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Helen Parker had learned long ago that every city shows its true face before breakfast.

Naples did it best that morning, with the slow, smoky promise of a place that had seen too many sunrises and kept coming back anyway. She ran along Via Partenope because at seven in the morning the city was still deciding who it wanted to be. The Gulf of Naples lay almost perfectly still, a black mirror catching the first pale light like a blade half-drawn. Vesuvius stood on the horizon under a thin band of clouds, and Castel dell’Ovo seemed to float untouched above the sea, centuries of sailors and statues and secret lovers having decided it belonged there. A fisherman untied his boat from the dock with the same unhurried rhythm he’d used every morning since the war. Someone rolled open the shutters of a tiny caffè, and the smell of fresh espresso drifted through the cool air, rich and dark and impossible to ignore.

Helen had come from New York the night before to cover a Serie A match for an American magazine. Her editor wanted football, but she was looking for something else. Thirty years of chasing the game had taught her that the real stories weren’t on the pitch; they were in the way bodies moved, in the way people waited for the next play, in the quiet moments when everything could still change. She ran because running reminded her that football wasn’t just rules and goals; it was sweat and breath and the terrifying intimacy of two people pushing each other toward the same impossible moment.

Halfway to Mergellina she felt another runner drawing level beside her. He didn’t try to pass. He simply adjusted his stride until they moved together, as if the city itself had decided they belonged side by side in the half-light.

“Beautiful morning,” he said.

“It is.”

His accent wrapped around the words like warm olive oil: Neapolitan, pure, alive. She had never heard anything sound so honest in English, so raw.

“You’ve been here before?”

“No.”

He smiled, slow and unhurried, the kind of smile that didn’t need to be explained.

“Then you’re lucky. Naples doesn’t always look this peaceful.”

She glanced at him for the first time. Dark hair damp with sweat, shoulders loose under the thin fabric of his shirt, the effortless confidence of someone who had grown up in the same streets she had only just begun to understand. Twenty-one, maybe twenty-two. She knew the difference without needing to count the years.

“You live here?” she asked.

“Born here.”

“And you?”

“I’ve been here about twelve hours.”

He laughed softly, the sound low in his chest, the kind of laugh that vibrated through her like a bass note. “Then you’ve already made one good decision.”

“The run?”

“The route.”

They continued without speaking for a while. Helen appreciated the silence. Too many people treated it as a void that had to be filled. He didn’t. Ahead of them the promenade curved gently around the bay, and the city was beginning to wake in its own sleepy way: couples walking dogs, a cyclist crossing the empty street, the first scooters appearing in the distance, their engines echoing between the old buildings like distant thunder rolling across the hills.

“So,” he said at last, voice low, “what brings you to Napoli?”

“I’m a journalist.”

“What do you write about?”

“Football.”

That caught his attention. He looked at her then, really looked, and something in his eyes shifted—curiosity, perhaps, or the first spark of recognition. She saw it clearly: the way his gaze moved over the silver strands escaping her ponytail, the fine lines around her eyes, the calm confidence of a woman who had spent decades walking into locker rooms where she had always been the oldest person, sometimes the only woman.

“You’ve covered it for years,” he said, not asking, stating.

“Thirty.”

He glanced at her again, this time with something that felt like respect mixed with surprise. “What position?”

“Midfield.”

“That explains the running.”

“You know the game.”

“I’d better.”

He smiled, but didn’t turn the conversation into an interview about himself. Instead he asked where she was from, whether American fans really woke up in the middle of the night to watch Serie A, and if the atmosphere in Napoli was as famous abroad as Italians liked to believe. His questions were simple. Real. He wasn’t trying to impress her. He was trying to understand her.

Helen found herself relaxing in a way she hadn’t in years. She noticed his hands when he spoke—long fingers, expressive gestures, the kind that belonged to someone raised in southern Italy, where touch and conversation were the same thing. He noticed something too: the silver at her temples, the lines on her skin, the way her body still carried the shape of motherhood and high-level sport. She was well aware of the difference between them. She suspected he was too.

Oddly, neither seemed interested in pretending it wasn’t there.

“My mother watches American movies,” he said after a while. “She thinks American women are very serious.”

Helen laughed.

“Sometimes she’s right.”

“You don’t seem serious.”

“I’m running in Napoli at seven in the morning with a man I met five minutes ago.”

He grinned.

“Fair point.”

They reached a viewpoint overlooking the bay and instinctively slowed to a walk. The sun cleared the horizon, turning the water a deep shade of blue. Posillipo rose above them, its villas catching the light like scattered jewels.

“It never gets old,” Luca said quietly.

She followed his gaze.

“I can see that.”

There was no need to say anything else.

The silence between them felt different now. Less like the silence of strangers, more like the pause that appears when two people realize they’re unexpectedly comfortable together.

Helen couldn’t remember the last time that had happened.

Her work had taught her to keep a certain distance from people. It made interviews easier and goodbyes simpler. Somewhere along the way, distance had become habit.

Yet here she was, standing beside a young man whose last name she didn’t know, wondering why she wasn’t in a hurry to leave.

He broke the silence first.

“I have training in half an hour.”

“And I have my first interview.”

“That’s unfortunate.”

She looked at him.

“It is?”

“I was enjoying this.”

The words were spoken so naturally that they didn’t sound like a line.

She believed him.

“So was I,” she admitted.

For a brief moment neither moved.

Then Helen reached into the pocket of her jacket and took out her phone.

“If we’re going to continue arguing about football, I suppose you should give me your number.”

His eyebrows lifted.

“I thought I’d have to ask.”

“You were taking too long.”

He laughed softly, entered his number, and handed the phone back.

“Luca.”

“Helen.”

He repeated her name once, as though testing how it sounded against the morning air.

“It suits you.”

She shook her head.

“You flirt with everyone you meet on morning runs?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Most people wear headphones.”

She laughed again.

When they finally walked away in opposite directions, Helen told herself it had simply been a pleasant conversation in a beautiful city.

She almost believed it.

An hour later, while waiting in the lobby of the training center for her first scheduled interview, she looked down at the press list she had been given at reception.

Halfway down the page, one name made her stop.

Luca De Santis.

Reserve squad.

Available for media requests.

The press conference was short. Luca answered her questions with the same quiet steadiness he had shown on the run—never boastful, never defensive, always curious about the game itself. After the last question he lingered a moment, eyes meeting hers across the small table.

“You don’t have to leave yet,” he said, voice low enough that only she would hear.

She didn’t.

That night she found the old apartment he had mentioned, the one behind the pitch, a small room above a quiet piazza where the streetlights softened the shadows. She knocked once.

He opened the door in just a pair of dark trousers, chest bare, hair still damp from the shower. The city breathed outside—motorcycles passing, distant laughter, the faint smell of fried dough from the bar below.

“Come in,” he said.

She stepped inside. The room was simple: a single bed, a small table, a window open to the night. Nothing else. Perfect.

He didn’t speak for a long time. He simply watched her, eyes tracing the lines of her face, the silver at her temples, the way her shoulders still carried the shape of the run. Then he reached out and brushed a strand of hair from her cheek, slow, as if he were touching something fragile and rare.

“You came,” he murmured.

“I told you I would.”

His hand moved lower, cupping the side of her neck, thumb resting against her pulse. She felt it quicken.

“I don’t know what I’m supposed to say to you,” he said quietly. “I’m twenty-one and you’re... you’re Helen Parker. And I want to know everything about you.”

She smiled, small and knowing.

“Then don’t say anything.”

He leaned in and kissed her.

It wasn’t gentle. It was slow, deliberate, as though he were learning the shape of her mouth the way he learned the shape of a new play. She tasted salt and the faint sweetness of the gelato he had been eating earlier. Her hands rose to his shoulders, feeling the heat of his skin, the way his muscles shifted beneath her fingertips. He pulled her closer, one arm sliding around her waist, the other threading into her hair. The kiss deepened. She felt him harden against her hip, not with urgency but with a quiet, steady need that made her breath catch.

When they broke apart, his eyes were dark.

“Stay,” he whispered. “Don’t go anywhere.”

She nodded.

He led her to the bed. They undressed each other without hurry. His fingers traced the lines on her body—every scar, every stretch mark, every soft fold that time and motherhood had given her. He kissed them all. The small of her back
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