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To you, my wonderful father,


			whose life has been dedicated to the search


			for the authentic meaning of Justice.


			Thank you for always being there.


			Thank you for still being there…


			





Introduction










			I landed at the airport at midnight.


			I waited patiently in the interminable queue at passport control and arrived home (well, not really home, since I’m temporarily staying in a dingy female-only hostel) at three in the morning, after handing over a hundred pounds to a taxi driver who wasn’t exactly the chatty type.


			I climbed four floors up a dark and smelly staircase hauling my two huge suitcases, which seemed to gain weight with each passing floor. And I didn’t have even the slightest moment of hesitation – just excitement for my new adventure. It took me a long time to make this decision. Moving abroad is exciting, but it’s not easy. You cut yourself off from those you love, and from habits and certainties. But that little voice inside me had become more and more insistent: ‘It’s time to make a clean break with the past and start again.’


			So I got on that plane with no idea what to expect, but safe in the knowledge that I had had enough of everything and everyone. I was tired of my life: tired of the law firm I worked at, where, despite making sacrifices, I was an insignificant cog in the machine with no prospects for growth, and where having a career was a luxury afforded to a handful of often incompetent ‘chosen ones’. In a way, I was also fed up with my country, which continues not to give due recognition to those who deserve it. Above all, I was tired of having to put up with the daily torture of seeing my awful ex around the office with his hangdog expression, as if the broken heart were his rather than mine…


			The truth is that when you hear that little voice, you can’t help but listen to it. You have to go along with it. It’s the sign that you need to get on your way, because something is waiting for you somewhere out there. And that’s exactly how I feel. That something amazing is waiting for me here. Here, where everything is possible. Here in London!


			





Chapter 1










			Outside the window, caressed by thousands of raindrops, stands the City, the economic and financial heart of London. The place is infused with a dynamic energy that also takes hold of me. Thinking about it, even though it’s the height of summer, this grey sky isn’t so bad. It’s as if London is wearing the right outfit for its role, with its earnest yet charming aura.


			The pavements are crammed with business men and women marching briskly towards their offices, a newspaper under one arm and a paper cup of coffee in hand. The famous red double-decker buses whiz through the streets alongside dozens and dozens of taxis and, above all, bicycles. I never imagined people would find it convenient to get around such a big city by bike. In the skyscrapers and buildings opposite, I can make out hundreds of lights, desks drowning in files, people busy turning on their computers, and crowded meeting rooms where it seems like the fate of the world is being decided.


			Among all these people, there must be somebody who needs me. Somebody who’s looking for someone just like me. Just like in movies, when the manager stands up during the interview, shakes the applicant’s hand and says with a look of contentment and satisfaction: ‘You’re just the person we were looking for. The job is yours.’


			Speaking of which, I’m sitting in the elegant and modern waiting room of Diva & Louf, one of the most famous and prestigious law firms in the world. The firm takes its name from its founding partners, who are almost certainly off enjoying themselves on some yacht in the Tropics with the money they’ve earned in the last few decades. I’m waiting to go into a job interview. The fourth since I moved here, to be precise. So far they haven’t gone well, or maybe they’ve gone too well, since in a couple of cases I was rejected because I was overqualified for the role. Which should be flattering, but to me it actually sounds like a piss-take, a bit like ‘I’m leaving you because I love you too much.’


			I hope today goes better, although I doubt it, since I’m more agitated than usual. For me, it would be a real dream come true to work here: Diva & Louf is the jewel in the crown of the legal world. A quick glance around the place confirms it: there are trophies on display, plaques, awards and newspaper articles framed and triumphantly hung on the walls. And – last but not least – it seems they pay crazy money. Even trainees earn a lot: upwards of forty thousand pounds a year. And to think that during my legal traineeship I got nothing, not even a meagre expenses reimbursement or a token meal voucher. Not that it went much better once I became a lawyer: I did the work of two people and earned a pittance. A shameful and unacceptable situation. I don’t know how anyone can have the nerve to expect a person to work fourteen hours a day for pocket change. That’s it – I won’t compromise any longer! I’m thirty years old now (okay, thirty-three) and I want what I deserve: I want to be rewarded. I want success!


			Knock, knock.


			Right, this is it. Go get ‘em!


			Ah, no. False alarm. It’s the secretary pushing along a trolley with water, coffee, tea, milk, dried fruit, biscuits and sandwiches.


			‘Good morning, darling. How are you?’ she greets me.


			‘Good morning. Fine, thanks. And you?’


			She says something in reply, the only part of which I understand is ‘lovely!’, and leaves. How incredibly kind, though! Everyone is so polite at these law firms.


			While I’m waiting, I nibble a buttery biscuit and sip my coffee, or rather the brown dishwater they call coffee over here. Maybe it’s better to drink it with milk… no, maybe it’s better not to drink it at all.


			I’m a bit nervous, mainly because I’m worried I won’t understand the interviewer. I already know English quite well, in truth: for years, I worked in English in Italy, I endured painfully dull hours of weekly conversation with a painfully dull native speaker and, above all, I watched and re-watched all the episodes of Sex & the City in the original English version. Yet since I moved here, I’ve been having some difficulties. English people speak very fast, often with an incredibly closed-off accent, so I can end up missing a few words. For example, the other day at an interview, I politely asked the girl in charge of the selection process to speak more slowly, since it was almost impossible to understand what she was saying. I don’t think she liked that, though, because she started to pick up the pace even more after that. She seemed to have got a taste for it.


			I take it back: everyone is polite, except her.


			Knock, knock.


			A man and a woman enter the room. The woman is quite young, with a very serious expression and the typical look of a career woman: she has her hair in a bun and is wearing a very elegant beige suit and beautiful, black-rimmed glasses. The man, meanwhile, is a middle-aged gentleman, very tall, rather flabby and with reddish hair. He’s very well-dressed and… slightly sweaty.


			‘Sara, sorry to have kept you waiting. My name’s Albert Bennet, I’m a partner and head of the International Corporate Law department,’ he informs me, looking visibly self-satisfied. ‘This is Cindy Hunt, a senior lawyer who’s been with us for five years,’ he continues, pointing to the colleague sitting next to him.


			‘Good,’ I exclaim, smiling, just to say something.


			He pulls a file out of his folder – my CV, in his words, making the Latin authors of yesteryear turn in their graves. I notice some pencil marks on it, as if it had been studied very carefully.


			‘As you know, we’re looking for a lawyer with experience in international corporate law. We found your profile really interesting and in line with the kind of person we’d like to add to our team,’ he specifies, his tone very expectant. ‘I see that you’ve just moved here from Italy. Would you like to tell us a bit about yourself?’


			Luckily his accent is quite clear and I can understand him without too much effort. They should all articulate their words as well as he does when they talk to foreigners. It’s just a matter of respect and good manners.


			‘Of course!’ I exclaim confidently.


			I was anticipating this exact question, and I’ve repeated the answer in front of the mirror at least a million times: ‘I’ve just moved to London. In Italy I spent almost five years at a law firm that specialises precisely in international corporate law.’


			Hurray, I’m doing great! Nailed it first time.


			‘Interesting!’ he comments. ‘And how come you decided to come here to London? Were you not getting on well in Italy?’


			Okay, I know how to answer that too.


			‘At a certain point in my career, I felt the need to enrich my personal and professional skills with a new position. I felt that London was the best place to challenge myself and grow by coming into contact with professionals from all over the world,’ I reply with the naturalness of someone who truly believes in the lies she’s spouting. In reality, I wish I could confess that it was a fully-fledged escape: from an underpaid job, from a suffocating routine, and above all from my ex, the bastard.


			No, best not go into detail.


			‘Interesting!’ he comments again. ‘You know, I don’t know how it works back in Italy, but to be honest, I have to tell you that we work a lot here. There are no specific working hours. You come in at eight, but you don’t know when you’ll leave. We stay here as long as is necessary. Even at the weekend, if required. But then the rewards come. Right, Cindy?’ he turns to his colleague, who gives a cold and decisive nod.


			‘Of course!’ I cut in. ‘I imagine that in a major firm like this the work is very…’ Oh God, I can’t think of the word. ‘Erm, very… very…’


			There we go, I look like an idiot. And by the way they’re looking at me, I already know that I’ve lost the job.


			‘What was the last deal you handled?’


			Intense, damn it, I should have said intense. Or maybe not, I think they say intensive… Oh God, he asked me something.


			‘Excuse me?’


			‘I was saying I’d like to know about the last project you took care of,’ he reiterates, sounding annoyed, as if to underline that he has no time to waste.


			‘Well, I recently oversaw the acquisition of a well-known Dutch company by a leading telecommunications group in Italy. I took care of the entire operation, from the due diligence to the drafting of the acquisition contract. The negotiations lasted several months, but in the end I was satisfied; the deal was also featured in the main Italian business magazines.’


			‘Fantastic!’ he emphasises. 


			Yes! Brilliant recovery.


			‘Where do you see yourself in ten years?’


			Another predictable question.


			‘In ten years I see myself seamlessly integrated into this law firm, with a background of solid professional experience and with a role that fits the significant contribution I know I can make to the company’s growth.’


			I’ve already parroted this comprehensive little speech in all my interviews. It seems cheeky to say ‘In ten years I see myself as a partner.’


			Then he asks me other classic questions, including the one about my strengths and weaknesses, which I was anxiously awaiting, having never understood its usefulness. In reality, the strength to brag about is chosen at random from the following: precise, reliable, punctual, friendly, well-prepared, creative, enthusiastic, honest, determined. The weakness, on the other hand, requires more cunning. After all, who would really confess their weakness in a job interview? Can you see an applicant admitting: ‘I hate everyone, I’m a neurotic madman and that’s why you can’t talk to me on Mondays until eight in the evening, I’m a chronic liar, sometimes I steal, and I tend to be a time-wasting, lazy sod’? Unlikely, right? In fact, everyone does the same thing: they blindly pick out a strength, but talk about it as if they were despondent. Exactly what I do now: ‘Maybe I’m a bit too precise and expect too much of myself…’.


			Great! I’m surprised, though, that he doesn’t want to know if I’m married, if I have children, if I would like to have any and, if so, how many: I’ve always been asked this in the past, and I’ve always thought it was inappropriate and unfair. Definitely a point in his favour.


			After the interrogation, Albert continues with a lengthy monologue on the renown and reputation of the firm, reiterating about thirty times that it is a growing organisation and that the project for the opening of another five offices around the world is ready to go.


			After a quarter of an hour I’m finding it hard to follow him, and I have the distinct feeling that even his colleague Cindy is no longer listening, focused as she is on scrutinising me with her inquiring and suspicious gaze. I believe she’s studying my body language; no doubt she’s looking for a flaw in my non-verbal communication. But I’m no novice. Just yesterday I read an article on the secrets of a winning interview, written by an experienced London recruiter. Among other things, he suggested ‘the posture that’ll get you hired’: natural but no crossed legs, so as not to give the impression of being too relaxed and therefore presumptuous; no crossed arms – never, God forbid – to prevent those opposite you from thinking that you’re on the defensive; you also need to avoid any type of involuntary movement that could annoy the interviewer, such as drumming your fingers on the table, touching your face with your hands, or fiddling with pens, earrings, rings, and so on. You can’t catch me out, my little detective.


			‘What salary are you looking for?’ asks Albert, who, without waiting for me to answer, continues: ‘You know, we have very precise pay grades here. Eighty thousand a year is standard for your position, but that’s just the beginning. There are great bonuses and fantastic opportunities for growth. We reward commitment and dedication here.’


			‘Ah, good,’ I mumble, faking British self-restraint so as not to explode with joy, when in reality I’m already fantasising about the house I’m going to buy.


			‘Brilliant! We’ve asked you what we wanted to know. The selection process will continue for the whole rest of the week. We’re looking for someone rather urgently, so we’ll be in touch shortly. If Cindy has no more questions, I’d say we can leave it at that.’ He quickly places his hands down on the big glass table, as if to lever himself up out of his chair.


			‘Are you willing to give this job priority over everything else?’ Cindy unexpectedly cuts in, her voice firm and decisive.


			‘Yes,’ I reply enthusiastically and with an equally determined tone, ‘without a doubt!’










			And that’s another one done. I’m not sure how I’d rate my performance. I don’t think it went great, but it wasn’t terrible either.



			I have a while to wait until my next interview today, so I head to the café opposite the exit to the building; like any true Italian, I’m now in need of a real coffee.


			As I walk in, I’m struck not only by the long queue of people waiting to be served – quite unusual for a café – but also by the number of people sitting comfortably with their laptops hooked up to the specially provided plug sockets, just as if they were at the office. I see Chinese youngsters studying medical textbooks (exclusively in digital format), a young woman busy reviewing her CV, and a man typing a document on his computer while talking animatedly on the phone in a language I can’t identify. I love this atmosphere. It’s so… international! You really get the feeling that the whole world passes through here, and it’s amazing how things are evolving. Nowadays all you need is a laptop, a wifi connection, and that’s it: you can work wherever you want. Naturally, that would be a dream for me too and, right now, if I had the choice, I would like to work in a bright room surrounded by huge windows overlooking the greenery of Hyde Park.


			‘Hiya!’


			My daydreams are interrupted by the barista with light blue hair and an indefinable quantity of earrings and piercings. I presume that “hiya” is another way of saying hello.


			‘Hiya,’ I say in reply.


			‘Alright, mate!?’


			I don’t understand.


			‘I would like a coffee.’


			‘Cool! How do you want your coffee?’ he asks me in very constricted English, gesturing behind him to a blackboard the size of a football pitch, where about forty different types of coffee with complicated names are written in white chalk.


			‘Oh, right,’ and in the meantime I try to figure out what to order. Not an americano, otherwise they’ll palm me off with brown swill again. Flat white? Mocha? Let’s see… Is there no normal coffee? I have to order something. There are at least ten people waiting, credit card in hand, already looking angry.


			‘An espresso!’ I cry, excited to have spotted a word I recognise among all the names.


			‘Great! How do you want it? Single or double?’


			‘Single,’ I say, casting a knowing look at the lady behind me, but she doesn’t seem to want to reciprocate.


			‘To xgxgelftidjdcdbkh?’ the barista murmurs, as if he’s enjoying torturing me.


			There’s more? What does he want now?


			‘What?’


			‘To drink here or to take away?’ he articulates, without overly exerting himself.


			Oh, of course! I understand.


			‘Here. I’ll drink it here.’


			‘Okay. You’ll drink it here. Your name, please?’ he continues to press me.


			What a pain! I don’t want the coffee anymore. ‘My name is Sara.’


			‘Sara?’ he repeats questioningly, ready to write it on a paper cup in black marker.


			‘Yes! Ess ay ar ay,’ I reply, spelling it out. It’s official: I hate him.


			‘That’s two pounds.’


			Two pounds for a coffee?! What…


			‘Here you go,’ I say, immediately handing him a five-pound note to avoid wasting another second digging out the coins and being lynched by the impatient crowd.


			‘You can wait there at the end of the counter. July will serve you your coffee,’ he concludes, pointing to a young girl busy preparing a couple of cappuccinos at the same glacial pace as someone retouching the Sistine Chapel.


			‘Take care!’


			Yeah yeah, okay.


			‘Bye,’ I say in parting, relieved. That was a torture!


			While I wait for my hard-earned espresso to be prepared, my gaze falls on a display tray packed with sweets and treats; they look good. I’d like to get a chocolate one, but just the thought of having to talk to the guy at the counter makes me change my mind.


			‘Sara?’ calls the barista, reading my name from the paper cup.


			I prepare myself psychologically for another interrogation.


			‘That’s me.’


			‘Do you want sugar in your coffee?’


			‘Yes, thank you, one spoonful.’


			Ah, good. This time it was painless.


			All that effort for nothing: I’m drinking the most horrible concoction I’ve ever tasted in my life. I’d give anything for a good coffee right now, or better still, the amazing-smelling coffee that my mother makes for me when I drop in on her at home for a chat. On that note, I think now would be a good time to give her an update.


			‘Hello, Mum?’


			Like practically all the mums I know, mine still tends to get anxious when I’m out of range of her controlling influence, so just imagine now that I’ve moved abroad. We’re very close and I know she misses me a lot. For that matter, I’m starting to miss her too.


			‘Sweetheart, what have you been doing? I never hear from you! You get us worried,’ she scolds me, her tone irritated yet tender at the same time.


			‘I know, Mum. I’m sorry. Time seems to fly here.’


			And so it is that, while I tell her about my experience in minute detail, temporarily leaving out the stench of the sewer in the hostel where I’m living, and I reassure her that yes, I’m eating – strange things, but I’m eating – I realise that almost an hour has gone by already and that I don’t have the faintest idea where my second interview today is taking place.


			‘Mum, I really have to go now. I have another meeting and I don’t want to be late. I’ll call you again tonight.’


			





Chapter 2










			Luckily for me, the Milsy & Dreeg law firm isn’t too far away. I just have to take the red line on the Underground and get off at St. Paul’s. Easier than I thought. I’m already settling in.


			After risking being run over twice at pedestrian crossings, since they drive on the other side of the road here and I obviously look the wrong way when I cross, I reach Liverpool Street station. What an incredible place! The station is the beating heart of the City, with a frenetic hustle and bustle of comings and goings. And so I too launch myself into the midst of the crowd hurrying to try and reach the Underground trains on the levels below. Like well-behaved schoolchildren, we arrange ourselves in strict silence on the right-hand side of the escalator, allowing latecomers who have a pressing need to overtake everyone to get through on their urban marathon. It really is true that everything works better here. Even the people.


			My descent is accompanied by colourful promotional posters advertising musicals, museums, exhibitions of all kinds and theatre shows. You definitely can’t claim to be bored in this city: there are so many things to do that you’re almost spoilt for choice.


			I make room for myself in the crowd and, against the backdrop of the voice obsessively repeating ‘Mind the gap’ to warn us of the chasm that separates the train from the platform, I miraculously manage to slip into the last available space in a carriage. London, more than any other European capital that I’ve visited so far, really conveys the idea of multiculturalism: it’s surprising how the distinguished man in a suit and tie fits perfectly alongside the young guy in the studded black leather jacket sitting next to him; or how the elegant English lady, vaguely reminiscent of the Queen, is at ease on such a chaotic form of public transport, as if she were sitting comfortably in her horse-drawn carriage.


			At the exit of the stairs that take me back to surface level, my heart skips a beat: the strains of U2’s With or Without You played by a young band, complete with a couple kissing passionately. In a split second my thoughts drift to Luca, my ex. Or rather, my ex, the evil bastard. Who knows what he’s doing now… Is he thinking of me?


			That Friday morning when I told him I was moving, he seemed really sorry; he hugged me like he hadn’t done in a long time, and I swear I saw those big black eyes of his turn misty. To be honest, for a moment I even hoped that he would beg me not to leave, that he would pull a ring from his pocket and ask me to get back together. But it didn’t exactly go like that. He hugged me, yes, but then he stood there motionless, silent, with that helpless and indifferent expression that was always his signature look. After all, he never had the wherewithal to decide anything when we were together, so why should he do it then?


			That’s enough: I don’t want to think about him anymore. I have to focus on myself now, and maybe figure out where I am. I have just two minutes until my meeting, and I’m still wandering like a headless chicken through the streets that wind between the huge buildings in the area, hoping to find 15 Cravy Street as soon as possible. I follow Google Maps’ directions like they were the words of an oracle, but I just can’t get out of this tangle of streets that all look the same. Never mind, I’ll be late. Great first impression. I could pretend that the Underground broke down or that the bus stopped in the street, or that my bag got stolen. I’d say it’s plausible: the rather disorientated girl who’s just moved here and who gets mugged on the street is a cliché that everyone would believe.


			As I’m trying to imagine how the hell to explain in English that I was mugged, a pair of giant numbers appear before me above an incredibly high glass door: 15. Found it!


			I hurriedly enter the building with its very shiny and very slippery black marble floor. The entrance is decorated with white vases filled with fresh flowers whose scent pervades the whole room.


			‘Good morning!’ I say to the receptionist, trying not to pant too hard.


			‘Good morning, darling! How are you?’


			‘Well, thanks. How are you?’


			‘How can I help you, darling?’


			‘I have an appointment at three.’


			‘Great! I need your name and ID, please.’


			‘Of course. My name is Sara Valenti. Sara Valenti,’ I specify, spelling it out.


			‘Thank you. Could you please tell me the name of the person you’re meeting with?’


			Right, yes. Oh God, what’s his name?


			‘Just a moment!’ I stammer, flustered, as I search frantically through my bag for the card on which I had noted down the name of the person I’m supposed to meet. All I remember is that his surname was Italian, and that that made me very happy: if the interview were conducted in my language, I’d be more at ease. ‘Mr Lorenzini!’ I exclaim victoriously.


			‘Lovely! Take the second lift on the right. They’re waiting for you on the twelfth floor.’


			In the lift, I notice that I look very dishevelled. It must have been the rushing, the crowded Underground and the drizzle, I don’t know, but it looks like I’ve just got back from climbing a mountain. Meanwhile, the interview expert explained in his article that one of the secrets to making a good impression is to arrive at least ten minutes early so you have time to go to the bathroom to fix yourself up a bit and show up looking fresh and relaxed – a typical trait of those who have their life under control, because according to him, ‘you don’t get a second chance to make a good first impression’. I think he was referring specifically to me: I’m late, my make-up is running, my hair is messed up and my dress is creased. If the author of that article saw me, he’d scream in horror. I’m a total disaster!


			A smiling young woman greets me as I exit the lift: ‘Sara?’


			‘Yes, that’s me!’


			‘How are you, darling?’


			I’m fine, for God’s sake!


			‘You can follow me to our meeting room. Mr Lorenzini will be with you in a minute. Can I bring you a lovely cup of tea in the meantime?’


			Well, when you put it like that… ‘Yes, please.’


			The view from the meeting room is stunning. You can even see the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral but, alas, I don’t have time to stop and admire it. I attempt to fix my hair as best I can, using my reflection in the window as a mirror, and I try to flatten out my dress with my hands – rather unsuccessfully – hoping that Mr Lorenzini will take his time getting here. Instead, I’m immediately interrupted by the sound of the door opening and the sight of a guy; a tall, dark and handsome guy, to be precise. He has a sophisticated look about him and is wearing a very elegant suit that looks tailor-made. Only his face looks tired but, for some reason, that tiredness makes him attractive. His broad shoulders and full lips also play their part… I’d say next time I need to follow Mr Perfect Interview’s advice and avoid walking around looking like a dog’s dinner.


			‘Good morning, nice to meet you,’ he says in Italian, shaking my hand with an overly strong grip that is totally unnecessary but sends an unmistakable signal of his self-confidence.


			Brilliant – he actually is one of my people!


			‘Nice to meet you too.’


			‘What a view, huh?’ he comments, probably pretending not to have noticed that I was combing my hair and definitely not admiring the scenery out of that window.


			I smile, embarrassed. ‘Yes, it’s really incredible.’


			‘So, may I call you Sara?’ he asks, sitting down at the table without returning my smile. ‘Of course.’


			‘I’m a senior lawyer in the International M&A department, and I’m looking for a resource to join the team. The firm’s growing and the workload’s increasing accordingly, so we need to hire more professionals.’


			‘Of course,’ I keep saying pointlessly.


			‘Myself and the department’s partner, who you’ll meet if you pass this first stage, have taken a look at your CV. At first glance, you seem to fit all the requirements we’re looking for. Anyway, before we get down to the interview proper, let me give you a brief introduction. As you know, Milsy & Dreeg is one of the largest and best-known law firms in the world…’


			And, like the lawyer in the previous interview, he too begins to rattle off the history of the firm, starting pretty much from the Renaissance period and emphasising all the awards, wins, trophies and outer space missions of the year gone by. His eyes are pretty nice too! I think to myself, despite his slightly cold gaze.


			‘Why should I choose you?’ he says, waking me from my trance at the end of his soporific soliloquy.


			‘Because I believe that I’m a skilled professional and that I’ve gained solid experience over the last few years. I’ve always managed the projects that have been entrusted to me successfully, and I know that I could do the same for you. In addition, I think I’m very versatile and have excellent team-working skills.’


			I had promised myself to slip the expression team-working in somewhere, because it always sounds cool in interviews.


			‘You know, sometimes training isn’t enough,’ he replies, treating me shallowly. ‘This is Milsy & Dreeg! We work hard here!’ he continues with a streak of arrogance as big as an iceberg. ‘At this firm, we demand maximum commitment to achieve every single target. There are very tight deadlines. Our philosophy is that work comes first. We even stay in the office overnight if necessary. We ask for dedication, sacrifice, and willpower. Does that sound like you?’


			I’m speechless: this guy’s a fanatic pathological mythomaniac. Is he interviewing me for a job as a lawyer or are they enrolling me in the Marines? At this point I wouldn’t be surprised if he asked me to run through mud and crawl under barbed wire.


			‘Yes, I think I have those capabilities,’ I confirm, my tone determined and a little annoyed. ‘Even though I’ve never worked at Milsy & Dreeg, I’m well aware of what dedication, sacrifice and willpower mean.’


			What an imbecile! I think to myself. I’m getting really nervous. I’m almost tempted to get up and leave, but I can’t let him think that I’m someone who gives up. If he wants me to go, he’ll have to kick me out. And, given the know-it-all expression on his face as he scans and re-scans the two pages of my CV, I’m sure he’ll find a way to do it. He’ll catch me out with impossible questions about obscure English laws that I haven’t the faintest idea about.


			After a silent pause that was starting to get too long – never a good sign in these situations – he finally looks up and stares at me with the expression of someone about to ask for an opinion on Galileo’s Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems.


			‘If you saw a lion right now, what would you do?’


			Did I understand that right? I’m starting to think there are drugs in my lovely cup of tea.


			‘I don’t understand. Sorry?’


			‘I said: if you saw a lion come into this room right now, what would you do?’


			What kind of a question is that? There’s no doubt in my mind now: this guy really is an idiot. I’ve been asked stupid questions during interviews in the past, but never this stupid.


			So what would I do if a lion came in? How do I know?! I’d probably run away or scream like crazy, or maybe I’d jump into his arms. Oh God, where did that come from? I definitely can’t tell him that: he’d think I was flirting. I can’t help but laugh.


			‘I’d jump up on the table,’ I throw out there, aware of the fact that it’s the most banal and idiotic answer I could give him.


			‘And then what would you do, up there on the table?’ he insists.


			I’d jump into your arms. I’d jump into your arms. I’d jump into your arms… I keep thinking in some kind of mental loop.


			‘I don’t know, I think I’d start screaming.’


			What am I saying?


			‘No, maybe I’d play dead. Actually, I’d start praying.’ What am I ranting about? I need to pull myself together.


			I breathe. I stay quiet for a few seconds so my mindset can switch from “totally all over the place” to “vaguely cognisant”.


			‘The truth is, any answer I give might not be realistic. I don’t think we can know in advance what we’d do in unpredictable situations where we tend to react emotionally. So, ultimately, I don’t have the faintest idea.’


			And it’s the most idiotic question I’ve ever been asked, I want to add.


			He doesn’t comment. Staring at me, he continues: ‘And if you were an animal, which animal would you be?’


			What has this guy been smoking? Is he messing with me? 


			‘A butterfly.’ The answer spills from my lips instinctively.


			‘Oh, really? Why a butterfly?’


			‘Because for the Greeks, who called it psyche, the butterfly was the symbol of the vital energy hidden inside each of us, and at the same time of the will to fight against one’s own nature to transform into something wonderful. And also because it’s free; free to fly wherever it wants… and it would definitely have less trouble getting away if a lion came in here,’ I continue, letting a laugh slip out.


			He laughs too.


			Wow, I don’t believe it. I got a smile out of the iceman. That must be a positive sign.


			Our chat goes on. Fortunately, the interview, having started badly, takes on a more elevated tone, apart from a brief and inevitable aside on my strengths and weaknesses (here we go again!). We talk about my work experience, what they would expect from me, and the complex internal dynamics of the firm. At a certain point, we also start talking about him, his three Master’s degrees and his previous work experience, and I realise that I’m sitting across from a cultured and skilled professional. Strange: based on the stupid questions he’s asked me, I would never have guessed.


			‘Well, Sara, it was a pleasure to meet you. You’re smart! We’ll let you know within the next week.’


			Well, all in all he’s not even as obnoxious as he seemed at first.


			‘Thank you.’


			We walk together along the corridor to the lifts without exchanging a single word.


			‘Speak to you soon,’ he says in parting, shaking my hand much less forcefully than before.


			‘Bye.’


			I exit through the main door, which is already dark.


			The streets are full of young people who have just emerged from their various offices. They gather in small circles, each clutching a big glass of beer; one of many this evening, I reckon. I make my way through the racket and the ear-splitting laughter and end up swallowed by the sea of people who, like me, are heading for the Underground.


			It will take me forever to get back to the hostel.










			And indeed, an hour and a half later, I finally make it through the door.


			The female-only hostel I’m staying at is in West London. A friend of mine who came here two years ago recommended it to me; she found it perfect for a temporary stay. In truth, looking for a house here while in Italy would have been too complicated, so I went with her suggestion. It’s just a shame I was expecting something a bit more respectable, considering it’s not exactly cheap. The website talked about elegance, cleanliness and comfort, but it didn’t mention either the disgusting stench of damp that lingers in every corner, nor the hideous and dusty brown carpet that can even be found in the bathroom. Speaking of the bathroom, mine is really, really bad. As well as being old, it has a very small sink with two taps: one for hot – or rather boiling – water, and the other for cold, or should I say icy. Basically, when you wash your hands you have to decide whether to scald them or freeze them. As for a bidet – not a chance. In reality, I knew that before I moved here, but I’m still disappointed. For us Italians, it remains a total mystery that there are places on our planet where the importance of the bidet has yet to be understood. In any case, as if this shortcoming weren’t enough to make my stay here tragic, I have to share the bathroom with a Chinese girl who scampers off with her head down every time I encounter her, mumbling something that I’ve decided to interpret as a greeting.


			In the basement there’s a room with coin-operated washing machines, which are in use pretty much every hour of the day and night; the only way I have a chance to use them is to watch over them until someone arrives in need of clean underwear and empties at least one. Then there’s the large kitchen, which I share with all the girls on my floor, but in reality I’ve only been in there once and never will again: the microwave has First World War remnants in it; the refrigerator stinks of rotten food; and the cutlery is so encrusted that if you join the dots, they spell the word ‘cholera’. The only decent thing is my bedroom: small but nice, and equipped with the essentials. It’s just a shame about the draught that comes in through the window.


			It’s after eight when I get back, still busy chewing the last bite of a cold ham and cheese sandwich bought from Tesco, the supermarket chain found in every corner, nook and cranny of London. I round off my dinner with two big spoonfuls of my must-have, Nutella. It’s my comfort, my real safe haven. It’s just like having a little piece of home with me.


			On my mobile there are numerous missed calls from family and friends and at least fifty WhatsApp messages, which I scan quickly. I’m tired, I have a really bad headache, and I don’t want to hear from anyone. I limit myself to texting everyone to say that I’m alive and I’ll get in touch tomorrow.


			I take a long, relaxing shower, reliving the day in my mind’s eye as I do: the interviews, that horrible coffee, my mum’s sweet voice, the thousand faces I saw on the Underground, and Lorenzini’s ice-cold eyes. Then, for some reason, I think of Luca again. I think that I really miss him. And that’s when I can’t hold back the tears.
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