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PROLOGUE – The city that never sleeps
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Milan, November 1998.

It had been raining for hours. That kind of light rain that seems harmless, but sticks to you like a broken promise. I was walking along Corso Venezia, my heels tapping on the sidewalk in a familiar, reassuring rhythm. I had just left a business dinner at Savini: colleagues, clients, too much light and too much wine. I was tired, but I didn't want to go home right away. Not yet.

At that hour, the city seemed more real. The neon signs reflected on the shiny asphalt, and for a moment it seemed to me that everything was moving more slowly. The shop windows were still lit, the trams were puffing away, couples were hurrying along under their umbrellas. I, on the other hand, was walking without haste, as if no one was waiting for me—because, after all, that was the case.

My cell phone vibrated in my bag: a message.

"Tonight at my place?"

No name, just a number I knew well. It was Marco, I think. Or maybe Paolo. I stopped under a portico to read it better. The words were always the same, only the senders changed. I deleted the message without replying and looked at my reflection in the window of a closed boutique. The black dress, my hair tied back, my lipstick intact. Perfect, as always. Perfectly distant.

Sometimes I think my life is a photo shoot: beautiful lighting, carefully composed shots, but no real movement.

Work, business lunches, presentations, dinners. Every day is a repeat of the previous one. Everything is under control. Everything is impeccable. Yet, behind that polished image, there is a noise that I can no longer ignore: a void that is slowly widening, like a crack in the glass.

I like my job, or at least that's what I tell myself. It's where I've built everything: respect, recognition, independence. At thirty-two, I'm a senior account manager at one of the most competitive advertising agencies in town. I've earned every inch of that desk, every night spent poring over drafts and presentations. I've never allowed myself any distractions. I've always avoided men, real men, the kind who demand time and attention.

Better to have short encounters, without promises, without consequences.

Yet, that evening, as I crossed the almost deserted square, I realized that I had no one to tell about any of the things I had achieved. No one who really knew who I was, beyond appearances.

I thought that perhaps I had never sought true love. Or perhaps it had already found me and I had rejected it, like everything else that could lay me bare.

When I reached my front door, I stopped again. I looked up at the lit windows of the other apartments, at the lives unfolding behind the curtains. Someone was laughing, someone was arguing, someone was simply there.

Instead, I took off my heels and climbed the stairs barefoot, in silence.

Inside, my apartment smelled of wax and new books. I turned on a lamp, put on an old Sade CD, and poured myself a glass of wine. On the table was a work file for the next day's meeting: a new campaign for an architecture firm. Lorenzo Vitali, I read on the title page. I didn't remember hearing about him.

I leafed through the pages distractedly, then stopped at a sentence written in pen at the bottom of the proposal:

"Beauty is not perfection, but truth."

I smiled, without knowing why. Perhaps it was just tiredness, or perhaps it was because no one in my world had talked about truth for too long.

I closed the file and stared at the glass. The wine reflected the light from the lamp like a distorted mirror.

And in that mirror, for the first time, I thought I saw a woman I no longer recognized.
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1 The art of distance



[image: ]


Monday morning. The first Monday after a weekend that I didn't really experience: a series of small household chores, a few half-written emails, the usual attempt to lull my mind to sleep with the TV on until it became a faded presence. I get up with the feeling of someone about to go on stage, as if I were about to play a familiar, well-rehearsed part. I take a shower, choose an outfit that won't betray me; black is a choice that leaves no room for misunderstanding. I always drink my coffee in a large cup, because I like to have a gesture that gives me confidence: the warmth of the ceramic in my hands, the bitter liquid sliding over my tongue, the feeling of control that this little ritual offers.

Milan appears from the window like a vaguely blurred postcard: gray, damp, orderly. Cars flowing by, people moving like a silent procession toward offices and trams, the distant noise of construction sites. Sometimes I think the city resembles me: well-groomed, ambitious, full of faces that tell no stories. Every morning I wonder if this rhythm defines me or if I define it. I no longer know where my will ends and its natural inclination begins.

I arrive at the agency before everyone else, as always. There is a punctuality that has to do with respect for work but also with the fear of falling behind: if I stop, I risk losing myself. My desk is a territory I have conquered with long nights and a few strategic compromises; there are photographs of past campaigns, an expensive pen that I no longer know where it came from, a notebook full of notes in which I sometimes write aphorisms taken from old communication manuals. Above all, there is my computer, and with it the possibility of transforming ideas into orders, feelings into work orders. It is a feeling that gives power and, at the same time, tickles responsibility.

Chiara arrives like a whirlwind of coffee and laughter; her presence has always been a compass needle for me. She has the gift of not taking herself too seriously, and this lightheartedness makes her an anchor when I risk drowning. "Bea, have you seen the latest drafts?" she asks, throwing a stack of papers on my desk. She is wearing her coat, her hair tied back with a bright hair clip, and she has a way of walking that seems to say, "Life is here, don't wait."

I answer her with the voice I use in meetings: precise, restrained.

"Yes, I've looked at them. Let's fix those claims and sort out the visuals."

It is easier to apply a technical solution to a communication problem than to deal with the feeling of emptiness when it comes knocking at your heart again. She reads me like an open book, and I am not always ready to be read.

"Did you check your sleep?" she continues. "Because you can see it in you."

I don't answer, because the truth is that I have no control over my sleep; I have a capacity for work that does not allow for rest. Something in me prefers to accumulate activities rather than face silence. Working is a defense, a way to fill the gaps. My childhood taught me that order saves, that moderation is a virtue, and I took that lesson as a roadmap. I learned to please the system around me: smile at the right moment, respond efficiently, don't ask questions. That's how I climbed, inch by inch, to become who I am today.

At ten o'clock, we enter the meeting room. Today's clients are leather garment manufacturers who demand authenticity in a market that sells ready-made products. The words "authentic" and "history" bounce around among those present, as if simply wearing them were enough to achieve the desired effect. I give my presentation, say the right words, show the carefully selected images, and describe the planned sensory experiences: smells, textures, lighting. Everything is designed to leverage a desire that the market has already decided to stimulate.

During the presentation, I feel their eyes on me. They are not all the same: some are curious, some are listless, some are looking for a joke to take home with them, with someone's name in their head. I have learned to read the different types and adjust my voice accordingly. My success is based on this flexibility: knowing how to become what the client wants to see, without losing my identity. But this flexibility comes at a price: it forces me to keep everything at a distance, even the things that could warm my heart.

When the meeting is over, Moretti gives me a knowing nod. "Good, Bea. Next meeting: Wednesday with Vitali. He's an architect, he'll tell you something."

At that moment, the name slips my mind, but when I return to my desk, the file on the table—which until then I had only leafed through distractedly—brings back those images that I have already seen in a more profound way: bright spaces, volumes that breathe, proportions that seem designed to remain etched in the memory. These are projects that need no explanation; they simply are.

I leaf through the dossier slowly, not because the subject interests me personally, but because every new client is an opportunity to measure my worth. Understanding what kind of man he is, what idea he has of space and of himself, helps me to build my communication strategy. But then, on one page, there is a note written in pencil: "Beauty is not perfection, but truth." It is a phrase that slips into my head like a stone into a pond: it creates concentric circles that reach the bottom. I smile, and I don't know if it's because of the effectiveness of the claim or because a word like "truth" sounds as foreign to me as a forgotten memory.

The day proceeds between phone calls and meetings. Time, in an agency, is a liquid substance that lends itself to being shaped: you have to know how to capture it and release it at the right moment. There are shooting rehearsals, storyboard drafts, calls with suppliers. Every element must fit together like a mosaic. I manage the pieces, I've made it my job: I position, correct, approve. In the rare moments of pause, I observe my colleagues as if I were studying them in incubation: some give up when the pressure increases, others thrive. I have thrived, and I am convinced that this is the natural order of things.

In the afternoon, Chiara approaches me with a relaxed air, as if she intends to take a lighthearted break from my working hours.

"Come on, have a coffee with me," she says.

The invitation feels like a small act of rebellion: taking a fifteen-minute break, enjoying a conversation that isn't focused on results. I accept, but inside me there is always that feeling that reminds me that even a break must be planned, because otherwise I might lose control.

We sit down in a nearby bar and talk about trivial things: the television series Chiara has started watching, her son's first school play. I listen and, while pretending to be interested, I feel a genuine desire that is different from professional curiosity: a desire to speak without filters, to no longer have to translate everything into messages to sell. But when the time comes to open up, the words remain half-spoken, as if stuck in my throat.

I return to the office with a different feeling: there is something exhausting about always keeping everything in line. Opening Vitali's file again, I realize that certain images—a sliver of light, a suspended staircase—awaken in me a kind of nostalgia for order that is not control, but harmony. It's a fine and dangerous line: control is armor, harmony is a habit of letting yourself be inhabited. And I no longer know if I am capable of letting myself be inhabited.

Evening falls quickly, and Milan takes on a different hue: the lights come on, the bars fill up, and the city shows its consumerist, desire-driven side. We leave the office late: that's how it should be, certain things take time. I get in the car, drive slowly, listen to the radio. There's a song I know, and the words come to me like a memory: "Not everything you want is what you need."

I smile, though I don't know if it's at myself or at the phrase. I look at the file open on the passenger seat: Vitali, Vitali, Vitali. The name seems to become more present, as if waiting for a specific moment to enter my life.

At home, the apartment is tidy as always. Every object has its place, and this gives me a primitive sense of security: I know where to find what I need. But security is not affection. I put water in the kettle, choose a cup, pour the tea, and sit down. I turn on the soft light in the living room, open the file, and start writing notes as if I were preparing the script for a meeting that could change the rules of the game. I wonder what kind of strategy to adopt: be cold and professional, enter his imagination with a perfect presentation, or try to touch his sensitivity with a less formal approach?

As I write, the question surprises me: why does it interest me so much? Perhaps because it is a professional enigma, or perhaps because it is something new that I have not yet catalogued. There has always been an unwritten rule: do not mix. Clients were clients, and relationships remained on the sidelines. But with him, somehow, I feel that the rule is wavering. Maybe it's just a passing impression; maybe it's the beginning of something I don't expect. I close my notebook and stare at the wall, where a black-and-white photo taken years ago on a business trip hangs: a woman sitting at a table, her gaze lost. It's not a photo that looks exactly like me, but someone in the past had the courage to let themselves be photographed like that.

I get ready for bed. The silence of the apartment envelops me like a thin blanket. I pluck up my courage and turn off all the lights except for the one on my bedside table: I like to fall asleep with a small source of light that acts as a boundary between the day that has been and the day that is to come. Lying down, I think about the concept of distance that has marked my life. Distance from the world, distance from feelings, distance like dust that protects and, at the same time, separates. I have built invisible walls that have kept me safe, but now make me feel empty.

Before closing my eyes, I steal one last glance at the file. There is a sentence written in pencil that strikes me: "Beauty is not perfection, but truth." I think back on those words and wonder what truth might be hiding behind the perfect appearance I have constructed. If beauty is truth, then perhaps the time has come to see if there is something behind the glass that is worth letting in.

I add a few more thoughts, because the night brings with it thoughts that do not emerge during the day: I remember the distant faces of my parents, the way they judged every success as if it were a source of pride to be shown off, but never a joy to be shared. I think of that sense of having to prove my worth, always and in any case, as if value were built on the strength of results. Perhaps that is why I have learned not to ask for anything in return: because I no longer know how to receive. And as this thought takes hold, I feel a different kind of tiredness for the first time, a fatigue that I cannot overcome with tasks and meetings. It is a tiredness that has to do with the heart, not the mind.

I close my eyes, but not completely. There is still a reflection of light on the empty glass on the table, and I look at it as if it were a silent witness to what has been and what may be. I fall asleep with the feeling that something is about to change, even though I don't know what or when. Maybe it's just the city changing, and me with it. Or maybe it's the beginning of a crack that will widen until I collapse or am reborn. In either case, I feel that I can no longer pretend not to feel it.
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Wednesday afternoon.

Milan has that suspended light that precedes rain, a metallic glow that seems to hold its breath. I wear the light gray suit I use for important meetings—understated, but tailor-made—and coral lipstick that I never wear. It's a futile detail, but I like to think that every little deviation can change the trajectory of a day.

My appointment with Lorenzo Vitali is at three o'clock, in his studio in Brera.

During the taxi ride, I watch the city go by like a film I know by heart: women with umbrellas bent by the wind, shop windows reflecting silhouettes, trams passing by leaving trails of light.

I have always liked Brera: it is the neighborhood where Milan stops being just work and becomes a story. The facades of the buildings seem to hold stories, and the wet pavement reflects the footsteps of those in a hurry and those who are lost.

When I arrive, the studio door is already ajar.

The interior smells of polished wood and damp stone. An iron staircase leads up to a bright floor. The secretary, a girl with her hair tied back and a calm tone of voice, smiles at me.

"The architect is waiting for you on the second floor. Please go up."

I climb slowly. Each step seems to lead me into another dimension, quieter, more focused.

When I reach the top, I see him.

He is near the window, talking on the phone, the light cutting into him like a precise drawing.

He wears a white shirt with rolled-up sleeves and a pair of dark trousers. No jacket, no formality. A man who doesn't need to dress up to make an impression.

He turns, sees me, gives a barely perceptible smile, and waves his hand.

He says nothing until he hangs up. Then he approaches.

"Beatrice Rinaldi. At last."

His voice is deep, velvety, with a confidence that comes not from arrogance but from being used to being listened to.

"Lorenzo Vitali," I reply, extending my hand.

The contact lasts only a moment, but it passes through me like an electric current.

"Pleased to meet you."

"The pleasure is mine. I've heard a lot about your work."

"I hope it's good things."

"Actually, yes. I was curious to see who was behind certain ideas."

I smile, trying to bring the conversation back to professional matters. "So let's talk about ideas, not people. Although sometimes the two coincide."

He invites me to sit down.

The studio is spacious and minimalist, dominated by light surfaces and natural materials: wood, steel, stone. The large windows let in the soft afternoon light, which reflects off the models displayed on a shelf.

There is silence, but not the cold silence of formal environments—rather the quiet of places that contain thoughts.

"I would like the new image of my studio to reflect what we have become," he says.

"And that is?"

"A group of people who build spaces for those who want to stay
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