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What you are reading is a tool with many functions. 

A novel, perhaps. 

A special course of personal growth, perhaps. 

Or, it can become much more.

You read. Just read. The book will take care of the
rest.
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While in Washington to receive a delicate assignment from the
president of the United States, Paul Loris, an expert in linguistic
intelligence and human behavior, is contacted by God himself, who
entrusts him with a new mission to save the world.

Forced to juggle between a president in a crisis of consensus
and a close negotiation with the Prince of Darkness, Paul Loris
must resort to all his skills, ending up involving the reader in a
real training course on the secrets of profiling and the "five
intelligences".

By closely following the exploits of the protagonists, the
reader will learn to examine people and contexts, and will begin to
notice things that he has never noticed before. His senses will be
enhanced to become something bigger and more unique, a Super Sense
capable of showing an unexpected reality.
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21 September 2018, 6.40 am, Washington

"I understood it, you know? You, Leonard, are a narcissist.
Proud. A superb narcissist."

Before the divorce, I had gone to a psychotherapist to get
some advice on how best to deal with my daughter Elizabeth. He,
during the third session, had looked me in the eye and said this
thing.

I had stared at him in turn and, with a great sense of peace
and love in body and mind, I replied: "Tell me something I don't
know."

The reality is that I love labels very little, because labels
are something fixed, which immobilizes you in a self-fulfilling
prophecy, because of which you are somehow forced to make true the
word they have attributed to you. We tend to adjust to the
expectations of others, for better or for worse. For this reason,
when they give you a label, you can always thank and mentally send
to that country who did it, especially if it is a negative label. I
also don't like positive labels, to be honest, because, although
rewarding for my ego, I always have the fear of having to limit
myself to those, when inside me I know that I can still and always
do more, and better. You are what you decide to be, in short.
Simple, how complex to digest. On the other hand, as soon as you
understand it and realize the power of these words, your life
begins to change, and you become aware of how your thoughts can
affect your life and the very reality in which you live every day.
That's it. Thinking about my divorce causes me a slight sense of
discomfort in my stomach, so I immediately focus on something
pleasant. It's simple to turn a negative thought into a positive
thought: you think of something beautiful, you focus on it in your
head, you focus on the details. At first, perhaps, you may have the
feeling that the mind is fleeing where it wants, but you always
have the power to bring it back to order. The mind goes where we
tell it to go. I focus. A little more. And in the end it works, as
I expected.

"E pluribus unum": from the many, one.

The world is divided into two, about this phrase. Some
interpret it in the sense of "from the multitude we become one", as
if to say that when so many people unite in a common cause they
become a disruptive force and, in fact, one.

Others, on the other hand, in the sense of "from the multitude
emerges a single person", meaning by this to refer to those people
who emerge, who stand out, who fly high.

I, who possess an ego of embarrassing proportions, naturally
lean towards the second interpretation. I like to think of myself
as someone who stands out. Of course, anyone likes to think this
about themselves, I realize it.

But so much so: I continue to believe that in my case it is
true.

As I look at the eagle wielding thirteen darts drawn on the
carpet and reread the inscription that stands out above, I think of
the fact that on my left biceps I have a tattoo identical to the
drawing I am now observing and I wonder if it is a sign of destiny
or a coincidence like many others. The thought lasts a moment: I do
not believe in coincidences and, as a good humanist as I consider
myself, I am a staunch defender of the idea that in life we have
exactly what we deserve and that, in one way or another, we have
attracted to us. "If I'm here," I think, "there will be a
reason."

I look around: the room is exactly as you see in the movies,
as it is. I imagined it bigger, to be honest, but it is there: when
we perceive someone's authority, we tend to imagine him higher than
he really is. I believe that it also applies to environments and
homes. The brain is very skilled at creating distortions of
reality: there are people who for this reason ruin their existence,
telling stories that have no relevance to the concrete world. The
sofa does not seem particularly comfortable to me: I sink into it
more than I would like (but perhaps they do it on purpose, to
generate a sense of inferiority and psychological awe) and has that
strange smell typical of alcantara when it is a little that it is
not washed. At the strategic level, this information is
fundamental: knowing how, for example, the environment influences
our perceptions allows us to fine-tune our strategies and action
plans much more effectively.

If someone had told me that one day I would find myself in the
Oval Office of the White House, waiting for the President of the
United States of America to talk to him about how to improve his
existence, I would never have believed it. But yes. In front of me,
the white door through which, just as you see in the movies, the
president usually enters. After numerous phone calls and
negotiations (to tell the truth, I did not treat much: they offered
me a business flight, a twelve-thousand-star accommodation for the
week in which I will stay and a flat-rate compensation for the days
invested in the trip that would dwarf many of my self-defined
colleagues), now I am right here. Oval Office, White House. Despite
being early and despite having slept very little from the
agitation, I am awake like a cricket in summer. I don't know what
to expect me and I don't know what they want from me, but I'm
thrilled and definitely agitated. Which is good: I like it when it
happens, since it has almost never happened to me for some time
now. Agitation is still an emotion, it makes me feel alive and,
above all, it keeps my curious brain awake which, at this moment,
is memorizing all the details. The eye falls once again on the
presidential carpet and on the eagle that makes a good show of
itself. "E pluribus unum." I stroke my left arm, smiling at the
thought of the eagle I tattooed on my biceps.

The guy in a suit and tie who accompanied me after the ritual
of registration at the entrance and searches is standing in front
of the door. As in the movies: tough look, no smile, earpiece in
the ear. Motionless, legs slightly apart and hands intertwined on
the groin. Maybe it's a standard pose, maybe it wants to flaunt
safety or maybe it's just comfortable. He, too, however, seems
taller to me than he probably is. I'm in the middle of a cognitive
distortion! "It's very cool," I think, "it's happening to me." I
will have to talk about it in the next courses: I see everything
bigger, I feel scents that maybe are not there, the heart beats at
a fast pace.

While I am lost in the corridors of my limbic brain, walking
through oxytocin, adrenaline and stories to tell, the guy in front
of me brings his right wrist closer to his mouth, mumbles something
and then gracefully and lightly moves to the left, opening the door
with a fluid and fast movement of his right arm.

I, instinctively, jump to my feet (they recommended, before,
to do so: "As soon as the president enters, stand up!" As if there
was a need to specify it).

He, precisely, enters. Followed by the first lady (and I just
need a blink of an eye to notice that she is even more beautiful
than what she appears on television) and three men, in dark suits,
discreetly elegant but nothing like that. The president of the
United States of America, as well as the most powerful man in the
free world, as well as the man with the most bizarre hair ever
seen, approaches me almost to the point of touching me, looks at me
with deadly eyes and extends his hand firmly. According to the laws
of proxemics, the plump president came a little too close to me:
the social rules say that at a first meeting it is good to stay at
least sixty centimeters away, to prevent the unconscious brain of
our interlocutor from perceiving a feeling of danger. He will be
twenty centimeters, perhaps. I grab his hand and shake it tightly:
his grip is strong, but not too much. As he squeezes, his eyes
smile. Security made person.

"Good morning, Mr. Loris. Welcome to the White House. She is
the first lady. And they are my secretary, Joseph King; the person
in charge of my speeches, Chris Bauer, and one of my personal
guards, Jack." "No last name for Jack" I think.

Silence. He is still shaking my hand and looking into my eyes.
He didn't look away for a single second. I, after nodding, continue
to support the gaze: President or not, I do not lower my eyes,
except to take aim when I have to piss in the airport toilets. If
God Himself came down from heaven, I would do the same (and, as I
think about this, who knows why I seem to smell vanilla).

In the end he seems satisfied. He detaches his hand (I have
the impression that he has left an imprint in mine) and sits on the
wooden and leather armchair arranged in front of two sofas, exactly
in the center. I sit on the right one. His wife, Joseph and Chris
on the left, while Jack-Without Surname stands behind the
president.

I review everyone with my eyes and I exercise every crumb of
will I am capable of to avoid making my eyes fall on the Louboutin
of the first lady. I do not think that would be an excellent start,
even if it would only be a pure spirit of observation. I think, at
least. However, as is appropriate, red sole (or so it seems to me,
since, being colorblind, I do not distinguish colors).

The President addresses me.

"So, Mr. Loris. First of all, I thank you for accepting my
invitation, especially at this hour," he says, smiling
smugly.

He is charming and charismatic, no doubt. And yes, I know that
he thanked and that I always explain to everyone that in a
negotiation it is better to avoid starting by thanking, to gain
psychological superiority. But he is the president and he can do
whatever he wants: psychological superiority is included in his
office, in the briefcases with which he controls the nuclear
arsenal that could wipe out my Camden Town in a second, and in the
fact that people call him president of the United States. Anyway, I
shut up: I just nod, I wait for him to speak. I always do this,
after all: I wait for them to offer me the delicious dish on a
silver tray.
 
**
 
21 September 2018, 6.57 am, Washington

"Mister Loris," the president continues, "as you may know, the
administration I currently represent does not enjoy great
consensus" and while he says it shows off a smile to say the least
Luciferian, so much so that for a moment I think he is joking.
"This is why we decided to listen to the opinion of an expert who,
so to speak, can perhaps offer us some interesting ideas on how to
communicate our points of view to the electorate, to regain their
trust."

I smile at him, nodding slightly. He looks at me and smiles in
turn, and I still do not understand if behind that gesture there is
the most fascinating man on the planet or a psychopathic murderer
ready to cut my throat. The reason for my doubt is simple: his
smile with tight lips, both for the movement of the zygomatic
muscles and for the presence of specific wrinkles on the sides of
the eyes, is accompanied by a look focused to the maximum, with the
pupils narrowed by the phenomenon known as myosis. Mine, therefore,
is not a joke: I want to understand who I have in front of me, to
treat it in the most appropriate way. I avoid judging, because
judgment inhibits the communicative faculties, and I focus on my
interlocutor. I like it, the president. His manners and behavior
may make him detestable, but he unleashes a charisma that I did not
expect. I can understand why many people admire him. As always, I
avoid any comment to accurately probe every linguistic and
behavioral nuance. The first lady takes the floor.

"In fact, Mr. Loris, I suggested to the president to contact
you because, after reading one of your books, I was very fascinated
by the way you integrated the principles of linguistic and
behavioral persuasion with the theory of the three brains developed
by MacLean. The material fascinates me. I saw a chance there. In my
opinion, lately, we have been a little too attentive to the data to
be presented and a little less attentive to the emotions of our
voters" and while pronouncing this last sentence launches a
decidedly murderous look at the guy who deals with the speeches,
Chris Bauer, who ignores it with some difficulty, swallowing
conspicuously (conspicuously for me,  of course) and slightly
squeezing the right eye in an involuntary movement.

The first rule, in these contexts, is to stay focused on the
moment to follow, on the one hand, the conversation and, on the
other, to think of something very pleasant and exciting, to keep
the facial muscles relaxed, avoid histamine peaks that can cause
annoying itching in the nose and, above all, cause dilation of the
pupils, a phenomenon known as mydriasis,  which is interpreted by
the unconscious brain of the interlocutor as a symptom of
tranquility, calm and even excitement.

I am thinking of my favorite painting by Turner, exhibited at
the National Gallery, which depicts the ship of Ulysses, who, once
mocked the Cyclops Polyphemus thanks to his cunning, returns to the
beloved land, definitive certification, as I see it, of the
supremacy of the intellect over brute force. It always works: when
you think of something beautiful, the body is forced to react to
your thoughts. Which, if you think about it, is magical: you just
need a thought to determine a precise emotional reaction.

From every thought sown, a hormone blooms. From bad thoughts,
bad hormones. And vice versa. The hormones you have in your body
say a lot about you. First, they smell or smell depending on their
type. And the fascinating thing is that people smell them and smell
them unconsciously. You can bathe in cologne, and in any case,
those around you will smell your mood. I remember an interesting
scientific research in this regard: one group of men was shown a
horror film and another a comedy film. At the end of the
projections, sweat pads were applied to everyone in the armpit.
Then, the strips of paper, apparently odorless, were made to smell
by a large number of women, who were asked with which man each
would want to spend an evening. They practically unanimously chose
only men who had seen the comedy movie, because the smell that is
secreted when you are relaxed is definitely better than the one you
secrete when you are under stress.

Always be close to people who are well, my mother taught me
with great wisdom, and let those who constantly complain make their
way. Choose carefully friends and travel companions, that to be
close to happy people, you still live better.

According to what the first lady told me, lately the
Communications of the White House contain mostly data attesting to
the success of the current administration, without the slightest
reference to the belly of the electorate. The hours of our friend
Bauer are counted.

For a moment I am completely overwhelmed: my Super Sense, as I
call it, has the upper hand. Suddenly I see everything, myself,
others, and I hear everything, every single voice. I observe the
various details detached and curious. Reason ceases to exist and,
simply, I know everything there is to know. The information floods
me. I forget where I am and what I'm doing, but everything makes
very clear sense. It's as if people go in slow motion and I see
their mouths slowly opening to get words out. Then I see these
words, and every word stops before my eyes, to be admired in all
its splendor.

"So, what do you think?" the president asks me in person,
bringing me back down to earth. I observe him: his way of dressing
(dark suit, white shirt, presidential cufflinks and tie that seems
red to me) says a lot about the character of this character so
powerful and so ... fragile (labeling it as "fragile" has no
rational motivation. It's a concept that came to me from some
unspecified place in my mind and I don't know how).

The situation is delicate: it's okay to say what you think,
it's less good to be defenestrated before you even start. This is
where I insist: always tell the truth and with the proper manners,
since with the proper manners you can say anything, to any person.
I want to be careful.

Sober and calm, therefore. I will adopt a strategy of slow
approach and turns of words, to verify the reactions of my
interlocutor.

"Your communication is painful," I answer with total
nonchalance, without batting an eyelid. Sober and calm, I said. But
that's it. He stares at me and I feel for a second that he could
arrest and deport me, or torture me at some secret military base.
Instead, he smiles.

"You are very blunt, Mr. Loris."

"Yes, Mr President. I learned that frankness is often a source
of dislike but never of misunderstanding. And, with all due
respect, I would find it unprofessional to tell her what I don't
think or to say it in a more sweetened way. As far as I have been
able to understand, she also seems to me to be a frank and very
direct man, who appreciates the facts as they are, without
excessive turns of phrase."

With this, I have just secured a million-dollar policy: I have
labeled him in front of his staff members as a frank person who
appreciates frankness, certainly he will not and will not want to
deny it. On the contrary, he will praise me for using a way of
communicating that he loves.

"Yes, that's the way it is," he says, "I appreciate outspoken
people. But why do you think our communication is painful?"

I breathe as if I were happy, I focus on lowering the tone of
voice by an octave and I begin to explain.

"Since the first lady mentioned my work on the three brains,
I'll start with that, if that's okay with her."

Always starting from the customer, always from the customer.
All the time.

Out of the corner of my eye I see that the first lady leans
towards me: intrigued and interested, great. Chris swings
backwards: intimidated and hostile. I can smell his fear. The
president nods.

"The question, Mr President, is very simple. When we
communicate with someone, we must consider that our interlocutor
listens to us not with one brain, but with three. And that these
brains must be seduced in a very precise sequence, otherwise the
message is understood from a rational point of view but has no grip
on the emotional part, which is then the one that determines liking
and votes. So far, so good?" I ask looking at him first, then her
and finally even Chris, who seems interested in the matter. They
all wave their assent. I'll move on.

"Briefly, the sequence is this: first I have to conquer the
reptilian brain, then the limbic, finally the neocortex. The
reptilian brain is the one that makes us act instinctively and that
is sensitive to a number of specific topics, such as sugar, sex,
imminent dangers. The limbic brain allows us to empathize with our
interlocutor and particularly loves stories. The neocortex,
finally, believes to reason and for this reason wants numbers and
data. He believes he is reasoning, precisely, because in reality he
makes so many of those cognitive mistakes that a whole day would
not be enough to list them all. Although MacLean's tripartition is
more academic than scientifically correct, it is still very useful
to understand what are the best sequences to use and the best
strategy to adopt."

I get up, studied slowly, and get closer to Chris. He moves
his right foot towards the door, in a reaction that knows a lot
about preparing to escape.

"Behold," I continue, "this is the reptilian brain. Chris
swayed slightly backwards, before, when I said that communication
is painful. And now he has moved his foot towards the door, in an
escape reaction, with respect to the perceived imminent danger.
That is: myself."

Chris makes a strange, almost suffocated sound, which,
however, confirms what I have just said.

"Do you understand?"

He and she nod. Chris doesn't blink.

"You see, that's what the reptilian brain does. The story that
we are designed for gut reactions called "fight or flight" is
slightly wrong. The biological reaction by default is "run away"
and, if you really can't do without it, "fight". We are wary by
nature, we are ready to flee on principle. And the same thing is
true with words: a wrong one is enough to provoke in those who read
us or in those who listen to us a reaction just like the one you
have just been able to observe."

I let the information I have just provided arrive at its
destination. When communicating something important, silences are
worth as much as words.

"The neocortex is the last brain to be convinced and should
represent, as far as communication is concerned, the end of the
narrative sequence. Imagine attending the commercial presentation
of an entrepreneur who intends to sell you something and who,
before even starting to explain what he does and how his products
could be useful to you, starts with the history of his company and
with the list of budget numbers: how much he sells, how many
establishments he owns and how much invoice. Would you like
it?"

Again, silence. I review them with my eyes. They shake their
heads. Without speaking, as I hoped: their level of connection with
me is very high.

"Well, you are behaving like that entrepreneur right now.
You're talking about resumes and figures. You have done this and
that. Data, numbers, data and numbers. In fact, you have lost
connection with your electorate, you bore people and, indeed, you
risk seeming too taken by your ego. You are bombarding (I hope the
president's reptilian brain appreciates the bellicose metaphor)
your constituents with data and graphs, thus speaking only to their
neocortex. And you have forgotten the reptilian brain and the
limbic brain. You have lost sight of the importance of a story to
tell, you have forgotten that people love you when you give them
the tools to achieve their success, not when you talk about
yours."

In fact, they are telling a story. They are manipulating
millions of people through a story that speaks of words to use and
words to avoid, of banned terms as in the worst version of Orwell's
Big Brother, of a culture that is impalpably creeping among the
population because of a subtle work, carried out word after word.
They are showing people what to say so that then, without realizing
it, these people also change their way of thinking. They are
masking behind the veil of political correctness an educational
strategy that aims at the enslavement of the masses. I realized
this, because my job is to discover the mental architectures behind
the words that are used. Or behind those that are prohibited from
using. This is not the time, however. But I will come back to this
topic, the president can be sure. My mission in life is to make
people free through the use of language. I will only accept the
assignment if I can tell him what I think.

The first lady relaxes in the armchair crossing her long and
beautiful legs, while poor Chris moves like a plume in the
wind.

The president moves his right foot slightly forward and rests
his right hand on his knee, a clear sign that he is about to get up
and end our meeting. He looks at me.

"The topic seems interesting, Mr. Loris. I want it on board,
to give a fix to our communication. He could work with the first
lady and Mr. Bauer to find a solution that would allow my
constituents to regain love for me and my administration."

He gets up. "What do you say?"

He asked me the question while standing, in a position of
clear superiority. I get up too, with studied slowness.

"It will be a pleasure, Mr. President. On one
condition."

He squints. He didn't expect it, this one.

"Tell me, Mr. Loris."

"You, at least at the beginning, will have to be present. My
job is much more than writing beautiful words. My job is to reveal
the soul of those who hire me. And it is a deep and personal work,
which must fully reflect the one who will then pronounce my words,
to avoid that he ends up reciting a part that is not his. So, at
least at first, I'll have to see her and her wife. Then, once
things are done, I will work independently or with whoever I want."
Needless to mention Chris, since probably next time I will not find
him in his place.

And no question mark, because it's not a question: that's what
I want.

"That seems reasonable to me," he says. Then he adds: "Honey,
now they are waiting for us. We gotta go. See you soon, Mr. Loris.
My secretary will give you the login credentials and the
contractual conditions, which you can deal directly with him.
Believe me, these are generous conditions, there will not be much
to negotiate" and concludes by shaking my hand while looking at the
door.

"There is always to negotiate, instead, "I think.
 
**
 
21 September 2018, 8.45 am, Washington 

As soon as I leave the White House, I turn on the iPhone that
immediately begins to sound and vibrate. I pull it out of my jacket
pocket to understand what it is: a dozen emails, two notifications
from Telegram, an audio message. I quickly scroll through emails
and notifications: nothing urgent, I will reply at the hotel, after
training. It seems that everything runs smoothly. The first
Telegram is from my lawyer: we have just opened another school for
profilers and the legal part is in place. The second Telegram is
from James, my assistant: the client he is following is very happy
with the work done and his last girlfriend has just become an
ex-girlfriend. The audio message is instead elizabeth's: she
complains about the amount of tasks she has to do during the week
and invites me diligently to listen to her audio messages, sent on
WhatsApp. I can't stand either the application or the audio
messages: those of my daughter, then, more than audio messages seem
to be audiobooks of impressive duration and throws me into despair
only seeing the notifications. Once he reached the record of twelve
minutes. I listened to it in episodes.

I sit on a bench, looking at the obelisk dedicated to
Washington, wondering if it is a phallic compensation of those who
designed it or a symbol of unbridled aggression, the auction of
auctions. This object, like anything that has the shape of a rod,
the finger pointed during a conversation, for example, evokes
aggression, desire for supremacy and, why not, penetration.

I take a few moments to enjoy in peace one of my favorite
rituals: "Inhale deeply, focusing on the slow release of air
through the mouth. Inhale with your nose, slowly. Then, outside,
again, until you feel the brain completely alert and present, here
and now," I tell myself. Now that the flow of adrenaline due to the
meeting with the president has dropped, I am relaxing and feeling a
little tired. It was exciting and fun.

"I will probably accept the office of the presidential
family," I think. I know that many do not like it, but I have
learned to focus on my work by refraining from judgment, at least
in the initial phase. My job is to perform magic with words, I am
not anyone's judge and jury. I always reserve the right to know
people without relying, as far as I can, on the judgments or
prejudices of others. It happened to me to decline some assignments
that I considered inconsistent with my ethical and moral sense, but
always after I had personally verified the type of customer and
request. And then I have James, who will surely give me a hand. The
good dear, young James, my protégé, the person on whom I have
invested more energy than on anyone else.

Without me noticing which way she came from (which is a bad
sign for me), a girl sits next to me. I turn around slightly.
Blonde, beautiful, proud air and a bit sulky. Long and perfectly
groomed nails, lacquered in black (sexy!), no accessories around
the neck or ears, spectacular mouth.

"Are you here in the colonies too, Leonard?"

For a moment I think she is talking to herself, then I
understand that she is addressing me.

"Do you say to me?" Silly question, since he called me by
name.

"Yes, of course. Don't you remember me?"

"No" I think. I seem to recognize this face, but no, I don't
remember. As if, in fact, I had already seen it, but the feeling
remains vague.

"Okay, it will come to your mind soon," he tells me as if
reading my thoughts. "In a few seconds, right now, you will
remember what is important, what you have often tried to forget but
that now is the time to face, to start this new journey with clear
ideas." And he extends his hand to me: "In any case, I am
Evelin."

I hold it to him.

He looks at me with very clever eyes or full of murderous
fury, I do not know how to describe them.

"Let's go, kid," he tells me, "we have to talk."

Little boy? Did he really call me that? Now, that I get up and
follow a perfect stranger just because she asked me is absolutely
out of the question. The fact that it is of a divine beauty should
not in the least influence my firm decisions, it will certainly not
be a blond hair, a spectacular mouth and two heart attack legs to
make me wag my tail like a little dog. Not even the stiletto heel
that makes his legs even longer. I'd bet those shoes have a red
sole... Twice on the same day, it must be a sign. Anyway, I can
resist, me. And then, I was just summoned by the president of the
United States himself! I command. And, I repeat, that I get up and
follow this perfect stranger is a completely laughable
hypothesis.

She gets up and walks. I, of course, follow it without
breathing.

Slight tight to the stomach. I can feel my pupils shrinking.
As I walk meekly following the unknown blonde, the brain begins to
travel fast.

Who is Evelin?

Where are we going?

Because? But above all: why am I following a person just
because he asked me? For my rational part, all this is really
unacceptable.

For someone who likes to control events obsessively, this is
an all-too-generous concession. My daughter Elizabeth would laugh
at it with taste. He often tells me: "Every now and then let go and
let go". I realize that I am not present: we walked without me
paying attention to the context, which I like very little. When you
arrive at your destination without realizing that you have arrived,
it means that your brain has acted automatically, without your
control. They won the basal ganglia! And I can't stand this: the
brain has to obey you, it has to do what you tell it. If he takes
control, things can precipitate quickly.

The best defense is control.

The first time I fainted was at school, at the age of
thirteen. I stuttered a lot at that time. I was quite overweight at
the time. And I was suffering from a severe form of asthma at that
time. I remember standing in front of the class, while the
professor pressed with the questions and I could not speak, as if
the words had created a traffic jam in my throat. I felt
breathless, my heart was beating a thousand and my ears were
burning. I was sweating. In a confused way, I saw the blurred faces
of my comrades mostly distorted into grimaces of mockery and heard
their giggles. All very distant, all very far away, as if it were
not really me. Then I remember starting to breathe with difficulty
and having the impression (and the desire) to die. To turn me off,
to make sure that that torment ended, that the laughter ended, that
everyone stopped making fun of me. Then I only remember a great
heat and a bright light, and waking up with a throbbing pain in my
head, for the blow I had taken falling to the ground like a sack of
potatoes.

"You have to control yourself," the doctor who had visited me
in front of my mother, whose terrified face said a lot about the
fright she had taken. They believed I had some neurological
problems, so they had me admitted to a child neuropsychiatry ward
for investigations. That department, in those days, was not a great
place if you were a guy with relational difficulties and a strong
sense of inferiority compared to the world: windows with heavy iron
bars to prevent people from throwing themselves downstairs, guys
who walked around the ward with their hands blindfolded to prevent
them from tearing their hair,  rooms with rubber walls to safeguard
those who enjoyed taking the walls to the headboard. And then the
groans. Those, I remember them well. Ubiquitous. They subjected me
to a strange examination that consisted of attaching electrodes to
my head, spraying water into my ears with force, and then turning
on myself, to check the reactions of my brain.

In the evening, in bed, after crying hoping that it would not
last long and that my mother, in the morning, would take me away, I
told myself that never again in life I would lose control, that I
would never again allow my brain to make me feel bad.

We arrived in front of Pret a Manger, one of my favorite
places, where I can drink great coffee and have a proper breakfast
based on edamame soy and various seeds. Which, incidentally, adds
another question to the previous set of questions I can't answer
(and I like to have an answer to all the questions): how did Evelin
know I was going to come here for breakfast?

I take my iPhone and send a message to James, who at this time
should be in the gym (he always goes to the gym at lunchtime when
he is not in the company to take my place). In London it was two
o'clock in the afternoon: "Did you call anyone?" I type.

I stare at the smartphone, knowing that it will answer me
within thirty seconds.

"No, boss, nobody."

I was hoping for some rational and comforting information.
Instead, traffic noises, sirens in the distance as in movies and
indistinct voices of workers at work.

"Let's have breakfast!" exclaims Evelin as she opens the door.
I am so distracted that I let her open it, forgetting the rudiments
of chivalry.

We enter greeted by the comforting scent of freshly baked
brioche and coffee. Evelin turns to me.

"First let's sit down, then let's go and order."

For the second time in a row, I tell myself that I must
dominate the situation, that I will only sit down when I decide it
and that I will use one of my techniques to reverse the negotiation
situation and take control of it. She looks at me with expectation
and I sit down immediately.

I am completely out of state, I have lost power over thoughts
and actions. As I often say in the classroom, it can happen from
time to time to lose control. The important thing is not this, but
how long it takes to recover it.

A lifetime ago, during a course, I discovered the concept of
neuroassociation, which consists in creating a link between a
stimulus and a certain emotional reaction. Stimuli can be negative
or positive. A song, for example, can make you cry or make you feel
good: it depends on what you connect it to. For a long time, I have
been using a word as a stimulus.

"Abracadabra" I think.

Abracadabra, my magic word.

I feel the diaphragm dilate and the air descend into the
abdomen. That's enough. I'm there, I'm here and I'm here now. I
look at Evelin and, finally, I see her. I am back.

I start running my usual scanner to catch all the details that
might be useful to better communicate with her. First rule of
strategic intelligence: take information, as much information as
you can. Decode reality, memorize every detail and become aware of
everything you can.

I am particularly struck by the tapered chin and slightly
protruding from the cheekbones: he loves challenges, he loves to
act instinctively, he is certainly proactive, that is the type of
person who takes matters into his own hands without thinking twice.
To soften it, if it ever served, I would then have to adapt to
these characteristics. For example, encourage her, incite her to
fast action, use short and very direct sentences, resort to verbs
of action. To make her nervous, vice versa, I would have to resort
to the opposite approach: slow gestures, long sentences, reflective
verbs. I will decide the kind of strategy along the way. What
matters is that I have regained control of myself. I will not let
her understand this in such a way that she continues to believe
that she can guide me wherever she wants. Riding the waves without
the knowledge of the sky, Sun Tzu would say.

I get up. Now we are facing each other, eyes in the
eyes.

"I'm going," I tell her. "What do you take?"

For sure it is pure suggestion, but I am sure I saw a flash of
light (a flame?) in his eyes.

"Jam croissants and a barley coffee in a small cup, if these
settlers know what it is."

It seems contemptuous.

"Otherwise?"

"Barley coffee in a small cup. And croissants with jam."

I go to get my tub of soy beans and queue up. In three minutes
I have everything I want, I pay and go back to the table.

I sit down, depositing food and coffee in front of Evelin. She
grabs the croissant, detaches a piece of it and begins to eat
voraciously.

She looks at me, I look at her. I have to understand who he is
and what he wants.

As I scrutinize her for a revealing sign, she shifts her gaze
to the side, as if to observe something or someone. I do the same
and I find myself watching a lady of about sixty years, with cotton
hair, putting on a pair of old-fashioned glasses and wearing a
cardigan that could be green or yellow on a blouse that could be
blue or purple (both possibilities seem absolutely shocking to me).
His fingers yellowed by too many cigarettes smoked and his mouth
seems ready to spit poison.

Evelin smiles at her. The lady looks at my blonde friend, then
looks at me, then looks at her again.

"What the fucking place you have chosen," he says, leaving me
dumbfounded.

Evelin moves making room on the armchair.

The lady gets up and then sits in front of me, leans forward
and stares at me.

I am literally flooded with vanilla scent. Yummy, wonderful,
sensational. The best vanilla scent I've ever heard. So pleasant
that the grim face of the arzilla lady is almost nice to me. And
then, as if by magic, I remember everything. In the blink of an eye
in my mind flow images that, who knows how, I had removed. They
flow at lightning speed, as is sometimes seen in movies. A part of
me relives everything that has happened with this gang of unscrewed
and another is going into anxiety because he wonders how it is
possible that I have forgotten such absurd things. Another part
then wonders how it is possible that James never told me again
about what happened to us.

Blond angels, demons in tailored dress, Evelin. And she, of
course.

"Good morning, Leonard," he says, smiling (he knows that now I
know who he is, you understand).

«Buongiorno, Lisa.»

She looks at me.

I look at it.

"Some time ago, you lent me your valuable brain for an
important mission, successfully completing it. This time, I need my
heart, Leonard."
 
**
 
21 September 2018, 10.05 am, Washington

The lady who just spoke to me hired me, about a year ago, to
help her decide whether or not to extinguish the world. She is
convinced that she is God and speaks and behaves just as if she
were. To me it seems impossible, also because God, if he ever
existed, certainly would not have the appearance of an old lady,
rude, avid smoker, badly dressed and dispenser of turpiloquio. Nor
the features that the world attributes to him.

It is a version of God at least bizarre: it speaks very badly
of the various dogmas inculcated from an early age by men in black,
it speaks even worse of our world made up of Islands of the Famous,
Big Brothers and other programs for decerebrates. She cannot stand
the waste of resources that – she claims – she gave us at the
moment of Creation. She is angry and offended by the bad treatment
we have given to the planet she has granted us and, therefore,
wants to extinguish us all. Or, rather, she wanted, since I,
apparently – I remember it only now – convinced her to desist from
her unusual purpose.

During my adventure I was joined by Evelin, a creature as
fascinating as it is lethal: pure instinct, colorful language,
captivating and damn snobbish ways. As Lisa's exterminating angel
and right-hand man, her task, in case I failed in my mission, would
have been to carry out the divine plan, choosing the way to
exterminate us all, including me, my beloved daughter Elizabeth, my
trusted assistant James and my super sister, Claudia,  and related
nipotame.

And what about Lucifer? I am sure, at this point, that I will
also meet him again, the prince of the underworld, who then, in
reality – as it turned out – is simply a very elegant guy expert in
the realization of other people's desires, convinced detractor of
Lisa's idea: he prefers to conquer his souls, he supports, one at a
time, one sin after another.

There were times during those strange days when I even went so
far as to believe that what these three crazy people were talking
about was true, having witnessed a couple of situations for which I
have not yet found a rational and sensible answer. At the same
time, the fact that I have not yet found an answer in no way
implies that it is not there. There is always an answer. Otherwise,
there would not even be questions. And to the extent that a man
asks himself a question, he simultaneously assumes that there is an
answer.
  
**
  
21 September 2018, 10.07 am, Washington

"Still convinced that you are God in person, Lisa?" I ask her
so much to break the ice.

"What if it were, Leonard? Even if I were convinced, what
would be the problem? Tell me: what is a belief in your
opinion?"

"There are many ways to define a belief, Lisa. And many of
these ways are very good. The fact that she has always claimed to
be God, in my opinion, is a very clear example of this: she is
convinced of this and, whatever I may say to lead her to believe
otherwise, she will continue to call herself god. In spite of all
evidence, as far as I am concerned. Well, this is a very powerful
belief."

Lisa looks at me from the bottom of her face.

"He didn't answer, Leonard."

"I know that perfectly, Lisa."

"You're really obsessed with control, let me tell you."

"Maybe. In any case, and since we play cards uncovered, I will
tell you what I mean by conviction: an idea that is assumed as
certain, on a conscious level or on an unconscious level."

Lisa smiles, seems satisfied.

"I agree with your definition, Leonard. And what is the power
of convictions, since you apparently know a lot about them?"

"Beliefs are key, Lisa."

I aroused his curiosity.

"In what sense?"

"Beliefs are the way the brain sees the world. On convictions
we base our decisions and on the basis of these we implement our
behaviors, which finally produce the results with which we must
confront ourselves day after day."

Lisa smiles.

"So, Leonard, I ask you: since beliefs are true for the person
who carries them with him, what difference can it ever make that I
am really God or is convinced that I am God?"

I expected such a question, and that is why in my previous
answer I mentioned belief-related behaviors. He is right, however:
our beliefs are our reality, we rarely perceive them as such and,
for this reason, we consider them true regardless. It is a survival
mechanism of the brain: if it were to question itself about every
single thought or action it performs, it would fall into total
paralysis. The problem is that sometimes beliefs are simply
wrong.

"A fundamental difference, Lisa. Or rather, a fundamental
difference if we think of the person as part of a system. Many
human beings cultivate limiting beliefs that lead them to feel bad
by forgetting that their malaise affects the world around them.
Many people forget that discontent and personal suffering are not
an act of heroic endurance, but an act of pure and simple
selfishness, because those same people, victims of their own
convictions, also forget that the supreme duty of every human being
is to be happy, to make the world a better place than they have
found. So, Lisa, it can make a huge difference. If she believes she
is God and tells her story in the evening in her house, in front of
the television or at a pre-cooked dinner, that's fine. On my own,
she can believe that she is God, Moses, or whoever she pleases. But
if the fact of believing that she is God leads her to treat others
with little respect or to put others in conditions of discomfort,
then her conviction should be revised."

Silence of the grave. Even the people inside the room seem
quieter.

Lisa gets up. The air, suddenly, becomes colder. My neocortex
begins to protest that it is just my impression, but the reptilian
brain screams: "Danger!" with all the breath it has. I feel cold.
And it is as if, in the eyes of the old lady, for a fleeting
moment, I had seen a galaxy. He looks at me. And finally he sits
down, smiling.

As if by magic, clinking of cups, voices and noise of coffee
machine fill the room again.

"Having said that," I continue, "why are we here, Lisa?"

Lisa if it rises.

"Let's go out," he tells me, "I want to smoke and I have balls
full of being indoors. Take your green beans and follow me,
Leonard, I want to make you a job offer."

I don't know whether to beat her or give her a kiss on the
cheek. The fact that Lisa reminds me of the lady in yellow in her
worst moments keeps me from kissing her. I couldn't stand her,
Jessica Fletcher. And, since in twelve seasons and two hundred and
sixty-four episodes (not counting the four films for television),
every single time he went somewhere immediately someone died, I
always thought that he brought a tremendous disgrace: two hundred
and sixty-four episodes, two hundred and sixty-four dead. It will
mean something. I put the last edamame in my mouth and get up. I
leave everything else on the table and follow Lisa and Evelin who
are leaving the club.

We start walking. Lisa on my right, the wonderful Evelin, to
whom I will ask to get married within a few minutes, to my
left.

"We have a problem, Leonard" lisa begins after lighting a
cigarette (but, as always, nothing smells of smoke, only vanilla
flavor).

I could ask her who she is talking about when she says "we
have", but I decide to postpone it. I let you speak, respecting my
golden rule that the client must not be interrupted except in
exceptional cases. It regulates so golden that, however,
practically no one applies it, in a world that confuses "speaking"
with "communicating". I could also ask you what you mean by
"problem", a semantically dense word that would be worth exploring,
since to me, for example, it immediately refers to the thorny issue
of an almost adult daughter in mystical crisis because she does not
know how to continue her studies and who changes her mind every
half hour. Instead, I am silent.

"There is a very special woman, whom I particularly care
about, who in this period is experiencing a very delicate phase of
her life."

Let's take a few more steps. Evelin starts humming a strange
melody, vaguely disturbing, that knows a lot about horror movie
soundtrack. Lisa is silent. It's my time.

"Since you say you are God, Lisa, what is stopping you from
settling the matter on your own?"

Lisa pulls from the cigarette so hard that for a moment I fear
that it will catch fire herself.

"Let's say, Leonard, that the situation is delicate. All
politics, I would say, also given the place where we are. This is a
girl... endangered. She is on Earth, so the matter must be settled
here, by someone who does not come from the place where I come
from."

Evelin continues to hum and it's downright disturbing. I
expect that at any moment a blonde girl in a white nightgown will
appear in front of me to take me to hell. I must admit that this
woman has a suggestive power over me that I never thought
possible.

"I understand, Lisa. It seems reasonable to me, put like this.
And, at this point, I ask you: what would my role in this affair be
in your opinion?"

Never infer, never jump too quickly to conclusions. Ask, ask,
ask. And, when in doubt, ask again. When you infer, you usually
project your expectations or fears onto others. The brain works
like this, it is called "selective blindness" or, in technical
jargon, "confirmation bias": in others and in the world we notice
only what confirms our ideas. That's why on Facebook there are only
posts that reiterate our ideas about the planet. And that's why the
less you project, the more chances you have to lead a life a little
richer than you may think possible.

Lisa finishes the cigarette and throws it on the ground,
attracting the scandalized look of a girl who passes by at that
moment. The old woman does not blink, on the contrary, she takes
another one and turns it on.

"I want her to get in touch with this girl and convince her to
desist from her purpose."

The matter seems to me confused and, above all, a little
beyond my competences. I am a communication consultant and, now in
lost time, a trainer. I am an entrepreneur, an ex-husband, a single
father. It seems to me that Lisa mistook me for a secret agent. It
flatters me, but it's not my job.

"Why do you want me to do that?"

"I'm going to pay you very well, Leonard. Same compensation as
last time, but without obligation to be available: he is free to do
what he wants and to go where he wants."

My amygdala has a jolt. Money so easy? And free to do what I
want? In a heartbeat, my reptilian brain communicates the news to
the limbic one, who begins to imagine all the things that, with
that money, I could do with it. The dopaminergic circuit is at full
capacity. I have to recover my neocortical cognitive functions and
analyze the matter from the point of view of reason. Also because
in marketing there is precisely the trap of freedom of choice: to
the extent that you leave someone free to do what he wants, it
happens that he is more inclined to do what you want.

"I appreciate the offer, Lisa. At the same time, I still did
not understand the connection of this whole situation with me. What
do I have to do with it?"

She stops. Evelin also stops and, in the absolute silence of
an American morning, the only thing I hear is Evelin humming a
delirious lullaby. Surreal.

"Leonard, I want you to take care of it because this young
woman is really special to me and has a very important role."

Still silence. Even Evelin finally stops humming. I stare at
them with absolute serenity.

"She will kill herself," Lisa continues, "this young woman
will kill herself if someone does not intervene. And I don't want
that to happen. For her, first of all, and then... and then for a
number of other reasons. She is very weak, and very determined in
her decision. Neither friends, nor doctors, nor psychologists will
be able to convince her. Only a ruler of persuasion could."

"Let's admit that I accept. What exactly should I do?"

"He just has to convince her to continue on her way, to live.
I know he's in business with the president of this country,
Leonard, and that's fine. He will be able to take care of both
things: explain to these buzzurri all the rules of effective
communication and in the meantime get to know this young woman and
bring her back on the right path. That's all."

Birds in the sky emit their croaking cries, cars in the
distance, sirens, perhaps. It's all so weird, it took me just a
second to realize that Lisa is talking about my appointment this
morning without me mentioning it.

My brain flies very fast. Instinctively, I would say that it
excites me. I smell the blood. I feel the presence of a worthy
adversary, who could distract me from the perennial boredom and the
general sense of gray that often accompanies me. On the other hand,
I have learned that acting instinctively can be dangerous, if you
are not lucid enough and in a good mood. The baggianata so in vogue
on social media according to which instinct is always right is,
precisely, a baggianata. Instinct is right when you are well. If
you are sick, it will lead you to ruin. So, before opening my
mouth, I perform a small personal check. Always do a personal
check, to avoid making hasty decisions. Allow oxygen to reach the
brain. Oxygen and glycogen in the neocortex work wonders when it
comes to making important decisions.

I remember my first lesson in James, when he was still an
intern of mine and had tried his hand at the traditional model used
to prepare his goals.

"Think about it before you move on," I told him.

"Have you considered your mood? Do you know that a road can
seem more or less long depending on how much the backpack you have
on your shoulders weighs and the chemical content present in your
body?

"Have you considered the scalability of your goal? Did you
know that a lens only works if it can be enlarged, shrunk and
extended to potentially anyone?

"Have you considered escape routes and strategies in case of
failure?"

At this point, he had replied with the usual solfa that
failure does not exist and that with a strong positive thought you
can overcome any obstacle.

, I replied.

"Positive thinking, without an adequate strategy, is useless.
In fact, it can make you get inferior results than you would get
without thinking positively. Failure exists, of course: the skill
consists in recognizing the possibility of failure and planning
escape routes, learning to predict the unexpected and preparing us
to face them.

So, now it's my turn, it's time for my personal
checklist.

Am I in a good mood? Yes.

Do I sleep well lately? Yes.

Do I need money or something in particular? No.

These are the secrets for instinct to support you: to be in a
good mood, to sleep well and not to live in need, because need is
always a bad counselor. When you decide on the basis of a need, it
is never true freedom.

"Okay, Lisa. For payment, we do as we did last time."

Lisa smiles. Me, too. If it were always like that, I could
retire in a couple of years. I wouldn't do it anyway, but it's fun
to think so. A lot of money, and fast. A life of toiling and then,
as soon as you stop thinking about how to get rich, you become
rich. He does all the thinking, I found out late (but at least I
found out): if you think about what you want, you will never get
it. That's how thinking works. If you think you want to become
rich, you will get the condition of becoming rich, which is
poverty. If you think you want to become happy, you will get the
condition of becoming happy, which is unhappiness. This is how the
law of attraction works. There will be a nice gift for Elizabeth
and there will be a substantial reward for James. And, who knows, a
gift for me too.

Lisa resumes walking. Me too. I know the conversation is
coming to an end.

Evelin resumes humming his delirious lullaby.

"One last thing, Lisa. He has to tell me where I can find this
girl and how I can meet her."

Lisa takes a cigarette and lights it. Evelin stops
humming.

"She lives in London. Lucifer and Evelin will give her all the
information she needs, we will see each other only if and when she
needs it. Let us say, however, Leonard, that if the three of you
function as I expect, my intervention will not be necessary. If, on
the other hand, the girl continues with her stubborn attitude, I
may be forced to intervene radically towards her, to remind her how
it feels when things do not go exactly as one expects."

**

21 September 2018, 11.46 am, Washington

I see it in the lobby and the first thing I think is that I
didn't remember it so beautiful. He is comfortably seated in an
armchair, nonchalantly resting his arms on his armrests and simply
does nothing. Many, around, read, work at the computer or fiddle
with their smartphone. He just looks. Charming. With my usual
glance I try to understand who is in the lobby, identify the escape
routes and notice any element that may come in handy. I think that
if I had to identify with one of the three brains I always talk
about, I would be the neocortex, and he the limbic brain, that of
the most unbridled desires and dreams. "Always look around" I tell
myself. In life, you never know.

The waiter behind the bar counter cleans glasses and has his
mouth slightly bent down, with his gaze blurred towards an
indefinite point: he seems sad, who knows what he is thinking. The
couple on my left, a man and a woman in their fifties, are engaged
in a rather animated discussion. Both smile, but the tone of voice
is a bit too high and, above all, the eyes are still: forced
smiles, therefore. Duchenne markers, under the eyes, are
motionless. Elizabeth, when I tell her about it, calls them crow's
feet, and perhaps she makes herself better understood. As if that
were not enough, the woman continues to point her finger at the
man, aggressively, while he stands with his arms in the middle of
his knees, forming a triangle: she dominates him, he cashes in. "No
other important details" I think while I am now close to the
goal.

He, who did not take his eyes off me for a moment, gets up,
adjusts his jacket and immediately extends his hand to me.

"Leonard! What a pleasure to see her again!" greets me with a
spectacular smile that brightens the whole environment.

"Lucifer!" I exclaim. I don't know if I like to see it
again.

He is about to sit down, so I anticipate it with a "Let's sit
down", a trick that is always convenient to know: when someone is
about to perform an action and you give a command that is precisely
linked to that action, the unconscious brain of your interlocutor
perceives the action he was about to perform as a result of a
command. When a customer, for example, is about to take a brochure
that you have placed on the table, just before you grab it you can
say: "Take it as well", so he will have the unconscious feeling of
having executed your order. Which translates into a sense of
perceived superiority towards you. Now we are both sitting and
looking at each other. Meanwhile, the guy pointing her finger has
raised her voice by an octave and I think that's why she will lose
the comparison: when you allow someone to put you in a position to
increase the tone of voice, you have already lost at the start,
because in fact you have given him the control to interfere with
your emotions and your mood.

"I guess it's up to me to start this conversation, n'est pas?"
he asks me with a smile.

"Imagine well," I answer.

"In that case, Leonard, I'll go straight to the point, since I
know you've already spoken to Lisa, that Lisa has hinted at our
situation to be resolved and anticipated what her role in all this
might be."

Give, how can you not love him? Fast, elegant, clean: it made
me think three consecutive times "Yes" using true statements, whose
answer on my part could only be that. The fascinating thing is that
although I am also trained to use such language strategies and to
recognize them on the fly when they use them with me, they still
work. I felt my head nod mechanically. And when the head nods,
thoughts follow. That is: the movement of the body influences the
way we think. Few people know this, but you can influence the way
you feel simply by changing the way you move. Do you want to feel
better? Stand up and raise your arms. Do you want to improve your
mood? Lift your head and breathe deeply. Things like that, in
short. Anyway, I keep silent and let it continue. For my questions
I will have time later. The more he speaks, the more questions I
can ask him and the more chances I will have for him to
unbalance.

"What we expect of you, Leonard, is that you go to London and
meet our friend, that she becomes her confidant and convinces her
to desist from her purpose."

More or less what Lisa had told me.

"So, first I have to see this woman..." Say. Now it's up to me
to play with the "Yes" and bring me back to a position of parity.
Around, a confused buzz of voices meanders through the lobby.

"Right now he's in London (according to 'Yes'!) ... and you
want me to reach her."

«Esatto, Leonard.»

Well, three evens.

"I have to think about it, Lucifer. As I told Lisa, I have
another important assignment here in Washington."

He smiles, continuing to breathe quietly. I give it to him, he
knows how to behave.

"I imagine, Leonard, that you have your own excellent
motivation to define the task they assigned to you as important.
And, probably, precisely because it is so important, he should get
rid of any other commitment as soon as possible, in order to be
able to devote himself to it with all his energy. Do you
agree?"

Yes I am. How can you not be? Cursed. Hypnotic language and
magic of language in sequence. Pure linguistic excellence.

"Yes, of course."

"Good. So he was telling me that he has another important task
to do. Is that so?"

"Yes, that's right."

He's taking me for a walk. Very good. Let's see where he wants
to go.

"And is this the reason that makes you hesitate or are there
others?"

Classic interlocking to corner the customer, when he raises
objections. I like Lucifer more and more. The game is a lot of fun.
I don't care that he scored a point in his favor: I'm having fun
and, when you have fun, everything is fine.

"That's it."

"So, Leonard, could take the opportunity to go to New York,
it's only an hour by plane: he could leave immediately, be in the
Big Apple to enjoy a delicious dinner, relax tomorrow morning in
his favorite bookstore and then, if he wants, return to Washington
in the evening. Of course, we take care of everything: flight,
accommodation, driver. What do you say?"

I say that, first of all, Lucifer can speak really well and be
damn convincing. Then I say that, in fact, I am still waiting for
information and a precise economic offer from the White House and
that, even if they summoned me shortly, I could still take some
time to think about it and think about it. I also say that I
haven't been to New York for a while and that it would be the right
opportunity to see that city again. Although I don't understand
what's behind this proposal, everything looks beautiful in every
respect and I'm going to have an attack of pronoia, which is
basically that feeling you get when you think that everything is
going well and that you have the power to turn anything you touch
into gold. Obviously, I will not give him my consent so easily, he
still has to sweat a little, even if only for my personal
enjoyment. The pronoia, then, is beautiful to live but very
dangerous to manage, because if believing that everything will go
the right way is useful, preparing for the worst is even more
so.

"Let's talk first of all about my commitment, Lucifer. What
kind of commitment is required? How will you measure my
performance? I don't know this young English woman, so I still
don't know how to proceed or even how long it might take me. I
don't even know if the things you told me are true."

I always tell my students, during the training courses to
become profilers, which I hold at my school, or in the company (in
the rare cases in which I still do): woe to accept an assignment,
when it comes to coaching or consulting, without having precisely
defined the measure of one's success according to the client. The
question, as I hoped, makes Lucifer move in the armchair. A small
sign of stress: it was needed, it gives me the feeling of having
regained control.

"In fact, this is an important topic. The girl Lisa told her
about will make her choice on October 1st. In a few days, then. We
will know if she has been successful if the girl is still alive on
October 1st."

"There are only a few days left and I don't even know her. I
don't care."

He is silent for a moment and looks at me, without batting an
eyelid.

"Lisa told me that she has already accepted, Leonard."

"It's true, but now I've thought about it, given the
situation. Too many races, too many unknowns. How can I accept such
a delicate assignment without having the necessary information? It
would be unserious, unethical and, to be honest, quite silly of
me."

"The girl is very important, Leonard. Really very important.
And Lisa cares a lot."

Everything seems clear, but now it's my turn. I want to have
some fun. Not for money, but for principle. Before opening your
mouth, always think about where you want to go, because the secret
is all there: first, clarify exactly your goal, then start
structuring words, phrases and questions to get to your
destination. As in the game of chess. I'll start by blanding
Lucifer.

"From what Lucifer tells me, the situation seems to be very
serious."

"It doesn't look like it, Leonard. It is."

Even better than expected.

"Is it very serious, then?"

"Yes."

And one.

"And, if I have understood correctly, it is vitally important
to her and Lisa that I save this young woman. Is that so?"

"Precisely."

And two.

"And you thought that only I can succeed in this
endeavor."

Here I venture, inserting in the phrase the "only me". A bit
forced, but after two assents it can stay.

"Yes, that's why I'm here."

And three. Moving on.

"All right, it's clear to me. And I'm flattered by
that."

He moves back to the armchair. It says nothing. He squinps his
eyes slightly.

"I am willing to accept this assignment. But I want double the
compensation Lisa offered me. In advance."

He smiles.

"It seems a bit exaggerated, Leonard."

"Maybe, Lucifer. But you said that it is a matter of life and
death and that only I can fix it. So, either it's not as important
as it claims it is, or there are other professionals who could do
my job. Which I personally doubt."

Double bond, perfect fit. A gamble, for sure. But, when
negotiating, without gambling there is no taste. Gambling serves to
create the margin to negotiate. If you start with low expectations,
you will arrive at the bottom.

My phone rings, to interrupt the magic. I look on the display.
White House Office. She could be the first lady herself. I gently
turn the display of my iPhone towards Lucifer, so that he reads the
name of the person who is calling me and that I had previously
memorized.

"I have to answer, Lucifer. If I accept your assignment, I may
have to decline this. If I accept the White House's offer, however,
I may have to decline yours. What do you say?"

One more ring. There won't be many more. We both know
that.

"Okay, Leonard. He will have what he asks."

I let the phone stop ringing, so that even in the White House
they can experience a burning desire for me, linked to the law of
scarcity: the more we perceive the lack of someone or something,
the more we desire it. That's why we do follies for objects that we
don't need or for people who then treat us like crap. We often
mistake for love what, instead, is pure whim or point. I will call
back my American friends later or, rather, let them do it.

"Evelin will accompany you, Leonard. And he will always be by
her side. Find a way to persuade the kind damsel you meet, but
Evelin will always be by her side and this is not disputed."

His eyes are so dark right now that they may be the blackest
hole in the galaxy. And the peremptory tone of voice goes straight
into my stomach. I didn't remember the feeling of discomfort I'm
experiencing now, similar to the one I felt the first time I spoke
to Lisa, when instinct told me to run away. All my bravado suddenly
disappears, leaving room for something very similar to fear. I look
at him and nod, since if I spoke he would probably hear this
insecurity of mine from the tone of voice and I want to prevent
this from happening.

As it disappears from my sight, I realize that the heart goes
much faster than it should. And, for the umpteenth time since I've
met Lisa and Lucifer, I wonder who I'm really working with.

**

22 settembre 2018, ore 10.55, New York

The Strand Bookstore, between Twelfth Street and Broadway, in
New York, is probably my second favorite place in the world, after
my beloved Camden. In this paradise of books reigns an atmosphere
of yesteryear. Here everything is as it once was: wooden shelves
often ramshackle, even an underground floor with a rammed earth
floor and labyrinthine corridors, where I love to wander among
mountains of books in search of my favorite jewels. As you wander
through the shelves full of volumes, especially in the basement,
you breathe the scent of earth, paper and wood. A magnificent
feeling, like when you think of something very pleasant and
immediately feel better. And then notebooks, postcards, stationery
of all shapes and types. The last time I was here I bought so many
books that I then had to buy an extra suitcase for the return
trip.

I gave myself two hours, to be able to enjoy this moment so
intimate and precious. The smell of paper, with a vague hint of
mold, is so intense that it distracts me from the chatter of the
other gold diggers wandering around the shelves. I look
absent-mindedly at those who pass by me: the magic is so powerful
that I even forget to record all those people that, usually, I
would scrutinize with an obsessive and attentive air. I've been
here for a quarter of an hour and I already have three very
interesting volumes in my hand. I'm in front of the shelf dedicated
to communication and I drop my eye on the section dedicated to
personal growth.

"Are you Paul Loris?"

I turn to the voice.

"Yes," I answer by looking at the boy in front of me and whose
eyes shine. He has a copy of my latest book in his hand, which he
takes care to show me immediately.

"I was about to buy his latest book..."

I smile, I still can't hold back. And there are times when it
still seems impossible, despite all my confidence and arrogance,
that someone wants an autographed copy of one of my books or take a
picture with me. A journalist, some time ago, asked me why I was
always so kind to my readers, especially during presentations: a
word for everyone, signatures everywhere, chatter and courtesy.
"Because not a day goes by when you don't stop thanking the
Universe for this privilege," I replied. And now the guy in front
of me seems on the verge of a nervous breakdown for emotion.

"His work on the five intelligences is extraordinary," he
tells me in one breath.

"I'm glad you appreciate it."

The work on the five intelligences is the result of my
commitment and that of my friend and partner, Luke Drill, who
prefers that I be the official face of our school and our
publications. He likes to plot in the shadows and leaves me the
bath of crowd and fame that – he knows – so gratify my ego. His
curious surname, by virtuous and bizarre coincidence, perfectly
indicates one of the traits of his character: to go to the bottom,
always, on every topic. A genius, with a very bad taste in terms of
phones, but, certainly, the brightest mind I have ever known.

"It radically changed my point of view and..." he resumes with
the book still in his hand hanging towards me, "would you make me a
dedication? I read it and follow it all the time!"

"Ah, it is she then who always follows me..." I say winking
and hoping that he catches the joke. He catches it, I sign the book
and I take the inevitable selfie with him, among the curious looks
of some customer. At that point, clutching the book to his chest as
if it were a child to be protected, he leaves happy.

Suddenly I feel a very strong heat behind my back, as if the
shelf behind me had caught fire. I turn around.

In front of me there is a guy, dark as a night without stars,
his eyes black as opaque obsidian. So dark that, I don't know why,
the first emotion I feel is anguish. He is completely bald, dressed
all in black, including his shirt and tie. It is so dark that it
seems that even the air around him has given him some of its light.
Indeed, it is as if he were eating the light around. He looks at me
with awake eyes, perhaps smiling. Around, the buzz of other
customers is suffused and far away. I almost don't even see them
anymore. He is about thirty centimeters from me, definitely too
close, considering the fact that he is a stranger is that strangers
should be, according to social rules, at least sixty
centimeters.

He looks at me, without moving. I, idem.

"Paul Loris" begins with a powerful and cavernous voice that
vibrates to the heart.

My amygdala makes a brief consultation with the hippocampus
and my two guardian angels decide to start with some healthy
adrenaline to prepare for the escape from that rather bizarre
situation. The prefrontal cortex, meanwhile, evaluates the options
and immediately comes to the conclusion.

"Maybe," I say in a flat voice.

"I'm sure you are. You are a lively and outspoken man of
intellect, Mr. Loris. Therefore, let us avoid unnecessary waltzes
and dedicate these precious moments to favellar with things of more
certain interest."

Well, I think, I really needed a madman who speaks like a
character from a jane Austen book.

"Yes," I answer with an extremely detached and disinterested
air, "so?"

"I have heard that one of our common and somewhat questionable
acquaintances has decided to use his services in order to talk to a
gentle maiden, presumably with the precise purpose of making her
desist from her – I agree – insane projects. Can you confirm this
allegation that I myself have heard about you, Mr. Loris?"

I strive to look at it as if it were a fly. It is behavioral
intelligence: control over one's gestures is essential, especially
on such occasions. I focus intensely on this, so that my facial
expressions will soon reveal at least a fraction of a second of
disgust and his amygdala will realize it. I want him to know what I
think of him. Over the years I have come up with the following
quick trick: when you want to influence your interlocutors, think
of something that arouses the emotion you want to transmit, so that
your face can reveal it and the unconscious brain of the listener
perceives the sensation you want to convey. In a negotiation it is
a really valuable art.

He, however, remains impassive. I decide to play it on the
anti-engagement, that is, doing things that deliberately can
undermine our communication from the beginning. It is a way like
any other to dictate the rules of the game and to test the
opponent. The fact that you know how to communicate with anyone
does not imply in any way that you must always do so. Mismatching,
then.

"Hey, man, I just didn't understand a fuck about what you
said," I laugh.

He gave me her and I immediately switched to the "you". He
placed himself in the upper part of the diastratic axis of
communication, using a forked and archaic language, I immediately
passed into the lower part, using a slang and vulgar
language.

In my model related to behavioral intelligence there is
precisely an aspect called "challenge". It is a technique, on the
other hand, delicate and powerful, to be used with caution. My
imperturbable friend does not blink.

"Now, I will do my best to ensure that my speech is crystal
clear, Mr. Loris. I know for sure that the lady we both know as
Lisa has imprudently assigned her the task of bringing to milder
advice a girl who lives in that of London. Well?"

"Well, man, I repeat to you that I don't know who the fuck you
are, I don't know what the fuck you want and I don't know why you
talk like a fucking butler from two hundred years ago. The only
thing I know is that you are bothering me while I enjoy my magical
moment in the most beautiful bookstore in the world. And that's not
good," I tell him all in one breath.

The dark guy takes a step towards me. The heat behind my back
becomes more intense (and I also smell sulfur). His eyes, if
possible, turn blacker.

"You're naughty, Leonard. His arrogance is of considerable
proportions. Or, perhaps, I should say your dabbenaggine, since, in
my opinion, if you were very clear to whom you are daring to
address with such epithets and absolutely inconvenient language in
such a context, your own bones would have to begin to tremble with
the sacred terror that shakes the earth in moments of the darkest
storm and your own heart should leap into your chest for the
impudence of having turned to me in such an unprecedented
manner!"

I look at him in silence. I know what I'm doing, it's all
calculated. In most cases my goal is to find virtuous relationships
between me and my interlocutors, in order to approach them,
understand them and therefore bring them to my side. But here I
guess that flattery would be useless. When you encounter an
opponent as skillful or more than you, challenging them on
behaviors or abilities is energetically expensive and potentially
unfruitful. It has happened to me several times to engage in
debates with prepared people and to follow the path of cordial
atmosphere and welcome: hours and hours of conversations, quality
questions and language techniques and then end with nothing done.
At the beginning of my career I always did this. What I've learned
is that, in certain situations, when you face two challengers of
the same level, the difference is not the amount of techniques you
know and master. The difference is made by the state of mind that
the two contenders manage to maintain: who breathes better,
wins.

"I guess you have your good reasons, man, for wanting me to
stop my collaboration with Lisa." This is the part in which I
recognize to my interlocutor a possible positive intent that
legitimizes his actions or requests and in which I give the
impression of an immediate and unconditional surrender. Moreover, I
have also triggered a principle of reciprocity law, to enhance the
behaviors that will follow these words. I count up to three, so
that my new friend's brain records the information in the sequence
in which I gave it to him. One, two, three. Now I can
continue.

«... And at the same time I say to you: take the road from
which you came and disappear."

He looks at me. At that moment from outside comes a lot of
noise of engines, probably a big truck that is passing through some
open construction site. I couldn't have asked for anything better:
as the noise fills the room, I tilt my torso slightly towards the
guy and start talking, lowering my voice until it becomes a
whisper. By spontaneous reflex, to compensate for the simultaneous
presence of a very loud external noise and my low voice, he takes a
step towards me and brings his head closer to my face, to feel
better. This is the moment when his brain goes into a trance: it is
a technique that Dr. Milton Erickson used to provide powerful
hypnotic suggestions to his patients. He waited for a loud noise to
come from the street, then lowered his voice and approached the
patient: the patient focused all his attention on the voice of the
hypnotherapist to understand his words and, at that moment, there
was only the voice of Milton, who began to give unconscious
commands.

Now he is ten inches away from me and my voice is a
whisper.

"Listen to me well, presumptuous son of a bitch. I don't know
what you have in mind. But I know that if you think you're better
than me and you can beat me with words, you're wrong. I'll make you
an ass that you don't even dream of. I am better than you, I am
smarter than you and, above all, I always win."

He remains motionless, also because of the contrast between
the noises and my voice. It's time to deal the final blow to the
self-esteem of our forbidding friend.

"I always win. And, every time you think of me, remember: Paul
always wins."

Despite the stress, I can't help but make him the list of
techniques applied, thanks to my unhealthy mania to count
everything: limiting belief installation, powerful neuroassociation
and post-hypnotic command. The essential kit of the little mind
manipulator, basically. I move to the right, escaping his eye
contact, and quickly take the way out, to make the most of the
interval of silence that has been created after my outburst. I feel
flared up, a feeling of warmth pervades my chest, neck and
shoulders.

Anyway, next time, before interrupting me during my tour of
the bookstore, he will think twice, I think. I walk to the
stairs.

I had been missing from New York for two years and I wanted to
enjoy this trip in peace. Despite the money earned, I can't be
happy. I feel robbed and, in a flash of unconsciousness, I think it
couldn't get any worse than that.

**

22 settembre 2018, ore 13.30, New York

"I want to go and study in Italy, Dad."

Well, when I thought that worse than this could not go, I was
optimistic. Going to study in Italy?

"What jumps into your mind?" I retort without thinking too
much. My mind is distracted by everything that is going on and I'm
not in the best mood to handle something like this. So, I do what
most people usually do: instead of communicating, I ventilate my
vocal cords. Many start talking without knowing where they will end
up, they just talk. Exactly as I did. I should have first
reinforced his emotional state of enthusiasm for his choice or
appeased his state of predictable fear in telling me the news. I
didn't do either one or the other, and I made her nervous. It
happens, when talking without connecting the brain or without a
sufficient dosage of glycogen and oxygen in the gray matter.

"Okay, let's talk about it another time," she tells me
annoyed, and I understand that the phone call is over. I greet
you.

I would like to have my bag of travel cashews with me, which I
always keep in my backpack. They help me think. And then, those of
Carpo instantly put me in a great mood.

I was hoping to spend a morning in my favorite bookstore in
complete freedom and instead I had to sip my new strange friend and
his dark looks from B movies. One of my brains, who knows what,
suggests to me that it could really be a dark character from the
world of the underworld, but the neocortex, which comes to terms
with reality, silences everything.

In any case, apart from the dismay at the news of the century
that my daughter gave me on the phone, it must be said that Times
Square always has its charm. All this riot of lights and neon,
mixed with the smell of gasoline (I remember the first time I
arrived there: I got out of the taxi I was shocked by the smell of
fuel with which the air was literally soaked) and the incessant
shouting of thousands of people passing close to each other,
represents for me a moment of magnificent splendor. My head
breathes, if you can say so: smells, colors, scents, voices, horns,
other noises, a flood of people ... So many stimuli that every
attempt I make to follow routes and behavioral patterns breaks
against the wall of impossibility. Which, for one who unfortunately
does not run away from anything, is really a godsend. That's also
why I like to stay in Camden Town doing nothing: the scent of
falafel and apple juice, the smell of incense and people walking
and chatting are a sum of stimuli that I can't follow, and so I get
lost.

I enter a Hard Rock Cafe to eat a vegetarian sandwich and get
a souvenir T-shirt (with Elizabeth I usually choose the holiday
destination depending on whether or not there is a Hard Rock nearby
in which to buy a T-shirt and a cup as a souvenir).

"Hi, kid," Evelin tells me from behind in a ringing voice. He
approaches me, takes me arm in arm and accelerates the pace.

"I'm starving," he adds as we descend the stairs leading to
the restaurant, precluding me from browsing here and there among
gadgets and T-shirts. As if by a miracle, the guy in charge of the
reception makes us immediately sit down, which is strange since
usually a minimum of waiting I can never avoid it. We sit at a
round table and immediately a jovial waiter named John tells us
that he will take care of us and that soon someone will arrive for
orders. I really wish I was alone right now. I love being alone
when I have important issues to think about. And a daughter who
wants to go to study in a foreign country is an important issue to
think about. I know perfectly well that not everything always goes
as you designed it and that the only thing you can do is develop a
powerful flexibility to change, but when certain situations touch
you closely the challenge becomes more difficult. I perceive the
approach of a dangerous boundary line, the one in which what I feel
as right meets what I feel as a paternal survival instinct. The
idea that Elizabeth goes to study abroad has long been in the air,
yet I postponed all the reflections to an undefined moment, perhaps
with the secret belief that that moment would never come. I know
for a fact that my ex-wife doesn't rejoice at the idea, and I'll
probably leverage that. I didn't even scratch my head, even though
I realized that it was an absolutely selfish feeling. I hear Evelin
in the distance talking about settlers and I guess he is referring
to the locals for whom, I understand, he has no particular
sympathy. I'm distracted and it's not good. I can't stand when my
brain gets out of control and goes its own way.

"Are you happy, Dad?" The question resonates unexpectedly,
while a group of rockers that I have never heard of fills the
entire room with haphazard notes. I hear voices, I hear the sound
of dishes, I hear rock music, but none of this can turn off the
voice of my daughter who asks me if I'm happy. Above all, none of
this manages to extinguish the sudden and unexpected silence that
had followed the question (I remember well where and when he had
asked me) and that so far has not been filled with an answer worthy
of the name. Of course, at the time I had responded by striving to
ignore the burden that suddenly weighed on my heart. I replied:
"Yes", more to reassure her than out of real conviction. Happy.
What does this word mean?

"They are not elegant at all," Evelin observes as a girl with
two giant sandwiches appears, as if by magic. "Veggie Leggie?" he
asks. I raise my hand without adding anything else. I ask her for a
mojito, since water today is not suitable for the occasion ("Are
you happy, dad?"). Evelin is beautiful, but now I don't want to
think about anything, not even what I would do to her if it wasn't
so irritating sometimes.

Abracadabra, then. I think my magic word and nothing
happens.

"Breathe" I tell myself. "Concentrate, breathe and let the
sensations flow."

"Abracadabra," I repeat slowly. And, this time, the pleasant
sense of calm that I connected to my magic word begins to spread
throughout the body. It works like this: sometimes, you just have
to think of your magic word for everything to start changing right
away. You may feel a pleasant sensation in your stomach, or on your
shoulders, depending on where you decide to concentrate. Just
remember this: when thoughts go their own way, you always have the
power to take them home, where you want them to be.

"Good" I say after the first bite, while I am calmer and have
regained lucidity. Let's recap: the president of the United States
wants me as a consultant, my daughter wants to go to study in
Italy, I am having lunch with a blonde who pretends to be an
exterminating angel and the right arm of an old woman who believes
in God in person, I have to save a girl I do not know convincing
her to desist from her purpose in just over a week and a guy who
speaks like Dante Alighieri threatened me with I don't know what.
At least with James everything runs smoothly.

"We have to meet this girl, Leonard. We will go to London and
you will have to convince her to continue her wonderful life, is
this clear to you?"

I observe her, in silence, as always looking for some
non-verbal signal that can betray an emotion to hold on to to
negotiate with her, but I do not see any. It's as if Evelin blocks
my abilities, as if it inhibits my usual acumen.

"Everything is clear to me, Evelin," I answer by emphasizing
his name in his tone of voice, so that he understands that this
kind of approach, with me, does not work.

"I met a very mischievous character this morning," I continue
hoping to catch her by surprise.

"Yes, I know."

"He knew about our meeting and my assignment," I say,
finishing swallowing a bite that strangely seems less tasty than
the others.

"He acts a lot with his way of speaking, but you shouldn't
give it too much importance," Evelin continues. Too bad that this
time, in pronouncing the last sentence, he moved his right shoulder
slightly. When lying, the body struggles to synchronize and can
betray some stress signals. It is called "violation of emblematic
signals": asymmetrical shrug of the shoulders, finger on the mouth,
slight shaking of the head to the side when you say: "Yes", or
slight nod when you say: "No". These inconsistencies declare strong
stress on a verbal level or even a beautiful and good lie.
Obviously, before judging someone on the basis of a single gesture,
as unfortunately often happens to many inexperienced, a careful
calibration is necessary, which I did: I did not take my eyes off
her and she did not move a muscle for the duration of the
conversation. Which means that something is wrong here. Obviously,
I can't point it out to him, otherwise I would reveal my cards.
Rather, I will try a small test to verify that I have seen right.
Always better to play it safe, in these cases.

"So, nothing important."

"That's right" she confirms with the seraphic calm that
distinguishes her, as if she were not even from this world, so much
so that the stress signal of just before seems to me really
unusual, and I do not exclude that I invented it.

"Well, better this way. It seemed very strange, however, and
vaguely intimidating" I continue by biting into my sandwich again,
to show that I have little interest in the conversation. If Sun
Tzu, an expert in stratagems, said to ride the waves without the
knowledge of the sky, I say instead to apply the techniques making
sure that no one notices, that otherwise everything can backfire on
you.

"So are you sure there is nothing to fear?" I ask, reiterating
the concept for the third time.

"I've already told you," she says angrily, "absolutely nothing
to fear." Again, slight movement of the right shoulder and a shiver
for me along the back, since it seems rather strange to me that I
can lie about the guy in the bookstore.

"I ask you something, Evelin" I tell her to displace her
again, immediately giving her a command aimed at establishing the
unconscious rules of the game. When Elizabeth was little, I drove
her crazy with this verbal technique: whenever she asked me
something using the verb "power", I always answered her only with a
"Yes" or a "No" without ever further motivating my answers. "Dad,
can you turn up the music?" "Yes." "Dad, can you pass me the
water?" "Yes." "Dad, can you take me to Jane's party?" "No." He
freaked out and sometimes it still happens. The way you ask for
things matters a lot, I have always explained them. If something is
important to you, just ask for it, because every time you ask
permission, you put yourself at a psychological disadvantage
compared to your interlocutor. The measure of the results you get
is closely linked to the quality of the questions you ask and the
way you ask them.

"How do you explain to me the fact that I forgot about our
previous meeting and that not even James told me about it
anymore?"

She looks at me with her usual defiant look, tapping on the
table with the lacquered nail of the index finger of her right
hand.

"Do you want the real answer or the one that your limited
brain can support?"

It is definitely indisposing. But, for sure, I will not give
her the satisfaction of leaking my healthy and sincere desire to
get up and let her go once and for all, despite the indisputable
attractiveness and an incredible feeling of dejà-vu that I have
towards her. I do not answer you: I want silence to play its part.
Many people are terrified by the silence, when I find it to be a
beautiful space in which to take refuge and, above all, a really
powerful negotiation tool. Few people can confidently handle
silence. And when they learn to do that, then it means that they
have really reached a remarkable level of awareness and
self-confidence. As expected, you continue.

"We forget what we can't remember," he tells me.

I do not understand, but I am silent. My brain begins to
gallop in search of the cryptic meaning of this statement, which
was far from ironic.

"I know you didn't understand, Leonard. Your problem is that
you strive to apply reason to any topic. But reason will only lead
you to understand, not to truly understand."

The air around seems muffled, the waiters with their beautiful
smiles and pins pinned on the uniforms flutter around and I feel I
am close to grasping the meaning of what he told me. I feel that
there is a deep meaning that escapes me, as if it were right in
front of my eyes, but beyond a veil.

"The veil of Maya" continues giving voice to my thoughts,
something that I can not stand and to which I have not yet been
able to give a logical explanation.

"You're still on this side of the veil, Leonard. But rest
assured, little boy: sooner or later everything will be clear," he
continues as he gets up, without my having foreseen it.

"You have to think carefully about everything I've told you,"
he adds as he stands and his body is already oriented toward the
exit.

I remain speechless.

He greets me and leaves, leaving me alone, with the annoying
feeling of having missed something important and a great desire to
send everyone to hell.

+

*

23 September 2018, 10.00 am, Washington

I'm in the White House, the president is not there. We are in
an elegant office, where we arrived after an innumerable series of
corridors, ancient paintings and bodyguards. The table is made of
solid wood, not my kind but certainly splendid. Then, whether I
like it or not is of secondary importance; it only matters, for me,
the fact of detecting this specific environmental element, because
it is fundamental in the decoding process that precedes the
profiling process. The most beautiful first lady in history looks
at me with curiosity, waiting for me to pronounce my verdict.
Behind me and to my right, two men in black who watch carefully
over everything that happens. I observe it. Very centered, hands
composed on the table, no sign of either hurry or stress.

I decided to accept this assignment because, despite all my
swagger, the idea of working for the president of the United States
and then being able to tell him is too intriguing, stimulates my
curious and challenge-loving brain, and gratifies my ego of
biblical proportions. I'm disliked by a lot of people, that's why.
I say what I think, always. Many people appreciate it, others do
not. The truth is that whatever you do and however you are, some
will like you and others less, you can't do anything about it. The
only sensible thing you can do is accept this fact and live it
serenely, because it does not matter what people think of you, but
what you think of yourself. Once, as a boy, I had a lot of scruples
worrying about what others might think of me. And I spent hours and
hours in unhealthy and productive elucubrations: what will they say
about me? What will they think? Will they make fun of me because
I'm fat? Will they laugh at me? Will I like it? Won't I like it? I
discovered that there is a single, fundamental answer to all these
questions: "Chissenefrega". Accept the fact that you can't please
everyone and then dedicate yourself to pleasing yourself, which is
the only thing you can do and it really matters.

For many years, after accepting this fact and developing new
skills, I devoted myself to revenge. I didn't know what I was
doing, but it was revenge. Hegel, a philosopher I love very much,
says that a man's life should include three stages: thesis,
antithesis, synthesis. The thesis is the primary event that affects
a person. I stuttered, I was fat, they made fun of me, here is my
thesis. The antithesis is the moment when you do exactly the same
thing to others: victim for a long time, I became an executioner.
From the height of my brazen confidence and from the bottom of my
arrogance, I mocked, mocked, took advantage of my role to put in
the sedan those who were different from me, those who somehow
reminded me of myself with my past weaknesses, as if making fun of
someone weaker than me repaid me for the wrongs suffered, fed the
demon hungry for revenge and revenge. In the end I realized that
being an executioner, typical of evil heroes who never made peace
with their torments, would never take me where I wanted to go. And
so, here is the synthesis, the moment of grace, a magical space
within which you move and decide to lead an existence marked by
sharing what you have learned during the journey, along the most
impervious road. I believe that the difference between a bad hero
and a good one is all here: there are those who vent their
frustrations on others or even worse remain trapped in the
quicksand of victimhood and those who, instead, take flight towards
higher profiles. I don't think I took flight. Every now and then I
jump upwards, but the truth is that I still seem to be too heavy,
that I could lighten up and really fly higher than that. Am I good?
Who knows. I'm happy? Who knows. I live to find out, and perhaps
the fact of asking me prevents me from being so, because those who
are really happy are and that's it. He doesn't say it, he doesn't
say it on social media. He is so happy and satisfied with the dish
he is enjoying that he has no time and does not feel the need to
post the photo of what he eats on a platform that engulfs
everything and where everything evaporates in a beat of his fingers
on the keyboard. He is so immersed in the contemplation of his
loves that he does not even remember wanting to create a new story
to be published online or wanting to certify everything that
happens, because while it happens he is there, and only he thinks
about that. And he is so imbued with love, that words are for him
and for those around him, and for them alone. I have always
believed that the public celebrations of these incredible passions
for things and people actually concealed a huge emptiness, an
unequivocal need not to be enough for oneself, to just be, without
saying anything about it.

"Leonard, tell me. What did she decide?" the first lady asks
me, tearing me away from my thoughts. I enter scanner mode. I begin
my analysis. The table is therefore made of solid wood, therefore
of a fairly warm material; which is an advantage, because at the
level of environmental variables cold elements (such as marble and
stone) tend to make people who move in that environment appear
colder. If my appointment had taken place in a room with a marble
table, I would have had to use specific words with greater
intensity and frequency to compensate for the cold transmitted by
the table: warm, warm, soft, fire, inflame. As I repeat to James
every time he goes to some company: be careful about the
environment in which you move and remember that the environment
becomes emotion and that with words you can transform the way
people perceive the reality that surrounds them. Our mood is
conditioned by any element, even the climate in which we live or
the weather present as we make our decisions. The heat and cold of
the world you live in become the heat and cold of your emotions.
The heat and cold of the objects you touch or come into contact
with become the heat and cold of the way you perceive the people
you talk to. It is cognition embodied: the environment becomes part
of you. And you see things not as they are, but as the environment
makes you stay.

"I want to make sure I can offer you the best possible service
and really give you all the advantage I know I can give you. That's
why I want to ask you a few questions first." The power of frames:
asking people questions upsets them (or can upset them: the brain
loves very little to think and reflect, unless it is aware of the
advantage it derives from it). This is why I always ask my
questions within a framework of utility for my interlocutor. It
works every time.

"But of course," she tells me without moving a muscle,
remaining perfectly still and symmetrical. They must have prepared
it well, those of the secret services (or the "good manners"
department, if it exists): such a response, with such non-verbal
communication, is certainly the result of a lot of training.

"Even though you've already told me about it, I want you to
repeat it to me because you think you need my help." I intend to
extrapolate her motivations because, from what I have been able to
see, she has a considerable influence on her husband and in this
game she could be the best person as an ally.

"The results of the polls do not satisfy me. They do not
satisfy us, on the contrary. My husband's course of action,
especially with regard to foreign policy, is often opposed by
numerous opponents. I absolutely want to avoid a further loss of
popularity for him. Above all, I believe that a change of style is
necessary. We must necessarily adopt another strategy, if we want
people to see it in a light... Different. That's why I really
wanted you to take care of it."

Here is the Super Sense. The time of a thought, and it is as
if I already knew everything.

First of all, the tendency to find confirmation of her
decisions in herself and not in others suggests that the first lady
is an internal referential index: she decided everything on her own
and so she will have to continue to believe that she can do. In the
case of consulting with internal referential indices I am always
very careful to make sure that my ideas are as much as possible
appreciated and confirmed by those who listen to me.

In addition, her motivational strategy is mainly "away from",
that is, oriented to eliminate problematic situations and
discomforts in general: it is useless to offer her positive
scenarios, rewards and rewards. I will focus on all the problems
that, thanks to me, she and her husband will avoid from now
on.

Moreover, it seems that his choices are guided by the
criterion "difference": I will often have to emphasize the fact
that my proposals are different from those of others (and, in fact,
for sure they will be).

Finally, here is a "necessity" style: from how it speaks, it
is perfectly clear that the reason for my convocation did not
originate from a vague desire to explore new scenarios, but from a
strong perceived need, a necessity, in fact.

Now it's up to me: I will make sure to respond by adhering to
her mental schemes, so as to convey to her reptilian brain a
precise message: I speak like her, she can trust me. Whether we
like it or not, this is it: we trust more in those we perceive most
like us.

"I agree with you that it is absolutely necessary to make
different strategic choices: I believe that you have absolutely
seen us right. The fundamental thing, therefore, will be to
understand how to avoid further problems for her husband. I guess
you've already had some ideas on how to proceed» I suggest teasing
your internal referential index and after having followed all the
other strategies.

In fact, she smiles and nods gracefully.

"In fact, yes. We absolutely have to make sure that people
understand that my husband is acting only for the good of the
nation. In my opinion, this is the path we absolutely must
take."

I want to be condescending but without exposing myself,
because I have not yet established what to do and because in any
case it is I who decide: I will not give you reason, nor wrong. I
will avoid taking a stand.

"I believe that you have certainly focused on one of the
fundamental issues and I absolutely agree with you: if people
understand the positive motivation behind her husband's choices,
they will see him differently, "I retort without adding anything
and deluding her, through my consent, of being in a condition of
negotiating superiority.

"Okay, Mr. Loris. So, can I consider it ours?"

"Yes," I answer in a laconic way, without adding any other
information. Let's give space to a bit of mystery, which you never
know.

"How do we proceed, Mr. Loris?"

"Let's do this: since I now have to return to London for a
very delicate matter that requires my presence, I take a few days
to reflect on the most appropriate way to proceed. After that I
will contact you."

She looks at me and smiles, but without moving her eyes too
much: a smile a little pulled, I would say. Perhaps he expected a
different answer.

"Did you expect a different answer?" I ask her.

"Yes, Mr. Loris. In fact, and already that he asks me, yes. We
are in a hurry."

This is one of those moments in which I find myself poised
between the rule that they have inculcated in me since the first
courses I attended, that is, the one according to which the
customer is sacred and we consultants must do everything possible
to satisfy him, especially if he is an important customer, and the
one that I have imposed on myself in recent years,  that is, always
maintain a position of psychological and negotiating superiority,
because people attribute greater value to those who promote
themselves well and to those who do not take themselves too much
for granted. The goods on sale, no matter what they say, no one
likes: everyone likes rare, expensive and unique pieces, only most
people can not afford them. They, on the other hand, can afford the
unique piece. Then, they will wait.

"I imagine it. But the issue I have to deal with in London
emerged before your request and I am a man of my word (double lie:
I lied in saying that I do not lie ... but in a negotiation
functional lies are almost always allowed). Which, believe me, she
herself will be very happy with. So, I go and fix what I need to
fix. As soon as I have any idea about what we said, I contact her.
A quick delivery to be able to hear it without going through two
hundred switchboards?"

She, as if she already knew that I would ask for it, magically
makes a business card of a shimmering white appear and makes it
slide before my eyes, accompanying it with a graceful
gesture.

"Call this number, they will pass me the call quickly."

"Perfect" I conclude without thanking and getting up before
you can add anything else.

One of the two guys moves imperceptibly, she looks at him and
makes a quick affirmative nod with his head, as if to tell him that
everything is fine.

He gets up and extends his hand to me.

"See you soon, Mr. Loris."

I am escorted out of the room in a heartbeat and immediately
start thinking about my next mysterious date in London. I was
hoping that my short stay here would run a little smoother, but it
doesn't matter: I bought the literally most important customer in
the world and I signed two agreements that will make me much richer
than I was a couple of days ago. I just have the strange feeling
that things will get complicated, and I don't know why.

"One last thing, Mr. Loris. I have read his books and I know
how he thinks about some issues that are quite delicate for us. The
stakes, both for the job we are talking about now and for the other
issues he often deals with, are really high. So I expect you,
especially with regard to our foreign policy, to have such a low
profile that it is practically invisible. The consequences of
behavior other than this would be very serious."

I stop. It looks like a threat. It is a threat.

"Is it a threat?"

"It's a consideration."

"Is it a threat?"

"It's a consideration, Mr. Loris. Understand it as you wish.
As he wrote in his last book, as one thinks, decides."

+

*

24 September 2018, 7.55 pm, London

They are in Covent Garden, the flower market, red phone booths
and tourists who move like distracted ants in search of something
to eat or the perfect souvenir to take home.

The scent of flowers mixes with that of incense that comes
from the banquet of an Indian lady who tries to trim to unwary
tourists fragrant water, contained in dozzinali glass bottles,
passing it off as a delicate Arabic perfume; the voice of a boy
calls tourists to his banquet, while he does magic with a rigged
deck of cards that will sell at ten times its value and that, at
home, someone will put in a drawer without deigning to look at it
anymore; the flamboyant costume of a street artist reflects dreams
in the incredulous eyes of kids who stare at him with their mouths
open, while they give their hand to mom or dad and enjoy the
spectacle of a acrobat who seems happy but who knows what hides
behind that heavy makeup.

"Good morning, Leonard," whispers Lucifer, who suddenly
materialized behind my back, with his deep and incredibly sexy
voice. I can't stand when people interrupt the flow of my thoughts,
catching me off guard.

Today she wears a light suit, without a tie, a small license
to her usual impeccable style.

"Our friend will be here today. And you, Leonard, will have to
meet you here."

I do not understand why this must be the place of the
meeting.

"It's a truly magical place," says Evelin, who also appeared
suddenly and gave voice to my thoughts. She has a less contemptuous
tone of voice than usual, indeed, she even seems melancholic, right
now.

"Here particular energy flows intersect," he adds, "which have
the power to attract, in addition to barbaric tourists of dubious
taste, people whose sensitivity is put to the test, people whose
soul hides dark meanders that are just waiting to be explored and
then illuminated."

Strangely poetic, the girl, today. Obviously, I recognize
myself in the description, and I also recognize my friend Luke, who
is also so attracted to this place. My rational part is on alert,
reminding me that we believe only what confirms our previous ideas
and that therefore Evelin's description could only be a way of
creating an engagement with me: using a vague and generic language,
in fact, allows those who listen to you to recognize themselves in
his words and therefore create a particular empathic bond with
him.

Enchantingly, my gaze is attracted by a quartet that is
approaching at a brisk pace. They point towards me. I focus and
recognize them. I relax: it is Antonella, an Italian friend of
mine, accompanied by her three beautiful children, Beatrice, Andrea
and Francesco. They've been living in London for a while and every
now and then we have tea together.

I greet them with a hug, while Evelin and Lucifer, whom I
wanted to introduce to them, have mysteriously evaporated.

"So, Beatrice, what can you tell me?" I ask the little girl,
who smiles at me as if she had a great secret to tell me. Beatrice
is thirteen years old and is a kind of little prodigy. She loves to
read and writes better than most adults I know.

"All right, Leonard! I learned to breathe as you taught me and
during the interrogation it went very well!" she trills all happy,
while a part of my brain wonders where my evanescent friends have
gone.

"Let me see," I tell her.

She settles down with her legs slightly apart, shrugs her
shoulders, throws all the air into the stomach, contracting the
diaphragm and without swelling her chest. Then, it expels the air
calmly.

"Brava" I say proudly. It will lead the way, I am sure.

"Dear Leonard" suggests to me the persuasive voice of Lucifer
mysteriously reappeared behind me, "I see that you are in the
company of two pretty young ladies and two young baldi ... and,
alas, it pains me to ask you to follow me. We really have to
go."

"We'll hear from you soon," I say to my Italian friends, who
do the typical "ciao ciao" with the little hand that would make
them recognizable in the midst of a billion Englishmen.

I go back to Lucifer and Evelin, who also mysteriously
reappeared. We look into each other's eyes, we form an almost
mystical triangle. I stare at him, then her.

"Abstain from your intent!" thunders all of a sudden voice
behind me, catching me off guard and making me gasp.

I turn around, with my heart beating faster than it should.
The guy from the bookstore is there, in front of me, invading, and
by a lot, my intimate area. The instinct is to take a step back. In
a second call to mind my magic word and enchantment I find the
centering. "You can do it too," I often repeat to my daughter
Elizabeth who, of course, almost always has better things to do
than listen to her boring dad, "you can choose your word and repeat
it every time you feel good, so when you don't feel well you just
have to think about it to feel better immediately, and the magic
will be accomplished without you realizing it."

Lucifer stiffens imperceptibly and takes a half step back.
Strange, I would not have expected it: half a step back means loss
of negotiating power, a real declaration of stress. Evelin, on the
other hand, moves slightly forward in an aggressive attitude and
flaunting his traditional expression of contempt. Lucifer, who I
identify with the limbic brain, the brain of desires and empathy,
had the instinct to retreat in the face of this grumpy behavior,
while Evelin, whom I identify with the reptilian brain, the brain
of instinct governed by the "Fight or flight" rule, chose to fight.
From Evelin, I would have expected nothing less than a healthy
fight with teeth grinding and nails dripping with blood.

"What do you want, little boy?" he asks, staring into his
eyes.

A glacial cold falls on us. The world seems to be slowing
down.

"My beloved," replies the guy, "I am very sure that your
intentions are noble and favorable. At the same time, I urge you,
all of you who here today make such a noble assembly, to refrain
from carrying out further actions regarding the goals you have set
for yourselves." And then he is silent, looking at us as if what he
had said was enough to make us go home.

Lucifer is silent, Evelin teams him as if he wanted to set it
on fire and I observe the scene, focusing on my magic word and the
rhythmic beat of my heart.

"So?" the guy continues, blatantly mistaking his move. First
rule of negotiation: whoever speaks first, loses. If you give a
precise command, then at least have enough balls to shut up and
wait for your interlocutors to react. I, who in the bookstore had
let myself go to a powerful turpiloquio to try the road of
anti-engagement, I decided that now I will use my usual way of
speaking. On the contrary, I will use the mildest and most
constructive approach.

So, first of all, I will placate him by communicating in an
essential way with his reptilian brain, to make him understand
that, at the very least, I understood what he told us. This,
usually, calms people, even the most hostile.

Then, to seduce his limbic brain, I will make sure to convey
to him the message that we are all rooting for him, that we want to
help him in satisfying his interests.

Finally, moving on to the neocortex, I will ask him to better
specify his intentions or, more likely, to get out of the way and
let us do our job, whatever it is (still, in fact, I do not
know).

"Listen to me" I begin by lowering my voice slightly, to
convey a feeling of security and authority, which now I do not feel
so much but that I can easily recreate, knowing how it works. He
looks at me, instinctively.

"I understood perfectly what you told us and your message is
very clear to me, which you have taken care to give us already
twice" I say calmly, leaving time for the sounds of Covent Garden
to fill the rarefied silence that currently hovers over us.

And suddenly it happens.

Time slips on me slowly. Everything slows down. It's like
being in a movie where the characters move in slow motion, so that
you have the chance to observe everything, to notice everything, to
take the time to breathe and calmly decide what to think and say.
It is not the sixth sense. It is something more, something
different, something powerful.

I look at him, no revealing signs. In a world where people
touch their faces five hundred times a day, I find myself speaking
to a group of people who let little or nothing shine through, as if
they had been trained by the CIA or kgb of the best
tradition.

"I interrupt her instantly," he tells me, leaving me stunned.
It shouldn't work that way. In my books, it doesn't work like that:
there is me who speaks and who applies the schemes and there are
the imaginary people who populate the pages that respond as it
should. Of course, in my books, no one interrupts me while I
communicate to the three brains! I control myself, while Evelin
still takes a step forward, increasing the tension. Lucifer smiles
and enjoys the scene, now that he has been excluded from it.

"As much as I appreciate his extraordinary skills as a
communicator, Mr. Loris," he continues, "I have very little time
and very little inclination to listen further to motivations that
would make us deviate from the main theme of my speech: refrain
from proceeding further, leave things as they are intended to be
and continue with your miserable existence,  forgetting about
everything else."

"Miserable existence you tell your sister" I think (although,
who knows why, Elizabeth comes to mind asking me if I am happy, as
if I knew it and as if happiness really existed).

Elizabeth's thought confuses me for a moment, and in fact I'm
wrong.

"Otherwise?" I ask him in a defiant tone. I passed the ball to
him, and that's a mistake.

Now it is he who takes a step forward towards me, with his
chin turned slightly upwards, a sign that he has taken up the
challenge and that, indeed, he is ready for the duel.

"Otherwise the consequences could be rather unpleasant and
nefarious," he replies in a hurry, using a powerful generalization
that leaves me free for a thousand possible interpretations, none
of which are pleasant or positive.

He takes another step forward, looks at me more intensely and
says to me in a low voice: "Both for you and for your affections,
Mr. Leonard. I remind her that she has a lovely daughter, about
whom she should think with a greater sense of
responsibility."

And it is on this phrase that my throat closes and the violent
impulse to shatter his head with a hammer blow is assailed, as in
my worst fantasies of a confused and angry teenager looking for
destruction and blood. It's a matter of a second, between imagining
myself making her skull my banquet, thinking of Elizabeth in
danger, and scaring myself of the obscene thought I've just
conceived. My eyes throb, while Lucifer advances as if to stand
between me and my new worst enemy, and suddenly an incredible roar
from the main street draws my attention. I turn around to figure
out who crashed and where. It's a moment. I turn again to the guy
who just threatened me and my daughter and I see that he is gone.
Gone. Lucifer looks at me with a tense smile, Evelin is strangely
devoid of expression, as if lost in another world. I, frankly,
don't know what to think. I seem to hear them, my three brains, who
are now arguing.

"Run away!" shouts the reptile at me, who as always just wants
to do his best to protect me from the dangers of the world.

"Stay" tells me the limbic, who this time disagrees with his
primitive friend, victim of an unhealthy curiosity that pushes him
to find out who it is and what mystery this is ever.

"It is illogical and irrational" thunders the neocortex, which
knows that it has made a commitment, that it has been paid to carry
it out and that, above all, knows with tetragonal certainty that
magic does not exist, that there are neither angels nor demons,
that disappearances are always and in any case rationally
explainable.

"Escape!"

"Stay: you don't want to know more, you don't care who this
mysterious character is?"

it. Illogical. Irrational. You've made a commitment, you have
to keep it, no more hysterical teenage talk."

"We have to talk to Lisa." It is Lucifer, blessed him, who
interrupts the flow of my thoughts.

"We have to make sure Paul knows the girl!" thunders Evelin.
"Time is running out and October 1st is near."

Lucifer guards it.

"Evelin, my dear, you know well that our mutual friend must be
taken, so to speak, with due caution and that, although it is true
that time is pressing, we must still talk about it with
Lisa."

I'm not really well right now, but I can focus on the
linguistic structures of Lucifer, who made Evelin think "Yes" three
times in a row and then elegantly guided her towards the solution
he proposed, which is to call Lisa.

"Lucifer, my dear, it is useless that you are clever with me
and try to manipulate me with your techniques. I know what needs to
be done, and you know it too. She's here, and he has to meet her
now, period. We talk to Lisa afterwards."

Lucifer smiles, while a slight sense of anxiety is rising to
me, which I keep at bay breathing with the diaphragm. "Breathe,
breathe, breathe deeply" I tell myself.

"Evelin..." he resumes in a mellifluous and highly seductive
tone. He has this low voice that would jump around his neck as soon
as he opens his mouth. She raises her eyes to the sky, puts her
hands on her hips (pose that, usually, is an indication of
insecurity but which in her case is only an indication of a great
boredom) and snorts.

Covent Garden attends, unaware, this show in which the most
instinctive and irrational being on the planet challenges the most
empathetic man you can imagine meeting, all in front of me, who
consider myself the pure reason, in the face of Kant. But it's just
a thought. Now that the danger seems to have passed, I realize that
I am tired, that I still have some time zone to recover and that I
am hungry.

"You two, finish it. We are here, we have a job to do, let's
do it," I say in a tone that does not allow for replies. In fact,
the two shut up and I can't help but grasp the irony of the whole:
it's exactly as it happens in the brain, when the unconscious part
starts to do the odds and the only way you have to silence the
negative thoughts is to interrupt their scheme, saying: "Enough is
enough!" in a voice loud enough to be credible. When you feel
overwhelmed by thoughts you don't like, take a deep breath and then
shout in your head, "Enough!" It's the best scheme break you can
introduce, and it always works.

"Let's go and talk to this girl, who is running out of time,"
I repeat.

Lucifer and Evelin look at each other, look at me, nod. All
employed by the rational Leonard, it seems.

"So where is this girl?" I ask.

Lucifer looks in the direction of a flower stall and finally I
see her.

She is alone, it seems to come out of an ancient postcard: a
dress with floral motifs, probably recovered in some small shop
recently in Notthing Hill, low shoes to Audrey Hepburn, raven hair
collected in a chignon of other times. Very large sunglasses and,
given the time, not exactly relevant to the context. A handbag
without infamy and without praise hangs from her left shoulder,
while she seems lost in the absolute contemplation of a bouquet of
flowers with colors unknown to me. I don't know why he's doing
this. They told me that this girl I don't know wants to commit
suicide, and I agreed to meet her and make her desist from her
purpose. From certain points of view, it is pure madness. And I'm
more than certain I'm not doing it for the money. What am I looking
for? I don't know, I'll think about it later. Now there is some
work to be done.

"Can you at least tell me what it's called?"

"Mary," they answer in chorus.

"Mary," Lucifer repeats in a tone that even seems
affectionate.

"Mary" I repeat to impress the name on my head.
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