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Chapter One

 

The Bookstore on Via dei Servi

 

Elena Moretti arrived at the small independent bookstore ten minutes early, the way she always did. The air outside carried the late-September chill of Florence, mixed with the smell of roasted chestnuts from a cart two streets away. She pushed open the heavy wooden door and the bell above it gave a soft, familiar ring.

Inside, the light was low and golden. Shelves leaned toward one another like old friends sharing secrets. Elena taught literature at the Liceo Classico near Piazza San Marco, and this shop—Libri dell’Arno—had become her quiet refuge after long days of marking essays and calming restless teenagers.

She was thirty-three, divorced for two years, and had grown used to the careful shape of her evenings. A glass of Chianti, a stack of student papers, sometimes a novel she never quite finished. Romance, she told herself, was something she corrected in other people’s stories, not something she lived.

Tonight the store was hosting a small reading. A poet recently returned from Berlin. The flyer on the counter had only a name and a single line: Luca Varenne — new poems from the edge of forgetting.

Elena bought a glass of red wine from the makeshift table near the poetry section and found a seat in the second row of folding chairs. She did not expect much. Most local readings were polite, forgettable. She came because the owner, Marco, had asked her twice, and because the alternative was another night of red-pen corrections.
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Luca Varenne walked to the small lectern without introduction. He was taller than she expected, dark hair slightly too long, a grey sweater that looked slept-in. He carried a thin notebook rather than a published collection. When he began to read, his voice was low, almost conversational, as if he were speaking only to the person sitting closest.

The poems were not about beauty. They were about leaving rooms without locking the door, about the weight of a child’s drawing left on a kitchen table, about the way language fails when the body remembers too much. Elena found herself leaning forward. Around her, the usual polite shuffling stopped.

When he finished the fourth piece, someone in the back asked a question about form. Luca answered briefly, almost reluctantly, then closed the notebook.

“That’s all I have that feels finished,” he said. “The rest is still arguing with me.”

A few people laughed. Elena did not. She watched the way his fingers stayed closed around the notebook even after he stepped away from the lectern.

After the reading, she meant to leave. Instead she found herself near the counter where he stood speaking with Marco. When Marco stepped away to help a customer, Elena heard herself say, “The one about the unlocked door. You never said who left it open.”

Luca turned. His eyes were a complicated grey-green, the colour of the Arno after rain.

“I haven’t decided yet,” he said. “Maybe the person who stayed. Maybe the one who was already gone.”

“That’s a convenient answer.”
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“It’s the only honest one I have right now.” He studied her for a moment. “You’re not a poet.”

“I’m a teacher. Literature. Mostly dead Italians and a few living ones who still behave.”

He almost smiled. “That explains the careful way you listen.”

Elena felt the old, familiar caution rise in her chest. She had not come here to be noticed. She finished her wine, thanked him for the reading, and left before the conversation could become anything more.

Outside, the streetlamps had come on. She walked toward the river without deciding to. The water moved slowly under the bridges, carrying the city’s reflections downstream. For the first time in months she felt the quiet irritation of an unfinished thought.

She did not expect to see him again.
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Chapter Two

 

Red Wine and Unfinished Lines

 

Three days later Elena returned to the bookstore for a volume of Montale she had ordered. Luca was behind the counter, stacking new arrivals. He looked up as if he had been expecting her, though that was impossible.

“The teacher who asks the difficult questions,” he said.

“The poet who doesn’t finish his answers.”

Marco was out. The store was nearly empty. Luca poured two small glasses of the house red without asking and set one in front of her.

“I read your name on the flyer,” Elena said. “Varenne. Not Italian.”

“French father, Tuscan mother. I grew up between languages and never fully trusted either of them.” He leaned against the counter. “You teach at the Liceo.”

“How do you know that?”

“Marco talks. He says you are the only teacher who still makes students read the long poems without complaining too loudly.”

Elena tasted the wine. It was better than she expected. “Students complain about everything. It’s part of the contract.”

They spoke for nearly an hour. About the difference between teaching literature and living inside it. About Berlin winters and Florentine summers. About the peculiar loneliness of people who spend their days with other people’s words.

Luca mentioned, almost casually, that he had a daughter. Eight years old. She lived with her mother in Berlin. He saw her in summers and at
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Christmas. The information sat between them like a third glass of wine—present, complicated, not yet tasted.

Elena offered nothing about her own past. The divorce still felt like a private failure she had not fully catalogued.

When a customer entered, the conversation broke. Elena paid for the Montale and left with the book under her arm. On the walk home she realised she was already rearranging her week to invent a reason to return.

That night she marked essays with less patience than usual. One student had written a clumsy but sincere analysis of Leopardi’s L’infinito. Elena wrote in the margin: Good. Now go further. What does the hedge hide from the speaker, and what does it protect him from seeing?

She wondered, briefly, what hedges she had planted around her own life.
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Chapter Three

 

The Lesson After Class

 

The following week Luca appeared outside the Liceo gates just as the last students were leaving. Elena saw him before he saw her. He stood with his hands in his coat pockets, looking as if he might change his mind and leave.

“I brought something,” he said when she reached him. He held out a thin folder. “A poem I finished. Or at least stopped fighting.”

Elena took the folder. Inside were three typed pages. The poem was addressed to no one and to everyone. It described a woman who corrected other people’s sentences while leaving her own unspoken. It was not flattering. It was accurate in a way that made her chest tighten.

“You barely know me,” she said.

“I know the way you listen. That’s enough to start.”

They walked toward the Piazza della Santissima Annunziata. The late afternoon light turned the stone gold. Elena felt the eyes of a few lingering students and kept a careful distance.

“This is unwise,” she said. “I teach here. People talk.”

“Then we won’t give them much to talk about.”

But already the air between them had changed. When his shoulder brushed hers, neither of them moved away.

That evening Elena sat at her kitchen table with the poem open. She read it three times. Then she poured a second glass of wine and answered an email from her department head about curriculum changes. The
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ordinary tasks felt thinner than usual, as if something

















