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PROLOGUE:

The Heavens Can Wait

Some days, you just feel it in your bones. You wake up, and you’re sure that nothing is going to go your way: it would be better to turn around, pull the covers over your head, and go back to sleep.

In a movie, this would be a voice-over explaining why I would much rather grab the box from under my bed labeled “Survival Kit” than go to work.

In my survival kit, along with a photo of Hugh Jackman’s abs, gummy worms, and a bag of kernels primed for popping, there are films—strictly on VHS—that would not normally appear in the library of the l" film aficionado I make myself out to be . . . As if to spite the ABCs of cinema (that does not stand for the American Broadcasting Company, but for Allen, Burton, and Coppola), whose posters are proudly displayed on the IKEA bookcase in my living room, under my bed I hide pop culture hits like Notting Hill, Dirty Dancing, Pretty Woman, and Ghost.

It’s true. When everything goes wrong, I overdose on sugar in celluloid form. But why these films in particular, and romantic comedies of the ’80s and ’90s in general? Because I am an eternal child, and those films are my version of Proust’s madeleine. From their very first scenes, they take me back to the safe, protected world of my childhood. They make me believe that there is an order to my life; that even when everything seems to be going wrong, there is a happy ending right around the corner—at 120 minutes, just in time for the closing credits.

Today is one of those days. I know it as soon as I open my eyes to the whining of the alarm. I’m tempted. Very tempted. But, of course, survival kit days do have a tendency to occur on Mondays, when you have a meeting on par with a United Nations summit.

And yes, last night I had an inkling that an intravenous dose of Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind was not a good idea. Especially from the moment I decided to wash down both the film and my sorrows with a bottle of champagne. To be precise, the bottle of Louis Roederer champagne that was supposed to be drunk on a first anniversary that never happened.

In life, there are some moments when you deliberately set out to mess yourself up.

So, as I push aside the covers, I can’t help but regret the big night that ended in grand style with me hugging the toilet and squeezing out stupid tears in between retches.

On my pilgrimage to the kitchen, I hope that a double dose of caffeine will work the magic of our Lady of Lourdes and rouse me from my catatonic state. Still on autopilot, I turn on the radio to listen to the news, and take great delight in the fact that there is someone who is worse off than I am.

Finally, I gather the courage to inch toward the bathroom. Oh my god. Looking back at me in the mirror is a female version of the picture of Dorian Gray—in pajamas. The dark circles under my eyes make me look like a panda in a wig.

Carlo, I hate you, I think as I try to gather together what’s left of myself and the orgy of junk food scattered around the house.

Carlo is my very-ex-boyfriend. Five years together. Seven months, twelve days, and four hours (give or take a minute) of cohabitation that ended almost two years ago. Of course, in two years, a life should be completely rebuilt, and I’ve done that. Or at least I’ve tried to, given the sequence of wrong men I’ve fallen for after him—the last of them, Giorgio, left me the legacy of that damn champagne. The problem is that while the others came and went, Carlo has always remained, even though we’re not together anymore. I always thought that in the end our bond went beyond the normal definition of love, that it was something more complex, something that transcended physical attraction. Like in When Harry Met Sally.

But now, Carlo is getting married.

In seven months.

And I had to find out from Facebook. And not even from him, but from that idiot Cristina who announced it for the whole world to read: “I’m pregnant and Carlo and I are getting married in September, on my birthday!”

Fantastic. Congratulations. Best wishes. And a nice fuck-you the size of Milan Cathedral, OK? And to think that, at first, I thought she was my friend.

It’s not that I wish I were in Cristina’s place. But between Carlo and me, I should have been the one to get married first. They always say “ladies first,” right?

And here we come to my other pressing problem: age. I’m already way past thirty. I’m no spring chicken, as they say. I so badly want to meet someone, to really fall in love (and he with me, preferably) and start a family. But instead, I’m so unlucky in love that I seem to be competing for the Nobel Prize for Spinsterhood.

I am on the toilet with my head resting on my knees when the sound of the radio filters through:

“Unions have confirmed the general public transport strike planned for today. Remember that strike action is scheduled from 8:45 this morning until 3:00 p.m. and then from 6:00 p.m. until the end of service . . .”

“Oh shit!”

The news hits my system like a shot of adrenaline. The meeting starts at 9:30 and my car will be at the mechanic until Wednesday.

Alice, wake up! It’s already 8:04, assuming that the clock in the bathroom is correct. And since it takes about ten minutes to get from here to the tram stop, I barely have twenty minutes to transform myself from Carrie to a low-budget version of Alice Bassi.

So long, shower. So long, hair straightener. And so long, nail polish. Actually, no, I’ll throw that in my bag; I may have time for a quick retouch once I get to the office. Clocking a time that would make Carl Lewis weep, in ten minutes flat I’m out of the house and cursing the chronic disorganization syndrome that made me give up before even trying to look for an umbrella.

I run to the tram stop through the torrential downpour.

It’s 8:16 and someone comments that we won’t make the last train. In my head, I start doing calculations again. It’s a fifteen-minute walk from here to the train that I need to take, and I’m already crossing the road at a steady pace, trying not to give a damn about the rain that is drenching my hair and my jacket.

“What a shitty day . . . What a shitty day . . .” I growl like a mantra through clenched teeth.

As my brightly striped stockings become drenched up to my knees, I miss my survival kit, especially Ghost. Because at least Patrick Swayze is a ghost, and you can be sure there’s no possibility that after the end of the movie he might change his mind, leave Demi Moore, and get another woman pregnant.

“I’m sorry, the last one just went by,” says the little man closing the gate to the commuter train.

It’s not possible. This is a nightmare.

I cling to my last hope: the phone numbers for taxis saved in my smartphone. And after another quarter of an hour under water, my saving angel arrives: Wapiti 28–47.

The guy, with a gaunt face and a tan like Crocodile Dundee’s, stares at me for a moment and then shows me the newspaper resting on the backseat. “Couldn’t you sit on that, ma’am? Otherwise you’re going to soak my whole seat . . .”

Of course. Perfect. I hate when people call me ma’am. And now I have to wrap my ass in newspaper, as if I were a sea bass being taken home from the market.

“You look like you need to get your energy back, if you don’t mind me saying so,” he says, starting up again. “You know, the wapiti is a Canadian elk. In shamanic medicine, it’s considered a sacred animal, a good help for people . . . At your age, you should start taking care of yourself. Have you ever tried crystal therapy?”

At my age? At my age? Good Lord! How old does he think I am? Sure, I have no makeup on, I still have panda eyes; and right now my hair must look worse than Johnny Depp’s in Edward Scissorhands . . . but, heck, I do not have one foot in the grave!

One foot in the ditch is what I get instead a few minutes later when Wapiti pulls into the driveway of Mi-A-Mi Network, the small TV station for which I have been sweating blood every day for the past ten years. Opening the door and putting your foot in a crater full of water all in one motion? Priceless.

“How much do I owe you?” I ask, holding back a grimace of anger and disgust.

“It’s twenty-two euros and sixty-five cents. Call it twenty-two fifty.”

I open my wallet and realize that I have only ten euros in cash. Shit. Now what am I going to say to Wapiti-Crocodile Dundee? “Just give me a second . . .”

When I raise my head, I spot my colleague Raffaella, wrapped in an impeccable Gucci raincoat, her umbrella and boots in a matching dusky mauve color. Not a single hair out of place. The raindrops dodge her obediently.

“Taxi? Very nice,” she says with a wink. “Somebody’s treating herself.”

“Raffa, wait!” I call out. “Could you lend me thirteen euros? I’ll pay you back at lunch, I need to go to the ATM.”

“Of course, sweetie. Are you sure that will be enough?” she says, giving me a twenty. “Keep it so you can get yourself a hot tea at the machine. You look exhausted.” Pointing to my behind, Raffa adds, “Alice, what have you done to your skirt?”

Lifting up my jacket a little, I understand why: I have a newspaper article printed across my butt cheeks, and it’s all thanks to Wapiti-Dundee and his brilliant idea to make me sit, sopping wet, on a newspaper.

I quickly say goodbye and race down the stairs that lead to the recording studios. There are bathrooms there, but more important there are dressing rooms where they keep a few stage costumes. I hope I can find something in my size.

“Good morning.”

There is a man in front of the coffee machine next to the production room. He turns around and looks me up and down. “Are you new? Are you lost?”

New, me? He’s the one who must be new. Judging from his height, jeans, magnetic glance, and salt-and-pepper hair, he must be an aspiring actor from Mal d’Amore, the soap we shoot in the Alpha studio. Maybe they’re holding auditions today. And this guy, who looks like Richard Gere but taller, has a good chance, if you ask me.

“Really it’s been a while since I was new—” I tell Tall Richard Gere.

I shoot straight into the dressing room, where I find a skirt. It is a dark, pleated kilt, which would be fine if it weren’t stitched with sequins.

“Nice, it looks good on you. Which show do you host?” Tall Richard Gere asks me as he finishes sipping his coffee and hits the basket with his paper cup.

“Oh, I . . . No, I don’t do any broadcasts,” I reply, my face softening into a smile. If he thinks I could go on camera like this, perhaps I don’t look such a fright.

“Ah, yes,” he says. “That’s what I thought, but since you’re wearing that skirt from Wardrobe . . .”

Meanwhile, I’m already waving goodbye as I start walking away. I still have another Everest to climb: the meeting is starting in less than ten minutes.

•  •  •

When I get to the meeting room, everyone is a little late. I have time to organize the notepaper, pens, and water pitchers, and check that the whiteboard markers are working. Then, since I’m still alone, I tell myself that I have maybe a minute to fix that nail where the polish came off. It won’t take long.

I’m just doing the last touches when Carlo comes in and casts me a knowing smile. God, I wouldn’t even be able to steal candy without him catching me. I pretend not to notice. The code of conduct of the true strong and independent woman calls for the flaunting of a certain level of indifference. I continue to apply polish to my other nails, concentrating on my hands, as if I were Leonardo da Vinci painting the Mona Lisa.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Carlo take a seat far away from me. I blow on my nails and wiggle my freshly polished fingers to show him that I’m the important one here; the rest of the world doesn’t exist.

Then I hear someone clearing their throat.

Everyone has arrived. Raffa shakes her head and walks over to Enrico to whisper something in his ear. Cristina rests her hand on Carlo’s arm—he has a furrowed brow and looks almost sad. To top it off, standing in front of the whiteboard are Our Lord the President of the Network and Tall Richard Gere. The latter clears his throat again. “Well, if the young lady has finished doing her nails, I would say we can begin, Mr. President.”

I close my eyes and think of the Dirty Dancing video under my bed, and that moment when Baby confidently stands up and shows everyone what she’s made of. But there is no Patrick Swayze here to hold out his hand for me. In his place is that guy I thought was a handsome actor—the type who if he gets to say more than three lines already feels like he’s De Niro in Taxi Driver—and he’s no longer sporting the friendly smile that he greeted me with at the coffee machine.

“Good,” says Mr. President, calling everyone to attention. “As you know, we are a small network. One big, little family with a great desire to grow. This will mean all hands on deck. It will not be easy, since we’re in the midst of a crisis . . . but we must change if we’re not to surrender. So, in order to give the network a makeover, Mr. Davide Nardi has come to help us. In the coming months, he will observe and evaluate the work being done in our company, and then tell us how and when to intervene. Where to change, expand . . . or cut . . .”

And I, with my skirt and my nails, just gave him the worst possible impression.

At the end of the meeting, I have one foot out the door, when I hear Nardi say: “Of course, your ideas for the development of the network will be most welcome. If anyone has an idea for a program, a new format, anything interesting, please let me know and we will consider it.”

Maybe a program on how to search for a new job, I think. Hired or Fired?

•  •  •

“There are germs on that.”

I lift my head out of my hands. I am sitting on the floor in a bathroom stall with my elbow resting on the closed toilet lid. It seemed like the best place to reflect on my future.

In front of me stands a tall guy with blond hair and a very flashy earring in his left ear.

“Sorry?”

He smiles, crouches down next to me, and shakes his head. “Honey, excuse me for saying this, but you do not look well at all.”

“Let’s say that it’s really not my day.” I sigh.

He puts his hand on mine. On his middle finger, he’s wearing a ring with strange symbols. “I know,” he says, nodding.

I look him in the eye, and it is as if he really does know. I have the feeling that he has all the answers. Like Cinderella’s fairy godmother, except that he’s a man with bleached hair, thick eyeliner, and an earring. He stares at me in turn, kindly, and then says, “You’re a Libra, aren’t you?”
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Swept Away [by a Libra]

And that’s how it all started. When you talk about the important moments in your life, you expect them to happen when you’re at the top of your game. That is, with smooth legs and perfumed underarms. But I like to be different, so my defining moment had to happen in the stall of a company bathroom, with my hair still wet and mascara streaming down my cheeks.

“A . . . Libra?” I repeat.

“It’s a zodiac sign,” he explains to me.

“I know what a Libra is,” I reply. But I’m genuinely stunned, because I actually am a Libra. “Anyway, I . . . sorry, I don’t believe in that. Astrology is for idiots. We’re not in the Middle Ages anymore.”

He shrugs and holds out his right hand again. “I’m Tio.”

“What kind of name is Tio?” I ask, taking his hand. “Um, Alice.”

“It’s a stage name. An abbreviation for Tiziano. I’m an actor. And don’t worry, most people don’t believe in horoscopes . . . but they all read them anyway.”

As I move toward the sink, I acknowledge that he’s right. After all, even I have found myself looking at my stars on occasion.

“Do you know what really pisses me off?” I tell him, trying to flash at least the semblance of a smile. “When I read in my horoscope that this is a great period, that I have at least three stars for love, business, and health, but instead I feel like a wreck. I’ve just been dumped and I’m in danger of losing my job. So I feel like picking up the phone and calling the guy who wrote the horoscope, hurling insults at him, and telling him that I’ll see him in court. When I read a great horoscope and my life is going to hell, I feel like an outcast. I imagine that everyone else with my sign has happily boarded the good luck bus and I got the door slammed in my face.”

Tio looks at me puzzled, then smiles and says, “Well, now you’re on the bus, honey. Or rather, a business class flight.” He winks and takes me by the arm.

We walk toward the door.

“And you know what your first stroke of luck is? I’ll buy you lunch. I have to celebrate; I just got offered a part in Mal d’Amore.”

I smile at him. “That way you can explain to me what you were doing in the ladies’ room . . .”

“Um . . . actually, this is the men’s room.”

And as I open the door, we find ourselves face-to-face with Carlo, who gives a start when he sees me.

“A . . . Alice!” He scratches his head while his smile reduces to a grimace. “Look, I . . . I wanted to talk to you.”

Of course. The last thing I need is a firsthand account of Carlo’s happiness about his impending fatherhood.

I shoot a look at Tio, wishing that he would throw me a rope to get me out of the quicksand I’m sinking into.

Miraculously, Tio behaves like a perfect fairy godmother. “Excuse us, but we were just going to lunch . . . to discuss work,” he says with such a professional look that I almost believe him. He’s not a bad actor.

•  •  •

“You must be deceptively thin.” Unless he’s been locked in a cage with no food for three days. The speed at which Tio manages to gulp down everything on the tray must be a Guinness World Record. Meanwhile, I’m still fiddling with my overcooked macaroni.

“I have a good metabolism, and like many Gemini, I have a mercurial structure. I’m nervous and agile.”

“More astrology? OK, so tell me how you guessed I was a Libra.”

“Well, at the moment the sky doesn’t look good for Libras. Saturn is retrograde for the whole month. The Sun went into Aries a couple of days ago. And complicated situations and stress are accumulating in the Libra constellation, both from an emotional point of view, with Venus negatively squared with Jupiter, and from a professional point of view, with the Opposition of Pluto and the Negative Transit of Uranus.”

I blink because, although on the one hand I didn’t understand a word of what he said, on the other hand my ears filtered all the words, coming to an immediate conclusion: I have interplanetary bad luck syndrome. “So, basically, there is nothing I can do: it’s not me . . . it’s not like I could do something about it. There’s no escape.”

“No, come on. It’s just one period and the Transits will soon change . . . And actually: knowing what is happening to you on an astrological level can help you to prevent certain issues. Like if you know that it’s going to rain, what do you do? You bring an umbrella.”

I snort. A flawless argument.

Tio sighs. “Libras haven’t had an easy time. It’s due to the Transit of Saturn in their sign. It’s been there for almost two years. What can you do? It’s the planet associated with tough times, discipline, and the trials of life. But the good news is that now it’s moved on to Scorpio, and since it’s one of the slower planets, it will not come back into Libra’s orbit for another thirty years.”

“Alice . . .”

When I lift my gaze and look over Tio’s shoulder, I see Carlo. Great. “What do you want? Can’t you see that I’m talking?”

“Alice, please, I know that—”

“If you know, then why are you disturbing me? Can’t you see that I’m busy? Would I interrupt you if you were in a meeting?”

Tio also turns around for a second, then looks back at me and rolls his eyes.

I watch Carlo walk away.

“It’s a real shame that he’s not a Scorpio.” Saturn’s bad luck won’t touch him for another twelve years. Too late to rely on that.

“You must have negative Mars in Midheaven; it makes a person very aggressive and not particularly diplomatic,” comments Tio.

“Oh, it’s just that he’s my ex . . . that is my very-ex . . .” Actually, counting all the unfortunate relationships that came my way after him, I should say that he is my ex-ex-ex-ex-ex . . . assuming I haven’t forgotten anyone. “We have a very . . . complicated relationship . . .”

“What sign is he?”

“Aquarius.”

Tio distractedly checks his watch. “Aquarius is the sign of freedom and experimentation. It’ s difficult to make them put down roots . . . They love risk and unpredictability.”

Ah, two birds with one stone . . . Carlo evidently did take a risk and now a positive pregnancy test will force him to put down roots, whether he likes it or not. In spite of everything, I feel a little guilty for how I treated him. I glance around for him in the café, but he must have already left. Can I really blame Mars for having spoken to him like that?

“Between Aquarius and Libra there is, in fact, a certain harmony,” continues Tio, “but if the understanding is not reinforced on an erotic level, Aquarius has the tendency to wander. The good news is that they can have a loyal and sincere friendship.”

He’s not telling me anything new, really. Living together just proved that it wasn’t going to work: even though we were in love, we drove one another crazy. One example: I am completely disorganized, while he has always been practically obsessive-compulsive, trying to put everything in alphabetical order, from DVDs to the contents of the kitchen cabinets, which meant I had to remember to look for biscuits near baking soda and not where you kept the tea or sugar . . .

“See? Now you know that potentially things won’t work out well with an Aquarius. Libras usually suffer with signs that don’t know how to take care of them. For you, a strong Leo would be great; an alpha male, dominant, but able to pay real attention to his partner. Or an adventurous Sagittarius. Or with Scorpio . . . Let me think . . .”

“I don’t want a Scorpio,” I say, getting up. “I’ve already had enough trouble. He can deal with Saturn on his own.”
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I’m Starting from Aries

I leave Tio in Wardrobe. We exchange numbers and he promises that he’ll call me soon. When we say goodbye, he plants two kisses on my cheeks and says it was the lucky Trine of Venus that brought us together.

As skeptical as I am about Tio’s astrological theories, I can’t help but find them fascinating. And deep down, I love this stuff. The thought that there is some kind of predestination, a Grand Plan, makes me feel less in jeopardy. A while ago, for example, I toyed with the idea of devoting myself to feng shui, but not just casually dropping a pink pillow here and a green curtain there. I made up my mind to completely reorganize the entire house.

This was right after my best friend, Paola, got married.

I haven’t always lived alone. I am a very sociable person, and Paola was my third and last roommate. Just like the two before her, Sara and Marta, she fell in love and packed her bags after less than four months.

After she left, I began to think that my apartment was a catalyst for supernatural forces that stimulated marriage. Some sort of holistic dating agency: come and live with me and you’ll be settled down in no time.

Now, I really love my friends, but it wouldn’t be such a bad thing if the magic also worked for yours truly. And, given that the first, Sara, left me to live with her boyfriend; the second, Marta, got married; and Paola, the third, has even had a baby, it seems that the miraculous power is only increasing with time.

Hence, feng shui. I tried to reorganize the layout of the furniture to channel the energies toward me. I even changed bedrooms, occupying what had once been theirs. Nothing. I even managed to make things worse. Seeing me so fully committed, the man I was dating at the time suddenly had second thoughts about our relationship and decided to break things off.

In a fury, I put everything back the way it was, and I used the feng shui manual to wash the windows. At least I can say that it helped me to gain some clarity.

Don’t get me wrong, I am truly happy for my friends, especially Paola. The fact that she found a man like Giacomo and that they are madly in love gives me some kind of comfort. In short, it makes me think that there is still a little hope left for true love in this world.

Today, I am extra happy to see her. Ever since the new baby arrived, our opportunities to see each other have dwindled. In fifteen years of friendship, Paola and I have become well versed in the analysis of each other’s emotions. If universities had such a thing as a Department of Emotional Anatomical Pathology, we would be awarded an honorary doctorate and invited to teach the course.

The first spritz is dedicated entirely to childbirth, and to the monumental change for a woman when going from being an individual to a mother. Philosophy doesn’t last through the second round of alcohol, where we glide through more mundane topics, such as men and sex (which neither of us has had recently for various and very different reasons), and finally the signs of the zodiac (astrology applied to sex and to the search for Mr. Right).

“According to Tio, the important thing is not a sign’s propensity to love, but how compatible it is with yours. If you think about it, it’s true. It’s like saying that it’s personality that counts,” I explain, lifting my half-empty glass. “Take Carlo. He’s an Aquarius. With Libras like me, there is compatibility but only to a certain point. Plus, they’re fickle. And Carlo is the fickle type.”

“What do you mean? I thought you were always complaining that he was so persnickety.”

“Well, yes, but he’s fickle in relationships. How many women did he have after me? He loses interest right away. He even lost interest in me. He’s not the marrying type.”

Paola clears her throat. “But Cristina is pregnant . . . And they are getting married.”

I empty my glass in one long gulp. “Yes, but he’s still fickle,” I say resolutely. Because I cannot bring myself to believe that he was fickle only with me. That I was the one he didn’t want to marry; that there was something wrong with me.

Paola doesn’t rub it in and lightens our conversation with a shrug. “Well, he was a bit fickle with his semen.”

We both burst into laughter.

“Hey, on a more serious note, how are you going to deal with this new problem at work?”

The new problem at work has a first and last name: Davide Nardi.

I sigh and raise my hand to call the waitress. I need a third spritz to address this question.

“I don’t know. My idea is to lie low. You know those tiny animals with terrified eyes that escape predators by camouflaging themselves as a leaf or a stone? I hope that he will forget I exist.”

“Why not treat this as your big break? Your problem is self-esteem!” Paola gives me her analyst’s stare. “If you don’t believe in yourself first, how can you expect someone else to? Let’s take the issue of men, for example: What kind of partner are you going to find if you only offer your need to be loved? You don’t want a man; you want a crutch.”

The problem with Paola is that she’s always dead-on. “Back to Nardi, then. What do you think I should do?”

“Well, you shouldn’t hide, that’s for sure. Instead, be proactive and efficient. Show him what you’re made of. You’re more intelligent than most of the people working there.”

Proactive and intelligent.

I can almost hear the beginning of the theme from Working Girl: “Let the river run / let all the dreamers wake the nation . . .” I feel like Melanie Griffith. I’m ready to fight for my job and earn myself an office with a view. And in the meantime, perhaps, wed my Harrison Ford. But who would he be . . . Nardi?

Oh. My. God.

“Excuse me for a second . . . I have to pee.” I get up and head toward the bathroom.

I run cold water over my wrists and my mind cools down, too. How absurd to think of Nardi (even for a second, just one tiny second!) as a possible candidate for the role of Prince Charming. Perhaps I have Stockholm syndrome?

When I return to Paola, for a second I think I must have double vision. Then I realize that there is someone else at the table with her.

“Hi, I’m Luca.”

Scan: Male, white. Age: Thirty-five to forty. Hair: Light brown. Eyes: Brown. Shoulders: Not bad . . . And most important: No ring on his left hand.

“Nice to meet you. Alice.” I shoot a glance at Paola that says: How is it that I leave you for just one second and a man approaches you?

“Luca is a colleague from the newspaper,” she explains.

“Yes. A colleague who is amazed to see a mom out on the town.”

I grin and take my place between them. “Oh, I am the bad influence.”

“Excellent!” This time, he is scanning me with his gaze. The result is a smile of appreciation. “Don’t ever lose your social contacts. Don’t do what I did. I did everything for my girlfriend: romantic outings, trips, candlelit dinners . . .”

Girlfriend? Stop. Not single! Danger. Red flag!

My eyebrow rises the extra millimeter that changes my expression from bewitching to the sympathetic look of Grandma Duck.

“And in the end . . . BANG! Anna left me because she needed her space.”

“Oh . . .” Paola and I say in unison.

“I didn’t know, I’m sorry,” says Paola, who sneaks a glance at me.

“Now I’m recovering my friendships. Trying to enjoy life.”

Poor, poor guy! Imagine how much he suffered, thinks Nurse Alice.

“But it’s fine. I was actually just waiting for some people to go dancing.” Luca gets up. “I hope to see you again, Alice. We can arrange it with Paola if you like.” And we watch him walk away to meet three or four guys standing at the bar.

“Poor thing, I’m really sorry,” says Paola. “He’s a really nice guy. And a hard worker.”

I nonchalantly sip at what remains of my spritz.

“And . . . do you know what sign he is?”

Paola squints thoughtfully and then flashes a smile. “Aries, I think.”
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Dog Day Libra

A woman at the wheel is a woman in control of her life. Although you wouldn’t think so from looking at the dents on my jalopy. But as I always explain to those who reproach me for not getting it fixed, my car is something of a metaphor for the soul: there are some scratches that cannot be erased.

After last week’s little incident, this morning the two of us are finally reunited, and I am on cloud nine as we head to work.

I’m almost there, but I think I have time for a tune. If only I could find the radio. I reach down, stretching my hand under the seat, and my car swerves across the road.

Someone behind me honks their horn.

“Oh, calm down!” I raise my hand at the motorcycle that passes me only to brake a little farther ahead at the red light. “There, you see? All that rush and now you have to stop, too,” I say as I reach him.

In the meantime, I’ve finally found the front panel of the radio, which, as soon as I attach it, starts blasting out ABBA. It’s “Dancing Queen,” which is perfect, because that’s exactly what I want to be.

When I turn around, the motorcyclist is looking at me.

I have the window down, so I imagine he’s listening to me wailing along to ABBA. Oops . . .

But today I’m not going to let anyone burst my bubble. What did Paola say? Confidence! I have to be sure of myself and not let the little things rattle me. I look at him nonchalantly, keep singing for him, and then, as soon as the light turns green, I wink and hit the gas.

I start laughing hysterically. For the last few miles, the motorcycle and I are in a race between one red light and the next.

At the last traffic light, I hear my phone announcing the arrival of a message on WhatsApp. As I’m parking, the motorcycle finally passes me and I wave goodbye before grabbing my smartphone to see who it is.

I ignore the missed calls from Carlo, sticking my tongue out in disgust as I swipe them away.

Just above Carlo’s, however, there is another message. This time I smile. It’s from Tio.

Good morning, dear Libra!

The day will seem to be two-sided. You are energetic and spirited, thanks to the Trine of Venus in Positive Transit with Jupiter, but your desire to do and to prove will be tested by Saturn and Mercury. This could lead to unexpected revelations, which may slightly dampen your enthusiasm, or to unexpected workloads that will require all of your patience. Possible clashes with people who hold opposing views are also on the cards. In matters of the heart, the Square of Venus in Negative Transit with Pluto calls for caution and hints at the possibility of a powerful and stormy love.

With a smiley face, he concludes:

Tio is arriving at one for hair and makeup. He loves tuna sandwiches.

Still smiling, I lock the car. And it’s only when I look over to the entrance gate that I realize that the motorcycle I had been racing is parked right beside it and that the driver is just getting off his bike.

I toy with the idea of burying myself in the café next door until he’s gone, but I don’t want to hide just yet. I brazenly cross the street while he removes his helmet.

Where is a Wizard of Oz–style tornado when you need one?

Davide Nardi finishes removing his motorcycle gloves and fixes me with a serious glare. “It’s dangerous to take your eyes off the road to look for the radio.”

It is also dangerous to sing and pull faces at a man who could get you fired, I think. I stammer, “Umm . . . morning.”

With his disheveled helmet hair and bright red face, he looks even more like Richard Gere—in one of the steamy scenes from American Gigolo—and despite my recent Oscar nomination for most embarrassing performance, my circulation seems to be going haywire, like when you hit the maximum score in pinball. Hot. Cold. Cold. Hot.

“But you have a nice voice,” Davide Nardi says to my back.

I blink, and when I turn around, he cracks a smile. I sigh and decide I should punch in.

I don’t have much time to dissect the effect that Nardi (Nardi, the Hatchet Man; Nardi, Public Enemy Number One) had on me with his leather jacket and his unkempt bad boy look.

As soon as I set foot in the editing room, I feel like I am in the middle of a screen test that Enrico, my boss and the head of production, is doing for a movie about hunting grizzly bears. All signs point to Enrico in the role of the bear.

“What do you mean the studio is not ready yet?” Enrico shouts before unleashing a diatribe laden with profanities that would make the perfect opening for another Exorcist movie. “You didn’t get the memo? Where the hell is Alice?”

“I’m here!” I squeak.

Before him, the head of photography and the director of several of our programs are reduced to Lilliputian dimensions by the roar of Grizzly-Enrico.

They seem relieved to see me, but I’m under no illusions: I am not the network’s Mother Teresa, I’m just fresh meat.

“Where the hell were you? Do you or do you not have a work schedule?”

It’s useless to remind him that it is nine o’clock and that’s the time we always start on a Tuesday. “What happened?” I ask him instead. Great. Active. Proactive.

“Luciano says that the boys don’t have the studios prepped because no one received memos beforehand, or that this week we would be taping two shows, since Marlin will be in Rome next week.”

I blink. I’m the one who sends the memos, but they are based on the information that is sent to me. And no one told me anything about taping an additional episode today. “Enrico, you didn’t send me an e-mail about this.”

Enrico turns blue, and for a second I fear he is about to sprout Dracula fangs.

I reach my desk, grab the folder with all the sheets for the production of Buongiorno, Milano—the show we’re supposed to be filming—and run straight to the studio.

Halfway down the corridor, I hear the ambulance-like Doppler effect of Enrico yelling above the production team, all of them drowned out by Marlin’s voice booming from the makeup room. Marlin fidgets under the makeup artist’s brush and huffs, “Two episodes and you’re not ready yet! Bloody incompetence!”

Without even stopping to greet her, I run directly to the studio, where I find the director of photography dangling from a ladder as he adjusts the lighting. “Flood her with lots of light,” I shout. Marlin likes to be lit like Our Lady of Lourdes, since she thinks it makes it harder to see her wrinkles.

Next, I make a mad dash to our director, Luciano, to go over the lineup, as the first guests are already being corralled into the lounge next door. “We’ll do both shows calmly, without any strokes of genius, Lu.”

Luciano nods and looks into my eyes. “Today of all days, Alice!” he chides me gently, looking over my shoulder.

I turn around for a second and see Mr. President at the end of the corridor, leaning against the makeup room door and flirting with Marlin. Davide Nardi is just behind him, feeding coins into the soft drink machine.

“I know, Luciano . . . I’m sorry,” I stammer. “I didn’t know anything about the extra episode.”

“The guys are really nervous with all the talk of a network restructuring and possible cuts. Upstairs they’re saying that they want new ideas, new shows, new people, and we get caught unprepared from the start!” And with that, he walks away, shaking his head.

New ideas! I shudder to think of what that might imply.

Someone from the waiting room yells, “Could we get some coffee?” and once again off I trot.

I flash my best Colgate smile as I ask the guests, “Coffee, tea . . .”

Davide Nardi turns toward me and I can’t help but think of the line from Working Girl: “Coffee, tea, me?” I add the third word silently as I meet his glance.

He stares at me for a second and then smiles. “No coffee, thanks, but I would love a bottle of still water. The machine outside ate my money.”

Action and reaction, Alice. It’s pretty simple.

Instead I stand there, dazed, while the guests shower me with their orders.

After a few seconds too long, I turn like a robot toward the machine and say, “Of course.” This is not the first time that the damn thing has jammed, but we have developed an almost infallible fix.

I stop a colleague who is passing by. “Sergio, I need the shake, please.”

Sergio nods while Nardi comes over to join us. “Can I give you a hand?”

“Grab the other side of the machine,” says Sergio before I can interject.

They tilt it back, and I stand motionless, staring at Nardi playing X-Man with the soft drinks machine.

“Alice!” Sergio brings me back to reality, because now it’s my turn. I gave the order for the shake, I can’t back out now.

I sigh, and under the scrutiny of the Hatchet Man, I give a wiggle, and swing my backside hard into the side of the machine.

Immediately it dispenses two bottles, which I remove and deliver to Nardi. “Here you are.” I feel my neck burn with embarrassment and walk away immediately, using the coffee run as my excuse.

“Thank you for the . . . shake . . . Alice,” I hear him say.

Oh god.

In the meantime, Enrico has reached the production room and is screaming, “Well? Not ready yet?”

Luckily, I again manage to transform myself into the bionic woman and I have the opening theme music playing within three minutes.

“Today, we are joined in the studio by Mr. Claretti, who has one of the largest record collections in the world. The old LPs, remember them? They played at thirty-three revolutions per minute. Now, on the other hand, we have CDs that play at forty-five revolutions—”

“CUUUUT!” Enrico claps his hand on the wall with such force that the partition shakes.

In the studio, some of the guests giggle while Marlin looks around, lost, and asks, “Why have we stopped?”

“Because you’re an idiot!” Enrico barks. “That’s why we stopped, damn it. We’re already short on time and Your Chestiness doesn’t even know that CDs don’t play at revolutions per minute. Now, I’m going to come in there and . . .”

I rush toward Enrico. The engineers dubbed Marlin “Your Chestiness” right after her mammoplasty last year, but Enrico is generally careful not to use that nickname, and he should be especially guarded when Mr. President, who seems to be Marlin’s benefactor, is around.

“I’ll handle it,” I say, without broaching the subject. “But please don’t get yourself in trouble.”

I head to the studio where I tell Marlin that we have to start again from the introduction of Mr. Claretti, and explain in broad terms the difference between an LP and a CD.

When I leave the studio, I lean for a moment on the iron door, close my eyes, and sigh. I can’t believe the day’s not even halfway over yet.

When I open my eyes again, there are two people staring at me: Davide Nardi, from the door, and Carlo, from the end of the hallway. Carlo raises a finger, as if to call my attention, but I shake my head and dash back to the production room, almost colliding with Nardi in the rush.
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A Gemini for All Seasons

I can hardly believe that we managed to record both episodes.

I want to strut over to Enrico, proud as a peacock, but when I turn around, I see him behind the glass door of the production room, arguing animatedly on his cell phone.

Instead I call out “It’s a wrap!” and after a trip to the café, I stop at the Mal d’Amore makeup room with two large tuna sandwiches. The smile plastered across my face falters a little when I see Tio with a ton of fake tan on his face and a pair of round glasses.

“And who the hell are you supposed to be?” I ask Tio as he takes his first bite of the sandwich, trying not to ruin the greasepaint.

“I . . . am Marshush . . . Alvars . . .” he splutters, in between mouthfuls. “Marcus Alvarez de la Rosa, cousin of Ferdinando Prandi, and an old flame of Ferdinando’s current girlfriend. We had a fling when we were kids, when she was on vacation in Tenerife.”

I shake my head. I can’t get over how they’ve tanned him! He looks like a cross between George Hamilton and Eduardo Palomo. They’ve even put extensions in his hair.

“So, did you get my message?” asks Tio as they finish giving him curls that would be the envy of Shirley Temple.

“Yes . . .” I say, a little distracted.

“And?”

“And I read it . . . But today has been chaotic and . . .” I turn toward him and stare.

I rummage in my pocket for my cell phone, to reread his message from this morning.

The day had started well, and after my evening out with Paola, I was so keen to prove what I was capable of. Tio had written that I would be energetic and spirited, but that then Saturn and Mercury . . . The message mentions “unexpected workloads.”

“How did you do it?” I ask him, staring at the screen.

“I told you, it’s your horoscope. The position of the planets in your sign is clear.”

“What about the powerful and stormy love?” I bat my eyes and stop in front of him, blocking his path. “Because I want it now! ‘Powerful and stormy,’ like it says here in black and white! Passionate, etcetera, etcetera.” If it turns out he has only guessed the negative aspects of my horoscope correctly, there’s a high chance I may scream.

“I don’t know, be patient. I’m not a matchmaker. That’s what the Transit of the planets says.”

We are walking down the hallway when I see Carlo, and I give thanks for the character designer who came up with Marcus Alvarez, especially Tio’s lion’s mane, which easily serves as a bush that I can hide behind.

“You won’t be able to avoid him forever, you know.”

I snort and slip the phone into my pocket, only to jump immediately as I feel it vibrating furiously against my thigh.

Above Tio’s message there is another, from a number that’s not in my phone book.

Hello, this is Luca, Paola’s colleague. We met last night. I was wondering if you’d like to go for a drink sometime.

I look up at Tio as incredulous as Luke Skywalker when Yoda makes objects levitate in front of him using the power of the Force. When he pats me on the shoulder, I half expect him to say: “May the Force be with you.” Instead, he jumps up and down and whoops like a cheerleader.

“Don’t tell me it’s a MAN?!” When I nod, he starts improvising a dance in the hallway. “Am I or am I not good?”

“You are . . . phenomenal,” I say unconsciously.

Fireworks are exploding in my head. Luca is cute. And in his favor, he has:

• A thumbs-up from Paola, who describes him as brilliant and kind;

• His message is written with impeccable grammar. These days, with all the U’s and R’s and dangling prepositions floating around, this is not something to be underestimated.

• He asked for my phone number and asked me out on a date! Isn’t that a sign that he has good taste?

Tio is still shaking his hips in front of me, when I tell him: “I think he is an Aries.”

He stops abruptly.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s just that Aries is such a strong-willed sign . . . They can even be selfish at times. I would say restless, even, and you, as a Libra, have already had so much upheaval recently . . .”

“But that’s it, isn’t it? Powerful and stormy.” It’s meant to be.

Tio nods. “Indeed . . .” He sighs and takes my face in his hands.

“I feel like an old aunt, giving you advice, and then when it’s time to let you stand on your own two feet, I’m afraid you’re going to get hurt. But I’ll be right there with you, every step of the way, OK?”

I am on the verge of tears. This man, whom I’ve known for such a short time, is worried about me! I hug him tightly.

“You know, you really are incredible. Every girl should have a Tio to guide her and give her advice.”

He laughs heartily. “Some kind of guru, eh? Hmm . . . I wouldn’t look so bad in a turban . . .”

“More than a guru, a guide . . . An astrological guide . . . for broken hearts.”
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Libra on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown

It’s official: I have nothing to wear.

Half of the contents of my closet are stacked on my bed and the rest scattered around the room, divided into piles. And I have absolutely no idea what I should wear tonight.

Following Tio’s advice, it has been ten days since Luca’s first message.

“You don’t want to give in right away, Alice. Aries is a hunter. If he doesn’t smell the scent of a challenge he won’t have fun and I will lose interest. And you don’t want me to lose interest now, do you?”

No, I don’t want him to lose interest. So even though my “dance card” has been empty for several nights, I’ve invented four drink dates, two birthdays, a movie, and a dinner at my parents’ house (the only true excuse, how pathetic).

Of course, Paola caught on a few days ago.

“Hello, Alice? What’s this I hear about you being at my sister’s birthday tonight? What are you up to? I thought that you wanted to go out with Luca . . . He says you’re always busy. Since when are you so popular?”

I had to explain to her about Aries men and that I didn’t want him to think that I was dying to go out with him.

“Yes, but enough is enough,” she said at a certain point of my astrological spiel. “Besides, I’m sorry, but with all due respect to your clairvoyant friend, I know Luca and he’s not like that. He’s a sweet guy, strong but gentle. I mean, why don’t you try being more spontaneous?”

I explained to her that Tio is an astrologer not Miss Cleo, and that so far my attempts at spontaneity, as she calls them, have always misfired.

In the end, I gave in. After all, a day or two couldn’t make much difference.

The waiting period did not go to waste. In those ten days, I had subjected myself to a lifestyle change that made Demi Moore in G.I. Jane look like she was on vacation in the Bahamas.

My alarm went off at 6:00 a.m. every day so I could bend and flex along with an old videotape: Firm and Burn with Jane Fonda. Along with the kicks to give me buns of steel like Barbarella, I subjected myself to the purifying diet of Tibetan monks, which meant that I’d been feeding myself rabbit food for ten days. Now, my hips are a little bit trimmer and I feel more at peace with myself.
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