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1 — Let’s See

In the underpass of the old tram line, amid the electric hum of the fluorescent lights and the shadows of cobwebs on the ceiling, Nina let herself be carried by the rhythm of her footsteps on the asphalt. Breathing slowly, she felt a draft of air hit her square in the face. She hoped it was styling her hair. That something, that day, wanted to reward her for the effort.

The route had never become a habit — just as moving through the streets of the town where she was born had never become one either. Whenever she stepped outside, a sharp gaze followed her. She feared finding it in the faces of strangers, with no way out. But at the soft touch of the sun, a sense of beauty resurfaced, and with it, the desire to try.

That day she had decided to risk the “let’s see.” She had gone out to meet a stranger who had called her Snow White on a dating app.

Nina didn’t look thirty-eight, but how much the nine-year gap between her and this man would show remained an open question. He had been the first to message her, drawn to the one photo of her among pictures of small animals: a selfie taken in a pine forest.

You have a very interesting way of looking at the camera, he had written. Does that mean you have good eye contact in real life too?

Going back to that photo, Nina had studied it: a relaxed expression, a hint of melancholy. In her own dark eyes she thought she could recognise the intensity that had caught his attention.

I had no idea, she replied. Maybe I look that way when I’m not avoiding someone’s gaze.

I see, he continued. So you’re a very shy Snow White surrounded by a thousand animals ;) Fingers crossed you’re a princess and not a crazy person on this app ;)

Nina didn’t reply for two days. The word “crazy” kept pulling her mind toward her own clinical history. She imagined being able to list for him everything that was wrong with her. Then she would be free to show him her best self.

Maybe the crazy move would have been exactly that. Better to let it go, she decided, better not to write to him again.

But he had come back looking for her. Forgotten how to send a message? ;)

Crossed fingers don’t always work out! she wrote.

Let’s see ;) he continued. If I ran into your friends on my way to meet you for a drink, what would they tell me to expect?

Nina said the thing that came most naturally: the truth.

I don’t have many friends, and the ones I do have are discreet. That said, I’m very introspective and struggle with low mood, unfortunately. I’m coming out of a long relationship with a man from another city. I enjoy psychology, writing, hiking, and looking for fossils, stones, shells, mushrooms in nature, and going out with a metal detector... things you can’t always do freely.

He didn’t run. I’m sold, he replied. Maybe I should be brave enough to ask you out for romantic purposes ;)

Nina suggested that, if he didn’t go “out of stock,” they could meet sometime soon at a nearby park. We’ll see about the purposes :) she added in brackets.

He replied promptly. I noticed you have very specific knowledge of this area. Did you do a thorough analysis to track me down, or are there other reasons?

I’m from your town, she admitted — she had listed a nearby location on her profile.

I don’t believe you. As far as I’m concerned, you’re a spy sent to kill me.

A laugh escaped her. It would be funny, then, that you messaged me first. Or maybe I’m just very good at my job.

That’s exactly the point! he said. Classic behaviour of a Russian spy. I’m increasingly convinced they sent you to seduce the James Bond of this town.

Then you’ll know I never work alone. One false move and… she ventured, stepping into the role with unexpected pleasure.

Oh really… I would have bet you’d play nice and hand over all the information.

Several weeks had passed since those exchanges. Around that time, Nina had gone away for a stay in a village and then for a trip to the mountains. Exceptional events compared to her usual life. He had looked for her several times, joking about her disappearances. Dear diary: pretty girl gone missing. Should I send a search party?

When she had mentioned the recent stimuli, he had shot back: Not sure I want to know what these “stimuli” refer to ;) And then: A village stay and a little trip. Sounds like someone’s been living it up ;)

Nina had smiled. “Living it up” was an expression so far from her routine, but those days she had actually got up to something.

What it needs is the cherry on top — a date with a charming guy, he had pressed. What does your Saturday or Sunday look like?

That cherry on top was exactly what was missing...

Little meetup Sunday at Snow White’s park? she had decided.

Perfect, send me your number so we can arrange our romantic encounter.

Hmm, but you’ve only seen one tiny photo of me — let’s introduce ourselves first, she had replied, with an emoji and her WhatsApp number.

The underpass ended. Nina half-closed her eyes as a ray of sunlight found her.


2 — Snow White

It was mid-September, six in the evening. Nina sat on a wooden bench facing the tennis courts, deserted and silent at that hour. She was early. Chasing her own reflection on her phone screen, she checked herself from different angles. She had curled her hair into soft waves with a straightener; minimal makeup, just a touch of mascara and concealer. She wore light jeans, sandals, and a pale floral linen top. She had nothing on underneath: a comfortable choice she had allowed herself, aware it might create a certain now-you-see-it-now-you-don’t effect.

She heard the ping of a notification. It was him. Be there in a few minutes. A little late.

In his photos he looked good, athletic build. No tattoos. Nina had noticed a line on his profile: Dear diary: seeking interesting and fun girl.

She recognised herself in those words.

A black Audi A3 pulled into the car park. A male voice spilled out of the lowered window — a podcast or a work call.

Nina stood up and walked toward him as he switched off the engine and got out of the car. She gave him a small smile. It was an expression she always found difficult.

She held out her hand. “Nice to meet you, I’m Nina.”

He returned the gesture. He looked at her steadily. “Nina?”

“Yes. Didn’t you know my name?” She realised she had never told him.

“No. That’s why I called you Snow White.”

She smiled. “Right. And you’re Gian Carlo?”

He confirmed with a nod. They exchanged a few jokes about her “fake” local identity and he asked her surname. Then he offered his own, adding a few anecdotes about his family history.

They headed toward the bar. Gian Carlo reached out and brushed her hair.

“Nice hair,” he said.

“Thanks. It actually looks like my photo for once. It’s straight normally.”

○

Standing at the drinks fridge, Nina caught a glimpse of her reflection in the glass. Quickly looking away, she peered inside, searching for a familiar drink. Under Gian Carlo’s attentive gaze, she had reached for a beer. When she saw him choose a lemon soft drink, she put it back.

“Actually, I’ll have the same.”

He held her gaze for a moment before wrapping his fingers around another bottle.

“You just earned points,” he told her once they were at the table. “What made you change your mind?”

Nina shrugged and gave a half-smile. “It doesn’t matter. I didn’t really care about the beer.”

They began talking about what they did. Nina had to explain that she hadn’t worked in years and wasn’t looking for a job. Her only experience, at a plant nursery, had ended following a difficult period.

As she spoke, his gaze sharpened.

“You seem a little tense,” Gian Carlo observed.

“Yes, I am.”

“How come?”

“I’m a fairly anxious person,” she said, in a measured tone.

Shortly after, with an almost ceremonial air, Gian Carlo held out an open hand and waited for her to place hers in it. She did, and he brought it up close to his face to look at it. He asked whether her nails were well kept. Nina laughed a little; she said they were somewhere in between, that she didn’t like thick gel chunks. “Of course,” he replied, letting her take her hand back.

“I haven’t been to a hairdresser in about ten years either,” she said.

“So how do you cut your hair?”

“I trim it myself. I learned by watching a woman on YouTube.”

Gian Carlo gave a nod of acknowledgment. Then they compared their education. Nina said that after high school she had enrolled in cultural heritage studies but hadn’t continued. From a young age she'd had a passion for animals, nature and archaeology; then she hesitated, having nothing to say about how she was putting those interests to any professional use.

He didn’t flinch. He just said “okay,” continuing to look at her. When the questions turned to him, he answered with more conviction. After school he had considered studying medicine but, by a stroke of luck that made it impossible for him to sit the entrance exam, he had turned to economics and management, finding in it the best way to connect with people.

Nina interrupted him for a second.

“Marketing? To connect with people?”

He nodded, serious.

She made a small face. She thought that maybe she was missing something.

He said he worked from home every day as a freelancer within a company team. He hadn’t taken a holiday in years.

Then he asked Nina whether she felt she had anything in common with a “cold businessman.” His elbows rested on the table, fingers loosely interlaced. She blurted out “No, come on, why would I...?” but Gian Carlo’s expression didn’t change. So she said “Well, no...”

“No, exactly,” he said. “I figured. You talk to me about flowers and cultural heritage.”

Nina smiled, a little embarrassed.

“Although often things are complementary,” he observed.

“Yes... you can learn things from each other,” she agreed.

She caught Gian Carlo’s direct gaze. Maybe she had leaned in a little too much.

The conversation moved on to exercise and diet. Gian Carlo expressed a kind of technical satisfaction each time she produced an anecdote he approved of.

While he had a background in various sports — from football to tennis, martial arts to calisthenics — Nina had never taken any classes, but she liked easy hikes through woods and villages, preferably with company.

Gian Carlo reached over and felt her arm. “Look at these bodybuilder shoulders.”

“Stop it!” she exclaimed, laughing.

“Go on, flex,” he said.

Nina tensed her muscle and Gian Carlo squeezed it between his fingers before pulling his hand back. Adjusting her position to make her bicep show more, Nina caught his amused smile.

At the last few sips, Nina thought about the weight she had put on over the past few years that she still hadn’t managed to shake off.

Gian Carlo stood up to go to the bathroom. When he came back, he stayed on his feet. “Did you want anything else?”

“No, I’m fine,” she said.

“Come on, Snow White.” He was already heading for the exit.

Nina got up. He had paid while she wasn’t looking. She followed him outside and asked how much she owed him for her share.

“Oh, let’s see, a thousand euros,” he said.

“Right,” she replied, “I don’t have a thousand euros on me right now. I’ll transfer it to you.”

He came back with a quip about profit margins and closed the subject with a distracted expression. Then he walked around the car to open the door for her. It struck her as a slightly theatrical gesture, unnecessary, but appreciated all the same.

The drive to the park was short. As she fastened her seatbelt, Nina looked down at her legs. How small her body was next to Gian Carlo's. She hoped he found her graceful, sitting beside him. She imagined someone glancing in from outside. And seeing a pretty girl, desirable, exactly where she should be.


3 — You’re Shaking

Dusk was gilding the edges of the pine trees when they reached the deer park. Nina thought they would do the usual loop to see the animals, but Gian Carlo stopped at the first table along the path, and she settled beside him. They sat on the wooden bench with the table behind them, as darkness fell between the trees and some peacocks sent the last cries of the day into the air. In the half-light, they kept talking about various things, including childhood habits. Whenever something came up that they didn’t have in common, Nina would point to the age gap: “Well, you’re younger.”

After she said it a couple of times, Gian Carlo replied, “Still with this ‘you’re younger.’ How old are you anyway, 31?”

“No, 38. So nine years really isn’t nothing.”

Gian Carlo seemed not to remember that detail, but he didn’t appear surprised.

He reached toward her arm and took the tips of a lock of hair between his fingers. He told her that for him, her hair was “the best.” She said that “in the wild” it was straight and she wasn’t sure he’d like it as much. He nodded with conviction. Then he seemed to hesitate. He ran his fingertips across his forehead. He said he’d put a cream on his face and invited her to touch it to feel whether his skin was soft. She did and confirmed. He returned the gesture. Gently moving her hair away from her neck, Nina shivered, blinked slowly. She took it as a sign that she was doing fine with Gian Carlo. She stiffened.

“You’re shaking,” he said. “Are you cold?”

“I’m a little tense,” she said. “But yes, it is getting a bit chilly.”

“Tense about what?”

She stayed silent, her gaze lowered toward the darkness of the pine forest.

“Relax, you’re with me,” he said, his voice soft.

His fingers in her hair again. Nina made a small sound, turning toward him, and leaned against his arm, one hand closed in a fist near her face.

“I think you’ll have to help me let my guard down,” she whispered.

Gian Carlo smiled, amused. “Listen to you shaking! You’re shaking so much,” he said, turning his head the other way.

“Hold on,” he said a moment later.

He went to the car and came back with a blanket. He wrapped it around her shoulders, letting part of it fall over him too, binding them in a single wool cocoon.

Nina pressed her forehead against his shirt again. A hand lifted and settled open on his chest. The warmth of his body came through the fabric.

“So, has the guard come down? The power of the little blanket?” he said. He was looking at her sideways, his head turned only partway toward her.

Nina let out a faint sigh. “It’s the blanket.”

He laughed, but stayed still. Nina raised her hand and touched his cheek, his stubble against her fingertips. She made herself lift her face. She kissed him.

It was an unexpected impact. Gian Carlo moved his tongue quickly and horizontally, just the tip. It reminded her of the first boy she had ever kissed.

She didn’t mind. She thought that maybe she was the one with something to teach him.

She brushed her lips and nose along his neck. When she said something else about the powers of the blanket, he replied with something about returns on investment. Nina held her breath. It sounded like he was joking about being a gigolo. “I haven’t got the wrong idea about something, have I…?” she whispered.

He laughed. “That’s a good one,” he said, as Nina kept breathing him in.

When he kissed her neck, she ran her fingers into his hair. Taking his hand, she guided it to her breast, over her top. Then she reached down and felt him through his jeans.

He slowed down and lingered near her legs.

“Is that as far as you’re going?” she murmured.

He didn’t answer. He moved slowly. Then he made a more decisive move: he gripped her hips and pulled her toward him, laying her back on the wooden table. Nina let out a surprised sound as Gian Carlo lifted her top to kiss her stomach and her breasts.

“I like your tits,” he said quietly.

Nina had been hoping to hear something like that. She realized she was letting herself get carried away. There were no other voices nearby, but it was still a public place.

It was he who pulled back, firmly. “Shall we go back to mine, Snow White?”

She sat up, a little dazed.

They took one last look at the table to make sure they hadn’t left anything and headed to the car.


4 — Mh

Nina discovered that Gian Carlo was in no hurry. In the car, he explained how to set the seat temperature and asked her to choose the music. She suggested Falling in Reverse. She told him some of their songs were very moving.

It was then that Gian Carlo revealed that his friends called him a “cyborg” because he had no emotions. Nina asked whether it was inhibition or whether he genuinely didn’t feel them. He glanced sideways at her and shook his head. He said that even music didn’t stir anything in him.

“But… nostalgia? Being moved by something?”

He shook his head again.

“And does that weigh on you, or are you fine with it?”

“I’m fine. But I notice it, like, during training sessions.”

“Ah, I see. You think: ‘Where am I in all this?’”

Gian Carlo looked at her and nodded immediately. A look she felt very close to her.

“Yeah, and then my friends go on and on about it…” he added.

He asked her whether she thought that way of being could have nothing to do with trauma. He’d had a happy childhood, despite his parents’ divorce. He told her that in primary school he had been the only child to say he preferred playing alone. A classmate had looked at him oddly and said “You’re weird.” Nina laughed at the impression and observed that maybe it was just his nature.

“If you’re happy that way…” she said. She didn’t want him to feel like something was wrong with him.

Gian Carlo started the engine. During the descent along the edge of the park, a full moon rose between the trees.

“Look at that moon!” Nina exclaimed.

“Mh,” he said, without taking his eyes off the road.

“You didn’t even look at it!”

“And here we come back to what we were just talking about.”

Nina began thinking out loud, with a slight frown. “Yeah, it’s a little hard for me…”

She was about to say that she couldn’t quite accept that emptiness as real. But he steered the conversation away. Nina thought he was afraid of ruining his chances that night by being too honest. But she had received his confession as a rare and precious gesture of trust. She didn’t want him to regret it. So she went along with him and moved on to something else.

Within a few minutes they reached Gian Carlo’s house, on a street Nina didn’t remember ever having walked down. He opened the gate with a remote and parked in the space in front of the garages.

From there, the moon appeared even more dazzling, set into an immense arch of night-blue sky.

To Nina it seemed to ask only to be looked at — not with any demand, but like a gift offered to anyone who cared to receive it.

She opened her eyes wide for a moment. She looked away sooner than she ever would have.


5 — Oh God Help

Nina got out of the car and waited while Gian Carlo opened the boot. She heard him murmur, “We have the blanket. We’ve got everything.”

“All planned out!” she joked.

“All planned out, of course. How else did you think Snow White was going to warm up?”

Gian Carlo led the way. They went around the side of the house and climbed a flight of steps to the front door. They went inside. He put his wallet and keys on the entry table and slipped on his house shoes.

Nina stayed on the threshold. “Should I take my shoes off?”

He said she could do as she liked. Under the table there were two pairs of women’s slippers. They were visibly already worn by someone else. He told her she could choose between the larger ones or the pink ones, with a pattern he himself called “ridiculous.”

Nina slipped off her sandals and lost three centimetres of height. She chose the pink slippers — the ridiculous ones.

The house had a familiar, lived-in smell. Beyond the entrance, a living room opened up with large sofas and an old boxy cathode-ray television. Around the room were stacks of papers, magazines and dictionaries piled up.

Nina wondered what had always been part of the house and what belonged to the current Gian Carlo, but the line wasn’t clear. The barbell and the iron weight plates scattered on the floor, though, seemed to emerge from the background. She got the impression



















































































































  
    Nina's Little Songs
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