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DEDICATION

––––––––

To those who still seek the courage to choose love, even when life seems to complicate it.

To those who fall, get back up, and continue to believe that every challenge can be transformed into a new beginning. To you, who read these pages with an open heart:

May you find here a fragment of strength, hope, and sweetness... 
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1 Arrival at Ca' delle Ombre
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The fog rose from the Grand Canal like a slow breath.

It was a February morning, and Venice seemed to float suspended between water and sky. The distant tolling of San Giorgio Maggiore mingled with the metallic sound of boats gliding lazily through the canals.

The wind carried the smell of salt and iron, the smell that lingers after rain, and a few seagulls screeched in the milky white air.

A water taxi pulled up to the wooden pier in front of an old ochre-colored building. The door opened, and Elena Moretti stepped out with a determined stride, carrying a black leather bag and a bundle of documents.

Her low heels made a sharp sound on the wet boards. Despite the cold air, she was wearing only a beige coat and a light wool scarf: the kind of elegance that doesn't demand attention but gets it anyway.

In front of her stood the Ca' delle Ombre, an 18th-century palace converted into one of the city's most exclusive hotels. The tall, narrow windows reflected the light from the water, and the entrance portal, framed by Istrian stone columns, seemed to stand guard like an ancient guardian.

Above the door, a discreet engraved brass sign read: Hotel Ca’ delle Ombre – Venice.

Elena paused for a moment on the pier.

She took a deep breath.

She had dreamed of this moment for years—entering that hotel not as a guest, but as the head of services.

The next step in her career.

The result of endless shifts, impossible hours, and a rigor that had often made her life seem like a windowless corridor.

She crossed the small entrance hall, and the world changed.

The silence was the muffled silence of luxury places, where even the noises seem trained not to disturb.

The scent of wax and clean linen permeated the air.

The walls were covered with light wood paneling, decorated with mirrors that reflected the light from Murano lamps.

Every surface sparkled.

Every movement was slow and measured.

From the reception desk, a young concierge greeted her with a restrained smile.

"Good morning, Mrs. Moretti. Everything is ready for the meeting with management."

Elena nodded, giving a slight smile.

"Thank you, Matteo. Bring me the new arrivals register as soon as you can. I want to double-check the dining room staff shifts before noon."

As she spoke, her eyes darted around, assessing the details: a slightly tilted vase of flowers, a rug with a crease, a waiter crossing the lobby with a tray that was not perfectly balanced.

Nothing escaped his gaze.

It was his secret weapon: precision.

And perhaps also his downfall.

At the end of the hall, a large window overlooked the canal.

Outside, light filtered through the shutters, drawing liquid veins on the floor, as if the building were breathing through the water.

A couple of Japanese tourists entered carrying elegant suitcases, followed by a porter. Elena glanced at them briefly, then disappeared down a side corridor, accessible only to staff.

The heart of the hotel was a maze of doors and service passages.

There were different smells: coffee, detergent, printed paper.

Metallic noises and rapid voices came from the kitchens.

Elena walked through those corridors as if she had designed them herself.

She greeted everyone with a nod, never breaking stride.

She was respected, almost feared: the woman who never forgot anything.

She stopped in front of the elevator.

On the wall opposite, an antique mirror reflected her face.

She looked for a moment at the woman with regular features, honey-colored eyes, and fair skin slightly reddened by the cold.

She seemed serene, but behind that gaze there was something restrained—an invisible tiredness, a desire for a break that she never allowed herself.

The elevator opened with a soft sound.

Elena went up to the management floor, where Alessandra Volterra's office, the hotel owner, occupied an entire wing of the building.

She knew she would meet her that morning.

And every time she saw her, she felt the same thing: a mixture of admiration and awe.

She stepped out into the corridor, which was covered in light-colored carpet.

The walls were decorated with black-and-white photographs of a secret, un d Venice: forgotten bridges, gardens enclosed behind walls, reflections on the water like blurred memories.

Elena knew them by heart. Each time they gave her the same impression: a beauty tinged with melancholy.

When she knocked on the office door, Alessandra's voice came immediately, soft but firm.

"Come in."

Elena entered.

Morning light filtered through the large windows, cutting the air into lines of gold and shadow.

Behind the dark wooden desk, Alessandra Volterra was signing a stack of documents.

She was a fifty-five-year-old woman, tall and slim, with honey-colored hair gathered in a soft chignon and a face that combined elegance and detachment.

She wore a simple but perfect black dress.

A single pearl around her neck.

She looked up and smiled.

"Elena. Come, sit down. I've heard very good things about you."

Elena remained standing out of respect.

"Thank you, Mrs. Volterra. I'm just trying to live up to the position I've been given."

"Up to it?" Alessandra laughed softly. "Height is a relative concept here. The important thing is not to forget that this place thrives on shadows. And how you manage them."

Elena didn't understand right away. Then she saw the play of light on the wall: reflections that trembled like waves.

And for the first time, she thought that perhaps the name, Ca' delle Ombre, had not been chosen at random.

The afternoon slowly descended on the lagoon, like a curtain of golden light.

The shadows of the building stretched across the mosaic floor, and the discreet buzz of the hotel mingled with the singing of gondoliers in the distance.

Elena walked through the lobby with a stack of folders in her hand, her mind focused and her pace quick, while the city outside was reflected in the windows like an arthouse film shot in slow motion.

Everything at Ca' delle Ombre seemed to have a secret rhythm: the way the waiters placed the glasses, the muffled sound of the doors, even the lapping of the water against the pier posts.

And she, after months of work, was learning to follow it.

From behind the concierge desk, Matteo called her discreetly.

"Ms. Moretti, Mrs. Volterra has arrived. She asked for you."

Elena adjusted her jacket, took a slow breath, and headed for the elevator.

In the reflection of the glass walls, her figure appeared multiplied, as if there were many versions of her: the impeccable employee, the woman no one really knew, and the one who, at night, wondered if perfection and were just an elegant way to hide.

When the door opened on the main floor, Alessandra was already there, standing next to the large window overlooking the canal.

The low sun filtered through the curtains, lighting up coppery reflections in her hair.

Next to her was a silver tray with two cups of coffee and a plate of Venetian biscuits.

"Elena, come here," she said, without turning around. "Do you have a moment?"

"Of course, Mrs. Volterra."

"Call me Alessandra. There's no need for such formality between us." She turned with a brief but sincere smile. "Would you like some coffee?"

Elena hesitated. She wasn't used to such familiarity, but she accepted.

The two sat down on a pearl-colored sofa in front of the window. Outside, the water sparkled like living glass.

"You know," Alessandra began, staring at the canal, "this hotel is like a living creature. It lives, breathes, and above all, listens. It does not forgive carelessness."

Elena lowered her gaze to her cup. "That's why it works so well. Every detail here speaks of respect."

"Or fear." Alessandra smiled, but there was a shadow in her voice. "Sometimes I don't know if my employees respect me or if they've simply learned not to contradict me."

"I think they respect you, ma'am. All of them." Elena chose her words carefully. "You've built something that seems impossible in this city."

Alessandra looked at her. "You're different, you know that? There's something about the way you talk. You remind me of myself at your age. The same hunger, the same control. But don't kid yourself: Venice gives nothing away for free."

Elena nodded. "I realized that early on."

"Good." Alessandra stood up and walked over to the desk. "Then I want to make you an offer. Starting tomorrow, you'll be coordinating the Ministry event. It's a three-day reception. Guests will be arriving from Rome, Paris... a demanding audience."

Elena stood still for a moment, surprised. "You want me to take care of it?"

"I want to see how you perform when you have everything to lose." Alessandra stared at her, her eyes as clear as glass. "Don't be afraid. I chose you because you're clean. That's rare in this business."

Elena felt a shiver, as if the light in the room had changed.

Clean. It was a compliment, but also a diagnosis.

He thanked her with a smile that hid his emotion.

"I'll make sure everything is perfect."

"Not perfect." Alessandra shook her head. "True. It's more difficult, but that's what makes the difference."

A moment of silence stretched between them.

Then the owner approached her and touched her arm lightly, almost affectionately.

"Do you trust me, Elena?"

The question took her by surprise. "Yes, of course."

"Good." Alessandra returned to the window. "Then don't disappoint me. And remember: everything is reflected here. Every gesture, every glance. Venice is a city of mirrors, and Ca' delle Ombre is its heart."

Elena left her with that phrase, which stayed with her all day long.

Later, as he checked the dining room, the lights had grown warmer and the tables were beginning to fill with customers.

The streetlights on the canal were reflected in the windows.

A violinist played Nessun dorma in the distance, and the air smelled of white wine and burning wax.

Elena walked between the tables like an invisible director.

A single gesture was enough to correct a mistake: a poorly folded napkin, a misaligned glass.

Behind her professionalism, however, there was something more subtle: a curiosity about people, their humanity, their secrets.

Perhaps that was why she loved her job so much.

Every room, every table, every customer had a story to tell.

And she, in the silence of the management, was the only one who knew the details.

At ten o'clock in the evening, when the last guest left the room, she took off her shoes for a moment and walked barefoot on the marble floor.

The coldness of the stone penetrated her skin, restoring her sense of being alive.

She looked outside: the canal was black, the lights of the boats flowing like luminous veins in the water.

Venice was silent, but it spoke through its reflections.

She thought about what Alessandra had told her: "Everything is reflected here."

And for the first time, she wondered if even she, with her perfect calm, was just a reflection—a shiny surface behind which to hide something she hadn't yet had the courage to look at.

The city was almost at a standstill when Elena left the hotel.

Outside, the fog had lifted, leaving the air with the smell of tired sea and wet stone. The streetlights floated on the water, stretching out like flickering brushstrokes, and every step echoed clearly in the empty alleys.

She walked lightly, her coat wrapped tightly around her body and her bag slung over her shoulder.

Behind her, the façade of Ca’ delle Ombre was reflected in the canal, but the dark windows seemed to watch those who were leaving.

Elena turned around for a moment, as if to say goodbye to the building, and a thought flashed through her mind: Perhaps even the walls here remember everything.

The journey home was short but silent.

She crossed Campo San Barnaba, where a few late tourists were drinking wine under the arcades.

A lone musician played the clarinet, and the melody drifted through the humid air like a soft lament.

Elena slowed down, tempted for a moment to stop and listen, then resumed her pace.

She had learned not to let herself be distracted by emotions: they were the luxury of those who had nothing to prove.

He arrived at his home—a small apartment on the second floor of an old building, overlooking an inner courtyard.

He opened the door and turned on the light.

The interior was minimalist: light-colored furniture, a gray sofa, a few paintings on the walls. Everything was tidy, clean, quiet.

As if his life were afraid of disorder.

He put down his bag, took off his shoes, and stood motionless in front of the window for a moment.

From there, she could see only a patch of sky and the closed shutters of the building opposite.

The silence fell on her like a heavy blanket.

She sighed.

She was tired, but not the kind of physical tiredness that melts away with sleep. It was a more subtle fatigue, as if part of her was always on guard, even when her body was begging for rest.

She made herself a herbal tea and sat down on the sofa.

On the coffee table, among the neatly folded magazines, lay an old photograph: her at twenty, wearing the apron of a guesthouse in Mestre, with a broad, slightly naive smile.

She looked at it for a long time.

That girl seemed like a different person.

She still had the lightheartedness of someone who believes that hard work will be rewarded with happiness, not just stability.

Elena smiled softly, but her lips did not really follow her thoughts.

She took a sip, closed her eyes, and tried to slow her breathing.

Alessandra Volterra's voice came back to her: "I want to see how you act when you have everything to lose."

It was a sentence that sounded like a warning.

The phone vibrated on the coffee table.

A message from Marco, the doorman on duty:

"Everything's fine, Mrs. Moretti. Mr. and Mrs. Ruggieri will arrive tomorrow morning at 9 a.m. The rooms are ready. Good night."

She replied with a simple:

"Perfect. See you tomorrow."

Then she turned off her phone.

Nothing personal, ever.

Discipline had become a habit, and habits, in the long run, resemble armor.

She got up and walked over to the mirror in the hallway.

The warm light from the lamp cast golden reflections on her face, highlighting her honey-colored eyes and thin lips.

She touched her now loose hair and for a moment felt that the woman in the mirror was not her—too composed, too perfect to be real.

Then she turned off the light, letting the reflection fade away.

Outside, the city breathed slowly.

A muffled sound rose from the canals, like a slow heartbeat.

Elena lay down on the bed without even changing.

The window let in the light from a street lamp, and the flickering water cast dancing shadows on the ceiling.

A play of reflections that seemed alive, as if the lagoon wanted to speak to her in the language of dreams.

She closed her eyes, but couldn't fall asleep right away.

In her mind, she replayed the events of the day, the faces of the staff, Alessandra's enigmatic smile.

And that indefinable feeling, as if something—or someone—were about to enter her life and change everything.

She turned on her side, hugging the pillow.

A quick, almost childish thought crossed her mind: I hope nothing happens tomorrow that I can't control.

Yet, deep in her heart, a subtle voice—the same one that whispers to her dreams before she falls asleep—answered her:

But if it did happen, it wouldn't be so bad.

At dawn, the first ray of light entered the room.

The bell tower of San Barnaba rang seven times.

Elena woke up with a start, as if someone had called her name.

She got up and opened the window. The morning air was cold and clear, and the canal below reflected an uncertain blue.

The gondolas were motionless, the water lapping gently at the foundations.

She got ready with precise, almost ritualistic movements: a quick shower, her hair tied back, light makeup, an impeccable suit.

Every detail in its place.

As she looked in the mirror one last time before leaving, she paused to look herself in the eyes.

She couldn't explain where that slight uneasiness stirring inside her came from.

Perhaps it was just fatigue.

Or perhaps—although she would never admit it—it was a premonition.

She left the house and walked toward the pier.

Venice was waking up.

Shops were opening their shutters, gondolas were moving lazily, and the sun was lighting up golden reflections on the glass.

Elena boarded a vaporetto bound for San Tomà.

She stood near the railing, letting the wind ruffle her hair slightly.

A group of tourists laughed, a child threw crumbs to the seagulls, and for a moment she felt like she was part of a film she had not chosen to star in.

When the boat docked in front of the hotel, he looked up.

From the terrace on the main floor, someone—a male figure—was looking out at the water.

Elena couldn't make him out clearly, only his silhouette against the light.

A tall man in a dark coat.

She didn't know who he was yet.

She didn't know that that face would soon shatter all her certainties.

She stood still for a moment, then resumed her usual determined pace.

The day had just begun, and the Ca' delle Ombre was already waiting for her.
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2 Mrs. Volterra
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The sky above Venice was a bright gray, cut by slanting rays that reflected off the canals like blades of light.

In front of the entrance to Ca' delle Ombre, a motorboat glided silently across the water, and a porter hurried to open the wrought-iron gate.

It was the beginning of a new day, but inside the hotel it felt like being halfway through a movie, one of those where every gesture has a hidden meaning.

Elena crossed the lobby with a confident stride. She wore a pearl-colored suit with the hotel logo pinned to her jacket.

She greeted the staff with brief nods, quickly checking the registers, reservations, and shift notes.

Her firm but gentle voice carried through the lobby like a violin note in a perfectly orchestrated score.

"Good morning, Mrs. Moretti," greeted the concierge. "Mrs. Volterra asked for you."

Elena showed no surprise.

— Do you know where he is?

— In the corner suite. He's having a meeting with the marketing staff.

— Perfect, thank you.

He climbed the white marble steps, each step echoing clearly in the silence.

The door to the suite was ajar. From inside came the faint sound of cups and low voices.

Elena knocked softly.

"Come in," said Alessandra's voice.

She entered.

The room was bathed in golden light filtering through the curtains.

Brochures, catalogs, and notes were scattered on a large oval table.

Alessandra Volterra sat at the end of the table, dressed in black, elegant and composed like a modern queen. Next to her, two assistants took notes nervously.

"Elena, please take a seat," the hotel owner gestured to her. "We were talking about tomorrow's reception."

"Yes, Mrs. Volterra. I've already arranged for the catering to arrive at eight, and the room will be ready by noon."

Alessandra looked at her with a gaze that was not only approving, but also curious.

"You move with a confidence that few have, you know?" she said, almost halfway between a compliment and an observation.

Elena smiled faintly. "I learned it from you."

"Don't say that, you'll make me blush." Alessandra laughed softly, then waved her hand, dismissing her staff. "Leave us alone for a moment, please."

When the door closed, the only sound in the room was the distant noise of traffic.

Alessandra got up and went to the window.

— Sometimes I think Ca' delle Ombre is too big. Too full of stories. Maybe I should sell it and leave.

Elena looked at her, surprised. "I don't think you could ever do that."

"Why?"

"Because this hotel is you. It's your voice, your mark. It's as if the city belongs to you."

Alessandra turned away. There was something darker than usual in her eyes.

"Do you realize what you're saying?" she whispered. "In Venice, nothing belongs to anyone. Everything flows, everything decays, everything is lost."

He took a few steps toward her, getting close enough to smell her perfume—a subtle essence of amber and vetiver.

"You, on the other hand, seem immune." He smiled faintly at her. "Always composed, always impeccable. You've never allowed yourself to make a mistake, have you?"

Elena lowered her gaze. "Mistakes are costly."

"Yes. But sometimes they're the only thing that reminds us we're alive."

A silence fell between them.

From outside came the sound of gondolas, the murmur of water, and the distant ticking of a clock.

Alessandra touched her arm, a fleeting but intense contact.

"Would you like to come to dinner at our place tonight?" she asked suddenly. "Just something informal. My husband is coming back from London. I want to introduce you to him. I think you'd like each other."

Elena hesitated for a moment.

"I don't want to intrude..."

"Don't be silly," Alessandra interrupted her with a warm smile. "It's an invitation, not an order. But if you don't come, I'll think you're afraid of me."

Elena hesitated for a moment, then nodded.

"All right. It will be a pleasure."

"Good. At half past eight." Alessandra returned to her desk, her tone practical again. "Oh, and dress for yourself, not for the hotel. I want to see who Elena is when she stops being my head of services."

Elena smiled slightly, but inside she felt a small knot tighten.

She didn't know why, but there was something about that invitation she didn't quite like.

As if something beneath the glossy surface of that kindness was already pulling her strings.

Later, in her room, she checked her schedule for the next day three times.

Her hands trembled slightly as she jotted down her final notes.

Outside, Venice was bathed in a copper-colored sunset.

The domes of Santa Maria della Salute stood out against the sky, and the reflections of the dying sun set the canals ablaze.

Elena paused to look at the view for a moment, as if she wanted to remember it.

She didn't know it yet, but that evening—the dinner at the Volterra house—would be the beginning of everything.

The water taxi stopped in front of a building that seemed to float on light.

It was almost half past eight, and the Venetian evening had that golden and blue hue that only movies can capture.

Elena stepped cautiously off the motorboat, thanked the boatman, and turned toward the building: an 18th-century façade, wrought-iron balconies, ivory-colored curtains swaying gently.

The front door, opening onto a marble foyer filled with silence, gave the impression of entering a world apart.

A maid welcomed her discreetly.

"Mrs. Volterra is waiting for you in the living room, Mrs. Moretti."

Elena followed the woman through a candlelit corridor.

On the walls were family portraits and mirrors that multiplied her figure: a visual echo, as if to remind her that nothing went unnoticed in that house.

She felt out of place, despite the outfit she had carefully chosen—a simple but elegant midnight blue dress with a string of thin pearls around her neck.

When she entered the living room, Alessandra stood up to greet her.

She was dressed in white, with a flowing silk cut that made her look like a statue.

"You look beautiful," she said, smiling. "Finally, I see the woman, not just the professional."

Elena blushed slightly. "Thank you, Mrs. Volterra... Alessandra.

"Come. Let me introduce you to my husband."

She turned to the man who, until then, had been standing near the piano with a glass of wine in his hand.

When he turned, the light hit him squarely in the face.

Elena felt a slight shift inside her, as if something had slipped out of place.

He was tall and elegant in a dark suit.

She had brown hair with a few silver strands, and a gaze that did not seek approval, but observed calmly, as if she had already seen everything.

"Lorenzo, this is Elena Moretti, my head of services. The one I told you about."

The man put his glass down on the piano and approached her.

"Elena Moretti..." he repeated the name slowly, as if savoring it. "Finally. My wife hasn't talked about anything else for weeks."

He held out his hand.

The contact was brief, but it was enough.

A subtle, sudden warmth, like a shock that pretends to be accidental.

"Pleased to meet you, Mr. Volterra."

"Lorenzo, please. Just Lorenzo."

Alessandra smiled, unaware—or perhaps not—of the invisible thread that had already formed between them.

"Come in, have a seat. Dinner is ready."

The living room opened onto a dining room with a large oval table.

A crystal chandelier cast a golden light, and silverware and crystal glasses sparkled on the table.

The menu was simple but refined: scallops au gratin, squid ink risotto, baked sea bream with lemon and thyme.

Everything, like everything that belonged to the Volterras, had the precision of a ritual.

During dinner, Alessandra talked at length about the hotel's plans, the upcoming reception, and the foreign clients to impress.

Elena listened, responding discreetly, but she felt Lorenzo's gaze on her from time to time.

Not insistent, not intrusive.

Simply... present.

A gaze that seemed to study rather than desire.

Yet it was enough to make her lose her train of thought for a moment.

"It must be a demanding job," said Lorenzo, breaking the silence. "Running a place like Ca' delle Ombre."

Elena nodded. "It is, but it's also a form of harmony. Every day is different, but everything has to look the same."

"A perfect definition," he commented with a half-smile. "Order as an illusion of control."

Alessandra laughed softly. "There, you see? That's her way of saying I'm obsessed with details."

"I didn't say that," Lorenzo replied ironically. "I just observed."

Elena looked at them, smiling back.

The two of them were like two poles: she was light, he was shadow.

A couple that seemed unbreakable and yet... fragile, like thin glass.

After dessert, Alessandra received a phone call.

"Excuse me for a moment." She got up and headed for the veranda.
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