft. “Who told you I was fearless?”

She blinked. “You walk through the world like it belongs to you.”

“That is performance,” he said. “Useful performance, but performance.”

There was no self pity in the admission. Just fact.

Luna felt something quiet move inside her. She had mistaken his ease for invulnerability. But perhaps what she liked most about him was not confidence. It was courage with imperfections still visible.

Later, when dessert arrived, they shared it without discussing whose idea that had been. Their spoons crossed once and both of them paused like fools.

This, Luna realized, was the true danger. Not grand declarations. Not cinematic speeches by the river.

It was this.

Small intimacy.

The kind that slipped under defenses and made itself at home.

After dinner, they walked again, though not far. Rome glittered in fragments around them, and spring was beginning to soften the air. The city seemed less theatrical tonight, more intimate, as if it had stepped back and left them room.

At the corner near Luna’s building, they stopped.

Neither of them appeared eager to say goodnight.

Matteo tucked his hands into his jacket pockets and looked up toward her window. “I should warn you,” he said.

“That sounds ominous.”

“It is. Giulia cornered me earlier and demanded to know whether I intended to ruin your life.”

Luna groaned. “I will have to kill her.”

“I told her no.”

“And then?”

His expression shifted, the humor giving way to something quieter. “Then I told her I was hoping to make it better.”

Luna looked at him, all her prepared irony collapsing in the face of that honesty.

The street around them seemed suddenly very still.

He stepped closer. “Was that too much?”

She shook her head.

“No,” she said softly. “It was exactly enough.”

He touched her cheek, thumb resting lightly near her jaw. “Good.”

This kiss was different from the one by the river.

Less like discovery.

More like return.

When they separated, Luna rested her forehead briefly against his shoulder and laughed under her breath at herself.

“What?” Matteo asked.

“I am becoming unbearable.”

He kissed the top of her head. “Too late. I like you anyway.”

She stepped back just enough to look at him. “That line was dangerously effective.”

“I have others.”

“That is alarming.”

He smiled. “Go upstairs before I start using them.”

Luna did not want to go upstairs.

That, more than anything, told her how deep she had already gone.

Still, she turned reluctantly toward the door. At the top of the short steps she paused and looked back.

Matteo was still there, hands in his pockets, watching her with that same unguarded warmth that had become impossible to treat lightly.

She should have waved and gone inside.

Instead she said, “Tomorrow morning, if Giulia asks inappropriate questions, you are helping me.”

“Absolutely not,” he replied. “I value my own survival.”

Luna laughed.

Then she went upstairs carrying a happiness so bright it almost frightened her.

Yet when she unlocked her apartment and stepped into the quiet, another feeling waited beneath it.

Not dread exactly.

Not even doubt.

Just the fragile knowledge that beautiful beginnings always stand in the shadow of what they may one day have to survive.

She knew life well enough to distrust perfection.

Matteo had family complications. She had instincts trained toward escape. The restaurant itself lived month to month with the nervous resilience of small businesses everywhere. Rome could feel eternal at sunset and expensive by morning. Nothing was solved simply because two people had finally kissed.

And yet, as Luna stood by the window and looked out at the street below, she no longer wanted everything solved before she allowed herself to feel.

Maybe courage was not certainty.

Maybe courage was choosing joy before guarantees.

She touched her fingers lightly to her lips, then smiled into the dark.

Tomorrow would come with orders, bills, customers, interruptions, and whatever complications reality still had in store for them.

But tonight, for the first time in a long while, Luna let happiness arrive without arguing with it.

And in the city that had once felt too large to hold her, that small act of surrender felt almost revolutionary.


Chapter 10

The First Crack in the Afternoon

For three days, Luna allowed herself the dangerous luxury of believing happiness might remain simple.

Not perfect. She was too intelligent for perfect and too Italian by proximity to trust any emotional state that arrived without drama. But simple, yes. Manageable. Warm. The sort of happiness that lived in little things rather than declarations. Matteo arriving early with coffee he pretended he had not bought specifically for her. Matteo staying late to help mop the kitchen floor after closing while arguing, in a tone of grave seriousness, that basil deserved more public respect. Matteo touching the small of her back in passing as though it were an accident neither of them intended to correct.

There had been dinners. Walks. Shared lunches stolen between lunch service and invoices. There had also been work, real work, which Luna appreciated almost as much as the romance because it prevented the whole thing from floating into fantasy. Matteo was useful in a way that made affection more dangerous. He repaired a loose shelf in the pantry, reorganized the stack of delivery records no one had touched in months, and somehow charmed the old espresso machine into surviving another week. Giulia, having abandoned all attempts at subtlety, now referred to him as your architect as if Luna were foolish enough not to hear the emphasis.

Luna had ignored her.

Mostly.

The days moved with the lovely speed of things one knows are temporary and therefore values too sharply. Rome was warming into late spring. The mornings smelled of bread and city dust and flowers from the florist’s buckets. Even the restaurant seemed brighter, less burdened by the weight of routine. Luna caught herself humming once while arranging tomatoes and was so alarmed by this evidence of well-being that she nearly stopped on principle.

Then came Thursday.

Thursday began beautifully, which in retrospect should have been her first warning.

The light that morning poured clean and pale through the front windows of Casa di Luna. A mild breeze moved in from the street carrying the scent of citrus peel and exhaust, which in Rome somehow counted as romance. The lunch reservation book was full but not impossibly so. Giulia had arrived in a better mood than usual, which meant only two insults before coffee instead of five. Matteo stood at the counter with an order pad in one hand and a ridiculous expression of concentration while he attempted to decipher Giulia’s handwriting on the produce invoice.

“This cannot be tomatoes,” he said. “This is either eggplant or a legal threat.”

Giulia leaned over his shoulder. “That says tomatoes.”

“It says despair.”

Luna laughed while shaping dough, and the sound pulled Matteo’s gaze toward her at once. It was still new, that feeling of being found by him so quickly in a room. Still capable of undoing some small organized part of her.

“You are unhelpful,” he told her.

“You are dramatic,” she replied.

“I am literate. There is a difference.”

“Not in this restaurant,” Giulia said. “In here we survive by instinct and olive oil.”

The bell over the door rang, and all three looked up automatically.

The woman who entered did not belong to Via del Sole.

Luna knew that instantly, though she could not have said exactly why at first. Perhaps it was the clothes, elegant without effort in a way that suggested airports, polished cities, and expensive silence. Perhaps it was the straightness of her posture, the kind born not from confidence alone but from a lifetime of being watched. Or perhaps it was the expression on her face, composed and beautiful and entirely unsmiling, as if emotion were something she handled privately and with gloves.

She was in her late fifties, perhaps early sixties, with silver threaded through dark hair worn smoothly back from her face. Her features were striking in the same way Matteo’s were, though colder at the edges. She carried a structured handbag, a tailored cream coat, and an atmosphere that caused the room to reorganize itself before she spoke.

Matteo went still.

Luna felt it before she fully understood it.

The order pad lowered slowly in his hand.

“Madre,” he said.

The word landed in the room like a glass set down too carefully.

Giulia, to her credit, immediately became invisible in the efficient way only old friends and restaurant staff can. She picked up a tray and vanished toward the kitchen without visibly fleeing.

Luna stayed where she was because moving suddenly would have exposed far too much.

Matteo’s mother looked first at him, then around the restaurant, then finally at Luna. Not rudely. Not with open judgment. Which somehow would have been easier. She looked the way discerning people look at architecture they are still deciding whether to admire.

“I thought perhaps Paolo was exaggerating,” she said in perfectly measured Italian. “He was not.”

Matteo recovered first. “What are you doing here?”

“A crude but understandable question.” Her eyes rested on him a fraction longer before shifting again to the room. “I was in Rome. I chose to see for myself.”

Luna pretended to return to the dough, though she could feel every nerve in her body turning toward the conversation. Matteo’s face had changed in a way she had never seen before. He was not angry. Not exactly. But something in him had drawn tight, as if old roles had entered the room and expected him to put them on again.

“You might have called,” he said.

“And risked being discouraged?” his mother replied. “No.”

Her gaze landed on Luna once more. Calm. Appraising. Impossible to misread.

Matteo followed it. “This is Luna Bellini,” he said, and his voice altered almost imperceptibly when he said her name. Softer. Firmer. Both. “Luna, this is my mother, Sofia De Luca.”

Luna wiped her hands on a cloth and stepped forward because there was no dignified alternative. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Sofia inclined her head. “At last.”

The answer was polite. The implication was not easy to classify.

Luna almost smiled, because there are moments when self-protection arrives dressed as manners. “Would you like some coffee?” she asked.

Sofia looked around the restaurant again, absorbing the tables, the chalkboard specials, the open kitchen, the hum of the oven, the scent of flour and basil. “Yes,” she said at last. “I think I would.”

Matteo began to protest. “Madre, this is not—”

“It is a restaurant,” Sofia said. “I have correctly identified that much.”

Luna, who had survived years of difficult customers and inherited grief and one disastrous landlord in Florence, recognized battle when it arrived smiling. She reached for a cup. “Please. Sit.”

Sofia did.

Not at a remote table. At the table by the window. Matteo’s table.

Of course.

For the next ten minutes the restaurant continued pretending to be a restaurant, though every object in it knew something else was happening. Giulia took orders with the grave dignity of a woman attending a diplomatic summit. A delivery boy entered, sensed the atmosphere instantly, and left faster than he had come. Luna made espresso with hands so steady it almost offended her.

She brought the coffee to Sofia, who thanked her with the same measured courtesy she seemed to apply to everything. Matteo remained standing for a second too long before finally sitting opposite his mother, posture easy only by force.

“Rome suits you,” Sofia said, stirring sugar into the espresso she had not requested. “You look thinner. Which may be a compliment or an accusation depending on what they feed you here.”

“Then let’s call it both,” Matteo said.

Sofia’s mouth almost curved, but not quite. “Paolo told me about the print shop.”

“Of course he did.”

“He said you were hesitating.”

“I am deciding.”

“There is a difference?”

Matteo leaned back in his chair. “To adults, yes.”

Luna should not have enjoyed that answer. She did anyway.

Sofia noticed. The smallest shift of her eyes was enough to make Luna feel caught in something she had not intended to reveal.

“I assume,” Sofia said, turning her cup slightly on the saucer, “that this place is part of the decision.”

It was not addressed to Luna, yet it included her so completely that silence became its own spotlight.

Matteo’s voice cooled. “This place is many things.”

Sofia looked at him directly. “And the woman?”

There it was.

Direct. Elegant. Sharp as a blade wrapped in silk.

Luna kept her face still through sheer discipline.

Matteo did not. “Madre.”

“What? Am I to pretend not to see?” Sofia asked. “I raised you. I know what your face looks like when you are merely being stubborn, and I know what it looks like when a woman is involved.”

Giulia, passing behind Luna with a tray, made a sound so suspiciously like a cough that it deserved prison.

Luna did not turn.

Matteo lowered his voice, which only made the intensity in it clearer. “If you came here to inspect my life, you can save yourself time. I am living it.”

Sofia held his gaze for a beat, then looked at Luna again. Not unkindly. That was what made it difficult. There was intelligence in her face, and fatigue, and a sort of disciplined love that had perhaps calcified into control over the years.

“I did not come to insult anyone,” she said. “But I have seen men make life-changing decisions for reasons they call passion when what they mean is confusion.”

Luna set down a basket of bread at the nearby counter because suddenly she needed a task in her hands. It would have been easier if Sofia had been cold. Easier if she had dismissed the restaurant, or Luna herself, with arrogance. But what stood before them was not contempt. It was fear sharpened by class, family history, and the exhausting habit of believing one knows what protects the people one loves.

Matteo rose from his seat. “Enough.”

His mother did not move. “Is it?”

“Yes.”

The word came out more forcefully than anything Luna had yet heard from him.

A couple at the far table looked up from their lunch, sensed adult trouble, and devoted themselves fiercely to the bread basket.

Matteo dragged a hand through his hair. “If you want to talk, we can talk elsewhere.”

Sofia glanced around the room once more. Her gaze rested for a fraction longer on Luna, then softened in a way so fleeting Luna almost thought she imagined it.

“No,” Sofia said. “I think I have seen enough for one afternoon.”

She stood. Matteo did not step aside immediately. For a brief moment mother and son faced each other in the middle of a small Roman restaurant smelling of dough and coffee, both too proud to retreat first and too aware of each other to fully attack.

Then Sofia picked up her handbag.

She turned to Luna.

“Thank you for the coffee.”

“It was my pleasure,” Luna said, because there are moments when dignity is the only weapon worth keeping polished.

Sofia held her gaze. “You run this place well.”

The compliment, quiet and unexpected, struck harder than criticism would have.

Before Luna could answer, Sofia added, “That is rarely a small thing.”

Then she was gone.

The bell over the door rang softly behind her. The restaurant exhaled.

Giulia emerged from the kitchen in stages like a witness after a storm. “Well,” she said carefully, “that was elegant and horrifying.”

“Giulia,” Luna said.

“I’m going,” Giulia replied at once. “I am saying nothing. I am a shadow. A respectful, terrified shadow.”

She vanished again.

Matteo remained standing in the center of the room as if he had not yet re-entered it fully. Luna watched him for one second, then two. He looked furious, but not in the loud direction. In the quieter one, the kind built from old injuries and practiced restraint.

“Matteo,” she said.

He looked at her, and whatever he saw in her face made some of the tension leave his shoulders at once. Not enough. But some.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

The apology came too quickly, too automatically.

Luna hated that. “No.”

His brow furrowed. “No?”

“You do not get to apologize for your mother existing.”

A short laugh escaped him despite the circumstance. “That is not exactly what I meant.”

“I know.” Luna stepped closer, lowering her voice because the room still held customers, daylight, and the fragile remains of public life. “But you do not need to apologize to me for where you come from.”

Something changed in his face then. Weariness, perhaps. Gratitude. The specific exhaustion of being understood at the point one most expected misunderstanding.

He leaned one hand on the back of a chair and looked away briefly toward the window. “She always thinks she is rescuing me.”

“And maybe she does not know how frightening your freedom is to her.”

He looked back at Luna, surprised. “That is an annoyingly compassionate interpretation.”

“I am capable of growth when properly fed.”

The line was his. He recognized it instantly and smiled, small and unwilling and real.

But the smile faded quickly. “This will not end here,” he said.

“I know.”

“She’ll call. Paolo will call. There will be opinions, strategy, emotional theater disguised as logistics.”

“Welcome to Italy.”

That earned another breath of laughter, though it could not carry the full weight of the moment away.

Lunch resumed because life is rude that way. Orders came. Plates left the kitchen. The couple at the far table paid and departed with the fervent gratitude of civilians leaving a conflict zone. Giulia resumed moving through the room, though she glanced at Luna often enough to qualify as surveillance.

Matteo worked through the rest of the afternoon with careful concentration. Too careful. Luna could see the tension in the set of his jaw, the way he cleaned the counter twice, the way he answered normal questions with a half-second delay. She recognized the look because she had worn its cousin often enough herself. The look of someone behaving beautifully while weather moved under the skin.

At four, when the restaurant had fallen briefly quiet, Luna found him in the alley behind the kitchen standing beside stacked crates and an old bicycle no one admitted owning. He had come out for air, though the alley offered very little of it. Sunlight slanted between the buildings in a dusty gold band. Somewhere nearby, a radio played an old Mina song with more heartbreak than melody.

Matteo turned when he heard her steps. “I’m fine,” he said immediately.

“Terrible opening line.”

“It has a long history in my family.”

Luna leaned against the wall opposite him, folding her arms. “Would you like a better one?”

He looked at her for a second, then nodded once. “Yes.”

She considered him. “You look angry.”

“I am.”

“There. Better already.”

He exhaled and tipped his head back against the wall. “She flew to Rome to look at my life as if she were assessing storm damage.”

“That part was not ideal.”

“No.” He laughed once without humor. “And the worst thing is that she thinks she is being loving. Organized, invasive, impossible love.”

Luna let that sit between them. “Those things are not always mutually exclusive.”

Matteo’s eyes shifted to hers. “You are doing it again.”

“What?”

“Understanding everyone more than is convenient.”

“That is because somebody in this alley has to remain civilized.”

He smiled faintly, then pushed away from the wall. The smile faded almost at once. “I don’t want this to touch you.”

Luna went still. “This?”

“My family. Their pressure. Their opinions. The whole machine of it.” He dragged a hand over his mouth. “I know how these things go. They make everything feel smaller, narrower, conditional. I do not want you paying the price for fights that began long before you existed in my life.”

The sentence should have sounded noble. Protective. Instead it hit Luna with a chill she did not expect.

“And what exactly does that mean?” she asked.

Matteo blinked. “It means what I said.”

“No.” Her voice remained calm by force. “It means several things, and I would like the correct one.”

He stared at her for a moment, understanding arriving too late. “Luna.”

“Do you mean you want to shield me,” she asked, “or do you mean you are preparing to step back and calling it protection because it sounds better?”

The alley went very still.

Matteo’s face changed completely. “I do not want to step back.”

“Good,” Luna said. “Because I am not porcelain.”

His eyes held hers. “I know that.”

“Do you?”

He took one step toward her, then stopped, perhaps recognizing that this was not a moment to cross carelessly. “Yes,” he said, more quietly now. “I know you are stronger than anything my family could say. I also know I hate the idea of their uglier instincts landing anywhere near you.”

The anger in him was no longer only about his mother. Luna could see that now. It was also fear. Fear that what had begun so beautifully might now be dragged through judgment, legacy, expectations, and all the inherited machinery of other people’s dreams.

She looked down briefly at the stone beneath her shoes, then back at him. “Then do not decide for me what I can survive.”

The words landed cleanly.

Matteo went silent.

Luna pushed away from the wall. “If this becomes difficult, fine. Life is difficult. Restaurants are difficult. Families are impossible. But do not take choice away from me in the name of kindness. I have had enough of men deciding what protects women.”

He closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again, all the reflexive defense had burned off, leaving only honesty and regret. “You’re right.”

She said nothing.

“I know,” he added. “That is the worst part.”

Despite herself, the corner of her mouth almost moved.

Matteo took another careful step. “I’m sorry. Not for my family. For the implication.”

Luna studied him. “Better.”

He let out a breath that might almost have been relief. “Good.”

They stood close now, the late light cutting the alley into bright gold and cool shadow. Somewhere inside the restaurant Giulia dropped something metal and swore with professional conviction.

Luna looked at Matteo’s face, at the stubbornness there, the upbringing, the tenderness, the fear he still tried to disguise as strategy. Loving him, she suspected, would not be simple. Then again, nothing worth keeping ever had been.

She lifted one hand and straightened the fold of his rolled sleeve, partly because it needed doing and partly because her fingers wanted a reason to touch him. “Next time,” she said, “do not arrive at emotional conclusions without consulting me.”

He looked down at her hand, then back up. “Is that a rule?”

“Yes.”

“I may require it in writing. I was nearly alphabetized into ruin last week.”

This time she did smile. “I’ll print it at the shop.”

His answering look held more relief than amusement now. “Luna.”

“Yes?”

“I am still here.”

The simplicity of it undid her a little.

She nodded. “Then stay here.”

He touched her cheek once, briefly, carefully, because the back alley still belonged to daylight and staff and the vulnerable dignity of a restaurant not yet closed. But the touch said enough.

That night, after service ended and Giulia had delivered a dramatic summary of the afternoon to herself at least six times, Luna climbed the stairs to her apartment more tired than she had been in days. Not unhappy. Not even doubtful, exactly. Just aware now that happiness had moved out of its simple phase and into the more demanding one.

The beautiful one.

The complicated one.

The one that asks people to keep choosing each other after the first glow meets its first crack.

From the window above Casa di Luna, Rome looked as it always did after dark: ancient, theatrical, tender in fragments. Somewhere out there was Matteo, likely pacing the print shop or pretending not to pace it. Somewhere out there his mother was perhaps telling herself she had acted wisely. Somewhere out there tomorrow was already sharpening its opinions.

Luna rested her forehead against the cool glass.

Then she smiled, tired and real and a little ferocious.

Let it.


Chapter 11

What Families Leave Behind

The morning after Sofia De Luca’s visit arrived gray and close, as if even the sky had decided not to pretend nothing had changed.

Luna woke to the sound of light rain touching the shutters in a steady, whispering rhythm. For a few moments she stayed in bed beneath the thin blanket, staring into the dimness of her apartment while the events of the previous afternoon arranged themselves again in her mind with unpleasant clarity. Sofia’s eyes, precise and unreadable. Matteo’s anger, controlled too tightly. The brief sharpness in the alley when protection almost turned into distance. The look on his face when Luna told him not to decide for her what she could survive.

She did not regret saying it.

But truth, she had learned long ago, rarely left a room gently.

By the time she came downstairs, Casa di Luna was wrapped in that strange muted quiet certain places acquire on rainy mornings. The front windows were silvered with moisture. The chalkboard outside looked damp and slightly mournful. The ovens had not yet fully driven the chill from the kitchen. Even Giulia, who usually arrived with the emotional subtlety of a marching band, stepped through the door more softly than usual.

She took one look at Luna and set down her umbrella.

“You slept badly,” Giulia said.

“That is a viciously cheerful opening observation.”

“It is not cheerful. I am conserving energy in case drama develops.”

“It has already developed.”

“Yes,” Giulia said, accepting coffee from the machine with the gravity of a priest receiving sacrament. “Which is why I am pacing myself.”

Luna tied on her apron and began slicing tomatoes with unnecessary precision. “You are enjoying this too much.”

Giulia leaned against the counter. “No. I enjoy romance. This is not romance. This is the phase where rich parents arrive dressed like architecture and attempt to rearrange destiny.”

Luna looked up despite herself. “That is absurdly specific.”

“It is also true.” Giulia studied her for a moment, then softened. “How are you?”

Luna opened her mouth to answer automatically and stopped. How was she? Tired, certainly. Still angry on Matteo’s behalf. Still a little bruised by the assumption that trouble must be managed away from her rather than with her. Yet beneath all that was something steadier, something that had not left overnight simply because the world had become more complicated.

“I am here,” she said at last.

Giulia’s mouth curved. “That is not an answer.”

“It is the one I have.”

Before Giulia could press further, the kitchen door opened and Matteo walked in carrying two paper cups of coffee and rain in the shoulders of his coat.

Luna felt the shift in herself instantly. Not dramatic. Just absolute.

Matteo paused when he saw her. The room, already quiet, seemed to gather around the pause. He looked as though he had slept even less than she had. His hair was damp at the temples. There was a shadow of fatigue beneath his eyes, and something more difficult too, something older than yesterday, as if Sofia’s visit had stirred up rooms in him he usually kept locked.

He handed one cup to Giulia without looking away from Luna. “Bribery,” he said.

Giulia accepted it at once. “Excellent. I support whatever reduces tension and increases caffeine.”

“Then perhaps,” Matteo said, finally glancing at her, “you could become briefly invisible.”

“Absolutely not. I am emotionally invested.”

Luna sighed. “Giulia.”

Giulia took a very theatrical sip of coffee. “Fine. But if either of you say something devastating while I am gone, I expect a full transcript.”

She disappeared toward the back office with the solemnity of a woman leaving two unstable chemicals unsupervised.

Matteo set the second coffee on the counter in front of Luna.

“Peace offering,” he said.

She looked at the cup, then at him. “You are aware coffee cannot solve every problem.”

“No,” he said quietly. “But I am hoping it can accompany an apology.”

The rain ticked softly against the window. Somewhere in the front room a chair creaked as the building settled into itself. Luna rested one hand on the warm cardboard cup but did not drink.

“For which part?” she asked.

Matteo exhaled through his nose. “For bringing my mother’s storm into your day. For speaking to you in the alley as if you needed my permission to be involved. For letting old instincts walk into a new room.” He met her eyes. “Choose one. I am guilty several times over.”

Luna watched him for a long second. She had never doubted his sincerity. That was not the problem. The problem was that sincerity often arrived hand in hand with the habits people learned to survive the families that formed them.

“You don’t have to apologize for her,” she said. “Only for yourself.”

“That seems more than fair.”

“It is.”

Something like relief flickered over his face, though it did not fully settle. “Then I’m sorry for myself.”

The line was dry enough, almost himself again, and it tugged the corner of Luna’s mouth before she could stop it. Matteo saw that and softened further.

“Good,” he said. “If you smile, I remain hopeful.”

“That is reckless.”

“I know.”

She picked up the coffee and took a sip. It was too strong, slightly bitter, and exactly what she needed. “How bad was last night?”

Matteo leaned one hip against the prep table. Rain light from the windows touched the side of his face, flattening shadows and making him look younger in some ways, more worn in others. “Bad enough.”

His answer was so measured that Luna put the cup down again. “Meaning?”

He hesitated. She could see the choice happening in him, the old instinct to edit versus the newer one of letting her see the whole thing.

“She called from the hotel after she left,” he said. “Then again from the station. Then once more after she reached Milan.” A humorless smile crossed his mouth. “Efficiency runs in the family.”

“And?”

“And she thinks I’m making emotional decisions with structural consequences.” He folded his arms loosely, not defensive, more as if holding himself in place. “She said my uncle filled my head with romantic nonsense and that Rome has turned the rest of me theatrical. She said I’ve always confused escape with freedom.”

Luna felt anger rise so quickly it nearly surprised her with its force. “That’s cruel.”

“No,” Matteo said, and the softness of his tone was worse than if he had shouted. “It’s familiar.”

There are answers that ask to be argued with, and answers that ask only to be heard. Luna recognized the difference. She came around the counter slowly and stopped in front of him.

“Matteo,” she said.

He looked at her.

“You do know she can be wrong.”

A faint smile touched his face. “Yes. In theory.”

“In practice too.”

He glanced away briefly toward the rain-streaked window. “That is harder to hold on to when the wrongness comes wrapped in history.”

Luna understood that more than she wished. Families learned the shape of your oldest fears and often pressed exactly there without even meaning to. Sometimes especially when they meant well.

“Did you answer her?” Luna asked.

“Yes.” He laughed once, quietly. “Poorly at first. Better later.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I told her that whether I stay in Rome, whether I keep the print shop, whether I ruin my life as she imagines it, none of those decisions are hers to make.” He paused. “And I told her not to speak about you like a factor in a business equation.”

The words entered Luna more slowly than the anger had.

“You did?”

Matteo’s eyes returned to hers. “Of course I did.”

Something in her chest loosened at that, not because it solved anything, but because it mattered what he defended and how. “And how did that go?”

“About as well as you’d expect if you have ever told an Italian mother that she is being unreasonable.”

“I haven’t, but I’ve watched Giulia do it to a fishmonger. It was educational.”

This time Matteo laughed properly. The sound was brief but real, and in it Luna heard the first crack in the weight he had carried in with him.

“She cried,” he said after a moment, more quietly. “Not dramatically. That would have been easier. She just... stopped sounding certain.” He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “And suddenly I was thirteen again, feeling like a traitor for wanting a life she had not designed.”

Luna’s expression softened. “That’s not a small thing.”

“No.”

“And what did you do?”

He let out a slow breath. “I told her I love her.” His smile came back, thin and tired. “Which was either maturity or emotional surrender. The distinction remains unclear.”

Luna reached out before thinking too long about it and touched his wrist. The contact was light, but the effect on him was immediate. He grew still, not in avoidance, but in that quiet way people do when comfort lands exactly where they were trying not to ask for it.

“You can love people,” she said, “and still refuse the life they choose for you.”

His gaze dropped briefly to her hand, then lifted again. “You say impossible things very calmly.”

“I run a restaurant. Panic is bad for sauces.”

“That should be on a family crest somewhere.”

“It should be on your mother’s luggage.”

He laughed again, more helplessly this time, and Luna loved the sound enough to distrust herself immediately.

Before either of them could say more, the bell over the front door rang and Giulia reappeared at once, having apparently been listening for the exact moment most likely to inconvenience them.

“Well,” she said, looking between them. “You both appear marginally less doomed. Excellent.”

“Thank you for the privacy,” Luna said dryly.

“You’re welcome. I abused it thoroughly.” Giulia set down a folder of invoices on the counter. “Also we have six lunch reservations, two takeaway orders, and one potential disaster with the mushroom supplier.”

Matteo straightened. “There. Reality. I knew it would return eventually.”

“It always does,” Luna said.

The day moved forward because it had to. Customers came in damp from the rain, carrying umbrellas and appetites. The kitchen warmed. Flour dust found its way onto every available surface. A little girl in a yellow coat asked if pizza could fix bad weather, and Giulia replied that properly made pizza could fix almost anything short of politics and death, which seemed close enough to doctrine that no one argued.

Matteo worked beside Luna through all of it. Not perfectly. Not lightly. But present. Luna noticed the difference in him as the hours passed. The tension did not vanish, yet it lost its grip on his body inch by inch. He joked with Giulia over the onions. He corrected a crooked frame near the doorway. He argued with Luna over whether rosemary should ever touch mushrooms and accepted defeat with suspicious elegance.

Presence, Luna thought, was underrated. So many people promised futures when what mattered most was whether they remained properly in the room today.

By midafternoon the rain had lifted. Water still clung to the street outside, turning the stones of Via del Sole darker and more reflective. Light returned in fragments, silver first, then pale gold. The restaurant quieted between services. Giulia left to meet the supplier and returned twenty minutes later swearing about pricing and capitalism in equal measure.

Around four, when there was finally a stretch of relative calm, Luna found Matteo in the front room adjusting the angle of one of the small framed posters near the entrance. It did not need adjusting, but she had learned that hands often sought tasks when minds were still working through their own weather.

“You’ve been doing that for three minutes,” she said.

“It was uneven.”

“It was not.”

“It was emotionally uneven.”

She came to stand beside him. Outside, sunlight had begun to break cleanly through the departing cloud cover, striking the wet street so that everything looked briefly washed and sharpened. “Are you better?”

Matteo considered the question. “Yes,” he said at last. “Not because anything is fixed. But because I am no longer alone with it.”

Luna looked at him.

He held her gaze steadily. “That matters.”

The simplicity of that statement reached her more deeply than a grander one might have. Perhaps because it named the thing she had been learning too. Love was not only in kisses or longing or the dangerous brightness of new tenderness. Sometimes it was in being included in the problem instead of being protected from it at a distance.

She folded her arms lightly, not defensive now, simply gathering herself. “Good,” she said.

“Good?”

“Yes. I would hate to think all this emotional growth was being wasted.”

His mouth curved. “You are relentless.”

“I am practical.”

“That is not the word I would choose.”

“No?”

“No.” He looked toward the street, then back at her. “Brave, maybe.”

Luna almost laughed it off. Almost. But there was nothing performative in his face, and she found she did not want to cheapen the moment by dodging it.

“Bravery implies I know what I’m doing,” she said.

“Not always.”

They stood together in the late afternoon light while the city went on outside. A cyclist passed. Someone called for fresh peaches from the corner market. Somewhere farther away, church bells marked the hour with more certainty than either of them felt. Yet in the quiet of the restaurant, with chairs empty and the ovens between shifts, something steadier than certainty had arrived.

Not ease. Not permanence. Something else.

A willingness.

That evening, after closing, Matteo did not suggest a walk or dinner. He stayed to help Luna count the register, then peeled oranges in the kitchen while Giulia loudly declared that emotional crises improved everyone’s knife skills. When Giulia finally left, promising to return tomorrow with less compassion and more gossip, the restaurant fell into a softer silence.

Luna stood by the back door watching the last strip of twilight fade above the roofs. Matteo came up beside her, holding two small wedges of orange.

“Peace offering,” he said.

“You are overusing that phrase.”

“It’s a versatile tool.”

She accepted the orange. Their fingers brushed. Neither pretended not to notice.

For a little while they simply stood there and ate fruit in the kitchen of a closed restaurant while the city darkened around them. It was not romantic in the expected sense. No dramatic declarations. No grand gestures. And yet Luna thought later that it might have been one of the most intimate moments yet, precisely because of its ordinariness. Two people, tired and unguarded, staying in the room after difficulty instead of fleeing it.

Matteo looked at her after a while and said, “Thank you.”

She knew at once he was not talking about oranges.

“You’re welcome,” she replied.

Outside, the rain-washed street of Via del Sole caught the glow of the first lamps. Inside, Casa di Luna held its warmth. Somewhere between family history and fresh apology, between old fear and new choice, something had survived its first true test.

Not untouched.

But intact.


Chapter 12

The Shape of a Future

For a little while after the storm with Sofia, life at Casa di Luna settled into something deceptively kind.

Not calm exactly. Calm suggested stillness, and there was nothing still about the restaurant, about Rome, or about the two people increasingly trying to build something real in the spaces between lunch orders and old family wounds. But the days became gentler. More breathable. Matteo returned each morning without hesitation. Luna stopped bracing every time the bell over the door rang. Giulia, having decided that emotional stability made everyone far less entertaining, devoted herself to complaining about produce prices and pretending she was not secretly relieved.

There were small happinesses everywhere now, so many that Luna mistrusted them on principle.

Matteo bringing pears from the market because he claimed the fruit seller had insulted his taste and he needed to prove a point.

Luna finding the print shop keys beside the register because he had come by early and forgotten them while kissing her hello in the kitchen where no customers could see.

Shared meals eaten standing up near the ovens because neither of them had time to sit.

Arguments about rosemary, basil, architecture, and the correct emotional significance of burnt crust.

The world had not become easier, but it had become more inhabited.

That, Luna was beginning to understand, made difficulty less lonely.

A week passed. Then another.

Spring leaned toward summer. The city brightened. Via del Sole filled earlier each morning and stayed lively later into the evening. Tourists returned in cheerful waves with cameras, bad maps, and opinions about pizza they had not earned. The florist at the corner began displaying sunflowers beside roses as if refusing to choose between drama and sincerity. Even Casa di Luna changed with the season. The open front windows let in warm air and the scent of the street. Afternoon light lingered longer on the tiled floor. The restaurant felt more alive than it had in years.

One Tuesday morning, Luna was writing the lunch specials on the chalkboard while Matteo stood on a chair adjusting the small hanging lamp above the front table. He insisted it tilted left by a tragic degree. Luna insisted no one in the history of civilization had ever cared less.

“You are impossible,” she said without looking up.

“Yes,” he replied from above her. “But beautifully calibrated.”

“That does not sound like humility.”

“It sounds like engineering.”

Giulia, carrying a tray of glasses past them, snorted. “If he falls and dies because of a lamp no one noticed, I hope the funeral is tasteful.”

Matteo looked down. “You’d make a terrible widow.”

“I’d make an excellent witness.”

Luna laughed before she could stop herself. Matteo looked at her and smiled in that small direct way that still undid her more often than she wanted to admit.

By now, they had become careless in certain quiet domestic ways. Not careless with each other. Never that. But careless with the evidence of affection. A hand at her waist while passing behind her in the kitchen. A kiss stolen beside the storeroom door. His jacket left over the back of one of her chairs upstairs. Her hair tie on the counter of the print shop. These little signs accumulated around them until denial itself would have needed a blindfold.

It was Giulia, naturally, who named the danger first.

“You two are becoming visible,” she said that afternoon while folding napkins with melodramatic severity.

Luna frowned. “Visible to whom?”

Giulia gave her a look. “To everyone. The chairs. The flour sacks. The old man who comes in every Thursday and complains that modern men are too thin.”

“That man can barely see.”

“He sees enough.” Giulia lowered her voice and glanced toward Matteo, who was outside receiving a delivery. “This is how neighborhoods work. They notice before you tell them anything. They build a whole opera out of one hand on the wrong shoulder.”

Luna tied a stack of menus together more tightly than necessary. “You say that as if it’s a problem.”

Giulia’s expression softened. “I say it because happiness feels private until suddenly it belongs to the street too. That can be lovely. It can also be dangerous.”

Luna did not answer right away. She knew Giulia was not being cruel. Only honest. Small neighborhoods, like families, had a way of deciding what role you played before you had fully chosen it yourself.

Before she could respond, Matteo came back in carrying a crate of tomatoes and a folded envelope.

“The postman nearly died climbing the hill,” he announced. “In his honor, we should all lower our expectations.”

He set the crate down, then looked at the envelope in his hand with faint suspicion. “This was for me.”

Luna glanced up only because his tone had changed.

The envelope was cream-colored, expensive, and addressed in a handwriting too elegant to trust.

Giulia saw it at the same moment. “Ah,” she said. “Terrible paper. Always a bad sign.”

Matteo turned it over. The seal, though broken by the post, bore the De Luca crest in embossed dark blue.

Luna felt something inside her go still.

“Your mother?” she asked.

“My aunt, I think.” He slid a finger beneath the fold and removed the single sheet inside. As he read, the color in his face changed very slightly.

Giulia noticed at once. “Should I get wine?”

“It’s noon,” Luna said.

“Yes,” Giulia replied. “That is why I asked before lunch.”

Matteo let out a slow breath and folded the letter once. Then again.

“What is it?” Luna asked.

He looked at her, then at Giulia, then toward the front windows as if measuring how much daylight he wished to bring into this. “My aunt is hosting a family dinner in Naples on Sunday.”

Giulia made a face. “No one writes a formal letter for a pleasant dinner.”

“No,” Matteo said quietly. “They don’t.”

He handed the page to Luna.

The language was immaculate. Too immaculate. Beneath its civility lay all the pressure of a family that preferred important decisions served under crystal light with multiple courses. Matteo’s presence was strongly requested. Discussion of the print shop and related future arrangements would take place. Sofia De Luca would also attend, which read less like information and more like a warning.

Luna finished reading and gave the letter back. “That is not a dinner.”

“No.”

“That is an intervention in better clothes,” Giulia said.

Matteo almost smiled. “Yes.”

Silence settled around the three of them for a moment, broken only by the distant noise of a scooter passing outside and the low hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen.

Luna spoke first. “Will you go?”

He did not answer immediately. That worried her more than a quick yes would have.

Giulia, sensing with unusual wisdom that this conversation had outgrown her, set down the napkins. “I suddenly need to inspect the basil for moral weakness,” she said and vanished into the back.

Matteo leaned against the counter, letter still in hand. “I should.”

Luna waited.

He rubbed his thumb over the fold in the paper. “If I don’t go, it becomes proof that I’m hiding in Rome from adulthood. If I do go, I walk into a room arranged specifically to remind me who they think I am.”

“And who is that?”

“A man who can be corrected.” He smiled without humor. “Preferably between courses.”

Luna moved around the counter to stand closer to him. “And are you?”

He looked at her, really looked, and for one brief raw instant the answer was visible in the conflict of his face before it reached his mouth. “Less than I was. More than I want to be.”

The honesty of it landed hard.

Luna crossed her arms lightly, more to hold herself together than in defense. “What about the print shop?”

That made him glance away. “They’ve had it appraised.”

She went still. “Already?”

“Yes.” He laughed once, bitterly. “Apparently while the rest of us were still having emotions, my family decided to invite real estate logic to dinner.”

A sharp bright anger moved through Luna. Not merely on his behalf now, but because the print shop had ceased to be symbolic. It had become a room she knew. A future she could imagine. A part of the street’s fragile architecture that mattered to her whether she had intended it to or not.

“What do you want?” she asked.

The question came out more fiercely than she intended.

Matteo heard that too. He folded the letter and set it on the counter between them like evidence. “I want time.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“I know.”

She held his gaze. “Then answer the question properly.”

Something changed in him. Not defensiveness. Not anger. Almost relief, as if she had given him permission not to speak in diplomacy for one whole minute.

“I want the shop,” he said.

The words entered the room and altered its center.

Luna stared at him.

He continued before caution could interrupt. “I don’t know everything about how to keep it. I don’t know if I’m being reckless or practical or some unattractive combination of both. I don’t know what shape it takes yet. But every time I unlock that door, I feel more certain that selling it would be another version of abandoning something before I’ve had the courage to know it.” He exhaled. “So yes. I want the shop.”

Luna had not realized how much she needed him to say it aloud until he did.

“Then that matters,” she said softly.

“It does to me.” He paused. “And that is what terrifies everyone.”

The afternoon moved forward with the indifferent efficiency of time. Customers came, unaware that one letter had just shifted the air in the building. Lunch orders were called. Sauce simmered. Giulia returned from the basil inspection and declared it morally sound. Yet beneath every ordinary task, Luna felt the letter lying on the counter like a hidden knife.

By evening, the restaurant had quieted enough for the worry to become harder to ignore. Matteo stayed late after close, helping Luna scrape flour from the prep table and count the remaining bottles of olive oil. Giulia left with unusual gentleness, only pausing at the door to say, “Do not let old rich people define your future. It is vulgar,” before disappearing into the twilight.

When they were alone, the silence changed shape.

Matteo stood by the back sink rinsing a glass that had been clean before he picked it up. Luna watched him for a moment and then said, “You’re going.”

He turned off the water. “Yes.”

She nodded once, because she had known even before he said it. “For one night?”

“If I can make it one.”

She dried her hands on a towel and set it aside. “And if they try to make it longer?”

Matteo looked at her across the kitchen. “Then I leave anyway.”

The certainty in that answer should have comforted her more than it did. It did comfort her, only not completely. Love, Luna was learning, did not remove fear. It only made fear more specific.

She came closer and leaned one hip against the prep table opposite him. “I hate this.”

He smiled faintly. “That’s a very elegant declaration.”

“I’m not trying to be elegant.”

“I noticed.”

She looked down briefly, then back up. “I hate that they can summon you with stationery.”

“I hate that too.”

“I hate that there is a version of you in their house that still feels thirteen.”

That one struck him. She saw it immediately.

Matteo’s expression softened and shadowed at once. “Yes,” he said.

There was no need for further explanation. Some truths, once named correctly, ask only to be accompanied.

Luna stepped close enough that their knees nearly touched. “Then take this version with you.”

His eyes lifted to hers. “This version?”

“The one who knows what he wants. The one who stayed in Rome. The one who thinks in futures instead of apologies.” She took a breath. “The one who wants the shop.”

For a moment Matteo said nothing. The kitchen around them seemed to fall into a deeper hush, as if even the old refrigerator had enough decency not to interrupt.

Then he set the glass down and moved closer.

When he kissed her, it was not like the first kiss by the river or the softer ones stolen in the kitchen. This kiss carried weight. Not desperation. Not panic. Something steadier and more deliberate. A promise perhaps, though neither of them said the word. Luna slid her hands up to his shoulders. Matteo’s fingers rested at her waist with the familiar care that always undid her more than urgency would have.

When they drew apart, his forehead rested briefly against hers.

“You make it very difficult to leave rooms,” he murmured.

“That sounds like a personal failing.”

“It is.”

She smiled, but it vanished quickly. “Matteo.”

“Yes?”

“Don’t go there and let them make you doubt everything that already became true here.”

He looked at her for a long second, and in that second Luna saw not the charming man in the print shop, nor the teasing one in her kitchen, but someone quieter and more exposed. Someone who knew exactly how persuasive family history could be when served in the language of concern.

“I’ll try,” he said.

It was honest. Too honest.

Luna almost wished for something bigger, more dramatic, more impossible to mistrust. But perhaps honesty was the better gift, even when it frightened her.

She touched his face lightly with both hands. “No,” she said. “Not try. Remember.”

His eyes closed for the briefest second beneath her hands. When he opened them again, something in him looked steadier.

“Remember,” he repeated.

On Sunday morning, Matteo left before the city had fully heated into day. He came by the restaurant first because of course he did. Luna was already downstairs rolling dough while Giulia labeled wine bottles with unnecessary violence.

“You’re dressed like a man attending his own trial,” Giulia observed.

Matteo looked down at the dark jacket in faint disgust. “That is approximately correct.”

Giulia shoved a small paper bag into his hand. “Biscotti. For morale. Or throwing.”

He accepted it gravely. “You are the finest friend anyone never asked for.”

“I know.”

Then Giulia disappeared into the front room with suspicious speed, leaving Luna and Matteo standing in the kitchen among flour, morning light, and the low ache of departure.

He touched the side of her face, thumb brushing her cheek once. “I’ll call tonight.”

“Yes.”

“And I’ll come back tomorrow.”

“Yes.”

He smiled faintly. “You’re very trusting all of a sudden.”

“No.” Luna held his gaze. “I’m being very clear.”

That made him laugh softly. He kissed her once, briefly, with the kind of tenderness that says more than time allows. Then he took a step back, and another, and he was gone into the brightening morning of Rome.

The rest of the day stretched strangely. Too full to be empty, too distracted to feel ordinary. Customers came and went. Giulia swore at a crate of mushrooms. The florist across the street flirted outrageously with a policeman and was rewarded with a rose-tinted traffic warning. Yet throughout it all Luna felt Matteo’s absence not as a hole exactly, but as a pressure. A held breath in the architecture of the day.

He called that evening as promised.

Luna answered on the second ring in her apartment above the restaurant, one hand still damp from washing dishes.

“Tell me everything,” she said.

There was a pause on the line, then Matteo’s voice, tired and threaded with something she could not yet name. “That sounds dangerously like an order.”

“It is.”

He exhaled, and she heard in it the long shadow of a day she had not seen. “Dinner lasted four hours.”

“That is not dinner. That is punishment.”

“Correct.”

He moved then, and Luna could hear the muffled shift of footsteps, a door perhaps closing somewhere on his end of the line. “My aunt hosted. My mother was almost charming, which was much more frightening than open disapproval. Paolo was there. My cousin Elena too, along with her husband who speaks only when real estate is involved, so naturally he was very lively.”

Despite herself, Luna smiled. “That sounds unbearable.”

“It was also efficient. They had numbers prepared.”

Her body went still. “Numbers.”

“Yes. Estimated sale value. Maintenance projections. Tax implications. A complete forecast of why keeping the shop is impractical, sentimental, and beneath my training.” His laugh held no humor. “They made slides in conversation form.”

Luna leaned against the wall by the window. Outside, Via del Sole glowed under the streetlamps, alive with evening voices and late walkers and the clink of glasses from the café at the corner. “And what did you say?”

There was another pause.

“At first?” Matteo said. “Not enough.”

A chill passed through her.

He continued before she could speak. “I listened too long. I let them build the argument as if logic itself were a moral force. And for ten minutes I could almost feel myself stepping back into that old version of my life where being reasonable meant giving up first.”

Luna closed her eyes.

“But then,” he said, voice lower now, steadier, “I remembered.”

She opened her eyes again.

“What?” she whispered.

“You. The shop. Rome. The fact that wanting something does not automatically make it foolish.” He exhaled. “So I told them no.”

The word moved through her like warmth.

“Properly?” she asked.

“Properly.”

She smiled into the dimness of her apartment, slow and fierce and almost unbelieving. “Good.”

“Madre cried again.”

Luna’s smile softened. “And you?”

He was quiet for a second. “I stayed.”

The answer broke her heart a little and repaired it in the same motion.

“What happens now?” she asked.

“They’re giving me one month.”

“One month for what?”

“To produce a plan convincing enough to justify keeping the print shop.”

Luna straightened from the wall. “A plan.”

“Yes. Business structure. projected costs. probable revenue. renovation requirements. operating purpose.” His voice shifted, and for the first time that evening she heard something like life moving back into it. “Basically, they want proof that I am not rescuing a ghost.”

Luna turned toward the desk by the window where order books, spare pens, and old receipt paper lived in noble disorder. A plan. Not a decision final and dead. Not a surrender. A month.

“That’s not impossible,” she said.

“No,” Matteo replied, and now she could hear the smallest edge of wonder in him too. “No, it isn’t.”

They were both silent for a beat, the shape of the future changing in real time between them.

Finally Luna said, “Come back tomorrow.”

His laugh, when it came, sounded tired and alive at once. “That also sounds like an order.”

“It is.”

“Then yes,” he said. “I’m already on my way.”

After the call ended, Luna stood by the window for a long time, phone still in her hand, looking out over the old street that had become home without asking permission. Below, Casa di Luna slept. Somewhere beyond the roofs and trains and dark roads, Matteo was returning with a month, a challenge, and the first true shape of a future that might yet be fought for.

The question was no longer whether the future existed.

Only whether they were brave enough to build it.


Chapter 13

The Plan Between Them

Matteo returned to Rome just after noon on Monday with tired eyes, one overnight bag, and the expression of a man who had been arguing with history and had not entirely lost.

Luna saw him through the front window of Casa di Luna before the bell above the door had even finished ringing. He looked rumpled in a way that would have made another man appear careless. On Matteo it looked only honest. The dark jacket from Naples was folded over one arm. His shirt was creased at the sleeve. His hair had given up any attempt at formality somewhere around the third train station. Yet despite the fatigue in him, there was something else too, something sharper and more alive beneath the weariness. Purpose, perhaps. Or the stubborn relief of returning to the right city.

Luna was carrying a tray of glasses at the time. Giulia, who noticed everything three seconds before anyone else and then acted offended by her own intelligence, looked from Luna’s face to the door and announced, “Ah. The tragic architect has survived.”

Matteo stepped inside and his eyes found Luna at once.

For one absurd, charged second the whole restaurant seemed to become background.

Then Giulia ruined it with a clap of her hands.

“Well,” she said. “Since neither of you is currently dead, perhaps someone should help table three before romance disrupts lunch.”

Luna sent her a look of such concentrated warning that Giulia immediately looked delighted.

Matteo came closer, dropping his bag by the counter. “Good afternoon,” he said.

It was a normal greeting. It had no business sounding like that.

“You look terrible,” Luna replied.

His mouth curved. “That’s almost the same as saying you missed me.”

“Only if you are hallucinating from lack of sleep.”

“Possible.”

She should have left it there. Customers were present. Trays existed. Daylight was still behaving publicly. Instead she lowered her voice and asked, “Did you sleep at all?”

Matteo gave her a look so unguardedly warm that it nearly unmade her on the spot. “Not enough.”

Giulia appeared beside them carrying a bottle of olive oil. “Wonderful. He’s alive, under-rested, and emotionally significant. Put him to work.”

Matteo blinked. “Your kindness remains violent.”

“It is one of my better qualities.” She shoved an apron at him. “Kitchen. Now. If he’s going to win a month to save a shop, he can start by slicing tomatoes correctly.”

Luna almost laughed. Matteo actually did.

And just like that, the day resumed. Not normally. Never that. But with the sort of practical mercy ordinary work sometimes offers people who would otherwise drown in feeling. Matteo washed his hands, tied on the apron, and fell into the rhythm of the restaurant as though he had only stepped out for an hour rather than into a family tribunal dressed as dinner. Giulia barked instructions nobody had requested. Customers asked for impossible modifications to perfectly good pizza. The oven breathed heat into the afternoon. And through all of it Luna remained acutely aware that Matteo was back in the room, carrying one month in his pocket like a challenge.

By two thirty the lunch crowd thinned. At three, the last lingering couple paid and left after complimenting the house red as if they had discovered wine personally. Giulia, who possessed the instincts of both a fox and a matchmaker, announced she needed to inspect the mushroom supplier in person and swept out before Luna could accuse her properly.

The silence she left behind was immediate and suspicious.

Matteo was at the back counter rolling his sleeves higher when Luna came around with two cups of coffee. He looked up at the sight of them and smiled with quiet gratitude.

“Peace offering?” he asked.

“No. Fuel.”

“That sounds more dangerous.”

“It is.”

She set one cup in front of him and leaned against the counter opposite. For a moment neither spoke. The kitchen was full of the soft after-lunch sounds of settling. Cooling metal. A distant drip from the sink. The low hum of the refrigerator. Outside, the street on Via del Sole moved through its slower hour, sunlight flattening against the warm stone as if even the city needed a pause.

Finally Matteo said, “I meant what I told you on the phone.”

Luna held his gaze. “That you told them no?”

“Yes.” He wrapped both hands around the cup though he did not drink. “And that they gave me a month.”

She nodded once. “I believed you.”

“I know.”

There was something so intimate in that small answer that it took her a second to recover from it.

“So,” she said, forcing herself into practicality before tenderness became impossible to manage, “what exactly do they want?”

Matteo exhaled and reached into the inside pocket of his jacket. This time what emerged was not a letter but a folder, thin and worn from travel. He placed it on the counter between them and opened it. Inside were typed notes, handwritten figures, a printed appraisal report, and a list of projected costs so aggressively neat that Luna disliked it on principle.

“They want a business case,” he said. “Not romance. Not family memory. Not speeches about neighborhoods and disappearing crafts. Numbers. Function. Viability. They want me to prove that keeping the print shop is not the equivalent of rescuing a beautiful corpse.”

Luna looked down at the papers. Renovation estimates. Utility forecasts. Insurance notes. Expected annual overhead. A professional assessment of the premises that managed to sound both expensive and faintly offended by old wood.

“They had all this prepared already?” she asked.

“Yes.” Matteo gave a humorless laugh. “Apparently my family does not ambush emotionally. They do it with spreadsheets.”

Luna skimmed another page. “This is brutal.”

“That would be my uncle Carlo. He believes sentiment is merely math with bad posture.”

She looked up. “And what do you believe?”

Matteo’s expression changed at once, the exhaustion in it yielding to something deeper and more difficult. “I believe they’re not entirely wrong.”

That made her still.

He saw it and continued quickly, though not defensively. “Not about the shop being meaningless. About the need for a real plan. Wanting it is not enough. Not if I intend to keep it open. Not if I want to stand in front of them and not sound like a man rescuing childhood because adulthood disappointed him.” He dragged one hand through his hair. “Luna, I need this to become more than desire.”

The truth of that reached her immediately. The print shop had become symbolic to her too, but symbols did not pay property tax or roof repairs or electricity.

“Yes,” she said softly. “You do.”

Matteo looked relieved, and somehow that relief hurt. As if part of him had expected her to answer with romance when what he needed was partnership.

She pulled the folder closer. “Then let’s see what future costs.”

For the next hour they stood shoulder to shoulder over the counter like co-conspirators in an especially bureaucratic crime. Matteo explained what his uncle’s old business used to be: invitations, menus, memorial cards, shop signs, small neighborhood jobs, artisanal print orders for people who still valued paper enough to touch it slowly. But the neighborhood had changed. Cheap digital printing had taken over much of the practical work. Tourist boutiques preferred mass-produced charm to real local labor. The shop, if kept exactly as it had been, would not survive on nostalgia alone.

“So it can’t be only the old business,” Luna said, tracing her finger down one column of figures.

“No.”

“It has to be two things at once.”

He turned toward her. “What do you mean?”

She frowned, already thinking faster than she meant to. “It has to remain a print shop, otherwise it becomes a costume. But it also has to become useful again in a current way. Something this street and the city still need.”

Matteo stared at her for a beat, then smiled slowly. “That is annoyingly intelligent.”

“I know. It’s a burden.”

He leaned closer over the papers. “Go on.”

Luna looked down again, feeling the idea gather itself as she spoke. “Custom menus for restaurants. Event stationery for small hotels and wedding venues. Art prints for tourists, but not the ugly kind. Packaging labels for local shops. Maybe a small design service attached to it. Not giant commercial printing. Curated work. Beautiful work. Work people come to because it feels personal.”

The more she spoke, the more alive Matteo became in front of her. The fatigue did not vanish, but it lit from underneath. “And workshops,” he said suddenly. “Letterpress classes once or twice a month. Travelers love romantic skills when they can photograph themselves learning them.”

“Yes.” Luna pointed at him with the end of a pencil. “That. But not ridiculous. Real workshops. Small groups. Bookbinding maybe.”

“Postcard printing.”

“Personalized wedding suites.”

“Menus.”

“Beautiful signage.”

“Collaborations with local businesses.”

The last one made them both pause.

Luna looked at him.

Matteo looked back.

“Casa di Luna,” he said.

The idea entered the room and immediately felt too right to dismiss. Luna felt it in the same instant he did. A menu redesign. Printed takeaway packaging. Limited postcards of the neighborhood slipped into pizza boxes. Special event nights where the restaurant and the print shop became two rooms of the same local heartbeat.

“That could work,” she said quietly.

“It could,” Matteo replied, no longer looking at the papers.

The silence that followed was not empty. It felt almost fragile, full of possibility, calculation, and something else, something softer and more frightening. Not because they were discussing business. Because suddenly the future had shape. Shared shape.

Luna looked away first and flipped to another page before the moment became too visible. “All right. Then we need costs. Renovation first. What’s essential and what’s vanity?”

“Harsh distinction.”

“Useful distinction.”

He laughed under his breath. “Fine. Essential: electrical updates. Roof patching over the back room. New humidity control for the paper. Restoration on the main press before anyone breaks a hand trying to use it.”

“Vanity?”

“The front sign, according to my uncle Carlo.”

“It absolutely is not vanity.”

“That was also my opinion.”

“You can’t invite people into a beautiful place with a dying sign.”

“I love you when you sound like a business tyrant.”

The sentence arrived without warning.

Both of them went still.

The kitchen seemed to inhale around them.

Luna lifted her head very slowly.

Matteo’s face changed the instant he heard himself, as if some deeper truth had stepped past caution before being asked. He did not look embarrassed exactly. More startled by his own accuracy.

Neither of them moved.

Luna’s heart had become something violent and unhelpful.

Matteo set the pencil down with deliberate care. “I did not plan to say that here,” he said, voice lower now, quieter than before.

Luna swallowed. “No?”

“No.” He held her gaze. “But apparently my judgment is compromised by project planning.”

It would have been so easy to laugh. To let him retreat into charm. To pretend the line was only half-serious and preserve the safety of delay.

Instead Luna asked the only question that mattered.

“Was it true?”

Matteo did not answer at once. The sunlight from the high kitchen window had shifted while they worked and now struck one side of his face, leaving the other in softer shadow. He looked more exposed than she had ever seen him.

“Yes,” he said.

The word entered her like light through a cracked door.

Luna did not breathe properly for several seconds.

She had imagined many futures, many disasters, many beautiful complications. She had not imagined this sentence arriving in the middle of budgets and humidity control.

Matteo went on, softly, as though sudden volume might break something. “I wasn’t planning a declaration with spreadsheets open between us. I had something less absurd in mind. But yes. It’s true.” He gave a small helpless smile. “Entirely inconveniently true.”

Luna looked down at the papers because if she kept looking at him she might become all feeling and no language. The figures blurred. Numbers had become utterly useless.

“Say something,” Matteo said after a moment, and now there was the first trace of uncertainty in him.

She let out a breath that trembled despite her best efforts. “You really are terrible at timing.”

To her great relief, he laughed.

“Devastatingly so,” he admitted.

Luna lifted her eyes again. “And impossible.”

“Yes.”

“And reckless.”

“Also yes.”

She stepped closer, close enough that the edge of the counter no longer separated them. “Good,” she said quietly. “Because I would hate to be the only one.”

Understanding dawned in his face slowly and then all at once.

“Luna.”

She reached up and touched his cheek with flour-dusted fingers. “I wasn’t planning to say it in a kitchen either,” she murmured. “But apparently we are both being betrayed by practicality.”

That was all the permission Matteo needed.

He kissed her gently at first, with the same care he always brought to the moments that mattered most. Yet beneath the gentleness was something newly certain now, no longer a possibility trying to become real but something already real speaking itself aloud. Luna’s hands went to his shoulders. The pencil rolled off the counter and hit the floor with a small clatter neither of them acknowledged.

When they drew apart, both of them were smiling in that slightly dazed way people do when the world has changed direction without changing scenery.

From the doorway came a dry voice.

“Well,” said Giulia.

They sprang apart with all the dignity of guilty teenagers.

Giulia stood there holding a crate of lemons and wearing the triumphant exhaustion of a woman the universe kept rewarding for her patience. “I leave for twelve minutes,” she said, “and come back to find that love has apparently moved into the budgeting process.”

Luna pressed a hand to her forehead. “Giulia.”

“No, no, continue. I support emotional truth in commercial spaces. It’s very European.” She set the lemons down and eyed the papers. “Also, for the record, you are both right about the sign. It is not vanity. It is identity. People trust entrances.”

Matteo stared at her. “Were you listening outside the door?”

“Only spiritually.”

Luna would have liked the floor to open, but as that was unlikely, she settled for glaring. Giulia, impervious, pulled one of the pages closer.

“All right,” she said briskly. “If the two of you are done confessing eternal devotion over utility costs, show me the projections.”

And just like that, the room shifted again. Not away from love. Into the next form of it. Work. Shared intention. Three people leaning over a future that had suddenly become both more fragile and more possible.

They worked until the light outside turned amber. Giulia contributed merciless commentary and unexpectedly good instincts about packaging. Matteo sketched a rough layout for the front room of the print shop on the back of an old invoice. Luna began listing potential collaborations on a sheet labeled, in increasingly confident handwriting, “Ways This Could Actually Live.” By the time the evening customers began arriving, the counter held a mess of figures, arrows, arguments, notes, and the first rough skeleton of something believable.

That night, after service, Luna carried the papers upstairs to keep them safe from olive oil and exhaustion. Matteo followed with the last two cups of coffee of the day. They spread everything across her kitchen table under the warm overhead lamp. Outside the open window, Rome moved in late evening layers of laughter, distant engines, and music from somewhere no map would ever correctly mark.

They read through the notes again in the softer mood that comes after effort has become hope.

“This,” Matteo said at last, touching the edge of one page, “is the first time the month has felt like time instead of threat.”

Luna looked at him across the table littered with numbers and pencil marks and orange peels from Giulia’s earlier raid. “Good.”

He smiled. “Good?”

“Yes. I prefer future to panic.”

“That sounds like another family crest.”

“It should be stitched onto the shop apron.”

He reached across the table and covered her hand lightly with his. “Thank you,” he said.

Not for the plan alone. She heard everything inside the sentence.

Luna curled her fingers around his. “We’re not done yet.”

“No,” Matteo said, and now his voice had gone quieter, deeper. “We’re not.”

The city outside kept moving. Tomorrow would bring customers, objections, revisions, expenses, and all the ordinary cruelties of trying to build something real. But tonight, in the small apartment above Casa di Luna, with their future scattered across the table in pages and ink and impossible hope, Luna felt something she had not allowed herself in a very long time.

Not certainty.

Something better.

A plan.


Chapter 14

Making Room for Tomorrow

The next morning began with ink.

Not metaphorical ink, though Luna would later think there had been plenty of that too. Real ink. Old ink. The dry metallic smell of it rising from the print shop as Matteo unlocked the door just after eight and pushed it inward with the solemnity of a man opening both a building and an argument with fate.

Luna stood beside him carrying two coffees and a folded sheet of notes from the night before. Giulia arrived three minutes late with a bag of pastries and the expression of someone who had decided she was now a partner in history whether history liked it or not.

“Why does it smell like a library and a lawsuit in here?” she asked, stepping inside.

“Because,” Matteo said, “this is what legacy feels like before renovation.”

Giulia looked around at the dust-filmed shelves, the old press, the trays of type, the faded posters stacked against the wall, and the sunlight entering in pale bars through the front window. “No,” she said. “This is what men inherit when they refuse therapy.”

Luna laughed into her coffee before she could stop herself.

The shop itself seemed to wake around them as light spread deeper into the room. Dust moved gold in the air. The front counter, worn smooth by decades of hands, emerged slowly from shadow. The old press at the back looked less like a dead machine today and more like a large patient animal waiting to see whether the humans around it were serious.

Matteo set his cup down and unfolded the sketch he had made the night before. “All right,” he said, and Luna felt the change in his voice at once. He was no longer merely dreaming aloud. He had entered the tone of a man building. “Today we begin with reality. Inventory, layout, what stays, what goes, what can be restored, and what needs a priest.”

Giulia raised a hand. “I volunteer to identify what needs a priest. I was raised correctly.”

“Excellent,” Matteo said. “You’re in charge of supernatural infrastructure.”

“And style,” Giulia added.

“Style remains under negotiation.”

“Then your business is already doomed.”

For the next two hours the three of them moved through the print shop in purposeful disorder. Luna took stock of drawers, papers, paper stock, envelopes, binding tools, old order books, and the terrifying quantity of string Matteo’s uncle had apparently believed necessary for civilization. Giulia attacked the front room with a dust cloth and opinions. Matteo inspected the electrical outlets, the ceiling stains, the warped back shelf, and the press itself with increasingly intimate concentration.

It was strange, Luna thought, how quickly a forgotten room could begin to change simply because someone had chosen to look at it as future instead of burden.

At ten fifteen, Giulia emerged from the back room carrying a framed sign covered in grime. “Look,” she announced, “I found dignity under dust.”

Matteo crossed to her and took the frame. He wiped the glass with the hem of his shirt and revealed elegant hand-lettered text beneath: De Luca Stamperia, Est. 1958.

For a moment the three of them went quiet.

“It stays,” Luna said immediately.

Matteo looked at her. “Yes.”

Giulia nodded with grave approval. “Good. I would have fought both of you.”

The front bell jingled faintly then, and they all turned.

A woman in her thirties stood in the doorway holding the hand of a little boy who looked deeply committed to sticky fingers. She glanced between the three of them, uncertain whether the shop was open or merely haunted.

“Sorry,” she said in Italian. “I saw the door open. Are you working again?”

Matteo hesitated, caught halfway between truth and hope.

Luna answered first. “Soon,” she said.

The woman smiled. “My parents used to come here for wedding invitations. Your uncle made the menus for my baptism lunch.” She looked around the room with that particular softness people carry when a place holds part of their childhood without having asked permission. “It would be nice to see lights on here again.”

Then she was gone, tugging the little boy back toward the street.

The silence she left behind felt brighter than the shop had any right to feel.

Giulia crossed her arms. “Well. That is either a sign from heaven or from excellent neighborhood branding.”

Matteo was still looking at the doorway. “Did you hear that?”

“Yes,” Luna said quietly. “Soon.”

He turned toward her, and for a second all the dust and numbers and practical constraints between them lit from underneath with something much warmer.

Around noon they took the notes upstairs to Luna’s apartment because the print shop had surfaces but not yet a table that inspired trust. Her kitchen, by contrast, had become command central with suspicious ease. Pages spread across the table. A pencil behind Matteo’s ear. Giulia stealing olives while pretending to think strategically. Luna standing by the stove making pasta because revolution, however romantic, still required lunch.

“All right,” Matteo said, flattening one of the estimate sheets with both hands. “We need a first phase. Something modest enough to be believable, strong enough to impress Carlo, and attractive enough that my mother cannot dismiss it as masculine delusion.”

Giulia looked up from the olives. “That is a very narrow market.”

“It is my family,” he said.

Luna brought the pasta to the table and set it down with more force than necessary. “Then phase one is front room restoration, one functional press, essential repairs, printed menu service, and custom small-batch jobs.”

“Add restaurant partnerships,” Matteo said at once. “Not just us. Two or three more local places.”

Giulia twirled pasta around her fork. “And wedding stationery. Rich people in love always want paper heavy enough to injure relatives.”

Luna nearly choked laughing. Matteo pointed at Giulia with the pencil. “That goes in the notes.”

“It absolutely does not,” Luna said.

“It absolutely does,” Giulia replied. “Not the injury part. The luxury paper part.”

Matteo wrote something down anyway, smiling to himself.

By the time lunch was finished, the first phase of the plan had begun to sound almost reasonable. That frightened Luna more than fantasy ever had. Reasonable things could be attempted. Attempted things could fail in public.

Matteo seemed to sense the shift in her before she spoke. He leaned back in the chair and watched her over the scattered papers. “What?”

She looked down at the list in front of her. Opening timeline. First three services. Material costs. Estimated revenue by quarter. “It’s becoming real.”

“That is the idea.”

“I know. I’m simply not sure whether to be excited or nauseous.”

Giulia rose with her plate and carried it to the sink. “Both,” she said. “All respectable ventures begin with indigestion.”

After lunch, Giulia left for the restaurant and Luna stayed behind in the apartment with Matteo and the papers. Afternoon light warmed the table. Somewhere in the street below a man was singing while unloading crates of oranges. The ordinary life of the city moved around them with almost insulting ease.

Matteo stood by the window reading through the cost sheet again. Luna watched him for a moment, taking in the concentration in his face, the way work and emotion had become almost inseparable in him now. She had loved men before, she supposed, or versions of liking that had briefly worn the name. But nothing had ever looked like this: standing in warm light while someone reads a future and wants you visible inside it.

“What?” he asked without turning.

She blinked. “How do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Know when I’m looking at you.”

Now he turned, a slow smile pulling at his mouth. “Because I spend an unreasonable amount of time thinking about whether you are.”

That answer should have been illegal in daylight.

Luna picked up the nearest page and pointed at it with false severity. “That is not helpful. We are doing budgets.”

“Yes,” he said, coming toward the table. “And yet somehow you keep being beautiful in the middle of cost projections. Very unprofessional.”

She rolled her eyes, though the heat in her face made the gesture less convincing than she would have liked. “You are impossible when happy.”

“I’m impossible in most moods. It’s one of my structural qualities.”

He sat beside her instead of across this time. Close enough that their shoulders touched lightly whenever either of them moved. For a while they worked in silence, marking priorities, underlining risks, crossing out anything too vague to survive scrutiny. Luna liked this version of quiet. It was full, not empty. Shared, not lonely.

Then Matteo said, without looking up from the page, “There’s something else.”

Luna sensed the change in him at once. “What?”

He set the pencil down. “Carlo made another condition.”

She went still. “Another?”

Matteo nodded once. “If I keep the shop, I buy out the rest of the family’s share over time. Which is fair, legally. But he wants a formal commitment now.” He looked at her. “A contract.”

Luna exhaled slowly. “How much?”

He named the figure.

For one second she said nothing, not because she didn’t understand the number, but because she understood it too well. It was not impossible. That was the cruel genius of it. Impossible could be rejected. This was simply difficult enough to demand sacrifice.

“And if you don’t sign?”

“Then they push again to sell.”

She stood and crossed to the window because suddenly she needed air, even if it was only Roman air full of sun and traffic and oregano from the café below. “Do you have enough?”

“Some,” he said. “Not all.”

She turned back. “How much is some?”

He told her.

Luna did fast, involuntary arithmetic. Savings. Restaurant income. Rent upstairs. Material costs. The month. The plan. The number between desire and viability.

Matteo saw all of that happen in her face and stood at once. “Luna.”

“What?”

“You are calculating.”

“Yes.”

“Do not.”

She stared at him. “That is an absurd instruction.”

“It is also specific.” He came closer, not quite smiling now. “I know that look. It is the same one you get before rescuing a bad week by skipping your own comfort. I am not taking money from you.”

Luna crossed her arms. “I didn’t offer any.”

“You were about to.”

“I was about to think.”

“You were about to weaponize competence.”

That stopped her only because it was, infuriatingly, accurate.

For a moment neither of them moved.

Then Luna said, more quietly, “If I wanted to help, that would not be weakness.”

Matteo’s expression softened at once. “I know.”

“No, you don’t.” The words came sharper now, pulled up from some older deeper place. “Men say that until help arrives from a woman they love, and then suddenly it becomes pride dressed as protection.”

He went very still.

There. She had said it too bluntly. Too personally. But the truth, once opened, rarely returned to the drawer politely.

Matteo came closer, slower this time. “This isn’t pride.”

“Then what is it?”

He looked at her with that infuriating steadiness that always made evasion look childish. “It is the fact that I want this future with you, and I do not want its first brick to be taken from your safety.”

The anger in her broke shape. Not gone. Changed.

Luna looked away first. Outside, the orange seller laughed at something below. A dog barked from farther down the street. The whole city went on being alive while she stood between fear and tenderness and money, which was often the least romantic and most revealing element in any real life.

When she spoke again, her voice was quieter. “What if helping would not endanger me?”

Matteo took another step. “Then we talk about it like adults, with numbers and honesty and no heroics.”

That answer eased something in her almost despite herself.

She turned back toward him. “You promise?”

“Yes.”

“No noble sacrifice speeches?”

He thought about it. “Very few.”

She almost smiled. “You’re impossible.”

“And loved,” he said softly.

That undid the rest of her.

Luna came back to the table and sat. Matteo joined her. This time, when their shoulders touched, neither of them pretended not to notice the comfort in it.

By late afternoon they had done what they could for one day. The first phase plan was clearer. The financial problem was no less real, but it had been named. That mattered. Named things could be worked with. Hidden things only grew teeth.

They brought the papers back downstairs to Casa di Luna before service. Giulia returned in time to read the room correctly in a single glance.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Money,” Luna said.

Giulia nodded with immediate sympathy. “Ah. The least seductive character in every love story.”

Matteo set the folder near the register. “Apparently Carlo wants contracts. Shares. Formality. Signatures designed to reduce my spirit.”

Giulia considered this, then reached into her bag and pulled out a small notebook. “Good. Then we reduce his elegance first.”

Luna stared. “What is that?”

“My list.”

“Of what?”

“People,” Giulia said, as if this were obvious. “Restaurant owners. The florist’s cousin who runs a hotel. My brother’s wife’s aunt who plans weddings for rich women with impossible flowers. If the print shop needs future clients, then let’s stop speaking in theory.” She handed the notebook to Matteo. “Start with names. Respectable names. Paying names.”

He took it slowly, surprise bright in his face. “You have this already?”

Giulia sniffed. “I own a restaurant. I survive by knowing who needs what before they admit it. Also, if I am forced to witness love, I expect at least one commercial benefit.”

Luna laughed then, helplessly, and Matteo looked at Giulia with something like stunned affection.

“You are terrifying,” he said.

“Yes,” Giulia replied. “But useful. Write faster.”

The evening service began soon after, and with it returned the clatter and heat and pace that made prolonged reflection impossible. Yet under everything now was a new pulse. Not only love. Not only risk. Momentum.

That night, after the final customer had gone and the street outside had softened into lamplight and distant music, Luna stood alone for a moment in the center of Casa di Luna. The restaurant smelled of bread crust, basil, and the long lived-in warmth of work. On the counter lay the folder for the print shop, Giulia’s list of names, and one new page Matteo had written in neat dark script across the top.

First real steps.

Luna touched the page lightly with her fingertips.

The future still frightened her. Of course it did. It contained contracts, family pressure, money, the vulnerability of collaboration, and all the ordinary ways real life could bruise beautiful beginnings. But tonight, for the first time, the fear no longer stood alone.

It had company now.

Names.

Numbers.

A city.

A plan.

And love, inconvenient and practical all at once, making room for tomorrow.


Chapter 15

Names on the Page

By Wednesday, the plan had begun to collect names.

That, Luna discovered, was when an idea stopped feeling romantic and started feeling dangerous.

Ideas were easy to love when they lived on paper. They wore neat handwriting, hopeful arrows, and the elegant illusion that effort naturally led to result. But once names entered the margins, real names attached to real businesses and real possibilities, the whole thing grew heavier. It gained consequence. It could now fail in public.

Luna felt this at eight forty on a bright Wednesday morning while standing behind the counter of Casa di Luna holding Giulia’s small black notebook in one hand and a pencil in the other. Sunlight poured through the open front windows. The street outside was already alive with scooters, footsteps, and the optimistic noise of people who believed the day belonged to them. Somewhere a church bell rang. Somewhere a man argued loudly about peaches. Inside the restaurant, Matteo was kneeling beside the base of the espresso machine with a screwdriver between his teeth, muttering things about plumbing that sounded both technical and personal.

Giulia entered with her bag, a rose tucked behind one ear, and the expression of a woman about to improve everyone’s life by force.

“Well?” she asked.

Luna looked up. “Well what?”

“Have either of you become competent overnight?”

“Unlikely,” Matteo said from near the machine.

Giulia sighed. “Then we proceed with my original strategy. Social pressure.”

She came behind the counter, snatched the notebook from Luna’s hand, and flipped to a page covered in names, arrows, and annotations written in a combination of block capitals and fury.

“All right,” Giulia said. “Today you stop speaking of future clients as if they are saints who may appear if you pray hard enough. You call them.”

Matteo sat back on his heels and removed the screwdriver from his mouth. “Today?”

“Yes, today. Businesses do not materialize because two attractive people kiss over budgets.”

Luna opened her mouth. Giulia held up one finger.

“Do not deny it. The room remembers.”

Matteo, traitorously, laughed.

Giulia turned pages. “First, Signor Bellandi at the small hotel near Piazza Navona. He needs menus redesigned every tourist season and loathes digital printers because he believes they smell cheap.”

“A compelling philosophy,” Matteo said.

“Second, Caterina Rossi. Wedding planner. Impossible woman. Impeccable taste. If she likes you, she will send you rich couples with emotional weaknesses and large paper budgets.” Giulia looked from one to the other. “Third, Marco from the florist’s family. Labels, cards, seasonal signs. Small work, but constant.”

Luna leaned against the counter, arms folded. “You really have been planning our lives without permission.”

Giulia gave her a look. “Someone had to. You two are very romantic and therefore intermittently useless.”

The espresso machine made a hopeful clicking sound beneath Matteo’s hands.

“Also,” Giulia continued, “if we’re lucky, Bellandi introduces you to the owner of that boutique hotel in Monti where they charge absurd money for towels and still pretend simplicity.”

Matteo rose to his feet slowly, wiping his hands on a cloth. “This is beginning to sound almost viable.”

Giulia pointed the notebook at him. “Good. Viability is sexy. Call Bellandi first.”

Matteo looked at Luna. Luna looked at Matteo.

Neither moved.

Giulia shut the notebook with a snap. “Amazing. In all important emotional matters you move like operatic destiny, and when I say make one phone call, suddenly you are abandoned children.”

“I was going to call,” Matteo protested.

“You were going to stare at the number until confidence grew by magic.”

“That is not entirely false,” Luna admitted.

“Of course it isn’t.” Giulia shoved the notebook into Matteo’s hand. “Kitchen table, ten minutes. If you charm him, excellent. If you fail, at least fail efficiently.”

The first call happened upstairs in Luna’s apartment because Giulia claimed the restaurant acoustics made everyone sound poorer. Luna sat at the table with a notepad. Matteo stood by the window with the phone in hand like a man preparing to negotiate with fate and a hotelier simultaneously. Giulia paced behind them holding coffee and criticism in equal readiness.

Bellandi answered on the fourth ring.

Matteo shifted instantly into the version of himself Luna had once first noticed in the doorway of Casa di Luna: composed, articulate, warm without being eager, intelligent without arrogance. She watched his face as the conversation unfolded. At first, Bellandi sounded distracted. Then interested. Then wary. Then, gradually, amused.

“Yes,” Matteo said, glancing at Luna as he spoke. “Not just printing. Design consultation as well. Small-batch menus, event cards, branded packaging, custom table materials. Yes, locally produced. Yes, with restoration quality.” He listened, then smiled. “Of course I understand the difference between expensive and vulgar, Signor Bellandi. They are not cousins.”

Giulia nearly choked on her coffee.

Luna bit the inside of her cheek to stop from smiling too visibly.

The call lasted twelve minutes.

When Matteo hung up, the room stayed silent for exactly one second.

Then Giulia said, “Well?”

Matteo looked from Luna to the notebook in his hand and let out a breath that sounded almost like laughter. “He wants a meeting Friday morning.”

The apartment erupted.

Giulia slapped the table. Luna stood up too quickly and knocked her knee against the chair, then did not care because Matteo was smiling with the bright startled look of a man who had just watched a door open where he expected only a wall.

“Friday?” Luna said.

“Friday,” Matteo repeated.

“With samples?”

“He wants concept ideas. Nothing final. But he wants to talk.”

Giulia raised both arms toward heaven. “You see? Pressure. Civilization’s most reliable engine.”

Luna laughed, and then Matteo kissed her before remembering Giulia was still in the room.

Giulia closed her eyes briefly. “I hate being correct while witnessing this much affection.”

The second call went less well. Caterina Rossi did answer, but only after Matteo had nearly given up and Giulia had already started dictating insults for voicemail. Her voice, even over speaker, carried the sharpened elegance of a woman who had built a career arranging expensive emotions. She was not rude. Worse. She was unconvinced.

“What makes your shop different from every ‘artisanal’ printing venture currently charging double for less?” she asked.

Matteo straightened. Luna watched something in him settle.

“We care what the paper feels like in the hand,” he said. “We care whether the typography suits the people receiving it. We care if the thing looks beautiful in a photograph, yes, but also whether it still matters after the photograph is forgotten. We’re not offering trend. We’re offering memory people can hold.”

Silence on the line.

Then Caterina said, “That is a dangerous answer.”

“I know.”

“Good. Come to my office Saturday at eleven. If your samples are sentimental, I will send you away.”

The call ended.

Luna stared.

Giulia stared.

Matteo stared at the phone in his hand.

Then Giulia crossed herself. “I think she liked you.”

“Or threatened me professionally,” Matteo said.

“In Rome,” Luna replied, smiling, “those are often the same thing.”

By noon they had two meetings, one floral label inquiry from Marco, and the first fragile feeling that the month might contain more than defense. It might contain momentum.

That afternoon, the print shop changed again.

Not physically at first. Physically it remained half-dust, half-potential. The back room still smelled of paper damp and old glue. One shelf leaned in a way that seemed morally compromised. The front window still bore the faded ghost of years. But now the room contained something it had not held in too long.

Appointments.

People expecting things from it.

Matteo pinned a page by the counter labeled Friday, Saturday, Sample Concepts, and Luna felt a thrill so sharp it almost became fear. She was standing in a room with a future date attached to it.

Giulia, carrying a box of pastries she had declared necessary for morale, looked around and said, “This place is becoming insolent. I approve.”

For the rest of the day, work divided itself into two worlds. Casa di Luna had to continue being itself, full of customers, flour, late lunch orders, cash payments, and the ordinary nobility of feeding people on time. But in every spare minute, Matteo and Luna returned to the print shop or the folder or the growing stack of notes between them.

They argued over paper stock.

Matteo wanted cream with subtle texture. Luna thought the hotel would prefer something cleaner and sharper.

They argued over branding language.

Luna hated the word boutique unless used under protest. Matteo said guests with expensive luggage loved it. Giulia solved the fight by declaring the word elegant and both of them emotionally suspicious.

They argued over sample mockups.

“What does Bellandi want to feel?” Luna asked at one point, spreading menu sketches across the table upstairs.

“Superior,” Giulia answered at once.

Matteo pointed at her. “That goes in the notes.”

“It absolutely does,” Giulia replied.

Luna looked over the pages. “No. He wants refinement without coldness. Luxury without intimidation. He wants guests to believe the hotel is intimate and expensive by accident.”

Matteo went still, then smiled in that slow dangerous way that always made her aware of him all over again. “There. That. Put exactly that under the concept.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Do not flirt while I’m doing your job.”

“I’m not flirting. I’m witnessing genius.”

Giulia made a gagging sound from the sofa. “I am surrounded by sincerity. This is very bad for me.”

Yet for all the humor, fatigue gathered by evening. Real fatigue. The sort that settles in the spine when too many hopes are being carried at once. Luna felt it after service while stacking plates, her hands slower than usual. Matteo noticed because of course he did.

“You’re tired,” he said.

She kept drying a glass. “What a reckless conclusion.”

“Luna.”

She set the glass down and leaned briefly against the counter. “I know. I’m fine.”

“That sounded very convincing in a tragic way.”

She exhaled. “It’s just... this is all happening at once. The restaurant. The plan. The meetings. The money. The month.” She looked at him then, at the concern that arrived on his face without ceremony. “If it works, everything changes. If it fails, everything still changes.”

Matteo came around the counter and stood close enough that the room seemed to quiet further around them. “Yes,” he said.

She almost laughed. “That’s not comforting.”

“No,” he admitted. “But it’s true.”

His hand found the side of her waist, light and steady. “Luna, we don’t have to build the whole future tonight.”

“No,” she said softly. “Just enough of it by Friday morning to impress a hotelier with class issues.”

He smiled. “Exactly.”

She rested her forehead briefly against his shoulder, just for one second, because the restaurant was closed, the street beyond the windows was turning gold with evening, and sometimes being brave required somewhere to place your weight.

Matteo kissed her hair. “One meeting at a time.”

“One terrifying elegant meeting at a time,” she corrected.

“Yes.”

From the doorway, Giulia said, “I hate to interrupt what is almost certainly beautiful, but Marco the florist’s cousin can meet tomorrow at four.”

They both turned.

She held up her phone. “Also, Bellandi prefers cream stock. I was right earlier and expect moral compensation.”

Luna closed her eyes. Matteo laughed outright.

“Tell him yes,” Luna said.

“I already did,” Giulia replied. “Please. Have some respect.”

The next evening brought the first unofficial test.

Marco’s cousin, a narrow energetic man named Stefano who sold event flowers to people richer than his patience, came by the print shop at four ten wearing sunglasses and carrying two sample perfume boxes. He talked fast, gestured faster, and distrusted anyone under forty until they proved useful.

Matteo and Luna met him in the front room, where dust had finally begun to retreat under repeated assault. The old De Luca Stamperia sign now leaned polished against the wall. A temporary table held sample papers, a menu mockup, floral tag drafts, and an arrangement Giulia had assembled to make the place appear “creatively employed rather than historically abandoned.”

Stefano handled the sample papers like a suspicious priest testing relics.

“These are better than I expected,” he said.

“That sounds almost flattering,” Matteo replied.

“It isn’t.” Stefano glanced at the floral tags Luna had designed. “These, however, are clever.”

Luna kept her face calm. “Thank you.”

He looked up at her. “You did these?”

“Yes.”

“And the menu?”

“Together,” she said, nodding toward Matteo.

Stefano made a considering sound. “Good. Better when there are two minds. Men make things too hard-edged when left alone.”

Matteo opened his mouth. Stefano held up one finger.

“Do not defend your gender in front of flowers. It makes you look nervous.”

When he finally left twenty-seven minutes later, he had not promised work. He had done something better.

He had said, “Send me a proper quote.”

After the door closed behind him, the print shop stood very still around them.

Luna turned slowly toward Matteo.

“That,” she said, “was not nothing.”

“No,” Matteo agreed, voice quieter than hers. “It wasn’t.”

They did not kiss right away. Perhaps because joy that new is often first met with silence. Matteo sat on the edge of the front counter and ran a hand over his face, smiling without entirely realizing it. Luna stood in the middle of the room surrounded by papers and dust and fading light, feeling her own pulse beat against the simple stunning fact of movement.

A proper quote.

It was not romance. It was not a promise. It was not enough.

It was real.

That night, back in the apartment above Casa di Luna, they worked until almost midnight. Menu concepts for Bellandi. Paper pairings for Caterina Rossi. Label designs for Stefano. Giulia fell asleep on the sofa around ten with a pencil still in her hand and woke furious with all of them for not appreciating her sacrifice properly.

When she finally left, the apartment went quiet in the tender exhausted way that follows good work. Matteo stood by the table gathering papers into rough stacks. Luna watched him and thought how strange it was that love had not removed uncertainty from her life. It had only made uncertainty worth organizing.

“What?” he asked without looking up.

“You keep knowing when I’m looking at you.”

“Yes,” he said. “It’s becoming a professionally useful skill.”

She smiled. “We got three small yeses today.”

“One and a half,” he corrected.

“No.” She stood and came around the table. “Three. Bellandi wants a meeting. Caterina wants a meeting. Stefano wants a quote. That is three openings. I’m counting all of them.”

Matteo looked at her then, properly, and whatever he saw in her face made his own expression soften all at once. “All right,” he said. “Three.”

Luna reached up and touched the crease between his brows with one finger. “Stop wearing responsibility like a wound.”

That startled a laugh out of him. “That is very rude.”

“It is also correct.”

He caught her hand and kissed the inside of her wrist in a gesture so absent-mindedly tender it nearly stopped her breath. “I love you when you’re ruthless.”

“You already established that during the budget crisis.”

“I remain consistent.”

She leaned into him then, and he folded her into his arms with the sort of familiarity that still occasionally stunned her by how natural it had become. They stood there in the small warm kitchen among papers, coffee rings, sharpened pencils, and one surviving lemon from Giulia’s crate.

Outside, Rome moved softly through its midnight life. Voices below. A motorbike far off. The clink of bottles from the café as someone closed late. Somewhere in the street, future customers and future worries and future joys were still entirely unaware of themselves.

“Friday,” Matteo said into her hair.

“Yes.”

“We’re going to need better shoes.”

Luna laughed against his chest. “That is your conclusion?”

“Yes. Also courage. But shoes are easier to acquire.”

She drew back just enough to look at him. “Then tomorrow we get both.”

His smile, when it came, was tired and real and full of the sort of hope that does not float anymore but stands on its own weight.

Tomorrow, Luna thought, was becoming crowded.

And maybe that was the surest sign yet that they were no longer only imagining a future.

They were entering it.


Chapter 16

The Door They Opened

Friday arrived dressed as a test.

Not a storm, not a disaster, not one of those melodramatic mornings the city sometimes produced merely to prove it still knew how to interrupt human plans. It came bright and precise, with a clean Roman sky stretched over the rooftops and the kind of sunlight that made old buildings look more confident than they had any right to be. The street outside Casa di Luna was already alive by eight. Scooters passed. A delivery van blocked half the lane. The florist argued cheerfully with a supplier over peonies. Somewhere a church bell struck the hour with infuriating calm.

Inside the apartment above the restaurant, Luna was standing in front of the mirror trying to decide whether one could look competent without appearing cold.

This, she understood, was not the sort of problem brave women ought to have. And yet it had occupied her for twenty-three minutes.

Matteo, who had arrived ten minutes early carrying coffee and the tension of a man pretending to be composed, sat at the kitchen table adjusting the cuff of a dark jacket he wore only when forced into persuasive adulthood. Giulia had come upstairs too because apparently no important event in anyone’s emotional life could proceed without her critique. She sat on the sofa eating one of the emergency biscuits meant for later and observing them both with predatory satisfaction.

“You look like a lawyer who has recently learned mercy,” she told Luna.

“That is not a helpful sentence.”

“It is a helpful outfit.” Giulia pointed the biscuit at Matteo. “And you look expensive enough to frighten a hotelier, which is ideal.”

Matteo glanced down at himself. “That sounds less like a compliment than an invoice.”

“It is both.”

Luna turned from the mirror and reached for her bag, then stopped because Matteo was looking at her with the sort of softened stillness that made her forget practical language.

“What?” she asked.

He smiled slowly. “Nothing.”

“That is rarely true.”

“It’s true enough.” He stood. “You look...” He paused, as if every available word had suddenly become too blunt. “Like someone who is going to make today difficult for anyone trying to underestimate you.”

Giulia pressed a hand to her chest. “Good. That is exactly the tone. Keep that. Use it on Bellandi’s soul.”

Luna laughed despite herself, and the laugh loosened the tight band around her ribs by a fraction. She picked up the sample folder from the table. Menus. Paper swatches. The first draft of floral labels. A mockup of branded hotel stationery. A small set of concept cards Matteo had hand-finished with enough care to make them look already beloved.

Three days ago these had been ideas.

Now they had edges.

“Ready?” Matteo asked.

No, Luna thought.

“Yes,” she said.

Bellandi’s hotel stood near Piazza Navona behind a discreet cream facade and a door that suggested money preferred understatement when it was sufficiently established. The lobby smelled faintly of citrus polish and expensive flowers. The floor gleamed. The receptionist wore the expression of a woman who had never once in her life misplaced an important reservation. Luna and Matteo crossed the marble entrance carrying their folder like a small civilized weapon.

Bellandi received them in a private sitting room just off the courtyard, where wrought iron chairs surrounded tables too elegant for crumbs. He was a silver-haired man in his sixties with sharp eyes, a linen suit, and the precise manner of someone who considered taste both moral and strategic. Luna recognized the type instantly. Difficult, but not empty. The best kind of challenge.

“You came prepared,” Bellandi said, nodding toward the folder.

“We’re trying not to embarrass ourselves,” Matteo replied.

“That is wise.” Bellandi looked at Luna. “And you are?”

“Luna Bellini,” she said. “I run Casa di Luna on Via del Sole.”

Recognition flickered. “Ah. The pizza place with the rosemary potatoes.”

Luna blinked. “You’ve eaten there?”

“Once.” His mouth shifted almost into a smile. “Memorable enough that I came back twice.”

She had not expected that. Matteo, who had, apparently, suspected Bellandi might appreciate indirect leverage, looked quietly pleased with himself.

The meeting began formally enough. Paper quality. Branding language. Seasonal menu changes. Bellandi asked exacting questions in a tone that made superficial answers die on contact. Matteo was excellent with structure, placement, feel, and concept. Luna was better at the emotional architecture of service, at naming what an object should make a guest feel before they touched it. Together, they found a rhythm that surprised even them by how naturally it emerged.

“This menu,” Bellandi said at one point, running a finger lightly along the cream sample Matteo had argued for, “is elegant. But elegance is common. Why is this one mine?”

Luna answered before caution could interrupt her. “Because your hotel sells intimacy at the price of luxury,” she said. “Guests come here because they want to feel chosen rather than processed. The menu should do the same thing. Not shout taste. Confirm it.”

Bellandi went still.

Matteo, beside her, did not move.

After a moment Bellandi said, “That is either very perceptive or very dangerous.”

“In hospitality,” Luna replied, “they’re often the same thing.”

The older man leaned back in his chair, regarding her more fully now. Not as the pizza woman dragged in for atmosphere, but as someone with a mind he had not expected and now needed to adjust for.

Good, she thought. Adjust.

The meeting lasted forty minutes.

When it ended, Bellandi closed the folder carefully. “I do not make decisions because I am charmed,” he said.

Giulia, had she been present, would have loved that line on principle.

“But,” Bellandi continued, “I do make them when I see intelligence attached to care. Send me a revised estimate by Monday. If the numbers remain sane, we begin with the menus and table cards for summer.”

Luna held perfectly still.

Matteo inclined his head. “Thank you.”

Bellandi looked between them, perhaps seeing more than either of them preferred. “The city does not need more people pretending to care about old craftsmanship. It needs people willing to make it useful again. Don’t become decorative.”

Then he stood, which in hotelier language clearly meant dismissal and possibly blessing.

Outside in the courtyard, beneath the shade of a climbing vine and a slice of Roman sky, Luna turned to Matteo the instant the door closed behind them.

“That was a yes,” she said.

“It was a heavily conditioned yes.”

“It was a yes.”

Matteo smiled, and the tension that had held him all morning finally broke into something brighter. “Yes,” he said. “It was.”

Luna laughed then, not delicately, not strategically, but with the helpless relief of someone who had braced for humiliation and found possibility instead. Matteo reached for her hand without even thinking about it, and for a second they stood there like fools in the private courtyard of an expensive Roman hotel holding success carefully because it was still new.

Then Luna remembered. “Caterina.”

His smile thinned into renewed tension. “Yes. Caterina.”

If Bellandi’s hotel had been polished understatement, Caterina Rossi’s office was a declaration with walls. It occupied the second floor of a restored building near Campo de’ Fiori and smelled of peonies, expensive paper, and ambition. Every surface had been arranged by someone who believed beauty must justify itself commercially. Dress sketches and ribbon samples lay in immaculate rows on one side table. On another, invitation suites fanned like cards in a very expensive game.

Caterina herself wore black silk and silver earrings sharp enough to qualify as critique. She greeted them with no wasted movement and sat only after they did, which made the meeting feel less like a conversation and more like an audition.

“Show me something I cannot already outsource to Florence,” she said.

There was no prelude.

Matteo opened the folder. Luna watched Caterina’s face while the samples emerged one by one. No reaction to the first sheet. Minimal reaction to the second. A pause at the hand-finished edge on the third. Interest, finally, when Luna described a wedding suite built around the idea of place rather than trend, using layered textures and restrained typography instead of the currently fashionable explosion of pale floral sentiment.

“I hate sentimentality,” Caterina said.

“So do I,” Luna replied at once.

Caterina’s eyes lifted. “Do you?”

“I like emotion,” Luna said. “I just don’t trust decoration pretending to be emotion.”

For the first time, Caterina smiled. It was not a warm smile. But it was real.

“Good,” she said. “Continue.”

Matteo moved then into the strongest version of himself Luna had ever seen: not charming, not defensive, simply precise. He spoke about tactile memory, about materials that photographed beautifully but also aged well, about the balance between elegance and intimacy. Luna added the client perspective, the human side, the way paper entered an event before the guests did and lingered after the flowers died.

Caterina listened in silence.

Then she selected the cream stock Luna had nearly lost the argument over and set it on the table.

“This,” she said, “is right for one of my September weddings. The couple is unbearable and in love and insists they want something timeless while sending me examples from social media every four hours. If you can make them believe this was their idea, I will consider further collaboration.”

Luna almost laughed from pure disbelief. Matteo remained infuriatingly composed, though she saw his hand tighten once on the edge of the folder.

Caterina stood. “I am not promising anything beyond a trial. If you are sentimental, late, or imprecise, I will drop you. If you surprise me, I become very loyal.” She looked at Luna directly. “And if you let him over-explain, I will bill you personally.”

Luna smiled before she could help it. “That seems fair.”

When they stepped back into the Roman afternoon, the city looked almost indecently bright.

For several seconds they simply stood on the sidewalk while people moved around them carrying bags, flowers, groceries, and all the small respectable burdens of ordinary life.

Then Matteo said, “Did we just get a hotel and a wedding planner in one day?”

Luna turned toward him slowly. “I think we did.”

Neither of them kissed the other because daylight, public streets, and victory have their own etiquette. But the look that passed between them felt no less intimate for being wordless.

They walked back toward Via del Sole instead of taking a taxi. Half for the air. Half because both of them needed time for reality to catch up with what had happened.

Rome seemed determined to celebrate without consulting them. Laundry moved lazily above narrow streets. A violinist played near the square. The florist had arranged yellow roses in the front bucket as if sunlight required reinforcement. Even the pigeons seemed less insulting than usual.

By the time they reached Casa di Luna, Giulia was waiting in the doorway with arms folded and one eyebrow raised to a degree normally associated with interrogation.

“Well?” she demanded.

Matteo held up two fingers.

Giulia stared. “No.”

Luna, smiling helplessly now, nodded. “Yes.”

Giulia made a sound that would have embarrassed a lesser woman and grabbed both of them by the sleeves, dragging them inside before she could be seen celebrating like a football fan outside a respectable restaurant. Once the door shut, she let go and paced in a small circle.

“I knew it,” she said. “I knew it. Terrible people respect confidence. Bellandi is impossible. Caterina is worse. This means we are good.”

“This is not your victory,” Luna said.

“It is absolutely my victory. I emotionally supervised everything.”

Matteo dropped the folder on the counter and laughed with the exhausted disbelief of a man who had spent weeks preparing for resistance and was now suddenly confronted by movement.

The rest of the afternoon passed in a rush of consequences. A revised estimate for Bellandi needed drafting. Sample revisions for Caterina needed planning. Stefano sent a message asking when the quote would arrive. Giulia called her brother’s wife’s aunt without warning anyone first and announced that “our printer people are now legitimate.” Luna objected to the phrase. Giulia ignored her.

By evening, Casa di Luna had become half-restaurant, half-war room. Sheets of paper lay beside order tickets. Menu sketches shared space with flour smudges. The boundary between feeding the neighborhood and rebuilding its print shop had blurred so thoroughly that even the walls might have started taking notes.

At one point, during the dinner rush, Signora Bianchi arrived in emerald green and demanded to know why everyone looked both exhausted and morally superior.

“Success,” Giulia said, setting down her water.

Signora Bianchi narrowed her eyes. “How much?”

“Not enough yet,” Luna answered.

The older woman accepted this with a solemn nod. “Good. Too much success ruins character.” She looked around the restaurant, taking in the sample papers, the extra energy in the room, the way Matteo moved through the space with new purpose. “And him?” she asked softly to Luna when Matteo passed into the kitchen.

“What about him?”

Signora Bianchi took her time before replying. “He looks less like a visitor.”

The sentence stayed with Luna for the rest of the evening.

Less like a visitor.

By the time the last customers left and Giulia had finally been bullied home with promises that tomorrow would contain fresh reasons to interfere, the city outside had gone soft and blue with late spring night. The restaurant smelled of warm crust, wine, and the final fatigue of work well done.

Luna and Matteo stayed behind to clean because momentum had not yet left their bodies enough to permit stillness.

He washed the last glasses. She wiped down the front counter. Neither spoke much at first. Silence, Luna had discovered, felt different now. It no longer always signaled uncertainty. Sometimes it meant fullness.

When the kitchen was finally in order and the register closed, Matteo came around the counter and leaned against it opposite her.

“We should celebrate,” he said.

“We should sleep for twelve hours.”

“That too. But first celebrate.”

Luna crossed her arms, pretending to consider. “What qualifies as celebration when one is underfunded and emotionally overcommitted?”

He smiled. “I was hoping for wine on the roof.”

“There is no roof.”

“There are stairs and a window and your dangerously forgiving standards.”

She laughed. “Fine.”

Upstairs, the apartment felt smaller and warmer than usual, perhaps because the day had brought so much into it. The folder now lay on the kitchen table heavier with pages, revisions, scribbled notes, and business cards. Matteo opened the bottle of inexpensive red they had been pretending to save for ordinary occasions. Luna opened the window wider to let in the night air.

They sat on the floor instead of at the table, backs against the sofa, glasses in hand, shoes abandoned carelessly by the chair. Outside, Rome kept moving in murmurs. Somewhere distant, someone sang badly. Somewhere nearer, dishes clinked. The city sounded less like performance at this hour and more like persistence.

For a while they simply drank in the quiet.

Then Matteo said, “I was afraid of today.”

Luna looked at him. “I know.”

“No, I mean properly afraid.” He stared into his glass. “Not of the meetings themselves. Of what would happen to me if they looked at the work, at the plan, at the shop, and found only fantasy. I thought perhaps my family had gotten into my head so thoroughly that I would walk into those rooms carrying only inherited doubt.”

Luna set her glass down on the floorboards. “And?”

He turned to her then, the city light from the window touching his face just enough to catch the truth there. “And then you spoke. In both rooms. Like you belonged in the future already.”

Her breath changed.

“That is not entirely fair,” she said softly.

“It is entirely fair.” He leaned his head back against the sofa and looked at the ceiling. “You do this thing, Luna, where you make the real version of a dream sound more persuasive than the dream itself.”

“That sounds suspiciously like admiration.”

“It is worse,” he said. “It’s dependence.”

She smiled. “Careful.”

“I know.” He smiled too, but then the smile eased into something deeper. “I mean it.”

Luna watched him for a second, then looked down at her own hands. The wine had warmed her, but not enough to account for the ache that answer left in her chest. She understood what he meant. More than she wanted to.

“I was afraid too,” she admitted.

Matteo turned. “Of the meetings?”

“Of them working.”

He blinked. “That seems backwards.”

“It isn’t.” She drew one knee up and rested her arm on it. “Failure is terrible, but it’s simple. You survive it. You make coffee. You become bitter or noble or both. Success is the one that changes the map. If this works, Matteo, then it’s not just your shop anymore. It becomes a future that takes up room.”

He went quiet.

She kept going because once truth had begun its work tonight, it seemed pointless to offer it only halfway. “And I think I’m more frightened of wanting that than I was of losing it.”

The room held the words carefully.

Matteo set his glass down too. “Luna.”

She looked at him.

He reached for her hand and drew her gently closer until she shifted from her spot against the sofa to sit facing him, knees touching. “Then let me say something equally inconvenient.”

“That sounds ominous.”

“It usually does.” His thumb moved once across her fingers. “I don’t want this shop only because it’s my uncle’s or because my family underestimates me or because craftsmanship deserves saving. I want it because when I imagine the life I don’t regret, somehow you’re already standing in it. Not like decoration. Not like accident. Like structure.”

The word undid her.

Structure.

Not fantasy. Not rescue. Not temporary comfort dressed as intensity.

Structure.

She laughed once, though tears pricked unexpectedly behind her eyes. “You really are an architect even in love.”

“Yes,” he said. “It’s humiliating.”

That made her laugh again, properly this time, and she reached up to touch his face as if confirming he was still there. “Good,” she whispered.

He kissed her then, slowly, with the sort of tenderness that had by now become its own language between them. When they parted, he rested his forehead against hers.

“We still have numbers,” he murmured.

“I know.”

“We still have contracts, families, deadlines, and Bellandi’s terrifying standards.”

“I know.”

“And Caterina will absolutely punish weakness.”

“Yes.”

He smiled against her mouth. “All right. Then we’re being appropriately realistic.”

Luna leaned back just enough to see him. “Realistic and doomed.”

“No,” Matteo said softly. “Realistic and in love. Which is much worse.”

She kissed him again because there are certain lines no one should be permitted to survive unchallenged.

Later, much later, after the glasses were empty and the papers had been stacked and the city had quieted into its deeper night, Luna stood at the window while Matteo slept for a few minutes on the sofa with one arm across his eyes and one shoe still somehow on. She looked out over the rooftops, over the ribbons of warm streetlight and the dark patient shapes of old Roman buildings holding their centuries in silence.

Tomorrow there would be revised estimates and sample adjustments and money worries and the thousand small labors of turning interest into work. There would still be fear. Of course there would. But tonight something had shifted again.

The door had opened.

And now, for the first time, they had walked through it.
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