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Chapter 1

They ought to make me a saint.

I’m not joking, they really should. In fact, to be honest, it’s hard to believe that somebody hasn’t already had a life-size statue made of me - or come to think of it, maybe even bigger than life-size, since I’m not exactly what you’d describe as tall. It’d be great, people could bring flowers and gifts and stuff and lay them at its feet.

Because let me tell you, I deserve them.

I deserve all of them.

In the normal run of things, this nightclub is pretty much the last place in the world where I would want to be, but here I am anyway. And I actually came here by choice, because right at the bottom of my flinty heart there’s an annoying little crumb of niceness that occasionally overpowers my true nature without me being able to do anything about it. Frankly, it’s a real pain in the neck.

A sneer appears instinctively on my lips as look around me at the other people in the club – it’s one thing to get carried away by a bit of impulsive niceness, but when it comes to swanky places like this I’m still pretty much the Grinch. Not to mention that I’m not exactly gifted at putting on a fake smile. People tell me that it’s because of my character: apparently, I’m too direct. You’d almost think that was a bad thing the way everyone always gives me a hard time about it, even though on my list of priorities, not talking bullshit is in first place. That’s why I struggle to get on with a lot of the people I meet: it’s as clear as day that we have very different priorities.

The club is dark, but unfortunately not dark enough to hide the faces around me: the faces of people desperately trying to have fun. I wonder how many of them are actually succeeding and how many of them are just going to end up staggering home blind drunk because they don’t want to remember how boring their night’s been. Quite a few of them, at a guess...

The dance floor in front of me is crowded with bodies moving frenziedly to the music. I almost roll my eyes but somehow manage to control myself enough that my friends don’t notice because I’m here, surrounded by all these annoying – and sweaty - rich kids for a noble cause: I’m here for friendship. Nothing else could have convinced me to submit myself to a nightmare like this. I mean, I’ve never been much of a fan of Ozzy Osbourne, but right now Suicide Solution is playing on a loop in my head.

Lavinia is trying to convince herself that she’s here so she can hang out with Giovanni. But Lavinia - Vinny to her friends - is a gentle, innocent soul who hasn’t quite got a handle on the way the world works yet, or on how you play your hand. Me and card tricks, though? We speak the same language.

“Shall we take a selfie, girls?” I ask, trying to sound like I actually want to.

Vinny - who isn’t stupid even if she is a gentle, innocent soul – peers at me as if I’d just suggested downing a glass of rat poison. Thanks to that bloody stupid illuminated bar top, she’s noticed my questionable acting abilities: if this place had been really dark, nobody would have seen how dubious I looked when I said it.

For the record, I’m not crazy about posting photographs on social media, especially photos of people, cocktails in hand, in nightclubs. They don’t seem to realize that those photos will exist forever somewhere on the Internet and that someone is bound to pull them out at the least opportune moment in their lives. I don’t usually agree with Seb - there are limits to my madness - but when it comes to selfies, we’re on the same page: him because he wants to defend noble ideals like privacy and me because I usually look end up looking like a right monster in photos.

“Good idea!” chirps Alessandra immediately, her eyes sparking with excitement, so before Lavinia can come up with an excuse, I pull my phone out of my bag and quickly snap a cute little photo of the three of us trying, each in our own way, to look happy and carefree, and then I post it on my page, tagging the other two and adding the name of the club.

Okay, that’s the trap baited - now let’s see if the computer hacker bites...

Just to make sure he will, though, I add a few allusive phrases about possible male companionship. And after that, all I can do is wait for events to take their course.

Which they will, I’m sure of it. Fate is a noble concept if you’re one of those people who believe in fairy tales, but it ought to be pretty clear that I don’t belong in that category. My humble role this evening consists of me taking destiny’s place. Yes, I know, it sounds a bit megalomaniacal, but I’m going to push Lavinia and Sebastiano back together if it kills me – or, to put it more romantically, I’m going to be the Cupid who makes two lovers realise once and for all that they shouldn’t be apart. For their sake and for ours, because I cannot handle being around someone as tense and frustrated as Lavinia has been lately, and I’m pretty sure Seb’s relatives and friends feel the same way about him.

Sometimes even the best relationships need a bit of a shove in the right direction. All I have to do now is wait half an hour and I am sure that things will start happening. Seb is a pretty weird guy, but even nerds are predictable when it comes to love. The hard part is going to be spending another half an hour in this godawful place. I wasn’t joking when I said about the statue - given the immense sacrifice I’m making this evening it’s the least they should do...

“Hey, there’s Giovanni!” exclaims Lavinia, who is trying hard to conceal her actual state of mind. Not that Giovanni’s not a sweet boy. He’s even good-looking, if you happen to like anodyne blond perfection. The problem is the total lack of chemistry between him and Lavinia. Zero. Nada. With a lack of sparks that total, they might as well be brother and sister.

Even they’ve noticed it, which is why they’ve been pretending to chase after each other for years without either of them actually trying to move things on to the next level. It’s weird, because on paper they’re an ideal couple: both blond, both always smiling, both extremely kind to everyone. I don’t know how they do it - or what drugs they’re on.

By rights, Seb should be the person least suited to a girl like her, but it only took five minutes of seeing them together and I knew there’d been a miracle: there weren’t just sparks, there was practically a firework display - actual physical phenomena that someone needed to do something about. The attraction between them was so obvious right from the off that I could hardly understand how they managed not to jump on each other as soon as they met.

But being complete opposites, Lavinia and Sebastiano needed to sniff each other out and get to know each other before they overcome their respective fears. Their numerous respective fears.

To be totally honest, so far they haven’t actually overcome anything, but I have high hopes for the evening. I need to break this vicious circle for them and finally see a happy couple. I haven’t been part of one for so long myself that I’ve almost forgotten what it feels like, so maybe Lavinia can teach the rest of us. Or at least, that’s what I’m hoping.

Giovanni is sitting off on one of the dark sofas, but he jumps to his feet as soon as he sees us approaching. His manners are so impeccable that even I – who manages to find fault with everything – can’t think of anything nasty to say about them.

“So it looks like we’ve finally managed to meet!” he says to Vinny as he leans in to kiss her cheek. He’s here with three other typical Bocconi University students: all quite handsome and all just as boring-looking. To his right sits a boy who I’ve already noticed several times at the university: dark wavy hair, large hazel eyes, a nose so perfect that it looks like something a plastic surgeon would use as a template, pronounced cheekbones and surprisingly sensual lips for someone as dull as he certainly is. I mean, a mouth like that would have made a lot more sense on an actor or an artist rather than on someone who at best probably aspires to working in daddy’s company. That is, if he actually even aspires to that and not just to working his way through the family bank account - because I know the type and that certainly wouldn’t be a first. Sometimes I wonder if there are secret university courses that teach being a profligate rich kid as a specialization, because there are plenty of people about who seem to be experts at it.

I imagine that he must be Giovanni’s best friend, but whoever he is, he definitely deserves to win the award for the tightest-fitting shirt in history: it looks as though he got his tailor to sew him into it or something. How he actually manages to breathe once it’s on, I honestly don’t know.

My eyes drop automatically to his chest, where I see the initials A.C. Of course it’s monogrammed. It must be really frustrating for someone like him to only be able to have two letters, because I’d bet all my beloved piercings (two, for the moment: one in my tongue and one in my navel, but I’m thinking of upping the number sooner or later) that he’s a proud card-carrying member of the quadruple-barrel surname club. You know who I mean, those posh idiots who insist on having all their names written on their ID card, even though it means that it takes them an hour to sign anything. Ah, the lengths some people will go to just to feel superior...

Mister Tight-Fitting-Shirt moves over just enough so that Lavinia can sit next to Giovanni and then looks up and notices my presence. His dark eyes seem to recognize me. It’s unbelievable how walking past perfect strangers every day in the corridors of a university can create a strange illusion of intimacy.

His gaze is weirdly intense, and a strange feeling of unease seizes me: why the heck is he staring at me like that?

I almost haven’t realised I’m holding my breath when he finally turns his attention to Alessandra. I’m about to sit down and relax, but a moment later he turns those hazel eyes back on me. And there they stay. Damn.

Giovanni is presenting the young men to Vinny, who stretches out her hand to shake theirs.

“Lavinia, these are my friends: Ariberto, Stefano and Luca”.

Oh my God... Ariberto?! He would be called ‘Ariberto’! I guessed he would have some ridiculous posh name, and it doesn’t get much more ridiculously posh than Ariberto.

With difficulty I stifle a laugh but even a stoic like me finds it hard to keep a straight face when presented with a name like Ariberto. Are these posh people all off their faces on Champagne when they decide what they’re going to call their children?

I should talk, though: my full name is Giada Elettra Ludovica Borghi. My parents are total psychos, as everyone who knows me already realized. I suppose I should just be grateful that my father decided to put “Giada” as my first name, so that I managed to avoid a lifetime of humiliation. I’ll be taking the secret of my other names to the grave with me.

Not many things really tickle my sense of humour, but finding out that Mr Shoulders here has that ridiculous name would give me the biggest laugh I’ve had for a long time, if only I were actually allowed to burst out laughing at him... God, what a pain in the neck these social niceties are!

I’m almost certain that I’ve gotten myself under control when out of nowhere, a second wave of amusement unexpectedly overwhelms me and a pretty derisive-sounding cackle emerges from my mouth. I tried not to, honestly I did!

“Is something wrong?” he asks. Does he really need to ask that? That beautiful face of his is completely wasted if his head is empty of neurones.

“Oh I’m fine... Ariberto,” I answer, unable to resist teasing him. If you’re not going to do things properly, you might as well not bother at all.

His eyes narrow to slits and a touch of anger appears in his expression. Ah, finally - a bit of personality! I was starting to wonder if all he had were those perfect cheekbones. He always seems to be in such an annoyingly good mood...

There are people who act like they never have any problems in life – people like Vinny, for example - and then there are people who actually are always in a good mood. I honestly don’t know which category frightens me the most, but it’s probably the second.

“And you are?” he asks, sounding only slightly annoyed.

“Oh, no one of any importance,” I answer with a totally innocent expression on my face as though I hadn’t just been laughing like a drain about how ridiculous his name is.

“Be that as it may, I’m curious. Immensely curious...” he says. “By the way, I’m Ariberto Castelli – nice to meet you.”

What’s nice about it? I look at him suspiciously, not understanding the reason for his insistence. I just burst out laughing in your face, don’t you want to ignore me and vow never to speak to me again?

“She’s Giada,” intervenes Lavinia, who doesn’t like people arguing. I’ve been telling her for years that she needs to work a little on her easygoing nature: everybody knows that diplomats often come to sticky ends under friendly fire. But Vinny’s the classic sunshine-heart-I-wuv-you type of person. The total opposite of me...

“And this is Alessandra,” my friend continues. Her technique is very smooth: shift the attention from a nuisance like me to someone much more normal and reassuring like our friend. Among other things, Alessandra doesn’t wear wristbands covered with big, sharp spikes. They come in handy when I need to leave indelible marks on people who like touching without being invited to. And they never are, of course.

At this point I’m absolutely certain that Ariberto-Perfect-Shirt will remove his big Manga eyes from my disquieting little person and turn them onto someone better suited to him. Except that not only doesn’t my prediction prove false, the total opposite occurs: he stares at me as if I were a mystery that must be solved at all costs. Now that I think about it, he doesn’t even look angry anymore. He looks fascinated. A weird sensation of alarm starts bubbling up at the bottom of my stomach. What the hell does he want?

“So can I get you a drink?” asks Giovanni, ever the perfect host, interrupting the exchange of glances.

“Why not? A Long Island Tea for me,” replies Lavinia with a broad smile. God it’s so obvious she’s forcing it...

“I’ll have a Bloody Mary,” I say, trying to maintain an expression of total indifference.

“Ah - thirsty for blood,” comments Ariberto.

I blink in disbelief. Doesn’t he realise that he’s playing with fire?

“Why, are you offering me yours, Mr Tight-Shirt?”

“What if I am?” he replies, managing to perfectly balance a hint of provocation with a kind of throwaway ease of delivery. Objectively speaking, it is a bit of a masterstroke, and for a moment I’m almost speechless. Guys like him are usually so predictable – they all get offended in half a second.

“I’m a vampire with difficult tastes, my dear. I suspect that I might find your blood a bit... how can I put it?... saccharine.”

“You never know, you might be surprised,” he says with a strange emphasis that sounds almost... sensual. I take a deep breath to cover up my surprise and stop myself from skewering him on the spot with my spikes.

Even though he definitely deserves it.

Okay, this has already gone on way too long. Suffering for Vinny’s sake is one thing, but this is getting out of hand. Does this guy really think he’s going to have the last word?

“Not many things surprise me, and I’m pretty certain you won’t be one of them,” I say with a totally straight face.

“You’re absolutely sure of that, are you?”

The more irritated I get, the more he seems to be enjoying himself. It’d obvious that we are at the two opposite ends of some kind of spectrum – me tending towards the negative and him tending towards the positive. Geometry really isn’t on our side.

“How about testing your theory with a dance?” he says, getting up from the sofa and - horror of horrors - reaching out in my direction. He has nice big hands with long fingers and well-trimmed fingernails. I chew my nails. And it shows.

My eyes flicker across his admittedly remarkable frame until - thank goodness - they find another weak point: those trousers with the turn-ups that look like he’s been swabbing out the water from a backed-up washing machine. It’s an awful fashion, why don’t they pass a law to prohibit it or something? I mean, they pass laws left right and centre about frivolous stuff like economic stability or labour reform. If trousers with turn-ups look stupid even on someone like Ariberto Castelli, who as far as I can tell seems to be in fairly peak physical condition, what hope is there for the rest of the world?

Anyway, horrendous turn-ups or not, if he thinks I’m going to touch him, even by mistake, then he needs to think again, and fast, especially because he’s wearing one of those pretentious wristwatches that is just bound to be an eighteenth birthday present from mummy and daddy. The watch itself is tasteful enough, it’s just annoying to see it there on the wrist of this guy who has never had to work for anything in his life. I was already committed to never having anything to do with him but my irritation levels are starting to go into the red.

Yes, if you’re asking yourselves, I do get annoyed easily. It’s just the way I am: I have a really filthy temper, and if I’m honest, I’m almost proud of it.

“Why don’t we all go for a dance?” says Giovanni, turning to Lavinia.

She seizes on the suggestion immediately. “Great idea!” she says, in a voice so hysterical and shrill that both Ale and I turn to stare at her. Either Seb gets a move on getting here and drags her off or Lavinia is going to pop like a balloon from trying to look so happy. I’d never have thought it was possible but apparently you can actually die from laughing too much. Thank goodness I always knew that being stubbornly gloomy was the safest course of action.

The two blondes walk off to the dance floor, as do Ale and Giovanni’s other two friends. I turn around and raise an eyebrow in surprise when I find Ariberto still standing in the same position as before. On his face there’s an expression that says he wants to challenge me - and a challenge is one of the few things I can’t resist.

“Let’s see if you’ve got the nerve...” he mutters seductively. He can’t really think that this I’m-so-handsome-women-fall-at-my-feet schtick is going to work with someone like me, can he? I mean, has he seen me?

I point to my studs. “See these?” I say, giving him a frosty smile. “They’re not just for show - they’re for sticking in dickheads like you.”

Instead of getting offended or running away, he bursts out laughing. “So you’re not one of those girls who just pretend to live dangerously, then?” he actually has the nerve to ask me.

“Pretend? Listen, pretty boy,” I fire back immediately to make sure we clear up any possible misunderstandings. “I don’t pretend anything - I live dangerously.”

“So prove it, then... Ms. Spikes,” he says to me, holding out his hand even closer.

“What is the matter with you? Is your life so sad and boring that you’re desperate for some kind of risk?” I say patronisingly in an attempt to needle him, whatever the cost. My secret plan – well, it’s not actually that secret - is to make him lose his temper and seen him running like hell for the hills. And, modestly aside, it doesn’t generally take me this long to get rid of people. After all, I’ve had years of experience with guys like him.

“Nope, sorry, that’s not going to work...” he replies with a laugh that completely wrong-foots me.

“What isn’t?” I ask grimly.

“Your little attempt at scaring me off there. Though I will admit that it was a good try,” he smirks.

He’s actually congratulating me?!

“Hmmm,” is my only comment. I take a moment to try and come up with a brilliant riposte that will cut this absurd discussion off at the root once and for all but my mind, which is usually so fast, is in trouble. It must be because the atmosphere in here is so stale. In every sense.

“So Giada, do you want to waste even more time sparring or shall we just get this little challenge out of the way?” he asks, looking extremely amused. “By the way, don’t you have a nickname like Vinny? I mean, apart from ‘Mis. Spikes’...?”

I honestly don’t understand what’s going on: how is it possible that this guy is free to roam the streets instead of being locked up in a lunatic asylum somewhere? Because it’s increasingly obvious to me that he is completely out of his mind.

Finally noticing my murderous expression, he pulls out what I imagine his addled brain must think is a reassuring smile. Sure, of course... He must think that I was born yesterday - this guy is about as reassuring as finding out your bed’s made of asbestos. I’ve been around long enough to recognize guys who are quite clearly epic pains in the ass at first sight, and this one is of biblical proportions.

“I do actually. It’s the-girl-who’s-going-to-break your-bones-one-by-one-unless-you-cut-out-all-this-sweet-talking. Because it’s getting on my nerves.”

We both know that it would be a difficult threat for me to actually carry out: I’m not quite five feet three and the mountain standing in front of me is the best part of a foot taller, but where height doesn’t reach, conviction will through, believe me. I feel a bit like one of those neurotic Chihuahuas that are so fashionable nowadays: the woe-betide-anyone-who-even-tries-to-stroke-me ones.

“That’s the only reason I’m doing it,” he confirms, and smiles at me again. God, his perfect pearly teeth are so annoying.

“Careful - you’ll get lockjaw smiling like that.”

“I don’t think so. I have years of practice,” he comments with satisfaction. “Just like you do with that fake sneer.”

Oh, this is just incredible – this guy seriously thinks he gets me.

My eyes widen with outrage. “Believe me, with you standing in front of me there is absolutely nothing fake about it.”

“For some strange reason, I don’t believe you.”

“Oh heaven help us,” I exclaim with a show of fake worry, “you must be one of those deluded types who’s convinced that women should all fall at their feet just because by complete chance they happen to have a handsome face...”

“Ah, so you think that I’m handsome, do you?”.

I knew it: he completely missed the point of what I was saying. When exactly did sarcasm go out of fashion? Better yet, why was I born in a historical period when an ability to be sarcastic isn’t considered the only reliable method of assessing a person’s intelligence?

“Let’s clear up one thing right now: your physical appearance has about the same effect on me that a rare steak would have on a vegan,” I say, trying to clarify the concept. “Have we understood each other?” And as if that weren’t enough, I give him an evil glare that ‘belligerent’ would be way too soft a word for. But in fairness, I have tried all the other methods at my disposal - is it my fault if Ariberto Castelli-Whatever-His-Other-Names-Are has forced me to bring out the big guns?

For the first time since we started bickering, his smile almost imperceptibly droops a millimetre. The boy with the perfect ringlets wasn’t expecting me to take such a drastic stance, apparently. How naïve of him – I’m much more than drastic. I don’t think they’ve even invented the word for how far past drastic women like me can get when we’re provoked.

He tries to pretend I haven’t delivered a mortal blow to his ego, but it’s obvious that my words have done at least some damage.

“This is going to take all night...” he moans, rolling his eyes and changing approach.

“Much as I hate having to respond to such banalities, it’s already night and it has been for quite a long time now,” I answer, in an intolerable know-it-all tone.

“How did I not notice that...”

“So anyway, now that we’ve cleared up that I’m not at all the way you initially imagined I was, what do you reckon to naffing off and leaving me in peace?” I’m a very blunt girl, there’s no getting around it.

Ariberto seems to be meditating on my proposal – my rather eloquent proposal, if you don’t mind me saying - and just when I’m sure he is finally about to spin around on the heels of his expensive shoes and piss off, he suddenly grows a weirdly determined expression on his face.

“You know what? I’d say no!”.

I stare at him as if he were completely mad. It’s getting increasingly clear that this isn’t my lucky night. Feeling annoyed and defeated - a sensation I’m not used to at all - I opt for the most mature answer I can muster: I stick my tongue out at him, waggling the piercing in the middle of it. It is a distinguishing feature as well as a symbol of power: I might not have height on my side, but at least I’m not as mediocre as Mister-Shoulders with his perfectly ironed shirts and artfully embroidered initials.

For some reason, I suddenly find myself trying with all my might to resist the temptation to let my eyes rest on his forearms, which are on display thanks to his perfectly rolled up shirt sleeves. It’s weird - I’ve never found anything particularly interesting about male forearms before. I mean, they’re just pieces of arms, there’s nothing special about them...

Taking advantage of my little moment of distraction, Ariberto grabs me with the same hand that he had been holding out and drags me off in the direction of the dance floor. For a man of his size, he certainly moves very quickly. I dig in my heels and try to fight back, but the grip on my wrist is firm. To my great annoyance, he succeeds in his intent without even skewering himself on my wristband.

And as if his presence were not a sufficiently awful punishment, the music changes and a remix of Love Me Like You Do starts pumping out of the speakers loud enough to give everyone present premature deafness. I grunt with annoyance and in answer, Ariberto bursts out laughing.

“Wow, you really don’t like that!” he laughs at the sight of my complete lack of enthusiasm for the song.

No, I don’t like sickly-sweet stuff like that, in life or in music - is that a crime?

“I doubt you’re that much of a fan of this kind of stuff either...” I say. Despite the stupid way he’s behaving this evening, I am pretty certain that it’s more because of boredom than anything else. I’ve met a lot of guys like him. Ok, maybe a little less attractive than him, but that doesn’t change anything: they’re all self-satisfied mummy’s boys who are convinced they’re a cut above everyone else for reasons that, quite frankly, remain a mystery to me. But just so as not to leave him in any doubt, I decide to clarify a little something.

“I have a boyfriend,” I declare threateningly, as he grabs my hip and pulls me closer to him, starting to sway in time with the rhythm of music. And he’s good at it, of course – morons like him are always perfect dancers.

“You’re not married, though,” is his quick reply. “And I can’t see any engagement ring on your hand, unless that skull is meant to be an eternal a pledge of love.”

I stare at him, much more astonished than I would like.

“No,” I grunt, “it isn’t.”

“Good. Or maybe bad, because you’d wish it was...” he says, continuing to provoke me.

“No thanks. Not even I go that far.”

“You know, what with all the piercings, studs and skulls, it’s hard to tell. But you don’t look like this when you’re at university,” he says, putting his hand on my back and drawing me still closer to him. I would love to be able to say that my reaction is one of profound horror, but this mountain of a man who keeps pulling me against him, actually smells pretty nice. Though with what someone as flash as him doubtless spends on cologne, he flipping well ought to...

“My motto at university is ‘don’t get noticed’,” I tell him, surprising myself. I don’t usually give explanations to people I don’t know. I don’t need to justify myself.

After that, I remain silent, with my arms hanging motionless at my sides, undecided as to whether to touch him or not. Part of me absolutely doesn’t want to, but I also have this weird strange itching feeling in my hands that seems to urge me to do it. I’m waiting for him to come back with something provocative and obvious to give me an opportunity to walk off and leave him standing there in the middle of the dancefloor, but for a few seconds Ariberto remains strangely silence.

Then he puts his lips near my ear and tells me in a quiet voice, “I noticed you.”

Inside my head a code red emergency siren starts flashing: not only is he trying to mess with my head - judging by my reaction to being so close to him, he’s also succeeding.

Since I always need to be in control of any situation, I decide to take advantage of the fact that his large hand is pressing relentlessly against the lower part of my back. I’ve heard it said that there’s a close correlation between the size of the hands, and of the feet and of... well, of that other thing. Even though I’m well aware that it’s a load of childish nonsense, I look down and see that he is not wearing shoes but what look like suede boats. Both of my size fours could fit inside one of his loafers. Hmmmm, things are starting to get interesting...

With a slow and very intentional movement, I start to rub my body against his lower areas. Okay, it’s a bit cruel of me, but me being evil shouldn’t be a surprise to anyone who knows me. Anyway, judging by his reaction, it seems that there is life on Mars after all.

“What are you doing?” he asks, suddenly raising his head, his eyes finally looking worried.

I bat my eyelashes with total Bambi-like innocence.

“I’m dancing?” I say, pretending not to understand his questioning look. “I mean, isn’t that what we’re supposed to be doing?”

Ariberto is about to say something but then changes his mind and just shakes his head, carefully moving back closer to me. Without wasting any time, I grind against him with my hips again, and this time I hear him moan. Unbelievable but true, this evening is turning out to be more fun than I ever suspected.

“Giada...” he groans, pronouncing my name in a rather hoarse voice.

I know it’s not politically correct, but being wicked is so much fun.

“Yes?” I ask with a laugh.

“Look, I know you’re doing it on purpose,” he says, sinking his head into my neck and giving me a run of nasty goose bumps up my spine. I’m afraid the side effects of all this fun are starting to show.

“Really! Awww, did your neuron manage to create a little synapse in that beautiful noggin of yours? “I say with feigned surprised.

“Do you really think it’s beautiful?” he asks with a laugh. He can’t help himself, I’m afraid, vain creature that he is.

“On a scale of one to ten, a twelve, bighead. You are almost annoyingly handsome. Ergo, personally I find you repellent.”

“Your reasoning is flawless,” he comments sardonically.

“I like complex, suffering types – the ones who wonder about the meaning of life. In short, artists. You’re so boring that I can hardly stand it.”

“Me, boring?” he asks, pricked by my words.

“Deadly boring. And then, that nose...”

Ariberto straightens up and stares at me like I’m crazy. Has he only just realised?! What the hell kind of person has he been thinking I was for the last half hour?

“I’m almost afraid to ask, but what is wrong with my nose?”

“It’s annoyingly perfect. Mine is much more interesting, see?” And so saying, I point to it: my nose is quite normal, and even pretty straight until I decide to smile. Meaning it’s a good job that smiling isn’t one of my natural inclinations. “And anyway, in my humble opinion, a man ought to have a large nose, something that characterizes him, not just something that just sits there on his face being perfectly symmetrical.”

“Come on then, have a go at my lips too and then we’re done,” he invites me. He leans back a little, just so I can get a good look at his mouth. Predictably, it doesn’t have a single defect, unless you happen to think that there’s something horrible about lips which are fleshy and well defined. Which for some strange reason, I don’t. They actually make his face look a bit less severe and much more tempting. Not that he needs it, if truth be told...

He is staring at me so intensely that it almost shakes my resolve. A powerful energy that we both feel is flowing between us. Ariberto wasn’t born yesterday and he’s perfectly capable of correctly interpreting my body’s reaction to his embrace. Having this sort of chemistry with the totally wrong person is not a problem that I’ve ever had to deal with before. I had vaguely heard of it, but I’d thought it was an urban legend or something. I get so agitated just at the idea of being attracted in some mysterious way to a person like him that I decide I’ve had more than enough of his excellent company. The place is packed with dollybirds in tiny miniskirts who aren’t covered in dangerous spikes. They’re much more his type, and there are plenty of them to choose from.

I know that running away isn’t exactly a great show of strength, but frankly, who cares? Smart people know that discretion is the greater part of valour, and I consider myself nothing if not smart.

I take a half step backwards, but Ariberto grabs my hand to stop me. I frown in surprise and I am about to ask him what the hell is going through his head, when he catches my waist with his other hand and pulls me closer to him. The movement is so rapid that I don’t even have time to think about it. A second later, his mouth - that same mouth that I had approved of in my head – is clamped against mine.

I’m so surprised that at first I almost can’t react. I was actually convinced that it was all just silly teasing between us. Just for the fun of it, you know? A way to spice up a pretty monotonous evening.

But the pressure of his lips suddenly feels very much like something real and his breathing is way too fast for all this nonsense to be the impulsive act of someone who’s had a bit too much to drink.

And just when I’m starting to think that, all in all, things at least can’t get any worse, Ariberto - taking advantage of his height - gently lifts me off the ground and tries to put his tongue between my lips. It accurately traces the outline of my mouth, which opens up as though I were no longer in control of it. I’m horrified that I’m not in a position to decide what my own body does.

His tongue touches mine once, twice, three times, and then it wraps itself around it completely, only stopping when it comes into contact with the stud in my tongue. It’s the classic reaction of someone who isn’t used to kissing a person with a piercing - at the beginning there’s always a bit of surprise.

Fortunately, the pause breaks the spell and I open my eyes furious with myself for not having punched him right at the start and with him for having played a dirty low-down trick like that. And the fact that his kiss is making my head spin is something I’m determined not to think about, now or ever.

Since Ariberto’s mouth is still pressed against mine, my only option is to do what I’ve been threatening to do all evening: I raise my hand and hit him hard on the biceps with my pointed studs. He emits a distinct cry of pain as my feet touch the ground again. Not only that, he actually jumps back. Thank God – it was long overdue.

“Are you out of your mind?” he asks me as he rubs his arm in pain, an outraged expression on his face. I might even have torn his shirt. Never mind, he’s bound to have another thousand of them at home. “What the hell is the matter with you?”

Ah, I see – so I’m the one who’s in the wrong...

“Don’t you ever, and I mean ever, dare try doing something like that again! And if by chance you see me in the faculty, I would strongly recommend that you keep on walking, otherwise I will be more than happy to give you a knee in the balls so hard that you’ll remember it for the rest of your life. The wisest thing you can do is forget about me as quickly as possible, capisce?”

And without even giving him the chance to reply, I turn and walk off towards Alessandra.

“Have you seen Lavinia?” I ask. I’m still feeling very shaken up.

Her little heart-shaped eyes are the most telling answer she could have given me.

“Seb’s here!” she shouts enthusiastically.

“Well you don’t say?” I shout back, pretending to be surprised. “Who would have thought it...”

At that precise moment Lavinia joins us with Seb in tow.

“I’ve finally understood why you wanted to take that picture...” she whispers in my ear.

“The situation was getting ridiculous. Someone had to give you two a gentle shove in the right direction. And anyway, I was sick of you always having that depressed expression on your face. Being tragic doesn’t suit you, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

“I don’t mind you saying so, unfortunately for me.”

“Fortunately for you, you mean,” I correct her.

Vinny shakes her head and smiles at me.

“I’m going. You two have fun. And Giada - don’t kill anyone, please!” she implores, peering behind me with a questioning look in her eyes.

“He’s still alive,” I assure her. “And I will do everything possible to make sure he stays that way, but only because I love you.”

Vinny smiles as she walks away to say goodbye to Giovanni. Ale and I stand there and watch her leave hand in hand with Sebastiano. Ah, how romantic ... Fortunately, though, I have no inclination towards all these sickly-sweet sentiments myself. Fil and I are both proud of having a relationship without any unnecessary drama. No recriminations, no pathos, nothing... In fact, now that I come to think about it, nothing is exactly the right word for it these days.

“Listen, all this racket has given me a terrible headache. Do you mind if we get out of here too?” I ask my friend. “I wouldn’t mind walking for a bit to clear my head.”

Saint that she is, Alessandra immediately agrees to come. “Of course! I could do with a bit of fresh air myself...”.

As far as I’m concerned, I’m done with places like this. Forever.


Chapter 2

Three months later

“So, what kind of internship are you interested in?” asks Alessandra, raising her nose from the laptop. We are gathered together in my studio flat because we have big decisions to make. The first semester of our final year ended successfully and we don’t have any more exams to do - goodbye sleepless nights spent memorizing entire encyclopedias! Perhaps one day I will actually have fond memories of this period of my life, but at the moment all I can remember is how stressful it has all been.

So now the only things missing from the checklist is the thesis and an internship. Which are really big things. There’s much more to finding a good job than just passing your exams: the internship will be our calling card and it’ll say more about us than the grade we get in our degree. Everyone at the Bocconi University knows that being chosen even for an internship by the best of the best automatically gives you an edge in the job market. We are like marathon runners who are approaching the end of the route: the final miles are always the most important ones – they determine how you to cross the finish line. And needless to say, nobody here is in it to lose.

“I desperately need to get one with some big multinational. Someone that also has offices over California way,” Lavinia repeats for the thousandth time, as though it wasn’t already absolutely clear at this point that the purpose of her life is to follow her boyfriend to a foreign country. The move has been the cause of numerous arguments between them, but they seem to have reached an agreement: once he has graduated, Seb will accept one of the software engineering jobs he’s been offered in the United States, and Vinny will go with him because she can’t live without him. It’s embarrassing but it actually does make sense: they are an annoyingly loving couple who are sweet enough together that could give you a terminal sugar rush.

In any case, since Lavinia has no intention of being a stay-at-home housewife, she has decided that she will put her Bocconi degree to good use. Despite the fact that we’ve known each other for almost five years, Vinny has only recently confessed to me that she is not at all sure that she wants to work in the financial sector for the rest of her life. Since she met Sebastiano, though, she’s been much less inclined to self-pity and often takes a pretty pragmatic approach to reality, so at the moment she seems almost happy that she let her parents bully her into taking a degree course that allows her to move and work pretty much anywhere on the planet. Her parents aren’t exactly over the moon about the idea of her moving overseas, but they are slowly coming around to it. They’re not blind, after all, and you’d have to be blind not to immediately realise how strong the bond between Lavinia and Sebastiano is. Seb is a weird, taciturn and very thoughtful type, but he is also a highly promising and frighteningly intelligent engineer, which is why Lavinia’s parents are gradually getting used to the idea: they know that she could have done worse for herself. Not to mention that Vinny’s mother will be able to boast to her friends how her daughter’s boyfriend is part of the brain drain. I know my mum would certainly do the same – showing off is always her number one priority.

“Look at this one: that might suit you,” says Alessandra, handing her the laptop and pointing to the internship offer published on the university’s website, then turning to me. “And what do you want to do, Giada?”

“I’d like to give it a go with a consulting company,” I reply as though it was no big deal.

Vinny spins round and stares at me. “You’d like to what?! Do you really want to work for the kind of company that has practically re-legalized slavery?” she laughs. “Besides, didn’t you want to be an accountant?”

“Yes, and I still do. But before I find a large company where I can do my apprenticeship, I’d like to give myself a bit of breathing space. And I’ll admit it, I’m curious to see this competitive workplace everyone’s always going on about first hand,” I reply, half joking and half serious. “All in all, I don’t mind the idea of getting myself enslaved for a few months.”

“Only you could make that sound like something enjoyable,” comments Ale.

“Hey, some people get their rocks off by whipping themselves,” I say, unable to resist the opportunity to jerk their chains, then I grab a thick lock of my black hair and start playing with it. I was too red so a few weeks ago I changed colour again. I enjoy being a chameleon. It’s my way of escaping from some of the expectations I have to put up with: being a model student, being a model daughter... I tried not working hard at school for a while, but getting bad results just isn’t in my DNA. I’m a fighter and I like to win. And as far as being the perfect daughter that my mother would have liked so much to have goes... well, let’s say that I make up for it by being pretty much a model student.

“Are you into all that fetish stuff?” asks Lavinia quietly.

“No, I’m not,” I hastily reassure them. “If push came to shove, at most I could maybe whip someone else. You both know very well that what matters to me is being the person with the whip hand.” I’m laughing, but everybody who knows me knows that it’s true – I always want to have everything under control and I don’t like the unexpected. I don’t like it at all. I’m no good at handling unplanned situations, which is why I always try to plan every little detail.

“Aaaaaaaanywa, we were saying - a big consulting company,” says Ale, wisely changing the subject. “And if you really want to experience the thrill of the chase, you should choose the consulting company par excellence - the one with the most ruthless reputation. Look, there’s an ad for them at the bottom.”

She passes me the PC and I see that she’s right: M&K is looking for candidates for internships lasting six months inside various departments within the company. You need perfect grades, an impeccable knowledge of English, the ability to work in a team, adaptability, a gift for improvising and an absolute refusal to give up. Are they sure they don’t want people who don’t need to sleep, eat or stuff like that too while they’re at it? Maybe people who have a bit of X-ray vision too, just to be on the safe side?

“Even the job description is scary...” comments Ale, and I can’t say that she’s wrong. It’s not so much what they’re asking for - all companies only want first-rate candidates, that’s natural – it’s the tone of voice that you can practically hear even in these few trivial lines of text. But anybody selected by them immediately gains visibility. Leaving university with even an internship in the most prestigious consulting firm in the business is practically a guarantee of getting a good job somewhere.

Six months spent in a shark tank would be better training than five years spent attending lectures at university and there’s no point me pretending otherwise - my resume could really do with such a calling card. And anyway, I’m in the mood for a challenge: I’ve been bored for too long, I need to do something about this perennial grumpiness of mine. I’m feeling weighed down and dissatisfied. By which I mean, even more weighed down and dissatisfied than usual. With a job like that, maybe I wouldn’t even have time to feel sorry for myself and have the sensation that even if I’m doing well at school, I’m a total disaster on all other fronts.

“You know, I think I actually will send them my CV. And then I’d better start preparing myself,” I reflect aloud. Being selected for an interview is only the first step. Then you need to pass an endless series of tests and above all convince them that you’re the right person for the job. Am I up to it? I hope I am.

“But if they take you on - which I’m absolutely convinced that they will - how are you going to manage this extra work with Fil?” asks Lavinia cautiously. My boyfriend is a bit of a taboo subject, as my friends are well aware. We’ve been together for seven years and the last three have been like carrying a dying man who doesn’t want to give up on my shoulders. It’s felt like one of us should have opted for euthanasia, but so far neither has been able to pull the plug. Perhaps my friends are worried that I’m somehow deceiving myself, but that’s not the problem: inside myself, I’m well aware of all the various limits of my relationship. I know full well that you can’t resolve situations like that, so I’ve made peace with an ugly reality. Filippo was my first boyfriend, though – in fact, my only boyfriend – and it isn’t easy to admit that what was once an intense and loving relationship has failed to evolve into something more mature. Fil and I have changed a lot over these last seven years: we have gone from being little more than kids to being adults, or nearly adults, and our relationship should have grown together with us, but somehow it got left behind. Which is why nowadays we are two very different people who don’t understand each other and want opposite things out of life but don’t know how to admit it. What once united us – our passion for music and a desire to break the rules - now divides us: he still wants to be a professional musician and he has a lifestyle that’s totally incompatible with mine, while I I’m resigned to making music just as a hobby. By which I mean that I play bass in an all-girl band; we meet up once a month and let off some steam with a bit of rock’n’roll. But I have my head too firmly screwed onto my shoulders to believe that playing the odd gig is going to be enough for me. In fact I know very well that it wouldn’t be.

Fil accuses me of not knowing how to dream and not daring to take risks, while I criticise him for refusing to grow up. At the moment our relationship is at a crossroads and I don’t even know whether to hope we’ll end up taking the same road or not. In any case, I find myself with a whole load of challenges to face, so the situation with Filippo can stay the way it is for a while. I mean, after the last seven years, what are six months anyway?

“I talked to him about the internship thing and told him I was planning on looking for something in a sector where you really have to work your butt off. He thinks I’m completely mad,” I grumble. “But that was no surprise.” My boyfriend is lazy and doesn’t understand why anyone would want to throw themselves into a difficult situation on purpose.

Lavinia looks at me for a long time before saying anything. “Listen, I know it’s none of my business, but your situation seems even worse lately so why the heck are you two staying together?”

The question is a difficult and complicated one.

“Because neither of us wants to end such a long relationship. There’s a strange connection when you’ve spent so much time with a person. He was there for me when no one else was, and at the time it made me feel... accepted. Not to mention that it’s difficult for anyone else to compete with something that intense. The time you’ve spent together means something. I mean, sure, right now we’re going through a difficult period and sooner or later we’ll have to make a decision, but for the moment I just want to get through graduation. There’ll be time to think about my love life after that.”

My friends nod sympathetically and Ale gets up from the sofa and walks towards my mini kitchen. Not that it’s very far away…

“You know what you need in situations like this?”

“Chocolate?” I ask hopefully.

“Bullseye!”

The woman sitting in front of me is as stiff as a broom. The first thing she did was give me her a glossy business card, so at least I know her name is Iris Lombardi, Foreign Tax Office. There’s no point getting all moralistic about it, the Foreign Tax Office is a department that’s on the up, and it offers a lot of rather interesting opportunities. Who doesn’t have a registered office in some foreign country with improbably low taxes nowadays? The big multinationals were probably the first to have the idea, but since then the tax haven tidal wave has just kept growing. Until the members of the European Union find a way to agree on legislation, attracting companies through subsidized taxation will be 100% legal, and who is going to pay fifty-five percent taxes when they can get away with paying something close to zero?

The woman’s shoulders are so tense that I’m afraid they might snap and fall off, but her business suit is very elegant and in excellent taste: tight black trousers, dark jacket with white trim over a light silk blouse. Her blonde hair is pulled into a severe chignon. Her expression... well, I might not be Miss Smiles myself, but this woman has me beat. Hands down.

“So Giada – I can call you Giada?” she finally asks me after an hour of conversation. Perhaps even she has realised that continuing to call me ‘Ms. Borghi’ after the grilling she’s given me is a bit much.

At first sight she can’t be more than thirty years old, but for some strange reason she is trying to look older. Is it something to do with seniority conferring authority?

“Of course,” I say with a collaborative smile. As if I could say no...

Iris grabs a folder that has been sitting on the table since I entered this meeting room. I suspect that it contains the results of the written tests I faced last week and that it has been placed on the table to unnerve me and to see how I handle stress.

She opens it without taking her eyes from me while I make an immense effort to maintain my relaxed and peaceful expression. We both know I’m bluffing but in places like this, it’s important to show that you can keep your cool.

“Your written tests went very well,” she says in an almost robotic voice. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you,” I murmur, holding back a huge sigh of relief. “I’m very glad to hear it.” The absurd logic games they submit you to during the selection process are bloody hard. You could have messed them up big time and you wouldn’t even realize. Whoever it was who came up with them has managed to elevate sadism to previously-unreached levels.

“There’s only one question left to ask at this point: perfect test results aside, are you really ready to work here? Ready to be part of a team?”

That’s actually two questions, but wisely I decide not to correct her. “I certainly am. I love a challenge, and I have no problem in working with other people.”

I wonder why they ask such stupid questions in interviews. I mean, if I’m here, it’s obvious that I’m going to say whatever you want to hear to get me hired. I’ll even lie if necessary. Because all of a sudden I want to work here more than anything else. I desperately need a purpose. I want to come and work here and learn all the secrets of business consulting. I want to go back to being the determined ballsy girl that the world thinks I am.

“Okay then - we’ll need a few days to speak to the other candidates too, but we’ll let you know as soon as we can,” she says coldly as she rises from her chair. I stand up too and take hold of the hand that she is holding out to me. Her grip is very firm.

The impression that I’ve developed so far of the world of business is one of great formality. They don’t mess around here. They don’t mess around at all. And they are keen to get that message over to you loud and clear.

“We’ll be in touch soon,” says Iris as she accompanies me to the exit. “Ah, Giada, one thing - our office is quite straight-laced, so, if I were you, I would get rid of the piercings and the other stuff.”

I blink in surprise, because I’m pretty sure I hadn’t told her that I had any. This woman must be more perceptive than I had realised.

“Of course, no problem,” I reassure her quickly. I’m so used to taking them out for Sunday lunches with my family... If they care so much about appearances, they won’t be disappointed. At least this is a game where I know the rules.

“Keep an eye on your emails,” she tells me, and then she walks away.

If they hire me, which it is beginning to look like they conceivably might, the first thing I’m doing is going out and buying at least five really hardcore business suits like hers.

If you’re going to get down, you might as well dress up for it, right?

*

Exactly five days later my cell phone rings inside the Bocconi study room. I grab it and quickly run out to avoid disturbing the others.

“Giada Borghi?” asks a deep male voice.

“Yes, that’s me.”

“I’m calling from M&K consulting. I’m happy to be able to confirm that you have been selected for the six-month internship, if you are still interested in the position.”

A feeling of immense satisfaction appears in my stomach and rapidly spreads throughout the rest of my body.

“Of course I am!” I cry cheerfully before I can help myself.

Excessive displays of emotion are frowned upon around those parts, but just this once, who cares?

“Great,” he says. “In that case, you’ll be starting on Monday. At eight. Sharp.”

“Eight sharp,” I repeat with a smile. I’ve never been happier about having to set the alarm at the crack of dawn in my entire life.

Having a goal suddenly makes me feel incredibly alive. Are things starting to happen for me too?

It would be about time.

*

For my first day of work at this consulting company with the fearsome reputation, I opt for a classic look: black trousers and jacket. The only bit of colour that I allow myself is a light blue blouse. But apart from that, I’m the perfect anonymous employee: flat black shoes and a bag that looks like my grandmother’s. In fact, now that I think about it, it actually is my grandmother’s. When she passed away last year, my mother gave away almost all her stuff because she would never dream of using second-hand clothes and bags. No, only the best of the best for mother, who is still obsessed with leaving her rather humble origins behind her. Many years ago she married the son of a big-shot Venetian industrialist – my dad – and jumped a few rungs up the social ladder, so now she thinks she’s part of the high society by divine right and she’s ridiculously severe with anyone who doesn’t respect the rules and who fails to play the game, as though she’s completely forgotten the difficulties that she herself must have faced at first. Not only that but she also insists on refusing to understand in any way why I, who was born into this world of stuck-up provincial rich people, do everything I can to stay away from it. Ending up accepting an empty life like that has always been one of my biggest nightmares. When I left to study in Milan, that nightmare got a little smaller, because one of the undeniable advantages of a big city is that people almost never have time to criticize you. And as well as that, there’s something vaguely eccentric about Milanese high society that we provincials often lack. You have to really go all out to scandalize the Milanese, which is why I’m planning to stay here even after I graduate.

So, while my mother’s friends at the bridge club would get a case of the vapours if they found out about my tongue piercing, here in Milan it’s just a quirk like any other. That’s why I can’t help loving the way the city treats its inhabitants: in spite of everything, it accepts you so much so that you end up inevitably falling for its charms, even on cold and foggy days like today.

“Giada, it’s a pleasure to meet you again,” says Iris, the woman who interviewed me a week ago and who now appears seemingly from nowhere. They’d had me in the lobby waiting for one of the managers to come and retrieve me and I guess she must have been given the job.

She gives me a quick glance and nods approvingly. “Perfect clothing, by the way.”

“Thank you, Ms. Lombardi, I did my best,”.

“Now that we’re colleagues, I don’t see any need for formalities. Call me Iris. I insist.” She beckons me to follow her and accompanies me into a large open-plan office which is gradually filling up with people. She stops by a desk and points to a computer. “This will be your desk. We are just waiting for our office’s other new intern to arrive and then I will send someone from IT over to you to get your profiles, email and all the rest sorted out.”

She opens the top drawer of my desk and pulls out what I assume must be my badge and phone.

“Company phone. The number is written on that form there. And remember, it is for company business only! If you need to call your boyfriend or girlfriend, please do so during breaks and on your own phone, okay? I hate having to work as a nursemaid to the new interns and the clearer things are at the beginning, the better we will all be able work.”

She certainly is direct. Which isn’t necessarily a bad thing.

“Girlfriend?” I can’t help asking her with a laugh.

“It doesn’t matter to me,” she says solemnly. “Employees’ private lives are their own business.”

Ok, message received loud and clear. You’re here to work, and that’s all you’re here to do. There’s no time for nonsense.

Iris walks away as I sit down happily in my new swivel chair and, not worrying at all about whether I look stupid, push off with my feet and do a couple of spins. I still have a smile on my face when I see Iris coming back. Wow, that was fast.

Behind her is a very tall young man clad in an immaculate grey suit and a dark blue tie. The problem is that the closer the two of them get, the more I have this weird feeling that I know him. And before long, my smile vanishes, making way for an expression of pure horror. The kind of thing that would have Hitchcock putting me under contract on the spot, if only he were still with us.

Shit! The guy who looks like a walking autumn-winter men’s fashion show is Ariberto-Tight-Shirt. Aribert-kiss-the-girls-when-they-aren’t-expecting-it. Aribert-I-never-want-to-see-you-again-in-my-life.

Shit, shit, shit...

Without thinking twice - because if I did, I would obviously not do it - I throw myself down and try to hide under the desk. My brilliant plan is to prevent him from seeing me for the minute or two that it’ll take for him to piss off. Maybe he’s here because he has to do an interview or something. Hah, as if the fearsome M&K would ever take on someone like him... I doubt he’d even be able to pass the first part of the written test.

I have somehow convinced myself of this true when the legs of Iris and Mister-Shirt stop right next to my desk. Or, more exactly, at the desk exactly in front of mine.

I roll my eyes and groan with anguish. This can’t be happening... And if it is, I demand that some inexplicable cosmic phenomenon causes a hole to open in the floor of this office and suck one of the two of us into a wormhole in space. Preferably him, but I’ll settle for me if that’s not possible. Anything as long as I don’t have to talk to him.

“That’s odd, where has she gone?” says an astonished Iris, “I left the other intern right here...”

“Maybe she’s already run away?” Ariberto jokes idiotically.

“She certainly didn’t seem the type to be easily intimidated,” Irene says. Thanks for sticking up for me!

I would quite happily remain hidden under the table except that by now I have realised that the fool is not just passing through, nor is he likely to disappear by magic, despite me having read all that Harry Potter stuff, and so the longer I take to reveal my presence, the more bizarre – not to say disturbing - all of this is going to look. All that remains for me is to hope that Iris is one of those eccentric Milanese I was talking about. The ones who never get freaked out by anything.

“Ahem,” I say, clearing my throat as I appear from under the desk. Iris makes a frightened squeak and jumps with surprise as I climb back to my feet while trying to preserve a minimum of dignity. It requires superhuman effort, but I don’t want anyone to say that I gave in without fighting my hardest.

“I’d dropped my pen.”

It’s the first thing that comes to mind. Absolutely pathetic, of course, but my imagination has never been my strongest point.

Ariberto squints in disbelief, an expression of terror and incredulity appearing on his face.

Yeah, welcome to the club, buddy...

“Where’s your pen?” he asks me, after scrutinising me at length to ensure that it’s not just his imagination playing tricks on him.

“My what?” I ask, perhaps less than gracefully.

“Your pen,” he repeats, pointing to my empty hands. “Weren’t you looking for a pen?” Damn him and damn the fact that right now he’s obviously the more focused of us.

“Ah yes, my pen... it must have rolled away somewhere,” I reply with a poker face.

A long moment of silence follows, because it is obvious that too much has already been said. You can only discuss imaginary pens for so long before things start to get pretty weird.

“Well, now that you’re both here, I’d like to introduce you officially: Giada Borghi, this is Ariberto Castelli di Fievolo.”

As if by magic, my expression changes and becomes one of pure pleasure. So much so that I almost forget how stupid I must have looked a moment before. Yessss! I just knew he would have a stupid pompous surname! Hah!

“Castelli is fine,” Ariberto specifies uneasily. He must have noticed my pleased expression and realised the reason for it. Wow! The boy’s making progress: neuron one, let me introduce you to neuron two. “In fact, Ari is fine,” he concludes.

What with that dazzling bloody smile of his, I’ll bet he’s always been pretty successful at convincing people to do as he wants. At least, he was until he met me. What do you want to bet that I can lower his average - a lot?

“But Castelli di Fievolo sounds so nice...” I say. ‘Ari’ sounds annoyingly hipsterish, so he can forget about persuading me to call him that.

At that precise moment Iris’s mobile starts ringing. She looks at the screen. “They’re calling me for a meeting. Okay guys, since you know each other now and you know where your desks are, I can get back to work. And maybe once you have settled in properly, you can take part in the next meeting yourselves, okay?” And so saying, she scurries off as fast as lightning. Wow the people round here are in a hurry! I mean, even for Milan, where everyone is always in a hurry even when they’re not actually going anywhere...

“Castelli di Fievolo...” I repeat, much more sarcastically this time.

Iris’s being there meant I couldn’t go all out, but now there are no limits.

“Taking the mickey out of me is a bit rich when it’s coming from someone who was hiding under a table...” Ariberto reminds me promptly.

He’s right, unfortunately - that definitely wasn’t my finest moment.

“Ok, true, I saw you and I threw myself under the desk because I was hoping to avoid a scene,” I say belligerently. “What about it?”

“Nothing, it’s that I didn’t imagine you being such a... such a chicken,” he says eventually.

A chicken? Me??

“Yeah, well, I didn’t imagine you being the type to jump on unsuspecting girls, Castelli...”

A slight blush appears on his perfect face. For his first day of work he has scrubbed his skin and even given a bit of shape to his curly mop of hair. And I have to admit that, seen in the daylight, his hair really is beautiful: brown, but with lovely reddish tones where it catches the light, and with a ridiculous amount of volume. Some shampoo company ought to get him to do an advert for them. Come to think of it, his eyes look pretty good too: also brown, but full of shades ranging from gold to greenish. Okay, he’s hot. But I already knew that. The problem is that in a grey suit, he looks even hotter. I don’t know how much his tailor charged him, but he deserves every last penny.

Planet Earth calling Giada, Planet Earth calling Giada, come in Giada...

I try to force myself to recover from the state of mental prostration into which I accidentally seem to have fallen and stop staring at him. Him and that flipping sexy mouth of his.

“Yes, talking of that,” he says, looking sheepish, “I would like to apologize about the... incident.”

“Ahh, so pawing girls you don’t know is called an ‘incident’ now, is it?”

A contrite expression on his face, he runs his hand through his hair. “Honestly, I don’t know what came over me. You probably won’t believe me but I don’t usually behave like that. It was the first time. The first and the last, to be clear. And I apologize profoundly. I’m not trying to justify my actions, but at some point I felt like there was this current between us, do you know what I mean? And I thought that you were looking at me in a certain way, so I said to myself, who dares wins, and...” He goes quiet and blushes even harder, unsure of how to proceed. My face is a mask of careful neutrality; I’m terrified of revealing anything. “Well, it’s pretty obvious that the attraction was one-way, isn’t it?” he concludes with a nervous laugh, trying to defuse the tension.

Surprisingly, there are limits to my ability to lie to myself, so I’m forced to admit that I did actually feel the current he’s talking about. I felt it loud and clear. And that final kiss caused a spark that I would never have expected to be kindled by someone like him. Ariberto Castelli types are high up on my list of things not to do even by mistake.

Okay, there was an ‘incident’, but I think I can say that we can put it behind us now and move on. For the sake of all of us. Not to mention that it’s been months since that night.

“Listen, let’s forget all about it...” I suggest magnanimously. “As far as I’m concerned it never happened.” More or less. More more than less, but what the heck.

With a sigh, Ariberto visibly relaxes. “Thanks, I appreciate it,” he says eventually in a sincere-sounding voice. “Can we start over?” And he holds out big hand.

At this point, refusing it would be rude, so I reach over and squeeze his hand tightly. And... wow. Electricity flows between us again as if it had never stopped. I hope with all my heart that this ridiculous thing doesn’t end up being a problem. My life is already enough a Greek tragedy, I certainly don’t need any more drama.

I don’t like the fact that an insignificant gesture is enough for things between us to get weird and suspiciously complicit again. I really don’t like it. We need to restore a bit of distance, which is why I decide to opt for my usual sarcasm. That never fails.

“I’ve decided what I’m going to call you,” I announce after having extracted my hand, not without some difficulty. “Yes, I think that from here on out, you’ll be Bertha.”

“Bertha?” he says with a smile. “Seriously?”

“What, hasn’t anyone called you Bertha before?” Honestly, people have no imagination...

“No, you’re the first.”

“Great. I always like being original. It doesn’t happen often, but it looks like the wind is starting to blow in my direction.”

“Not that I mind, but don’t you think it sounds a bit... I don’t know... grannyish?” he asks eventually.

I scrutinize him carefully from head to toe and then return to his eyes, which, to tell the truth, seem rather amused.

“Bertha, Bertha, Bertha... you and manliness come from two different worlds,” I tease him.

He is still looking at me benevolently, which I presume means that his self-love is so strong that it can’t be affected by a bit of mockery. Or that he is awfully sure of himself and of his qualities. To tell the truth, though, when - by pure chance - I came into contact with certain parts of him at the nightclub, Ariberto Castelli’s manliness appeared to me the least of his worries, but there’s no need for me to tell him that, is there?

“You reckon?” he asks doubtfully.

“I do reckon, Bertha,” I say, smiling at him with conviction. And then I sit down at my desk and watch him do the same. Our computers are perfectly aligned, one in front of the other. In other words, there is no way for me to escape.

I pretend to be unflustered but damn it all, how am I supposed to relax knowing that I’ll be spending the next six months forced to see myself in those eyes every time I look up from my monitor? Something tells me these six months are going to feel pretty long.

Perhaps, after all, the wind isn’t actually blowing in my direction yet.

*

“Out of all, and I mean literally all, the human beings on the planet – and there are seven billion of them – why did destiny have to play a mean trick like this on me?” I complain as I finish telling my friends about what happened at work. We are sitting in a bar near Via Marghera with dishes stacked with snacks in front of us. We really don’t know how to resist an aperitif. After starting off cold and foggy, the weather has turned glacial and rainy. A worthy conclusion to an awful day.

“Where has your usual philosophical outlook on life gone?” asks Lavinia.

“It jumped out of the window and committed suicide as soon as it saw Ariberto Castelli appear.”

“Oh come on!” laughs Alessandra. “There are plenty far worse than him around. I mean, he obviously gets on your nerves for whatever totally mysterious reasons, but Ariberto is actually pretty hot.”

Needless to say, I thought it was wise not to tell a soul about the little ‘incident’ a few months before. The girls would have made a massive big deal about it, and anyway, I’ve been trying to tell myself that it never happened. Who knows, if I manage to fall and bang my head hard enough, I might even manage.

Mine and Ariberto Castelli’s tongues never made contact, mine and Ariberto Castelli’s tongues never made contact… Argh, not even trying to brainwash myself into believing it seems to be working!

“If I might say... with the detachment proper of a girl in love, yeah, no doubt about it – Ariberto is pretty fricking hot...” confirms Vinny with a laugh. “You know very well that Seb is absolutely the only person I have eyes for, but that doesn’t mean that my eyes have stopped working.”

“And since when did we all become so superficial that we judge guys exclusively by their physical appearance?” I ask with a hint of annoyance.

“Errrrrr, since always?” answers Ale. “Giada, what the hell is the matter with you this evening?”

Objectively speaking, her question is a good one and I’m a little bit uncomfortable with the answer: I spent the whole day staring at Ariberto in spite of myself. And holy cow is he good-looking.

It isn’t his fault, mind you, he was born that way. Getting an internship at M&K is his fault, though! Couldn’t he have taken his glorious physical presence to some other consulting firm, seeing as how many of them there are in this bloody city?

I’ve never before been the type of person to get embarrassed around very good-looking guys. After all, there are enough of them around. They have never, and I do mean never, caused me the least anxiety - I’ve always observed them the way you would a painting. Yeah, sure, cute... but I’m not sure I actually want it cluttering up my bedroom. I mean, if I actually had a bedroom. Which I don’t, not in my studio apartment. But that doesn’t matter. And yet, for some strange reason, there’s something about Ariberto Castelli – something that’s not his stupid shirts - that has a weird effect on me. For some totally unfathomable reason, and, just to be clear, absolutely against my will. Because bumping into him from time to time in the corridors of the university is one thing, but having to deal with the perfect symmetry of his face a million times a day is another thing altogether. Anyone in my position would have be pissed off about the turn of events.

Karma, you’re an evil bastard.

“I’m just in a bad mood, that’s all,” I say, and take a long slurp of my mojito. It might not be the answer to all the ills of the world, but it’s definitely helping my current depression. Another two of these and I’ll be completely oblivious of everything.

“Well, how’s the job? Apart from Ariberto-perfect-shoulders?” asks Vinny with a wink. So I’m not the only one to have noticed his physical characteristics! I breathe a sigh of relief: it’s not just me, then - it’s something that happens to everyone! Anyway, what were we talking about? Ah, yeah – the job! For some strange reason, as soon as she mentioned Ariberto, the job seemed to fade into the background.

“It’s interesting, really interesting. I mean, us interns are the lowest link in the food chain, even in consulting firms,” I joke, “so at the moment we aren’t even allowed to open our mouths, but it’s only the first day. By the end of the six months they might actually have started to notice that we’re there...”

“I’m 100% certain that Ariberto has noticed that you’re there,” says Vinny teasingly, with the tone of someone hinting at hidden meanings.

“He doesn’t count,” I say. “He’s at the same level as I am.”

But Lavinia doesn’t give up and scrutinizes me carefully with those clear blue eyes of hers. “We’ve never talked about it much, but do you remember that famous evening when Seb suddenly showed up at that club in a rage and dragged me off?”

Do I remember? In all modestly, I was almost tempted to add it to my CV. It was testament to my organizational skills.

“That famous evening when you were a total bitch to Ariberto,” continues Vinny.

“Hah, yeah!” laughs Alessandra. “You were acting like the princess out of Frozen!”

What is this, a competition to see which of my friends can be the rudest to me?

“He was provoking me!” I mutter, folding my arms across my chest defensively. “I just reacted the way I usually do, that’s all.”

“He was not provoking you! He was trying to get you to notice him, which, even though it might look fairly similar on Planet Woman is a completely different matter over there on Planet Man,” points out Lavinia, who suddenly seems to have become an expert on the subject. And to think that only a few months ago she couldn’t sleep at nights because she was desperately hoping for a message from her beloved programmer. Ah, how things change...

“Sure...” I say with a dismissive hand gesture. And a long sip of mojito.

Vinny’s face takes on that resolute air that once upon a time she wouldn’t have been capable of and which now is always there. “Have you ever noticed the way he looks at you when you walk past each other?”

“Who, me?” I ask, genuinely incredulous.

“Yes, you, you idiot!” laughs my friend.

“Listen, in case you haven’t noticed, Ariberto Castelli is the type of person that has absolutely nothing in common with me.”

“Why, what is he, a Martian?” laughs Alessandra.

“Something like that ... Or at least, he might as well be. You should have seen him today with his suit all immaculate. I bet he does his tie with a set-square and a spirit level before he leaves home in the morning.” I feign a shiver of disgust.

“Oh stop it!” guffaws Vinny. “All dressed up in smart clothes, a guy like that is definitely not to be ignored!”

“Maybe... but, as I’ve already said more than once, you have to like the type.”

“Which you, predictably, don’t,” Alessandra concludes for me. But her eyes are twinkling sarcastically. Honestly, my friends are such bitches!

“Absolutely not.” And it’s true. In a way. I mean, rationally speaking, I don’t like him at all. Instinctively, yes, I can’t deny that he does have a small effect on me, but I’m working hard to make sure that I don’t like him at all from any point of view.

“Just for a moment, forget about the way he dresses and his love of posing. Are you actually trying to tell me that you don’t find him objectively good-looking?”

What a stupid expression ‘good-looking’ is. I already hate it when it’s used to describe women, let alone men.

“Hmmm,” I whisper, playing for time. Because, as far as I’m concerned, it’s obvious to anyone who has a pair of eyes - or even just the one eye - that Ariberto is ‘objectively good-looking’. He’s not ‘interesting’, he’s not one of those you might like it or you might not. No, he’s just really bloody good-looking.

But, thank goodness, Ariberto Castelli is also a lot of other things, including a snob who wears expensive shirts and handmade shoes, so his being more than pleasing to the eyes can easily take second place. Today was just an exception. I wasn’t expecting to see him there and that’s why I still feel freaked out about it. But tomorrow’s another day – and a better one too, with any luck. So in the meantime, let’s try not to end up like Scarlett O’Hara here.

“Okay, yes, I’ll admit that he’s handsome,” I reply, feigning extreme disinterest. “But he’s mind-numbingly boring.”

“You don’t even know him!” Alessandra points out.

“She will,” laughs Lavinia pitilessly. “Oh, believe me, she will...”

“We’ll see about that. Okay, we work for the same company, but that doesn’t mean we have to become friends. In fact, it’s unlikely that we’ll even have to work together. I’ll stay on my side of the desk and he’ll stay on his. But anyway, that’s enough Ariberto, can we change the subject? Talking about him bores me to tears.”

Lavinia continues to laugh, looking absolutely unconvinced. “Sure, of course it does...”

“Listen, does your Seb know what a pain in the neck you can be when you’re in the mood?”

“Why the hell do you think he likes me?” she laughs.

Good question.


Chapter 3

“Okay you two, here are all the reports about the tax changes introduced in the corporate sector for you to read, and then we need to prepare a Power Point presentation that highlights the salient points of the various European tax systems,” a very energetic Iris instructs us early the next morning. She must take her caffeine intravenously, because even with two coffees under my belt I can hardly keep my eyes open, let alone show that kind of conviction. The pile of documents that she has dumped on our desks is intimidating, but I would read them all twice if it meant I didn’t have to hear her speaking to us in the plural – because that means that she’s expecting Ariberto and I to work together.

“Together?” I summon up the courage to ask. “I mean, we could work faster if each of us focused on different aspects...”

Iris cuts me off with a look that it would be an understatement to call ‘frosty’.

“Yes, together. Two heads always think better than one. Especially if you’ve never worked on anything similar in your life.”

My expression grows despondent, but Ariberto’s neutral gaze doesn’t give much away. Brilliant, just what I needed to put me at ease: a nice little job to do together. And this is only the second day.

“It would be nice if you could get the presentation ready in time for tomorrow’s meeting,” says Iris. I’m amazed that she even knows the word ‘nice’ given how totally un-’nice’ she is. It be decidedly ‘nice’ of her not to act like we’ve got superhuman reading skills – she must be completely round the bend if she thinks that two people can read and summarise all this stuff in a single day.

“No problem,” replies Ariberto, perhaps sensing my discomfort. I really must learn this trick of lying to people. You risk getting totally cut off from the rest of the world if you can’t put a stupid smile on your face when necessary.

Iris scrutinizes us for a long time, undecided as to whether to give us further instructions or not, but the ringing of her phone decides for her.

“So how shall we divvy all this up?” asks Ari, scooting his chair around the desk until he’s next to me. He’s wearing a different cologne than the one still engraved upon my mind from the evening of the famous ‘incident’. And the fact that I am actually able to recognise and differentiate his aftershaves instantly puts me in a bad mood.

“Why have you come round here?” I ask, the alarm in my voice clearly audible.

He blinks in confusion. “Because I thought it would be easier. It’s going to take us God knows how long to get through all this, and even more time to get down a first draft and then a final version that we can incorporate into a presentation,” he explains.

Until proven otherwise, rationality has always been my principal characteristic – well, rationality and a bit of a difficult character, and I’m equally proud of both of them. Or at least it was my principal characteristic until Ariberto Castelli brought a ridiculous feeling of unease that I can’t explain into my life. Today the young gentleman in question is clad in a dark blue suit, immaculate shirt and light blue striped tie. It really isn’t normal for clothes to always look this good on someone. It’s just downright unfair.

“You can read just as well around the other side of the desk,” I retort warily, trying to push his chair away.

Ariberto stares at me as if I were out of my mind, which to be honest is a legitimate conclusion at this point. “I can, but if I stay on my side of the desk I won’t be able to point out anything interesting that comes across, while if I sit next to you there is the chance that there’ll be a constructive exchange of opinions between us, don’t you think? “

God, I hate having to admit that other people are right.

I pretend to reflect on his words for far longer than is really necessary. “Ok then,” I mutter, with a total lack of enthusiasm, “you can sit on my side of the desk.”

Ariberto shakes his head as he moves his chair back closer to my desk. He divides the pile of paper into two equal parts and turns in my direction. “Top or bottom?” he asks, an innocent expression on his face.

At this point, there’s only one question in my mind: if he is completely at ease while talking to me, why am I imagining all kinds of things that I should never be imagining?

Faced with my silence, he feels compelled to repeat the question. “Giada, do you want the top part or the bottom part?”

Top or bottom? For God’s sake, top or bottom?

“The top part!” I exclaim loudly, blushing as I do. “Yeah, I reckon the top part will be fine!”

He observes me with suspicion but fortunately doesn’t comment further and simply passes me my pile of papers, then, highlighter in hand, leans back in his chair, stretches out his long legs, preparing to attack the text.

I do the same, although I continue to mistrustfully follow his every movement from the corner of my eye.

Just when the atmosphere is starting to become vaguely tolerable again, a consequence of us both being intent on our respective piles of paper, he suddenly leans over and invades my personal space, filling it with it his bloody cologne. Good god, couldn’t he splash a little less of it on? I bet there are people passing out left, right and centre when takes the metro at rush hour...

“Look, Giada, I wasn’t going to say anything but I’m really getting the feeling that you’re still angry. I know you wouldn’t tell me, but you’re uncomfortable around me, so I just want to reiterate what I said yesterday and reassure you that I have no intention of behaving like that again. Like that incident in the club. I know you probably don’t believe me, but it really isn’t my style to just jump on girls like that.” He pauses for a moment to observe the alarmed expression on my face. “I swear to you that I’m not some sex pest or anything like that, so you can relax. Really, you can even start breathing normally again,” he reassures me with a smile so perfect that for a moment it almost makes me dizzy.

As if it was easy for me to let my guard down... It’s just not in my nature.

“Okay.”

Faced with my monosyllabic answer, Ariberto feels compelled to carry on with the explanations. “It’s not much of a justification, but in spite of appearances I was honestly convinced that you liked me. I know, I must have been kidding myself... In any case, that was why I kissed you. There had been some rather intense eye contact between us. I mean, I know that you’d kept giving me sarcastic answers, but I thought we were flirting, you know? You were teasing me and I was doing the same to you... Not that it’s my usual style of flirting, but you seemed quite different from the girls I usually date. I misjudged terribly and I’m truly sorry, but I can swear to you that not only do I never force kisses on people who don’t want them, I’m also usually pretty good at reading the signals.”

“...he said very modestly,” I add, my usual sense of humour returning.

Ari bursts out laughing and runs a hand through those curls of his. “He said very modestly, exactly.”

I allow myself to observe him for a few moments and in the end I feel strong enough to smile back. If I were him I wouldn’t get used to it, but we needed a bit of catharsis to allow us to turn the page today. Both of us. “I think it’s going to take me a few days to get used to the idea that you are here in the office with me,” I confess finally.

“That’s totally understandable. I mean, I put you in a very awkward situation and so it’s absolutely normal that you would want to take a while to make sure I’m telling you the truth.”

What Ariberto Castelli doesn’t know – thankfully – is that the real reason I need the time is for me to get my brain working properly again because it appears to have decided that after twenty-three years of honourable service it’s due a break. I couldn’t agree more that it deserves one, but for God’s sake, did it really need to take it right now?!

But he’s right about one thing: it was a stupid kiss that was caused half by chance and half by provocation, but now it’s all behind us. We’re grown-ups who are about to graduate from uni and who are currently doing a very responsible job.

“Who knows, you might even eventually find yourself thinking that I’m a nice person...” he teases me.

“You think so?” I say, raising an eyebrow.

“We might even become friends.”

“Or we might not,” I correct him, my expression deeply doubtful and my tone peremptory. In his place, anyone else would have got offended, but not him. Either he likes a challenge or he just has bags of self-confidence. He smiles at me like he’s absolutely certain he can convince me.

I mustn’t react, I mustn’t react... Oh, to hell with it! For reasons that elude me, I can’t stop the edges of my lips from twisting upwards in a smile. There must be something wrong with my facial muscles.

Several long seconds pass while we sit there smiling at each other like a couple of idiots. Given the amount of work that we’ve got waiting for us, it’s time that we could put to much more intelligent use.

“Come on, let’s get down to these tax reports,” I say in a firm voice to both of us.

Ariberto moves away from my chair and passes me a highlighter. But before starting to read, he gives me a look. A friendly look. That’s all it is.

*

By the time I get home it’s almost ten o’clock at night. I hope to God that with a bit of experience we’ll learn to prepare these presentations a bit more quickly, because today has been long, tiring and complicated. I kick my black ballerinas – high heels might be cool but I can’t manage more than an hour standing on a pair of stilts – into a corner of the room and jump onto the sofa bed. Before finally collapsing, though, I find the strength to take my phone out of my bag and call Filippo.

It rings something like five or six times before he decides to answer. Once upon a time it took him two seconds tops, but once upon a time, Fil had other priorities, evidently.

“Giada!” he says, sounding almost surprised to hear from me.

“Filippo!” I cry back, imitating his tone of voice. For once he seems to realize his mistake and tries to hide his amazement.

“Are you going to bed?”

“Actually, I’ve just got back from work.”

Even though I can’t see him, I know perfectly well that he is rolling his eyes.

“Well, I’m not going to say anything, because you already know how I feel about that.”

Know?! Jesus, I don’t just know, I could write an encyclopedia on Filippo’s vision of life, a condensed version of which runs something like ‘Commitments? What are commitments?’

“It’s normal that it’s hard at the beginning. I have to learn the job and get up to speed with everything,” I reply even though I know perfectly well that I’m wasting my breath.

“Or maybe companies should stop asking one person to do the work of four,” he says. Yeah, well, if everyone had his enthusiasm it would take four people, never mind twenty.

“I’m not on my own, there are two of us.”

“Well at least you’re not getting bored,” he says distractedly.

I wait for him to ask me if I’m working with a man or a woman, but no comment is forthcoming from the other end of the line. Or at least, not the kind of comment I would expect.

“Listen, Giada, I’m really sorry but I’m with the guys from the band and we’re planning how to organize some dates that we have to play...” he says, politely bringing an end to the call. He used to be much more direct and had no problems at all telling me what was on his mind, but now it’s obvious that he doesn’t want to open up with me. I wonder if maybe I’ve learned to keep myself detached too without even realizing it, and how long this emotional distance, which is gradually turning into an abyss, has been growing.

No one knows better than me how difficult it is to end this relationship. It used to be able to make me forget all my shortcomings and my difficulties with my parents. I was a rebellious and angry young girl when I met Fil. He accepted me when I wasn’t even able to accept myself, and he taught me to defend myself and to go my own way. It feels terrible to think that in a way the confidence he helped give me is what is now driving me away from the person I used to be in such perfect harmony with. A lot of water has gone under the bridge since the last time that I felt that things were going well between Fil and me, but is it really too late for us to save our relationship? Too late to turn back the hands of time?

“Okay, well, see you then,” I say, suppressing the urge to scream. It’s powerful, this urge to get some kind of reaction from him. To hell with this innate politeness of mine and the power it continues to have over me and my instincts.

“See you,” he replies and hangs up.

For a moment I sit there motionless staring at the phone screen as it goes dark. Everything in my life feels pretty dark at the moment to be honest. I give a snort of annoyance, cover my eyes with a hand and drop my phone onto the bed.

I’m agitated and I need to let off some steam with someone and I’m just about to call Lavinia and unleash a torrent of emotional psychobabble on her when the screen of the phone lights up again. I snatch it up curiously and read the message which has just arrived from an unknown number.

Get home okay? A.

I blink in surprise several times, then smile in spite of myself and quickly type my answer.

Who gave you my number, Bertha?

Giovanni. Who got it from Lavinia.

The traitorous cow!! But you already had my work number...

For some reason, I’m finding anything that has any connection with work depressing after spending all day in the office. And I didn’t want to risk incurring the wrath of Iris. Tough day, eh?

The thing is that it actually was, really tough, and that he is the only person on the face of the earth who at this very moment knows just how tough. The rest of them can imagine it, but Ariberto Castelli – the man with whom I had practically nothing in common before the start of this week – is the only one who has actually seen first-hand how hard it was to get that damn presentation for tomorrow morning ready.

I reply quickly.

Well one good thing came out of it: I now detest Power Point.

I already did.

Good for you: I’d never bothered with it. Before today.

By the end of the six months you’ll hate it even more than you hate me ... :-)

I don’t hate you at all, Bertha. We’re just different.

As I type the words I am a bit surprised to realise that I actually believe it. Why is everything so weird today?!

That must mean I’m climbing the ladder out of purgatory, then: I bet you still hated me yesterday morning.

I shake my head and smile in spite of myself. Yes, it’s true, he wasn’t one of my favourite people on the planet. Not that he is now, mind you, but I have to admit that I misjudged him. After spending the whole day working side by side with him, I’ve had to surrender to the evidence that he isn’t stupid, he isn’t winging it, and he isn’t even difficult to get on with. In fact, if I have to be totally honest, he’s actually quite friendly...

It annoys me a bit to think that I was so prejudiced against him, but it’s not the end of the world. If I’m totally rational about it, it’s much better for me that I was wrong, because if I’d been right it would have meant having to work with a total idiot for six months. All’s well that end’s well, as they say.

Let me remind you that I hid under my desk to stop you from finding me.

Hah, I’d almost forgotten that!

I don’t believe that for a minute.

You’re right not to. :-) I’m planning on telling that story to my grandchildren.

You’re a sadist, Bertha.

Naaah I’m not.

Why are you messaging me instead of using your time more productively?

Why? Aren’t I making you laugh?

Oooh, you have no idea how much...

My message is meant to sound sarcastic, as usual, but I have actually been feeling a bit less depressed for the last few minutes and I’m even starting to relax here on the sofabed.

Right, now that I’ve done my duty as a colleague, I can stop bothering you...

Ah, so you admit that you were bothering me! :-)

Goodnight Giada.

Goodnight Bertha.

You’re never going to call me Ari, are you? :-)

Never, Bertha. Sweet dreams.

Same to you, Ms. Spikes.

*

It takes me about a week to really get into the swing of it. By the middle of the second week I’m almost proud of myself and have started to feel vaguely adequate in the role of newbie business consultant.

Shortly before the lunch break, a curious email that is sent around the whole office immediately causes great agitation. To tell the truth, it’s the first time I’ve seen some of the people around here look like they’re awakening from what I’d started to suspect must be their winter hibernation. Some people are absolute geniuses at pretending to be vitally important and always busy, and you need to learn how to tell whether it is true or just a very clever strategy.

Ariberto finishes reading the email and his face assumes a strange expression. “A tennis tournament?”

“I very much doubt interns will be invited...” I hasten to reassure him. If I’ve learned one thing over these first days here, it’s that interns have no rights. Nothing, nada, zero. Just keep your head down, work hard and never complain. Which is why I really can’t imagine anyone wanting to extend the invitation to the tournament to us. Which, given that I’ve absolutely no interest in playing, I’m not particularly cut up about.

“Oh everyone participates. Absolutely everyone,” says Iris, appearing behind me as usual. Now there’s a woman who really likes making a surprise entrance. “Do you two know how to play?”

It’s been a while since I last held a racket but I reckon I can hold my own – my parents always thought that playing tennis came immediately after learning to walk and talk in order of importance for a person in our social circle. Or rather, in their social circle. I don’t feel like I’m part of anything anymore, let alone a circle.

When I was a young girl I spent so much time at the local tennis club that I almost started considering it home. It’s a pity that I refused to carry on with it when I became a teenager – not because I didn’t like it as a sport, far from it, but because it was something my parents liked. It’s a pretty contorted motive, I know, but I’ve always been a complicated girl. It would be nice to be able to say that since then I’ve grown profoundly development and that today my actions are all the result of my own desires, but no, I can’t deceive myself. As much as I might want to cut for once and for all the unhealthy umbilical cord that connects my choices to the opinions of my parents, I haven’t quite got there yet.

“I do,” Ariberto promptly replies. Not that I had much doubt: he has the vaguely athletic air of someone who plays every sport going, or has at least tried them all.

“And what about you, Giada?” asks Iris.

For some strange and inexplicable reason, I really want to pick up a racket. And this time around, my parents would never even know.

“I used to play ages ago...” I answer cautiously. But it’s enough for Iris, whose eyes light up immediately.

“Great! Another couple of participants will come in really useful. Especially because the tournament is in mixed doubles. Well, consider yourselves signed up, guys!” And so saying she disappears from our sight with the same speed with which she had appeared. This annoying ability of hers to appear and disappear in the blink of an eye is really starting to freak me out. I’m not sure she’s human. I think she might be teleporting.

“We’ve been shafted...” laughs Ari.

“We’re worse than shafted, Bertha,” I sigh.

“How well do you play?”

“I used to be good, like a decade ago or something. Do you reckon that still counts for something?”

“Hopefully it’s like riding a bicycle, isn’t it?”

“I doubt it’s like riding a bicycle... “

“Don’t be a pessimist. You’ll see, it’ll be fun,” he says, affecting absolute tranquillity. And for the first time in history, I hope he’s right.

*

I’m clutching the racket that one of Ariberto’s friends has kindly loaned me and praying that the palm of my hand will stop sweating. I’m not nervous, I’m literally terrified. I used to think this game was fun once upon a time – let’s hope to God it still is.

Ari – dressed in blue shorts and white T-shirt with popped collar and looking like the living personification of a tennis snob – turns to me and gives me a reassuring look. I really don’t understand how he could have thought that making me serve first was a good idea. Everybody knows that in mixed couples, the person with the strongest service is the one who is supposed to start the game, so why am I now standing on the sideline nervously bouncing a tennis ball and preparing to get things going?

As well as that, if I were him, I’d get away from that net and position myself a bit more defensively. He’s taking it for granted that I’m going to be able to handle cross-court shots. Which, unless it’s accidentally, I very much doubt.

After having taken multiple deep breaths, I make the sign of the cross and then serve with all of my strength. And obviously, the ball hits the net full-on.

“It’s not a matter of life or death, Giada,” he reminds me with one of his relaxed smiles, “it’s just a silly game.” I don’t know how he always manages to be so damn Zen about everything. I couldn’t be as calm about everything as he is even under hypnosis. “And if you don’t relax you’ll never manage to play it,” he adds.

This small provocation reignites a spark of the competitive spirit of the past inside me, and my second service – although much slower than the first – successfully passes over the net. But my moment of inner exultation only lasts a second, which is just long enough for me to realize that the guy on the other side of the net is about to send the ball flying back towards me at the speed of a missile. Oh God...

The only thing that stops me from closing my eyes is the realisation that at that point I’d have absolutely no hope of hitting it. But while I’m busy trying to convince myself I ought to start moving towards it, Ari stretches out along the net with unbelievable ease and cuts off the ball with a swing so effective that our opponents don’t have time to move to stop it.

Holy smokes – so that’s why he was standing there.

Of course, being over six feet tall helps a lot, but that athletic gesture was still pretty damn impressive. And I’m not usually easily impressed.

“Wow...” I say before I can stop myself.

Ari bursts out laughing as he retrieves a ball and turns to throw it at me. “Just a stroke of luck,” he says, but I wasn’t born yesterday. That was no luck – this guy knows his stuff, at least when it comes to tennis. And I wish I could say that I don’t find tennis players attractive, but I always get this kind of weakness in my knees when I’m around them...

It’s not just that, though – the fact that for once he was modest and didn’t show off his obvious tennis skills more than necessary, makes me feel so relaxed that I’m even able to respond to a smile. I mean, however bad it all goes and however crap my playing is, there’s a pretty good chance that Ariberto will still be able to remedy whatever mess I end up making.

And this time, now that I’m concentrating properly, my service bounces off the baseline without our opponents even getting near it. Wow, that was surprising!

He turns in my direction. “Not bad...”

“Listen, I don’t want to be rude but are you two former professional players or something?” asks the worried-looking guy standing on the other side of the net.

“Just beginner’s luck,” I reply with the utmost diplomacy, to the amazement of our adversaries, who are evidently innocent souls who have never previously come into contact with people like me. And their bemused gaze don’t escape me either, because although Ari might look like the picture of a perfect tennis player, I’m wearing a black t-shirt, black shorts and bright green trainers. Just for a touch of colour, you know? It’s pretty clear that Miss Pink Clothes over there finds my look a little disturbing, but the feeling is absolutely mutual – pink is one of the few colours I would never dye my hair, which ought to tell you how much I hate it.

Ari throws me another ball while I prepare to serve for the second time to the right. It always used to be my favourite side. In theory, if I manage to serve along the left too, I could actually get a decent result here. This time the feeling of the ball between my fingers is almost familiar and the movement of the racket automatic. I suppose all those hours spent practicing actually did pay off after all.

The service comes out perfectly balanced, fast and deep enough so that the guy on the other side only just manages to touch the ball, sending it flying high into the sky. Ari, who is standing in ambush at the net, hits it with an absolutely impeccable smash.

I smile at him with satisfaction as I watch him walk over to high-five me.

“Bertha, we’ve finally found a use for this disproportionate height of yours!”

“Actually, there are other, more interesting uses for it...” he says in a low voice. He’s kidding, right. I mean, I hope he’s kidding.

“Pull in your neck and concentrate on your game,” I say in an authoritative tone.

“Hey, I can do two things at the same time,” he replies with a laugh.

“No you can’t. Men and multitasking don’t mix.”

Ari bends down to pick up a ball and throws it at me. “Serve, tennis goth.”

“You’re not suddenly going to go all dominant alpha male on me, are you?”.

“Don’t worry, being more alpha than you would be impossible,” he laughs, before heading off back in the direction of his beloved net.

Thank goodness I’ve started playing decently because, now that I come to think about it, his lower back, which was just in plain sight there for a moment, could prove to be an annoying distraction.

The result is an extraordinary 6-0, 6-0 for us. Our male opponent gives us a rather annoyed glare. “Good job you aren’t professionals...” he mutters as he walks away from the court.

Pah, bad losers... Ok, maybe we could have let them win at least one set, but is it my fault if Ari is even more competitive than I am? I thought I was a one-off, but he played like his life depended on it, rocketing from one side of the court to the other. Very impressive. Not that I’m going to tell him that, of course. The lad’s not stupid – he knows very well how brilliantly he plays, so he doesn’t need any more compliments from me.

*

“So did you get to the regional championships?” I ask in a quiet voice as we sit at a table in the tennis club, waiting for our next match. We’re not going to be very well-liked around here if we carry on like this.

“Err, the nationals, actually,” he replies, puffing out his chest a little.

“That is totally out of order of you, Bertha...” I tease him.

“What do you mean? Are you saying it’s my fault they lost? Nobody asked me what level I play at, they just asked me if I played, which is not the same thing. So yes, I do play – and I play very well, if they want to know,” he replies half-seriously, opening a small bottle of water. But before raising it to his mouth, he offers it to me as though it were the most normal thing in the world.

Oh God, I hate nice people! Especially when they’re nice practically without realizing it, as though it were just second nature for them. It makes me really uncomfortable, because I’m not nice. Not nice at all. I’m quite the opposite, in fact.

I shake my head even though I’m actually pretty thirsty. I can always use the tap in the locker room, crossing my fingers that the water is drinkable. And if it isn’t... well, I’ve survived worse.

He shrugs and starts drinking, gulping down half a pint of water in a few seconds. I’d like to be able to say that his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down like that doesn’t have an effect on me, but it’s incredibly sexy. Right, well it looks like it’s official, then: apparently, I feel some kind of physical attraction towards men in posh sportswear... It’s the sportswear that does it, of course – it’s absolutely nothing to do with Ariberto.

“Your modesty is unrivalled,” I comment.

“I’ve never claimed that I was modest,” he replies with a laugh. “Anyway, why all in black?” he asks me suddenly, changing the subject.

To tell the truth I would have rather carried on bickering about his faults instead of shifting the conversation to me. “Excuse me?” I say, pretending not to understand.

“Why are you always dressing in dark colours nowadays? And why’s your hair black?” He seems genuinely curious. There’s no judgment in his eyes, only a certain interest.

Almost without realizing it, I raise a hand to the ponytail I’ve tied my hair up in for the occasion. “Black’s just a colour like any other...” I say. “Anyway, it makes you look thinner...”

But Ari shakes his head. “No, that’s not it. You divide your life up into phases: there was the red phase, when you were more lively than usual, and before that there was the I-don’t-know-what-colour phase...”

I immediately understand what colour he’s referring to.

“It was supposed to be blue, but the old colour underneath ended up making it look weird. If it’s any help, I didn’t know what colour hair I had at the time myself.”

“So you admit it then!” he laughs.

I imagine that for someone with that thick head of hair and those ringlets that are so perfect that almost look fake, it must be difficult to understand this wanting to constantly change yourself. I’ll bet Ariberto Castelli never woke up one morning and didn’t recognize the face looking back at him from the mirror.

An annoying little voice in my head suggests to me that it’s not really a question of your external appearance, but of how you feel inside. It is a good job that I don’t have the slightest intention of starting to psychoanalyse myself, especially not on a tennis court just minutes from the start of the next game. I might be a bit of a weirdo – from every point of view – but I still want to win.

“I’m not admitting a damn thing, Bertha, and I’d be grateful if you could focus on the matter at hand, because we have finally discovered something about you that I don’t dislike...” I can’t seem to help provoking him. It’s great fun, mainly because he doesn’t get offended like the majority of the world’s population. And for someone like me, who grew up in a family that has touchiness in its DNA, that’s a novelty.

He gives me a blinding smile, revealing a set of teeth so perfect that he ought to have a shrine built to his dentist, then rises from his chair and grabs his racket.

“Come on then, what are you waiting for?”

What I’m waiting for is to stop smiling like a bloody lunatic. I’ve never smiled so much in my life. It feels really strange for me to be using some of these facial muscles...

*

Late in the afternoon we have three victories behind us and we are among the finalists of the tournament. All modesty aside, it isn’t actually particularly surprising: Ari has improved game after game, just like I have. The more we’ve played, the more I felt that old sensation of enjoyment and hunger for victory flowing through my veins. Towards the middle of the second game the fear disappeared completely, leaving only a desire to smash the ball over the net. Of course, tomorrow I won’t even be able to get out of bed, since I haven’t practiced any sport other than snoozing on the sofa for so long that I’m almost ashamed to admit it, but right now I don’t care: my muscles are tired but perfectly capable of facing our final challenge against none other than Iris and Marco.

Marco Biancardi is the head of the entire tax shelter office, as well as one of the partners, and he is a sort of deity in M&K. The question at this point is not so much whether we will be able to beat them, but whether it would be a good idea to. I mean, they’re the top brass. We’d be risking a diplomatic incident.

“So what do we do?” I ask Ariberto quietly, putting my mouth close to his ear.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, is it a good idea to try and beat your boss? And your boss’s boss?”

Ariberto bursts out laughing. “I’ve no idea if it’s a good idea, and to be honest, I don’t care”.

I blink in surprise. This is another one to make a note of in my mental list of “people who surprise me.” I was convinced that folks like him just had a natural proclivity for hardcore brown-nosing, especially towards their bosses.

“You don’t care?” I repeat, still amazed. “Really?”

“No,” he confirms, giving me an amused look. My face must sufficiently bear witness to what is going through my mind. “I hate people who give up without trying,” he explains.

As it happens, I hate them too.

“And to hell with the consequences…” I mumble in shock.

“Exactly. To hell with the consequences.”

A strange energy flows between us for a moment which I don’t know how to interpret. Pre-match agitation? His big brown eyes stare at me with unreadable expression. If nothing else, at least he’s not smiling for once. When he’s in the mood, Mr Always-Relaxed here is capable of great intensity.

“So, are you ready to play?” asks Marco, causing both of us to jump with surprise. We were, um, distracted for a moment there.

Marco is the boss of Iris, who is our boss, so for us he is a sort of super-boss with whom we have exchanged very few words during our time in the company so far. As in four: good morning and good evening.

“Very ready,” says Ari.

“By the way, I watched your last game: nice play, Ariberto,” comments Marco. “Really, some incredible drop shots.”

Ari shrugs. “Anything to avoid having to run,” he jokes.

“And you too, Giada – great serves...”.

“Can I use the same joke?” I reply. “Anything to avoid having to run.”

“Okay, well, I want a proper game! Focused and attentive, eh...” And with a wink he goes off to retrieve Iris, who is busy chatting with some colleagues.

“Marco wants to win,” I murmur quietly to Ari.

“Of course he does. But what matters is if he manages to.” And I think that means we can consider the gauntlet well and truly thrown down.

*

After a hard-fought first set which ends with our victory at the tie-break, the second is just as challenging. Both couples manage good serves and win games until, when we’re at 5-5, Iris gives us the golden opportunity we need to power into the lead.

My very first tennis teacher used to say that in tennis, like in life, it’s often just a matter of waiting for the right moment to attack; there’s no sense taking unnecessary risks. At the time his words seemed ridiculous, but today – in life even more than in tennis – I find that unnecessary risks are to be avoided at all costs.

Iris messes up a service, committing a double foul, putting her in the uncomfortable position of having to serve defensively. And as always happens in critical moments like that, she messes up her first serve. It’s textbook stuff.

I breathe in, try to concentrate and squeeze the racket particularly tightly as I prepare to respond to her second service. I can’t go wrong...

But she manages it better than I had anticipated, and the ball, once it has touched the ground, bounces towards me much faster than I would have expected. Taken by surprise, I can barely move enough to send the ball back, but it’s nothing like the masterful shot that I was hoping for. Marco can’t hold back a satisfied smile as he hits my ball, giving it a clear topspin that makes it extremely dangerous. I know it and so does Ariberto, who in a nanosecond finds himself having to choose between letting the ball pass – a much safer move – or risking it. I watch almost enchanted as he tilts his racket and makes a gazelle-like jump in the direction of the ball, slicing his racket through the air. The ball falls to the ground just on the other side of the net.

Wow, that was one of the most impressive bits of tennis I’ve ever seen!

The jump he made has sent Ariberto sprawling to the ground, but never mind. He got the result!

“Bertha, you’re a bloody genius!” I exclaim triumphantly, running over to him.

Ari laughs as he gets himself up from the red earth. Feeling very magnanimous – after all he has just scored an absolutely extraordinary point – I reach out to help him to his feet. Yes, I realise that his size and mine are pretty unevenly matched, but it’s the thought that counts. I hope that he realises that too and doesn’t pull me down with him.

He peers at me with a strange expression from under those long eyelashes, but then decides to grab my hand.

“Only because it’s your turn to serve...” he explains hurriedly, sounding much more agitated than normal, after his hand wraps around mine.

For a brief instant, my memory rushes to that night at the club when he grabbed my hand and dragged me off to dance. There had been a weird electricity between us that time too. Now that I think about it, that bloody electricity reappears unsolicited every time he touches me, even if it’s completely by accident. It is getting so ridiculous that I should probably invent a new adjective to describe it: “ridiculous” doesn’t do it justice.

“Beautiful!” says Marco, coming over to the net and handing him the ball for the service.

“Yeah, well, it wasn’t actually planned that way…” he admits.

“Bertha! Don’t tell them it was a happy accident!” I say mockingly. “We need them to think that we are deadly dangerous!”

“Why, aren’t you?” asks Iris with a hint of annoyance. It’s clear that she doesn’t like losing either. Well she can get in line, because she’s not the only high-flying ego on this court.

“So shall we finish off this game?” I whisper in Ari’s ear as we move away from the net to take our places.

There’s only one more game left. Four points. And it’s Ariberto’s turn to serve. If Ivaniševic ´ was able to win at Wimbledon by relying only on his serves, we should have every chance.

Ari gets in three aces in a row, demonstrating powerful mental control and bringing us up to 40-0. Iris’s expression, if possible, has gotten even more annoyed: there’s no doubt about it – she is pissed off.

The most sensible thing would be not to win the game this brutally because our bosses might hold it against us, but they can go to hell, I think, as diplomatic as usual. I’ve never been one for pleasing people and I’m not planning on starting today. The beauty of having what others define as ‘a shitty character’ is that you’re authorized to be yourself at all times. Especially the most difficult ones.

“Serve”, I say to Ari, passing him the ball.

He bursts out laughing at my determined expression. “Yes Ma’am,” he replies with a wink, and then sends the ball streaking towards Iris at the speed of light.

This time she isn’t wrong-footed by the bounce and responds just as violently, sending the ball flying back towards me. I don’t have much time to think or even to remind myself that my backhand shot has never been my best, so my reaction is more instinctive than anything else. And this time there’s nothing technical about it, it’s pure luck: I manage to send the ball flying back in a line so precise and so powerful that it hits the intersection of the baselines. I could have tried to do that a billion times and I’d never have succeeded!

“I can’t believe it...” comments Ari, bursting out laughing. And to tell the truth, neither can I.

“Bertha, we won!” I shout, unable to contain my enthusiasm, then start leaping up and down like a lunatic, perfectly aware that I’m losing credibility with each jump. But right now, who cares? We did it! We won!

I am so over the moon that I throw my arms around the neck of poor Ariberto, who, completely unprepared for my moment of joy, grabs hold of me. Yes, I can get pretty intense when I put my mind to it.

“You do realise that they’re going to have us cleaning the toilets for the next few months, don’t you?” he asks me with a smile.

I burst out laughing. “You might actually be right, Bertha...”

“I’m always right, Ms. Spikes.”

“I’ll let you believe that for today because I’m feeling magnanimous and because that was a really impressive shot,” I confess, still breathing hard. I hope that it’s because of all the matches we’ve played today and not because Ariberto is still holding me tightly. And speaking of this little detail, perhaps I ought to remove my arms from him. Yes, I definitely ought to.

Certain that I’m blushing in spite of myself, I take my arms from around his neck and step back. He doesn’t do anything to stop me, and for a moment I’m overcome with a sensation that almost feels like disappointment.

From now on, I have to maintain a safe distance from him. Maybe even a bit more than a safe distance, just to avoid the risk of any weirdly ambiguous sensations or strange responses from my body. It is the lack of physical affection that’s getting to me: no one embraces me anymore except for Lavinia and Alessandra, and while I love their hugs, they only do the job up to a certain point. And even though Ariberto Castelli is totally wrong for a girl like me, he is, unfortunately, very attractive. I mean, good for him and all that, but my life would be easier right now if he were a bit less easy on the eye. Whether I like it or not, it’s obvious that he’s stirred up my hormones. What I don’t understand, though, is why it should have been him. Am I that desperate? Me, who I’ve always considered special and capable of great depth and not just shallow physical attraction? But what if Ariberto’s physicality is only one of the pieces of this complicated jigsaw?

Sure, he’s tall, with sculpted shoulders, a handsome face and nice eyes and nice hair. But it shouldn’t matter, because I’ve never been one for swooning in front of a beautiful body. Quite the opposite, I have always been in search of substance, of character. I have always loved people who struggle against the system, who have so much anger in them that they manage to change things, people who don’t care about what other people tell them is right or wrong, and who act without any fear of the consequences. In a nutshell, all my life I have always been attracted to the people I wanted to be, and Ariberto Castelli wouldn’t know rebellion it he walked into it. He is the living personification of a system that I’ve always hated – the emblem of a life that could never satisfy me, he is the worst thing there can be for someone as perpetually dissatisfied as me. I don’t think he has ever been bothered by anything in his whole life, whereas it happens to me all the time.

I’m sure Ariberto has character in his own way, but there is a natural and constant good humour about him that makes me feel sick. No one who is in their right mind can possible smile all the time the way he does, it isn’t healthy. So he has to stay on his side of the court and I have to stay on mine. Physically and metaphorically speaking.

“Well I can’t say I like losing, but, wow... what a game!” says Marco, arriving with Iris in tow.

“Yes,” she echoes frostily. Her enthusiasm is palpable.

“Luck was on our side this time,” says Ari diplomatically. It was certainly on mine, but I reckon Ariberto could have quite happily managed for the two of us.

“Until the next match, then,” says Marco as he heads off towards the locker rooms. At the last minute, though, he seems to change his mind, and comes walking back towards us. “I was just thinking, Iris, what do you say if we take these two to Amsterdam with us next week?”

She stares at him in surprise. “But interns never come on business trips...” she stammers, unsure as to what to say.

“Not usually, but they’ve earned it. Guys, pack a bag,” he says with a satisfied expression, then heads off again.

Ari and I exchange a look of joy. So we’re not going to be sent to clean the toilets after all? Amsterdam, here we come!


Chapter 4

Even though it’s still practically dawn, the day seems destined to become gloomy and wet - one of those days that you dream of spending in the warmth of your bed, forgetting about the world outside. What with the getting up at five o’clock to catch a flight at seven, this should be called a crime against humanity, not a business trip.

We have just boarded the plane and we are waiting to receive the green light to set off. I immediately took possession of the window seat because I love looking outside while I’m flying, so Ari will just have to settle for the seat next to me. I’m still pretty surprised it was me who got to it first – I don’t usually give my best this early in the morning.

My eyes still puffy with sleepiness, I yawn and turn to the window. There is that annoying mist typical of Milanese winters which prevents you from seeing much of the runway. I really hope the weather is better in Amsterdam. Not that Holland is famous for its sunshine, but it’s hard to imagine that it can be any worse than here.

Us interns are travelling in Economy, while Iris and Marco are seated comfortably in Business. Lucky them. I would love to be able to recline my backrest but the woman sitting behind me looks like she might get nasty if I even try.

“What the hell are they doing?” asks Ariberto as he takes his seat after putting his jacket and bag in the overhead locker with painstaking care. In fact, now that he points it out to me, from the window I can see two men hammering at one of the plane’s wheels.

“I guess they’re making sure the wheel doesn’t come off,” I say with a chuckle, then I lean forward and start looking for the usual in-flight magazine. They’re always full of ideas for great to go on vacation, if you have the time and the money. “Look, do you mind if I take your magazine? They don’t seem to have given me one.” It annoys me to have to ask him for a favour, but a flight spent sitting next to him is going to be so boring that I’m desperately going to need some reading matter.

After waiting in vain without getting a response, I look up and find myself staring into two huge brown eyes full of panic. “Bertha, is something wrong?”

He points out of the window again. “Do you reckon the wheel could actually come off?” he asks in a voice I’ve never heard before. He sounds terrified. I can’t work out if he’s joking.

“Of course not. They’re just checking it out.” My answer doesn’t seem to reassure him much because he doesn’t stop scrutinizing the workmen for a second.

“Will the bolts be tight enough? Do you have any idea of how powerful the impact of a plane’s wheels with the runway when it lands is?”

I stare at him, trying not to burst out laughing in his face. “I haven’t got the foggiest,” I smirk. “Do I look like an aerospace engineer?”

Seb would certainly have thought it was funny, but Ari, who neither replies nor seems offended doesn’t seem to. In fact, he doesn’t answer at all.

“Bertha, are you feeling okay this morning?” I feel compelled to ask. Not that I’m really bothered whether he is or he isn’t – I have decided to be friendly but to remain very, very detached – but quite frankly, having him going half-crazy next to me is pretty annoying. Lavinia is the one who loves to surround herself with weirdos, not me. I find banality so very reassuring...

When we met at the check-in desk I specifically tried not to notice him – it’s all part of my brilliant problem-avoidance plan – but now that I think about it, he is looking much paler than normal: Ari usually has that odiously healthy complexion, but this morning he’s looking greyish, tending to greenish. I am about to ask again when a voice precedes me.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking. I would like to give you a very warm welcome aboard this flight from Milan to Amsterdam. Our journey will take about an hour and fifty minutes. As you can see from your windows, the weather in Milan is cloudy and I’m afraid that similar weather is awaiting us in Amsterdam. During the flight we may encounter some mild turbulence, so I would ask you to fasten your seat belts when the seat belt sign is on.”

“Did he say turbulence?” asks Ari, his breathing starting to get ragged.

“He also said mild. Jesus, Bertha, take it easy! You’re not going to tell me that a big strong man like you is afraid of flying, are you...?” If he doesn’t even respond to that bit of blatant provocation, I’ll really start worrying.

“Errrrrrrrrr...” he mumbles.

“ Errrrrrrrrr what? Errrrrrrrrr yes you’re terrified?”

“Cabin crew, seats for takeoff,” the pilot’s voice orders.

Ariberto closes his eyes and inhales. Never mind terrified, he looks like he’s about to wet himself.

“Bertha, open your eyes a second and look at me: everything is under control, okay?”

I can’t help it – I can’t be as bitchy as I usually am while he’s staring at me with that lost expression. He almost looks like a puppy. A huge puppy, of course, but even Great Danes have puppies. In life, after all, it’s all a question of proportions.

The plane starts moving off along the runway, and he opens his eyes wide with terror.

“What can I do to make you feel better?” I find myself asking. God, just imagine how much aggravation I would have saved myself if I’d been born without a heart...

“Let me get off?” he says, almost begging me.

“I’m sorry, Bertha, you’re only going to be getting off in Amsterdam,” I state the obvious.

“Just as long as we actually get there...” he mutters grimly.

Oooh, optimistic!

“Don’t worry, we’ll get there. Haven’t you ever thought of doing one of those courses that airlines have for people like you, who are scared of flying?” I ask with my usual tact.

“I’ve done one,” he replies tersely.

A derisive laugh escapes my mouth before I can do anything about it. “Well I’m glad to see that it went so well...” Yes, I know, it was a mean thing to say – but that’s my nature. And after a few weeks of working with me, I reckon Ari knows it perfectly too.

“Actually, it was really useful,” he says anxiously. “I couldn’t even get on a plane before.”

“Well, now you can get on one but you’ve got another problem...” I feel compelled to point out. “I’m sorry but if you’re so terrified, why didn’t you talk to Iris about it and stay in Milan?”

“It’s one thing to recognize your weaknesses, it’s quite another to allow them to govern your life.”

I stare at him in shock. It’s a very noble concept, except that he doesn’t look particularly happy about his decision to get on the plane.

“Distract me,” he pleads in a faint voice. “And give me your hand.” So saying, he holds out his, which a moment before had been gripping the armrest with unprecedented enthusiasm.

“What?” I exclaim, shifting away from him.

“I feel better if I hold someone’s hand. It’s nothing personal,” he says, trying to play it down, “anyone’s hand will do.”

I sit there for a moment staring at him and undecided about what to do. But the longer I look at him the greener he seems to become. The plane ‘s engines are at full power and we’re about the leave the ground.

“Giada?” says Ari, with a note of panic in his voice.

To hell with it! I grab his hand and hold it tight as the plane begins its ascent. Beside me, Ari closes his eyes and laid his head against the backrest. He is trying to breathe deeply but not quite managing, like a woman about to give birth. I think he might also be praying too. If I could only reach my phone, I could shoot a video of him that I could blackmail him for life with.

“You’ll pay me back for this, you know. Your hand is so sweaty I almost can’t believe that I voluntarily agreed to hold it,” I complain. After a few minutes of his crushing it madly, Ari convinces himself to open one eye first and then another. He’s just as sweaty as before though. Just my luck.

“We’re still here,” he murmurs in amazement, seemingly more to himself than to me.

“So it seems. Right, now that this part is over, can I have my hand back?” I say as I try to free myself from his firm grip – but he won’t let go. With a sudden movement he brings our hands back to the armrest, as if to say ‘debate over.’

“I thought I’d been clear: I’ll be scared the whole way, so I’ll let you go after we land in Amsterdam. If we land...” he adds in a mournful voice.

I roll my eyes and shake my head. “You, sweetheart, are a few sandwiches short of a picnic.”

“And you take things a little too lightly.”

If only he knew how wrong he was...

“I can’t see the point in getting myself into a state over things that I can’t control: if this tin can is destined to fall out of the sky, it’s destined to fall out of the sky, so I don’t see the point in getting stressed and wasting precious time. Are you going to stop crossing the road because they might run you over? Stop using your bike because you might fall off? I’m sorry to have to be the one to tell you, but life doesn’t work like that... You never know how it’s going to end, and that’s part of the fun.”

His face looks a bit less tense as he listens to me, but it seems that I haven’t managed to convince him to let go. In fact, he intertwines his fingers with mine. “In case you haven’t realised, I’m not enjoying this at all...” he grumbles.

I think it was supposed to be some kind of joke. “Oh, really?” I say mockingly. “I would never have realised if your face hadn’t been so green, honestly.”

Just as Ari is starting to relax and squeeze my hand a bit less, the plane enters a patch of turbulence. Those damn clouds: it’ll be all their fault if I can’t feel my fingers anymore when I arrive in Holland. “Come on, let’s talk about something stupid. Or even something rude, if you want,” I say, offering to distract him.

This seems to catch his attention immediately. He looks at me curiously, blinking several times with surprise. “Do I actually look so bad that you think we should talk about that?”

I shrug my shoulders. “You’re a man. Doesn’t that always work on you? “

“Oh yes,” he confirms with a half-smile. The first half-smile of the day.

“Exactly. And we’re even going to Amsterdam. You know, the red light district...” I say with an allusive wink.

“To be honest, no, I don’t know: I’ve only been to the Netherlands once, and I was with my parents. As you can imagine, the red light district was not exactly the first stop on the family tour.”

“I don’t know why,” I laugh. “It’s so instructive.”

“Let’s just say that my mother is a bit... worthy.”

“Hah, so is mine. How shocking, Bertha, we’ve actually found something we have in common.”

“I’m sorry to have to be the one to point out the obvious, but there are actually quite a few things we have in common, Ms. Spikes: we are students at the same university, we don’t like losing, we like tennis. And now we also work for the same company.”

That’s definitely too many things.

“Details, details... When it comes to the important things, we’re completely different.”

“Oh of course – I mean, your future profession is neither here or there,” he comments sarcastically, raising his eyebrows.

“Bertha, don’t start being a pain in the neck, please! I almost preferred you when you were terrified.”

“I’m sure you did, what with that cutting tongue of yours...” he says reproachfully.

I know he didn’t mean anything by it, but he just said a dangerous word. Tongue. He should know better than to mention compromising body parts while he’s holding my hand. He should avoid reminding me of that famous evening when his tongue was wrapped around mine. It was only for a few seconds, true, but I still remember it vividly. The basic problem is that I’ve had too few tongues in my mouth for his to just be one that I can quickly forget. I didn’t go around kissing a lot of people before I got together with Fil and I certainly never did it afterwards. In spite of the not exactly idyllic state of my relationship, I’m the faithful type. Who knows how many girls a guy like Ariberto Castelli has kissed in his life. Tens? Hundreds? He probably doesn’t even remember the names of them all.

A strange silence falls between us. It is not entirely unpleasant, but it is fraught with a cumbersome tension that I would rather wasn’t there. Even my masochism has its limits.

“What were we talking about?” he asks, staring at me.

“We were talking about the red light area,” I say, opening my mouth before I switch my brain on. If I’d stopped to think about it, I would have realized that mentioning the red light area is not exactly the best way to avoid thinking about that kiss. My mother often reminds me that I should count to ten before speaking, and as much as I hate to admit she’s right, this time I should have followed her advice and changed the subject with my usual skill.

When I eventually find the courage to meet his eyes, they are full of a worrying sensuality. I hope the reason has to deal with the half-naked women in the windows in Amsterdam, because I don’t want anything to do with these intense expressions of his.

“Yes, the red light district... What do you say, shall we go together?” he proposes.

“Bertha, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not the best friend you having pissing contests or go for red-light districts in search of prey with.”

Ari bursts out laughing. “I had noticed it, believe me. But you seem like someone who doesn’t hold back in the face of a challenge. And this is a challenge. Come on, don’t you want to go home and tell your friends that you’ve been living dangerously?” My expression mustn’t be entirely convinced, because Ari starts pleading his cause. “What? Are you going to tell me that you have no problem sticking pins through parts of your body that no one in their right mind would touch but you’re scared of a harmless walk through Amsterdam’s red light district?!”

“Okay, here’s what we’ll do: if you promise not to start crying while we’re landing, I might evaluate the possibility of coming with you,” I say, like the perfect bitch I am. Someone more sensitive wouldn’t have made fun of his phobias, but I’ve never had much interest in winning the Compassionate Woman of the Year award. Quite the contrary, in fact.

Out of the blue, Ari bursts out laughing a second time. “I don’t know if I can actually promise that...” he confesses with amusement, and then carries on laughing at himself.

“If there’s even a single tear, it’s game over!” I snap, trying to hide the fact that I am a bit surprised by his ability not to take himself seriously. That’s a rare commodity in these dark times when everyone is beautiful, extremely cool, and incapable of a bit of healthy self-criticism.

I’ll never confess it, obviously, but these days spent working together have made me realize that Ari actually has a sense of humour rather similar to mine. I hope it’s just a mere coincidence, because me and Mister-Perfect- Shirts must remain in our own separate worlds.

*

The meeting proceeds at full speed and is over fairly quickly. Iris and Marco seem satisfied with our presentation and the research work we have done on the tax rulings – otherwise known as the art of paying as little in taxes as possible by moving your registered office. The topic is clearly a controversial one, but who am I to pass judgment while the European Union allows each country to attract all the companies it wants with absurd benefits?

Tax law never gets boring. Even at the EU level it’s somewhat ambiguous: what on one hand is unlawful state aid, on the other is merely part of the way things are. And as you learn pretty quickly in this field, it’s all a matter of points of view. Or of knowing how to argue your position with cunning.

Our client, an Italian company that has recently transferred its offices to the Netherlands, seems very interested in the possibility of monetizing the shares it’s had in its portfolio for a long time. This is the famous multiple vote, one of the latest devilries of corporate finance. If I was aiming at stability of corporate control, I’d think about the power of a rule like that too.

“Well done, guys,” says Iris. “You did a good job. Tomorrow we’ll continue with the rules on intra-group transfers before we catch the return flight, but for the moment you have earned yourselves an evening off. Go out to dinner, have a walk around Amsterdam. In short, enjoy yourselves,” she says, probably feeling very magnanimous.

Ari and I don’t give her the chance to change her mind, and we set off on foot towards the hotel.

“So, are you ready for an evening that’s a bit...” he says, raising his eyebrows suggestively.

“Where do you want to go?” I ask, pretending not to remember.

“Giada!” he cries offended. “We had an agreement!”

“And you had promised that you wouldn’t cry during the landing...”

“I didn’t! I just... verbalised my anguish.”

“Bertha, you started praying out loud for the wheels to hold up! Do you remember that?”

“The agreement spoke about tears, it said nothing about praying,” he replies sheepishly. Yes, I’d be sheepish in his place too. “The important thing is that I didn’t end up actually sobbing.”

“I know, I was quite surprised. I mean, the landing wasn’t even that good...” I remember with a laugh. The wind was making the plane sway to the right and left as we came down towards the runway. Milan’s climate is like the Caribbean compared to the weather in Holland.

“Can we not talk about planes for at least one evening?” he pleads sufferingly. “How about going to get something to eat? Terror always makes me hungry...”

Typical – these young men who have just grown out of adolescence are always hungry.

“First I need a shower. And so do you,” I say. The palm of his hand was sufficient proof of the power anxiety has over your sweat glands, so not only does he need a wash, he needs a very thorough one.

“Are you saying that I smell?” he exclaims, sounding offended.

“Not really smell... It’s more that you...”

He stands in front of me and blocks my way.

“Come on, what were you going to say?”

I burst out laughing. “Damn it, I can’t think of another word for it!”

“Because there isn’t another way to say smell, you fool, so if you really think I do, that’s the word you’re going to have to use.”

“Let’s put it this way: we both smell. Let’s take a shower and then go and eat.”

Ari shakes his head but then he smiles at me.

“And you know what awaits you after dinner!”

“I could always slip in the shower and bang my head. Just think, all of a sudden I wouldn’t remember anything about the promise I made you...”

“And I could knock down the door of your room – which is next-door to mine, I am sorry to have to remind you – and drag you out,” he threatens.

That image shouldn’t be sexy, should it?

“Errr, less of the caveman business, please.”

“But I thought you women liked it!”

Some women actually do, but I’ve never been one of them. I’ve always been the kind of person who does the dragging, not the person who gets dragged. Not to mention that me being a feminist means I don’t find men showing off their brute strength much of a turn on.

“You, Bertha, still have a lot to learn about women...”.

Ari gives me a profoundly amused look. “I’ve never claimed different,” he laughs. “But for now let’s forget about difficult stuff like learning about women and go and eat.”

“Do you know, when you try you actually sometimes manage to come out with something intelligent?”

“Shocked, eh?”

“Deeply.”

“I like pulling the rug out from under you,” he says with an intense smile that sets my head spinning. Smiles usually have so little effect on me, but this guy is turning out to be a very dangerous exception...

*

An hour later I am rested, washed, perfumed and dressed casual. Deliberately casual: I’m wearing a pair of black jeans, a scoop-necked grey sweater and my black leather boots. Not the aggro ones, the more reassuring pair. This is still a business trip and not a holiday, so I left the studs, piercings and all the rest at home. I didn’t want to scare Iris.

The real problem is that it’s bloody cold in Amsterdam and it keeps drizzling, so if you want to go out you basically have to dress up as the Michelin man. The more layers you have, the more hope there is that you won’t freeze to death.

When I open the door of my room, I find Ari standing there, fist clenched and hand suspended in mid air.

“I was just about to knock,” he says with a smile. He’s wearing jeans, a light blue shirt and a dark blue sweater. The boy obviously loves classic style. “Come on, smell me,” he invites, bending down and proffering his long neck. It doesn’t escape my notice he has shaved again and that his skin is now glowing temptingly.

“There’s no need for you to bend down, it smells like you’ve showered in aftershave,” I say, waving my hands in the air to bat away the aroma. “I could smell you from half a mile off.”

“Let’s say I didn’t like your criticism so I preferred not to run any risks.”

“It wasn’t a criticism. And anyway, after running around all day, I was pretty smelly myself. Maybe even more smelly than you,” I say, to reassure him and massage his ego.

He beams at me happily. What the hell is the DNA of these people who are always so stubbornly cheerful made of? Marzipan or something?

“Anyway, where shall we go for dinner?”

“Wherever you want to go. But no spliffs,” I order categorically.

Ari laughs as we walk down the hotel corridor and head towards the exit.

“You, Ms. Studs and Piercings, are all talk and no action,” he says with conviction.

“What do you mean?”

“That you’re way less alternative than you want us to believe. You walk around acting like someone who walks on the wild side and who never has to ask twice, and then you get scared by a bit of pot and a half-naked dancer in a shop window...” he teases.

“They’re not dancers, Bertha - they’re prostitutes.”

“Oh dear, how scandalous! It’s not as if there weren’t any in Milan. No, my dear, you are a conservative at heart, despite all your efforts to make us think otherwise.”

“Me, conservative? Bertha, travel really messes with your head...”

“You don’t fool me, I’m onto you now!”

And then we suddenly stop, shivering, as soon as we put our noses outside the main entrance of the hotel. If nothing else, it has stopped raining, which is already a small miracle, but the temperature is extremely unwelcoming. The kind of thing that makes you miss Milan.

The centre of Amsterdam, though, is just the way I imagined it: a postcard come to life, with flocks of people whizzing by on bicycles. Our hotel is in central Dam square, the pulsing heart of the city, which to be honest is a bit of a luxury given that we’re only lowly interns.

It’s late March, but it’s still gloves and hats weather. Ari, who like a typical man pretends not to feel the cold, stuffs his hands into his pockets.

“So, do we just wander randomly about until we see something we like the look of?” I ask him.

“Good idea. But let’s wander towards the red light district,” he replies with a grin.

“God, you’re obsessed... It’s like you’ve never seen a half-naked woman.”

“And how do you know that I have?” he asks teasingly.

I look at him with very little conviction. “You, Bertha, have seen plenty of half-naked women. And done more than just look at them, I would imagine...” I add.

“What exactly are you accusing me of?” he pretends to be offended.

“You and that phone of yours... who knows what’s the heck all those girls say to you…” I’m referring referring to the messages he continuously receives. He thinks he’s being discreet, but I’ve noticed.

“Ah, just boring stuff,” he says vaguely.

Sure, of course.

“No sexy selfies, then?”

Teasing Ari could quite easily become one of my favourite hobbies. It’s fun because he never gets offended, which is practically a miracle seeing the way people always seem to get the hump over the smallest thing nowadays.

“Wouldn’t you like to know...” Then he comes over to me and puts his arm around my shoulders. I look up in alarm. “Relax! I swear, I’ve got no bad intentions in mind,” he says, pointing to a bistro with his other hand. “What do you think of that place?”

“Anywhere’s fine with me, as long as we get out of this cold,” I confess.

Ari drags me with him and soon we are seated at a small table. They even light a candle. I’m leaning forward to blow it out when he stops me with a threatening look. “What are you doing?”

“Oh come on, no, not a candlelit dinner, please...”

“Why, is dinner in the dark better?” he asks sarcastically. Now that he mentions it, the restaurant lights are very dim, which means the candle has a function that isn’t purely romantic.

“Ok, you’re right,” I concede.

“What?” he exclaims, sounding shocked. “Could you please repeat that last sentence?”

“Hey, I have no problem admitting it the rare occasions it actually happens”. I start laughing and he joins in. “Instead of gloating, why don’t you remind me of what they eat here, you idiot?”

He hands me a menu and starts studying his carefully. “Soups, potatoes, herring,” he reads quickly. “Ah, and omelettes with various cheeses.”

“They sound nicer than the first three you mentioned.”

“Yeah, they do.”

We end up ordering a giant omelette with a side of french fries and a mug of beer each. I’m not crazy about beer, but you can’t say that you went to Holland and drank water, you’d look like a total loser.

When the beer arrives, we sit for a moment in front of each other, with the candle illuminating us, in a strange silence. Romanticism has never done much for me, and the atmosphere in here is way too intimate. Not knowing how to behave, I grab a piece of bread and pretend to nibble on it.

“So what does your boyfriend do?” Ari asks me.

A damn crumb sticks in the middle of my throat, forcing me to down a mouthful of beer to remedy the situation. After regaining control, I look him in the face. “Why do you care?”

He looks relaxed, but it’s hard to tell if he actually is or if he’s just particularly good at pretending. “I don’t know... Just a way of making conversation, like any other. I could have asked you about your family or about your boyfriend, and I decided to start with him.”

“Because you’re nosey...”

“A little,” he admits. “If I had a girlfriend, wouldn’t you be curious?”

Of course I would. And of course I’m never going to tell him that.

“Err, no, I don’t think so.”

He doesn’t believe it for a moment and shakes his head with a laugh. “You’re almost making me doubt that he exists,” he teased. “Is he an imaginary boyfriend?”

“No, Bertha. He exists. His name is Filippo, he is the same age as us and we’ve been together for seven years,” I say, summing up in a few words the main facts. Which aren’t much.

For a moment he seems surprised. “Wow. You’ve been together a long time... But he doesn’t live in Milan,” he deduces correctly.

“No, he’s from Verona, my hometown. We met when I was still in high school.”

“And then you came to study in Milan and he stayed at home, right?”

“Yes. Fil has other interests. He’s not an academic.” I try to look calm while I say it, but Ari must notice a trace of something, because his expression grows intense.

“In the sense that he doesn’t understand why is it important for you?” he asks, leaning forward. Up close, his eyes look really big and all too expressive, and the flame seems to animate the thousand golden specks contained in his irises.

“Bertha, I almost preferred you when you were in a coma on the plane...”

Ari bursts out laughing. “Yes, I’m sure you did! When I’m in that state, I’d happily be talked into giving away everything I own. Not that there’s much, just in case you get the wrong ideas.”

“I have to wait for you to inherit, then,” I joke. “Okay, fine – let’s meet up again in a few years.”

It doesn’t escape me that he doesn’t deny having something to inherit. It is obvious that he comes from a wealthy family. So wealthy that not even my mother would have anything to object to, and she likes objecting to pretty much everything.

Ari isn’t exactly a guy who flaunts it the way I’d thought the night they introduced us, but my childhood and then the Bocconi have taught me to recognize people who come from a certain type of background. There are the nouveau riche and then there are people like Ariberto Castelli, who has an innate class which cannot be bought. As much as my mother might kill herself trying, it will all have been in vain.

“Nobody changes the subject the way you do,” he says.

“Bertha, if I’d really wanted to change the subject, I would have started asking you questions about your private life. Something like ‘why don’t you have a serious girlfriend?’”

“I had one in the last year of high school,” he confesses.

“And then?” I urge him to continue.

“Then it’s ended.”

“Bertha, you suck at telling stories. Where’s the pathos?”

Ari takes a sip of beer and looks at me. “Sorry, there’s no drama: we went to study in two different cities and we just... drifted apart.”

“How obvious,” I say with annoyance. “I don’t understand why a long-distance relationship is such a big problem for men: if two people love each other they could be separated by entire continents and still love each other.”

Ari blinks in amazement and me. “Ms. Spikes, do you perhaps mean to tell me that you are not only a traditionalist but that you are also a romantic?” He bursts out laughing and carries on laughing for quite a while.

“Bertha, they’re all staring at us!” I say, but he clearly couldn’t care less and continues undaunted.

“Oh my God, a romantic...” he mutters to himself.

“Don’t you dare even say that word about me!” I order him, raising my index finger intimidatingly. But he grabs my hand and lowers it back to the table, covering it with his huge palm. And whether I want to admit it or not, my treacherous heart skips a beat or two.

“Look, it’s not a bad thing,” he continues to tease me. “And if it makes you feel better, I’m afraid I’m one too.”

I give him a very unimpressed look. “Hah, right...”

“Really,” he exclaims theatrically, “I’m a poor romantic.”

“Sure, wrapped in an expensive tailored shirt.”

“Something tells me that deep down you actually quite like my shirts,” he says with a wink.

“Bertha...”

“Yes, Ms. Spikes?”

For a moment we sit there motionless staring at each other. I start worriedly asking myself when exactly we started to be friends. Because Ari is right: he is really getting to know me. He picked up on small nuances, collected a series of clues and knew how to put them together. In short, he started speaking my language. But what really worries me is the realisation that you don’t get onto the wavelength of a person as complicated as me just by chance. No, you have to want it. You have to make a commitment. You have to care.

I’m on the verge of saying something silly or provoking as usual when the waiter appears before us with our orders. And fortunately, once we start tucking in, the conversation turns less serious again - because we both realised that for a moment we’d gone too far.

*

Sometimes I wonder why I can’t seem to do anything about my masochistic impulses, because it’s obvious that a girl with a bit of self-respect would have managed to think up an acceptable excuse for not coming down to the red light district.

“We’ve got plenty of choice,” Ari is saying enthusiastically while he Googles the hidden wonders of Amsterdam’s red-light district on his phone. Well, I say hidden...

“I can’t wait,” I mutter resentfully. Unfortunately I’ve always had trouble not keeping my promises. Ari pays no attention to my tone and continues to read. “Brothels, sex clubs with strippers and lap dances, sex shops, sex museums... You look like the kind of cultured, open-minded young woman who wouldn’t mind a trip to a sex museum,” he teases.

“You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“Immensely...” he confirms with a laugh. “So, what do you fancy?”

“You do realise that making me go with you while you visit hookers is a bit... how can I put it... excessive?” I ask in disgust. “I mean, even for you?”

Ari looks up from his phone and grows serious again for a moment. “We’re only here to have a look around, misery guts,” he says. “I certainly don’t have to pay for company.” And I believe him, because with his looks he probably only has to snap his fingers. Except with me.

I puff in annoyance. “Okay then, the museum it is. That sounds like the least bad option.”

He immediately consults his tour guide. “The erotic museum or the sex museum?” he asks as if he were asking me to choose between the MOMA and the Met.

“I’m almost afraid to ask, but what’s the difference?” My inner nerd-who-always-wants-to-know-stuff never sleeps, even when she’d be well advised to turn a blind eye. Or two of them…

Ari bursts out laughing. “I haven’t got the faintest idea! We just go into the first one that we find!” His idea seems pretty logical to me, so we set off along the streets of the red light district, which is packed with more tourists than Piazza Duomo in Milan during the fashion season. I swear, there are even families with children. What the hell happened to those normal families who used to take their kids to Eurodisney?!

“Looks like some people have more liberal parents than us,” he comments with amusement.

“Hmmmm. As far as I’m concerned, this is one time when a stricter upbringing wouldn’t be a bad idea.”

“I’m not buying it: your piercings are a clear example of a desire for rebellion.”

“What, are you trying to psychoanalyse me now?”

“I thought I might as well seeing as I’ve got a bit of time on my hands...”

“Well in theory you shouldn’t have. You have a demanding job and a thesis to write,” I remind him. There are days when I barely have time to breathe.

“It’s all about optimization,” he replies with a mocking smile. “If you’re a good girl, maybe I’ll teach you one day.”

He knows very well that I hate it when he does that. And especially when he thinks he’s being funny.

After passing various windows containing women in various states of undress, we arrive at the Sex Museum, known to its friends as the “Temple of Venus”. And in fact a huge Venus awaits us at the entrance, along with Mata Hari and Marilyn Monroe complete with a fluttering skirt. But just when I’m starting to relax and think that all things considered this place is not so outrageous after all, two enormous plastic phalluses pop up.

“This is... wow,” I say, trying to keep a straight face.

“You do realise that they’re not life size, right?” jokes Ari.

“What’s the matter, you feeling a bit intimidated?” I tease him. “Don’t worry, size doesn’t matter! Although actually, now I come to think of it... no, that’s not true - size does matter, size matters a lot!”

He shakes his head, but then comes up with a very effective way to get his revenge: completely out of nowhere he throws his arms around me, shouts “Smile!” and snaps a ridiculous selfie of the two of us in front of one of the two giant phalluses.

Oh. My. God!

“Bertha!” I shout in shock. “Cancel that selfie immediately!” I grab at his phone, but Ari has such flipping long arms that when he holds it up in the air I’ve got no chance of getting it off him.

“I think I’ll use this picture as the screensaver for my PC at work...” he mocks me.

What can I say? If I’d been in his place, I would have threatened the same thing. It’s a certified fact at this point – we share the same perverse sense of humour.

“Ha ha... Sure, why not?” I say, trying to keep calm and not let his provocations get to me.

“Or I could put it as my profile pic on WhatsApp. What do you reckon?”

I try to remain silent, but I just can’t – it’s not in my nature. “I reckon that it’s a bad idea, you idiot!” I snap. “Come on, hand over your phone!”

“God, you’re so aggressive... I’m almost afraid,” he chuckles. “I don’t usually give in to intimidation. Why don’t you try ‘please’?”

“Bertha, you’ve just taken a picture that is, to say the least, pretty compromising. Stop messing around...”

“Ok, ok,” he says sounding conciliatory, “I have a proposal for you: let’s take a normal photo. No porn. But in return, you have to smile.”

“I practically never smile, everybody knows that.”

“I don’t believe that nonsense for a minute: I bet you laugh your head off when nobody’s looking.”

I peer at him doubtfully. How does he know?

“So, the photo?” he asks.

“Ok, but the first one has to disappear.”

He rolls his eyes then puts his arm around me, rests his head on my shoulder and takes a picture that is surprisingly... normal. We look like a couple of people having fun. Satisfied with the result, he puts the phone away and drags me off to visit the various rooms, where in addition to the collection of weird photographs and confusing objects there are also sound effects: in fact, each room has its own soundtrack of erotic sighs and orgasmic groans.

“Is this thing supposed to be a turn on? Because to me it just seems funny,” I confess.

“Yeah, I definitely get the feeling the aim is to amuse rather than get you all hot and bothered,” he agrees as we pass a wall covered in absurd vintage dirty photos.

“You should have gone to a strip club, Bertha, not a museum...”

“Why, are you offering to come with me?” he laughs.

“By the way, I have to admit you were right about one thing: all things considered, I’m waaaaaay less extreme than I thought.”

“That’s a shame. And there I was expecting you to do something crazy. At least come with me while I buy some souvenirs,” he proposes. “I want to take Giovanni, Stefano and Luca something characteristic.”

“What? Herring?” I ask innocently.

“Better than that,” he says proudly. “Let’s go and find the biggest condom shop in the city!”

I shake my head but follow him, because now that I come to think of it, I need to get something original for Lavinia and Ale and this might be just what the doctor ordered...

The Holy Grail of condoms is just around the corner, and it even contains it’s own small museum.

“I hope you know we’re not going in there!”

He looks at my expression and smiles. “Well you’re clearly uncomfortable!”

“About a couple of condoms?” I asks, trying to display mocking superiority. But there are more than two of them - there are an infinite range of colours, flavours and sizes.

“Bertha, I’ve found the extra small ones you were looking for!” A group of young lads nearby overhears and begins to chuckle.

He comes over to me and bends his lips to my ear. “Keep going like that and you’re going to come to a nasty end,” he whispers in a rather sensual voice that sounds more like a promise than a threat.

I look up into his eyes. They are so intense.

I walk away from him trying to make nothing of it and stop to look in one of the displays. “I think I’d like something fruity...” I say with a laugh. “Look, here is a box of twelve in various flavours.”

“Perfect! How many boxes do we need?” he asks me as a girl approaches to serve us.

“Well, your three friends plus my two... five boxes. Plus two more for us. You wouldn’t want to go home without a souvenir for yourself, would you?”

He looks at me as if he were seeing me for the first time.

“So you do have an imagination after all, then...”

“I certainly do. And I also have a boyfriend,” I remind him.

“And what have I got?” he asks me in a strange voice.

“You? You’ve got women crawling all over you... They might even fight over the flavours!” I say, bursting out laughing.

“Ok then, seven boxes please,” he says to the girl, who stares at him in surprise before going off to retrieve our order.

“I get the feeling she thinks we’re sex-addicts,” I whisper. It ought to be embarrassing, but it’s actually quite funny.

I turn to Ari, who is also doing his best not to burst out laughing.

“Once we get out of here, we’re going to get drunk. I need alcohol - a lot of alcohol.”

“Ah! Bertha, you’re finally starting to think straight...”

*

The next morning my face tells the story. I crawled out of bed the moment the alarm went off, but I only got five hours of sleep. Or maybe more like four and a half... Not exactly a great beauty treatment.

My eyes are so sunken they look like they are sitting in craters on the moon, and as for my skin... well, let’s just say it’s not exactly glowing. Last night Ari and I ended up in this place that had a massive list of local beers and we spent the evening drinking like fishes before eventually dragging ourselves off back to the hotel.

I put on my grey trouser suit and head to the breakfast room, but I’m not hungry at all. I’m going to knock back a couple of aspirins and that’s it.

As soon as I arrive I see the table occupied by my colleagues: Iris and Marco are talking amicably while Ari, who is sitting in front of them, looks even worse than I do. Ah, the joy that comes from discovering that you are not suffering alone.

“Good morning,” I say as I sit down.

Everyone turns to look at me and Iris gives me a smile that says she knows plenty. “So did you have a big night too?”

“Who, me?” I lie. “No, I went to sleep right after dinner...”

Ari raises a doubtful eyebrow and looks at me with pained eyes. I pass him an aspirin under the table. It might not work miracles, but at least it’ll get you to the end of the day in one piece.

“The agenda for today includes a meeting at ten,” Marco is informing us. “Then we will be meeting the company’s lawyers at three and at seven we have our return flight. Check out is after breakfast, as we’ll be going to the airport straight from the office,” he says as he gets up from the table. “I’ll see you all later, I’m just going to finish packing.”

“I’ll go too,” echoes Iris, putting down her cup and trotting off after him like a little dog.

Ari and I find ourselves looking at each other’s agonised faces.

“I am never drinking again,” he says dramatically.

Although I feel crappy, I still have enough strength to laugh. “You drama queen... I thought you said you could handle your booze?”

He shrugs his shoulders “What do you want me to say – this job must have made me grow old suddenly...”

Ari has on his classic grey suit, one of his beloved monogrammed shirts and the dark blue tie. His body looks like it came through the evening in mint condition, but his face looks a bit green and his eyes are bloodshot. Nothing an aspirin can’t heal, though.

“Do you reckon we’ll make it through today?” he mumbles.

“Of course we will. Come on, let’s get a coffee.”

“Or three,” he suggests.

*

Willpower can achieve extraordinary things. Otherwise there’s no explanation for the super efficient way in which we’ve managed to do our job: we actively participated in the meetings, made intelligent remarks, took notes and then headed off to the airport as if nothing had happened. And after Ariberto’s moment of take-off terror, we slept like a couple of logs.

When we touch the ground in Milan the hostess actually has to shake us to get us to wake up. Apparently, a hangover is a pretty good method for overcoming Ari’s terror of flying - and in fact he continues to sleep happily next to me as if nothing had happened.

“Hey big man, we’re there,” I say.

But there’s no answer and those heavy eyelids stay shut.

“Bertha! Oi, Sleeping Beauty, wake up!”

Ari slowly opens his eyelids and for a moment I watch as he struggles to focus. When he sees me, such a sincere smile appears on his face that I freeze for a moment. But then his brain gets into gear and he puts two and two together and his expression goes back to being more neutral.

“Are we there already?” he asks in surprise.

“Yep. We’re back in Milan, safe and sound.”

From the back of the cabin Iris is waving goodbye and telling us to take a taxi. “Keep all the receipts, please. See you in the office on Monday.”

“A weekend off,” murmurs Ari in surprise.

“She must have taken pity on us, given the state we were in...”

“Don’t remind me.”

“The sooner we get home, the sooner we can jump into bed,” I remind him.

“Together?” he laughs. He’s obviously not feeling so bad after all, then...

I punch him on the arm. “That’s enough talking rubbish, Bertha. Get your arse in gear and let’s get off this plane.”

He opens the overhead locker and pulls out both our bags. I reach out to grab mine from him, but he heads off straight down the aisle carrying them both.

“I can carry my suitcase myself, Bertha!” I say angrily. It is a kind gesture, and for this reason I find it a bit confusing.

He turns in my direction and smiles at me. “I know you can, but I want to do it anyway.”

All this gallantry makes me feel weird, but I certainly can’t argue with him here with all these people around just because he’s helping me with my suitcase. They’ll think I’m a complete nutter.

We await our taxi in silence and then take one together.

“Two stops. First the young lady.”

“Yes, Viale Bligny 36, thank you.”

“So now I know where you live.”

“It was hardly a state secret.”

“And what are you going to do tomorrow? Are you going home?” he asks me after a few moments of silence.

“Yes, I think so. But I haven’t organised anything yet. I didn’t know we would have Saturday off. What about you?”

“I don’t know,” he replies hastily. “I haven’t thought about it.”

We spend the rest of the journey in silence and when the taxi pulls up in front of my house and the driver leaves to retrieve my suitcase, I turn around one last time, unsure of how to behave.

“Well, goodnight, then,” I blurt out in embarrassment. It’s weird to think that just twenty-four hours ago we were running around sex museums together.

“Goodnight”, he says and then leans instinctively over towards me. I see him reflect for a fraction of a second and then place a loud kiss on my cheek. “See you on Monday.”

I nod and, stunned, climb out of the taxi.

It was only a kiss on the cheek, I repeat to myself as I go upstairs to my apartment. A totally ordinary, innocent kiss on the cheek. People do it all the time for all kinds of reasons.

So why is my heart beating so hard?


Chapter 5

Lavinia scrutinizes me with careful eyes as if though she were a doctor and I were a clinical case.

“So, it was an educational trip, then, was it?” she asks. I don’t really know what makes her think there’s anything to know about it. I feel the same way I always do. More or less.

“Very much,” I reply with a full mouth. This morning I allowed myself the luxury of sleeping late, and now I’m starving hungry. Thanks to the hangover, I ended up eating practically nothing yesterday, so that’s why I’m demolishing croissant after croissant like someone who has just returned from a desert island instead of from Amsterdam.

Vinny and I are having breakfast together at the bar while we wait to be joined by Ale. Who is late, as per usual...

“And how did it go with Ari?” she asks, just as I’m taking a sip of my cappuccino, which of course is hot and goes down the wrong hole. I start coughing and it takes me a while to regain control of myself. To be honest, I was hoping I’d have the chance to fill my stomach before we got onto talking about him.

“With Ari what?” I ask, pretending not to understand.

“Did it go okay? You didn’t fight? You didn’t kill him?”

“Absolutely not. In fact I think I might have been a bit unfair towards him...” I admit, lowering my gaze. I’m not great at repentance.

“Well you don’t say...” my friend cries mockingly. “So you’ve finally realized he’s not the spoiled rich kid you thought!”

“Hang on, hang on! He’s totally a spoiled rich kid! But he is nice... in his own way...” There isn’t really much more I can say without looking like a total nutter.

“He’s always been nice, it’s just that you immediately decided you had more of a problem with him than some religious fundamentalist would have with birth control. And at the beginning I couldn’t understand the reason why. I mean, you’re sarcastic and catty with everyone, but there almost seemed to be something personal going on with him...”

Well, the way I see it, having Ari’s tongue in my mouth was something personal. I mean, come on – it doesn’t get much more personal than that.

But yes, apart from that little incident, I’d basically decided to hate him from the off, long before he kissed me. I’d already made a list of a thousand annoying things about him before he even opened his mouth. Now that I come to think about it, the ‘incident’ might have been his form of revenge. I’m often pretty unbearable when I’m ill at ease and don’t want to admit it.

“I... was in a bit of a grumpy mood that night,” I say in an attempt to justify myself. Not that it excuses my failings, but I had just finished another long-distance fight over the phone with Fil. Once we had at least the good sense to only argue face to face, but lately even that rule seems to have fallen by the wayside.

“So you have a whole weekend free?” asks Vinny, handing me a chocolate biscuit.

“Incredible, isn’t it? I ought to work on my thesis, but I think that for once I’ll allow myself a couple of days of doing nothing. I really need to relax...”

“Are you going home?”

“Yes, I was thinking of catching the eleven o’clock train.”

What I don’t tell her is that I totally don’t want to. Seriously, right now, the thing I most want to do is stay in Milan and sleep, but I know that my feelings of guilt towards my parents and towards Fil would mean I couldn’t relax. I’ve always had this terrible character defect: I can’t seem to not give a damn about other people.

At that precise moment two things happen: Ale walks into the bar and at the same instant my phone beeps. I recognize the WhatsApp profile pic even before I read his name.

Good morning. I’m feeling like a new man today! How are you doing?

“Damn...” I mutter, but I smile anyway, because at least he had the good sense not to use the picture with the phallus but the other more normal one. I mean, he could have avoided that one too, but whatever. What will his numerous female friends think of a photo that looks pretty intimate, even though it actually isn’t?

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry I’m late...” whimpers Ale neurotically as she sits down next to me. Alessandra is always the same - chronically late and with cheeks as red as Snow White’s from running.

“By the way Vinny, I understand that a few weeks ago you decided to pass my phone number around,” I say reproachfully.

“Yeah! Giovanni asked me for your number, now that you remind me. Shouldn’t I have given it to him?” she asks with the expression of someone who knows more than she’s letting on. It is obvious she knew the number wouldn’t stay in Giovanni’s hands. “In fact, he asked me for yours too, Ale...”

Ale starts to look embarrassed.

“Yeah, see... Giovanni... I...” she mutters, not knowing what to say.

Both Lavinia and I turn to stare at her.

“Really?!” Lavinia asks. “You and Giovanni?”

“Well... he recently started an internship near where I work, and sometimes we meet during lunch break,” she says sheepishly.

“Hey, you don’t have to feel guilty about it,” I reassure her. “As you can see, our Lavinia is happily paired off, so Giovanni is free to flirt with whoever he likes.”

“Very happily,” confirms Vinny with a big smile. “But my happiness doesn’t mean that I’m any less perceptive, my dear Giada: who’s this who’s messaging you? Somebody interesting?” She points to my phone. Ah, Vinny and her nose for a clue: she ought to put it to more worthwhile ends, like truffle hunting.

“You, sweetheart, are jumping to a lot of conclusions...”

She shrugs her shoulders, an imperturbable expression on her face. “We’ll see. What’s he saying?”

“Curious, eh? Nothing – he’s just telling me that he’s alive and in one piece.” I don’t even try to deny that it’s Ariberto. It wouldn’t help, Vinny had figured it out in two seconds flat.

“Who?” asks a confused Ale. “What the hell are we talking about?”

I keep quiet while Lavinia gives a satisfied smile. “What do you mean, who? Ariberto Castelli!”

“And why wouldn’t he be? Alive and in one piece, I mean,” says Ale.

“Because he was in a bit of a state after our trip to Amsterdam,” I confess with a laugh. “We went out for drinks and got absolutely wrecked – we were like a couple of zombies yesterday. It wasn’t exactly my finest hour.”

“Did you see that smile too or was it just a figment of my imagination?” Lavinia asks Ale.

“Oh, no, I definitely noticed it too,” she replies enthusiastically.

“What are you two on about?”

“Just that you smiled in a... I don’t know... a meaningful way,” replies Vinny with conviction.

“Yeah – sort of... dreamy,” adds Ale.

“Have you two been putting brandy in your cappuccinos this morning?”

“Well look at that, she even jokes about it! But I have my own theory, which I will be happy to discuss with you in due course.”

It sounds a bit like a threat, so - preferring not to go further into the discussion - I decide instead to answer Ari’s message.

I’m not feeling like a new man, luckily, but I am feeling like a new woman... :-)

A few seconds pass and my phone beeps again.

Yes, he’s definitely feeling himself again, I deduce, with a wry smirk.

“Is that stupid smile because she’s made peace with Fil?” Ale asks Vinny.

I lift my head and look at Lavinia’s smug expression.

“No no, she’s just chatting with Ari, aren’t you Giada?”

My cheeks blush a guilty red.

“It’s,,, a work thing,” I dissemble unconvincingly.

“Of course it is... I would never have thought otherwise.”

“Anyway, who wants another pastry?” I ask in an attempt to change the subject.

Predictably, all three of us raise our hands. I’ve always felt that there is no more solid glue for a friendship than sharing a passion for carbohydrates.

*

I’m standing in the middle of my parents’ dining room and the absurd thing is that I have come all this way for nothing. There’s not a trace of them anywhere.

“Where the hell are you, Mum?” I say into the phone.

“We’re at the club for lunch, Giada. And please moderate your tone. Anyway, you’re still in time to join us, if you like.”

At the end of the day I’ve only got myself to blame, because I didn’t warn anyone of my arrival. I’ve always been a fan of surprises: I’ve learned over time that if my mother has no way of preparing herself for me coming, she’s a bit more manageable. But that doesn’t change how disappointed I now feel.

Go to the country club? My mother ought to know that I absolutely detest places like that. Apart from anything else, I’d have to pull a suitable dress out of mothballs for the occasion, as I doubt they would let me in with ripped jeans.

“No thanks. I’ll make myself a sandwich at home,” I mumble in annoyance.

“Really Giada, this afternoon we must have a little chat about your attitude. You almost never come to see us, and when you do, you don’t even bother to call and tell us? We would have been waiting for you, if only we’d known that you would were planning on honouring us with your presence...” she says reproachfully. As much as I hate to admit it, I’m afraid this time she’s right. But the fact that she’s right for once doesn’t mean that I’m enough of a masochist to wait for her until the afternoon. What she calls ‘little chats’ are generally a very painful experience for both of us, and avoiding it with all my strength is the least I can do.

“I’ll be going out soon,” I say. “I’m going to see Fil.”

From the other end of the phone line I can hear a very obvious grumble of annoyance. Yes, my mother and my boyfriend never really got on, and the certainty that she would never like him had made Filippo seem increasingly attractive in my eyes. I don’t mind admitting it.

“Do as you like,” she says eventually. She’s been repeating that for years now. The hostility between us peaked while I was at high school and the distance between us that university allowed helped us in a certain way, although it never led to any real intimacy. We are just too different. My mother is one of those people who can only approve of those who behave just like them and who share exactly the same values. Not to mention that she tends to judge people on the basis of their bank account. I don’t care if you’re the son of a Chinese miner or if you comes from generations of wealthy industrialists. If you’re a dickhead, you’re a dickhead whatever your pedigree.

“Will we be seeing you for dinner?” she asks me in a formal voice.

“I don’t think so. Maybe tomorrow at breakfast.”

“I don’t know why you bothered coming back at all...” she says finally. To be honest, sometimes neither do I.

*

As per usual, Fil is busy rehearsing with his group. The bass player sees me before my boyfriend does and raises his hand in greeting. “Well look who it is! Hey Giada!”

Filippo looks up from what he’s doing and stares at me in surprise.

“What’s going on? Has there been a radioactive leak in Milan or something?” he says, joking as usual - but the slightly polemical way he says it doesn’t entirely escape me.

“Ha ha, idiot. No, I came of my own accord, without being forced by any potential environmental disasters,” I say, pretending not to hear the implicit criticism. “Finally I’ve got a bit of time.” And between the end of semester exams, the internship and my thesis, I certainly haven’t had much of that lately. “Of course, you could always live dangerously and come and see me for once...”

It’s the oldest story in the book for us: Fil hates Milan, I hate the provinces, and it’s hard to find a compromise. Not wishing to waste any more time repeating the same things over and over again, I go over to him and plant a loud kiss on his lips. As has been the case for a while, the kiss is short and almost fraternal. I try to reassure myself by telling myself that Fil doesn’t want to put on a show in front of his friends, but to honest he used to kiss and grope me even in the middle of town. Lately, though, he doesn’t seem too interested even when we’re alone.

No need to stand on tiptoe or stretch my head up to reach his lips: Fil isn’t particularly tall, but he’s still a good four inches taller than me. He’s obsessed with going to the gym and with tattoos, though, so under his close-fitting shirt you can see his sculpted physique. His blond hair is almost shaved at the sides, while a long tuft falls over his blue eyes. He’s a good-looking guy, if you’re into the bad boy genre. Which I have always been. Not to mention that physically we suit each other perfectly. We have a similar style.

Fil doesn’t answer but completely changes the subject. “Me and the boys have got some amazing news!” he exclaims happily. “They’ve chosen us for a summer tour of Japan! Apparently cover bands, even unknowns like us, are a really big deal over there. They’re even going to pay us!”

“That’s great news!”

About a year ago, Fil and the boys found a manager who had made promises upon promises. It looks like he’s finally decided to come through with some of them. Good for the guys.

“We’ll be there for around two months,” he informs me. “From late June to late August.”

My expression suddenly changes. “Hmm... You do remember that I’m supposed to be graduating in mid-July, right?”

Filippo suddenly becomes serious. “Fuck, you’re right, I’d forgotten! I’m really sorry, Giada, but this is our big chance. Is there any way you could graduate in, I don’t know, October?”

Completely perplexed, I blink several times in surprise. Is he kidding? “No, I can’t, Fil,” I reply in an annoyed voice.

“Well then make sure you get a decent film of it. Anyway, you know that I would have been a fish out of water at something like that...”

If that’s true, it’s only because over the last five years he has never done anything, not made even the smallest gesture, to meet my new life halfway. He remained stubbornly in his own world and didn’t even throw me a rope. The truth, I suspect, is that Fil just doesn’t understand my interest in the economy. He probably thinks that it’s all a caprice, but it’s a subject that has always fascinated me, and it would fascinate me even if I weren’t the daughter of an industrialist and if I hadn’t been hearing about this stuff my whole life. I love music too, but I only play in an all-woman group that meets once a month. About twice a year we book an evening in some dark club that’s only borderline legal and let out all our accumulated tensions before going back to our everyday lives: me to university, Silvia, our singer, to her practice as a lawyer, Elisa to her life as an interior architect and the drummer, Elena, to teaching at the nursery school.

“Come on, let’s forget about the graduation - let me hear some stuff,” I propose, then I sit down in a chair of the old theatre they use as a rehearsal space and try to chase away difficult thoughts. But it isn’t easy. I can only pretend so much. Whenever I return to Verona, I have the distinct impression of disappointing everybody I care about in one fell swoop: my parents, by repeatedly proving how different I am from them, and Fil, who has never considered me entirely part of his world. They are all so diffident with me, but that’s because none of them know how to get beneath the surface and ask what I’m really like.

It really is true that you sometimes feel terribly alone even when you are surrounded by other people...

*

On Sunday evening I find myself sitting in the train with my head full of thoughts. The weekend has been horrible, while if I’d stayed in Milan to prepare my thesis, I would have been fine. They won’t be seeing me again for a while, I promise myself disconsolately.

I managed to quarrel with Fil yet again on Saturday night - so badly that we both went back to our own homes to sleep, despite the fact that our sex life is now more or less a mirage - and today at lunch I finally managed the task of infuriating my mother, who doesn’t appreciate my extreme frankness. She thinks it’s rudeness. For over twenty years my father has been trying to play the peacemaker between us, and today’s lunch was yet another example. To be honest, I think the truth might be that he’s just weak-willed, and I would have much more respect for him if he actually sided with one of us now and again, even with her. It’s important to take a position in life.

I’m about to write an SOS message to Lavinia when another message appears on my screen.

Weekend all OK?

I wonder if he’s just being polite or whether he’s actually become a mind-reader or something.

Absolutely awful, thanks. What about yours?

I could have lied like I do almost everyone, even Lavinia and Alessandra, who I love so much that I try not to continually unload my frustrations and dissatisfactions onto them, but for some strange reason I decided not to with Ariberto. Interesting.

Footie with the lads. We won. What more could I ask for? :-)

Ah you lucky men with your basic needs. Sometimes I would just love to be a simple, easy-to-please person.

I’m almost starting to envy you ...

Do you want to talk about it?

You’re not turning sentimental in your old age, are you Bertha?

Almost without my realizing it, I’ve started smiling again for the first time in several hours. Ari seems to have an almost healing effect on me. I should start paying him as a therapist. He’d deserve every penny.

Ok, I can tell that the answer is no. But if you change your mind, you know where to find me... See you tomorrow morning.

Have a good night, Bertha.

The next day I’m almost happy to be back in the office. God knows what the trade unionists would think of someone who’s desperate to start working and who isn’t even being paid overtime – what horror!

“Morning,” says Ari, greeting me with a smile and sitting down in his place. It’s ten to eight and I’ve been here for a while already. Well, at least I’ve read all the newspapers.

“I can feel that spring is on the way. It’s been like that since I was a kid. I find myself awake at six o’clock staring at the ceiling, and then I get up. And then, since life hasn’t been that great lately, I come to work. Sad, eh?” I say, only half-joking.

“Can I confess something to you?” he asks me conspiratorially, coming closer. “I’ve been awake since six too. I forgot to pull down the blinds last night. But this morning I went for a run to use up the time.”

“God, Bertha, you’re so disgustingly sporty...” I say, pretending to be disgusted.

“Horrible, isn’t it?”

“You’ve got so many faults, I honestly can’t decide which one is worst. All that’s left is for you to tell me that you stop to help old ladies cross the road and the picture will be complete.”

A strange expression appears on his face.

“Oh my God, you do!” I exclaim triumphantly, laughing like mad.

“Only at really dangerous crossings!” he says. “I leave the others alone.”

“Bertha, your niceness is starting to be a problem,” I say, shaking my head. “Do you realise that you’re making me look like Cruelia De Mon?”

“Why, aren’t you?” he jokes. “Don’t deprive me of all my certainties...”

Ah, his certainties. And what about my certainties?

For a moment we stare at each other from around our monitors. The light from the neon lamps is annoying, but Ari continues to hold my gaze undaunted. A strange feeling blooms in my stomach and goes up my body until it fills my chest completely. It is something that feels worryingly similar to happiness. Happiness and I have always had a complicated relationship: I have flashes of it from time to time - just enough so that I can find everything bearable - but this devastating feeling of uncertainty, of possibility, feels dangerous. I hope with all of my heart that it has less to do with Ariberto and more to do with the fact that spring is on the way, bringing with it sunny days and crisp air. The alternative would be seriously worrying.


Chapter 6

We all have our own way of releasing our accumulated tensions. Some of us kill ourselves in the gym lifting weights, others participate in every marathon going, others still bake cakes that will probably never be eaten because nowadays everyone’s gluten intolerant, and then there are people like me who play in a band. Jumping on stage with a bass in hand is incredibly liberating.

Let’s face it, me and the other Wooden Girls are not exactly rising stars in the panorama of Italian music, but we go put our hearts into it and we have fun, which is a rare commodity these days.

I am the youngest member of the group and the only one who is still a student. Three years ago their bass player had to leave because she was moving to Sweden for work and when I saw their advert pinned to the wall of various alternative clubs, I jumped at the opportunity. They must have liked me, or maybe they just recognised someone who desperately needed to get away from everything and everyone.

For me, that’s what music is: the freedom to be myself, with no need for labels. We don’t play a specific genre, we just play what we like, when we like, and it feels priceless. Of course, in the depths of our hearts we are rockers and we play more or less competent covers of groups that are both very famous or completely unknown. But that’s the beauty of being free.

When we’re lucky, we play one night a month, and when things are really going well, they actually pay us. But we don’t do it for the few euros they give us – which to be honest aren’t usually enough to even cover the money for the petrol it takes to get us there. No, gigging helps us to switch off and to remember that our life is not just obligations and rules, it’s also spontaneity. It might sound silly, but being spontaneous is so difficult today that a lot of people no longer know how to do it. I don’t know if they offer courses to help you feel at peace with yourself, but if they don’t, they really ought to.

Tonight we find ourselves in a dark club near the town of Opera which you may not have heard of because - let’s face it - there wouldn’t have been much to say. But now things are about to change, because we’re about to go on stage.

In the front row there are already Lavinia, Sebastiano and Alessandra, who always come to our gigs. I appreciate their support more than I can say. Yes, I’m not great at saying things when they’re actually important.

A big smile on her face, Vinny waves to me while Ale gives me a thumbs up. Seb, being Seb, looks around him uneasily, but the fact that he’s here is the only thing that matters.

I bend down to check that the strap of my bass isn’t twisted and when I straighten up again I almost have a heart attack. If I wasn’t 100% certain that I hadn’t drunk a drop of alcohol or done any shrooms, I’d think it was a mirage.

“Shiiiiiiit...” I whisper, turning nervously towards Silvia, who must have noticed too and is staring in surprise. There aren’t usually a lot of people wearing Hugo Boss suits at our gigs. I mean, sure, people are free to dress however they like, but I’m wearing a black leather jacket covered with studs and a rather short black skirt with a pair of heavy biker boots. My makeup is thick and dark, my lips a fiery red that matches my bass. Until a minute ago, the smartest piece of clothing in here was probably a pair of designer jeans or something.

I’m pretending not to see him, but out of the corner of my eye I observe Ariberto as he makes his way between the tables. God, he came to this dingy local hole dressed in his work clothes... What the hell was going through his head? And above all, how the hell did he know I was playing here? Because for sure that I never told him.

Okay, I might have mentioned that I sometimes play in a group with some other women, but I’m absolutely certain that I never mentioned my concert tonight. The way I rushed out of the office a little ahead of time must have made him suspicious.

I give Vinny and Ale, who pretend not to understand, a dirty look. They’ve noticed who’s on his way over towards them. Honestly, you can’t trust anybody these days!

“Friend of yours?” asks Silvia with a laugh, after Ariberto has taken a seat next to Ale.

“He’s a colleague...”

“He’s cute.”

He’s more than cute, and we both know it, even if he isn’t my type. And that should be pretty obvious too. At least he’s now taking off his tie and putting it in his pocket, but the overall effect hasn’t improved at all. In fact, as far as I’m concerned, it’s even worse – he looks like he’s just walked off the catwalk at a fashion show.

“He must be curious...”

I’m not sure who I’m trying to convince, Silvia or myself.

Elisa comes over. “Hey, have you two seen that guy up front?”

“Yes – it’s Ariberto. A colleague of mine,” I say with some agitation.

“If I had known there were guys like that in the finance sector, I would have changed faculty,” laughs Elisa.

“Girls...” I say with a serious expression. Which is not like me, I realize. Also because I realise that everyone here has a boyfriend, so it’s obvious that their comments are harmless. Apart from anything else, I have a boyfriend too, and I don’t understand why all of a sudden the fact that someone makes remarks about how handsome Ariberto is supposed to be - ok, not just supposed to be, how handsome he is – annoys me so much. I would like to remain totally indifferent to the fact of his being here, but unfortunately it looks like I’m just too damn sensitive.

“Don’t worry Giada, we’re just messing with you,” says Silvia, looking at me in amazement. “By the way, he’s... trying to get your attention?”

Unwillingly I turn around and see Ari smiling at me and waving. And before I can stop it, my right arm rises in reply.

I hate my stupid arm.

Like a perfect idiot, I watch him as he gets up and walks towards the bar, and then he comes back with a beer in his hand and a smile on his face. He looks completely at ease among my friends. I’ve always been the type of person who struggles to make friends with people, partly because I’m not exactly Little Miss Sunshine and partly because I’m just not very outgoing. I know, I know – sometimes you’d hardly be able to tell, the way I act cocky and have such a sharp tongue, but those are just defensive weapons. I’m profoundly envious of the nonchalance with which Ari relates to others and his ability to put people at ease and make them open up and relax.

“So, are we ready to go on?” asks Elisa, turning her attention back to the music. I should do the same.

“Yeah!” replies Silvia. “Let’s do this!”

Our first song is a cover of Lonely Day by System of a Down, then we continue with a very simplified version of Numb by Linkin Park before moving on to Blondie’s One Way or Another.

Filippo, who has never bothered getting off his backside to come and see me play, says we’re too commercial. Suddenly the fact that my boyfriend is the only one who isn’t here tonight weighs on me like a boulder. To be honest, it weighed on me all the other times also too - the only difference is that now I’m tired of pretending.

After a pretty decent version of When You Were Young from the Killers, we take a break for a few minutes. I go over to the front row group to kiss Lavinia, Ale and Seb on the cheek, and Seb – obviously – tries very comically to squirm out of it before surrendering to the idea. I’m about to do the same with Ari, but lately I’ve been spending so much time with him that it feels ridiculous. I freeze, unsure about how to proceed. He raises a questioning eyebrow and in the end with a snort I give in, because all things considered it seems simpler for me to try to treat him like all the others than to have to give complicated explanations. I walk over and plant a loud kiss on his cheek so hard that I leave a fiery red lipstick print on his skin. I hope with all my heart that my makeup is thick enough this evening to hide the blush I fear is appearing on my cheeks. My makeup or the darkness of the room.

“You lot are killing it tonight!” shouts Lavinia. She’s obviously hard of hearing and knows nothing about music, but I appreciate her enthusiasm.

Everyone sits around the table while I stand there because there isn’t a free seat in the house. Ariberto, being Ariberto, takes half a second to stand up and give me his seat. Why is he like that? Couldn’t be have been born a bit more of an arsehole?

“No thanks, I’m fine,” I mutter, but he insists obstinately, “Sit down!”

“No, really, sit down yourself!”

“No, you si...”

“Why don’t you both sit down?” suggests Lavinia.

“With his physique, I’m sure that Ariberto can support your weight...”

I give her an outraged glare: if I wasn’t sure it was impossible, I’d almost think she was trying as hard as she can to put me in a difficult position – and it’s already difficult enough without other people sticking their oars in.

“What do you mean ‘with his physique’?” asks Seb.

“Well, he is rather... statuesque,” replies Vinny without a hint of embarrassment.

Any other guy might be annoyed, but not Sebastiano, who shrugs his shoulders as if to agree with her. Lavinia bursts out laughing and then gives him a kiss. Ah, love...

I’m so absorbed in looking at the two lovebirds that I don’t even notice that Ari has in the meantime sat down again. His hands suddenly grab my hips and pull me down onto his lap.

“Bertha...”

“Don’t worry, I know about your studs,” he laughs. “I’ll be careful.”

He bends over towards the table and practically ends up hugging me. If I didn’t think it was impossible, I’d say he’d put on some more aftershave before leaving the office. Bucketloads of aftershave. Sooner or later we’re going to have to talk about this obsession of his with keeping the luxury men’s grooming industry going.

He grabs his glass of beer and offers it to me before raising it to his lips. “Thirsty?”

Of course I am, but I can’t drink from his glass. It would be... I don’t know... intimate? Weird? Totally wrong?

But since I apparently have a screw loose at the minute, I grab his glass and neck half of it like the Disney princess that I’m not.

Ari smiles but says nothing and just looks at me. He has this rather intense way of watching me, as if he could see through my makeup, black hair, clothes and studs. With my teeth I anxiously fiddle with my tongue piercing.

“Ahem...” says Vinny as she clears her throat.

“Bertha, who told you about this evening?” I ask him, remembering finally that I’m supposed to be indignant.

“I have my informants...”

“Yes - two of them,” I say, pointing to my friends.

“What kind of informants would they be if they confessed it at the earliest opportunity?” he laughs. “Anyway, your band’s amazing!”

“No we’re not, we’re barely decent. But Silvia does have a beautiful voice.”

“You’ve got a beautiful voice too.”

“Oh stop it, I only did the chorus on one song...”

“That was all I needed to hear.”

Against all my best intentions, I smile at him. It’s so hard to be angry with him.

“Will you dedicate a song to me?” he asks.

“What song?” I inquire in alarm.

“Any. You choose...”

“Why should I?”

“Because you left the office early tonight and I had to finish the job on my own.”

He’s right. “Errrrrrr....”

“Is that a yes?”

“It’s an ‘errrrrr’, which means no! Who do you take me for, the kind of person who goes around dedicating songs to people?” I shout, looking almost offended.

“In that case I will consider the next song dedicated to me, whether you want to or not,” he says undaunted.

“Please yourself. You always do anyway...”

Our amusing little squabble is interrupted by Silvia reminding me that I need to get back to the stage because we still have a concert to finish. I’d almost forgotten about the gig.

“Okay,” announces Silvia as soon as we step back onto the stage, “our next song tonight is Ever After by Mariana’s Trench!”

Shit! I had completely forgotten we were starting the second part of the set with that song! I mean, it’s beautiful, sure, but the lyrics are a bit... loaded.

I try with all my might to fix an unidentified point in front of me while I play and sing along with Silvia to stop myself from looking down at him. I mustn’t look at him, I mustn’t look at him... so why am I staring at him?

*

Don’t you move

Can’t you stay where you are just for now?

I could be your perfect disaster

You could be my ever after...

Once this is over, I’m definitely having a drink. A strong one. Or three...


Chapter 7

What with meetings, working late and numerous meals eaten at our desks, the following week flies by at incredible speed. Lunchtime is the moment of the day I like best: pretty much everyone in the office nips out for a bit of fresh air, leaving me and Ariberto free to shoot the breeze. It had been ages since I laughed this much with someone, and it had been ages since I felt this kind of complicity with someone too. There are days when I look up and catch Ari’s eye and I would bet anything that I know what he is thinking at the moment. I imagine it depends on the fact that we’ve been spending a considerable amount of time together over the last few months. In fact, to tell the truth, he’s the person I’ve spent most time with. We’ve breathed the same air, shared our problems and overcome challenges. In short, something that I would never thought possible has happened: we’ve entered into perfect harmony. Me, the girl who’s perpetually dissatisfied with everything, even myself, and Mr-Perfect-Shirts. On paper it should have been a disastrous clash of personalities, but in reality it’s turned out to be something else altogether.

“Iris has just given me the homework for the weekend,” Ari tells me as he returns to his seat. “She also told me to disclose the good news,” he adds, giving me an amused look.

“Ah well, I didn’t have any plans anyway,” I confess. “Mainly I’m just sorry for you and your girls...”

“What girls?” he asks, pretending not to understand, but I’m not stupid. Men communicate the bare minimum, which is why there’s specific reason his phone flashes more often than a Christmas tree: I’d be willing to bet he is the object of attention of a considerable number of girls.

If you like nice-guy types, he has all the necessary qualities, as well as plenty of other slightly less necessary ones, like the ability to look amazing in a business suit, seeming at the same time sexy and carefree. And the combination of his broad shoulders and the tailor-made shirts are just perfect for helping anyone who needs something tangible to base their fantasies on. Not that I’m part of the category, of course.

“What do you mean, what girls?” I ask him and burst out laughing. “I would love to know what they write to you...”

Ari blushes.

Since my curiosity is piqued, I go back to asking myself which of these girls are just acquaintances and which are something more. It’s none of my business, I know, but that isn’t working very well as a deterrent. In this office between Via Turati and Piazza della Repubblica, me and Ariberto spend a heck of a lot of time together.

“Believe me, you won’t be missing much if you don’t know,” he replies, looking uncomfortable.

“Ooooh, so it’s all pretty spicy stuff, then, is it?” I laugh. “Cool!”

“Instead of thinking about that, why don’t you take a look at the study Iris has asked us to do for Monday? Sometimes I think she enjoys coming up with random problems to assign to us over the weekend.” And so saying he throws a heavy volume onto my desk.

“That’s the price we have to pay for winning the tennis cup. We made her lose for one year and she’s the kind of person who bears a grudge,” I remind him, opening the book and examining it. “Oh, how wonderful! I’ve always dreamed of spending the first weekend of spring analysing privileged taxation systems in Ireland!” I exclaim sarcastically.

“I’m sure you have ... For once the forecast is for warm weather and sunshine. Talking of which, I have an idea: what do you say to working in Sempione park tomorrow?” he proposes, with the proud expression of someone who has come up with something brilliant. Though to be honest, after hours sitting in this artificial light, the idea does sound attractive.

“Bravo, Bertha. See how well you can do when you apply yourself?”

“And we could have lunch there too.”

“Like Le déjeuner sur l’herbe,” I comment, like the know-all I am.

“Ms. Spikes, the woman in that painting was naked,” he points out with a funny expression. “Is that what you’re suggesting?”

Shit, he’s right!

“You idiot,” I mutter, blushing.

“It was only to know if I needed to be psychologically prepared,” he continues.

“Can you stop laughing?”

“Errr, no, I don’t think I can. It’s one of the side effects of knowing you. I’ve spent a lot of time laughing since we started working together,” he confesses.

The feeling is mutual, but I pretend to be indignant anyway. “Watch yourself, funny man - tomorrow I might just poison your sandwich.”

“Ooh, you cruel woman...”

“Never forget that.”

Ariberto gives me a wink and then goes back to working on his computer. I pretend to do the same, but inside I’m reminding myself that I’m getting excited over nothing. Tomorrow is just going to be work - a little different from the usual but work all the same.

When I arrive at Parco Sempione, at ten o’clock, Ari has already chosen a strategic spot on the grass that overlooks the castle on one side and the arch on the other.

“Where’s the blanket?” I ask as I go over to greet him. There is a moment of embarrassment during which neither of us knows what to do, but in the end we kiss each other on both cheeks. The contact is very brief but I can’t help noticing that he’s wearing a fair amount of aftershave. He is perfectly clean-shaven and has replaced the suit and tie with jeans and a polo shirt for once. Ariberto Castelli not wearing a shirt! Probably means that they’re expecting snow in the Tropics.

“Bertha, you actually own a polo shirt?” Obviously it’s a very expensive-looking polo shirt and he’s even popped the collar, but it’s still a first for him, if we don’t count tennis.

“Did you think that I was born wearing a shirt?” he replies with a laugh.

“Yes, something like that... Anyway, I know it’s quite warm but don’t you think it’s a bit early to be going straight to short sleeves?”

He shrugs his shoulders. “You women and your perennial cold.”

“Please yourself, but don’t come moaning to me if you get sick.”

“Me? The last time I had a temperature was back in the nineties.”

Yes, of course, a typical male answer...

“Ok, never mind. As I was saying, what about the blanket?”

“I was counting on you to bring that,” he confesses.

I shake my head and laugh, and then bend down open my backpack, from which I extract a large blanket, which we arrange with considerable precision and then both sit down on. Although it is only morning, the sun is already strong and warms us up nicely. My bones really felt the cold of the winter that has just ended. I’ve never been a fan of the cold - if I could, I’d go into hibernation with the bears.

“Listen, before we start working, what do you say to a few minutes’ sunbathing? I’ve been dreaming of a hot day like this for months.” And so saying I grab my backpack and try to use it as a pillow for my head. Which is hard, but not as hard as the backpack: it’s so full of books that I just can’t find a comfortable position. All I can do is give up the idea and lie down on the blanket.

Sitting beside me, Ari laughs. “What, someone as anal as you came here without a pillow?” he teases. “I’m shocked.”

“I did think about bringing one, actually. And if I had an inflatable one, I swear I would have. But as you see, I already had enough stuff to carry. These books weigh a ton,” I complain.

Ariberto spreads his long legs and beckons me to lean. “Since there’s no pillow...”

I give him a tempted look, but then shake my head. I couldn’t do that... could I?

“Oh come on, it’s hardly being intimate, is it?” says Ari, correctly interpreting my hesitancy and trying to calm me down.

It’s true, it’s only for a few minutes... that’s not going to kill anybody, is it?

“Ok, but only because you’re going on about it! I’m only doing it as a favour to you, mind you.” I get up and walk over, placing my head on his thigh. Which feels really nice, even though I’d rather eat a live frog rather than admit it.

“Comfortable?” he asks, leaning over me.

“It’s not comfortable at all, Bertha - your thighs feel like steel.”

“Is that supposed to be a bad thing?”

“Yes!” I exclaim with conviction. “You’re a really crappy pillow!”

Ari laughs. “I can only offer my humble apologies. I’ll try and do better next time...”

When I raise my eyes, I meet his amused face: he looks relaxed and happy and perfectly at ease. Not that Ariberto ever really seems unhappy - he wouldn’t recognize feelings of depression if they ran him over - but today his happiness seems to have reached new heights. He raises his hand, grabs a lock of my hair and scrutinises it carefully.” I think I preferred you as a redhead...”

I close my eyes and relish the feeling of the sun’s rays on my face.

“It’s a good job I’ve had it dyed black, then,” I reply with a chuckle.

“I would have bet money you’d have said that,” he grins back at me.

“Hmm, I can’t tell if you’re saying that I’ve gotten predictable or if you’re claiming to understand me...”

Ari runs his fingers through my hair while he reflects in silence. God, thank you for convincing me to wash it this morning! It feels pretty damn nice, like a long caress that you can feel in every part of your body. Even in the most remote corners.

“I can see your roots,” he says after a few minutes. “They’re blonde.” He sounds genuinely amazed.

“Hmmm, yes,” I reply, trying to speak normally. This massage he’s been giving me has left me a little dazed.

“Are you telling me that under all these horrible colours you’re actually blonde, Ms.Spikes?”

At this point I feel obliged to reopen my eyes and look up into his. His irises contain an infinity of shades running from green to gold, and then again from light chestnut to dark hazelnut. Not for the first time I have to admit that brown eyes are sometimes the most beautiful nature has ever created, and never mind those rubbish old blue ones.

“I’m not blonde,” I reassure him. “My hair’s actually a hideously mousey grey-brown.”

“It looks like a rather unique colour to me,” he says, as smugly as usual.

“That’s because you’ve only seen a few millimetres of it. Believe me, a whole head of hair that colour would not be pretty.”

“Well I’d really like to see it. Your complexion’s too pale for this black, it overwhelms your features,” he concludes.

“Bertha, stop talking bollocks and concentrate on that wonderful head massage you were giving me a moment ago.” He has these big hands, with absolutely divine fingertips. I imagine he’d could give you a pretty memorable massage of some other parts of the body too, but I’ll never find that out.

“Ah, so you liked it, then...” he laughs with satisfaction, his hands sliding over my head again. Oh my god, this could give me one of those spontaneous orgasms you’re always hearing about...

“Don’t get big-headed – with those hands of yours, you’ve got a natural advantage for it,” I say, trying to shut him down but only managing to make my voice sound dangerously hoarse. It seems obvious at this point that I’m bursting with repressed sexual tension. It’s less to do with Ariberto or my reaction to his touching me, it’s simply that I am a young woman who is stuck in a relationship that hasn’t given her any satisfaction for a long time. I miss human contact, having someone breathing next to me, watching him while he runs his hands over me. Frankly, a vibrator’s completely useless when it comes to feeling close to another person and anyone who says otherwise is talking rubbish.

Ari sinks both his big hands into my hair and an involuntary moan escapes me, as if to emphasize that the merit for it actually is his and nobody else’s. God, what a bastard he is to make me feel this way...

“Was that a moan?” he asks, trying to sound like he doesn’t really care.

I open my eyes again and glare at him. “No, it was just my stomach,” I reply belligerently. This sudden weakness towards him makes me feel guilty, and I don’t like it at all.

He laughs so hard his eyes almost disappear. “You do talk bollocks sometimes...”

Actually, I talk bollocks a lot of the time, but other people are rarely interested enough to notice. Taking it almost as a challenge, Ariberto turns it up a notch and runs those fingers of his across my scalp with even more conviction. My second moan is even more audible than the first.

“That was not your belly!” he exclaims, sounding very amused.

“It’s a normal reaction!” I reply, sitting up. “I’ll prove it to you. Come on, lie down!” I shout, pointing to my legs. Looking amused, Ari shakes his head, but then finally seems to convince himself to carry out my order and rests that mass of dark ringlets on my lap. I breathe in deeply before immersing my hands into his hair, which is much softer than I had imagined. I am overcome by a powerful feeling of envy: he has the most beautiful hair I’ve ever seen on a man.

Meanwhile, Ari lays back and closes his eyes as he enjoys the sun and my massage. I run my hands down both sides of his head, bringing them together at the top of his neck. Once, twice, three times ... until he too gives a sort of half sigh.

I go down to his neck and then start moving up again until I touch his hair. His breathing accelerates and his mouth, annoyingly in plain sight, opens and he gives what is unarguably an actual, honest-to-god moan.

“Victory!” I exclaim, throwing up my hands in triumph.

Ariberto opens his eyes and stares into mine. There is a vaguely dreamy and incredibly sensual expression on his face. His gaze then falls onto my mouth and the tension is so powerful that I bite my lower lip. I have the terrible feeling he is thinking of doing something really stupid.

“Leave that mouth alone,” he orders.

“Or else?” I ask mischievously, even though not saying anything at all would be the wisest thing to do.

Still propped up against my legs, Ari reaches out and caresses my cheek, running his thumb over my skin several times. As he strokes me, I start practically melting. God, this is stupid.

“Don’t say stuff like that, please,” he pleads, staring right into my eyes. “I might actually start believing you... And we both know very well that all this is just a game for you.”

Suddenly I feel guilty, because so far I have chosen to deliberately forget what happened between us, as if we were just two people with no history at all. All this time I’ve been convinced our kiss was the result of a provocation and not of any actual attraction, but now, with his hand on my cheek, the doubt is causing a whole series of certainties to crumble. Is it possible that he actually is attracted to me? The idea seems ridiculous to me. People don’t usually like me much after they’ve gotten to know me: they tell me that I am a know-all, sarcastic and that I have a lousy temper. And unfortunately, it’s all true!

Not knowing whether to laugh or cry, I opt for the former, but inside me it feels like there is a stormy ocean.

“What is it?” he asks, misinterpreting my laughter and sounding offended. “Do you think I’m pathetic?”

“You can’t be serious...” I murmur, opening my eyes wide.

He sits up and looks at me with determination in his eyes. “At the risk of sounding ridiculous, I feel like I’ve always made my interest in you pretty clear. I mean... I kissed you, for God’s sake! The first time I met you, I grabbed hold of you and kissed you!” He sounds slightly angry while he says this. It’s the very first time I’ve seen his facade crack; in general, he’s always so reasonable and calm that for a moment I am taken aback. Apart from the fact that it is not entirely clear to me why he’s even talking about it, anger actually makes him quite attractive. Or maybe it’s just that I’m off my head. At this point it certainly feels like that’s a possibility which I can’t automatically exclude. “I know you’re not interested. You have been very honest about that. You like the person you’re with. Ok, I accept that and I respect that. We’ve found ourselves working together by pure chance and we’ve discovered that we sort of get on, so a friendship has formed between us - and I care about you and about our relationship. But this doesn’t mean that my attraction to you has disappeared. I’m trying to keep it under control and I’m really doing my best not to let it come between us and become a problem, but you have to help me by not just randomly provoking me! Because when you do that, I swear, I feel like saying to hell with my self-restraint and dragging you into the tall grass and kissing you until you pass out,” he says grimly.

I think what he’s trying to say is that I should start behaving myself and stop doing things that might be misinterpreted as flirting, but a part of me sighs, because all of a sudden the idea of being finally properly kissed is exciting. It shouldn’t be, I know, but it is, and to hell with all the rest. I shouldn’t even like a guy as perfect as Ariberto Castelli - if my mother could choose a person at random for me, she’d pick someone like him, and that is definitely not a factor that plays in his favour in my eyes. But I’m not strong enough to deny there is an interesting electricity between us. There always has been, to be honest, ever since that very first moment.

“So do we understand each other?” he asks at the end of his uncharacteristically long speech.

I evaluate what he’s said. “I guess so...” I don’t really know how to respond, to be honest. “Maybe it’s better if we start working now?” I suggest to ease the tension.

“Good idea,” he agrees gruffly.

He opens his backpack and takes out the book Iris had given him, along with a series of articles he has printed off on the same subject. We lie down next to each other, careful not to make even accidental contact, and begin to examine the various tax schemes.

“I reckon we can start from the standard Irish norms and then analyse the various specific company agreements. That leaves trying to understand how to deal with multinationals that have tax agreements with some countries but which don’t let profits appear to be related to the territory but only attributable to the Irish office by using what is basically a stakehold game,” he comments, pointing to an example on a sheet.

“As in, if you don’t understand where they actually produced their profits, where they should pay taxes is a hazy question too...” I murmur.

“Exactly. Nowadays, all companies of a certain size have offices abroad. How do you work out where the limit of licit financial engineering ends and where tax avoidance actually begins?” he wonders aloud.

“That’s the big question, Bertha. It’s so complex that nobody does anything but talk about it.”

Ari turns to look at me. “I’m afraid I’m too much of an extremist to put up with certain people: if you really want my opinion, people who can easily afford to pay their taxes but prefer to invent absurd schemes to muddy the waters deserve the harshest possible treatment by the authorities.”

“Especially because they’re the ones who can afford the best consultants. Which is what we happen to be,” I remind him.

“Exactly. And that’s why I intend to learn the trade from the best around and then create my own consulting company for small and medium businesses. The ones that don’t usually get that kind of advice, but who deserve the best because they are the ones who drive a country’s economy.”

It’s the first time I’ve heard him talk about his plans and what he wants to do after graduation.

“Oh, so no job with daddy’s firm, then?” I tease him.

“Luckily for me, I have an older brother who has decided to follow in the family footsteps. I was given carte blanche, so I’m free to do whatever I want,” he reveals. “Not that my parents really approve, because they would prefer me to work for them, but at least they don’t make that big a deal out of it.”

“Just think, I’m an only child and I’m going to do what I like anyway, because I’ve had a bellyful of nepotism and the idea that companies should always pass from father to child. In some cases the best choice is external management. In this country we still haven’t realised you can be a shareholder without necessarily having to be the managing directors,” I affirm with conviction.

He gives me an impressed look. “That’s very true and very profound, Ms. Spikes.”

“Thank you. I do have my moments...”

“You have more than moments,” Ari corrects me. “You’re remarkably consistent”.

It’s such a nice thing to say that I can’t help but give him a big smile. I really need to stop all this: the more time passes, the better he looks to me since I got to know him and realised that there is a wonderful brain in that perfectly-proportioned skull of his.

The pause in the conversation serves only to bring back that peculiar atmosphere. His eyes flicker over my mouth and I see him sigh as he closes them.

“Okay, this is getting really ridiculous,” he mutters in a low voice. “It was so much easier before...”

He’s right: spending all this time together has created a kind of magnetic force between us.

“You’re still with your boyfriend, right?” he asks me with a forced smile. His face comes dangerously close to mine and my breath accelerates as his eyes stare into mine. “Giada?”

“Yes, we’re still together...” I confirm.

“Ok, I just had to ask you,” he explains, and then gets to his feet. “Look, I think a break might do us good. I’m going for a run, I’ll be back soon, okay?”

Before I even have a chance to answer he disappears from view, faster than lightning.

I pluck a tuft of grass and throw it in the air. Things are getting very, very complicated indeed.

*

As if the day hadn’t already been strange enough, that evening we find ourselves forced into having dinner with all the others: Giovanni, Alessandra, Lavinia, Seb and some of their friends. Ariberto decides to put some distance between us and he sits more or less at the opposite end of the table. I know it’s the best thing to do, but I just can’t seem to hide the feeling of sorrow I feel.

After finishing our pizzas, we head to a noisy place on the Navigli so that those of us who are in the mood can have a dance. I wasn’t feeling particularly upbeat before, but my mood suddenly worsens: for the first time since I met him, I’m forced to watch Ariberto flirting with the girls he meets there.

I try and ignore it but it’s clear he has decided to turn the page and dedicate himself to meeting someone suitable. Someone who is single and who has a heart and a head that are willing to give him a real chance. And he’s spoiled for choice, because he’s a wonderful person - inside and out - and the girls notice it straightaway.

What I didn’t expect though is the stabbing feeling that pierces my heart every time I see him dance, and then again when he goes off with a girl he has just met.

I turn on my phone to distract myself and to check if Fil has called or at least messaged me. But nothing, my screen is blank. As always.

Will this horrible feeling ever pass?


Chapter 8

The following Monday I arrive at the office full of good intentions: I’ve examined my conscience and I’ve realized that Ariberto had every reason for behaving the way he did. He’s just a friend, nothing more. A friend for whom I actually do feel physical attraction, but with whom I’ve decided not to cross the line for any reason. I never believed all that rubbish about opposites attracting anyway, so even if I were single, we’d still be wrong for each other.

Ok, less wrong than I thought at first, but still wrong. Ariberto deserves someone less problematic - someone more upbeat and cheerful, someone who always makes him smile.

So here I am at work, ready to put last weekend behind me. Including the way Ari’s eyes caressed my face in the park, and the way his hands made me feel when they were in my hair, or the funny expression he got when he was having to stop himself from jumping on me.

I can do it. I know I can.

At half past eight I start feeling worried because there is still no sign of Ari. I’m fine with him setting off on a new life but he didn’t seem like the type to change his habits overnight like that.

I’m still wondering what’s happened to him when Iris comes over. “Ariberto is ill,” she says. “In fact, from the way he sounded on the phone, I’d say he’s almost moribund. I know that the entire male sex acts like it’s dying every time it catches a cold, but maybe you could call him tonight just to check that he’s still with us, okay? It would be a nuisance to have to look for another intern.” Then she turns on her heels and disappears, leaving me uncertain about whether she’s joking or being serious.

In any case, that’s given the lie to all his ‘I never get sick’ rubbish...

*

At the end of a solitary, boring and extremely unproductive day of work, I decide to follow my instincts and not call him. I’ll go and check on him for myself. I’ve had enough of this habit of mine of keeping at a safe distance from the rest of the world. If a friend is sick, the least I can do is be there for him.

Once I’ve made my mind up, I set the highly efficient Lavinia to work discovering Ariberto’s address. There are times when it is useful to have friends as sociable as her.

I discover that Ari lives over in Corso Buenos Aires, a rather busy area full of shops and not exactly next-door to the Bocconi. Which is odd, because almost all the Bocconi students I know always choose to live as close to the university as they possibly can. We are a pretty unimaginative bunch, generally.

Following the directions on my phone, I walk down a quieter side street an in no time at all find myself in front of the street indicated in Vinny’s message.

What’s that you ask? Did I warn him I was coming? Of course not! Knowing Ariberto, he would have convinced me not to go. Which begs the question of why I’m insisting on going to check up on him in person in the first place? I don’t know, but I’ve been feeling pretty strange and doing a lot of things for reasons I don’t fully understanding lately.

For a moment it looks like I’ll have to call him anyway to ask which button on the intercom is his, but then I notice his surname, ‘Castelli’. I press the button and wait. A long time passes and I’m almost ready to press it again when I hear him answer. “Yeah, who is it?” asks what sounds like Ariberto’s voice. See? Of course coming in person was the right idea!

“Ari, it’s Giada. Can I come up?”

I hear him inhale and I almost imagine his annoyed expression. “I’m really sick. Believe me, you don’t want to see me in this state...”

That makes me smile in spite of myself. “Iris sent me – she wants me to check that her best intern isn’t at death’s door,” I explain.

“I’m not going to die, it’s just a cold. Tell her you checked and that everything is ok,” he replies, obviously trying to get rid of me.

“But I don’t want to lie! I came all the way here... Come on Ari, let me come up! There’s a creepy guy hanging about,” I lie. Lately I’ve beaten all my previous records for lying, I’m pleased to admit.

I hear him buzz me in.

“What floor?” I inquire before going inside. “Third to the right. If you really must...” I roll my eyes but don’t say anything: never argue with sick people, especially with sick men. I get into the elevator compartment and try to calm myself by breathing deeply, because I am rather tense. And I’ve been feeling tense since Saturday night.

When I get out of the lift on his floor, I find myself facing an almost unrecognisable Ariberto. Not only is he sick, but he is also badly-dressed: his face looks hollowed-out and his complexion looks terrible, with dark rings under his eyes. What the hell has happened to him over the last two days?

“Good God, Bertha, you’re a sight to behold,” I joke. He backs away far enough to let me in. He seems to be struggling to stand up.

“Right?” he mumbles sarcastically in a pained voice. “I was thinking about entering a beauty contest, I’d walk it...”

“You’re gorgeous anyway.”

He glares at me and falls onto the couch. Judging by a quick glance, it looks like a two-room apartment: there is a splendid kitchen corner near the entrance and through the door you can see the bedroom.

“See how easy it is to catch cold when you wear polo shirts?” I can’t resist joking.

“Never mind colds, Ms. Spikes, this is a bloody stomach flu,” he finally confesses. “I spent all day yesterday throwing up and all today sleeping. I wanted to spare you the gory details, but since you insist...”

“Have you eaten anything, Ari?” I asked worriedly. “Even just a bit of toast?”

“Food really isn’t one of my priorities at the moment,” he says with a disgusted expression.

“Ok, no food. Have you got a temperature?” I want to know, going over to put a hand on his forehead. He tries to move away but he’s too weak, and you could fry an egg on his forehead. “Wow! Have you measured your temperature?”

He just shrugs. “What’s the point? I’d almost rather not know.”

Men. And then they’re surprised when we make fun of them...

“Ari, you’re nuts! Where do you keep your thermometer?”

“God, it must be serious if you’re calling me Ari.”

“Well you’re not dying, if that’s what you mean. Where’s the thermometer?” I insist.

“In the bathroom. There is a cabinet on the right.”

I follow his directions and find it quickly. “Come on, let’s measure your temperature. I want to see it for myself!” I say as I pass him the thermometer.

“And after you’ve seen it, will you go?” he asks hopefully.

“I’ll decide what to do when I’ve seen it,” it’s my only concession. Ari shakes his head but puts the thermometer under his armpit. “Shit,” he declares when he removes it a few minutes later. “102°. Well, now that we know, I reckon you can be going, then...”

“What? You’ve got a temperature of 102°?!” I exclaim, snatching the thermometer from his hand.

“Yes, you idiot, like I just said.” He’s trying to be funny, but you can see that it’s taking him an immense effort. He looks like he’s about to pass out right there in the sofa.

It’s not 102° either, it’s closer to 104°!

“Have you taken any paracetamol?” I ask. “Or at least an aspirin?”

“No. I didn’t take anything when it started because I was throwing up all the time, and today I was just too weak.”

“That’s ridiculous! You men don’t even know how to take care even of yourselves!” I shout. “Where’s your medicine cabinet?”

“That’s in the bathroom too.”

I thought it would be but I didn’t want to start rummaging through his things. I come back a few minutes later shaking my head. “Ari, most of your medicines are past their expiry date.”

He doesn’t seem very surprised. “I told you, I hardly ever get sick,” he says, with a hint of pride.

“Luckily for you, I’m always organized.” And so saying I pull out a packet of unexpired paracetamol from my bag.

“I know you’re organized. It’s one of the things you’re best at,” murmurs Ari, closing his eyes.

I prepare the medicine for him and then sit down next to him. “Come on, drink this. It is a miracle you aren’t completely dehydrated, by the way. That’s dangerous.”

He opens one eye, grabs the glass from my hand and downs the lot. “You shouldn’t be here. Whatever this is might be catching. “

“Oh well, just make sure you don’t kiss me, then,” I say, in an attempt to make a joke.

Which Ari doesn’t seem to get. “They aren’t transmitted by saliva,” he says confidently, “they’re transmitted by air.”

“I doubt that. And who knows who you were kissing on Saturday night...” I find myself saying, and then immediately wish I had kept my mouth shut. I certainly shouldn’t have come out with that - it’s absolutely none of my business who he goes around kissing, and I need to get that through my thick noggin once and for all.

Ari, who unluckily is not quite out of it enough to have not heard, opens both eyes and peers at me for a long time. “I’m not well enough to have this conversation with you right now. And for your information, I didn’t kiss anyone...”

Suuuuure, of course you didn’t.

“You don’t have to justify yourself to me,” I somehow manage to say in a surprisingly calm voice. “You ‘re free to do absolutely whatever you like.”

“I know I am, but I didn’t kiss anyone anyway,” he says in a serious voice. “Nobody at all,” he adds gloomily, as though to emphasize the concept.

“Why not?” I ask him on an impulse.

He gives a pained laugh.

“Is that actually a serious question or have I ended up on Candid Camera or something?”

“It’s totally serious, really.”

“Giada, I don’t know what kind of people you are used to hanging around with but were I come from it’s not a brilliant idea to go around snogging random girls if the same face appears in your mind’s eye every time you close your eyes.”

“Oh...” I murmur, at a loss as to what to say.

“Exactly, ‘oh’...” he says in an annoyed voice. “And I don’t understand why you ask me certain things when you’re not going to like the answers you get.”

I’ve obviously made him angry, but I swear that my “oh” was meant to sound positive. I’ve never met a person as good at expressing things as well as Ari is. Or anyone who managed to make me feel so alive, come to that.

“Listen, thanks for the medicine but I can’t keep my eyes open so I think I’ll go and lie down. Can you let yourself out?” he asks me, and then gets up with difficulty from the sofa. I rush over to help him and grab him by the waist.

Somehow we manage to get him to his bed and while I’m attempting to lay him down I end up falling rather gracelessly on top of him thanks to his ungainly height. I try to get up right away but Ari’s wraps his arms around me, and I let him do it, enjoying a feeling that I never imagined could be so powerful. We lie down for a while until Ari murmurs into my ear. “You really are an idiot, you’re bound to catch this horrible bloody cold I’ve got. What’s the point of that?”

I get to my feet and smile at him. “It doesn’t matter. It’ll have been worth it anyway.”

Then I sit down on the edge of the bed and wait for him to fall asleep. After two minutes his breathing has the regular rhythm of someone sleeping deeply. I cover him with a blanket that I find on the chair in the corner of the room and go into the kitchen, where I eventually find a packet of rice in a cupboard. I cook some for when Ari wakes up and wants to eat and then set the table and leave it all ready.

I’m just leaving his house when my phone rings. It’s Filippo.

“Hey Giada,” he says. “Is this a bad time?”

Something tells me that we’ve had the same idea at the same time. “Not at all, Fil, hi. News?”

“Yeah, actually. We’re going to be in Milan tomorrow because our manager has booked us a recording session in a studio near the Central Station and I thought that maybe we could get some lunch and talk. What do you say?”

“Sounds like a great idea. I’ll message you when I’ve thought of somewhere we can go, okay?”

“Ok, see you tomorrow.”

*

Filippo and I find ourselves in a very run-of-the-mill pizzeria behind the Central Station. A rather ignominious place to finish what had been the most important relationship of my life – the only one worthy of the name, in fact. I’m absolutely certain that Fil wants to break it off cleanly once and for all. I realised that from how calm he was when we spoke yesterday. People only sound like that when they’ve already made their minds up about something. The really weird thing is that if he hadn’t called me, I would have called him a little while later and organised to meet him in Verona this weekend. Regardless of Ari, it’s time to let go of this thing between me and Fil. Hopefully without anger.

He is already waiting for me at the table when he sees me coming. He stands up and leans over to me to give me a kiss on the cheek. Yes, on one cheek. The sensation of relief I feel is a clear sign that we are doing the right thing.

“I hope I’m not causing problems for you at work with this long lunch break,” he says. It’s the first time in a long time that he’s seemed to consider my commitments, he must be feeling guilty.

“One long lunch isn’t going to kill them,” I reply seraphically and sit down in front of him. “So, it practically took a miracle to get you come to Milan...” I can’t help but point out.

He blushes visibly. “Yeah, well, it was pure chance. I thought that seeing as there was the opportunity, we ought to talk.” He lifts his eyes to see my reaction and, evidently reassured, forces himself to go on. “Listen, Giada, there’s no easy way to tell you this, so I’m going to go for the most direct: I’ve met someone.”

I don’t say anything for a moment. In a way, I expected it.

“In Verona?” When he nods his head, I say, “And do I know her?”

“I don’t think so, she’s not anyone we know. I met her at one of our gigs and... well, let’s say I thought it was just a passing thing, but it’s not. And since you and I have spent many beautiful years together, I didn’t want to end it in an underhand way, so I came to talk to you before I did anything with this person.”

His face is very tense and he is literally tearing the napkin in front of him into shreds. I should probably put him out of his misery. “The funny thing, Fil, is that I’ve met someone too...” I confess to him with a half laugh.

“Really?” he asks, looking visibly more relaxed. “Someone from the Bocconi?”

“Hard to believe though it might be, yes,” I confess, blushing. Fil is perhaps the one person who really understands how much I’m not usually a fan of them.

“One of the ones your mother would love so much?” he teases me gently.

“Ah yes - my mother would love him,” I reply thoughtfully.

“And is that really is a problem? I would have thought we should be past caring about getting back at our parents by now, Giada,” he says. “You need to live for yourself, not for them.” Fil does sometimes come out with something very perceptive, and when he does it makes me remember why I first fell in love with him. When I was the centre of his world, everything seemed to make sense - I felt like I made sense - and that is why I hesitated for so long before ending this relationship that hadn’t managed to grow along with us.

“In all honesty, I don’t really know if or how things will evolve with this person, but he’s in my head and I suspect he’s increasingly in my heart and I really didn’t want to go on stringing you along. I was about to call you myself, but you got there first.”

Fil stares at me for a long time with an affectionate expression on his face.

“And in the end we both found the strength to move on...” he comments, looking touched.

“I didn’t have the strength to do anything. He just appeared in my life totally by surprise, completely unexpectedly,” I explain. I wish I could take some kind of credit for it but I’m always the same -always pointlessly, hopelessly neurotic.

“That’s how the best things always happen: when you least expect them, when you don’t think you’re ready or when you wouldn’t bet two euros on them working out.”

I cut myself a slice of pizza but instead of eating it I start playing with it. “I confess, Fil, I’m terrified.”

“About what?”

“About letting myself go, about jumping in with both feet. I’m scared that this might be a big risk. I mean, not that I never let go with you but...”

He interrupts me before I manage to make it even worse. “No, you’re right. With me, you never did let go of yourself completely, there was always a part you kept hidden from me.”

So he realised. God, that makes me feel awful.

“Since we’re in the mood for confessions, I always got this feeling that you didn’t accept me completely, and so I made sure to only show one side of my character to you. With you, and even with other people, I’ve always been one-dimensional. One side for each person.”

“And does this person see through all that?” he asks me sweetly.

“That, Fil, is a really good question...”

*

I am extremely grateful to Lavinia and Ale for organizing an aperitif at the last minute. A girls’ night out is just what I need after ending a seven-year-long relationship. I don’t really know how I’m supposed to feel, to tell the truth: when I think of myself and Fil, I am overcome by a wave of nostalgia, but at the same time an unexpected amount of adrenaline is flowing through my veins. I’m scared and hopeful at the same time. I’m a free woman who does not know what to do with her new freedom.

“And so it’s over, then,” says Vinny bluntly.

“Yes,” I confirm as I sit down. “We broke up.”

Ale immediately passes me a glass of something to drown my presumed sorrows in.

“And what exactly is this?” I ask with a smile.

“No idea, but I do know that it’s alcoholic,” she replies, “and you definitely need to get drunk tonight.”

She’s not wrong. I knock back what turns out to be a straight vodka and then order another one.

“Does he know?” Vinny asks me gently.

“He who?” asks Ale.

“Ari”, replies Vinny.

“Oh no, no!” I laugh nervously. “Nobody apart from you two knows yet. I ought to be miserable and sobbing into my drink, right? But I’m not,” I confess, “I’m a bundle of nerves! And he’s still sick at home. He’s supposed to be back at work tomorrow, from what I’ve heard.”

“I’d love to be a fly on the wall when he does find out,” murmurs Lavinia.

“If he finds out …” I correct her.

“Why, isn’t that the reason you did it?” she says, staring at me doubtfully.

“To be exact, it wasn’t me who did it, it was Fil. Yes, I was dumped.” And I couldn’t be happier about it.

“Give it a rest with the semantics! You’ve been simmering on a low heat for weeks. And perhaps not even that low, actually, given the way you were glaring at every woman Ariberto came into contact with last Saturday,” she reminds me.

She’s quite right: I haven’t been very discreet. But it’s harder to hide jealousy than any other feeling. It comes at you from inside, overpowers you, and then stabs you in the back when you least expect it.

“Please don’t remind me ...” I whisper mournfully.

“Drink up...” Alessandra tells me, handing me a third glass. “It’ll help you forget everything, you’ll see.”

*

At the end of the evening I find myself at home just in time to realize that not only am I absolutely plastered but that I’m also sick as a dog. And this isn’t just the usual vodka tummy, this is a completely different and much stronger kind of nausea. I run into the bathroom and throw up my guts what feels like an infinite number of times.

So it turns out that whatever it was Ari had actually was one of those really nasty viruses.

*

I open my eyes with difficulty and squint in pain at the light. God, how awful do I feel?

Next to me lie my two phones, my personal one and my company one. This morning, before falling back into a comatose sleep, I at least managed to send a message to Iris informing her that unfortunately I had also won a ride on the tummy-bug carousel and begging her not to send anybody round. So why is my doorbell now ringing so loudly? What kind of person treats a poor dying woman like that?

“Just a minute,” I say as I slowly get myself out of bed. Not a brilliant idea, honestly, as I feel as weak as a wet dishrag. Which seems natural, given that I threw up I don’t know how many times last night. After the first five I stopped counting. It was too depressing.

Somehow I manage to get to the door and open it without collapsing to the floor.

There, in all his splendour, is Ariberto. I am glad to see him looking so well, it means that this thing isn’t deadly and that I can hope to return to the land of the living. Sooner or later.

“Giada!” he exclaims worriedly, grabbing me at the exact moment when I’m about to slump to the floor. He lifts me up as if I weigh nothing and carries me over to the bed. “You should never open the door without asking who it is! I might have been a serial killer!” he says.

“That wouldn’t have been much of a risk,” I somehow manage to joke. “I already feel like I’m dying so maybe it would only have cut short my suffering.”

“You do talk a lot of nonsense,” he murmurs, shaking his head.

“And you are really mean to sick people. And after I was so kind to you.”

“You were an idiot - you shouldn’t have put yourself in a position to catch this horrible virus. It would never have happened if you’d kept your distance,” he says, telling me off the way you do a naughty child.

If only I was able to keep my flipping distance...

“Bertha, take pity on for a poor woman who feels absolutely bloody terrible, would you?” I beg him.

Ari sits down next to me and strokes my head. “You silly, silly girl.”

“I’ll let you insult me if you keep massaging my head,” I whisper. The fever must have completely loosened my tongue.

“How long have you been sick?”

“I don’t even know what time it is. But since last night.”

“It’s one o’clock. And are you still throwing up?”

“Every now and then... “ I admit.

“Well that should stop by tonight,” he reassures me. “You’ll feel shit for another thirty-six hours, and then you’ll magically wake up feeling better.”

“Isn’t there any way to speed up the process? I would really like to start feeling better...”

“You went looking for it, Giada,” he reproaches me. “Honestly, I really don’t understand what made you do it.”

How can he not understand? I don’t see how it could be any more obvious.

“If you’re sick, I have to come and check up on you,” I murmur with difficulty. “I just have to.”

“What’s that, some kind of unwritten rule?”

“More or less. It’s my new mantra.”

“Are you taking something?”

“Yes. Then I throw it back up, so there’s not much point me taking it in the first place, but I’m doing my best.”

“I’ll be back this evening as soon as I’ve finished work,” he promises me as he gets up from the bed.

My expression grows worried. “No, don’t. I feel terrible and I don’t want you to see me looking so awful.”

But before I’ve even finished saying it, I feel a powerful wave of nausea suddenly overwhelm me. I shoot off towards the bathroom, where I start to vomit up the remaining part of my guts. Ah, the joys of being sick...

And since there’s always room for things to get even more humiliating, Ari follows me in, crouches down behind me and pulls my hair out of the way to make sure I don’t get sick on it. It’s the lowest moment of my existence and there he is, watching it happen in real time. Frankly, I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.

People often speak about some incredibly romantic gesture that made the difference, but for me, this is the thing that I will always remember: the fact that he came to help me while I was throwing up, when anyone else would have stayed away. Modern romanticism is made up of concrete gestures like that – I mean, I wouldn’t know what to do with a bouquet of flowers.

After I’ve finished emptying my already empty stomach, he hands me some toilet paper to clean my mouth and then a glass of water, and then he helps me up from the floor, picks me up again and carries me over to the bed like a little child.

“Look, there are a couple of things I have to finish at work and then I’ll come back,” he says, leaning close to me to check on my condition. “You hang in there, okay?”

I just nod.

“Have you got a spare set of keys I can take to keep you from waking up?”

I point to the ones on the table. He sits down on the edge of the bed and runs his hands through my hair several times, then he leans down and places a light kiss on my forehead.

While I listen to him leaving I reflect on the fact that, all things considered, even if I died now, I’d go with a smile on my face.

*

I’m not sure what time he came back – I’ve been in and out of a restless sleep - but I distinctly remember the moment when I finally started feeling better. It coincides more or less with the moment when he lays down beside me and puts his arms around me.

“Do you want a drink, Giada?” he asks me in a quiet voice.

“Yes,” I reply, opening my eyes. “My throat feels like the Sahara desert.”

Ari walks away for a moment and then returns with a full glass of water and some mineral salts. I assume he must have bought them, because I don’t remember having any at home. I notice that he is still wearing his work clothes, but has taken off his tie and jacket.

“Your shirt...” I mumble, slightly deliriously. I’m done vomiting but the fever is still pretty high.

“What’s wrong with my shirt?” he asks, taking off his shoes and lying down beside me.

“Nothing, absolutely nothing. Your shirt is... perfect.”

“Are you on something?” he laughs.

“I feel like I might be...”

He wraps his arms around my shoulders and pulls me close to him as I try not to think too much about how horrible I must look. Last time I stared into the mirror, I would have been a shoo-in for a role as an extra in a zombie movie.

His hand repeatedly caresses my hair and I almost purr. There’s no doubt about it, at this point: my hair is my biggest weakness.

“I suspect that your hair is an erogenous zone.”

“You might be right... It never used to be, but you seem to have a magic touch. Don’t stop...” I implore him.

“I have no intention of stopping,” he reassures me as he continues with those wonderful caresses of his. Until he adds something that catches me totally off guard. “You know Giada, when all this is over, I’ll have to put a bit of distance back between us, okay?” he warns me in a strange voice.

I open my eyes and look at him as if he had gone mad. “Why?” I ask in a hurt voice.

“Because it seems obvious to me that I’m going all out into a brick wall. If I don’t brake soon, the only possible consequence is that I’m going to crash,” he jokes, half-seriously. On his face I can see a hint of resignation that I’d never noticed before. And it really doesn’t suit him, now that I come to think about it.

I appreciate the metaphor but I think it’s a bit over the top.

“You don’t need to worry, nobody has ever crashed for me.”

His hand falls onto my arm and from there sets off on a long and careful path back and forth. It’s as though all my erogenous zones coincide with this man’s fingers: everything he touches comes to life like magic.

“There are some things you’re trying hard not to see,” he mutters softly.

“No I’m not, I can see everything perfectly well. I wear contact lenses, remember?”

“And where are your contacts now?”

“In the bathroom. I use disposable ones.”

“Meaning that you can’t see properly at the moment.”

“I can see everything I need to: I can get to the bathroom and back without banging into the wall,” I reply sarcastically. “I can see you too. And that’s more than enough for me.”

I don’t say anything else because I’m afraid of revealing truths I’m not yet ready to face. Still, I don’t want to lie to him either. I’ve never been one of those silly girls and I certainly don’t want to start being one now. I haven’t had a moment to reflect on my new situation yet: after seven long years I suddenly found myself single, and immediately after that I got sick, so my reasoning abilities are not exactly at the top of their game.

“Let’s not talk about it right now. You’re sick and you need someone to take care of you, not someone to dump their problems on you,” he reflects thoughtfully.

“I’m perfectly capable of looking after myself,” I reply. I’ve been doing it for years now and I can boast some experience in the field.

“Maybe, but I don’t see why you should if it’s not strictly necessary. I’m here, aren’t I? And in case you’ve forgotten, I’ve experienced firsthand how sick you are, so I understand you better than anyone. I appreciate you wanting to do everything by yourself, but I want to help you, okay? It makes me feel better.” This little speech is quite touching and it goes without saying that it succeeds in its aim of convincing me.

I get away from him for a moment and try to sit up. My head is still spinning - and quite rapidly - but I think I can manage to give myself a wash. Maybe I’ll feel less crappy if I smell of soap instead of vomit. And even though I know Ari would never tell me, I think he would appreciate it too.

“Look, since you’re here I’m going to try and take a shower. I wouldn’t dare if there wasn’t someone else in the house, but since you insist on helping me ...”

“Good idea - you’ll see, a quick shower will make you feel tons better.”

I manage to get a clean pair of pyjamas and some underwear from the closet and then head to the bathroom.

“I’ll cook something while you’re in the shower,” he offers.

“I’m not sure I can eat much...”

“Just a bit of plain pasta to get your strength back.”

“Ok, just a bit. But make some for yourself too. Up there on the shelf above the pasta there are loads of jars of ready-made sauces,” I say, pointing to the cupboard, before hastily justifying myself, “Don’t say anything, I know - classic studentsville.”

He gives me a smile and gets to work while I drag myself off to the bathroom, hoping to stay upright long enough not to have to call him to my rescue, because the last few hours have been bad enough. I’d rather not end up like a pudding on the floor.

Five minutes later, I’ve managed to wash and get dressed. Doing it drained every remaining bit of energy I possessed, but at least now I smell of fruity shampoo and not of vomit, which is definitely a step in the right direction. All that’s left is to work out how I’m going to dry my hair, given that I can hardly lift my arm. But it doesn’t matter.

I drag myself towards the bed and dive into it dressed in my pyjamas and a grandma-style bathrobe that was a present from the mother, who has always maintained that every self-respecting woman must have at least two: one for the summer and one for when it’s cold. It’s our family’s personal belief that even when you are at death’s door, you must have the right bathrobe.

Ari has just finished setting the table and is about to put the pasta in to cook. I lift my wet head from the bed and take a few seconds to observe him: is it serious that at the sight of him wearing those elegant trousers and that perfect shirt I feel like never letting him leave my house again?

“You need to dry your hair,” he says suddenly, snapping me out of my daydream.

“No, I don’t,” I replay exhausted. “I think I need some rest before I try anything. Having a shower has completely destroyed me.”

“Where do you keep your hair dryer?” he asks me, putting the packet of pasta back on the worktop. It seems that my wet hair is suddenly a priority.

“Cabinet in the bathroom.”

A few seconds later, he returns with my black hair dryer in hand.

“Can you sit up?” he asks, approaching the bed and looking for a plug socket. When he finds one, he sits down next to me and then pulls my back towards his chest.

“You’ll get your shirt wet,” I moan.

“Don’t be silly,” he chuckles, and then turns on the hairdryer and starts drying my hair. He moves them first to one side and then to the other, while I close my eyes and let him do it. I don’t know why he’s working so hard for me, and I’m not so sure I want to. Ariberto is a nice person and it’s his nature to be kind to others, but all this attention is a little bit strange coming from someone who says he needs to be away from me.

After about a quarter of an hour he turns off the hair dryer and runs his hands through my mane. To judge from his tone, he sounds satisfied.

“Bone dry. Although, of course, my attempts at styling it might leave something to be desired...” he bursts out laughing, “... but at least you won’t get a cold. Didn’t your mother ever tell you that you should never walk around with wet hair, especially if you have a temperature?”

“She probably avoided saying it because she was scared I would end up doing the exact opposite. I’ve always been that kind of daughter,” I confess, in spite of myself.

He shakes his head as he returns to work in the kitchen.

“Come on then, you degenerate daughter. Time to eat something,” he shouts to me a few minutes later, before blushingly apologising once we have sat down at the table. “My culinary skills are not exactly anything to write home about...”

“Don’t worry, Bertha, neither are mine. And anyway, eating is the last thing I feel like doing right now. It wouldn’t make any difference if you were Gordon Ramsey.”

“That I’m certainly not,” he reminds me with a smile.

“As far as I’m concerned, for today you might as well be. In fact, I think you’re even better.”

After, with great difficulty, I’ve swallowed a handful of plain spaghetti in the time it’s taken him to wolf down a plateful of pasta in tomato sauce, he dissolves a sachet of paracetamol in a glass of water and hands it to me. “And now you can go back to sleep in peace.”

I knock it back with worrying obedience - it is obvious that being ill brings out a strange docility in me – and I get up from my chair. Suddenly my head spins. It only lasts a moment, but the dizziness is so strong I have to cling to the table.

“Oooopsy daisy.”

Ari jumps to his feet and literally sweeps me up in his arms with a gesture that would be enough to melt any female heart. This obsessive thing he has with carrying me about all the time as if I were as light as a feather - when I’m obviously not – isn’t playing fair. He lays me down on the bed and smiles at me with satisfaction. “You already look about a thousand times better than you did a few hours ago.”

Yes, and most of the credit for that is probably his. I was feeling pathetic and depressed before he appeared on the scene, whereas now I’m just feeling pathetic. My heart is beating wildly, though, and the only possible reason for that is tthat he’s nearby.

I try to stay awake while he washes the dishes and pans, but sleep is too great a temptation not to give in to.

“I’m going now,” he whispers to me shortly afterwards, his lips close to my ear. “You try and get some rest so you recover. I don’t like seeing you so docile. I’m not used to it.”

I grab him by the hand before he can move away and I open my eyes. I’m not sure what I’m trying to do and he gives me a questioning look which says that he doesn’t understand what I’m trying to do either. “Can you stay a few more minutes?” I ask him in a quiet voice.

“Ok,” he agrees after a moment’s thought. He lies down beside me and lays my head against his chest. “Next time you’re dying, though, it would be nice if your boyfriend could drop everything to come and take care of you,” he notes with a hint of anger in his tone.

“I don’t have a boyfriend anymore,” I groan sleepily.

His body stiffens and his breathing stops.

“What did you say?” he asks me, suddenly sounding very serious. I thought he would be pleased...

Struggling to keep my eyes open, I stare at him for a long time before repeating. “I said I don’t have a boyfriend.”

“Since when?” There is considerable agitation in his eyes.

“Since...” I do the mental arithmetic. “...thirty-two hours ago. More or less.”

“You’re kidding,” is his first comment.

“No, I’m not, actually. I’m totally serious.” I’m glad that my sarcasm hasn’t completely deserted me: at times like this it’s a godsend.

“Giada...” he says, pronouncing my name a bit too emphatically.

“I mean, not that it changes anything,” I hastily clarify.

“Like hell it doesn’t!” he cries. “Don’t start coming out with weird stuff now.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not exactly in any condition to be coming out with anything right now.”

His pulls a strange face and I see him sigh and then run a hand through those curls of his.

“You shouldn’t have told me that.”

“You’re right, I really shouldn’t.” This new status of mine has completely changed the dynamic between us. Illness aside, I haven’t had the chance to actually get my head around my current situation yet. Even though I am well aware that it wasn’t right to stay with one person when I felt a lot more affinity with another. I am a hundred percent convinced that the break between Fil and me was the right thing to do, but there’s a big difference between that and wanting to throw myself headlong into another relationship after only being single for a few hours... What kind of idiot climbs out of a hole in the ground and then chucks themself off a cliff?

“I don’t know what to say. In fact, it’s probably for the best if I don’t say anything!” he thunders. “And you’re lucky you’re sick, because if I’d found out by accident at another time, I would have thrown you up against the wall!”

I don’t know why, but I suspect he would have thrown me up against the wall the wall with very different intentions than he’s making out. Even though I feel terrible, the idea makes me smile.

“Look, maybe it’s better if I leave...” he says, getting up once and for all from the bed and depriving me in one fell swoop of the massage, his warmth and of a human pillow, the wicked man. “You get better, please.” And so saying he bends down one last time to give me a kiss that is originally aimed at my forehead. But when he is about an inch from his target, he stops, swallows hard, and then plants a quick kiss on my lips.

He just kissed someone who spent the last 24 hours throwing up!

“I’ll call you,” he says in a very formal voice, and then disappears.

I touch my lips with my fingers and stare at the ceiling.

So he’s calling me now?


Chapter 9

I’m eventually well enough to go back to the office on Friday, and I spend a busy day trying to make up for lost time. The vibe between Ari and me is strange, almost electric, but neither of us wants to be the one to bring the subject up. In short, we are acting like two very responsible employees.

“So, er, what are you doing tonight?” he asks me while we are leaving the office as though everything were perfectly normal.

“Having dinner with the girls. What about you?”

“Soccer and then pizza with the boys.”

“Cool,” I comment uncomfortably.

“Yeah, cool,” he repeats uncomfortably.

“Listen...” we both burst out in the same moment.

“Ladies first,” he says.

“No, you go first.”

At this rate, we’ll still be here babbling away about nothing at midnight. I mean, sure, babbling away about nothing with the right person is still way better than doing it with the wrong person, but Ari and I are usually both pretty good at expressing ourselves.

“Ok, well, I was thinking... if you’re not busy tomorrow... we could... like... work!” he finally exclaims, looking as happy as Larry to have come up with a suitable verb.

“Work?” I ask with a half smile on my lips. His embarrassment is delicious.

“Yeah, I mean maybe go back to the park. There’s another beautiful day forecast, you know?” His cheeks are slightly flushed and I don’t think he’s actually thinking about work, but if he wants to pretend that this is the official version, who am I to contradict him?

“Ok,” I agree after a moment of hesitation. “Usual place, usual time?”

His eyes light up like a kid on Christmas Eve and he takes a step in my direction. What the hell is he planning on doing?

I’m getting psychologically ready to defend myself when Ariberto extends an arm and puts it around my waist, pulling me closer to him, then he bends his head in my direction. And at this point my self-control suffers a crippling blow and I have no choice but to admit that I want a kiss. I shouldn’t, I know, but I’ve always been a girl full of conflicting desires. To use my mother’s words, I was born with the wrong genes.

I am totally surprised when Ari’s head ends up on my neck where it remains motionless, breathing in my perfume. “Argh, this is difficult ...” he confesses with a laugh.

“What is exactly?”

“These last two days I have thought long and hard about how I would feel if I’d just come out of a seven-year relationship. And I realized that I would certainly have wanted a bit of time to recover and to clear my head, maybe live a little. I need to give you space,” he concludes with a tormented tone of voice.

“So you mean, not crushing me like a cobra the way you’re doing now?” I ask him.

“Ah, yeah... Sorry about that.” He straightens up and returns to a safe distance. His eyes - bright, alive, full of humour – speak volumes, though.

“See you tomorrow, then,” I say, because at this point I’m actually late for my dinner with the girls. And also because if I look at him any longer I might really end up doing something foolish. That certainly wouldn’t be a first, but this time around I want to try and do things right.

*

I arrive for my aperitif with Ale and Vinny rather flushed from hurrying, and I imagine that my agitated mood is clearly visible in my expression.

“Ah, here comes our moribund friend!” Ale greets me. “You’re not contagious anymore, are you?”

“I don’t think so. You should be safe.”

“Thanks for not telling us that you were sick, by the way...” says Lavinia. “We could have come and helped, you idiot!”

“Believe me, no one deserved to see that. Not even really, really horrible people like you two.”

“But you didn’t mind Ari seeing it...” says Ale. This friendship of hers with Giovanni is such a double-edged sword, I swear.

“Oh really! And how is he?” asks Vinny immediately, raising an eyebrow.

“He’s all better,” I reply with a sly smile, even though it’s totally obvious that she’s not asking about his health.

“You daren’t even tell us about it, you wimp...”

“Because nothing’s happened between us,” I say sincerely. Nothing, except a long, crushing hug. And since when did hugs count as anything meaningful to a cynic like me?

“Yeah,” says Vinny. “But only because you had a horrendous tummy bug. Which, by the way, would have put anyone off. Except for you two, or so we’ve heard from our sources...”

“Your sources are talking rubbish.”

“Oh really? Are you actually going to deny that you looked after each other?” she asks me with a satisfied expression on her face. “Or that you only caught it because you raced over to look after him when he was sick?”

“I didn’t run... I walked,” I point out. A bit of accuracy, for God’s sake!

At this point, both Ale and Vinny burst out laughing, and they carry on laughing for quite a while.

“Listen, girl, are you at least aware of the fact that he is going to jump on you the first chance he gets?” Vinny didn’t use to be so direct before she met me. My influence on her life has been pretty powerful, I’m afraid. And not in a good way.

“Oh come on...” I say. “Ariberto is a gent.”

“Of course he is, and in fact he didn’t do anything while you still had a boyfriend. But, hello? You don’t have a boyfriend any more!”

“Ale, can you give our mutual friend a slap around the head?” I plead. “She’s starting to get on my nerves.”

Ale just shakes her head. “No I won’t, I’m on Vinny’s side. Especially because Ari tells a lot of things to Giovanni, who then tells them to me...”

“Excuse me but why isn’t anyone giving Ale the third degree? Why aren’t we giving her a hard time about her relationship with Giovanni?” I complain. “What am I, the sacrificial lamb?”

“The difference between you and me is that you are denying it, while I have no problem admitting that Giovanni is nice and that it’s nice being in his company. I’m still in the ‘nice’ stage, though,” Ale points out. “And you are way past the nice stage.”

“Am I?” I ask them seriously, and they nod with annoying conviction.

There’s nothing worse than being the last to notice something. Especially if it’s something about you.

*

This year spring has decided to come on strong, so even though it’s only ten o’clock in the morning, the sun feels like it’s about two hundred degrees. Obviously, when May comes, we’ll be freezing again, but for the moment the whole city is enjoying the fact of having gone full Sicily for a few weeks and being full of blossom. All the parks look wonderful, but Sempione park, which for the occasion has turned white, yellow and pink, looks even more wonderful than the rest.

When I arrive at our usual place there is no trace of Ari, however. That’s strange: he usually struggles not to show up on time. Since I was a bit nervous, I decided to arrive the textbook ten minutes late in the hope of delaying the moment of the meeting. Perhaps, now that I come to think of it, he is suffering as much from anxiety as I am.

Suddenly I hear his voice call out “Hey, Giada!” I turn my head and see him sitting in a rather secluded corner of the grass, half hidden behind some kind of thorny bush covered in blossom. Not only did he bring a blanket this time, he actually brought a nice one.

“Why are you hiding?” I ask as I walk over to him.

He pretends not to understand and tries to pull one of those innocent faces of his, but I’m not buying it for a second.

“Oh yes, you’ve chosen a very secluded place and so my question remains valid: why?”

“For some privacy ...” he answers vaguely, inviting me to sit next to him. He’s wearing a pair of black jeans and one of his usual shirts, the sleeves of which he has rolled up for a more casual effect. Behind him is a light blue cotton sweater, which must have taken off because of the heat. But none of this actually looks casual: it is all so beautiful, so perfect, that my grumpiness starts to flare up again. He is really playing dirty...

“Well done, you brought a blanket this time! That way, I can stay on mine and you can stay on yours,” I say. His reaction is pretty funny: he blinks his hazel eyes and looks surprised. And also a little offended, to be totally honest.

“Why are you being so horrible?” he asks me in a serious voice.

“Because you, Bertha, have got some funny ideas...”

“Well I’m sorry if I interpreted the fact that you split up with your boyfriend as meaning something,” he mutters resentfully.

“First of all, it was actually him who was the first to say he wanted to end it, so in theory, I didn’t split up with anyone, I was dumped. And secondly, what the hell about ‘I’ll give you some space and let you have time to process it’?”

His answer to my uncomfortable question is to grab my legs and pull me down on top of him.

“Ariberto, what the hell is wrong with you?!” I exclaim in surprise. “It’s not like you to act crazy!”

“Oh yes it is...” he says in a rather sexy voice. “And anyway, you’re playing with me. I would be quite happy to give you all the space you want if I knew how to resist the temptation to hold you. And to be able to finally do it without guilt,” he adds sincerely, making me understand very clearly how much the last few weeks must have weighed on his mind.

I stay curled up in his arms, reflecting on how to get out of this situation. Always given that I do actually want to get out of it, of course.

“Ok, Bertha,” I say after a few moments of introspection, “I’ll admit that you might be partly right. But please let’s not get any weird ideas. We’re just a couple of single people, right?”

“Sure, of course, who said we weren’t? But you stay here, and don’t talk about me letting you sit on another blanket. And if you run away, I’ll chase after you,” he warns me threateningly.

“Let’s do this, then: let’s use both blankets – the ground’s a bit damp.”

“Good idea,” he says happily. It didn’t take much to put the smile back on his face again.

We place my blanket on top of his and then lie down next to each other to enjoy the sun.

“We ought to be working, you know,” I remind him without much enthusiasm. “Or at least studying: we’ve got two theses to be writing. By the way, Bertha, what’s your major?” I turn on one side and rest my head on one hand as I look at him.

“Corporate finance. My thesis analyses a complex case of corporate restructuring,” he reveals, turning to face me. “What about you?”

“Ah, I’m exploiting the internship for all it’s worth: tax rulings in all their glory. As soon as my professor heard what we were working on at M&K he assigned me the topic. That’s fine, though. It means I’ll be very well prepared.”

Ari reaches out and brushes aside a lock of hair that has fallen in front of my eyes. “We need to talk about this fondness of yours for black hair…” he says, changing the subject completely.

“Again?” I snap. “Bertha, I don’t tell you how to dress, so I would ask you to extend the same courtesy to me.”

I’m sick of black myself, I just have to find a way to carve out some time and nip to the hairdresser. I would have gone today if I’d been able to resist the temptation to spend the day with him. I’m such a pushover...

“Don’t go off half-cocked like usual. I’m really not the type to go around telling people how to behave or how to dress - as far as I’m concerned, everyone is free to do what they like. But I would like to see how you look with your natural colour,” he explains with a smile.

I really don’t understand how he always manages to say the right thing at the right time. It’s a quality that I’m starting to find unnerving!

His eyes are much sweeter than usual today and if I’m objective, I would have to admit that you can almost see the little love hearts in them like in a Japanese cartoon, which is worrying. Keep your distance, girl! We ought to have an entire continent between us, not just three inches.

His hand can’t seem to find peace, because it returns to my face again to move a second lock of hair aside, and then he stays there, caressing my cheek. I have the suspicion there’s some half-formed idea of kissing me going through his head...

“No,” I say before it is too late.

He bursts out laughing. “No, what?” he says, pretending not to understand.

“I’m not an idiot, Bertha. I know what you’re thinking about doing.”

“And why would that be a problem? I mean, people kiss all the time, and most of them even seem to survive it,” he says as though it were nothing serious. I don’t know if he’s trying to convince me or himself.

“It feels like a bad idea to me, Ari... And of the two of us, you’re supposed to be the trustworthy,” I remind him in a pleading tone. My only hope is that he keeps his distance and doesn’t try to do anything, because in truth my hands are itching with desire to touch his chest and to hold him tight to me.

“I’m trying, Giada, I swear I am. But I can’t help it,” he confesses, as he moves even closer. His mouth quickly finds mine and gently presses against, then he rises slightly and leans over me, imprisoning my face with his big hands. And I let him, because I’ve been fantasising about this kiss probably more than he has. And this time his tongue doesn’t bother teasing but immediately wraps itself around mine without giving any sign of surprise at the presence of my piercing.

Ari emits a dreamy sigh as he kisses me with almost unbelievable passion. Wow – apparently these nice guys keep their fires hidden until they need them. I put my arms around his neck and stroke his shoulders and back, then move them up into his hair. I feel like I’m drowning, and judging by the insistence with which Ari goes on kissing me and I go on kissing him, it’s as though both of us have stopped needing oxygen.

I try to shift his weight onto me and I then sigh with satisfaction when he understands my implicit request and settles himself between my legs, creating a delicious friction between us.

“Good gracious,” says a disgusted passer-by. “Young people today!”

I don’t usually agree with Milan’s ubiquitous busybodies but this time they might be a bit right.

“Ari, we’re putting on a show,” I whisper in his ear. He started kissing my neck with the same intensity with which he was kissing my lips and risks taking a chunk out of me instead of just giving me a love bite.

“Mmmmm...” he sighs, not bothering to stop. He is a man on a mission – the mission of making me lose my mind, or what little I have left of it.

“Bertha, we’re going to get arrested for committing obscene acts in a public place if we carry on like this,” I murmur in a hoarse voice.

“Let them arrest us, then, it’ll be in a good cause.”

“Ari!” I exclaim in shock. Is all this Mr Nice Guy act just that, then? An act? With a decisive gesture I sit up and wait for him to do the same. When our eyes meet, we burst out laughing.

“Ok, since there are too many people around, what would you say about coming to my house?” he asks me with a toothy smile.

I roll my eyes. “Ariberto Castelli, do you really think that’s a good idea?” I say, pretending to be horrified.

“I’ve been asking myself that since the first time I met you,” he admits with a laugh.

“You and your stuck-up surname ...”

“I’m not stuck-up at all,” he observes with amusement.

“Sure... I bet you even have monogrammed underpants.”

Ari leans close to me and whispers softly, “Do you want to put your theory to the test first hand?”

Hmmm - this new version of Ari is completely unexpected - but I’m quite into it.

“No thanks! For your information, I don’t want to test any theories!”

He shrugs. “That’s a shame. But never mind, I’m a happy guy anyway.” And so saying he grabs my face and starts kissing me again. It’s the kind of kissing that should have an 18 certificate. A moan escapes me and my body leans towards his. We urgently need to find other ways to spend the time... even though these kisses are rather divine...

“Ari... Ari, please!” I beg him, moving away. “We said we were going to take our time, right? So let’s go for a walk. Maybe to the castle!”

I get up from the blanket and hold out my hand.

His expression is amused and not at all annoyed. “Ok, let’s go for a walk, and I’ll take a lot of terrible photos of you. But sooner or later,” he reminds me in that sensual voice of his, “we’ll have to go home...”

Yes, it’s pretty obvious what’s on his mind.

“Of course we will: you’ll have to go your home and I’ll have to go to mine,” I reply with the utmost conviction.

Ari takes it as a challenge and doesn’t look too downcast. “That, my dear Ms. Spikes, remains to be seen.”

*

For anyone itching to find out which one of us was right, well... all I’ll say is, ooh, I hate losing a challenge!

It annoys me, of course, but having Ari in my house was ultimately a temptation I couldn’t resist. Of course, he was as insistent as one of those annoying call centres that rings you up at dinner time, but I gave in pretty easily. He kissed me – and when I say kissed, I mean he took my breath away along with my brain for half an hour at least, and then he simply invited himself to dinner. That’s called playing dirty, because when he asked if he could come up I was no longer in any state to even understand what he was saying. I was saying yes to dinner together, but I could just have easily have said yes to having my organs removed on the spot, so all things considered, I’d say that it went pretty well for me.

“We could have gone to the supermarket and cooked something decent,” he points out as I rummage through the flyers for takeaways that I have at home.

“This idea of going shopping with you and then cooking together seems a bit over the top to me,” I say to him, with a smile. “It makes me anxious. Pizza, Bertha?”

“Whatever you like. Pizza, Chinese, fish, kisses...” he says, as he approaches me to steal what must be about the billionth kiss of the day, I swear. It’ll be a miracle if I still have lips tomorrow. “Seriously, though – it doesn’t take much to get you anxious.”

“All this everyday life stuff isn’t exactly my forte, Ari. And today you are not playing by the rules. What happened to the plan, eh?” I ask accusingly.

“This is the plan!” he says, provokingly. “You’ve still got all your clothes on, haven’t you?”

“I should hope that I do! Look, you’ve got totally the wrong idea about me. I’m an old-fashioned girl. We’ve never even been on a date. In fact, you’ve never even invited me on one...”

Ari shakes his head, laughs, then asks, “Are you doing anything tomorrow?” He’s not wasting any time.

“Look, I’m serious!”

“Me too. I want to take you somewhere,” he tempts me in his totally irresistible way. “Come with me.”

“Where?” I ask, curious in spite of myself. Looks like the score is self-love nil – lust 1.

“We’ll go along the Naviglio canals by bicycle. How far can you handle?”

“How far can I handle pedalling, do you mean? The bare minimum, of course. If I’d wanted to do the Tour of Italy I wouldn’t have started studying economics,” I reply sarcastically.

“But you do have a bike...”

“Yes, unfortunately I do have a bike.”

“Great, so we can set off from Porta Ticinese and follow the Naviglio Grande up to Abbiategrasso. There’s quite a nice cycle path.”

“How far is it, Bertha?” I ask in a formal voice. Something tells me that I’m not going to like the answer.

“Around twelve miles, I think...” he says.

“Are you completely out of your mind?! Twelve miles?!”

“Yeah, but you’re not going to be walking it, you’re going to be pedalling...”

Oh these men and their ridiculous ideas.

“I understand, but twelve miles are still twelve miles! Have you gone completely insane?!”

Ari rolls his eyes and then comes over to me and puts his arms around me, pulling me closer. “Do you want an incentive?” he suggests, stroking my face.

“Only if you’re paying in chocolate,” I answer very seriously.

“And there I was thinking that woman cannot live by food alone...” he says in a voice that sounds like a purring cat. Seriously, he needs to stop making me feel so strange around him.

Still wrapped around each other, we bump into my multipurpose table: I eat there, I study there, and apparently now I kiss there too. Ari lifts me up as if I was as light as a feather, then positions himself between my legs and lowers his curly head to kiss me. I don’t think I’m going to make it until tomorrow – I’ll melt first.

“The pizza...” I remind him between one frenzied kiss and the next. The last time I kissed someone this passionately was... well, never, probably. Yes, it’s definitely never. I’m beating all my personal records today. But the more I kiss him, the more I feel like I want to attach myself to him like a mussel to a rock. It’s starting to feel like an obsession.

“Tell me that you’ll come on a bike ride with me tomorrow,” he says in a mesmerizing voice.

“Okay, I’ll come...” I murmur before resuming what I was doing a moment ago. Which is shamelessly groping his chest.

Is there some kind of support group for women with no willpower? Because if there is, I need to join it – fast.

*

Ari and I meet again in Piazza XXIV Maggio and from there we immediately take the Naviglio Grande. The day is warm and sunny, and cycling is almost pleasant, at least for the first few miles. On our journey we pass by the church of San Cristoforo, with its splendid façade in exposed brick, then we pass the old bridge of the Richard Ginori factory and pedal towards Corsico, leaving behind us the offices of some Milanese rowing clubs and ancient farmhouses. You would never imagine there was all this stuff in Milan when you set foot there the first time. But this city has many souls and the splendid treasures hidden away in its secret corners are just a taste of its beauties.

The farmhouses we see tell us that we are going the right way for Gaggiano, which eventually appears but not before we’ve passed several of the farms that are located here to exploit the abundance of water. Arriving near the Sant’Invenzio sanctuary, my tongue begins to hang out like a thirsty dog’s. I hope to god that all this is going to end soon, or I’ll have no choice but to jump into the canal.

Ari brakes and stops to wait for me. “This area is called Castelletto – we’re at the beginning of the Ticino Park. We’re nearly at Abbiategrasso,” he consoles me.

“Thank God,” I pant. “I was starting to worry I wouldn’t get there alive.”

My backside is killing me and my calves have seen better days too.

“What a drama queen,” he teases me kindly. “I thought...”

“Ah, so you’ve started thinking now, have you?”

“Yes, from time to time...” he replies with a smile. “But only when strictly necessary. Anyway, I thought we could go to Morimondo Abbey.”

“Mori as in Memento Mori, I imagine, because getting there kills you.”

Ari laughs and shakes his head. “You’re in the wrong profession: standup comedian would have been a much better fit.”

“Yes, I do sometimes have my doubts. But I have no doubts about the fact that I can’t go much further today. I’m exhausted.”

“Ok,” Ariberto says. “Just as soon as we find a nice field where we can stop.”

Thank God for that! We pedal again for about ten minutes and then, shortly before Abbiategrasso, we choose a grassy area and get off our bikes. I collapse gracelessly into the grass, then close my eyes and enjoy the moment of peace and silence, breathing deeply and savouring the smell of nature. Or, to be more precise, the smell of the canal, even thought the smell of nature sounds more poetic.

When I lift my eyelids, Ari’s face is looming over mine. It’s the portrait of satisfaction.

“I thought you’d quit earlier,” he says mockingly.

“You... asshole!” I yell, punching him on one of his well-defined forearms. Today he’s wearing a simple white short-sleeved shirt. I’m surprised, because I didn’t know he had one, especially without his initials on it.

Despite everything, last night ended with nothing more passionate than kisses. In fact, Ari turned out to be a perfect gentleman. Too perfect... We ate pizza, laughed ourselves stupid at a horrible movie on TV and then kissed until three in the morning. And yet somehow, today he looks as fresh as a rose. I really don’t understand how that’s possible, I should probably ask him about his beauty regime. I only managed to remedy the dramatic situation by applying a generous dose of foundation.

Ari comes over to me and plants a loud kiss on my lips. “I was starting to feel withdrawal symptoms,” he explains.

“You kissed me less than an hour ago,” I remind him.

“Exactly! Ages ago!”

“The same old drama queen...” I groan. But this time it’s me who grabs his face and pulls his mouth back to my lips. They feel so nice there, I can’t see what point there is in moving them.

“Listen...” he says when we eventually manage to get our mouths off each other.

“I can hear you, Ari, I’m not totally deaf, “ I say mockingly.

“Funny girl. Anyway, I was saying, what are you doing next weekend?”

“The weekend of the 25th of April? Absolutely nothing. Apart from working on my thesis, of course. I ought to go and see my parents, but they let me off the hook by telling me they’d booked to go somewhere with two pairs of friends. Let’s just say I didn’t exactly tear out my hair when I found out.”

Without Fil around, the idea of spending time with my family is even less appetising than it used to be.

“Then you could come with me,” he proposes. “My folks have a house in Santa Margherita Ligure in Liguria. It’ll be empty next weekend, so I thought we could... I don’t know, have a change of scenery,” he murmurs, his voice fading away towards the end of the sentence.

Ari doesn’t just want to have a change of scenery. No, he wants to do it with me.

I blink in surprise and stare at him for a long time. If I agree to leave with him, I’ll be exposing myself to a whole series of dangers. Like getting even more attached.

“Bertha, I wouldn’t want you to get any weird ideas...” I try to be tactful.

“No pressure. Seriously, I’m not trying to force you into sleeping with me,” he reassures me with a smile. “There are three bedrooms. You’re free to choose whichever one you prefer.”

“Bedrooms aside, it would still be a bit of a... how can I put it...”

“Temptation?” he suggests with a chuckle.

“Yeah, something like that.”

“Come on, I know I’m irresistible but I’m not that irresistible,” he jokes.

Noooo, of course you’re not... And I’m Snow White.

I really don’t like this habit my heart seems to have developed over the last few days of pounding in my chest, especially seeing as I don’t have my GP’s number handy.

“I don’t know Bertha...” I say, trying to play for time. “Not that I don’t feel like going to the sea, mind you.”

“With me,” he points out.

“Yes sure. With you. I didn’t actually say it but I haven’t forgotten that one small detail, whatever you might think,” I snort in exasperation. “The problem is that I can’t help thinking of you and me as a bad match.”

He raises an eyebrow and looks at me with confusion. “A bad match? Really?”

“I can imagine you with some girl who looks like you – someone who’s always smiling, someone uncomplicated.” I realize that I probably sound stupid, but I’ve never felt as completely inadequate as I do at this moment. Inadequate towards the situation, towards him, towards life in general. And I don’t like the feeling at all.

“Hang on Giada,” he says, becoming very serious, “what are you babbling about?”

“I’ve got a bad temper, in case you haven’t noticed,” I remind him.

He grins at me. “Really? No you’re right, I’d never have imagined...”

“And I always see the worst in people. For me, it’s the rule. And you’re so well-disposed towards everyone else...” I try to explain.

“I can’t do anything about that,” he says with a shrug. “It’s just a character flaw.”

“I know that’s the way you are and that you can’t do anything about it! It’s a good way to be! The world would be a bloody gloomy place if everyone was like me. So do you want to explain to me for once and for all just what it is you’re expecting from me? Why me?”

That’s the question I’ve been asking myself since all this started, and I can’t relax until I have an answer.

Looking very serious, Ari turns towards me and puts his hands on my shoulders. He takes a deep breath and looks me in the eyes.

“Giada, sometimes you can’t explain why you feel the way you do about a person. You just do. Maybe after I say this you’ll think I’m a bit shallow, but whether you believe it or not I don’t spend my nights tossing and turning in bed wondering why I like you. I just do, and I accept it,” he concludes. “You’re a gorgeous, intelligent girl with a fantastic sense of humour.”

Me, gorgeous? Did he bang his head or something?

“It’s called sarcasm, not ‘a sense of humour’,” I correct him. Yes, there are those people who know how to accept a compliment with a gracious smile, and then there’s me.

“All right, sarcasm. Well I obviously like sarcasm, then. And I like you. I don’t go in much for mental masturbation...” he says, looking a little exasperated by my endless uncertainties. “The real question is – do you like me?”

The expression on his face, which looks as though it was meant to be one of calm detachment, betrays a hint of worry. Ariberto Castelli would never be a great poker player, I’m afraid.

I look away from his face and think for a few moments. His question remains suspended in the air between us, as heavy as a boulder, while I watch a group of ducks, without a single thought in their heads, swim along the muddy canal.

And, in spite of myself, I smile. Sometimes surrendering to the evidence can be quite liberating.

“I really shouldn’t like you...” I mutter in spite of myself.

Out of the corner of my eye I notice a smile instantly spread across his face.

“So, you’re coming with me to Liguria, then?” he asks again.

There’s no point fighting – Ariberto Castelli knows what he’s about when it comes to being persuasive and he never seems to give up, even in the face of the most demanding obstacles.

Even, metaphorically speaking, an obstacle like me and my shitty character.

Puffing with resignation, I grab a long blade of grass.

“Yes. I am...”


Chapter 10

The Friday before we set off I beg a couple of hours leave from work and go with Lavinia with our trusted hairdresser: she has to have her highlights touched up and I have to decide what to do with myself. Which is no easy decision.

“So, what colour are we going for this time?” asks the smiling hairdresser, who has witnessed my various metamorphoses and spread endless amounts of dye on my hair over the last few years. I think I can state with some confidence that I’m not predictable, at least when it comes to hair colour.

“I was thinking...” I say, and then stop short, overcome with terror. My voice cracks and my face writhes in a strange grimace of effort. “I was thinking... we could do them in my natural colour?” I finally manage to croak, showing her my blonde roots.

But instead of any sound of agreement, there’s only a strange silence. Too much silence, given that neither my friend or the hairdresser ever usually stop chatting.

“What?” I ask incredulously, looking up.

Lavinia stands there, her mouth hanging open in shock, squinting and blinking as though trying to focus. “Oh. My. God, “he mutters in a reverential tone. “This is big!”

The hairdresser is no less amazed. “Holy smokes, Giada! You should have given us a bit of warning at least!”

In the mirror I look first at one and then the other, crossing my arms over the chest. “I didn’t say I was thinking of having it shaved off. I just said I’d like to try something similar to my natural colour for a while. What with all this dyeing, my hair has gotten really fragile...”. I’ve always known that people who try and justify themselves automatically look like they’re in the wrong; it’s a shame I forgot it in this difficult moment.

“I always thought you couldn’t care less about split ends,” says Vinny, who can’t seem to get her head around it. She’s even fanning herself with one hand as if she’s on the verge of passing out. So over the top... “I mean, I knew this trip was a big deal and that you two... well...” And she gives me a wink. She didn’t use to have such a dirty mind – I’m afraid that might be my fault too.

“Us two nothing”, I state firmly. “We’re just going to get some fresh air. The pollution’s so bad in Milan that people have forgotten what it means to be able to breathe normally.” There’s a warning light flashing quite visibly in my eyes that Lavinia manages to ignore with surprising ease. Now this is Sebastiano’s fault: he’s taught her to not care what people say.

“The bullshit you come out with, honestly...” she chuckles. “Anyway, wanting to take you to the sea is a very romantic gesture. I thought that the hell would freeze over before you lost your head over a guy like that...”

In fact, as much as I hate to admit it, it actually is a nice gesture. An unnecessary one, yes, and not one I’ve asked for. But Ari hasn’t exactly paid a great deal of attention to what I’ve said about all this so far. He wants to knock himself out taking me to the sea? That’s his hard cheese.

“My head is right here, firmly attached to the rest of my body,” I point out.

“Because I’d always thought you would have hated anyone with a house in Margherita Ligure on principle...” she insists, ignoring my words.

“Hey, even my folks have a seaside home in Veneto. So what?”

“But that’s exactly why you hate your folks! And then what do you do? You go and let Ari off the hook for it just because he’s got those lovely big shoulders?”

I clear my throat as I try, whatever the cost, not to burst out laughing. Because yes, his shoulders are a pretty powerful weapon. I can’t do anything about it, it’s really hard to look at him without getting caught up in the temptation to run my hands over his body. I imagined that the world would explode the day I found myself falling for someone like him, because a part of me has always deluded itself that I was – at least in some ways – different from the crowd.

And yet here we are, with no asteroids approaching to blow up the planet.

I suspect that he is well aware of my weakness and has no problem with exploiting it. Ariberto is basically a good guy, but not so good that he always plays by the rules.

“Can we give this nonsense a rest?” I exclaim, to try and bring them back to their senses. “We’re here to decide what colour to do my hair. Is this a hairdresser’s shop or not?”

“Of course, of course...” the hairdresser hastily reassures me. “You said, as close as possible to your natural colour, right. Perhaps with some highlights?” she proposes, going into the much more reassuring professional mode.

“Whatever you like, just as long as it doesn’t come out mouse-coloured.”

The two burst out laughing but I’m deadly serious. The last time I saw anything on my head that was even vaguely similar to my natural colour, I was about fifteen years old. I just might have my reasons for not wanting to repeat the experience, don’t you think?

But the real question at this point is something else: what the hell has happened to me over the last few days to make me find myself here today, sitting in this chair in the hairdresser’s, willing to consider changing one of the basic rules that has guided my adult life so fat? I hope to God that it’s all just some strange kind of passing phase.

*

Everyone in Milan knows that there’s no real way of outsmarting the traffic when you set off for Liguria: you can try and fool yourself that you’re thinking ahead, but a traffic jam will appear when you least expect it. Usually in Genoa Bolzaneto, where the ‘We apologize for any delay’ sign has been one of the few certainties in life since cars were first invented.

I suppose it is reassuring to have some certainties.

Sitting by my side, Ari goes into first and slowly follows the car in front of us. The traffic doesn’t seem to bother him at all.

“So Bertha, tell me the truth, weren’t your parents surprised that you wanted to go to the beach alone?” If I’d asked to use out beach house, my mother would have installed CCTV and bugged all the rooms.

“No, because I told them I was bringing someone with me...”

“Someone?”

“Ok, I said I was bringing a girl,” he confesses with a blush. “But, believe me, it’s better they heard it from me: to get inside we need to retrieve the keys from the neighbour, who is a very nosy old lady who acts like she’s the watchman.”

And there I was hoping to fly under enemy radar...

“And didn’t your parents ask you anything?” Maybe his folks are actually reasonable people, unlike mine.

“Oh yes, they asked me a few questions,” he confirms me with a smile. “And no, mostly I didn’t answer.”

“Mostly...” I echo. I’m dying to know what’s on his mind.

Taking advantage of the fact that we’re not moving, Ari turns to look at me.

“What is it you want me to tell you, Giada? Things you aren’t ready to hear?”

Errr, when did we get onto the difficult stuff? I was just fishing for a bit of information, I thought I had loads of time before we had to got onto the difficult stuff.

“So tell me, what do people do in Santa Margherita?” I ask him.

“You’ve got a real talent for changing the subject...” he teases me good-naturedly, shaking his head. “They do what people always do when they’re at the sea: go to the beach. We could go for a walk, or sunbathe, and maybe even go to Portofino for dinner. What do you reckon?” he asks, as though it were no big deal.

“Portofino?!” I cry in alarm, checking that I heard him properly. Jeez, is he actually trying to cover every single romantic cliché in his attempt to woo me?

“Are you hyperventilating already?” he wants to know, smiling with amusement at my agitation.

“I do feel a bit like I’m having some sort of heart attack,” I confess to him in an extraordinary moment of sincerity. “Ari, listen, I’m never coming to Portofino.”

“What was it James Bond said? Never Say Never Again...”

“You are not James Bond.”

He puts on his sunglasses and peers at me.

“That, Ms. porcupine, remains to be seen.”

*

I still don’t understand how he managed to convince me. Well, I do understand: he spent an hour kissing and caressing me all over on the beach and then he whispered an invitation for dinner in my ear. I said yes against my own will. So now here we are, sitting by the sea in Portofino.

“Relax,” says Ari as he pours me some wine.

I give him a belligerent look. This absurd weakness of mine is beginning to get on my nerves.

“You’re going to pay for this...”

He bursts out laughing. “You know, you’re actually pretty sexy when you’re mad with me.”

“I really want to know why you’re doing all this,” I say, taking a forkful of the amazing seafood risotto in front of me.

“Because that’s the way I am. And I know that it’s different from the way you are, but if I like a girl, I want to take her to dinner in a nice place and behave like a gentleman, because it comes naturally to me and I don’t see anything wrong with it,” he explains with the utmost frankness.

I’m doomed and I know it: I can’t resist a guy who has the courage to say what he thinks loud and clear without being ashamed of who he is.

“But in any case, you should seriously learn to relax and not give too much importance to it,” he advises.

“Bertha, we’re in bloody Portofino! Dining by candlelight with the moon reflecting on the sea! Where I come from, that’s known as going completely over the top!”

He just shrugs, completely indifferent to my agitation. “We had to eat, didn’t we?” he asks in a pragmatic tone. “And the risotto and sea bream are excellent here.”

The sly bastard...

“Can I at least pay my half?” I beg him. That way I would feel more in control of the situation.

Ariberto bursts out laughing but then, sensing it was actually a serious question, looks me in the face.

“To use your words, over my dead body.”

“Ari …” I plead, trying to reason with him.

“Ari nothing, I’m not interested. You are just going to have to get used to the idea that I enjoy having the opportunity to spoil you once in a while. And that I would like to continue doing so, if you’ll let me.”

His tone is solemn. I have the impression he is talking about much more than dinner.

“Bertha, you have no idea of the hornets’ nest you’re getting yourself into,” I grunt.

“Oh I do. Believe me I do. But I’m no pushover either. And anyway, what’s life without a good challenge to face?” And so saying he steals a shrimp from my plate.

And with that, the discussion – for the moment, at least – seems to have ended.

*

We return home a little tipsy and with full stomachs. In silence, we climb the stairs that lead to the apartment on the first floor, in the hope of not disturbing the neighbour’s sleep. Ari was right: the old woman acts like she’s a former KGB agent or something, and definitely seems to have an unhealthy interest in other people’s business. When she handed us the keys at lunchtime, she practically gave us the third degree. We managed to wriggle out of most of her questions, but she didn’t look like the type who is going to give up without a fight. If it weren’t that people of her age usually go to bed early, we would definitely have found her door ajar and her peering out waiting for us.

“Bertha, getting me drunk was not fair...” I complain while I throw myself down on the sofa in his living room, which is furnished tastefully in white and blue, giving it a very seaside-ey feeling. My parents would definitely like the Castelli family’s interior designer.

“What do you mean, drunk? You’re just a bit tipsy. And a good part of the way you’re feeling isn’t even because of the wine,” he says.

“Ah really? And what is it because of, pray tell?” I ask with a laugh as I watch him sit down next to me. He reaches out and pulls me onto his lap as if I were a little girl.

“There’s only one reason for the way you feel,” he states. “Me.” Then he gives me a hypnotic smile while he caresses first one of my cheeks and then the other.

“Modest, eh?”

“Modesty is totally overrated,” he murmurs and then kisses me. Modesty is certainly overrated when it comes to his lips: I’ve never known anyone with such a beautiful mouth, who was so talented at kissing: he ought to give seminars on how to do it or something. After feasting at length on my lips, he rests his forehead against mine. “It only seems fair for me to warn you that I intend to vent some repressed desires, but remember that you can stop me at any time. You only have to say the word,” he murmurs, before licking my neck. Then he starts nibbling on the lobe of my ear, causing me to make a strangled sound. I instinctively grab his head and pull it back to my mouth until his tongue is once again between my lips. For the first time, one of Ari’s hands makes its way under my shirt and caresses my belly for a long time before climbing up towards my breast. God, those hands of his are really electric.

“Okay?” he asks, looking at me for confirmation. If this moment was any more okay, I think I’d probably drop dead on the spot.

“Don’t talk, keep going,” I beg him.

He doesn’t need telling twice and start caressing me again. Since I believe in equality, I start unbuttoning his shirt. I get three buttons undone and put my hand inside: Ari’s skin is smooth and warm and very tempting. Not satisfied, I put my mouth on his chest and run my tongue repeatedly across it. He groans and then grabs my head, almost pulling me by the hair, and clamps his lips on my neck, which he proceeds to nibble.

I didn’t think he was the type for that kind of thing. His self-control is evidently crumbling and I, fool that I am, find this sudden power of mine pretty damn intoxicating.

I hear him chuckle. “Ooops, sorry... I let myself go a little. “

“There’s nothing to apologise for,” I reassure him.

“Great, so I can carry on then,” he murmurs in a sensual voice, going back to nibbling on my neck. I close my eyes and enjoy for a moment his wonderful smell and the feeling of his hands on me.

To hell with it all: we came here to have sex, that seems more than obvious. And as far as I’m concerned we should probably get down to it before I die of spontaneous human combustion.

I move away from him, get up, grab his hand and drag him with me towards the bedroom. We hadn’t gotten around to discussing the sleeping arrangements, but I think it was quite clear to both of us that we hadn’t come all this way to sleep in separate rooms. He might be a gentleman, but I’m certainly no lady. Since I met this guy, since I actually allowed him to get closer to me, I’ve been feeling an almost unprecedented attraction towards him. On paper he’s the last person I should desire, but our complicity is impossible to deny and I’m starting to get a little tired of living with this perennial sexual frustration. Whatever happens to us, I want to remember this evening and feel like I did the right thing. It’s obvious that anything between us won’t go anywhere – our personalities are just too different for it to work in the long run – but as long as we are here without any strange expectations of each other, nothing comes closer to perfection more than this moment.

“Giada?” he asks me doubtfully, but lets himself be led without resistance.

“I want you lying on a bed in all your splendour, okay?”

Preferably naked. I don’t say that aloud, but Ari seems to understand, because an extremely sensual smile appears on his lips. God, I’m losing my mind – I only hope I manage to find my way back to sanity once all this is over.

His hands reach me and surround me, and in less than no time I find myself in his arms: one of his fantasies must be about carrying his conquests in his arms.

“To begin with, you could lie down, what do you say?” he asks with a smile. He kicks the door open and then throws me onto the bed without much ceremony. I plunge in the middle of the big double bed. Before I’ve even had time to lift myself on my elbows, he is above me. His mouth is on mine in an instant, his body imprisoning me and his pelvis pressing against mine. All this is not what I expected from someone who seems as well-mannered as he does.

He gets up on his knees with the intention of completely unfastening his shirt, but I grab hold of his hands. “Don’t you dare, Bertha! I’ve been dreaming of this moment for ages and you’re not going to ruin it for me!” It seems I’ve developed some weird fetish about these tailored shirts of his. Life has a strange sense of humour sometimes... Let’s just hope that the idea that only stupid people never change their minds is actually true.

I reach out and finish undoing the last buttons, enjoying for a second the view of Ari with his shirt open. “Did you do a lot of sport as a child?” I ask in an impressed voice as I run a hand over his body.

“Swimming, volleyball, soccer, tennis... I was a restless type and apparently physical activity was the best way of keeping me under control,” he confesses, laughing.

At this moment I am very, very grateful to those years of sport: his body looks like a Greek sculpture, with the notable difference that it smells delicious and is boiling hot.

“Well, apart from my tennis period, I’ve always been pretty lazy, so don’t go getting your expectations up too much, okay?” I warn him.

Ari takes off his shirt and throws it on the ground, then turns his eyes to my blouse and starts to raise it. I sit up and raise my arms to allow him to finish the job. I am nervous and breathing hard.

Since I don’t like being caught unprepared, I’m wearing a black lace bra that costed me a fortune. Lingerie provides the perfect demonstration of the paradox theory: the tinier and more transparent it is, the more it seems to cost. There’s absolutely no directly proportional relationship with the raw material. The economist in me is secretly scandalized.

“Oh, Giada...” murmurs a mesmerised Ari, immediately stretching out his hands.

Ok, maybe it was money well spent after all...

If he likes the bra, I’m curious to see how he reacts when we get to my matching thong. I’m not much of a fan of thongs so I’d like my good intentions to be rewarded with a decent display of contentment.

Ari slides his hand under the elastic of my leggings and quickly begins to pull them off, then moves up my legs, kissing every single inch, and lingering for a long time on the inside of my thigh and then on the edge of my thong. Sighing, I involuntarily close my eyes and clutch the sheets.

“This really isn’t fair...” I hear him murmur. He’s breathing as heavily as if he were running a marathon.

“You mean this lingerie?” I ask with satisfaction.

“I mean you inside this lingerie. You’re a sadist: I can hardly stop myself from biting you...” he confesses in an agonised voice.

“With what I paid for it, you’d better not!” I warn him, pretending to be indignant but actually rather moved.

I take advantage of the moment to hook him with one of my legs and pull us together, finding myself on top of him. “Hey, handsome,” I say, with satisfaction.

“Hey, gorgeous. By the way, have I told you how great you look with your hair this colour?” he asks, stroking my mane repeatedly. I feel weird with this colour – as though I’m naked. Much more naked than just being in my underwear makes me feel. I can’t decide whether the feeling is pleasant or not.

“Actually, no, you didn’t say anything...”

This morning, when he got out of the car and saw me, he gave me a smile so wide that for a moment it left me out of breath. But he hadn’t said anything until now. I was starting to suspect he wasn’t going to mention it.

“I was waiting for the right moment.”

“And is this it?”

“This, my dear Ms. Spikes, is the perfect moment.”

And so saying, he grabs me by the neck and pulls my mouth into contact with his. Without stopping kissing him, my hand approaches the belt of his pants and starts to undo it, then part of the button and zipper attachment. And then, rather shameless, it disappears into the elastic of his briefs.

“Ah, a briefs man!”

“I’m a boxer man usually, but I’ve had to change underwear since I met you. I’ve needed something a bit more... restraining...” he confesses, blushing. “It would have been embarrassing to walk around the office in constant state of... how shall I put it... attention?”

I burst out laughing.

“Have I been too explicit?” he laughs in turn.

My only answer is to let my hand slide even further inside and... oh, how interesting! That theory about big hands and feet might just have been scientifically proven.

“Giada...” he murmurs hoarsely, lowering his head to my neck.

I take advantage of the moment to finally get his jeans off once and for all, and they quickly join the other clothes on the floor. Black briefs... the boy has class.

Not wanting to be outdone, I return the favour by sliding my tongue from his toes to his navel, at which point, Ari regains control of the situation, pulling me back on top of him and clamping our mouths together. He rapidly finds the hook of my bra and impetuously pulls it off.

“Are you in a hurry?” I tease him.

“What do you think? I’ve been dreaming of doing this for months,” he mutters. He lifts me up and makes me lie on his back, kissing first one nipple and then the other. “This is even better than I’d imagined...”, he confesses while I sink my hands into his hair so as to keep him anchored to my breasts. Not that Ari shows any intention of leaving them, mind you, but I don’t see why I should risk it.

I arch my back to guarantee the best possible access to my body and then close my eyes and let myself enjoy the feeling of absolute bliss. If heaven really exists, it’s full of the kind of celestial choirs that are right now resonating in my ears.

“Would you think I was terribly shallow if I confessed to you that I’m really not sure I can hold out much longer?” he asks, raising himself so he can take off first my thong and then his briefs. But instead of going back to the attack, he lies down beside me, putting a few inches between us. As if to say, it’s up to you.

Is he kidding?! Back out of it now??? I swear, I’m almost tempted to burst out laughing, except that with him lying there naked next to me, there’s not much to laugh about. Oh no, right now I have only the utmost respect for Mr. Castelli.

“Ari, being shallow is definitely not one of your faults ...” I mutter and reach out in his direction.

But before I can touch him, he sits up. “Wait a minute!” he cries, and so saying disappears from the bed for a second and starts rummaging through our clothes on the floor. He finds his jeans and takes from the pocket a condom in lemon-yellow packaging.

“Don’t tell me they’re the ones from Amsterdam!” I laugh.

“Of course they’re the ones from Amsterdam,” he confirms. “But just because it’s fruit-flavoured doesn’t mean that I expect you to... I mean... errrr …” He stops in embarrassment, undecided on how to proceed. Classic Ari: one minute he’s a caveman, the next he’s blushing like a schoolgirl, and the combination is almost irresistible.

“I understand,” I hasten to reassure him. “Don’t worry. But just out of curiosity, have you only got one of those things?”

“No, there are more in my suitcase, this one only happened to be within easy reach. Let’s just say I didn’t want to look too much like I was thinking I was onto a sure thing...”

“Ari, if there’s one thing that for some perverse reason I actually appreciate about you, it’s your megalomania,” I tease him. “Don’t you dare start getting hesitant right now!”

“Ok, so no being hesitant,” he murmurs, kissing me first on the mouth, then on the neck, then on the breast, then on the navel, and then even lower. Ariberto Castelli seems to have as many talents as he has surnames apparently.

“Bertha, this is all totally wrong,” I say, almost sobbing with pleasure.

“Life is a spinning wheel,” he replies with satisfaction, raising his head to look at me. The expression on his face is delicious and his eyes are shining mischievously.

“Oh really?” I say, grabbing his arm and watching him fall on the bed beside me. I push him onto his back and straddle him. For a moment neither of us says anything, but we understand each other perfectly. I reach out a hand towards him. “So where’s this condom, then?”

Ari smiles at me and hands me the package, which I tear open. My impatience must be rather obvious, but despite everything I find the calmness to put it on him. Able to perform under stress? Check. “Are you okay?” I ask him, never moving my eyes from his. Some people look at you without ever communicating anything, and then there’s Ari, who is never ashamed of what he feels and has no problem letting you know.

“Mmmm-hmmm,” is all he says. He seems very focused on keeping calm.

“Do you think this thing really tastes of lemon?”

“Does it matter?” he asks in an agonised voice.

“It’s a perfectly legitimate question, Bertha...”. And so saying, I lower myself and taste the tip. If that’s what a lemon is supposed to taste like, I’m Claudia Schiffer.

Ari sighs and then groans. “I don’t want to sound uncooperative, but couldn’t we talk about flavour science another time?” he pleads.

“Ok,” I agree with a smile. I climb back on top of him and lean in his direction, grabbing his shoulders. Ari nods and, with a slow and fluid movement, I start to welcome him inside me.

“Maybe I should have told you before,” I say, stopping him halfway, “but I’m not actually all that experienced. I mean, I only did it with one person before you, so maybe...”

I’m babbling, as you’ve probably guessed, and at a rather awkward moment. Never, never start making such speeches during your first time with a person. I know, I can come across as very transgressive, but it’s more in words than in facts, so I wouldn’t want Ari to have the illusion that he’s ended up in bed with some sexpert, only to then realise that, no, he really hasn’t.

Ari grabs me by the hips and drags me towards him, kissing me in a way that leaves no doubt I’m actually doing pretty well, all things considered. The sudden movement brings us together and we stay like that for a few moments, hugging each other and breathing in unison. Then his eyes snap open and a rainbow-sized smile lights up his face. Damn, this guy is so damn perfect.

“Hey,” he murmurs, almost purring, raising a hand to stroke my cheek and brush a lock of light brown hair from my eyes. I still have to get used to the idea that this hair is mine.

“Hey,” I answer breathlessly.

“Are you ready for something a bit more intense?”

“No, but does that make any difference?”

“Giada, Giada, Giada... what are we going to do with you?” he asks me as he kisses me.

But he seems to have an idea about what to do with me, because his body starts moving under mine, inviting me to do the same.

For all that your first time with someone can contain a universe of embarrassment, there is nothing, and I mean nothing, more absolutely perfect than discovering that you are on exactly the same wavelength. My body follows the instructions of Ari’s and teases him in turn: I rise and fall over him, like a long wave.

“Sorry if this is going to be shorter than I would like,” he murmurs in a low voice.

I don’t know what the hell he’s talking about - my body is on a super-fast highway of bliss. And it’s so close to his goal that there’s no way of stopping. No time for pit stops on this racetrack!

“Ari, shut up...”

My orgasm manages to take me by surprise, even though I had been ready to welcome it. It is a sea of colours and smells, mixed with just a hint of madness. It would be nice to enjoy Ari’s delighted expression at my surrender, but I just can’t stop my eyes from closing.

When I finally regain control of myself, I realize he too is about to reach his destination. He grabs me by the neck and kisses me desperately, biting my lower lip at the exact moment he finally lets himself go. His open wide eyes are lost in mine.

After a long, long time, our breathing returns to normal. He passes a finger over my lips and only then do I realize that his bite has actually made me bleed.

“Oh God, I’m sorry, Giada...” he says, sounding mortified. “I really don’t know what came over me.”

The same thing that came over me, I fear: the intensity of possessing this person in a moment of absolute madness. But while it lasted, it felt like the most special moment in the world.

But what follows intensity like that, though, is the most total embarrassment.

“Is everything okay?” he asks. He seems to be endowed with some sort of sixth sense, and often guesses things before I get around to thinking about them. He’s so far ahead that I always seem to be lagging behind.

“That was... wow... In fact, that was more than wow! But I know I’m going to start thinking about everything and overanalysing it all and that I’ll end up having an existential crisis,” I confess in a mortified voice.

“Existential?!” he teases with a benevolent smile. “Jeez, I didn’t realise I was that good.”

“Cool it with the jokes, Bertha - I’m having an existential crisis here, so stop making fun of me.”

Ari’s eyes become serious and his expression determined. “You and I are fine. Period. Whatever ideas to the contrary you’re having, let them go. Or, at least, wait until you’ve had a couple more orgasms before you start getting paranoid, okay?” he asks. I would have bet on him saying something like that.

“Did I hear someone promising orgasms?”

“First, we need to look for that box of condoms in my suitcase, Ms. Spikes,” he reminds me.

“You’ve got ten seconds, dear,” I challenge him. “Let’s see you put your back into it.”

Ari shoots off like a 100-metres runner. “If I do it in eight, you’ve got to pay a penalty!”

But just for the record, it only takes him six.

*

I wake up quite early, when the sun is just rising. Partly because the light that filters through the windows has always had this effect on me, and partly because my heart is beating wildly and doesn’t seem to have any intention of going back to a normal rhythm. The reason for my agitation is sleeping peacefully, oblivious to the thoughts running through my head. He is lying on his stomach, his arms wrapped firmly around the pillow, his head resting on the end closest to me, his breathing slow and regular. Being very tall, he occupies most of the bed. I allow myself the luxury of observing him undisturbed: that rich shade of brown in his hair, that perfect little nose, that well defined upper lip. The more I think about it, the harder it is to understand when exactly I allowed him to slide into my head and then into my heart. If, I mean, I actually did allow it.

Because to be honest, Ari knocked down every obstacle I managed to put up and overwhelmed me. No doubt about it. He was like a wave that dragged me off into the water with him.

Afetr a seven-year relationship I should be used to intimacy and sharing things, but that’s not quite the truth: when I was younger I had a phase of being so in love that it felt as though Fil and me were the same person, but I was still a kid then, and things are very different when you’re a kid. First of all because I lived with my parents and my boyfriend lived with his, so our shared life came up against the limits of our everyday lives. And for years now - more precisely, since I moved to Milan for university – I’ve been used to having my own space and my own solitude and to only having myself to answer to.

This new existence with Ari is a half-disaster, though: he’s in my life from morning to night and he’s in my thoughts even when I’d rather he wasn’t – he’s a person I risk becoming too dependent on.

It is never a good thing when your happiness depends on a single person: it’s obvious that the chances of everything falling to pieces are very high. It’s a mere question of statistics. No one could live up to all those expectations, not even the best human being in the world.

Ari sighs and reaches out, as though seeking me in the bed. He did it several times last night. He communicates physically, his arms round me all the time. Forget about keeping a distance...

Ariberto definitely won’t be happy about it, but when he wakes up we are going to establish some basic survival rules, like ‘you and I are two distinct entities and we have to remain such’. Sex between us was a heavenly experience, I’ve never experienced anything like it. Really, nowhere near. Of course, it’s not really fair to compare my early experiences as a young woman to this night, but damn if it didn’t all feel about a thousand times more intense. I suspect that the biggest difference is the way he makes love: nothing escapes him, not a sound, not an erogenous zone, not the way I react more powerfully to one thing than to another. It’s like all his attention is focused on me, and that kind of meticulous concentration is just... well, incomparable.

Perhaps sensing how hard I’m looking at him, Ari suddenly opens first one eyelid and then the other. There are no two ways about it, he’s gorgeous, so much that sometimes his beauty seems even a little over the top. Or maybe I’m the one who can’t look at him objectively anymore: every time I see him, it just feels as though he’s better than anyone else. I’m starting to worry I’m losing my marbles about half a century early. Well, I have always loved being different.

“Good morning,” he greets me, lifting his head from the pillow. On his lips, a sensual smile shows he is still thinking about the night we just spent together.

“Good morning,” I answer, in a formal tone.

His relaxed expression instantly turns into a frown. “Have you been getting paranoid again?” he asks me reproachfully.

I could lie, but I don’t see why I should. “A little...”

“Seriously, you have got problems with your life priorities...” he laughs, and so saying reaches out and pulls me to him. The view from his chest is not too bad, actually. He brushes my hair out of the way and starts stroking my neck.

“Ari, I need to take a shower first...” I say, trying to worm out of his grip. Ok, I’m not exactly putting my back into it, but it’s the thought that counts.

“You need to? Oh no, what you need to do is give me a decent kiss...” he corrects me, then captures my head and slowly begins to lower it in his direction.

“I haven’t even brushed my teeth,” I protest weakly. His mouth is a remarkable distraction, especially at such close range.

“Me neither,” he whispers to me. “I’ll forgive you if you’ll forgive me.”

When his lips touch mine, my only lucid thought is to get as close to him as possible. For some reason, Ari possesses the enviable talent of being able to turn me on in less than half a second. There’s something about him, something I can’t quite put my finger on, that touches me deep inside.

Fortunately, it seems that I trigger the same reaction in him if a certain part of his body, which had already shown how happy it was to see me a few moments earlier, is to be believed.

“Up with the lark?” I laugh as I pull away from him.

“Up with Giada, more like: the combination is lethal. I hope you don’t mind,” he sighs, kissing my neck. Since when has anyone ever minded being kissed by a handsome man clad only in pyjama bottoms and with a mad passion to unleash his desires on them?

“No, but I really have to take a shower...”

I really need one, plus I want to run for cover for a bit before throwing myself back under the sheets with him.

A dangerous glimmer appears in his eyes. “We could do it together,” he proposes. I’ve never heard anyone make washing themselves sound so sexy.

“You don’t want to take a shower with me, Ari,” I correct him, “you want to have sex in the shower.”

“Why should one thing exclude the other? And I can assure you one hundred percent that I’m dying to wash your back, your legs...”

“Yes, OK, I get it!” I cut him off before he can add other anatomical details.

“And you could wash me,” he suggests lasciviously. To be honest, the idea of soaping him all over and running my hands over his body is pretty tempting.

“Hmmm... ok,” I agree, unable to resist any further.

Ari smiles at me as he gets up from bed, takes off his pyjama bottoms and, completely at ease in his nakedness, holds out his hand to me.

“What do you want to do?”

“Carry you to the shower.”

“But I can walk.”

What was I saying about a tempting expression? Right now Ari is my personal devil, and he could probably even convince me to sell him my soul.

“I never said you couldn’t, but I’d like to do it anyway...” And he holds out his hand towards me again.

Well, if he really insists... I steel my nerve and take off my nightgown, trying to ignore his fiery eyes, then allow him to take me in his arms. He picks me up with a certain reverence, as though I were an extremely precious piece of bone china, and carries me to the bathroom, where he turns on the super-technological shower.

“Are you kidding me, this thing can do chromotherapy and hydromassage?!”

He laughs and then pushes me inside. There’s plenty of room and the jet of water spraying on me is absolutely perfect, both in terms of intensity and temperature. I close my eyes and enjoy the feeling of warmth.

“So, do you like it?” a satisfied-sounding voice asks me.

“Jeez, Bertha, this thing is orgasmic,” I murmur.

I open my eyes just in time to see him laugh.

“It’s not the only thing around here that’s orgasmic...” he says, and then takes me in his arms and leans against the tiled wall. I put my legs around him and kiss his neck. The contact between our bodies feels wonderful.

“By the way, I noticed you have two tattoos,” he points out. I have a small star under my belly button and a moon on my ankle. It’s amazing he was lucid enough last night to notice such details.

“And you haven’t got any.”

Not many people nowadays have immaculate skin.

Ari kisses my breast and then raises his wet head to answer me. “I’m not a big fan of needles and I’ve never felt the need to have anything so permanent in my life.”

“I’m not much of a fan of needles myself,” I find myself confessing.

His expression grows confused. “You don’t like needles but have two piercings and two tattoos?” he laughs.

“That’s exactly why I have two piercings and two tattoos. It was a way of strengthening my character, of overcoming my fears,” I explain to him.

“And you’re not afraid anymore?” he asks. He’s not trying to provoke me, he’s genuinely curious.

“I wish. I’m just as terrified as ever,” I have to admit. “That’s why I thought I’d get maybe get my nose pierced.”

I wait for him to tell me not to or to express horror, but he doesn’t flinch. And I know, because I am observing him with such concentration that not even the slightest movement of his eyelids would have escaped me. His gaze is surprisingly relaxed. For a brief moment I no longer know what to feel: whether I should be relieved at the idea of not being criticized for once, or disappointment that I didn’t manage to elicit the usual result.

“Just out of curiosity, how did you hide from your parents your tongue piercing? Didn’t it swell up?”

“I just told them I’d had an allergic reaction to some medicine I was taking. I couldn’t speak for days...” I can laugh about it now, but at the time it wasn’t that pleasant.

Ari looks at me with amusement, but from the way his body holds mine, all this talk of tattoos and piercings and needles is not primary on his mind.

“Do you know what I like about you?” he whispers in my ear as he runs his hand over my backside.

“That I’m cheeky?” I guess.

“That too. But I really like the way you can open up to me. I wasn’t totally sure there would be all this complicity between us...” he confesses, with a moan of pleasure

Well if he wasn’t sure, I was pretty certain there wouldn’t be.

We go on kissing and touching each other for a few more minutes, but then our bodies take over and soon he’s inside me and I’m headed gloriously towards heaven.

“We don’t have a condom,” I remind him, closing my eyes and enjoying the slow intensification of his rhythm.

“I know. But I had the test done recently. I’ve got a copy of the results with me, if you want to see them.”

Of course he has - he’s Mister Perfect, nothing gets left to chance.

“I have a copy too,” I confess with a laugh. I wasn’t sure what the rulebook for sexual relations prescribed nowadays, but I thought I ought to be responsible. Even though I’ve slept with only one boy in my whole life and have always used protection. But the way I see it, an extra test is better than an extra worry.

“And anyway, I’ll pull out before it’s too late,” he reassures me hoarsely.

I’m about to tell him not to bother, since I’ve been on the pill for years because of my teenage acne, but I’m not sure I want that kind of intimacy with him - that taking it for granted that whatever is between us must necessarily be something serious. That would imply an assumption of responsibility for both of us, and I’m wary, naturally inclined to think the worst of people.

That he’s inside me with nothing separating us is so amazing that it borders on the miraculous, but he doesn’t know, and I would rather he continue to remain ignorant of the exceptional nature of the event. For me it’s the first time ever. He would certainly make a big deal out of it, and I don’t want that, even though it’s such an intense experience that I feel myself rushing towards pleasure. I wish it would last forever, but instead my orgasm is already here. I feel it being born in a place inside me that is hard to specify and then spread through my whole body, overpowering me and enveloping me almost like Ari’s arms. His mouth glides over mine and his tongue thrusts inside at the precise moment when I let myself go completely, muffling a scream that would otherwise have been epic. And I never scream. Until last night, that was a rule too.

Ariberto senses what’s happening and he follows suite, pulling himself out of me at the last moment. He closes his eyes and embraces me as I feel him tremble.

We stand there for a long time, holding each other and letting the shower jet spray over us. If this heat and sweetness had an aroma, it would certainly smell of Ari.

“Oh God...”, is the only thing I manage to say. I’ve never been excessively romantic, which is why I don’t really know how to handle the feelings I’m experiencing. I’ve always been an anti-romantic, the one who made fun of people who were too much in love, the one who looked at the couples she bumped into around town with terror. Fil knew and respected that. He never - and I mean never - gave me a flower in all those years, because I’m not the kind of person who inspires certain feelings or invites certain gifts. No one would think of treating me like a princess, or of constantly carrying me about in his arms.

Or, rather, nobody would have before Ari.

He smiles at me and then kisses me again. And again. He doesn’t seem able to stop.

“I swear I never thought it would be like this between us physically. I had a suspicion after that first kiss, but this... This is really intense,” he murmurs, laying his forehead against mine.

I don’t know about him but I’m still having problems believing that it actually ended up happening. On my risk scale, this weekend was way more dangerous than nuclear bombardment. North Korea’s hydrogen bomb is peanuts compared to Ari.

And that, if I may use a refined French expression, is some deep shit.


Chapter 11

As we have dinner, Lavinia sits staring at me with a vaguely ironic and slightly incredulous expression. For her part, Alessandra doesn’t even try to hide how deeply shocked she is by my unusually larval state; her enormous dark eyes are so wide that they look as if they’re about to fall out of their sockets. Well I’d like to see what they’d be like in my position: I’ve just got back from a long weekend where sex was more or less the only thing I did. It’s a good job that Ari fed me up at that dinner in Portofino, because after that evening, food was pretty much irrelevant for us. And so was sleep. I don’t even know why we bothered going to Santa Margherita, to be honest, when we could have just locked ourselves up in a room in Milan, given how much of the local scenery and the spring sun we saw while we were there... Once we started, we just weren’t able to stop. The whole time we were there. We were like vampires, practically never seeing the sunlight. I mean, it filters through the curtains, doesn’t it, so what was the point in going outside?

“Did you get a nice tan, then?” says Lavinia mockingly.

“As if you’d have done it differently...”

“I acted the good girlfriend, my dear, and went with Seb to a weekend of live action role-playing games. It was some futuristic Matrix-style thing, and Seb did look pretty hot dressed as a postmodern sorcerer, so obviously we took advantage of the opportunity, but at least we met people, talked to each other and actually ate something from time to time.”

“They must have eaten - Giada is always hungry,” says Ale. Hah, the poor deluded thing.

Vinny shakes her head. “Our dear friend here has spent the last few days trying to out-Basic Instinct Basic Instinct. Right?” she says, looking to me for confirmation.

I’ve never seen Basic Instinct in my life, but the memory of everything Ari did to me in the shower makes me blush such a ridiculous red there’s not much point me lying. I give a distraught sigh. God, am I turning into one of those bloody annoying sentimental women?

“You’re... not wrong,” I confess after a moment’s hesitation. I choose to be sincere because I need to confide. I need my friends to force me to start thinking straight and to put me back on the right path. I want someone to come and shake me hard and tell me to stop with all this nonsense. Ari and I are just giving vent to a physical attraction that has been there for quite a while. Of course, in the meantime we have become colleagues and friends, so the sexual side complicates things a lot, but I’m sure that with a little goodwill we’ll manage to return to some form of normality. Whatever that is.

“But he’ll soon get fed up of it...” I say, to try and convince both me and them.

Vinny bursts out laughing. “Bullshit! You don’t court someone the way Ari did you, and take them to your holiday home – your family holiday home, by the way - just because you want a bit of fun. He wants a serious relationship. Very serious, I would say, if you really want my opinion. Which I imagine you probably don’t, eh?” she laughs.

“What do you mean, serious?! My most pressing problem is not being able to stop kissing him. It’s like a bloody drug. He sticks his tongue in my mouth for half a second and pow... I start tearing off my clothes and jump into his arms as if that was the only thing I knew how to do. It’s pathetic. Or rather, I’m pathetic,” I say, grabbing hold of a couple of handfuls of my hair and tugging hard.

“That’s a pretty crude way of describing the issue, but it’s effective, I’ll give you that!” Ale laughs.

“I mean, you two don’t seriously expect me to turn into some stupid little romantic now, do you? I’ve always been true to myself and I’m planning on staying that way.”

My face must look totally manic. I don’t really feel as though I’m in control of the situation.

“Calm down!” cries Vinny. “What would be so wrong with you and Ari being together? After all, of the three of us, you’re the one who has the most experience about how to make a serious relationship work.”

I blink in disbelief.

“Lavinia, hello? You do realize that in all likelihood Fil and I had less sex in the last two years than Ari and me did in one weekend?” It’s sad to admit it, but it’s true.

“Come on, it was a long weekend,” Ale tries to reassure me. “And anyway, the sex is always amazing at the beginning...”

“True,” I agree, “but the problem here isn’t just sex. Or the fact that for once sex isn’t the problem. Even though I was with Fil, us living in two different cities and each having our own commitments allowed me to get used to my independence. I had no one to be accountable to, no one to plan my week with. Don’t you realise that Ari could never be the kind of person who would give me my space?”

Ari wouldn’t recognise the concept of emotional distance even if it knocked on his front door.

Lavinia reflects for a while. “Okay, yeah, Ari doesn’t seem like the type of person who’d be comfortable giving you your space. He seems like the type of guy who would want to live together right away, the type of guy who wants to do everything together, the type of guy who’ll only go away if you go with him, etcetera etcetera...”

I shudder at the thought.

“I find that combination of the words ‘live’ and ‘together’ profoundly disturbing. Can we avoid using them? “

“Living together is wonderful, if you love each other,” says Vinny, who is leaving for the United States with Seb at the end of her studies. They’ll be living together and, if I am allowed to take a guess, they’ll get married soon too. He loves her in that obsessive way he does everything else, and she’d jump into the fire for him on the spot. I’ve never seen two people so much in love in my life - they’re so bloody sweet together that just being around them has probably given me tooth decay.

“Please, tell me he’s not going to fall in love with me ...” I beg her, almost sobbing. That’s been my biggest fear since I got back. Ari can’t feel anything like love for me, that would be the beginning of the end. He’s a wonderful human being, but sometimes he’s just too intense, and I get too intense myself when we’re together. I’m not used to feeling like this, living with that perennial knot in my stomach and missing someone I last saw just a few hours ago. Heck, hours, not months! How pathetic is that on a scale of one to ten? A thousand?

“Well... in my opinion he’s already in love with you,” Ale confesses to me in a low voice.

I take a very, very deep breath. “What?”

“Calm down, take it easy...” suggests Vinny. She turns to Alessandra. “Ale, you can’t just come out with stuff like that, you’ll make her pass out.”

“Well, she asked for an opinion...”

“No, she wants us to lie,” says Lavinia. “So we will lie.”

“Are you two kidding me?” I ask agitatedly. “Are you both convinced of this now?”

No, no, nooo... this is no good at all!

“Listen, Giada, it’s not like his doctor ordered him to get close to you for his health or something. If he ends up falling in love with you, or if he’s already in love, that’s his business. He’s not a child. What interests us as your friends is what you feel for him. If you’ve no intention of putting your heart into it but only your body, that’s your business. Maybe tell him, so that things are clear between you, but then that’s that. The world is full of people who fall in love with people who aren’t in love with them. That’s just the way life goes. And that’s why, as far as I’m concerned, two people being in love at the same time is practically a miracle. I’m well aware that I ought to thank the heavens every day for what’s happened to me, and sometimes I actually do. And not just because Seb has made my life complete, but also because he came at a time when I was ready for a change. Your respective needs have to coincide, because if they don’t, it’s just not destined to happen.”

I stare at Lavinia for a long time. The girl has turned into a genius. Really, Seb’s influence is so evident in her behaviour that she barely seems the same person she was a few months ago. She’s totally right that your respective needs must coincide. Because love transforms you, permanently, and I’m almost certain I don’t have the slightest intention of changing.

And, to be honest, I’m fine with it.

*

When I get home a little after eleven that evening, I am astonished to find Ari sitting outside the front door of my building. For once he’s not wearing a shirt, just a bog-standard tracksuit, but it doesn’t matter because he still looks amazing.

“Bertha, don’t you have a home anymore?” I smile, trying to joke. But my heart started pounding as soon as I realized who it was.

Seriously, I’m not in my right mind.

He stands up and smiles back at me. He is holding a bag. “My house felt very empty,” he says, as if this were a sufficient motivation. “So I thought I’d invite myself over after soccer.”

How the hell can I keep a level head on my shoulders if Ari is going to keep playing these tricks? It’s one thing to keep temptation at bay knowing he is at home, it’s quite another being able to refuse him when he is standing right in front of me and looking at me like he can’t wait to jump on top of me. “Ari, at the risk of repeating myself, didn’t we agree to take this slowly? Without forcing things?”

We said goodbye seven hours ago.

Seven.

Sometimes hours can seem like an eternity, but this is getting out of hand.

When he holds out his palm towards me, I let myself be grasped by the waist, not being able to resist clutching his neck. Finally, I stand on tiptoe to kiss him.

Maybe I should sign up for a course on controlling your impulsivity or something.

With me wearing a pair of flat-soled ballerinas, the difference in height between us is more evident than usual. I’d need a ladder to look into his eyes.

“I swear I’m not trying to force your hand,” he reassures me when he’s only a few inches from my mouth. “But I missed you.”

I missed him too, damn it, but I’d rather jump off a balcony than admit it. If only there were a balcony handy.

Of course, since he’s here now, I feel bad sending him back home.

“Sooooo, do you want to come up?” I ask him when he starts kissing my neck. I have a reputation as an ice maiden with my neighbours that I want to defend – it would be embarrassing to get caught making out by the front door.

“I was hoping you’d ask...” he says, taking my hand and waiting for me to open the door.

We hurry upstairs to my apartment and once inside, Ari drops his bag with a bang, takes my face in his hands and pins me against the front door, then gives me such a perfect kiss that I can’t help but putting my leg around his. You never know: he might come to his senses and run away. Luckily for me, it seems he isn’t planning on escaping: he sweeps me up off the ground and carries me over to the bed, then rapidly frees himself of tracksuit top and t-shirt, leaving only the bottoms on. The hell with that: this evening, neither of us seem to have much patience and I see no reason to wait. I undress him and he does the same to me. In a frenzy of movement we find ourselves naked and entwined around one another. I try to climb on top of him, but Ari gives me a questioning look. “Not that I have anything against you being on top, but you don’t like being on the bottom on principle or is there some specific reason?”

I imagined he would ask me sooner or later. “You’ll probably think it’s strange, but I feel much more at ease if I set the pace.”

“And you like being in control...” he adds with a smile.

“Yes, in every part of my life.”

“Do you trust me?” he asks suddenly, becoming almost serious as he waits for the answer.

“Let’s just say that I trust you more than almost everyone else, but you must have realised by now that me and trust don’t exactly have an idyllic relationship...” I try to explain. I know, I’m complicated.

“That’s not an answer,” he says, tactfully.

“Ok, I trust you,” I sigh. And the really extraordinary thing is I actually think I do. I’m as surprised as anyone. For once I might actually allow myself to be a little less of a control freak.

Ari walks off to get a condom and then hands it to me while he sits down on the bed.

“Just to be clear, I trust you too,” he tells me. “Trust must always be mutual.”

Not knowing what else to say, I open the packet and put the condom on him. He closes his eyes, clearly savouring my touch, then grabs me by the shoulders and pulls me down while I welcome him inside me. The feeling is so wonderful that I’m almost paralysed. I let my hands slide over his back, tracing the outline of his spine with my fingers, stroking his pectorals and finally finishing my journey by grabbing his buttocks and pushing him inside me.

“Giada...” he murmurs, kissing me. With one hand he leans on the mattress and with the other he caresses first my thigh, then my chest and finally my breast. My legs imprison him, further intensifying our union. Just when I come to think that we can’t get any closer, Ari imperceptibly lifts my backside and our bodies slide even deeper into one another. A sensual moan escapes both of us, and we find ourselves smiling at each other.

“Are you okay?” he murmurs.

“Never been better,” I confess with a laugh.

“Good. Well, I’m sorry to contradict you, but you’re about to be even better...” And so saying he starts to move, rising and then thrusting forcefully back inside me.

How right he was... My hand hooks his neck and pulls his mouth back to mine, causing the tension between us to explode completely. There is no more time for self-control, and our kisses are increasingly chaotic: a frenzied clashing of tongues and teeth while our rhythm grows faster and faster until we both realize there isn’t much time left. And we let ourselves go.

It takes a long time for my mind to start working again and when it does, I’m not sure it’s the same as before. I feel different and it unnerves me.

“Bertha, I know it’s not the ideal time for bringing it up but I must warn you that I have no intention of falling in love with you,” I proclaim before I can bite my tongue.

And the prize for the worst timing in history goes to... Giada Borghi!

In my defence, this unnatural and totally over-the-top attraction is doing my head in. This kind of complicity cannot be normal, or healthy. People can’t live like this, it’s impossible.

Ari, who is still trying to get his breathing back to normal, lifts his head from my shoulder and stares at me with watchful eyes. He blinks several times and then raises a doubtful eyebrow.

“Oooookay...” he says, almost as though he’s playing for time. He gets up from the bed and goes to the bathroom. When he comes back, it’s clear he has had the opportunity to think better. “I’m sorry, I must be a little slow or something, but I don’t really get it. What did you mean with your last statement?”

His voice sounds overly-controlled, a sign that he’s actually boiling inside.

“My friends told me I need to be completely honest with you. And I’m trying to be, so I’ll tell you now, before it’s too late, that I don’t want to fall in love with you. It has to be clear.”

Ari clenches his jaw doubtfully.

“Wow... I wish I could say something intelligent, but I’m completely speechless. Can I ask why?”

I cover myself with the sheet and sit up.

“Because it would be really, really stupid of me. First: I’ve just come out of a long relationship and I’m not looking for another one. Second: my parents would absolutely love you.”

His bitter smile tells me he is starting to understand.

“And you couldn’t allow that. I mean, you’d never want to do anything your parents might approve of...”

This time his tone is sarcastic and rather cutting.

“If it got serious between us, they’d never stop saying ‘See, Giada, your father and I were right!’ It would be a nightmare. I haven’t spent the last ten years trying to show them how wrong they were with me to go and give in to them right at the end.” I desperately need him to understand that I have nothing against him - quite the contrary, in fact - but that I have some personal battles I need to conclude. I’ve spent too much time and effort fighting them to give up now.

“I’m sorry Giada, but who the hell cares about your parents!” he mutters angrily. “They’re not in bed with us, are they? And they aren’t there when we work, or when we’re having fun.”

“No, but it’s like I can still feel them there. We live in two different cities, but sooner or later they would know. Especially because my friends reckon you’re the type of guy who would want us to live together.”

His eyes widen in surprise and he sits there motionless staring at me in amazement. For a moment I suspect he’s going to deny it, but then he snorts in annoyance.

“And what if I am? What the hell is wrong with wanting to sleep beside your girlfriend every night? Eating together, shopping together, cooking together?”

The correct answer is there’s nothing wrong with it, but he’s making assumptions on the basis of an ideal world, without any external interference. He and I aren’t an island, whether he wants to recognize it or not. The outside world conditions us more than we’re ready to admit.

“Look, I really didn’t mean to ruin this moment...” I say, trying to backtrack.

“That’s not how it looks to me ...” he says sarcastically with a rather intense expression on his face. Okay, he’s really pissed off, I can tell, but it’s time for him to slowly get his head around the idea that this thing between us can only continue if we both know exactly what to expect from each other. The only thing I want to do now is graduate without any hitches. I don’t want drama, I don’t want my heart pounding all the time, I don’t want to float on a bloody heart-shaped pink cloud and above all I don’t want to feel that my happiness depends exclusively on one person. Not anymore.

“Ari, honestly, I didn’t want to fight. But you’re pressing down on the accelerator and I sometimes feel like I’m at the centre of a whirlwind I can’t get out of,” I try to explain. It’s extremely difficult, because he is taking everything personally. Even though he is trying to control his anger and disappointment, I can still see it in his eyes.

“Ok,” he sighs, head down, after a moment. “Demanding everything is a bit of a flaw that I have,” he admits.

“And not wanting to be swept away is a flaw of mine,” I confess. “So, let’s say one-all and ball back at the centre of the pitch, ok?”

Ari seems to have calmed down a bit. He sits back down next to me after putting his briefs and tracksuit back on and takes my hand.

“Okay. Even because, to tell the truth, you have every right not to fall in love with me. I might not like it, but it’s not up to me.”

“Thanks,” I reply, touched. “We are great together, I’m not denying it. And I’m not pretending there isn’t chemistry between us either. There is... remarkable chemistry. But, as they say, keeping things clear makes for long-lasting friendships.”

He finishes dressing and then bends down to kiss me. “Look, I do understand what you’re saying. I get it.” His smile is a little sad, but I appreciate his words. “But just like you have your rules, I have mine: and I don’t want to hold back, okay? I don’t want to not do something I really feel just because it might freak you out or you might think it was over the top. I’m telling you this with absolutely frankness, Giada: I have felt like this so few times in my life that I have no intention of pretending otherwise.” And to emphasize the concept, he kisses me again.

Like Lavinia said, the difficulty is often not just finding the right person, but also finding them at the right time for both of you. Finding them, and finding them at a time when you both feel ready. Because the two things don’t necessarily coincide.

I suspect my clock and Ari’s clock are nowhere near synchronized, but for the moment I don’t want to worry about it and before he leaves my apartment I say goodbye with another intense kiss.

Maybe this thing won’t last forever but then, as I’ve learned recently, almost everything has an expiration date.


Chapter 12

I am typing furiously on the keyboard of my PC, completely engrossed in my work, when I realize that Ari is staring at me insistently. He doesn’t even look away after my eyes meet his. Interesting. He’s not trying to hide it at all; he wants me to realize he is scrutinizing me.

“Is there something wrong?” I ask him with a smile.

He shakes his head and smiles back at me. I’m not proud of it, but lately I’m no longer able to look at him with a normal expression. I’m not detached and I don’t even pretend to be. And if his eyes look like mine, this thing is serious.

“When you focus intensely on something you get a funny wrinkle here,” he tells me, pointing to between his eyebrows.

Wrinkles at my age?

“Bertha, wrinkles are never funny!”

Ari laughs in amusement at my horrified reaction.

“Calm down, you’re not falling apart yet. I mean, sure, if I were you I wouldn’t waste any more precious time,” he teases me. “I’d try and hook some guy while your skin’s still in good enough condition to allow it...”

He’s so good at annoying me when he wants to, the bastard.

“Oh no, I want to grow into an old maid and at the age of fifty find myself a toy boy who’s all muscles and no brains,” I shoot back.

“Really?” he asks with a laugh.

“Absolutely. Do you have any idea how hard it is to win an argument with someone like you? You might only have two neurons but they work very hard.”

Before he can contain himself, Ari bursts out laughing. It’s a good job that neither of us pays much attention to the heads continually turning in our direction anymore. I don’t even understand why they bother, to be honest. If I were them, I’d have thrown in the towel. We’re not that interesting.

“You, girl, are really funny,” he says to me, almost crying with laughter.

I’m really not, actually. Or at least, that’s what everyone else thinks. Except for him.

“Don’t you have any work to do?” I ask him politely.

“Oh yes, but looking at you is way more interesting,” he replies without batting an eyelid.

“Try telling that to Iris,” I suggest shaking his head. A part of me still can’t get used to Ari’s being always so direct, for better or for worse. But it’s for better, if I’m honest. I’m not the kind of person who feels comfortable when faced with sugary words and gestures. They make me uncomfortable because I don’t know how to reciprocate. I just freeze, unable to say something nice even to people who really deserve it. Ari knows that, and I think he’s doing everything he can to overcome my natural resistance.

“I can always tell Iris that you’re more interesting than all this financial rubbish...” he says with a wink.

Another of the things we argue about from time to time is this habit of his of considering the state of our pseudo-relationship to be public. I’m sure that everyone in the office knows perfectly well there is something between us, but I prefer to pretend otherwise and, if possible, to not create any strange expectations. Yes, ok, we sleep together, we work together, but this isn’t a relationship. At least, not in the classic sense of the term. There are no plans, and I don’t want there to be. The time I require, the time that Ari promised me but only actually respected up to a certain point, means that I need a long break from the dramas of a real relationship - from that passing from ‘me and you’ to a ubiquitous ‘us’ as though it was no big thing. At times, that ‘we’ is likely to suffocate you, either because you’re not used to it or because you’re not actually an ‘us’, even though you’re supposed to be. Yes, I know, it’s a bit of a convoluted way of looking at it. Nobody ever said that relationships were simple.

“You, Bertha, deserve to be spanked,” I say grimly.

“If you absolutely insist...” he replies allusively, deliberately ignoring my tone. “But what way would that be to treat a man who’s about to celebrate?”

My eyebrows rise instantly. “Is your birthday coming up?” If this had been an actual relationship, I would have asked him when he was born. But this isn’t a relationship...

“Next Sunday,” he confirms, adding without hesitation, “And yours is November 15th.”

I blink in puzzlement. I don’t like this psychological advantage of his one little bit.

“Yeeeees...” I reply uneasily. He must have used his usual sources.

This isn’t a relationship, I repeat myself for the thousandth time, and it is perfectly normal for me not to know when his birthday is. It’s actually better, because if I had known when it was, I would have felt obliged to give him a present and to organize something. The way, unfortunately, I now feel I should.

“I was thinking...” he says in a voice that makes all the hairs on my body stand up to attention. Including those I no longer possess thanks to the wonders of permanent hair removal. His tone is meant to sound neutral, but it totally isn’t, and my expression grows sterner while I wait for the hammer to fall.

“Bertha, I’ve already told you: it’s better if you don’t think,” I try to shut him down by turning it into a joke.

But Ariberto’s eyes become intense - even more intense than usual – and a look of determination I now know well appears on his face. “I have to go home for my birthday and I thought you could come with me.”

I must have misheard him.

“You mean, to your parents? In Piedmont?”

“Yeah, that’s where they live,” he confirms, looking uncomfortable. His cheeks are flushed and there’s agitation in his eyes. He’s not as relaxed as he wants me to believe. This is a big one, and he knows it

“Ari...” I start, but I immediately falter.

“Ari nothing,” he replies vehemently. “It’s just my birthday. That’s all. I’m not asking you to swear eternal love to me in a ceremony where we exchange blood or something, Giada...”

I almost feel like pointing out to him that until today, nobody had even mentioned love. Well, apart from me, a bit. But I decide not to provoke him. Ari doesn’t often get angry, but when he does, he’s able to argue until he is exhausted. He’s definitely an obstinate one...

“Can I think about it?” I ask cautiously, not knowing how to worm my way out of it in a dignified manner.

And there, in plain sight and without any attempt to hide it, an expression of profound disappointment appears on his face. I swallow with difficulty, feeling at a bit of a psychological disadvantage.

“As always, you can do whatever you want,” he replies piquantly, and then lowers his head and goes back to work, hiding behind an unusual silence.

Maybe he’s right, maybe it is just a stupid birthday after all...

*

“Of course it’s not just a stupid birthday,” says Lavinia, destroying all my hopes with a single phrase. And just when I’d almost managed to convince myself.

“But I mean...” I say, trying to plead my cause with no little agitation.

“Giada, no,” she replies. “Babe, I’d love to lie to you, but I don’t think it would help you or him.”

Personally I have a vague suspicion that a few lies here and there couldn’t make my life get any worse. Quite the opposite.

“It’s true, taking you to meet is parents is a big thing,” adds Alessandra. What the... is everyone against me today?

“It’s not the bloody nineteenth century! And I’m not the fiancée who has to be officially presented! I’m just someone he’s been sleeping with for a few weeks,” I mutter, folding my arms.

Lavinia and Alessandra roll their eyes in such a perfectly synchronized movement that you’d think they’d been practicing. “Forgive me for being frank, but when you were with a person who you never actually slept with, that was a great relationship, but this thing with Ari, which has been going on for more than a month now, is nothing serious, even if you work, live and sleep together every night?” says Lavinia doubtfully.

I hate it when other people make me face a truth I can’t refute.

“He’s the one who always turns up at my house,” I point out.

Vinny’s expression speaks a thousand words. And a few more for good measure. “Yes, but you’re the one who lets him in...”

“And what am I supposed to do? Leave him out there on the landing?” I’m only being kind, for God’s sake!

“Do you think she’s actually stupid or is she just trying to pretend she is?” Lavinia asks Alessandra.

“The second, definitely the second. But she is pretending soooooo hard...”

“Okay, if that’s the way you feel about it,” says Vinny, turning back to face me, “you shouldn’t go.”

Eh? What? That’s a bit harsh, isn’t it?

“Why not?” I ask with little conviction.

“Because you are in two totally different phases, of course: he’s crazy about you and wants to introduce you to his family, you have problems even admitting that you let him into your bed voluntarily,” she replies in a sarcastic tone that I can’t help noticing.

“Ariberto is not crazy about me...” I say, trying to reason with her.

Lavinia’s lips curl up in a sneer of amusement. “Ha ha...” is all she says.

“Ha ha,” echoes Ale.

What is this, laughter practice workshop?

“Am I supposed to go ‘ha ha’ too?” I ask in an annoyed voice.

“Don’t go,” Vinny repeats to me a second time, even more peremptory than before. “Don’t let yourself be talked into it: if you genuinely don’t want to have a relationship with him, stick to your guns. Don’t let feelings of guilt get the better of you. You’ve only ever been straight with him. To tell the truth, I’ve never met a person who overthinks things as much as you do...”

“Thanks,” I mumble. “So I won’t go, then. I’ll stay here in Milan while he celebrates his twenty-fourth with his family in Piedmont,” I repeat, trying to convince myself it’s the right thing to do.

Lavinia and Alessandra nod with satisfaction, but deep down I feel like a complete piece of shit. On paper, Ariberto Castelli might be the last person who should do it for me, but he is still a good guy, and I don’t like hurting him, even if it is to avoid greater suffering in the future.

*

I decide to go home late, in the hope that even if Ari did come by the house, he got tired of waiting and left. But no, apparently patience is just another one of the gifts bestowed upon him at birth. And in fact, there he is, sitting on the step in front of my front door, intent on reading something by the faint light of the streetlamp.

“Ari …” I say, trying to tell him off, but my heart is beating madly at the idea he has been waiting for me all this time. Goddamn him and his persistence! Goddamn him in general, to be honest. “Didn’t your mother tell you you’ll ruin your eyes reading in such a bad light?”

He jerks his head up and smiles at me with a naturalness that takes my breath away.

“She did, actually... But I’ll admit I never really listened to her.”

I pretend to be scandalized. “Who? You? The perfect son?”

“Much less perfect than you think.” He actually thinks it’s true.

“Castelli, stop pretending to be modest because it really doesn’t suit you”. I’m trying to act detached, but it’s really hard: the closer I get, the more I feel my precarious self-control get out of hand. I’d like to stop wasting time trying to resist him and drag him off home with me. To bed. Or even to the floor, to be honest, I don’t really care. I know, I’m a shallow woman who can’t resist temptation...

Which makes it even more difficult for me to find the courage to refuse his invitation to Piedmont.

“Ari,” I say, in an agitated voice, after having stopped in front of him. But I don’t have time to add anything further, because with feline agility, he jumps to his feet and puts his arms around me. A second later he’s kissing me with such intensity I can hardly remember what it was I wanted to tell him. His tactic is designed to annihilate any resistance to his wishes, and I can’t say that it’s not working.

“That’s playing dirty,” I say accusingly, pulling away from him slightly.

“Every time you start a sentence with ‘Ari’, I know I’m in big trouble,” he says. “You never call me Ari, unless you’re about to tell me something I’m not going to want to hear.”

God, he’s right!

“Bertha …” I say, trying to correct myself.

“Ah, no, now I understand what you are trying to do,” he warns me, grabbing the keys to the front door from my hand. He opens it and beckons me to enter.

Really, how do you get rid of a man you don’t actually want to deprive yourself of? Ariberto Castelli might be a bit clingy, but has plenty of other redeeming qualities.

“Ok, you can come up,” I say, surrendering to the facts, “but listen – we need to talk.”

“Do you know what your problem is, Giada?” he asks me with a defiant light in his eyes as he imprisons me at the elevator door.

“That I’ve got a shitty character?” I wonder aloud.

Ari bursts out laughing and then kisses me. “No. Well, that too... but luckily for me I actually quite like your shitty character. No, your real problem is that you think you are a great strategist, but your face is an open book. Wide open.”

It didn’t use to be like that before I met him. It used to be tightly close and inscrutable.

“Oh really? In that case, what was I going to tell you a little while ago?”

“You’re looking for excuses not to come with me this weekend,” he replies as if it were obvious. He doesn’t seem either surprised or offended.

As I walk out of the elevator, I take advantage of the brief moment while I fiddle with the keys I’ve now got back from him to try and reflect on my strategy. It is obvious it needs some tweaking.

But once we’re inside my apartment, Ari takes full advantage of the element of surprise and pins me to the door with yet another kiss – one of those ones that give me goose bumps instantly.

“Ari …” I plead in a dreamy voice. “Stop it.”

I’m perfectly conscious I’m being a weak woman. A very, very weak woman.

“I’ve only just started,” he replies, kissing me on the neck. “It can get much worse than this ...”

And then he shows me in minute detail just how much worse it can actually be. I don’t think I’ve ever loved doing the wrong thing more.

*

“Okay, so let’s hear it, then,” says Ari, lying in my bed after having thoroughly shaken up both me and my weak hormones.

My head is resting on his chest and his big hands are caressing my hair in way that is both sensual and intimate at the same time. It has become his distinctive gesture, and he has refined it to absolute perfection.

“You already know what I want to tell you,” I protest unconvincingly. I’m terribly tired and I just want to fall asleep like this, while he runs his hands over every part of my body.

“You’re not getting out of it that easily,” he warns me with a laugh. “I want to hear the weird excuse you’ve come up with in that Machiavellian little head of yours.”

I raise my head – which, to tell the truth, is anything but ‘little’ - and give him an offended stare. Or at least I try to. It’s difficult to pretend to be annoyed with someone who was responsible for such intensely pleasant feelings only a few moments ago. “It’s not an excuse!” I exclaim emphatically.

“Well I’m all ears.”

“Honestly, I’m not a coward, far from it, but the more I think about it, the more I feel like the idea of going to your parents is a bit risky,” I finally manage to say. Judging by Ari’s expression, though, he doesn’t seem too impressed.

“Oh yes, you are afraid... Because you think it’s some really big deal.”

“Yeah, well, forgive me for thinking that going to meet a boy’s parents at their house is a big deal!”

“My folks are nice people. A bit formal maybe, but they’re realists, and they’re in step with the times. They don’t read too much into things. So, if I tell them that I’m bringing a female friend with me, they don’t automatically imagine they’re about to meet their future daughter-in-law.”

He makes it all sounds so easy.

“Just someone who is sleeping with their son at the moment,” I argue, raising my eyebrows.

“They might imagine that, but they wouldn’t judge.”

“Because you’ve taken a lot of girls home over the years ...” I probe.

A strange grimace appears on Ari’s face. “A few...” he answers vaguely. Very vaguely.

“How many?”

“Err, one,” he answers in a low voice, avoiding my gaze.

“One besides me?”

“One if I can convince you to come,” he finally admits with a sigh.

I sit bolt upright. “Bertha!” I exclaim. I’m so shocked I almost hit him in the face with a pillow. “Have you gone mad?”

“I knew you’d freak out,” he sighs, raising his eyes to the sky.

“So if you knew, why are you trying to your best to persuade me to come?”

“Masochism. Pure and simple masochism, by the looks of it,” he murmurs disconsolately. After a few moments of silence, he sits down and gives me a determined look. “Listen, I don’t want to play games with you: Sunday is my birthday and I’d like you to be there. It’s that simple.”

I open my mouth to tell him that no, it can’t be done. But those eyes have been boring into me for months now and it seems, after all, that for some reason I can’t actually deny him anything.

“Ok,” I say with a frown.

It’s madness, I know. Total madness. I’ve got no illusions about it. But as I watch Ari’s face relax in a smile, I think maybe, all things considered, it’s sometimes okay to screw up for a noble purpose. Even if you know you’re screwing up.


Chapter 13

“Welcome to the humble country abode of my parents,” Ari says, turning off the car’s motor in front of a house that looks as though it dates back to the seventeen-hundreds, at least.

Oh yes, very humble... It’s an imposing three-storey building composed of a large rectangular central part plus a series of minor appurtenances that stretch out to form almost a square. Impressive. Not that I’d had any illusions about it: Ariberto and his shirts have never made any secret of being the product of a certain kind of environment, that is maybe not especially showy, but certainly well-off.

“Bertha, if you’re trying to antagonize me, you’re succeeding, “I warn him.

He bursts out laughing, not at all upset by my obvious bad temper which has kept us company throughout the journey from Milan to the countryside just outside Vercelli. It seems that celebrating in the city was a bit too plebby for him, so here we are, at this miniature castle. Although the Castelli family simply calls it their ‘estate’. I don’t even want to know how much land there is.

“It’s just a country house,” says Ari, trying to play it down as he climbs out of the car.

I don’t want to pretend I’m not used to big houses and to ostentation. God knows, my mother is the queen of ostentation. But at home I’m not obliged to follow the rules, while here I am a guest and I am expected to behave properly and ingratiate myself. A whole life spent rebelling against conventions and then I find myself in the courtyard of a bloody ‘country house’. Where the hell was my brain when I agreed to this? Still spinning like a top from all the orgasms?

“Let’s put it this way: with all this space, at least we won’t have to share a room,” I joke.

Ari shoots me a look as he takes both our suitcases from the boot and leads the way.

“That remains to be seen.”

I try to take my suitcase off him, but as always don’t manage. At this point I’m not sure whether I hate gallant types more than I ever have or whether I’m slowly developing a dangerous predilection for them. Me, the girl who used to run around dressed in studs and spikes until she was forced to change both at work and in her emotional life. These days I get to wear them a lot less often because I don’t want to stab Ari.

We’ve hardly had time to set foot inside the house before we are set upon by a large group of dogs and human beings. Did I mention that I’m also terrified of dogs?

“Ari!” exclaims a woman who I suspect must be his mother. She is very tall and with the same perfect features as her son, and it looks like she’s a great lover of hugs too, because I watch as she throws her arms around him and crushes him the way he usually does with me. By her side is a man who must be Ari’s father, with whom he shares the same curly hair and broad shoulders. Of course, Ariberto would inherit only the best from both parents while I find myself with this mouse-coloured hair. I should have dyed it black again, I think to myself as I stand to one side watching the scene, trying not to let the two dogs eat me while they sniff and lick me from head to toe. God, even the pets are overly affectionate around here!

“Jack, Jim, sit!” he instructs them, and they obey instantly, sitting at his feet and staring up at him. I hope with all of myself that my expression isn’t quite as adoration as theirs. That would be really embarrassing. “Mum, Dad – this is Giada,” he introduces me once the hugs are out of the way.

Not ‘my friend Giada’ or ‘my colleague Giada’. Just Giada. Which, for some strange reason, sounds very loud in my ears.

“Giada, what a pleasure!” says his mother, throwing her arms around me. Are they like this with everyone, strangers included?

If Ari thinks his mother is stiff, he’s obviously never had to deal with anyone like mine. Fortunately for him.

“Did you have a good trip?” Ari’s father asks.

I must look like someone who is so embarrassed that they would quite happily jump out of the window, if it weren’t for the fear the dogs would probably end up chasing me. Now, more than ever, I regret not having fought harder against Ari and his unfair methods of persuasion: I should never have come here to visit his family.

“Come, let’s sit down,” his mother gestures.

“It was fine,” says Ari, taking my hand. Once we’ve sat on the couch, though, he shows not the slightest hint of wanting to loosen his grip, forcing me to jerk my hand away. The gesture doesn’t escape his parents, who immediately exchange a look. What game is he playing at, exactly?

“So, you two met at university...” says his mother with a decidedly excessive smile. That means Ari has already talked to her about me? Floor, open and swallow me, I beg you.

“Yes,” Ari says.

“Well, not exactly. I’d say we met at work.”

He gives me a meaningful look.

“Actually, we’d already met ...” he insists.

“Well, I didn’t know you,” I answer. What is this, some kind of competition?

His parents burst out laughing as they watched us squabble. At that precise moment, what I presume must be Ari’s older brother enters the room, followed by his girlfriend. I’d been warned they’d be there. “Are you having a laugh without me?” he asks with a smile that is obviously a family trademark. Never mind Dolly the sheep, this lot ought to clone their DNA. They’d made a fortune.

“Giada, this is my brother Edoardo and this is his girlfriend, Lisa. “ I shake hands with one and then the other. Edoardo isn’t quite as tall as Ari, but he’s still impressively tall. His hair is the same brown, but lacks the curls I have become so used to these weeks. Lisa, on the other hand, is spectacularly beautiful, there’s no other way to describe her slender figure and her smooth dark hair. Beautiful people choose beautiful people – no big surprises there.

“Edo, Lisa - this is Giada.”

A questioning look appears on Edoardo’s face. What he obviously wants to ask is, what the hell are you doing here?

It’s a legitimate question, because here, in this family-only environment, I’m wondering exactly the same thing.

I have a vague suspicion I’ve been set up big time. Ari and his taking things slow, his giving me time... I’m increasingly feeling like someone is trying to force my hand.

Nice guys can be just as stubborn as nasty ones, apparently, if not more so. Especially Ari, who’s a bulldozer when he gets an idea in his head. For a minute there I’d been duped by his peaceful expression into forgetting that behind that relaxed appearance there’s an inflexible character. Ariberto is no less obstinate than me, he just has a different way of showing it.

Feeling trapped, my anger starts to rise, but I know I’ll have to keep a lid on it somehow for the sake of this weekend. I might be a bit of a rebel, but the good manners my parents taught me are still inside there somewhere. The Castellis do seem to be genuinely nice people, and the fact that their younger son doesn’t understand the way things are between us is certainly not their fault.

“So what were you laughing about?” asks Edo, sitting down in an armchair, with Lisa on his lap.

Oh Christ, they’re all into public displays of affection round here...

“Giada and your brother were just telling us how they met. Apparently, each of them has a different version of the story...” his father explains with a raised eyebrow.

“You’re at the Bocconi too, aren’t you?” asks Edo.

“And now we’re colleagues,” adds Ari.

“Wow, small world,” jokes the older of the Castelli brothers. You can say that again. Way too small. “So you two are, what?... Together?” he asks, finally coming out with the question that in all probability they’ve all been asking themselves since we arrived. In all honesty, I would have done the same in their place.

“Edo!” cries Lisa. “That’s their business!”

I am so uncomfortable that I just want to die, and although I’ve never been one of those girls who blush easily, my cheeks feel so red right now that I must look like Snow White. She’s certainly not my favourite fairytale heroine and the idea that I might look like her really pisses me off. At this point, I’m sure of only one thing: Ari is going to die. Slowly and in atrocious pain. He should never have dragged me here.

“OK! I get it, it’s their business,” laughs Edo. But he’s unable to resist another impudent question. “So – separate rooms or not?”

I cut in before Ariberto can answer. “Separate. Absolutely,” I reply grimly. Otherwise I might be tempted to stab him in my sleep.

“Of course,” Signora Castelli reassures me.

“Even because our folks are a bit old-fashioned,” Edoardo tells me. “Lisa and I are only allowed to share a bed because we’re getting married next spring. I’ve had to suffer the agonies of hell for years. Ari’s the favourite, though, so they might have made an exception for him. Ahhh, the hard life of the firstborn son...” he says theatrically.

“Oh give it a rest...” says Ari.

“But it’s the truth. You don’t even realise it: when have you ever been denied anything?” his brother asks him with a voice which now sounds much more serious.

“I’ve fought my battles like everyone else.”

“In case you hadn’t realised, Giada, my brother Ariberto only looks mild. In reality, behind that fawn-like face of his, there’s a very obstinate personality.”

As if I hadn’t already noticed.

“Believe me, I know.” After all, aren’t I here practically against my will?

“Ari, show Giada the guest room and when you’ve got settled in, come down for lunch. We’ll be eating in an hour,” his mother intervenes. I’m almost grateful: I’ve had enough of being at the centre of attention.

When we get up from the couch, Ari tries again to take my suitcase, but this time I beat him to it and grab it with determination. “I’ll carry my bags by myself, alright?” I growl in a low voice.

My expression is so eloquent that he raises his hands in surrender, muttering “Okay, okay...” He then picks up his own and leads me upstairs.

After struggling with our suitcases (me more than him, to tell the truth), we enter one of the rooms along the corridor. The room is large and very pretty, even though I’m not really into this kind of antique furniture. Though lately I’ve found myself re-evaluating a lot of things I never used to like.

“Is everything okay?” Ari asks, peering at me.

“It could be better, thanks,” I reply coldly, crossing my arms.

“Why?” he asks.

“Ari...” I say in exasperation. “By bringing me here you’ve only confused your whole family. They think we’re a couple of steps away from getting engaged.”

“Don’t worry about what my parents think or don’t think,” he says, coming closer. He grabs my hands and forces me to hug him instead. “They are my parents, not yours. You are free to do whatever you like.”

“Even beat up the birthday boy for putting me slap bang in the middle of a very awkward situation?”

“Even beat up the birthday boy, if that kind of thing turns you on,” he confirms with a chuckle.

“Violence has never been much of a turn-on for me.”

“What do you mean? What about the piercings and studs?” he laughs, bringing his lips close to my neck. When he touches me, I give a dreamy sigh in spite of myself. God, I’m pathetic!

“In order not to shock your family too much, I left most of that at home,” I remind him.

“Most of it?” he asks, continuing to kiss me.

“I’ve still got my navel piercing in. The rest is waiting for me back in Milan. Avoiding causing embarrassing situations this weekend is my birthday present to you, Bertha.”

Ari raises his head and scrutinizes me carefully. “Thanks, but you shouldn’t have felt you had to do that. What I’ve been trying to make you realise for a long time now is that I like you the way you are, the way you feel comfortable. I don’t care about piercings or clothes, and even less about hair colour. Yes, I like you better this way, with your natural hair colour, but that’s not what matters. As far as I’m concerned you can dye it fuchsia. I want you. I accept you, right?”

He emphasises the concept as though trying to get it through the head of someone really stupid.

Which I am starting to suspect I might actually be.

My heart, which had already started pounding at the slightest touch, starts to gallop so hard that it feels like it might explode. I’m so used to not accepting myself and always doing my best to keep people at a distance that I really don’t know how to answer.

“So, do we understand each other?” he asks me, sensing how I’m struggling.

“We understand each other,” I somehow manage to reply after swallowing hard.

“After all, you have much worse things to deal with...” he says with a smile.

“Like what?”

“Like my famous shirts,” he reminds me, raising his eyebrows.

I burst out laughing.

“God, yes! You and your bloody shirts...”

“Not to mention that you have to sleep with a guy without tattoos,” he continues to tease me.

“Thank God tonight I won’t have to.”

“Well, that remains to be seen...”

“Ari, no. I don’t want to get caught by your parents,” I warn him.

“What do you mean, don’t you like a bit of breaking the rules?” he laughs. “You, my dear Giada, are all smoke and no fire!”

“If you like living dangerously so much, why don’t you get a tattoo?”

“I hate needles,” he says firmly.

“Everybody hates needles! But getting a tattoo is a way of putting yourself to the test.”

“And what the hell would I want to have permanently tattooed on my skin?”

“How should I know? It’d be your tattoo, not mine!”

“No tattoos for me, thanks,” he says with conviction.

“OK, please yourself. Wimp.”

“It’s just common sense.”

“The same common sense that made you drag me here today?” I ask defiantly.

Ari’s mouth relaxes in a smile. “Touché… But anyway, stop giving me a hard time and come and kiss the nearly-birthday boy.”

And I, who don’t usually obey orders even under pain of death, decide to be magnanimous and stand up on tiptoes, raising my mouth to his.

This country air must be having a weird effect on me.

*

“So do you want to see the rice field?” Ari asks me in the afternoon, after a family lunch where everyone was extremely friendly and no one asked any more uncomfortable questions. Not even a hint of one. I get the feeling Ari must have given them instructions on how to behave.

“Do you really have a rice field?” I say in shock.

“We do have a rice field,” he confirms with a laugh. “And we also have a farmhouse out there...” he confesses, lowering his voice sensually.

Ah, now I get where he’s going with this.

“Bertha!” I exclaim, punching him on the arm. “No sex at your parents’ house!”

“It’s not my parents’ house, it’s my parents’ farmhouse in the middle of nowhere,” he corrects me. “I thought it would be fun to go out for a nice bike ride in the countryside.”

“I still don’t really understand why you’re so convinced that long bike rides are fun...” I mutter. Sporty types are always inventing some athletic thing to do, wherever they happen to be. Even in a rice field, apparently.

“Come on, live dangerously for once,” he laughs.

“Since I met you, I’ve done nothing but live dangerously,” I reply. It’s meant to be a joke, but I’m honest enough with myself to see how much truth it contains. Sometimes it feels like I’ve climbed into one of those funfair rides where you just go up and down without brakes all the time.

And I hate that kind of ride. I always have.

“Come on, you lazy thing. Come for a ride with me,” he insists with a smile so charming that it takes my breath away.

“Only because it’s nearly your birthday,” I say eventually, giving in.

He bursts out laughing because even though I love to make fun of his two neurones, he’s actually very smart. Next time, whatever it takes, I must remember to fall head over heels for a complete idiot. It’s so much easier with people who don’t know what you’re thinking.

*

The ride proves to be less demanding and much more fun than expected. The weather is lovely – warm without being torrid.

“All this nature is probably really bad for me,” I joke as we lie sunbathing in a field full of flowers.

“Have you turned into one of those Milanese who can’t breathe when there isn’t enough smog?” he asks indignantly.

“God, no! But I do like Milan. I’m glad there are so many interesting job opportunities in the city and not being forced to go home...” I confide in an extraordinary moment of sincerity.

“I’m sure you could find a job in an accountant’s office in Verona if you wanted to,” reflects Ari.

“I could,” I agree. “But I don’t want to.”

“Too close to your parents?”

“Yes, definitely. I don’t want anyone hiring me just because they know my dad, or anyone judging me on the basis of my parents.”

“That seems fair enough...”

“I mean, I don’t want to be ungrateful: I’m well aware of everything my parents allowed me to have, especially the chance to study without having to worry about anything else. But now I want to make my own way under my own steam,” I conclude thoughtfully.

Ari’s expression grows intense and I watch him as he weighs whether to tell me certain things or to keep quiet.

“You know, me and my parents were in a similar situation to yours not too long ago...” he confesses.

“Bertha, in all honesty your mother seems very different from mine, and your folks seems like nice people. You’re a nice family”.

“You should have seen us a couple of years ago. When I got my degree, our relationship was decidedly less idyllic...”

“So what happened?” I ask, suddenly curious.

“We sat around a table and talked it out. It took a long time, but we were totally straight with each other. And I must admit that since then, we have finally begun to understand each other: I understand them, and they understand me. It wasn’t very pleasant but it was extremely productive.”

It might have been productive for them, but I doubt that my parents would be capable of anything similar. They have no interest in actually looking at themselves; from their point of view, the only person who is ever wrong is me and only me.

“What is it, don’t you believe me?” he asks, misinterpreting my doubtful expression.

“No, I was just thinking that what worked for you probably wouldn’t help me much. Me and my family are so used to not communicating we wouldn’t know where to start. A talent for knowing how to listen doesn’t exactly run in the family...” I say, shaking my head.

Ari looks at me and smiles.

“You don’t say? And there I was thinking I’d chosen such a sweet, easygoing girl...” he mocks me.

“While we’re on the subject, let me, as a sincere friend, tell you one thing: Ariberto Castelli, when it comes to women, you have shitty taste.”

He bursts out laughing until he’s almost in tears.

“You can’t offend the birthday boy!” he exclaims, pretending to be hurt.

“Your birthday isn’t until tomorrow! You don’t have some weird custom here in Piedmont that birthdays last for a week, do you?”

“I don’t know about Piedmont, but when I was little I used to try and make it last all month,” he confesses.

“So you are saying you’ve improved…”

“Yes, I have improved a little bit over the years – other people not being willing to let me spread my birthday out over a whole month has helped too,” he laughs.

“You don’t say...” I respond, finding myself smiling too.

“Of course, it would be nice if at least my girlfriend was nice to me,” he adds with a challenging glint in his eyes. For a moment I don’t know what to answer.

“I’m not your girlfriend,” I remind him. I was afraid sooner or later Ari would come out with such a word, but was hoping for a little more time. I thought he was waiting for our graduation to pass.

“Oh aren’t you? And why not?” he asks with a naturalness I’m not buying at all.

“Because, as I’m sure you’ll remember, seeing as we talked about it, you and I are a little bit different.” That’s the euphemism of the century, but tomorrow is his birthday and I want to be kind.

“That’s rubbish. The more time passes, the more convinced I am that we are actually very, very similar. Apart, of course, for your passion for sticking bits of metal through parts of your body that I think should be left in peace.”

“Ari...” I exclaim, sighing.

“Giada,” he replays, imitating my tone.

“You’re not funny, you know.”

“I’m not trying to be.”

Great, he’s being stubborn too. From bad to worse.

“I don’t feel ready. I’ve only just gotten out of one relationship. Right now I have nothing to give,” I confess, lowering my eyes. There’s an accusing edge in my voice, and Ariberto senses it loud and clear before I can suppress it. I thought we’d agreed to give each other time. I thought we had a deal.

“I know you’ve just come out of a very long relationship, and I can understand your confusion, even your disappointment. But, if you don’t mind me saying so, I have the feeling you’re using your previous story to protect yourself.”

I’m not kidding, next time I want to fall in love with a total moron...

As soon as I realize what has been going through my stupid head, though, an expression of pure panic appears on my face and I pretty much stop breathing.

Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

“Hey, are you okay?” he asks worriedly, coming closer and touching my face.

By now, total panic has taken possession of me. In the space of a few moments I’ve realized that I am bound to this person much more than is good for me, much more than I thought possible. It could be mortally dangerous to have those kind of feelings for anyone, but even more so for Ariberto.

“Yes. No. I don’t know,” I confess finally. “Ari, we made a deal: you were supposed to give me all the time I needed...” I remind him yet again. I don’t know how else to say it. I feel impotent and dramatically close to tears. And I never cry.

For a moment he says nothing.

“I know, Giada. I remember what I told you at the beginning. But I’m struggling too. You’re not the only one who is finding this tough.” His voice too sounds much less sure of itself than usual and his eyes... ah, those damn eyes! It doesn’t matter whether this thing of always being sincere, even in situations when other people would clam up, is the result of a well-studied strategy or is just the way he is around me. I grab his face and pull him closer until his forehead is touching mine.

“I know.”

He takes a deep breath and caresses my cheek.

“So, where do we go from here?”

“I don’t know, Ari. Really, I don’t know how to behave. But I never make promises I can’t keep.”

“That sounds fair to me,” he agrees, kissing me. It’s an obvious attempt at persuasion. Part of me almost hopes it will work. “At least promise me you’ll think about it? About us two actually being a couple?”

“I promise, Bertha.”

“Great. Now come over here and forget about all these problems, family-related and otherwise”.

“Aren’t you supposed to be taking me to see the rice?” I tease him, because I’m much more interested in him than I am in some stupid field.

“Later, Ms. Spikes, later...” he murmurs, bringing his mouth to mine to shut me up.

And, for once, I have no objections at all.

*

That night, Ariberto slips into my room shortly after midnight – meaning it’s now his birthday – only to creep out again at six in the morning. I’m sure the sleep deprivation is visible on my face at breakfast a few hours later. Edoardo gives me a look that makes it clear he understands perfectly what went on last night. I blush in spite of myself, but I don’t actually feel guilty: after all, I owe Ari at least one memorable birthday, or not?

After breakfast, there is a magnificent trip to the countryside with the whole Castelli family, complete with picnic. No stuck-up lunch with silver tableware and great-grandmama’s crockery but dozens of sandwiches with the most bizarre range of fillings, as per the birthday boy’s request, and a series of cakes which are as delicious as they are tiny.

When we are back in the car heading in the direction of Milan, I feel both relieved and sad it’s over. The experience was strangely normal and pleasant. In fact, all the Castellis were much more down to earth than I had expected. I don’t know why I’d imagined they wouldn’t be, but that’s just the way I am – always busy imagining catastrophic scenarios.

“So, was it as awful as you imagined?” Ariberto ask me, a satisfied smile on his face.

“No, actually, it wasn’t,” I’m forced to admit.

Once they’d realized I was a bit uncomfortable talking about myself and even more uncomfortable discussing us, his family did their best to put me at my ease and let me enjoy myself. Which I did, a lot.

He doesn’t know it, but the idea of this happy family portrait sort of had me spinning out. I’m not the kind of girl who goes in for family outings. I’m not the type of girl people present to their parents as though it was perfectly normal. I’m not and don’t want to be anyone’s official girlfriend. I was for a long time, and the experience didn’t exactly do me a lot of good. Relationships don’t necessarily need to be labeled, as I realized after so many years with Fil. What matters is that you’re happy. It is already so difficult to make a relationship between two people work, so I can’t see the point in piling on expectations and promises that won’t be kept.

My gaze follows Ari’s hand as it grips the steering wheel. He squeezes it the way he squeezes me – as if he didn’t want to let it go.

Each of us is the way we are, and as much as we might try, we can never completely change. I can’t become Miss Cheerful just the same way Ari can’t help being a bit clingy. I say this with all possible affection. In a way, it’s funny that a person who looks as perfect as he does has the same insecurities as everyone else and tries to control them by always keeping you close at hand. He does it a lot in the office: he’ll reach out to hold me for even a few seconds, as if he needs to recharge himself. Or while we’re at home, doing the most banal things, like cooking – with one hand he’ll be stirring the risotto while his free arm is wrapped around my waist, pulling me to him. He needs contact.

It’s a pity my nature is pretty much the opposite. It’s nothing personal, it’s just the way I am – sometimes I even want to run away from myself. I don’t like feeling trapped, or boxed in by other people’s expectations.

My relationship with Fil lasted as long as it did thanks to the immense freedom each of us always had to live our lives and chase our dreams. I’m only realising it now, but it’s as if from a certain point onwards I had walked alone, without the help of anyone else. And now that Ari is asking me to walk together, with him helping me and me helping him, I don’t even know where I’m supposed to start. I’m not used to it and I don’t really know if it’s even what I want. If it’s something that you learn, maybe I’ve left it too late to start learning it?

Ari’s at the end of his tether. You can see it in his eyes and in the way he moves. He wants me to decide for once and for all that I’m with him – on his terms – or to say goodbye to this relationship. Which I think works much better than the official one with Filippo did, if I have to tell the truth.

I, on the other hand, don’t see any need to change things. It’s not like if I start calling him my boyfriend, it will mean that things will automatically go to the next level. Ari ought to understand better than anyone what I’m like and what my fears are – but right now he’s struggling with his own.

The journey goes by in relative silence, because each of us is afraid of spoiling such a beautiful day. Sometimes our eyes meet and each time it’s intense. Or rather, each time, he’s intense.

When he pulls up in front of my house, I stop him before he can get out of the car.

“Ari, wait a minute.”

He scrutinizes me, ready for an argument.

“Don’t stay over tonight,” I say.

At first his expression is incredulous, but then he realizes the state I’ve gotten myself into and how confused I’m feeling. People usually flip out because something bad happens to them, but I am already a mess at the best of times, and a weekend as full of laughter as this one has had the strange effect of making me feel uncomfortable. I need distance – physical and emotional – to understand what I really want.

“Are you serious?”

“Ari, try to understand...”

“Understand what? That we’ve had a really nice couple of days?”

“Exactly. It was a wonderful weekend, let’s try not to spoil it.”

“You’re the one spoiling it.”

“It wasn’t me who asked you to choose,” I remind him with annoyance.

At that point, Ari’s face grows angry.

“You’ve had plenty of time to decide what you think,” he says, in a hurt voice, “and in the meantime you’ve practically been living with me. Come on, Giada, you and me are practically breathing the same air, night and day, and now I’m the bad guy because I’m asking you to accept it and act accordingly? Listen, if worst comes to worst you can always dump me. It’s not like we’re getting married or anything, we’d just be calling things by their proper name.”

Out there is a world full of people who never feel the need to get married, who stay together for decades without actually living together, who need to keep their respective spaces and autonomy. And then there are people like Ariberto, who wants everything right away and to hell with the rest. Ari gives so much, but he wants to be repaid with the same coin. His way of loving – and I use the word deliberately, even though neither of us has yet dared to pronounce it – is all-encompassing, the kind that can overwhelm you if you’re not prepared for such an intense feeling. And I don’t feel like I’m in a moment of my life when I’m ready for something that intense. I don’t feel comfortable with the idea of being so involved with a person.

“You make it sound easy but you know as well as I do that things are complicated between us.”

“You’re complicated, I’m just trying to simplify everything. Do you want to be with me or not? I’m sorry but there’s no middle ground.”

But there is. A lot of it. And the fact that Ari doesn’t want to accept it makes me furious.

“Do you know what the problem is, Ariberto Castelli? It’s that things don’t always go the way you want them to! So, if you don’t mind, I’ll carry on living the way I’ve always done, and it certainly won’t be you who tells me how I should or shouldn’t live my life!”

Satisfied that I’ve had the last word, I open the car door and rush off. Only to then have to go back and get my suitcase out of the boot. Not quite the triumphal exit I’d been planning on making.

Behind me, Ari’s car loudly accelerates away.

Typical, men: when they don’t know how to make people understand them, they just press down on the accelerator.


Chapter 14

My mother is one of those people who really struggle to leave the place they’re from. Sort of, ‘yes, Paris might be wonderful and yes, New York isn’t so bad, but nothing is as good as Veneto’. In truth it’s less that she doesn’t like other places than that she doesn’t like traveling. She gets tired, she gets bored, she starts sweating, and a thousand other silly annoyances. Anyway, whatever her excuses are, the fact remains that my mother has only set foot in Milan five times all the time I’ve been here at university. And only ever if she had some other commitment she could justify her visit with. That’s why her phone call last night, when she informed me in a solemn voice that she was coming to Milan with the sole purpose of meeting me and having lunch with me, put the fear of God into me.

Yes, this is a really shitty period. Ari being pissed off and my mother on her way to speak to me are more than I can bear, even in my darkest moments.

Ariberto, who is probably waiting for me to make my decision, is barely speaking to me. I raise my head and look at him for a few seconds while he works with concentration: his face, usually so serene, is broken up by a kind of V-shaped frown between his eyebrows.

“Ahem,” I cough, to get his attention. He raises his head and gives me a cold look. He’s definitely pissed off. “My mother is in Milan today, so I have to go and have lunch with her,” I inform him. Not that I need to justify my movements, but having lunch together has become a pleasant habit lately so I’m just explaining myself, even though I hate doing it.

He doesn’t say anything and merely stares at me with gloomy eyes. Apparently he has decided to give up his Mister Smile act for the time being. What a shame, just as I was getting used to constantly being around someone who was always in a good mood...

“Good for you,” he says in a voice which sounds indifferent but which I suspect contains a fair dose of dear old sarcasm. This stuff never goes out of fashion with me.

If he were actually my boyfriend – if things between us were official – I would feel obliged to extend the invitation, but luckily for him, things between us are in deadlock. He doesn’t know it, but I’m doing him a big favour by allowing him to avoid my mother. The only drawback is that he doesn’t seem to see it the same way, because his expression gets even darker.

“It’s much better like this, Gargy...” I say.

“Gargy?” he asks irritably.

“Yes – right now you look like a cross between Heathcliff and Gargamel from the Smurfs, and seeing as I’ve never been much for romantic heroes, I’m going for Gargamel,” I explain, in the hope of eliciting at least a hint of a smile. But there’s nothing. He must have just got up on the wrong side of the bed today. “Right, well, I’ll be off then...”

I have precisely zero desire to have lunch with my mother, but the atmosphere in the office is not particularly enticing either, so it looks like I’m trapped between the frying pan and the fire.

Still no response from Ari.

“Right, well I’ll be off then,” I repeat, and then set off towards the exit because this is really getting ridiculous.

*

My mother and I have been sitting absolutely stock still for over five minutes, pretending to study the menu. Silence can be fine when you’re with people you’re comfortable with, but my mother is definitely not ‘people I’m comfortable with’. With her, neither silence nor conversation is ever meant to make you feel comfortable.

“I think I’ll have a tuna carpaccio,” she informs me in a surprisingly formal tone, raising her green eyes to look at me.

If it weren’t for my sudden changes of hair colour and the way I dress, the resemblance between us would be very obvious. Like today, for example, since my hair is oddly similar to hers and I’m wearing one of those business suits. It’s a kind of uniform in the consulting world but my mother probably thinks is the smartest thing she’s seen me in since my confirmation.

“You look... well, Giada,” she tells me, unable to hide her amazement.

Not knowing what to say, I go back to talking about food. “I think I’ll have the Caesar Salad.”

“Of course, you would have looked even nicer if you’d worn a silk blouse...” she adds, going back to what she’s best at: criticising me all the bloody time.

“Yeah, well, it’s hard to get the sweat marks out of silk in a normal washing machine,” I point out. Fearing that the time for her to start commenting on my lack of makeup and the fact that I haven’t had my hair done is on its way, I decide to cut to the chase.

“Without wishing to sound rude, why are you in Milan exactly?” I ask. She hates it when I come out with things like that, but she must be prepared today because for once she doesn’t flinch, either literally or figuratively.

“You haven’t been home for weeks. For months, in fact. Your father and I were worried.”

“I told you I didn’t have time to waste what with my thesis and the job.”

“Ah, so you consider visiting your parents a waste of time, then,” she replies.

I decide not to rise to the provocation and remain silent, putting on my best poker face.

“Look, I don’t want to be tactless...” she says, looking strangely uncomfortable, “but some people have mentioned they have seen Filippo. With another girl.”

I blink in amazement. If I’ve understood her properly, the real reason why my mother has deigned to come all the way to Milan is because she thinks that Fil is cheating on me. It is almost nice of her. Almost.

“Fil and I broke up a while ago,” I tell her. “He’s free to do whatever he wants.”

“Oh, well in that case it’s all fine then...”

I expect her to ask me something like ‘why didn’t you tell us’, but no. My mother finds it perfectly normal that I owe her no explanation about my ending such a long relationship. It depresses me much more than I like to admit.

“Filippo really wasn’t the right guy for you,” she says. “I never understood what you saw in him.”

I am this close to confessing that the very fact she hated everything about him was a powerful incentive at the beginning of our relationship. Even today, seeing her acting so condescending and stuck-up, I feel myself being driven by the same temptation to grab hold of the first bad boy I meet on the street and serve him up to her for dinner. I had hoped that with age I would become indifferent to her attitude towards the world – that he she longer made me so angry I wanted to smash everything up – but instead here I am, a few days before my graduation, almost twenty-four years old, feeling just as rebellious as I did back then.

I daren’t think what pleasure it would give her to know I am more or less dating someone like Ariberto. She would probably take the first train for Lourdes and spend the next few days lighting every candle going. I start to feel irritation rising inside me at the mere idea. Unfortunately all my old problems with my parents are far from being solved and Ari is a card I really can’t afford to play. I’d always known it, to be honest, but the way I feel about him meant that every now and then I ended up forgetting.

Right now, though, sitting here in front of my mother, it seems perfectly obvious that wasting time with Ari is a really bad idea. It’s not his fault that I can’t stop judging things through the lens of my parents’ reactions to them, and it’s not his fault if I’m so terrified of falling in love with a guy who might end up being the type of person I don’t like at all. What I’m starting to realise is that my feelings for Ariberto are so strong that I might actually start conforming to the rules of what my mother would call ‘polite society’ - that I might actually end up denying myself for him. Because when I’m around him, I can’t think straight and I can’t prioritise myself. To put it in a nutshell, I’m running a serious risk of turning into my mother, and I can’t think of any prospect more disturbing than that.

“So... are you seeing anyone?” asks the woman I never want to be, while a white-gloved waiter serves us lunch.

I reflect for a long time before answering her with the excuse of dressing my salad. “No, nobody. I’m far too busy with my thesis at the moment.”

My mother gracefully raises a fork and diffidently scrutinizes the perfectly prepared dish as though looking for something to criticise. No, I’m never going to be like her.

“Yes, well, there’s plenty of time to meet someone.”

Fortunately, she’s right – there is plenty of time. And there’s plenty of time to get out of someone else’s life too.

*

Ari quickly notices my black mood when I come back from my lunch, because, despite being angry, the concern he feels for me is clear on his face. For once, I wish he would be an asshole and think of himself before being understanding about my problems. What I’m about to do would be a thousand times easier if he wasn’t the person he is, damn him.

“Ari, I have to talk to you,” I say, summoning up my courage as we are turning off our computers at the end of the day.

“Obviously nothing good, if you’re calling me Ari”, he jokes, but the mood is heavy. He notices my drawn face and grows serious too. “Shall we get an aperitif somewhere?” he proposes.

We need neutral ground so I consent, grateful to be able to talk surrounded by other people. I tend to make reckless decisions when I’m alone with him.

We don’t talk about anything except work until we have sat down at a table in a bar in Brera. The clientele is a strange mix of tourists from all over the world and people who have just hurried out of their offices. Given the warm end-of-June weather, I envy the foreigners their lighter clothes.

“Okay...” says Ariberto, not wasting any time after we have ordered two Spritz. At first glance he might look relaxed and perfectly in control of the situation, but there is a tension in his jaw that doesn’t escape me. Even his eyes aren’t as playful as they usually are.

“So,” I say, ill at ease. “I’m not sure how to start...”

“You’re always boasting about how direct you are. So be direct now,” he encourages in a voice that is only superficially neutral. It’s almost alarming how well he knows me and how much he can read between the lines of what I want to say. It’s as if we really were on some private shared frequency that allows us to communicate – even when we don’t want to.

“Ok, I’ll be direct,” I say, awkwardly. “I don’t think we should be together any more.”

There’s being direct and there’s being direct, and to judge from Ari’s glacial expression, I might have been a little too direct.

For some time, he makes no comment, but just when I’m about to ask myself if he’s ever actually going to speak again, he decides to find his voice.

“Excuse me?” he asks so sharply that I almost jump.

“You said it yourself on Sunday,” I reply, trying to justify my decision, “we can’t go on like this...”

“Yeah, but I meant we can’t go on without deciding what we are!” he says vehemently. “I was trying to make you admit that there is something serious between us! And now you’re dumping me?”

There’s no point denying it, I feel as guilty as hell, but a little pain today is better than losing yourself completely tomorrow.

“I don’t feel ready yet …” I say, but Ari’s anger has taken over, and he has no intention of letting me continue.

“Bullshit! That’s just bullshit and you know it! Let me tell you something: there is no right or wrong time to fall in love with someone. If you feel that it’s not right, that’s because it’s not right, and it’s not the moment that’s wrong...” He sighs and runs his fingers through his hair, then lowers his head and completely hides his face. When he looks up, he has the expression of someone who has just been mortally wounded. He takes a deep breath before speaking again. “You know, I had really started convincing myself that this thing wasn’t just one-way. I mean, I knew I was starting out with a disadvantage, I’m not stupid, but it seemed to me that over the last few weeks it had grown into a... a balanced relationship. That you’d started to feel for me what I’ve felt for you since the beginning. What an idiot I’ve been...” he murmurs in an incredulous voice.

“Ari ...” I sigh, wanting to reassure him somehow but suddenly not knowing what to say. Me, who is never short of words.

“Please, don’t say ‘Ari’ like that, I can’t bear it.”

“Ok, no Ari.”

“You do know that you’re throwing a wonderful relationship down the toilet, don’t you? Because if you’ll let me say something very presumptuous, there is nobody better than me out there. Or rather, there are loads of people better than me out there, but none of them who would ever work as well with you. What there is between you and me is the kind of thing some people write books about, the kind of thing that inspires all those mushy songs or those saccharine films that you hate so much.”

I’m on the verge of bursting into tears. I swear, if he doesn’t stop, I’m going to make a total fool of myself.

“Damn it, Giada! I love you! And you’ve known that for quite a while now,” he shouts accusingly.

I swallow with difficulty, trying to control my breathing. Yes, if I have to be honest, I have. And he’s right – I haven’t been able to hide my feelings. There was total reciprocity.

“Look at me, Giada: was this a one-way story or not?” he asks me grimly.

“No,” I finally manage to admit. I owe him that at least.

“So why the hell are you dumping me?”

Ari will never understand my point of view, but I try to explain it to him anyway.

“While I was having lunch with my mother, I realized that you have a power over me... the kind of power that could turn me over time into that kind of person. I could end up betraying all my principles for you...”

“It sounds to me like you’re just looking for an excuse,” he says bitterly.

“No I’m not...”

“As soon as you feel like you’re not in total control, you run away. Like a total coward.”

“You don’t know my mother.”

“And I don’t care about her! You aren’t your mother! Stop giving her more importance than she actually has! You can’t keep blaming her for all your actions or reactions. You don’t really think you’re the only misunderstood person in the world, do you? The world is full of people who have far worse relationships with their parents. It’s called growing up: sooner or later we all come into conflict with the rules laid down by the people who brought us into the world, but we usually grit our teeth and find a way to move on, because we know that you have to live your own life and not allow your relationship with your parents to dictate it for you.”

“Ari....”

“Oh give it a rest with ‘Ari’!” he explodes angrily, then stands up and gives me a look so intense that it gives me goose bumps. “Do you know what? I take back what I said earlier. It’s obvious this was just a one-way story after all, because if you loved me like I love you, you would tell your parents to mind their own fucking business and wouldn’t give a shit about all your issues! Because I deserve it! So now it’s not you dumping me, it’s me telling you to piss off!”

And he walks out without looking back.


Chapter 15

I’m so sick of myself and of my gloomy mood that it’s a relief when Lavinia and Alessandra show up at my house without even telling me they’re coming. Sunday is a horrible day if the only thing you’ve got to do is feel sorry for yourself. Even slaving away in the office would be better than this.

I’m to proud to have asked them to help – and anyway, everyone who knows me is aware that I don’t like being seen in public when I’m feeling miserable – but that doesn’t stop me from feeling a powerful sense of relief as soon as my two friends set foot in my flat.

“Ah, so you are alive then...” says Lavinia, pretending to be surprised.

Yes, I know, I should have at least messaged them. I’m a crappy friend, as well as the worst non-girlfriend in the history of non-girlfriends, a category of people for whose member somebody ought to offer psychological support, because I need it desperately.

“Not for long,” I mutter in a heartbroken voice

Vinny and Ale take a look at the piles of papers scattered haphazardly over my table, so thick they almost hide my PC, and decide to sit on the sofa bed.

“Work or thesis?” Asks Alessandra.

I appreciate the attempt to put me at ease before we get down to brass tacks, I really do.

“Thesis.” Or at least, that’s what it’s supposed to be. I need to prepare a PowerPoint presentation and a summary, get several copies of it printed, write a speech... In short, I graduate in nine days and it would be nice if I had at least half a clue about what I want to say to the exam commission...

If nothing else, fate was quite kind to me – at least it made Ari dump me after I had finished writing the actual thesis, otherwise I would never have finished in time. But now, for some strange reason my brain just doesn’t want to co-operate, and my usual determination has totally disappeared. If you happen to find it, please give it back to me!

I also have a sneaking suspicion that my discussion of my thesis won’t be particularly amazing, given the state I’m in, both inside and out. But I’ve got a high average mark so I don’t need many more points to pass, and I want to get out of university for once and for all.

“How’s it going with the presentation?” asks Ale.

“Oh, great...” I reply, in a voice so dripping with sarcasm that she raises her eyebrows in surprise. Well at least I’ve still got that ability, despite this perennial state of gloom I’ve sunk into.

“Giada...” says Lavinia, and I realise immediately that I’m in for a lecture the size of Greenland. “You need to snap out of it!”

She’s totally right, but I just don’t know how to. How the hell do you heal yourself from a broken heart when you didn’t even know you’d fallen for someone?

When Filippo dropped me I was deeply relieved, because deep inside I knew it had been over between us for a long time: we’d travelled our stretch of road together and it was time for us to take different directions.

But Ari and me? In theory, we hadn’t even started. And in practice... well, let’s just say that in practice things turned out to be far more complex than I expected.

What really makes me angry is that there’s no comparison between the amount of time I spent with Fil and the amount of time I spent with Ari, so why do I feel like my heart has been torn out? Why can’t I start feeling okay again? Is it possible that what you feels for someone is less a matter of years or months and more a question of intensity?

“I’m pathetic, I know,” I concede in a distraught murmur as I sit down between them. “You don’t need to tell me...”

“Well, they say that admitting a problem is halfway towards solving it,” says Ari, in an attempt to console me.

“They’re talking bullshit,” I say solemnly.

“Have you two spoken at all?” Lavinia inquires tactfully.

“Nada, nothing, zilch. He pretended he couldn’t see me for a week and now we’re both off work so we can prepare for our graduation. And at this rate, I’ll just clam up in front of the examiners.”

Vinny gives me a doubtful look. “You’re not going to clam up, we’ll be there to help you.”

“But you have your own degrees to think about.”

“Our presentations are ready, unlike yours,” she points out. It’s so sad, I always used to be the first to finish.

Exactly, used to be.

“I thought that not having to see him every single day would help. Well, I was wrong,” I confess after a moment of silence. “After we broke up, having to see him was agony, but this is even worse...”

Alessandra slips an arm over my shoulders and hugs me. “It’ll get better,” she reassures me.

Lavinia doesn’t seem to share her opinion, though. “Bollocks. Or rather, yes, you might attain a state of nirvana sooner or later, but why wait if you can intervene and change things?” She’s become almost as practical as I was before this debacle.

I miss that side of myself, that knowing how to be objective enough to ignore all the sentimental nonsense that pollutes nearly everyone’s thinking – that being able to distance yourself from things and people.

“I can’t change anything,” I mutter grimly. “In case you two need reminding, he dumped me...”

This year hasn’t been much of a success: I’ve managed to have two people dump me in the space of a few months, which must be a world record. And one of them wasn’t even my boyfriend.

“Oh, that was only because you were driving him nuts with your dithering,” Ale reassures me. “It was just a moment of anger, I’m pretty sure he already regrets it.”

Maybe. Maybe not. But I still managed to scare off a person who had actually put his body and soul into his relationship with me. Or his non-relationship, as I have insisted on considering it this whole time. I made a saint lose his patience, because he was a saint, there’s no doubt about it: he put up with my bad moods, and with my sending mixed messages, and with my insistence on not wanting to make space for him in my life. It was obvious he would get sick of it sooner or later.

God, I’m such an idiot! I was such a bitch from day one. It was the worst possible kind of emotional blackmail, because deep in my heart I was perfectly aware he was falling in love with me, and that step by step I was following him down that suicidal path. But it annoyed me to think that somebody else – somebody so different from me – could be responsible for my happiness and it terrified me to let myself go, so I ended up ruining everything. Like always. I don’t want to admit that my mother is right, but maybe there actually is something in it when she criticises me for being my own biggest enemy. Exactly the way there might have been something in what Ariberto said when he told me off for giving my parents too much importance in my life.

“Ari reacted like that, but it was my fault. If I really didn’t want to get involved with someone, I should never have allowed him to enter my life. Once I did, I should have taken a good hard look at myself and accepted my responsibilities. It’s not fair to lead people on.”

“You didn’t lead him on,” Lavinia reassures me. “Apart from your obsession with ending up becoming emotionally dependent on him, you actually opened yourself up to Ariberto much more than I would ever have expected. In all these years you’ve always seemed so controlled when it came to feelings, so into your idea of yours of never needing other people... But you let him send you head over heels,” she concludes with a smile.

“Exactly – head over heels,” I repeat, realising as I pronunce her words that they are a perfect analysis of the situation.

“If I can give you some advice, Giada, you can’t always rationally choose the person you fall in love with. In fact, you don’t get much of a say in the matter. I mean, do you think that I would voluntarily have chosen someone as complicated and unsociable and with such bizarre hobbies as Sebastiano? But I love him and I accept him the way he is. I have long since stopped asking myself if he’s the right person for me. He makes me happy, and he’s changed me for the better. I hope I’ve had the same effect on him. So if Ari makes you feel good and if you’re more at peace with yourself than you’ve ever been before, why don’t you do something about it?”

It’s a good question.

I puff in annoyance.

“Because that would require a lot of character, and I’m not entirely sure I have it. I’ve managed to foot myself all these years, but when it was time to put it to the test, I failed.”

Ale observes me, looking not at all worried. “Do you know what the nice thing about making mistakes is? You can always fix them – well, unless you’re a surgeon. That’s... no, that’s a different level of mistake. But when it comes to apologizing, it’s never really too late.”

I take a deep breath.

“I really have trouble apologizing...” I murmur.

“Who the hell doesn’t?” says Lavinia with a smile. “But you have to be able to try when it’s in a noble cause.”

“Is there some school I can go to to learn ,how to do it?” I joke.

“Well, you could always think about opening one,” proposes Ale.

“I might – if it works...” I remind them.

“It’ll work,” Vinny assures me. “It’s all about the size of the gesture: the more epic the gesture, the better the final result”.

“You think?” I ask doubtfully.

“Well – if it goes really wrong, at least you’ll have something to write about in the textbooks for the school you’re going to open.”

At first I just shake my head, but soon a crazy idea starts to work its way into my mind. An epic gesture? I’ve never been one for gestures, but perhaps part of the beauty of growing up is learning to question your own limits and yourself.

*

Graduation is a big event in our country. More for the parents than for the students, as they’re probably thanking the gods they can finally stop paying the annual fees. Students who say goodbye to university have mixed feelings: on the one hand they’re enthusiastic about the beginning of a new life and on the other they’re terrified of letting go of those beautiful, carefree years.

All these internships have been helpful in overcoming our fear of the forbidding-sounding ‘world of work’, but it’s one thing to be an intern and quite another to find yourself having to send CVs, do job interviews, look after yourself and suddenly find out that you’re an adult. People who have already gotten it through state you get used to it very quickly and that not having to depend financially on your parents is actually very liberating. I hope to god they’re right.

In five days it’ll be my turn, but today I am at university because it’s Ari’s big moment. He’s saying goodbye to this university forever. Of course, he might come back to do a master’s or something, but he’ll never just be a student again. From tomorrow he’ll be a young graduate with a prestigious degree in his pocket, a head full of dreams and a lot of determination to achieve them. People like Ariberto are successful not simply because they were born privileged but because they work hard to get the results, whatever it is they’re doing.

And me? Well, let’s just say I’m working on it.

I decided to start my character fortification with a bang. As Lavinia says, no words will ever beat a grandiose gesture. If I’ve got to be honest, I don’t actually agree – there are some pretty powerful words – but right now, talking worries me even more than acting, which is why I find myself wandering around the university, carrying a bouquet of red roses the size of an ice-cream van in search of the lecture hall where Ari is going to discuss his thesis.

What is it the Americans say? Go big or go home? Well, you’d have a job going any bigger than this, both in terms of size and in terms of the total humiliation this bouquet represents. And as for giving flowers to a man.... let’s just say I’m trying to launch a new Milanese fashion...

I squeeze the heavy roses tight and try to fight against the powerful temptation to just turn tail and run away. I would if Alessandra and Lavinia weren’t supervising the two entrances. Apparently I can’t be trusted when it comes to doing something embarrassing.

“Hey, Giada!” cries Edoardo, blinking in surprise. Beside him is Lisa, who looks at me as though my presence here with a massive bouquet of roses is perfectly normal. Great... I could really have done without bumping into the whole Castelli family.

“Hi guys,” I greet them with a shyness I’m usually much better at hiding. I can’t help but wonder if they know what happened between Ariberto and me.

“You two have had a quarrel, eh?” asks Edo, smiling benevolently. Whatever his brother has told him, he’s obviously played it down, or his family wouldn’t be so friendly. Ari’s always the same: he instinctively defended me even when I deserved to be hated.

“Yes, something like that ...” I stammer, blushing.

“Edo, mind your own business!” says Lisa.

“I’m only trying to help! For someone who is about to graduate, Ari is really down in the dumps,” he says. “By the way, do you want me to get him for you?” he asks, pointing to the classroom behind us. “He’s next up and he’s trying to keep mum and dad busy. They’re pretty agitated.”

Edoardo’s about to go and get his brother when I reach out and stop him.

“No, leave him in peace! He doesn’t need me turning up two minutes before he discusses his thesis.”

“Actually, yes, you turning up is exactly what he needs,” he says with considerable emphasis. His expression is amused, but his words sound loud and clear in my head.

“Let’s leave him in peace. I’ll have a chance to talk to him after,” I state firmly. He needs peace and quiet – and I need a few more moments to summon up my courage.

“Ok, whatever you say...” he smiles. Fortunately, he’s decided to let it go. “By the way, beautiful flowers,” he adds with a wink as he enters the classroom.

I take a deep breath as I watch several of Ari’s classmates take their seats to watch him go before the exam commission and explain his thesis. I’d planned to wait for him out here, but now that I’m only a few feet away, I can’t resist the temptation to watch the discussion too. I hide behind a couple who are entering, hoping to go unnoticed, but either because of the cumbersome presence of an outsize bouquet of roses or because Ari is endowed with some remarkable sixth sense when it comes to me, it only takes a fraction of a second for him to notice me. At first his face is severe, but it soon melts into an expression that is a mixture of disbelief, amusement and hope. Damn him and the way he’s never scared to be honest with his emotions. I wish he’d teach me to be as brave as he is. Though come to think of it, maybe he’s already doing it and this is just one of the lessons.

I feel my cheeks burn as I climb the steps of the lecture theatre and settle into one of the back rows. The discussion unfolds before my eyes like a film, and it goes by so fast that by the time Ari’s making his closing comments, I feel a wave of panic coming over me. Everyone applauds, some people whistle, and an embarrassed Ari smiles so that his friends and relatives can take pictures of him.

God, I love this guy... His smile, his positivity, his strength.

Ari runs a hand through his hair, ruffling it as usual, and then looks over at me. People are rushing down to him to kiss him on the cheeks and congratulate him, but he never stops staring at me. Like the coward I am, I wait for the others to finish. Maybe it’s not too late for me to run off after all...

In the end we are the only two left in the classroom. A few moments before it seemed enormous, and now it feels microscopic. I steel my nerve and stand up.

“Well, congratulations …” I whisper in an uncertain voice.

Ari shakes his head and walks over to me. I guess if we had to wait for me, we’d be waiting forever.

“Thanks,” he says, trying to hold back a smile but not quite succeeding. “Actually, I don’t have the faintest idea what I said back there...” he reveals, raising an eyebrow. “I was a little ... distracted.”

“Ah really?” I ask stupidly.

“Yup. I don’t know if you noticed, but just before I started, this girl arrived who I hadn’t expected to see in a million years, and she was carrying a rather impressive bouquet of roses...”

“What, this little thing?” I ask, trying to play it down. “Nah ... I’ve seen much bigger ones around.”

“Bigger than this one? Really?”

“The florist says they exist, but if I’m honest, this is one of the biggest she’d ever prepared...” I confess to him. “Anyway, since it weighs a ton, how about taking it off me?” I hand him the immense bouquet and he blushes as he takes it. I don’t know which of us looks more like a red pepper.

“Giada, I’m sorry,” he blurts out as soon as he has taken possession of the ridiculous mass of roses. Just for the record, I did have the thorns removed.

I look at him without understanding. Is he apologising to me? What for?

My confusion must be quite clear on my face because he starts to explain. “I should never have tried to force you to make a decision like that, but in my defence I can only say that I wasn’t thinking straight at the time. I wasn’t really in my right mind...”

“Oh ...” I whisper. I am not able to conceive even a sentence of complete meaning.

“You were perfectly right to ask me to wait. You had every right to take your time. And also not to feel the same way I do,” he concludes, a note of suffering in his voice.

I stare at him. A bunch of a million red roses and he still hasn’t realized I’m in love with him?

I honestly don’t know whether to burst out laughing or punch him. For someone so sensitive, he can certainly be pretty thick sometimes.

“Bertha, hold on a moment ...” I say, to try and shut him up. I point at the bouquet. “There’s a card in there.”

“In the middle of this forest?”

“Were you expecting it to be easy?”

“Of course not ...” he replies, smiling back at me and rummaging through the flowers with his beautiful hands. Although well hidden, the card soon emerges. Ari opens it and reads it carefully, then he lowers it and looks at me like I’m some kind of fairy or something. I can’t tell if that’s positive or negative.

“It doesn’t say much on here ...” he observes cautiously.

“I know. I’m a girl of few words, apparently.”

“Yeah, there are only three on here,” he replies.

Now that I think about it, Ari might be in a state of mild shock.

“Errrr, yes...”

“Would you read them out loud to me?”

“Why? Wasn’t writing it enough?” I ask defensively. “Oh okay, give it here,” I say, grabbing the card from his hands.

“What, are you worried that you won’t remember what it says?” he laughs.

“Your memory starts going when you get to my age,” I say seriously. “And anyway, I’d had a couple of drinks before I went to the florist. I could have written anything.”

At this point, Ari bursts out laughing. “This was really romantic until you started talking,” he says.

“Yeah, well, apparently I’m not a romantic after all.”

“You don’t say!” he laughs, pretending to be surprised.

“Or I am in my own way.”

“Read it,” he urges me, sensing I’m only playing for time. He puts the bouquet down on a desk and grabs my shoulders. My treacherous body lets itself be drawn to him as though it can hardly wait, then with one hand he lifts my chin and raises my eyes to his. “Come on, I’m getting old here waiting.”

“OK...” I take the card and squint at it.

“The quicker you read it, the quicker I kiss you,” he mutters in a sensual voice. A really sensual voice.

“No public indecency!” I cry. “You might have graduated but I’ve got another five long days ahead of me before I can call myself a former student.”

“Giada...”

I get the feeling he’s getting less amused and more impatient. Apparently today really is a day of grand gestures and big words.

“I love you,” I manage to mutter, not without some difficulty.

“Can you repeat that a little louder?”

I shake my head violently.

“I think that’ll be your lot for a very long time. I’m shocked that I even wrote it. I need time again.”

Ari laughs happily.

“We’ll see about that...”

“What do we do now?”

“Now I kiss you.”

And he maintains his promise.

I’ve always been a sucker for a man who keeps his word.

*

A few days later and it is my turn to say goodbye to the university. But unlike Ari’s graduation ceremony, this time I feel happy and without even a thought in my head. It feels a bit weird to have to admit that I don’t really give a monkey’s about discussing my thesis today - after all, the highly competitive girl inside me is still there - but I’m very, very close to being able to define myself completely uninterested in it all. I want to hold my degree in my hand and then I want to go back to holding Ari, because there’s nothing better than being in love at a time of your life when everything’s changing.

Only a few days ago I would have found myself in a cold sweat just at the idea of being with both my parents and Ari’s, but everything has changed. Or rather, I’ve changed. They’re the same as they’ve always been, and it’s quite right they remain so.

My father nervously adjusts his tie, which already seemed perfectly straight. My mother, dressed as elegantly as if she had just walked out of a Parisian boutique, is staring at my dark blue skirt suit. It isn’t as eye-catching as hers, but I’m aiming more for comfort than for style this morning. What is new, however, is the astonishing silence that follows her glare: not long ago she would have immediately started criticising. I look at her incredulously. What, really? No negative comments?

The quiet of the moment is interrupted by the arrival of Ari, who has taken a considerable amount of time to park the car. Either he left it in Monza and walked here or else he was secretly hoping that if he left me a bit of time, my family and I would end up burying the hatchet. He really is a romantic - he always thinks you can resolve problems in a way that’s positive for all involved. Until now, I’d thought my relationship with my parents was a cul-de-sac, but my mother’s zipped-up mouth is making me wonder. Is it possible she’s actually making an effort?

“Mum, dad, this is Ariberto,” I say, making the official introductions as soon as he joins us outside the lecture hall. “My boyfriend,” I add with a gesture of final courage.

My parents blink with surprise with such perfect synchronisation that it makes me smile. My father shakes his hand and so does my mother who, after the little initial shock, starts to smile. Yes, I knew that she would be happy and no, I don’t care – well, I don’t care too much.

Ok, let’s just say that I’m doing my best not to let it be a problem. Ariberto is the living incarnation of pretty much everything my parents have long dreamed of, but it has suddenly stopped being an acceptable reason for my not loving him. Ari is so much more than they imagine, that I don’t care what they think. For them, he’s a young man from a good family dressed impeccably in a grey suit and a tailored shirt, but for me he’s the whole world: he is first and foremost the kindest person I have ever met. He’s someone who doesn’t judge you without first getting to know you, someone who thinks deeply about even the most complex things, someone who respects what he believes in, even when it seems like it’s impossible. Someone who is true to himself and to others. And of course, he also knows how to wear a shirt like nobody else... which is something I’d never previously realised the importance of.

“Mr and Mrs Borghi, it is a real pleasure to meet you,” he replies in an elegant tone of voice that visibly thrills my mother.

I give him a look of warning – I’m fine with him being naturally charming, but I don’t want him going over the top with my parents. Ari smiles at me and gives me a wink.

Deciding to ignore proprieties, I reach out and grab him in a gesture which is rather possessive for someone who’s never been particularly possessive before. This certainly is a period of big changes.

“The pleasure is all ours, really,” replies my mother in a surprisingly emphatic voice. But, instead of feeling offending, I find myself smiling in spite of myself. You and I will probably never totally understand each other, mum, but I hope at least that over time we’ll be able to establish a more positive relationship between us. Perhaps today is the first day of that.

What I’ve learned and I hope to remember, if and when I ever become a mother, is that children are not and cannot be our own reflection. They are born with their own characters and their own predispositions. The greatest form of love we can give them is to respect them as independent human beings and allow them to grow up by letting them choose who they are and by favouring their natural inclinations. And even if we think they’re on the wrong track, going at them like a bulldozer might not be the best way to help them realise their mistake.

“You two are colleagues at M&K, is that right?” my father asks.

“Yes, although unfortunately not for much longer: I suspect that in the future Giada’ll want to cut her teeth in some large accounting firm while I am rather inclined to accept M&K’s offer and stay with them a little longer,” Ari explains.

At the beginning of September, our internship period will have officially concluded and our professional paths will separate. Part of me is sad about it, but to be honest, it’s better this way: M&K offered to let me stay with them as well, but after a period of business consulting I want to try something else – I want to get a bit closer to the world of accounting. In addition, I don’t think the idea of working with Ari is a particularly good one: he’s a distraction I can’t resist. I need to have a change of scenery before we end up getting caught in compromising positions. My boyfriend has this crazy idea that sooner or later we will be ready to set up on our own and that doing it together would be a cool idea, but that feels a little bit premature at the moment. As always, Ari is planning everything while I’m terrified about what I’ll do tomorrow. But one way or another we compensate for each other. As Lavinia says, the blend of the two of us produces two relatively normal people. Relatively. Because I’m aware of all my quirks and I want to keep them: they’re what brought me to Ari, so I can’t help but be grateful to them.

Even if I did look pretty weird with my hair dyed black. But like hell I’m ever going to admit that to Ariberto...

“One thing at a time: right now, I’m just thinking about graduating. I’ll start thinkin about what I’m going to do tomorrow... tomorrow,” I reply with the utmost diplomacy.

“Giada Borghi?” a university employee calls. I guess it’s my turn.

“I’m here!” I reply, finally starting to feel enthusiastic about the event.

“We can start, if you are ready,” he informs me.

“Come on, Bertha, let’s go and give all this a fitting conclusion.”

And, hand in hand, we set off.


Epilogue

Three months later

“Giada, I don’t think I’m going to make it...” murmurs Ari in a voice that sounds like someone on death row. In fact, someone on death row would probably use a more dignified voice than the one my boyfriend’s using right now.

“Excuse me, wasn’t this your idea?” I remind him with a laugh.

“Sometimes I have really bad ideas,” he admits in an agonised voice.

It’s taken him a while but in the end he’s come round to my thinking, then.

I watch him squirming anxiously in the chair, ready to flee at the first useful opportunity. Men...

“So guys, have you decided what tattoo you fancy?” asks the man completely covered with tribal designs from head to toe, appearing next to us. Ari turns an even whiter shade of pale, if that’s possible. In fact, his complexion is bordering on green right now. I don’t really understand how he can be thinking of going through with it. When it comes to planes and needles, the man in my life isn’t exactly Richard the Lionheart...

“It’s not for me, it’s for this young gentleman here,” I explain, pointing to Ari. I turn to him and murmur magnanimously, “Bertha, we’re still in time to leave, if you want...”

I came with him, but only to make sure he came back alive. It seems I actually do care a lot about this statuesque physique and the weird brain that hides under those brown curls. Yes, weird, because I can’t think of another adjective that quite captures the idea. I mean, he fell in love with me, didn’t he?

The idea of getting a tattoo of our intertwined initials is as proof of his love is, in my humble opinion, a bit much a for someone who almost faints every time he has a blood test done. And I mean literally almost faints - he confessed the nurses make him lie down and hold his hand the way you do with children.

And I refuse to comment on how romantic the gesture is, because it’s the type of thing that’s sickly sweet enough to make you throw up. Only someone like Ari would have come up with something as ludicrous.

“We are not leaving,” he states, trying to steel his nerve. In fact, his voice actually sounds pretty convincing – it’s the eyes that give it away: pure terror.

“Ari, be reasonable: I know you love me. I don’t need you to tattoo our initials on your body somewhere. I’m serious. Even if I were the most needy woman in the world, I would still be a hundred per cent sure of what you feel for me.”

“The big questions is, do you love me the same way?” he asks me with a hint of desperation in his voice.

In all honesty, I’d thought we’d got past our initial insecurities and that there were no more doubts between us, but apparently these three idyllic months haven’t been enough to dispel all his fears.

And I do mean idyllic – so idyllic that it’s practically ludicrous. Before meeting Ariberto Castelli I had a reputation for being hard-nosed, straight-talking and unromantic. Not anymore, apparently.

I blink and look at him while a range of emotions dance across his face. Until now, Ari had never brought up the subject. I thought he was convinced that I felt about him the same way he feels about me, even if I do demonstrate it in my own way. You don’t just stop being mean and sarcastic because you fall in love. The love is the same, it’s just the way you show it that’s a bit different. I’ve never written people poems or slashed my wrists before and I’ve got no intention of starting now. And love songs have always made me a bit queasy. I like my music rock – hard, pure rock, of course. But I smile so much while I look at Ari that I seriously start to worry I’m going to get wrinkles around my mouth. Ah well, there are worse things, I suppose. Hopefully they’ll invent some miracle cream for when we are old.

I was genuinely convinced my boyfriend had no worries about us whatsoever, but it seems I was wrong: somewhere in that beautiful noggin of his, neuron number one is transmitting wrong signals to neuron number two. We need to intervene.

“Get up,” I say in a peremptory voice.

“What?” he asks, a confused expression on his face.

“I said get up! You can do it later. It’s my turn now.”

“But I didn’t want you to get tattooed! I only asked you to come with me because I needed a bit of moral support...”

I grab him by his cashmere designer sweater and pull him out of the chair. He might have the size but I’ve got the determination. “You can prove your courage later, I’m going to do it now.” I turn to the tattoo artist, ignoring Ariberto’s agitated face. “I would like an intertwined A and G, if you don’t mind.”

“Giada...”

“Take a deep breath. Bertha. It’s just a tattoo,” I reply reassuringly while I point to the place I’ve chosen for this weird demonstration of affection: right above my ankle.

If someone had told me at the beginning of the year that I would have ended up doing something this ridiculous out of love – and doing it with relative peace of mind - I would have told them to do less drugs, or at the very least to change pusher, because there is a limit to everything. Or rather, to everything except my determination to make Ari understand that he is The One. With a capital ‘O’.

I mean, sure, some other person who was less smiley and less bloody perfect would probably have suited me fine too, but you don’t get to choose who you fall in love with. It happens for reasons so mysterious there’s no point even trying to understand them.

He is cheerful while I’m almost always grumpy. He is simple and straightforward while I am like a road full of sharp bends. But we go together for the same reasons that gourmets have decided strawberries go together with balsamic vinegar, or cheese with pears, or sweet with sour.

Personally speaking, I’m still a bit doubtful about all these combinations, but plenty of people who seem to know what they’re talking about say they’re amazing, so I guess we must be too. A real exotic combination, temperamentally speaking.

And I was the first one to think it wasn’t possible - I was practically our main enemy. Sometimes even I screw up...

So, if he loves me - and God does he - and I love him – and damn I do - all that remains for me is to convince Ari who, poor man, I put through the torments of hell. At a level that is not even really subconscious, my boyfriend still doubts the way he feels about me is fully reciprocated. And while at the beginning he didn’t care much about which of the two of us was more into the other, lately he must have been wondering about it a lot.

“A little thing like that?” the tattoo artist asks me, handing me a sheet of paper upon which he’s drawn a rather good sketch of our entwined initials.

“Perfect,” I confirm as I place my foot on the table in front of me. The tattoo artist inserts a fresh needle and immediately gets to work.

“You’re crazy,” murmurs Ari, who can’t take his eyes off my foot and the needle. The terror is still there, but there’s a lot of curiosity too. “Completely crazy.”

“You’d better not dump me anytime soon, or I’ll sue you for moral damages,” I mutter while the hum of the machine slowly accompanies the birth of my new tattoo. It isn’t my first, but I’m not all that crazy about having ink done. I much prefer piercings, which might look like a bigger deal but in reality aren’t, actually: if you want, you wear it, if you get tired of it, you take it out. Tattoos, on the other hand, have a presumption of being there forever that jars with my philosophy of life. But Ari needed a big gesture, so here I am. Looks like I’ll have a new tattoo soon. Much, much bigger than the other two.

My boyfriend sits down next to me and continues to hold my hand the whole time. I would reassure him the pain isn’t actually all that bad, but the warmth of his hand is so pleasant that I decide not to mention it. And once it’s finished, the tattoo looks really beautiful.

“I’d say we’re done,” the tattoo artist proclaims. “Not bad, eh?”

“Not bad at all,” I reply with a smile.

“So, it’s your turn next, right?” he asks, turning to asks Ari.

“Sure,” says Mister perfection, trying not to display any hesitation.

“Ari...” I say, trying one last time to make him reason.

“If you did it, I can do it too,” he insists in a very serious voice. He’s probabily busy trying not to faint in front of me. He sits in the chair I’ve just left and pulls up his trousers to reveal the same piece of skin I’ve just had tattooed. “Same place. Exactly the same tattoo.”

I shake my head but sit down and grab Ari’s hand in mine, which he crushes as he usually does in times of stress.

“So, are you two celebrating something important?” asks the tattoo artist as he begins to work under Ari’s horrified gaze. His face is hilarious, but not a sound comes out of his mouth. He certainly has a fair bit of willpower.

“A new life,” I reply, remaining vague.

“Living together,” Ari informs him. He seems very proud of it. “Which is a really big deal for someone like her.”

Once upon a time I would have been pretty annoyed by his decision to go around blabbing about our private business to perfect strangers, but the rules have changed, which is why I smile at Ari with an expression on my face that must look pretty stupid. But I’m trying not to be too hard on myself – I’ve learned to accept both me and us. Which might not sound like much, but it’s been a slow and complicated job. And if I’m being honest, I’m ready to admit that I probably wouldn’t have been able to make that inner journey under my own steam. Ari gave me the strength I needed to look inside, to admit I didn’t like myself the way I was, and to choose to be a different person. First of all for myself, and then also for him. I reckon he’s secretly aspiring to being made a saint, even if he does have his own bad side. Like, for example, this need for grand gestures. And big words. And for sharing everything. Yes, Ariberto Castelli can be a bit clingy sometimes, but he more than makes up for it with his other qualities.

“I love you,” he whispers, continuing to hold my hand way too tight. But that’s the way he is: disgustingly saccharine. And I love him anyway, despite all that.

I smile at him to reassure him and fiddle with his hair. “From now on you’ll have to either hang on to me or look for other girlfriends whose first name starts with a ‘G’. Genevieve would be a good start, don’t you think?”

“Or even Gertrude,” he replies, going along with the joke.

“Right! Or Greta!”

“And why not something classy, like Gianfilippa?”

If nothing else, this messing around is making him forget about the needle and the hum of the machine.

I stare at him critically. “Really, Bertha? A Gianfilippa?”

He shrugs imperceptibly. “Well, why a Genevieve, then?”

We both burst out laughing.

“You could always just go for a Giulia,” I say. “There are tons of them, and they’re usually pretty hot.”

“What kind of rule is that? If your name is Giulia, you’re bound to be hot?”

“Absolutely. It’ll be easier for me, though, I’ve got a lot more choice: the world is full of Alessandros, Albertos, Anselmos...”

“Anselmo?!” he asks, staring at me in disbelief with those big eyes of his. He must have been Bambi in a past life. “Would you really go out with an Anselmo?”

“Are you seriously asking me that? You? Ariberto Castelli?”

Give me another thirty years and I might just manage to stop teasing him about his name. Well, maybe...

“Ariberto is better than Anselmo,” he states with conviction.

“Oh no it isn’t! Ariberto is really weird. I mean I love you, but come on...” I shut up as soon as I see the sickly-sweet expression on Ariberto’s face.

“Did you say you love me? Really?” he asks with a smile. He looks like an idiot, but he’s my idiot, so I’m quite happy to overlook the fact.

“Yes, you idiot.”

“Say it again ...” he pleads. He has a strategy for all this. And what’s more, it’s a strategy that actually works!

“God, Bertha,” I mutter, “it’s hard to believe that before I met you, I actually had a backbone ...”

“Totally overrated.”

“What, me or having a backbone?”

“The second, of course. It’s impossible to overrate you,” he answers, half-serious.

I try not to react, but I’m still amazed that Ariberto Castelli has a sense of humour. Who would have thought that a few months ago? “Bertha, you should give up this idea of opening your own tax consultancy and launch yourself as a self-help guru or something,” I suggest.

Until recently, I genuinely thought I was a bit of a hard nut, but either I never really was or, more probably, Ariberto just has a gift for wrapping me around his little finger. Despite his visceral love for expensive shirts. Despite the fact that he still occasionally wears his the-washing-machine’s-backed-up-again trousers at home. And despite the fact that my mother calls more to speak to him than to speak to me. Apparently I mumble and grunt and Ari speaks clearly and politely. Those are my mother’s words, not mine.

What my mother seems to have forgotten with surprising ease is that I am the product of her genetic heritage, so if she has any complaints about me, she should write herself an angry letter. But in any case, I’m trying not to get too worked up about my parents these days: it annoys me to admit it, but part of the friction between us had more to do with me than it did with them. They’re never going to be the kind of parents I would like, but to be honest I will never be the daughter they dreamed of having either, so I’d say we’re even.

“Just because I finally made you realise how stupid it was to pay two lots of rent if we are always together?”

He makes it all sound so simple, as if living together were just a matter of sharing the costs, but I’m not falling for it. Perhaps I do still have a bit of backbone after all.

“And speaking of good ideas, when are you going to admit that opening a business together could be a brilliant idea?” he insists.

“You only think it’s a brilliant idea because you want to be the boss and get to have sex with me on your desk...” I say accusingly.

“No, that’s not it, I’d offer you a 50-50 partnership. Though of course, I am a little bit interested in the sex on the desk,” he admits, laughing at my embarrassment.

The tattoo artist raises his head and looks at us with an amused expression.

“Just carry on as if I weren’t here...”

Shit! For a moment I had completely forgotten we had an audience!

“So, is it a deal?” insists Ari, who looks completely at ease now, despite the needle.

Men... Just mention sex on a desk, and suddenly all the other problems in the world disappear in a puff of smoke as if by magic.

“We’ll talk about it when we both have a bit more experience,” I reply. The idea of setting up on our own is anything but stupid, but I don’t want Ari getting even more swell-headed than he already is. What he doesn’t know - because I preferred not to tell him - is that I actually was desperate to go and live with him. What, does he really think he’s the only one capable of using strategy to get his own way, the fool?

“I’ll take that as a yes, then.”

“Bertha, you take everything as a yes. Even all the flipping ‘no’s I’ve scattered across your path.”

“And that’s exactly why you love me,” he says proudly, giving me a dazzling smile.

“You know something? You might actually be right...” I am surprised to hear myself admitting. And then I lean over and kiss him and to hell with everything else.

For me, learning how to be happy took a long time. Some people are just naturally gifted with happiness - they’re born with the great gift of knowing how to truly enjoy even the small things – and then there are human beings like me who tend to sabotage their chances of being happy because they feel inadequate. To learn to seek happiness I needed to go through various phases: accepting myself, accepting my failings and the weaknesses of my parents, becoming aware that happiness is often a conscious choice...

Good and bad things happen to everyone, but it’s us who make the difference. I mean, I totally agree that we need to look for happiness within us and not in other people, but sometimes other people help you to understand what you truly need. A single example can be worth a thousand words.

If I’ve understood anything, it’s that I deserve to be as happy as everyone else. We all do.

So, do what I did: I chose to be happy.

And on that note, I’ll see you all around.
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