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For the places that wait for us.

For the people who ask instead of assume.

For the things we find — after a long time away —

exactly where we left them.

AUTHOR'S NOTE

––––––––
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Sessanta Giorni is a work of fiction. The village of Monterosso al Mare exists as described — the oldest and westernmost of the five Cinque Terre villages, on the Ligurian coast of northwestern Italy — and I have tried to render it faithfully in its geography, its character, and its light. The Chapel of Sant'Andrea, however, is imaginary, as are all the characters, the workshop of Conti e Figlio, and the specific heritage restoration commission at the heart of this story.

The Cinque Terre is a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Its five coastal villages —Monterosso, Vernazza, Corniglia, Manarola, and Riomaggiore — are connected by the ancient hiking paths, the Via dell'Amore, and the Ligurian railway that passes through them by a series of coastal tunnels. The specific sensory experience of that train journey — the darkness and then the sea, the darkness and then the sea — is one of the things I have tried hardest to get right.

The Italian phrases used throughout the novel are translated in context where possible. A brief glossary of the Italian terms used appears at the back of this book.

––––––––
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A NOTE ON THE ITALIAN LANGUAGE

Italian phrases appear throughout this novel, always in context. The following is a brief reference for readers who would like it.

Phrases

Non posso continuare così.  —  I cannot keep going like this.

Finalmente!  —  Finally! / At last!

Prima volta a Monterosso?  —  First time in Monterosso?

Basta.  —  Enough. / That's enough.

Bene.  —  Good. / Well. (Used here as an expression of complete satisfaction.)

Prego.  —  You're welcome. / Please. / Go ahead.

Non stai tagliando. Stai ascoltando.  —  You are not cutting. You are listening.

Non tutto ha bisogno di essere risolto subito.  —  Not everything needs to be resolved immediately.

Carta e penna vanno bene, ma la voce è la voce.  —  Paper and pen are fine, but the voice is the voice.

Coniglio alla ligure.  —  Rabbit Ligurian style — braised with white wine, olives, and herbs.

Che il mare ti porti sempre a casa.  —  May the sea always bring you home.

Progetto guidato da.  —  Project led by.

––––––––
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Foods mentioned

Cornetti  —  Italian croissants, typically plain or lightly filled. Eaten at breakfast.

Focaccia  —  Ligurian flatbread, olive-oil rich. The Ligurian style is thinner than other regional versions.

Torta di riso  —  Rice cake — a traditional Ligurian pastry, subtly sweet, made with rice, eggs, and milk.

Trofie al pesto  —  Twisted pasta with Genoese basil pesto. The signature dish of the Ligurian coast.

Vermentino  —  A white wine grape grown throughout Liguria and Sardinia. Light, mineral, slightly aromatic.

Pigato  —  A Ligurian white wine grape. Fuller-bodied than Vermentino, with a distinctive herbal quality.

Sciacchetrà  —  A rare sweet passito wine produced in the Cinque Terre from Bosco, Albarola, and Vermentino grapes. Made in tiny quantities.

Rossese  —  A red wine grape from the Riviera Ligure di Ponente. Light, fragrant, rarely seen outside the region.

Canestrelli  —  Delicate Ligurian butter biscuits, flower-shaped, dusted with icing sugar.

Cima di rapa  —  Turnip tops, often braised or used as a filling. A staple of the Ligurian coastline.

Places mentioned

Monterosso al Mare  —  The largest and westernmost of the five Cinque Terre villages. Known for its sandy beach, its anchovies, and its lemons.

Vernazza  —  The second Cinque Terre village east of Monterosso. Built around a natural harbour, widely considered one of the most beautiful villages in Italy.

Corniglia, Manarola, Riomaggiore  —  The remaining three Cinque Terre villages, each distinct in character and geography.

La Spezia  —  The nearest city to the Cinque Terre. A working port city at the eastern end of the Golfo dei Poeti.

Levanto  —  A small town west of Monterosso, connected by the coastal railway and the hiking path.

Imperia  —  A coastal city in western Liguria, known for olive oil production.

Ligurian Sea  —  The body of water that forms the western coast of Liguria, part of the Mediterranean.
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Chapter 1 
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The tunnel swallowed the train, and for a moment there was nothing — just darkness and the sound of wheels on old track and the particular loneliness of arriving somewhere you once loved.

Then the sea.

It appeared between the rocks like a secret the land had been keeping — impossibly blue, almost violent in its beauty, the kind of blue that makes you feel accused of something. Elena pressed her forehead against the cool glass and told herself she was fine. She had been telling herself this for approximately four hours, ever since the train left Milano Centrale and the city dissolved into countryside and the countryside dissolved into the first pale hint of the Ligurian coast.

She was fine.

She was a professional.

She was going to restore a chapel, collect her fee, and be back in Milan before the September rains.

The train slowed. Through the window, Monterosso assembled itself piece by piece the way it always had — the old tower on the hill, the geraniums blazing red against whitewashed walls, the harbor where the fishing boats knocked gently against each other in the afternoon tide. Nothing had changed. That was the cruelest thing about small towns. They simply waited for you, unchanged and patient, as if your absence had been a minor inconvenience.

Elena pulled her bag from the overhead rack and stood in the aisle, very straight, very composed. The woman across from her — a grandmother with two small grandchildren and a basket of figs — smiled at her the way old Italian women smile at young women traveling alone. A mixture of sympathy and suspicion.

"Prima volta a Monterosso?" the woman asked. First time in Monterosso?

Elena almost laughed.

"No," she said. "I grew up here."



Zia Rosa's house smelled exactly the same.

This was the first thing Elena noticed as she pushed open the blue door on Via Buranco — that specific combination of lemon soap, dried lavender, woodsmoke, and something always simmering on the stove. Six years in Milan and a hundred different apartments and none of them had ever smelled like anything at all. She had not realized until this exact moment how much she had missed the smell of a house that remembered you.

"Finalmente!" Rosa appeared from the kitchen wiping her hands on her apron, her grey hair pinned up loosely, her reading glasses pushed to the top of her head where she always forgot them. She was sixty-three and moved like a woman of forty and had opinions about everything. Elena loved her more than she knew how to say.

They embraced in the doorway. Rosa held on longer than Elena expected. Elena let her.

"You're thin," Rosa said, pulling back to study her face with the frank assessment only aunts are permitted. "Milan is making you thin. Sit down. I'll make pasta."

"I ate on the train."

"Bar food on a train is not eating." Rosa was already moving back toward the kitchen. "Sit."

Elena sat.

The kitchen was small and warm and cluttered with the beautiful disorder of a life fully lived — ceramic plates on every wall, herbs hanging from the ceiling beams, a calendar from the local fishing cooperative, a photograph of Elena's mother on the windowsill above the sink. Young, laughing, standing in the very piazza Elena had been hired to restore.

Elena looked at the photograph for a moment and then looked away.

"Francesca arrives tomorrow?" Rosa called from the stove.

"Tomorrow afternoon. She's driving down from Genova." Elena set her bag down and rolled her shoulders, trying to release the six hours of careful tension she had been carrying in them. "We start the site assessment on Monday."

"The chapel." Rosa made a sound that was not quite approval. "Father Benedetto is very excited. He has been talking about it since March." A pause, the comfortable kind. The sound of water running, a pan on the flame. "The whole town is excited."

Elena understood what Rosa was not saying. The whole town had also been talking since March about who was coming to lead the restoration. Monterosso was four hundred meters long. News moved faster than light and with considerably more commentary.

"Rosa."

"Mm."

"Has anyone—" She stopped. Started again. "Does anyone know I'm the one leading the project?"

Rosa set a glass of water in front of her and sat down across the table. She folded her hands. This was Rosa's gesture for I am going to tell you something true and I need you to hear it.

"Elena," she said. "This is Monterosso."

Which meant yes. Everyone knew. Had known for weeks.

Elena drank her water and said nothing and listened to the sea through the open window, which was very close and very loud and completely indifferent to her feelings about any of this.



She did not sleep well.

This was not a surprise. She lay in her old childhood room — Rosa had kept it exactly as it was, which was both a comfort and a form of gentle torture — and watched the moonlight move across the ceiling and thought about the sixty days ahead of her with the careful, methodical focus she applied to all problems. She made mental lists. Site assessment Monday. Structural report by end of week one. Materials sourcing by week two. The carved wooden fixtures — pews, window frames, the confessional door — would need to be commissioned early, given the craftsmanship required and the timeline.

She would need a local woodworker.

She knew exactly one woodworker in Monterosso.

She had known, of course, from the moment she accepted the project, that this was coming. She was not naive. She had simply chosen not to think about it in any specific detail for the past three months, in the same way one chooses not to look directly at the sun. It was there. It was unavoidable. She would deal with it professionally when the time came.

Conti e Figlio. The sign had been there her whole life, painted in dark green letters above the workshop on Via Roma. Marco's grandfather had started the shop. His father had run it. Now —

She turned over and pulled the pillow against her face and breathed slowly.

Now Marco ran it. Of course Marco ran it. Marco had always been going to run it. That was the whole point, wasn't it — that he belonged here, rooted and steady, while she had needed something she couldn't name and couldn't find and had left to look for it in a city that turned out to be very beautiful and very empty.

She had found professional success. She had found a good apartment with excellent light and a coffee bar on the corner run by a Sicilian man who remembered her order. She had found a life that looked, from the outside, like exactly what she had wanted.

She had not found whatever she had been looking for.

She fell asleep sometime after two, to the sound of the sea, in the room where she had grown up, sixty days ahead of her like a door she didn't know whether to open or keep firmly, carefully shut.



She saw him on the second morning.

She had been so prepared. She had rehearsed it — not consciously, not in any way she would admit to Francesca or Rosa or herself, but the rehearsal had happened anyway, in the background of her mind, the way the body prepares for things the heart hasn't accepted yet. She had a line ready. Something warm but professional. Marco, ciao — it's been a long time. I hope you're well. I'll be in touch about the chapel fixtures. Clean. Civilized. Six years compressed into four sentences and a handshake.

She was not prepared at all.

He was outside the workshop on Via Roma, in the thin gold light of a Tuesday morning, sanding the leg of a chair with the focused, unhurried attention he gave to everything. He was wearing a grey linen shirt with the sleeves rolled up and there was sawdust in his dark hair and he looked — he looked exactly like himself, which was the thing she had not prepared for, the thing no rehearsal could have covered, because somewhere in six years of not thinking about him she had apparently expected him to look different, older, somehow less, and he did not look less at all.

He looked up.

The moment lasted perhaps two seconds. Perhaps two years. The morning light was very gold and the street was very quiet and somewhere down the hill the sea made its ancient, unhurried sound.

"Elena," he said.

Not Elena, ciao. Not what a surprise. Just her name, the way he had always said it — like it meant something, like it was its own complete sentence.

"Marco." Her voice was steady. She was proud of her voice. "Ciao."

He nodded once. She nodded once. She kept walking.

She made it all the way to the end of Via Roma and around the corner before she stopped and pressed her back against the cool stone wall and stood there for a moment with her eyes closed, the Ligurian sun warm on her face, her heart conducting itself in a way that was completely unprofessional and deeply inconvenient.

Sixty days, she told herself.

Just sixty days.
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The contract arrived on a Thursday.

This was how Marco would remember it afterward — not the day of the week specifically, but the quality of the light that morning, the way it came through the workshop window at a low angle and caught the dust in the air and made everything look suspended, held, as if the world had paused just before something happened. He had been working on a restoration commission — an eighteenth century writing desk from a villa in Levanto, walnut with inlaid olive wood, one leg cracked along the grain — and the work had that particular quality he loved, the kind that required enough attention to silence everything else.

He had been sleeping badly for three months.

He had not told anyone this.

Gio had brought the contract over from the municipal office, because Gio worked part-time for the comune and had no concept of professional boundaries and considered all official documents to be personal news to be delivered in person with commentary. He came through the workshop door at nine in the morning with a brown envelope and the expression he wore when he knew something Marco didn't.

Marco recognized that expression. He had been recognizing it his whole life. It never meant anything good.

"Restoration contract," Gio said, setting the envelope on the workbench with a particular deliberateness. "For the chapel. You're listed as preferred supplier for the wooden fixtures."

"I know. Father Benedetto and I discussed it in April." Marco did not look up from the desk. "Put it on the table."

"You should open it."

"I'll open it later."

"Marco."

Something in his brother's voice made him put the sandpaper down.

Gio was twenty-six and constitutionally incapable of subtlety and had their mother's eyes and their father's stubbornness in equal measure. He was looking at Marco now with an expression that had moved past news into something more careful. Something almost gentle.

Marco picked up the envelope.

He read the cover page. The project brief, the timeline, the scope of works. Standard restoration contract language, the kind he had read a hundred times. His eye moved down the page to the section headed Progetto guidato da — Project led by.

Dott.ssa Elena Ferretti, Specialista in Restauro Architettonico, Milano.

The workshop was very quiet.

Outside, a cat walked along the top of the opposite wall. A motorino passed on the street. The sea, always the sea, doing what it had always done.

Marco set the contract down on the workbench. He picked up the sandpaper. He went back to work on the cracked leg of the writing desk, applying pressure in long, even strokes, the way his father had taught him — always with the grain, never against it.

"Marco," Gio said.

"I heard you."

"I didn't say anything."

"You were about to."

Gio sat down on the stool by the door, which meant he was staying. Marco did not tell him to leave. He was thirty years old and he ran a woodworking shop and he was fine. He was completely fine. He had been fine for six years and he would continue to be fine and the fact that Elena Ferretti's name was on a contract on his workbench was simply a professional circumstance that he would handle in a professional manner.

The sandpaper moved. The dust lifted. The light stayed gold and suspended and held.

"She arrives today," Gio said, very quietly.

Marco said nothing.

"Rosa told Mamma. This morning."

Marco put the sandpaper down again, slowly, and braced both hands on the edge of the workbench and looked at the wall in front of him where his father's tools still hung in the order his father had always kept them — chisels left to right by size, planes on the lower rack, the old spoke shave his grandfather had brought from Genova hanging by itself on the right. He looked at those tools for a long moment and breathed the way he had learned to breathe when things got difficult — slowly, from the bottom of the lungs, the way the therapist in La Spezia had taught him before he stopped going.

He should go back to that therapist.

He had been thinking this for some time.

"Okay," he said.

"Okay?"

"Okay, Gio." He straightened up. Picked up the sandpaper. "Thank you for bringing the contract."

Gio looked at him for a long moment with their mother's eyes. Then he stood, quietly, and left without saying anything else. The door closed. The workshop returned to its normal sounds — the creak of old timber, the sea, the distant bells of the church whose wooden fixtures Marco was apparently now going to spend the next two months building while Elena Ferretti stood thirty meters away deciding where they went.

He worked until noon without stopping.



He had loved her since he was twenty-two years old.

This was not a secret he kept from himself. He was not that kind of man — the kind who buried things so deep he forgot what they were. He knew exactly what he had lost. He had known it the morning he woke up and found her note on the kitchen table, written in her small precise handwriting on a page torn from her sketchbook. I heard you. I understand. I'm sorry I wasn't enough. He had read it four times standing in his kitchen in bare feet, the coffee going cold on the stove, completely unable to understand what she thought she had heard or what she thought she understood.

He had called her seventeen times.

She had not answered.

By the time he drove to Rosa's house she was already gone — on the early train to Genova, Rosa told him, white-faced and unhappy in the doorway. She hadn't known either. Nobody had known. Elena had simply decided, in the middle of the night, the way she sometimes decided things — absolutely and without consultation — and then she had gone.

He had written her two letters. Long ones, the kind that took three drafts and cost something to write. The first came back unopened. The second she did open, but she did not reply.

After that he had understood that there was nothing left to do.

He told himself, over the following months, that it was better this way. That she had wanted to leave and now she had left and at least it was clean, at least it was honest, at least there was no slow diminishment — no years of one person loving more than the other, no gradual dimming. What they had been was good and then it was over and that was that.

He told himself this for six years with moderate success.



He did not go out that afternoon.

He told himself this was because he had work to finish — which was true. The writing desk needed another two hours, and he had promised it back to the villa by Friday. He stayed in the workshop through the hottest part of the afternoon, the doors open to the street, a small fan moving the warm air without significantly cooling it, Radio Tre playing classical music softly from the shelf.

He was not avoiding anything.

At four-thirty the light changed — that particular shift the Cinque Terre afternoon makes when the sun begins to drop behind the terraced hills and the shadows go long and blue and the air suddenly smells more strongly of the sea. Marco cleaned his tools, covered the desk, washed his hands at the deep stone sink in the back room. He changed his shirt. This was his normal routine at the end of the workday. It had nothing to do with anything.

He went out to walk to the harbor, as he did most evenings.

Via Roma was quiet in the way it was always quiet on Tuesday afternoons — a few tourists with gelato, old Signor Martini sitting outside the bar with his newspaper, the cat still on the wall. Marco nodded to Martini, who lifted his chin in return acknowledgment without looking up from his paper. This exchange had occurred approximately three hundred times.

He was not looking for anyone.

He saw her at the end of the street.

She was walking toward him from the direction of the harbor — or she had been walking, because she had stopped, and she was looking at him, and the afternoon light was doing something complicated and unnecessary with her dark hair, and she was wearing a blue linen jacket and carrying a leather satchel and she looked exactly like herself except also completely different, six years older in a way that had only made her more exactly herself, and Marco stopped walking in the same moment she stopped walking and they stood there on Via Roma in the late Tuesday afternoon light with perhaps fifteen meters between them and the whole history of everything that had happened and not happened filling up all the space.

"Elena," he said.

Her name came out of him before he could do anything about it. Not a greeting. Just her name, the way it had always lived in his mouth.

"Marco." Her voice was steady. Steadier than his. "Ciao."

She nodded once. He nodded once. She kept walking. He kept walking.

He made it to the harbor. He sat on the low wall above the boats and looked at the water for a long time. The evening fishermen were coming in. A child was chasing a dog along the waterfront. Everything was completely normal and completely ordinary and Marco sat there in the middle of it with his hands on the wall on either side of him and something moving through his chest like a tide coming in after a very long time away.

She came back, some part of him said. The part he had spent six years trying to quiet.

She came back.

He watched the water until the light was gone. Then he went home and ate dinner alone and told himself, again, that he was fine.

He was almost convincing.
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The chapel of Sant'Andrea stood at the top of a narrow lane behind the old town, reached by forty-two stone steps that Elena had climbed a thousand times as a child and had not climbed once in six years. She counted them on the way up — an old habit, the kind the body remembers without being asked — and arrived at the top slightly breathless, not entirely from the climb.

It was early. Seven-fifteen, the town still soft and unhurried below her, the sea catching the first flat light of morning. Francesca was not arriving until noon. Father Benedetto had given Elena the key the evening before over a small glass of Sciacchetrà and a great deal of enthusiastic description of everything that needed fixing, which was, in summary, nearly everything.

She stood in front of the chapel door and looked at it for a moment before unlocking it.

Sant'Andrea was small even by Cinque Terre standards — a single nave, a side chapel, a sacristy barely large enough to turn around in. It had been built in the thirteenth century, modified in the sixteenth, neglected in the twentieth, and was now in that particular state of beautiful decay that Elena had spent her career learning to read. The facade was Ligurian Gothic — black and white striped marble, a rose window whose tracery needed repointing, a carved stone arch above the door whose details had softened with centuries of sea air into something almost gentle. The kind of building that had been slowly, patiently becoming more beautiful as it aged, the way some things do.

She unlocked the door and went inside.

The interior smell hit her first — cool stone, old wood, candlewax, and something underneath that she had no technical name for, the particular atmosphere of a space that had held centuries of human hope and grief and ordinary Tuesdays. She stood just inside the door and let her eyes adjust and looked at what she had come to restore.

The damage was significant but not catastrophic. The ceiling frescoes were darkened and flaking in the upper nave — she would need a conservator for those, someone from Genova, she was already composing the email in her head. The floor tiles were cracked along the central aisle, a settling issue, probably the foundation shifting slightly over decades of coastal weather. The walls were damp in the lower sections, a drainage problem she could see the evidence of in the tide-mark staining above the skirting. All fixable. All within scope.

And then the wood.

She walked slowly down the nave and looked at it with the professional attention she had trained herself to apply to everything — dispassionate, methodical, systematic. The pews were the original sixteenth century ones, chestnut, beautifully made, but three were cracked beyond repair and needed replacing. The window frames had warped with moisture and would all need to come out and be rebuilt. The confessional — a magnificent carved thing in the side chapel, dark walnut, with panels depicting the four evangelists — had suffered the worst. The lower panels were gone entirely, rotted out, and the whole structure needed to be disassembled, restored where possible, and rebuilt where not.

She stood in front of the confessional for a long time.

This work — the pews, the frames, the confessional — was not her specialty. She could specify it, design it, oversee it. But the hands that actually made it would need to be exceptional. The kind of hands that understood old wood the way a doctor understands the body — not just technically, but with a kind of intuition, a feeling for what a material wants to do.

She knew exactly one pair of hands like that in Monterosso.

She had known this since April. She had simply not thought about it in specific detail.

She sat down in one of the surviving pews and opened her notebook and began writing her site assessment with the focused, unhurried attention she gave to work, which was the one place she had always been able to quiet everything else. The morning light moved through the rose window and made a slow pattern on the stone floor. Somewhere outside a bell rang the half hour. Elena wrote three pages of notes without stopping and told herself that this — the work, the stone, the light, the centuries of careful human effort — was why she had come back.

Just the work.

Just sixty days.



Francesca arrived at twelve-fifteen in a dust-covered Fiat with the windows down and Puccini playing at a volume that was, by any reasonable measure, too loud for a medieval village. She was thirty-two, Milanese to her bones, and had the particular quality of people who are entirely comfortable everywhere they go because they have decided in advance to enjoy everything.

She climbed out of the car, looked up at the terraced hills and the sea and the impossible blue of the Ligurian sky, and said "oh, this is very good" with the satisfaction of someone whose expectations have been exceeded.

"You're late," Elena said.

"I stopped in Vernazza for focaccia." Francesca produced a paper bag from the car. "I'm not late, I'm fed. There's a difference." She handed the bag to Elena and looked at her with the bright, assessing eyes she used when she was forming opinions she had not yet decided to share. "How are you?"

"Fine."

"You look like you haven't slept."

"I slept."

"Elena."

"Fran, I'm fine. Come and see the chapel." Elena turned and started up the lane. Behind her she heard Francesca lock the car and follow, and she heard also the particular quality of Francesca's silence, which was not empty but full of things she was saving for later.

They spent two hours in the chapel together, Francesca taking photographs while Elena walked her through the assessment. Francesca was a structural specialist — she understood buildings the way engineers understand bridges, from the bones out — and her observations were sharp and useful and grounding in the way that good professional conversation always was. By the time they came back out into the afternoon sun Elena felt steadier. More like herself. More like the version of herself that had driven this project through six months of proposal and negotiation and logistics from a desk in Milan.

"The wood is the critical path," Francesca said, sitting on the chapel steps and eating the last of the focaccia. "Everything else we can phase. But if the confessional takes longer than projected—"

"I know."

"Have you talked to the woodworker yet?"

"No."

Francesca looked at her. "We need those specs confirmed by end of this week, Elena. The timeline doesn't have—"

"I know, Fran. I'll go this afternoon."

Another of Francesca's full silences.

"He's good?" she said, carefully.

"He's the best woodworker on this coast." Elena stood up, brushing stone dust from her trousers. "Professionally speaking."

"And otherwise speaking?"

Elena picked up her satchel. "I'll meet you at Rosa's at seven. We'll go over the structural report."

She went down the forty-two steps without counting them this time, which meant she was distracted, which she refused to consider significant.



Conti e Figlio was exactly as she remembered it.

This should not have surprised her — she had walked past it the previous morning, she had seen the sign, she had noted in a detached professional way that it was still there — but somehow standing in front of it now, at three in the afternoon with a folder of specifications under her arm and a reason to go inside, was different from walking past it. Walking past was accidental. This was deliberate. This was her own feet, her own choice, her own hand that was going to push open the door.

She pushed open the door.

The workshop smell enveloped her immediately — sawdust and linseed oil and something warm and resinous she couldn't name precisely, the smell of wood being worked, of old things being made new. It was a good smell. It had always been a good smell. She filed this observation away under irrelevant and looked around.

The workshop was long and narrow, lit by the tall windows on the south wall and by two angled work lamps over the main bench. Tools hung on the back wall in a careful, deliberate order she recognized — chisels by size, planes below, the old spoke shave on the right that had been there since Marco's grandfather. A large writing desk occupied the center of the main bench, half-finished, beautiful. Classical music played from a small radio on the shelf.

Marco was at the bench with his back to her. He was working on something she couldn't see — she could hear the sound of a fine chisel, small precise taps, the kind of work that requires absolute focus. He had not heard her come in over the radio and the sound of his own concentration.

For a moment she simply stood there.

She had a speech prepared. Professional, warm, direct. She had rehearsed it on the way down Via Roma, had it clean and ready, four sentences.

"Marco," she said.

He turned.

There it was again — that two-second pause, the quality of the air between them, the specific and inconvenient fact of him. Up close he was — she was not going to think about how he looked up close. She was going to think about the confessional panels and the project timeline.

"Elena." He set the chisel down slowly. His expression was careful, composed, the expression of a man who had also, she realized, prepared something. "I was expecting you."

"The contract listed you as preferred supplier." Her voice was good. She was proud of her voice. "For the wooden fixtures."

"Yes."

"I wanted to go over the specifications in person. If you have time."

He looked at her for a moment — not unkindly, but with an attention that she felt across the full width of the workshop. Then he pulled a stool out from under the bench and set it on her side of the work surface.

"Sit down," he said. "I'll make coffee."

She sat. She opened her folder. She arranged her specification sheets in a precise, purposeful order that had nothing to do with needing something to do with her hands.

From the back room she could hear him at the small stove — the clink of the moka pot, the sound of water, the ordinary domestic sounds of coffee being made in the afternoon, which were in Italian life the sounds of a
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Some loves don’t end.
They wait.
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