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1 The assignment



[image: ]


Elena Ferri was proofreading a mediocre translation when the email arrived.

It was a day like any other, and perhaps that was what made it so unsettling: the silence of the flat, the milky afternoon light filtering through the ivory curtains, the steady ticking of the clock hanging above the bookcase. Elena had been working from home for years, and time had taken on a strange consistency, as if it no longer flowed forward but merely revolved around her, always leaving the same traces.

The text on the screen was about a poorly written love story, full of useless adjectives and meaningless dialogue. Elena sighed, deleted an entire sentence and rewrote it from scratch. For her, translating had never been a simple transfer from one language to another. It was a surgical operation. Cutting, suturing, reconstructing. Making credible what often was not.

When the email notification appeared in the lower right corner of the screen, Elena gave a slight start, as if someone had called her name behind her.

She closed the file without saving.

The subject line of the message was concise, almost impersonal:

Translation proposal – urgent assignment

The sender did not tell her anything. No recognisable logo, no immediately visible signature. Elena stared at the screen for a few seconds, torn between habit — open, evaluate, accept or reject — and a more subtle, difficult-to-define feeling. An internal resistance, as if part of her were holding her breath.

She opened the email.

The text was short.

Dear Elena Ferri,

We are writing to offer you a translation assignment from English to Italian.

It is a personal diary, about two hundred pages long, for which we require the utmost confidentiality.

The work is urgent. Delivery must take place within six weeks.

The remuneration is above the standard average.

Please find attached an extract for your evaluation.

If you accept, you will receive the complete text.

We look forward to hearing from you.

Nothing else.

No publisher's name. No reference to the author of the text. No explanation of the diary's contents, except for that word — personal — which meant everything and nothing to Elena.

She read to the end. No signature.

An attachment.

Elena leaned back in her chair and interlaced her fingers in front of her. She had received strange proposals in the past, of course. Posthumous translations, anonymous memoirs, texts never published because they were too uncomfortable. But there had always been at least one face behind the words, a reference point, a recognisable structure.

Not here.

Yet the fee offered — expressed as a precise, non-negotiable figure — was high enough to silence any practical objections. With that job, he could cover months of expenses without taking on any other assignments. He could take his time. Breathe.

He opened the attachment.

The file was simply called DIARY_01.docx.

Elena scanned the first page without really reading it, as she always did when evaluating a text: she observed the structure, the length of the sentences, the use of punctuation. The language immediately struck her as controlled, essential, without complacency. There were no dates, at least not at the beginning. Just a voice.

She began to read.

I started writing this because silence was becoming dangerous.

Elena felt something stir inside her, an imperceptible shift in her attention. It wasn't an original phrase, but it was honest. And honesty was rare in texts.

She continued.

There are things that exist only if they are written down. And things that should never be translated.

Elena froze.

She reread the sentence a second time, more slowly.

Things that should never be translated.

A smile touched her lips, a professional reflex. Whoever had written that diary had a keen awareness of language. They knew what it meant to entrust a text to another language. They knew that translation was not neutral.

She read a few more lines. The tone remained consistent, intimate but not confessional, as if the narrator — Elena was already inclined to imagine her as a woman — were talking to herself without seeking absolution.

After two pages, Elena realised something strange: she wasn't evaluating the text, she was reading it.

She closed the file abruptly.

The silence in the flat suddenly seemed thicker. She got up, went to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of water. The reflection in the mirror above the sink showed her the face of a woman she knew well: brown hair tied back in a messy bun, slight dark circles under her eyes, the attentive gaze of someone who spends more time observing than living.

She returned to her desk.

She reopened the file.

This time she read the entire excerpt. Nothing dramatic happened, yet every sentence seemed designed to approach something without ever naming it. Fear, perhaps. Or guilt. Elena felt a subtle discomfort, like when a text touches on a memory you don't want to look at directly.

When she reached the last line of the excerpt, she felt a shiver run down her spine.

If someone is reading this in another language, it means I failed.

Elena stared at the screen.

It was a simple sentence. Yet, for a moment, she had the feeling that it was not addressed to a generic reader, but to her. She immediately dismissed the thought. Suggestion. Tiredness. Nothing else.

She closed the attachment.

She reread the email. Urgent. Confidential. High compensation.

She accepted.

The reply was brief and professional. He confirmed his availability and asked for the full text and contract details. He pressed 'Send' without further hesitation.

The reply arrived less than ten minutes later.

As if they were just waiting for that.

The message contained a new attachment: DIARY_FULL.docx.

And a single sentence in the body of the email:

Thank you for accepting.

Please do not discuss this job with anyone.

Elena saved the file on her desktop.

She did not yet know that, from that moment on, every word would begin to haunt her.

Elena left the file closed for the rest of the afternoon.

It wasn't a conscious decision, more a form of instinctive resistance. He continued to work on other texts, but the sentences flowed before his eyes without leaving a trace. Every now and then he found himself staring at the document icon on his desktop, that neutral name — DIARY_FULL — which seemed to take up more space than it should, as if the computer itself were keeping it in the foreground.

At seven o'clock in the evening, he turned off his laptop.

Outside, the city was changing light. From the living room windows, she could see the buildings opposite lighting up one after the other, windows illuminated like rectangles of other people's lives. Elena felt that familiar sense of distance, as if she were observing the world through an imperfect translation, without ever really grasping its original meaning.

She ate dinner without appetite, a meal prepared mechanically, eaten standing up. She turned on the radio to fill the silence, but the voices of the presenters seemed annoying, too present. She turned it off almost immediately.

It was only when she got into bed that the thought came back to her with clarity: the diary.

Elena lay staring at the ceiling, her hands clasped over her stomach. She tried to remember the last time a text had disturbed her to that extent. Not because of its content, not because of its violence or horror — she had translated those often — but because of the way it seemed to know.

She rolled onto her side.

It was ridiculous, she told herself. A side effect of the job. When you work with words, you end up attributing intentions to them that they don't have. Texts don't look, they don't observe, they don't respond. They are objects. Structures.

Yet the phrase kept coming back to him.

There are things that should never be translated.

Elena closed her eyes, but sleep was slow in coming. When she finally fell asleep, she dreamed of blank pages filling themselves, letters changing places every time she tried to read them.

She woke up before her alarm went off, with a slight feeling of oppression in her chest. The room was still shrouded in darkness. She lay still for a few minutes, listening to her own breathing, as if waiting for a signal.

Nothing.

She got up, made coffee, and followed her routine with almost ritualistic precision. It had always been this way: Elena believed in the order of small things. It gave her the illusion of being in control of what really mattered.

At nine o'clock sharp, he turned on his computer.

This time, he opened DIARY_FULL without hesitation, as if he had decided to face something he could no longer put off. The document opened slowly, revealing a first page devoid of any formal indication. No name. No date. Just one line in the centre:

This is not a confession.

Elena took a slow breath.

She created a new working file, as she always did: the original text in the left column, the translation in the right column. She set her preferred font, adjusted the line spacing, and set the margins. Every gesture was familiar, reassuring.

She began to translate.

The first few pages flowed with an unsettling naturalness. The voice of the diary was consistent, lucid, devoid of hysteria. The narrator spoke of ordinary days, of small, repeated gestures, of a seemingly ordinary life. But beneath that surface there was a constant tension, like a string pulled too tight.

Elena realised she had entered a state of deep concentration, what she called 'the zone'. When she was translating well, time ceased to matter. It was just her and the text.

It was on page seven that something happened.

A seemingly innocuous sentence slowed her down.

I have always preferred other people's words to my own.

Elena stopped typing.

He reread the sentence several times. The translation was simple, almost banal. Yet he felt a distinct, localised discomfort, as if someone had pressed a sensitive spot.

"I have always preferred other people's words to my own."

She wrote it down. Then she deleted it. She wrote it down again.

It was a sentence she could have written herself, in a moment of honesty. A thought that had accompanied her for years, without ever being formulated so clearly.

She dismissed the impression. She wasn't the only person in the world who felt more comfortable telling other people's stories. She continued.

Page after page, the diary built an increasingly precise image of the narrator. An attentive, solitary woman with a problematic relationship with the truth. She did not lie openly, but she selected. She omitted. She rephrased.

Elena recognised that mechanism.

Halfway through the morning, she realised she hadn't gotten up from her chair even once. Her hands hurt. She got up to stretch, looked at the clock: it was almost eleven.

She went back to her computer.

The next sentence hit her like a sharp blow.

I learned early on that changing the language was often enough to change what had happened.

Elena felt a shiver run down her spine.

This time it wasn't professional suggestion. It was something more direct, more intimate. The translation came to her immediately, instinctively, as if she weren't searching for the right words but retrieving them from a place she already knew.

"I learned early on that changing the language was often enough to change what had happened."

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard.

It was true. She knew it. She had experienced it. Not only at work, but in life. Describing an event in a different language made it less poignant, more distant. As if it belonged to someone else.

Elena jumped up and went to the window. She opened it slightly, letting in the cold morning air. She took a deep breath.

"It's just a good text," she told herself. "That's all."

But part of her was beginning to suspect that it wasn't the text that was good. It was precise. Targeted. As if it were talking to her, not about something.

She returned to her desk.

She continued translating until she came across a sentence that made her stop completely.

My translator will understand this.

Elena felt her heart race.

He reread it. There was no doubt about it. It wasn't a metaphor, it wasn't a figure of speech. The word translator was there, explicit, unequivocal.

The cursor flashed in the translation column.

For the first time since she had started that job, Elena didn't know what to write.

Elena left the sentence hanging for several minutes.

The cursor continued to flash, steady, indifferent to the tension that had built up in the room. My translator will understand this. It was a statement, not a request. There was no irony, no challenge. Just a certainty that made her uncomfortable.

She closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them again, as if that could change anything. She reread the previous paragraph, then the next, looking for a context that would put that sentence into perspective. She didn't find it. The narrator spoke of misunderstandings, of failed attempts to explain herself, of words that had always betrayed their original meaning. Then that line, isolated, like a parenthesis left open on purpose.

Elena realised she was holding her breath.

She wrote the translation automatically, almost reluctantly:

My translator will understand.

As soon as the sentence appeared on the screen, she had the distinct feeling that she had done something irreversible. It was as if, by translating it, she had accepted a role that had not been fully explained to her.

She saved the file and closed the document.

Silence returned with a vengeance. Elena ran a hand over her face, feeling her skin tight and her eyes dry. She got up from her chair and began pacing back and forth across the living room, a habit she had developed when she was nervous. She counted her steps without realising it, as if that would help her measure her anxiety.

"You're overreacting," she said aloud.

Her voice sounded strange, too loud in the confined space of the flat. Speaking always made her feel exposed, as if she were translating her thoughts as well, making them more real than she wanted them to be.

She stopped in front of the bookcase. The spines of the books stared back at her, neat rows of words already written, already finished. Elena had always found comfort in finished texts, in stories that had a closed structure, an ending. The diary, on the other hand, was an open organism. It promised no conclusion. Rather, it seemed to be waiting for something.

He returned to his desk and reopened the original file, but this time not to translate. He quickly scanned the following pages, skipping here and there, breaking his fundamental rule: do not read ahead. He needed to understand whether that sentence was an exception or the beginning of something different.

The pages flew by before his eyes.

At one point, she stopped.

A paragraph further on, the narrator described a room: a table against the window, an uncomfortable chair, a pile of books used as a riser for the laptop. Elena felt a shiver run down her spine. It was an exact description of her work corner. Not generic. Specific.

"Enough," she murmured.

She closed the document with a sharp movement. Her heart was beating faster than normal. She rationalised, as she always did. Descriptions of interiors are similar. People who write about loneliness end up creating similar spaces. It was a coincidence, nothing more.

Yet part of her — the part that had been able to recognise invisible nuances for years — was not convinced.

Elena decided to do what she should have done from the start: look for information.

She opened her browser and typed in some generic keywords: diary found woman dead, unpublished diary translation, anonymous manuscript. The results were confusing, irrelevant. Nothing that could be directly linked to the text she was translating.

He tried to find the publisher's name, even though it wasn't listed. He used bits of the email, standard phrases, looking for a clue, a repetition. Nothing.

The feeling of isolation became more pronounced.

It was as if that work existed only on her computer, as if it had been created especially for her, leaving no traces elsewhere. Elena realised that if something went wrong, she would not know who to turn to. There was no contact person, no signed contract, no voice on the other end of the telephone.

Only the text.

And her.

She closed her browser and sat silently. A thought that had been lurking in the background until then took shape clearly: she could refuse. Write an email, say that the job was no longer available, delete the files. No one could force her to continue.

But the idea of stopping the translation gave her an immediate, almost physical feeling of loss. As if she were giving up something that already belonged to her, even though she didn't yet know why.

In the late afternoon, she received a new email.

No subject line.

The body of the message contained a single sentence:

Is everything going as planned?

Elena stared at the screen for a long time. The tone was neutral, but the lack of formality alarmed her. There was no need for explanations or details. It was a question that assumed an already established continuity.

She replied with a few words, maintaining a professional detachment. She confirmed that she had started the job and that there were no problems.

She pressed 'Send'.

Almost immediately, the reply arrived.

We knew you would understand.

Elena felt a knot tighten in her stomach.

There was nothing left to read, nothing left to do at that moment. She turned off the computer, but the gesture did not have the liberating effect she had hoped for. The diary had now entered her thoughts, occupying a space that could not be closed with a click.

That evening, as she was getting ready for bed, Elena stopped in front of the bathroom mirror. She looked at herself carefully, as if she were looking for something new in her face. She saw nothing different. Yet she was certain that something had changed.

She slipped under the covers with a feeling of watchful anticipation.

For the first time in a long time, Elena did not want to sleep. She feared that, if she closed her eyes, the words in the diary would find a way to continue writing themselves inside her.

And, as darkness filled the room, a thought imposed itself with disturbing clarity:

she hadn't chosen that job.

The text had chosen her.
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2 The first sentence
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Elena slept little and poorly.

It wasn't restless sleep in the traditional sense: no nightmares, no violent images. It was more like intermittent wakefulness, a tired floating between thought and absence. Every time she was about to slip into sleep, a sentence would cross her mind like an automatic reflex, forcing her back to the surface.

My translator will understand.

When the alarm clock rang at 6:45, Elena was already awake. She turned it off before the sound could fill the room. She lay there for a few minutes, listening to the distant sounds of the city waking up: a car passing too fast, a door slamming, the constant hum of traffic still far away.

She got up with a sense of rigid, almost stubborn determination. If there was one thing she had learned over the years, it was that texts had to be tackled head-on. Avoiding them did not make them any less present. On the contrary, it made them stronger.

She ate breakfast without turning on her phone. She didn't want emails, notifications, intrusions. Just the mechanical gesture of making coffee, the warmth of the cup in her hands, the bitter taste that brought her back to a modicum of lucidity.

At half past seven, she was already sitting at her desk.

She opened the translation file. The pages she had already worked on were there, neat and tidy. Elena scanned them quickly, trying to get back into the mindset she had had the day before. For a moment, she felt relieved: the translated text was solid and consistent. There was no trace of the anxiety she had felt.

She stopped exactly where she had left off.

He reread the offending paragraph, trying to strip it of any personal implications. This time he analysed it as he would any other text: structure, rhythm, choice of vocabulary. He imposed a professional distance on himself.

Then he went back.

He decided to start again from the beginning of the diary, rereading it more carefully, as if he could grasp its foundations, its original tone. He needed to understand who was speaking, before he could understand why.

The first sentence of the diary was simple, but charged with a silent urgency:

I started writing this because silence was becoming dangerous.

Elena paused.

That sentence alone contained a declaration of intent. It was not a confession, as she specified later, but neither was it a simple outburst. Writing as an act of defence. Against what? Against whom?

He translated it again, slowly, savouring every word.

I started writing because the silence was becoming dangerous.

It was a good translation. Perhaps too good. Elena realised she had chosen 'was becoming' instead of 'had become', maintaining that sense of growing menace. A subtle but significant choice.

She made a mental note of it. She was already beginning to make interpretative decisions. She hadn't even started on the text yet, and she was already engaging with it.

She continued.

The first few pages were constructed like a sort of emotional map. The narrator did not recount specific events, but rather moods, perceptions, small signs that had been ignored for too long. She spoke of how the people around her seemed to listen without hearing, of how every attempt to explain herself only led to further misunderstandings.

Elena recognised a surgical precision in those descriptions. They were not phrases written on the spur of the moment. They were the result of long, perhaps obsessive, reflection.

At one point, the narrator wrote:

People think that telling the truth means saying everything. They are wrong.

Elena paused to reflect on the Italian translation. Telling the truth does not mean telling everything. It was the most obvious translation. But there was something in that sentence that suggested a darker subtext: truth as selection, as construction.

She chose:

People believe that telling the truth means telling everything. They are wrong.

She kept the harshness of the last sentence. No softening.

The further she went, the more Elena had the feeling that the diary had been written with an implicit recipient in mind. Not a generic reader, but someone who would be able to grasp certain omissions, certain silences. Someone who knew the value of what is not said.

A translator, she thought. But she quickly dismissed the idea. She was letting the text influence her.

She paused mid-morning to take notes in a paper notebook, a habit she had kept despite the digital age. She wrote down keywords: language, control, rewriting. Then, almost without realising it, she added: identity.

The word remained there, isolated, like a warning.

She resumed translating.

She came to a passage describing the exact moment when the narrator, , had decided to start the diary. There was no obvious trigger. No sudden tragedy. Just the gradual realisation that she was trapped in a version of events that no longer belonged to her.

I realised that the story everyone knew about me was no longer mine.

Elena read that sentence several times. It was simple, straightforward. And devastating.

She translated it carefully:

I realised that the story everyone knew about me was no longer mine.

It suddenly seemed to her that that sentence could apply to anyone. And for that very reason, it was dangerous. It called into question the very idea of shared identity.

She realised she was slowing down. Each sentence took longer than the last. Not because of linguistic difficulties, but because of the specific weight of the words. It was as if the text demanded total presence, without distractions.

Elena stood up to take a break, but remained standing in front of the desk, unable to actually walk away. She stared at the screen as one might stare at a window, afraid of seeing something appear.

When she sat back down, she noticed a detail she had missed before.

The narrator had never used her own name up to that point. Nor had she used anyone else's name. All references were vague, intentionally blurred. It was a deliberate choice, not an oversight.

Elena felt a subtle unease. The absence of names made the text more universal, but also more unstable. As if it could adapt to anyone who read it.

She continued translating until she came to a paragraph that forced her to stop again.

There are moments when you understand that words are not meant to reveal, but to protect.

Elena rested her fingers on the keyboard without typing.

That sentence contained the very essence of her work. And, at the same time, it questioned its ethics. Did translating mean revealing or protecting? Making accessible or betraying the original intention?

She wrote the translation slowly:

There are moments when you understand that words are not meant to reveal, but to protect.

She stared at it, wondering if she was still working on the text or if she was, in some way, working on herself.

It was then that she noticed something seemingly insignificant.

In the right margin of the original document, like a remnant of a previous revision, there was a hidden comment, almost invisible. Elena did not remember activating the display of comments.

She moved closer to the screen.

The comment contained a single word.

Correct.

Elena felt a cold shiver run down her spine.

There was no indication of who had entered that comment. No initials, no date. Just that word, dry, like an evaluation.

She closed the document with a quick gesture, her heart beating too fast.

For the first time, a thought imposed itself with disturbing clarity:

she wasn't just translating a diary.

Someone was reading it with her.

Elena stood motionless in front of the screen for several seconds, as if her body were waiting for an order that her mind was still unable to formulate. The comment had disappeared along with the document, but its presence continued to impose itself with disturbing concreteness.

Correct.

It was not a neutral word. It was not a technical note, it was not a suggestion. It was a judgement. And, above all, it presupposed an observer.

Elena forced herself to breathe slowly. She inhaled counting to four, exhaled counting to six. It was an exercise she had learned years ago, at a time when anxiety would grip her throat without warning. She had never liked admitting that she needed it, but her body remembered.

She reopened the file.

The first thing she did was check the settings. Comments, revisions, history. Nothing. The document was clean, as if no one else had ever touched it. No tracked changes, no alternative authors. Just her.

She scrolled through the pages to the exact spot where she had seen the comment. There was nothing there. No sign, no trace left behind. Elena felt a sudden wave of irritation, as if someone were playing with her perception.

"You're working too hard," she murmured.

She realised she had spoken aloud again. That gesture, which once seemed harmless, now gave her the feeling of being listened to. As if the space around her had suddenly become porous.

She decided to continue translating.

Not because she felt calm, but because stopping would have meant admitting that something was unsettling her more than she was willing to accept. Elena had built her life on a simple principle: control comes through understanding. If she understood the text, she would regain control.

In the following pages, the narrator of the diary began to be more direct. She spoke of a past relationship, without ever defining it openly. It was an asymmetrical relationship, made up of constant corrections, reworded sentences and contested memories.

He used to tell me I remembered things wrong.

Elena felt a knot form in her stomach.

The translation came to her immediately:

He said I remembered things wrong.

It was a phrase he had heard someone else say. Not in those exact words, perhaps, but in the tone, in the intention. A distant echo, but recognisable.

She shook her head. This was no time to get caught up in memories. She continued working, maintaining an analytical distance. Each sentence was broken down, reconstructed, adapted. The work kept her grounded.

But the diary gave her no respite.

The narrator described the feeling of living inside a version of events that changed constantly, depending on who was speaking. She recounted how words were used to shift responsibility, to downplay actions that, in her memory, had carried a very different weight.

Elena translated, and as she did so, she felt an uncomfortable familiarity
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