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To my impatient V.


for all the seconds,


all the minutes,


all the hours.
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“sVEVO, WHY DON’T YOU ever return my calls?”


I’ve never understood what goes through a woman’s head when she ventures on such dangerous terrain.


“I have a lot to do,” I reply, my usual impatience clinging to my insides like a monkey.


“You just don’t want to.”


“If that’s how you prefer to look at it.”


There’s a flash of anger behind her calm smile. I know the taste of this woman’s skin, the texture of her private parts, the smell of her hair when the sweat plasters it onto her neck and forehead, even the exact pitch of her moans of pleasure, and yet I can’t make out anything in her expression but anger. And I can barely remember her name.


“You’re a hopeless case. I really don’t know what to do with you.”


“Neither do I,” I say with a shrug.


At this point, admitting defeat, she stands up. We aren’t alone at the table. We’re a well-matched group, men on a loose rein looking for fun, plus this girl and her companion in adventure, who seems to be getting on like a house on fire with the Deputy and doesn’t appear to have any intention of letting go.


“I’m off. What are you going to do? Are you coming with me?”


“I’ll see you at home,” the other girl replies, barely looking up.


“Where are you going?” my friend Federico asks her.


She walks away without answering, casting a final glance of disapproval at me before she disappears among the crowd.


She was a dark one. That’s what my friends and I call one-night stands who fade into the shadows by the light of day.


“You’re turning nasty, Svevo,” Federico says ironically. “You’re like an old maid.” The others echo his laughter.


I know he’s right. The fact is, I’m at that time of life when everything starts to turn stale. You must know what I mean. As soon as women feel comfortable with my routine, I start getting restless. It’s flattering at first, the way they look at me. I think they see me as a dominant male, the kind who’ll protect the nest. It’s all a question of nature, it’s written in the DNA of our species. Then, gradually, the excitement gives way to impatience, and none of it seems to matter any more: the colour of their hair, the smell of their skin, their perfect smiles, their well-toned thighs and arses. After a while, their gorgeous, Botoxed faces become redundant, superfluous, and that’s when, as my best friend says, I turn nasty.


Happy Hour continues, and I’m pretty sure some other dark one will jump on our merry-go-round sooner or later, but for the moment it’s enough to know there’s someone sitting with the Deputy, pending the pleasant evening I’ve laid on for him.


We’re in a bar in a square in Rome, a place where You have a long memory, and there opposite us, imposing and golden, is the Temple of Hadrian, but nobody seems to be paying any attention to its mute presence, nobody’s succumbing to its charms, everybody’s busy with seductive games of another kind entirely.


Amid all the pleasantries, I glimpse a group of young girls who look as if they’re out for a good time: the bright lipstick, the high heels, their newly matured attractions, the mobile phones that never stop ringing. They stay close to their older friends, chattering, laughing, playing with their hair. They may only just have come of age, they probably think the NASDAQ is a neurological disease and Bush a brand of detergent, and yet they excite me. Their skin, their hair, the delicacy of their curves, the first coat of polish on their thin nails: there’s something indescribable about their charm, the nonchalant way they move, unaware of the fact that they’ll never be as beautiful as this again and that they’ll soon be torturing themselves with pointless plastic surgery in an attempt to preserve that advantage.


Suddenly I have the impression the temple is looking at me, reading my thoughts. Its beauty is timeless: You’ve been eating into its majestic columns for centuries, but You haven’t succeeded in tarnishing its charm, which actually grows out of all proportion every time You take a bite out of it.




 





The evening is just getting started, we have dinner booked at a terrace restaurant in central Rome. The usual round of introductions, all those people it’s useful to say hello to. With some people you just have to know the right button to push, and I pride myself that I was born knowing that. Sometimes all it takes is a compliment, a well-timed joke, anything to put them at their ease, make them believe you have the solution to their problems in your pockets. The sly, merry expression on the face of my friend the Deputy, as he emerges from the toilet wiping his nostrils, confirms to me I’ve got it right again, and tomorrow, at the office, we may well receive the phone call we’ve been waiting for. If we get those building permits, the director will owe me a few favours.


Amid the monosyllables and the laughter, a stunning woman appears. She glides past us, with a male acquaintance I’ve never bothered with before, but who’s now suddenly turned into a dear friend.


“Long time no see! How are you?”


I think I’ve found my dark one.




 





I’m introduced to her, and she seems quite shy at first.


“I love this city, it’s so stimulating, like an open-air museum.” That’s the first thing she says to me, in a pronounced Milanese accent. There’s not a line on her face, not the smallest defect. Whoever designed her made sure all the optional extras were built in, just as you’d expect of a limited edition.


She’s almost fifteen years younger than me, and as I stare at her I’m thinking of the quickest way to get into her knickers, though I know that’s a fairly despicable attitude. I realize I made a big mistake, thinking she was shy, when the evening ends up with her standing almost naked in front of my bed.


An olive complexion, the kind I like, and an indecent quantity of brown curly hair tumbling over breasts so perfect she must have had them done. Did she? I’ll find out soon enough. She’s wearing what I think are real lace knickers, quite tasteful really, and she doesn’t seem to have any intention of taking off her stiletto-heeled boots for the moment. I suppose she thinks they’re some kind of armour. From the way she purses those petrol-pink lips she seems ready for battle.


I like studying every detail, every centimetre of her body, as if she were a valuable object I was contemplating buying. My only overt reaction is to smile, to show I’m pleased, and she blushes. I suppose she feels like Botticelli’s Venus: I’m transforming her, my eyes are the most delicate brushes that have ever caressed her body. I know this lingering scrutiny is starting to drive her crazy, but I’m curious to see how far she’ll go, how long it’ll take before she at last yields to my gaze and feels obliged to make the first move.


Instead of which, she surprises me: still smiling, she slowly gets dressed again, leaving me like that, lying on the bed. She’s like a jeweller closing the casket after revealing the price of the gems. Unfortunately for her, I have no intention of yielding, or of reaching for my wallet, and as she dresses, I equally slowly undress.


She can’t help it, she finds the whole thing amusing, but not enough to get her to join me between the sheets, she prefers to sit down in the leather armchair facing the bed. She starts playing distractedly with the remote that controls the blinds over the windows, and when she inadvertently raises them, she’s met by the view from my apartment. She’s enchanted by the lights of central Rome, so much so that she completely forgets about me lying there naked on the bed. After a few moments of total silence, she turns and says, “Thank you.”


“For what?”


“For showing me Rome from here.”


I wasn’t expecting that. I never thought the view of the Castel Sant’Angelo could cast such a spell on her. I’m about to reply, to start a conversation, but she turns and asks me, “Are you renting, or do you own this gem?”


That seems harsh. I tell her I got a good deal on it, get proudly up off the bed and walk to the kitchen stark naked. I’m ready to open the Dom Pérignon I keep chilled for difficult cases like her. I come back to the bedroom and uncork it behind her. She turns, a bit startled, then smiles.


“When it’s like this, Rome deserves a toast, don’t you think?” I say, shaking the bottle over her.


I slide my fingers over her silky skin, now wet with champagne, until I get to her breasts. She has had them done, as I guessed, but they’re just as exciting as if they were real. A grin, the grin of someone savouring victory, comes to life on my face. She must wish I was more passionate, she must wish she could measure my desire by the insistent touch of my fingers, but I continue to keep my distance, touching her lightly with only one hand, exploring hesitantly, and I know that very soon, in a very few seconds, she’ll be the one to sweep me off my feet, and I’ll find myself thrown down on the bed, intoxicated with her scent, panting, beneath a wild riot of curly hair.




 





When it’s over I turn into a different man.


I’ve been living with my mood swings since I was a little boy, since before all the nights spent in clubs and the binges and the after-effects of coke, since before I became successful. Once my testosterone has exploded in orgasm, my mind makes room for accounts and work projects and next day’s schedule, and in all this rapid channel-flicking there’s no place for a woman’s reflections.


She’s lit a cigarette and from her sighs I sense she’d really like to chat. Which is what she does, starting with her work, then the fog in Milan. She tells me she’d like to move. Doesn’t she know that’s the kind of talk that scares a man off? Then she compliments me on my apartment, she says she’s never seen so many gadgets in one place. “It must have cost you a fortune,” she says. “Why do you need a TV in the bathroom?”


With some women it’s actually too easy, a few special effects and you get the same respect from them that you get when you shake someone’s hand with a couple of banknotes rolled up in yours. They open all doors.


She loses a few more points when she starts walking naked around the outside of the bed, still holding her cigarette, and peers at my things. My clothes will all be smelling of smoke soon. The last straw is when she presses a button and activates the shelf under the bedside table, which rises hydraulically to reveal some spirits and a little cocaine. I always keep some there to liven up those evenings that finish in this apartment, and activating that mechanism is something that always strikes them dumb with amazement.


“What’s this?” she says with a laugh. “Is this where you hide the entertainment?”


“Put it back the way it was.”


“I’d like to try some,” she says, although from the way she handles it I know this certainly isn’t her first time, and besides, I’ve never found initiations exciting.


“Look, it’s late. Come back to bed.”


Luckily, she likes playing the role of the obedient child. At last she stops messing about with my things. “Aren’t you afraid the police will raid this place?” she asks as she waits for the shelf to descend and everything to go back into position.


“Why should they?”


She lies down again on the bed and lights another cigarette. Again that bit of ash about to fall, which really annoys me.


When, between one drag and another, she asks me to tell her something about my life, I pretend I’ve fallen asleep and reply with an irritated mutter. Finding ways to avoid conversation is a trick I inherited from my father, and all at once, in the half-light of the room, his image appears in front of me like a faded slide. His unmistakable sulk reminds me of our dinners together, when I would nod wearily as I looked at the worn-out kitchen utensils, the untidy dining table, where he kept his papers, and the dismal dried flowers in the yellow earthenware vases and thought about the Futurist paintings I was studying at school, the speed of a brand-new sports car, the exalting of pleasure and youth in Oscar Wilde. I couldn’t wait for him to let me go so that I could get back to the stern, irreproachable rhythms of the teachers he’d entrusted me to after throwing in the towel. I much preferred the sanitized corridors during those interminably slow, mind-numbingly boring hours of punishment to the airless atmosphere of home. I wanted to knock down those four walls, turn my life upside down, and I was sure that sooner or later I would: one day I’d leave school, along with all the other wild kids, and find my own path, I’d become master of my own time and invest it in the race to succeed.


These are the thoughts that fill the muffled silence of the room, the conviction that his inability to love me was lucky for me, because if I hadn’t taken that course, I wouldn’t be the kind of man I am today. I’d probably still be living in Turin, trying to drum up business for his cash-strapped legal practice. We weren’t meant to live together. Our relationship has always been precariously balanced, a matter of cautious, moderate gestures, as if our worlds, so remote one from the other, have to be kept at a distance, under strict control, to avoid collapse. I’m still convinced that the key to everything is control, control of every moment, even the most unpredictable, and that it was control that stopped me going mad, stopped me being swallowed up by the emptiness that swallowed up my father in the end.


Order is the basis of my work. Order is mathematics, and numbers never let you down, it’s not in their nature. You just have to see me to understand: I’m at the top of an investment company, calculations and opportunities are inextricably entwined if you want to be part of that narrow circle of people who hold the right cards in their hands. I can’t help being pleased with the aces I’ve been dealt lately, and the gorgeous girl who’s now asleep beside me is a consequence of them. When the desire for sex returns, I don’t have to do anything but start kissing her again, allowing myself to get excited by her ready responses, by the fact that she offers no resistance, and at the same time the thought makes its way inside me that she’ll soon be gone, and that in my bedroom, as in my life, order will eventually be restored.


As for You, Father Time, You’re watching me all the while, as discreet as a guardian angel. You let me carry on, You let me believe that You’re mine to command, whereas in fact You’re eating away at me every day, almost imperceptibly, and I’m sure You can’t wait to enjoy the spectacle of my defeat.
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A STEAMING CUP OF COFFEE and a telephone number, written on what looks like a pair of knickers: that’s the visiting card I find next to my empty bed the following morning.


It’s seven o’clock, although my watch says 7.05. I always put it forward by five minutes to make sure I arrive on time, or even in advance. I’ve always been particular about getting ready in the morning, that’s why I wake up two hours before I start work. There are things I like to do calmly: choosing my clothes and making sure the colours match, having my breakfast, reading the newspapers.


By 8.30, according to my watch, my driver, Antonio, is waiting for me outside my building. My baby, a dark-grey Aston Martin Vanquish, is in the garage, I’ll be using it tonight. It’d be too restless for the morning traffic—and besides, with Antonio driving, I can get stuff done on the way to the office: organizing my day, checking my e-mails, looking through a few documents.


Our company’s head office is in a period building overlooking the Tiber. Paola, the switchboard operator, greets me at the door, a bit embarrassed as she furtively closes the fashion magazine she’s been leafing through. I remember she was planning to start a diet, so I tell her she must have lost a few kilos because she’s looking really good. Predictably, she reacts with a big smile.


The deliveryman has just brought in a package of disinfectant wipes for the director. I tell Paola to make sure it corresponds to the order. The director couldn’t live without his disinfectant wipes. He’s declared war on germs and bacteria, it’s a kind of obsession, an extreme form of hypochondria, even though he’s an intelligent, far-sighted man, a real bulldog. I’m due to speak to him later about those building permits.


Now my secretary Elena comes up to me, two dark, sympathetic eyes beneath an impeccable bob. She looks much younger than she really is, which is about thirty. “Don’t forget your appointment at ten for the Righini business,” she tells me as we enter my office.


My eye falls on her wristwatch, and I smile: she’s decided to adopt my trick of putting it forward by five minutes, just to keep us in sync. She’s already opened and closed the windows to let a bit of air into the fanatical tidiness of the office: a spacious mahogany desk, two elegant ostrich-leather armchairs. Her efficiency is a good match for my concern with perfection.


“They’ve already called more than once, the names are on your desk. Oh, and Signora Campi was looking for you a few minutes ago…”


She’s barely had time to mention her name when Barbara Campi, the marketing director, comes in.


“Don’t bother to knock,” I say, greeting her with an ironic smile, then give Elena a little nod. She leaves us alone and I sit down behind my desk.


Barbara is holding a newspaper, she looks impatient. “Have you read this?”


“Yes, if you’re referring to the article about us in the Sole. Don’t tell me you’ve come just to ask me that.”


“Oh, I’m sorry, Signor Romano, I thought you’d missed it,” she says, her lips curling in a grimace. “Silly of me to think a man of your calibre could miss an article at nine in the morning, wasn’t it?”


“No need to be sarcastic. Just because I’m a man doesn’t mean I’m unprepared.”


I’m teasing her as usual, I know she thinks of herself as a modern feminist and is convinced women are superior to men, and other bullshit like that.


Continuing in the same vein, I look for a compliment I could give her. “You look different,” I say. “You must have had a good weekend.”


“It’s the latest thing in cosmetics,” she says, stroking the outsides of her eyes with her fingers. “I didn’t think you’d notice.”


“You don’t need it. I’ve told you a thousand times I should call the World Wildlife Fund, you’re almost an extinct species.”


Actually, I doubt there’s any cream so advanced it could give her a charm she’s never possessed. It strikes me she’s been overdoing the nips and tucks lately: she’s starting to have the typical clownlike smile of women who’ve had facelifts.


“Liar,” she retorts. “It’s men like you who could convince all the women in the world to move to Mars.”


“You really know how to put the knife in. What kind of man am I?”


“You should know, Svevo. You’re a flatterer, you’re vain, and you’re completely untrustworthy as a human being.”


“In other words I’m a bastard. I can’t make up my mind if you’re trying to lose your job here or declaring your undying love for me.”


She smiles. “Luckily Mars isn’t so far these days.”


Barbara has been working in this company for much longer than I have, which has allowed her a certain familiarity from the start. She’s very good in her field and the director respects her for her commitment. Nothing seems to exist for her outside this office. And yet she’s married and has a ten-year-old son, although she’s certainly not one of those mothers you see running around in a car all day, taking their children to school or a five-a-side football game.


Before she leaves, she makes a sarcastic comment about the latest political scandal to hit the newspapers. She loves slagging off other people, especially if she thinks you’re going to do the same. She usually finds a common target to get you on her side, and the choice is never random, it’s always been carefully thought out. When she spits poison, she purses her lips and her nostrils flare: she reminds me of a python, though I assume she thinks I’m the same as her. “He’s history,” she says if it’s someone we know, especially if it’s someone we do business with who could threaten our advantage. She scrutinizes me, half closing her eyes, waiting for a sign of approval. If I feel like it, I nod.




 





As soon as Barbara leaves the room, Elena comes in and hands me an envelope and a still-sealed ream of paper.


I unwrap the paper first and sniff it. I like the smell of new things. The interior of a car in a showroom, cashmere wrapped in tissue paper, leather shoes that haven’t been worn yet. Everything’s so spotless at the beginning, so full of promise.


Next, I turn to the envelope. It’s from the director.


I open it.


Inside, there are some photographs. They’re from last night, and they show our friend the Deputy in poses somewhat unsuited to his position, like strutting with his trousers down around his knees, snorting cocaine. With his toothpick-thin legs, he looks more like a chicken than a peacock. And talking of chickens, the accompanying note includes one of the director’s favourite observations: “Romano, did you know that in prehistoric times it wasn’t unusual for the eohippus, the ancestor of the horse, to be the prey of the pterodactyl, the ancestor of the hen? Can you imagine a horse being eaten by a hen? We’re in constant evolution, my dear Romano, and history teaches us to be on the alert, to beat the others to the draw. Remember, a man you can blackmail is easy prey.”


As far as timing is concerned the director is second to none, and he’s never had too many qualms when it comes to obtaining what he wants from people.


I’m about to call him, but before I have time to lift the receiver the telephone rings, startling me.


“Signor Romano, your father’s on the line, should I put him through?”


“My father?” I echo, surprised.


“Yes, your father.”


He must need a loan, that’s the only explanation that comes to mind. He rarely telephones me, and when he does our conversations are usually full of long, embarrassing silences. At the end of every call, to avoid another one, which might be even more painful, I arrange for a large bank transfer, hoping that’ll keep him off my back for a while.


“Svevo? It’s me. How are you?”


The hoarse, cavernous voice echoes in my mind like a childhood song, but only for a few seconds, because the nostalgia fades immediately, leaving me irritable and anxious to hang up and get on with my work. I glance at my watch, then at my diary, and sigh.


“Fine,” I reply.


“Good,” he says. “I’m glad.”


“Is there a particular reason you’ve called? I’m a bit behind.”


“Oh, you, you’re always behind.”


Then silence again. A silence that chokes any words at birth. Even a monosyllable would feel inappropriate in comparison with this silence. And yet I can sense there’s something he wants to tell me, I can tell it from the way he’s breathing, slowly and noisily. There’s pride in that sound.


“Your cousin’s graduating,” he says at last, as if that’s any concern of mine. He’s just beating about the bush, I know he’ll get to the point sooner or later.


“Good.”


“Yes.”


I imagine dinners at my mother’s sister’s: the smell of boiled chicken that gets into your clothes, my two cousins, in their early twenties, going on about their little lives, my aunt nodding, as stiff as ever, in a permanent state of mourning. They’re all so distant from me, I’d be very surprised if they ever talked about me.


“I’m not asking you to come to the graduation.”


“I have a lot of things to do.”


“I know you’ve bought a new house… A villa in Cortona, isn’t it?”


I don’t think he’s trying to invite himself. I think he wants a loan, he’s probably got a few creditors after him.


“I’m renovating it. I don’t know when it’ll be ready. Look, I really have to dash.”


“OK. Bye then.”


“Bye.”


The call leaves me with a sense of unfinished business, which I try to shake off by calling Elena on the intercom and asking her to take care of the bank transfer. She doesn’t demur when she hears the figure, though she must think it’s a serious matter this time. I only hope she hurries up about it.


I go back to my diary to catch my breath. One page follows another in a regular, unceasing rhythm. There’s something corresponding to every hour: an appointment, a lunch, a meeting. I’m sure You’ve looked at me sometimes: hard at work, convinced that being productive means knowing how to structure time, making sure that every action is channelled into a pre-arranged schedule, delegating effectively, making full use of the waiting periods by avoiding pointless meetings that are of no professional benefit. I’m sure You’ve also noticed my obsequious attitude to the director as we walk together to the conference room, with his hand on my shoulder and my head tilted, listening with great interest to his admonitions and suggestions.


“Please, Romano, I’m counting on you to see this business through,” he whispers in my ear in that slightly paternal tone of his. “Righini is in your hands, it’s an important acquisition.”


The director walks beside me, and I nod and look at him with eyes full of gratitude. Why are You surprised? He was the one who introduced me to the people who matter in this city. And what about the expression on my face when I sit down at the table to negotiate? That gleam in my eyes is pure competitiveness, our daily bread. My rapid way of speaking, my thoughts constantly pursuing new strategies, and at the end of the meeting the mobile phone that starts ringing again, bringing more appointments I can’t be late for. Distances have been wiped out, dear Father Time, and You can’t do anything about it. Technology allows us to do everything in an instant, we’re always ready to receive information from anywhere in the world.


“Mazzoli, calling from New York.”


Elena on speakerphone.


“Thanks,” I reply, and lift the receiver. “Hi, how are things? Yes, go on… Absolutely not. It’s already been sent and should be there by now… Of course… And don’t forget Wednesday evening. Everything’s all set up… We’ll talk about it… Yes, of course… See you soon.”


When I put the phone down, I notice my mother staring at me from the photo frame on the bookshelf. I can’t remember her, it’s pointless for me even to try. My memories of her are fading year by year, just like that photograph, which shows her in her wedding dress, mouth open in a smile of delight. I think it was that smile that bewitched my father. And I think it’s because of that smile that he’s never got over her death.




 





My diary reminds me that this evening I have to go and collect Gaëlle, who’s flying in from Paris. I pick up the phone and call her. I’ll come for her at nine and take her to dinner with some friends at a restaurant that was only opened last month, and to round out the evening I’ve booked a table in one of the best clubs in town. It’s only what she’d expect.


I imagine her nodding at her mobile phone with that aristocratic pout of hers, crossing her legs in a way that’s as arousing as it’s artificial. As far as I’m concerned, she’s the embodiment of beauty and sensuality. Feminine, self-composed, able to stay in control even after an evening fuelled by coke and alcohol.


We met in London, when I was there on a business trip. I spotted her in a club in the West End, under the coloured glare of spotlights. A tight-fitting black sweatshirt, hair gathered in a glossy ponytail. Not a single imperfection, skin like a little girl’s, full lips curled in a cute grin. She came to our table to greet an actor who was with us, and as soon as she saw me she started staring at me quite openly. When I stood up to go to the toilet, I felt a hand pulling me by my belt. She smiled at me and told me to take her away. Gaëlle never asks, she smiles. And her smile is the sweetest invitation to go crazy that you could ever hope to receive.


“Remember to wash the car, Stefano, I need it for tonight,” I say to the garage owner over the phone before I get back to work.




At the end of the day, usually between seven and eight, I go to the gym, it’s become a habit and I never skip a session if I can help it. The gym is the one place where I keep to all my good resolutions. I go there and lift weights, surrounded by mirrors, which appeals to my vanity. I push my muscles to the limit, making sure I reach the targets I’ve set myself. For the biceps, four sets of twenty, ten kilos each. My mind empties. I start another set of twenty, I feel pleased with myself, my thoughts are weightless, I’m regenerated.





Before dinner, I finally meet my baby. She’s waiting for me at the back of the garage. Washed and polished for the occasion, even more gorgeous than the last time I saw her. She has a perfection that no woman, not even Gaëlle, could ever aspire to.


And it’s in my baby that I pull up outside the hotel. Gaëlle emerges through the main door, looking every inch a diva, and the roar of the 460-horsepower engine is joined by the echo of her heels on the paving stones. She comes to me, lightly touches my face with her fingertips, and with an air of intrigue whispers, “Merci, mon cher.” Then she gets in the car, leaving me with an idiotic smile on my face.


I’ve always let Gaëlle treat me like shit. The truth of the matter is, she drives me wild and she knows it. Self-controlled, aloof, sometimes almost mechanical, just like my Aston Martin, she knows exactly what gets me. The more elusive she is, the more I want her. She says she’ll call me back, then disappears for weeks without a trace. She’s the only woman who’s able to keep my interest alive, one of those women who have the spirit of conquest in their blood. And on that basis, we’ve struck the right balance, we’ve learnt how to get along.


At the restaurant, I can’t take my eyes off her, and I don’t think I’m the only one. A stunning face, with the kind of casual, involuntary beauty that verges on perfection, two icy blue eyes you just can’t escape if they glance in your direction. She’s wearing bright lipstick and has a simple but classy hairdo. She jokes with my friends, letting her head fall back when she laughs, her eyes lighting up with mischief. There isn’t the slightest suspicion of a line around her eyes. She likes to joke with her girlfriends about the preventive effects of Botox: she makes it seem like an innocent game.


“What kind of dessert do you suggest, Svevo?” she asks me in her captivating French accent.


“Yes, go on, Svevo, recommend a little dessert!”


Federico is teasing me, but his presence makes everything more familiar. We understand each other perfectly, sometimes all we need is a smile. We’re on the same wavelength. He’s probably thinking the same thing I am right now: that it would take an artist to paint the group at this table. Two blonde models who seem to have come straight from a painting by Degas, elegant, ageless ballerinas, and the two of us, young and attractive, smiling brazenly like sheikhs. With a bit of coke circulating in our veins we feel indestructible.


The restaurant is luxurious and a bit unusual. At the back of the room, behind a large pane of glass, there’s a wall of rock with little circles of stones embedded in it according to some geometrical pattern, it must be some kind of Zen idea—you find those stones everywhere these days. Attractive waitresses parade nonchalantly between the tables in their gorgeous blue-green kimonos, with their hair gathered in buns, smiling at whoever’s turn it is, in this case Federico, who tells me with his eyes that he’s crazy about this place. I care a lot about the mood of the people around me.


Gaëlle is enjoying being the centre of attention, but she never takes her eyes off me. In the car on the way to the club after dinner, she whispers a few exciting fantasies in my ear, then leans back in her seat, amused.


“Can you stop looking at me like that?” she says, lighting a cigarette and blowing the smoke into the air.


“Are you trying to provoke me?”


“I just want to let off steam.”


“And I want to see you dance.”


I slip a couple of grams in her purse and tell her to be good.


In the car park, before getting out, as usual I check that everything’s neat and tidy. She’s let a bit of ash fall on her seat, I seem doomed always to go for women who smoke. As I give my baby a little clean, Gaëlle doesn’t miss the opportunity to tease me. So I grab her by the arm and kiss her roughly. I’m about to slip my hand inside her knickers, just to make it clear that nobody jokes with me, but before I can do that she pushes me angrily back inside the car.


From the outside I guess I’m a pretty reprehensible specimen. I like touching my baby’s steering wheel and running my fingers over the slightly rough stitches of the leather while Gaëlle’s lips move up and down without stopping. I like it when the insignificant people who are waiting in line outside the club move aside to let us pass. I like the big white leather sofas in the private area and our women, always a little tipsy, jumping on them for fun. Gaëlle dancing on the glass table and half the club watching her wiggling her hips like a professional go-go dancer. Federico letting his ear be licked by a young blonde as he knocks back one shot of tequila after the other. And me being carried away by the music, until I feel like all the others and stop being disgusted by them. When you come down to it, we’re all human, we all go crazy when the rhythm is in time with our heartbeats and the club becomes our world and we turn into one single entity dancing.
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