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Chapter 1: The Agency's Mistake
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A clumsy secretary at a well-known real estate agency makes a spectacular blunder. Five people find themselves with an appointment set at the same time to view the same flat.

The boss, the real estate agent, reads from the appointment book:

Wednesday, 15 March, 11:00 a.m.

Apartment at 25 Via Manzoni, Unit 42, Third Floor with Lift:

– Mr. Livio Felli

– Ms. Maria Chiara Bini

– Mr. Matteo Storti

– Mr. Manlio Corsini

– Dr. Stefano De Sanctis

Overcome with shame, the agent does not show up. He delegates the cleaning lady, who arrives on time. The five prospective clients arrive on time as well — unusual people, each with an urgent need to change not only their home but, in some way, their life. The first three are looking to rent; the other two want to buy. Yet another colossal error.

The five exchange polite greetings and puzzled looks. "Why are there five of us?" they wonder. They assume it is some new strategy employed by real estate agencies. They try asking the cleaning lady for information, but she speaks little Italian and knows almost nothing about the property.

The apartment is spacious — three rooms, high ceilings, parquet scratched by years of someone else's life — but entirely empty. No furniture, no chairs. The five arrange themselves as best they can: one leans against the window frame, another perches on the low sill, another sits directly on the floor with his back against the wall. There is something unintentionally theatrical about the scene.

Dr. Stefano De Sanctis, a seventy-year-old neurologist and department chief accustomed to being in command, loses his patience. He thunders against the agency, then — as he has taken to doing over recent months whenever he feels cornered — slips into his character: that of an old man with Alzheimer's. In reality, he is in perfect health and perfectly lucid.

In a suddenly composed voice, he says:

"Kids, when the teacher gets here I need to tell her I forgot my primer. You brought yours, didn't you?"

The others fall silent, incredulous, exchanging glances.

"Today I had a slice of cake for breakfast... it's my birthday. My tenth birthday, you know — that's important."

Those present conclude that the poor man is not quite himself. They nod with polite smiles, eyes fixed on the floor. It is uncomfortable.

For a moment, De Sanctis comes back to himself, calls the agency. No one answers; he reaches voicemail.

Then, with the ease of an old friend picking up where he left off, he continues:

"My first wife cheated on me with a colleague of mine — my right-hand man. The second cheated with a plastic surgeon, then with a personal trainer — that's why she was so beautiful. She was younger than me; in the interest of fairness, I should say that. And the third, the one I have now... she says I'm always elsewhere. I correct her every time: not elsewhere — focused. I knew about the first two. I found them both out... but I acted as if nothing had happened. You'll say I'm a coward."

A faint murmur rises. After a moment, Matteo Storti breaks the silence:

"No, doctor, please go on."

And, with complete confidence, he does:

"Carlo, my son... couldn't manage to graduate. He is the stupidest man I have ever known. I had to intervene personally, exam by exam, calling in favours from colleagues. For that dimwit I gave away expensive watches, hired professors' relatives in my department, sent other lecturers on overseas trips at my expense... And now, when he could finally take my place, he says he wants to go into management, run major companies. What exactly does he intend to run, given that he couldn't even get his driving licence? I sorted that out too, through a friend at the licensing office."

"What a hopeless case..." He stops. "I'm sorry for the outburst. I'll hold my tongue now."

Matteo, with a knowing glance at the others:

"Doctor, please continue. Don't stop."

He needs no second invitation:

"My two daughters can't wait for me to die. They've already inventoried the furniture. Would you believe that Rebecca, the eldest — an architecture graduate — got into serious trouble a few years ago in Cartagena, Colombia? They called me from there: she had run up a hundred thousand dollars in drug debts. I paid to bring her home. Now she acts as though it never happened. Thirty-five years old, a degree, two master's degrees... and she still doesn't know what she wants to be when she grows up. Forgive me; I'm a foolish old man who rambles on."

Matteo:

"Doctor, that's not true. Would you like to hear my story? It's short."

The old man nods. The cleaning lady slips away, promising to return. The others signal their agreement.

* * *
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The silence that followed had the peculiar texture of a silence after confession: not empty, but saturated. Manlio Corsini cleared his throat. Maria Chiara was staring at her hands. Livio Felli, leaning against the window, was gazing into the courtyard as though something interesting were happening outside. In all probability, nothing was.

"Please," said De Sanctis, with a sweeping gesture that could have been regal or simply weary.

* * *
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Chapter 2: Matteo Storti
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I have never considered myself stupid. Unlucky, yes. I always told myself that in life I had only mistimed things, never misjudged them — never the intention, never the heart. Just the moment.

I worked at a payroll processing centre that prided itself on being the largest in the city. One hundred operators in a single large rectangular room, orderly rows of identical desks, screens glowing from eight until five. The noise was a constant hammering: keyboards, printers, barely suppressed breathing. Competition there was never declared, but you could feel it in the air, like electricity before a storm.

I detested that place. Lidia Nargi detested it as much as I did. We had recognised each other for precisely this reason: not out of affinity, but out of shared intolerance. Lidia was attractive, determined, quick-spoken. When she was angry, she did not raise her voice — she accelerated.

"We can't die in here," she would say. "Not at forty."

We began to fantasise about an escape. At first it was a game; then it became a necessity. The Sunday afternoon she told me about Aldo, I thought she was joking. She was not.

Aldo lived in the Caribbean — or so he claimed in the email. He had left everything behind to run a real estate agency on a perfect island: white house, boat, Bermuda shorts. The proposal was disarmingly simple: a small beach bar. Seventy thousand euros. Thirty thousand up front, the rest in easy instalments. "If you don't take it, I'm giving it to my brother," he wrote.

Lidia read the email aloud with the solemnity of a religious ceremony.

"This is the train that comes along only once," she said.

I did not know Aldo, but I knew her. That was enough.

The plan to scrape together the money was simple, almost scientific: stop paying rent and utilities for three months, sell the cars, take out two loans of fifteen thousand euros each.

"Once we're there, who's going to come looking for us?" she reassured me.

I signed the loan agreement with barely trembling hands. I took it for excitement. Lidia signed the power of attorney and wired the thirty thousand euros. For a week, the suitcases lay open in my bedroom: new flip-flops, light shirts, a travel guide bought online.

Before we left, I wanted to finish in style. When the office manager called me out for yet another formal error, I did not look away. I told him everything I had held back for three years, with surgical precision and complete composure. Then I picked up my jacket and walked out. I felt light.

That lightness lasted for the duration of the bus ride home.

On Lidia's doorstep I found a white envelope. A few lines that devastated me: she did not love me, she had gone back to her ex, she had needed to escape — but not with me. Aldo had been arrested; the deposit had vanished into thin air.

I read that piece of paper three times — not to understand it, but to slow down reality.

That night I did not sleep. I ran the numbers in a notebook: overdue rent, the loan, utility bills, no job. The next day I printed a hundred CVs and handed them out everywhere. The responses were always the same: 'It's a difficult time,' 'We'll be in touch.'

No one got in touch. Instead, the calls from the finance company began. Polite at first, then considerably less so. I started to feel a constant pressure behind my sternum: not pain, but urgency.

My last chance was an interview at a labour consultancy firm. I prepared an impeccable CV: colour photo, ironed shirt, controlled smile. The interviewer looked at me for fewer than thirty seconds and delivered the verdict:

"We'll be in touch."

I left knowing he was lying.

I walked aimlessly until I found myself inside a pound shop, where I bought a box cutter. I did not truly plan anything. I wrote on a sheet of paper:

THIS IS A ROBBERY. HAND OVER ALL THE CASH.

I walked into the bank wearing the same expression I had worn at the interview. I showed the note and the box cutter. The cashier went pale and handed me a thousand euros. I left laughing, then crying, then doing both at once.

Outside my building, two police officers were waiting for me. They did not look threatening; they seemed almost amused. One of them was holding a piece of paper
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Five strangers. One appointment.
Everything is about to change.
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