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Monica couldn’t wait for this new chapter to start.

Amsterdam had done its job—healed her, coddled her, taught her how to breathe again. But lately, it all felt a little too pastel. Too many polite coffees. Too much recycled furniture. Too many conversations about sourdough starters.

So now? Rome.

It would be messier. Louder. Hungrier. Thank God.

Not the postcard version with Vespa rides and mandolin serenades—please. She was half-Italian. She knew better. Rome was hot, cracked at the edges, full of bad drivers. But it was alive. It flirted without shame, cursed in traffic, and wore its chaos like cologne. And the wine was good. And cheap, too. Her kind of city.

Plus, she’d had enough of “settled life” to last a lifetime. Time to move.

Not that it was easy—she’d made good friends here, really good friends. And the city, rain-soaked and calm and absurdly bikeable, would always hold a piece of her heart.

Especially Pauline, her housemate for the past six months. Sweet, charming, and nearly a decade younger, she had a messy grace Monica found oddly soothing. They’d fallen into a kind of older-younger sister rhythm—Monica playing the wise adult, Pauline the effortlessly loveable whirlwind who once tried to toast bread in the microwave.

“Please don’t leave,” Pauline said dramatically from one of the stools in the microscopic kitchen. “We can make your own Rome here! We’ll make pasta every day, buy some bonsai pine trees, and leave the heating on full blast all the time.”

Monica giggled. “Doesn’t seem very eco-friendly.”

“I know.” Pauline pouted. “But I don’t want you to go.”

“You know you can come visit anytime you want, right? And I’ll definitely see you in La Seyne Sur Mer in September, so it’s only a few months, really.”

Pauline was a lovely girl of twenty-two who, like so many French people abroad, worked in hospitality. She had started as a waitress in a Starbucks, but had climbed her way up to maître d’ in a swanky Michelin-restaurant in Amsterdam. The restaurant was, of course, French.

She’d invited Monica to come stay with her and her family in her small hometown in the south of the country, and Monica—though half-French herself—had jumped at the opportunity. Like Romans, people from the south of France were warm and unpretentious. She couldn’t say the same about the people in Lyon, where she’d grown up. When she learned the city had been voted the most unfriendly city in France, she wasn’t surprised.

“I can’t wait,” Pauline said. “But we’ve got to do something special for your last night in town! There’s an Offline Club thing on tonight.” She smiled. “I know you old people like that stuff.”

“We’re not old. We know how to enjoy life. There’s a difference.”

“Sure, mamie, whatever you say.”

Monica stuck out her tongue. Mamie was Pauline’s nickname for her—affectionate French slang for “granny.” It had started when Monica complained about club music being too loud and had stuck ever since.

The Offline Club was one of Monica’s favorite things about Amsterdam—an initiative that hosted phone-free events, encouraging people to speak to actual humans instead of scrolling their way into oblivion and stupidity. And no, the irony wasn’t lost on her: Monica worked as a freelance social media manager. But she did it with gritted teeth and frequent existential rants. She’d only taken it up for one reason—it let her live anywhere, and settle nowhere. That was the dream. Movement. Choice. Freedom.

Still, it was clearly not her ideal job. Pauline had lost count of how many times she’d heard her mutter things like, “Jesus, humanity has officially hit rock bottom,” or, “At this rate, TikTok will have us communicating in grunts by next year.” But worst of all—by far—was when she’d sigh dramatically and declare, “MSN Messenger was peak technology. Everything since has been a tragic decline.”

So Pauline called her mamie, and Monica took it proudly.

“Should I invite Tim?” Pauline asked with a teasing grin.

“If you want to end up in the canal, sure.”

Pauline laughed hard at this.

“Come on, he can’t be that bad.”

“You only say that because you haven’t been on a date with him.”

They both chuckled, the warmth of their camaraderie filling the small, brightly lit room.

“OK, so just you, me and the usual crew? No Tim?”

“No Tim. Thanks, Pauline.”

* * *

Tim and Monica had met at a house party—a friend-of-a-friend sort of thing. He was cute, in a very Dutch sort of way—blonde, blue-eyed, with a boyish, pretty face—and she liked his boisterous laugh, the kind that made you want to join in even if you didn’t find the joke particularly funny. So, when he asked for her number, she said yes.

The first red flag was when he asked her where and when they should meet. Monica didn’t feel like she should be the passive object of wooing, but she didn’t want to do all the work either. How about showing some initiative? You’re the one who asked me out—propose something!

Still, she chose not to argue and picked a cozy, intimate pub she thought he’d like (he didn’t seem like the fancy-restaurant type). Big mistake. When they arrived, a football match was playing on a flat-screen above the bar. Feyenoord versus someone-or-other.

Tim’s eyes narrowed as if someone had personally insulted his family. “Ah, Feyenoord. Bunch of pussies,” he declared loudly. “Ajax—that’s a real team.”

Monica blinked, caught off guard. “Oh. I don’t know much about football,” she offered, trying to sound neutral.

“No worries, I can explain it to you,” Tim said, already leaning forward like he was about to embark on a lecture.

What followed was a two-hour monologue about football seasons past, present, and future, complete with heated re-enactments and beer-fueled tangents. Monica tried to engage at first, nodding politely, asking the occasional question, but it became clear Tim didn’t need—or want—a conversation partner. He just wanted an audience.

By the time she got home, Monica was seething, cursing the wasted evening. She could’ve been curled up with a Poirot novel or laughing with Pauline over a re-watch of Desperate Housewives. It wasn’t the worst date she’d ever been on, but it was up there.

So why she agreed to a second date remained a mystery, even to herself. Maybe she thought they had thoroughly exhausted football as a topic. Maybe she hoped there was more to Tim. Either way, she made one rule: no pubs. So when he asked what she wanted to do (because of course, it was her job to come up with a plan), she suggested a tapas bar.

From the moment they sat down, she regretted it.

Tim flipped through the menu, shaking his head. “God, six euros for olives. You know, in Spain, that would be free. You order a beer, and they just bring you food.” He sighed wistfully, staring into the distance like a man reminiscing about a lost love. Then, as though to console himself, he added, “No wonder they’re broke.”

“At least they’re marinated,” Monica pointed out, ignoring Tim’s last remark and scanning for the waiter.

“Yeah, yeah, but still. Honestly, Spain is so much better for this stuff. I was in Málaga last summer—glass of wine for like two euros, full meal for seven.” He closed the menu dramatically. “Anyway, you’re not hungry, are you? It’s pretty late. I’ve already eaten.”

It was half-past six.

“Actually, I will have the Rioja and the patatas bravas,” Monica said. “I normally have dinner around eight.”

Tim widened his eyes in amazement. “Of course, you’re from the south. I forgot. You people like to take it slow, huh.”

Monica’s jaw tightened.

Oblivious, Tim smirked. “You wouldn’t catch me drinking wine in Amsterdam. Only in Spain, where it’s actually worth the money. Here? It’s beer or nothing. But hey, you do you.”

Monica was already calculating how soon she could leave. And yet, things got even worse.

The evening was a conversational black hole. Tim leaned back in his chair and launched into a forty-five-minute monologue about his job, his coworkers (“Hendrik is such a tool”), and his unparalleled instincts for data analysis.

“And you? What do you do again?” he asked, finally pausing for breath.

“Oh, I—”

“Wait, hold that thought,” Tim interrupted, signaling the waiter. “I’ll take another beer. Monica? You good? Want another overpriced Rioja?”

“No, thanks,” she said quickly. “Actually, I should get going soon.”

Tim frowned. “Already? It’s barely eight. You’ve got to stay for another drink. Come on, I insist!”

By the time she drained her second glass of wine—and he his fifth beer—Monica was ready to throw herself into the nearest canal. She discreetly texted Pauline for the customary emergency call trick.

When her friend’s “urgent” call came through, Monica faked enough concern to make her escape believable. She apologized, paid for the bill, and left before her patience completely evaporated.

Tim, unsurprisingly, didn’t take it well. The next day, he sent her a Tikkie.

Normally, the Dutch payment request app was practical—friends used it to settle tabs, couples took turns paying, and on dates, the usual rule was either splitting the bill or alternating. Since Tim had covered their first date, Monica had assumed the second was hers.

Tim, apparently, had decided he wanted a refund for the first night, too.

She stared at her phone, then burst out laughing. The sheer pettiness was almost impressive.

* * *

After many tears and promises to keep in touch with Pauline and her other friends, Monica was waiting for boarding. As she sipped her aggressively overpriced, mediocre coffee, she checked the departures board. Still another hour to go.

And like a devil on cue, memory tapped her on the shoulder.

She groaned.

Prague. Two summers ago. The trip that broke the camel’s back—and not even dramatically. Not with a betrayal or a revelation. But with a missing ID and a man’s complete psychological breakdown.

She could still see him—Enzo—pale, sweaty, pacing in circles in the hotel like someone had just announced conscription.

“My ID,” he gasped, already rifling through his bag with the urgency of someone disarming a bomb. “I think it’s gone.”

Monica looked up from the bed, where she’d just collapsed after the flight. “What do you mean ‘gone’?”

“It’s not here. It was in my jacket. Or maybe the taxi. Or maybe … oh my god, what if I dropped it in the airport toilet?”

“Okay, first of all: ew. Second of all: calm down.”

But it was too late. He was full spiral.

“They’re not going to let me leave the country. I’m stuck here. We’re stuck. This is how it ends. Prague jail.”

Monica blinked. “Enzo. We’re not in North Korea.”

“You don’t know that!”

“Actually, I really do.”

He was pacing now, mumbling worst-case scenarios like a conspiracy theorist. “What if I can’t get on the plane? What if they deport me?”

“To where, Enzo?”

That earned her a frantic look. “Oh God, you’re right. No ID. I’m stateless.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose. “No. You’re just ridiculous.”

She’d spent the next hour on the phone with Ryanair, practically begging someone named Derek to help while Enzo whimpered beside her like a fainting goat.

“It’s no problem. Just report the loss at the nearest police station. They’ll issue a temporary ID, and you can travel with that.”

“Is he sure?” came Enzo’s trembling falsetto.

“Please, Derek, will you tell my boyfriend?” Monica asked, putting him on speakerphone.

She could practically hear him smile patiently. “Yes, boyfriend. I promise. You’ll be fine.”

So, off they went. Monica found the nearest police station, while Enzo trudged beside her, muttering, “This is such a nightmare,” as though he were Frodo on the final leg to Mordor.

Monica handled it—explained the situation to a weary but efficient officer, filled out the forms, and translated the instructions, while Enzo sat in the corner sweating through his H&M jumper.

“Zee ID … eez … lost,” was all he managed, when prompted. The officer stared. Monica tried not to laugh.

Eventually, they gave him a temporary ID. Clear, official, perfectly usable. Crisis averted.

But Enzo, of course, was still convinced they’d be denied boarding. “They’ll never accept this.” He only calmed down when they landed back in France. He kissed the literal ground.

That night, Monica stared at the ceiling and took stock.

She was thirty. He was thirty-three, allegedly finishing a PhD for the sixth consecutive year, while she paid the rent, did the cooking, cleaned the apartment, and—oh, yes—ghostwrote part of his goddamn thesis.

Why had she even stayed so long?

Well … he was kind. Genuinely kind. The type who’d make her tea without asking, who remembered how her dad took his coffee, who brought her a hot water bottle when she had cramps without turning it into a grand gesture.

And he was knowledgeable (“Miles Davis recorded Kind of Blue in just two sessions. Most of it was improvised. Can you believe that?”).

She tried to think of other redeeming qualities. She really did.

But nothing came.

When she suggested a gulet trip in Turkey for their holiday, something wild, spontaneous, alive, he reacted like she’d proposed hitchhiking through Syria.

“God, no. A boat? What if it sinks? What if we get food poisoning? What if there’s no Wi-Fi?”

So they went to Prague. And yet even that somehow managed to be a disaster.

Two days after they got home, she told him to pack his things and go.

“And the back rent,” she added. “I’d like that too. You know, for the year I financed your existential crisis.”

He blinked. “Wait. You’re serious?”

“Very.”

“And you think I can afford to pay you back?”

“I think you can start by getting a job that doesn’t involve whining.”

And then she walked out. Got sushi. Ordered a bottle of champagne. And three weeks later, became a freelancer.

Monica pulled her scarf tighter and smiled to herself. Never again. No more parenting her partner. No more grown men who panicked like toddlers at the smallest challenge. No more relationships that left her drained and desperate for a better life.

It was time to choose adventure.

Since that fateful day she left Enzo—and everything he represented—behind, she’d traveled solo through Vietnam, road-tripped across the States with her best friend Josephine in a glorious Mustang convertible, and moved to Amsterdam.

And it had been fucking wonderful.

* * *

Outside, the weather was predictably dreadful—rain lashed the tarmac in sharp, slanting sheets, the kind that hit you straight in the face no matter which direction you turned. A bitter wind howled through the cracks of the terminal’s sliding doors, ensuring that once you were wet, you stayed wet, chilled to the bone for hours.

She checked her weather app: Rome: sunny, 23 degrees, no wind.

A grin spread across her face as she tilted her head back against the cold, hard seat.

She was so ready for this.

As much as she’d loved her time in Amsterdam, she wouldn’t settle anymore. Not for a long time. Adventure demanded that she moved on, followed her heart—and with no other hearts to consider, that was exactly what she was going to do.
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It had been a few weeks since what Monica called her “Roman non-holiday” had begun, and she was loving it.

She’d found a small apartment in the edgy but young neighborhood of Pigneto, which was the best she could afford. The narrow streets buzzed with late-night laughter from lively bars, and in the morning the scent of espresso and fresh bread mingled with the occasional whiff of gasoline. It wasn’t exactly the Rome of postcards, but Monica thrived on the authentic chaos. She loved the cheap drinks served in mismatched glasses, the colorful graffiti that adorned the crumbling walls, and the effortlessly cool vibe of the area. Even at thirty-two, she refused to let society dictate that she trade adventure for suburbia. That wasn’t her style. Not anymore.

What she didn’t enjoy, however, was navigating the city. Rome’s infrastructure was a daily battle of endurance: buses that ran on their own mysterious schedules, a metro system that felt more like a history exhibit than modern transport, and cobblestones that made cycling feel like an extreme sport. Yet, she couldn’t help but smile at how the warm, golden light of the Roman sun made even these annoyances seem charming, bathing the city in an almost cinematic glow. Plus, there was a pleasant breeze—the ponentino, as the locals called it—that carried the fragrance of blooming jasmine through the streets. And, of course, there was the food. Every bite of amatriciana, every sip of wine, made the mess worthwhile.

As a digital nomad, Monica had wasted no time after landing in Rome. Within forty-eight hours she’d joined a handful of expat Facebook groups and skimmed three contradicting blog posts on “the best cafes to work from in Rome.” But the real turning point came one morning in Pigneto, at a no-frills bar where she’d stopped for a coffee before battling for a space at the local co-working. That’s when she first saw Maria.

Maria was standing at the counter, espresso in hand, staring at her plate with the quiet rage of someone who’d missed the last seat on the train by exactly one person. “Mi scusi,” she said to the barista in an unapologetically strong Portuguese accent, “this cornetto is so dry I can use it as a dehumidifier. Can I have a fresh one?”

Monica blinked in awe. She had never worked up the nerve to complain about anything—oversalted food, watery drinks, wine that had been open since pre-World War II. And here was this tiny woman, tattooed, in mismatched earrings and a patched canvas bag, calling out dry dough with the confidence of a CEO.

The barista shrugged, swapped out the cornetto, and muttered something. Maria rolled her eyes and turned—and caught Monica staring.

“What? You were thinking it too,” she said, sliding onto the bar stool next to her.

They struck up a conversation right there. Maria worked for a Lisbon-based firm that specialized in “design thinking,” which Monica had always assumed was a wanky empty buzzword. Maria, however, described it as “convincing executives to use their brains creatively, which is harder than it sounds.”

She lived just a few blocks away, in a flat that allegedly had a lamp that shocked you if you touched it wrong. Welcome to Rome.

They started meeting regularly—not in the hip places everyone on Instagram posted about, but in weird, chaotic cafes that tolerated laptops and people ordering one coffee over three hours. Maria always carried a tote bag full of sketchbooks, post-its, and some kind of herbal tea she kept offering but no one ever actually drank.

Monica loved her for it.

Maria didn’t sugarcoat anything. If a guy was being flaky, she’d say, “Drop him. He has the emotional range of a grapefruit.” If Monica was hesitating over a gig that sounded soul-draining, Maria would raise an eyebrow and say, “Are you broke or just addicted to suffering?”

She was a walking dose of tough love—in Birkenstocks.

Monica admired that. To her, who had spent most of her life playing the nice girl, the good student, the reliable girlfriend-slash-cleaning lady, Maria was like an alternate life path: no-nonsense, radically honest, and weirdly soothing in her unbotheredness.

But Maria wasn’t the only precious friend Monica made. Her second-favorite person in Rome was Andrea. Despite being named like apparently 90% of Italian men, he was unique in his easy warmth and genuine wish to bring people together, without wanting anything in return. Monica had met him by chance at a church concert in the Basilica di San Paolo Fuori Le Mura, and he’d spontaneously offered to give her a tour, pointing out quirky details like the small circular portraits of every pope in history adoring the grandiose ceiling.

“And as you can see, there are only a few blank circles left.” He then lowered his voice dramatically. “Some say when the last circle is filled, the Antichrist will come and bring the end of the world.”

Monica wasn’t religious, but she didn’t like the prospect all the same.

“Anyway, how are you liking Rome so far?” he asked merrily.

Her honest confession that she was new and still finding her footing had earned her an invitation to his exclusive WhatsApp group—a treasure trove of events, insider tips, and Andrea’s signature snarky commentary.

Inexplicably, given that he seemed to own a total of two very beaten outfits and looked rather like a homeless person most of the time, Andrea worked in finance. It wasn’t quite clear to anyone what he did exactly, but he was often invited to swanky conventions in posh hotels—and these always came with amazing catering, as he made sure to teasingly tell the group.

One night, as they were all nursing a beer at an unpretentious pub near the FAO, the UN food agency, which was actually a sort of secret hotspot (Monica quickly learned that Rome mostly worked underground like this), Andrea started complaining that he couldn’t go to this Morgan Stanley thing at the Grand Plaza Hotel because it fell on his mom’s birthday. Monica promptly volunteered.

“I’ll take your invite! I can say I’m your PA or something.”

It was meant to be a joke, but Andrea’s face lit up.

“You know what? Why not?” he said, grinning. “If anyone asks, you’re writing a report on Russian feedstock and its impact on the EU economy.”

Wait. He was serious? Her smile froze for a split second. Inside, a small riot broke out.

Russian feedstock? Hadn’t she once said GPD instead of GDP?

She could feel the fizz of panic bubbling up, the knee-jerk instinct to laugh it off, to backtrack, to say, obviously I was joking, Andrea, God, can you imagine me surrounded by finance bros?

But then came the flashes. Vivid, sharp, unwelcome.

Her ex, frowning at the idea of sailing along the Turkish coast. “Gosh no, on a rickety boat like that?”

Her friends in university, glitter-eyed and loud, heading off to a warehouse rave. Monica waving from the door. “Have fun! I’ve got to prep for my 9 a.m.!”

That time she said no to a last-minute trip to Barcelona because she had a group project. (That project got a 9.5 out of 10. No one cared.)

That exhausting, overachieving, rule-following girl had been in the driver’s seat for way too long. She was a different person now. Time to prove it.

Monica lifted her beer and clinked it against Andrea’s with a grin. “Russian feedstock it is.”

Was she terrified? Completely. Did she know what she was doing? Absolutely not.

One thing’s for certain. This is going to be interesting …

* * *

On the appointed day, Monica decided to dress up. After all, when else would she get the chance to go to the Grand Plaza? She picked a black-and-white dress that ended a few inches above her knee and hugged her slender figure without being too tight around her curvy bottom. The neckline was rather deep, but being the small-and-perky boob type, she could pull it off without looking too risqué. She even put heels on for the occasion (nothing too high, just 7cm, she wasn’t a masochist) and added a touch of makeup. 

As she walked into the lobby, she was stunned for a few moments. While she wasn’t new to Roman opulence, this was something alright. The faint scent of polished marble and aged stone hung in the air, blending with the floral notes of an extravagant arrangement near the concierge desk. Crystal chandeliers sparkled above, casting a constellation of warm light across the gleaming floor. A full-size lion staircase, complete with a velvet red carpet, rose before her, completing the impressive entrance.

Trying not to look too awestruck, she made her way to the registration desk and gave Andrea’s company name. To her relief, they didn’t look at her twice before handing her a badge. Presumably, she looked the part. After that, she made her way into an even more impressive room that must have been a ballroom back in the day, with frescoed walls, wooden floors and a stained-glass window ceiling that bathed the room in a kaleidoscope of colors, casting soft rainbows across the crowd.

Although her knowledge of finance was about as deep as her grasp of quantum physics, she still listened to the talk with some interest. She only understood about 70% of it, but she definitely got the gist: Morgan Stanley wanted you to give them money.

At last, it was time for the long-awaited reception. As Monica tried to make a beeline for the restaurant hall, she was intercepted by the older gentleman that had been sitting next to her during the talk.

“I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Antonio, private banker from Intesa San Paolo.”

Monica forced a tight smile, introducing herself as vaguely as possible while silently pleading with every deity she could name that he wouldn’t probe further. Alas, the universe wasn’t feeling merciful today.

“Good presentation, I thought,” Antonio said. “That tech-startup flotation sounds like an interesting opportunity, don’t you think?”

“Uh-huh,” she nodded quickly, eyes darting around for an escape route—fire exit, open window, portal to another dimension. Anything.

“So, who do you work for?”

“PGR srl,” she said, hoping the acronym would sound impressive enough
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