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INTRODUCTION 

Venice (and, in part, Paris) is the splendid landscape in which the human story of three generations of women unravels, each of them lost in her own way. Aurora is, because of her egotism, immorality, and cruelty, be it towards her original family or with her husband and the daughter she ruthlessly torments. Deeply fragile, incapable of managing her own affairs, and perhaps the most lost of the three, Loredana makes her own way out of a cluttered life in which it never rains, but it pours: from the street to drugs and more. She's first a victim of her mother’s cruelty and then that of her partner, who cheats on her mercilessly, but then becomes her daughter’s tormentor herself, abandoning the latter when very young.  

Federica is where the stories of these ancestors of hers meet. Only as an adult does she discover her mother, whom she believed was dead, is still alive. With the ever-growing collaboration of Leonardo, a student doctor who’d himself been abandoned by his father, she conducts difficult research, full of unknowns and twists and turns, leading her to painful answers.  

Federica has certainly been a victim and has suffered from the absence of a mother who never looked for her. It will be up to her to choose whether to perpetuate the impiety of those who preceded her by becoming in turn the executioner of a future generation, or to redeem herself and her family by embarking on an alternative path. 


1

  The shadow of the past 

Hesitantly, the girl moved along the main path of the cemetery. She looked around. For so many years, she hadn’t come to her mother’s grave, which meant she couldn’t remember where it was exactly. When she found out about the burial, she was brought there to make sure of what remained of her. Thereafter, she’d gone back there a couple of times on All Souls’ Day in November. That place gave rise to aversion in her, not only because it was a place of death, but also because of the horrible impact her mother’s death had on her life. She’d gotten used to feeling different ever since.  

She turned right and looked at the first row of graves protruding onto the path, beginning to read the inscriptions on the tombstones. Alice Rossi. There she was. There were two bunches of white dahlias. She asked herself who could have put them there; as far as she was concerned, not even his father went out of his way to visit the cemetery. As for the grandparents or aunts and uncles on the mother’s side being present, she’d never heard of such a thing. She chose to visit that day, having passed her school leavers’ exam with good marks. Her life was now changing.  

She had reason to believe she was to be enrolled in the Faculty of Architecture at Venice, where she was to live. In some way, she’d come to say goodbye to her mother, who, although she never knew her, was an important figment of her imagination. She was staying up north in Belluno. This woman was a white box in her heart and mind, which she couldn’t leave aside. Regardless, she had done very little to learn about her over all those years, contenting herself with the vague information her father provided. He, however, would remind their daughter of her positively.  

She looked again and again at the photograph and asked herself why on Earth there weren’t any copies at their house, at least of that one. She then paid attention to the dates of birth and death she read. The former was four years before that of her father. She wondered just why he’d never told her about that, particularly in the past, such a gap in which the woman was the elder would’ve been noticed. What most astonished her, however, was the date of death to which she’d never paid attention: just one month after Donatella was born.  

From this, she deduced that, as his partner was dying, her father had already taken up with a lover and even fathered a daughter. She was considering all the conjectures that could explain such an odious coincidence when she saw a woman approach the grave. It looked like she was twenty-five or so. They both looked at each other in curiosity. The woman, who had just arrived, took the flowers from their vase and changed them for fresh ones of the same kind. Federica looked in astonishment at the girl, asking herself what right she had to show all that possessiveness over the grave of her mother.  

‘Excuse me,’ Federica asked with subtle irritation in her voice, ‘may I ask who you are?’ The woman looked at her, astonished.  

‘I’m her daughter,’ she replied as she was pouring water into both vases. ‘Why are you asking me?’ For the girl, it was like being punched in the stomach. ‘What does she mean by “daughter”?’ she thought, ‘Sure, she had problems with Donatella, her half-sister by her father, but she’d have at least claimed to be Alice’s only daughter’.  

‘But she’s my mother. I’ve never heard of her having any other daughter but me’.  

The girl put the flowers down and looked at the other in bewilderment, perhaps wondering whether she found herself before some deranged woman.  

‘I’m sorry, Miss, what are you called? Actually, none of this “Miss” business, young as you may be! This is my mum here. She died over seventeen years ago, and I’ve never seen you, never mind heard about secret daughters. A father may very well sire children the world over without his family knowing, fair enough, but a mother? That seems quite complicated, and I lived with her until she died, making that impossible. Unless, that is, I’d forgotten about her being pregnant when I ... sorry, what age are you?’  

 ‘Nineteen’.  

 ‘... I was seven then’.  

Federica felt a cold sweat come over her forehead, and her head began to spin. Indeed, neither she nor any of her family had ever paid much attention to that tomb. From the outside, one might have thought that whether it was there or not wouldn't have made much difference, but that wasn't the case. Knowing that she had had a mother who, as her father said, had loved her very much, had offered her a fertile little garden in which to cultivate her already not exorbitant self-esteem. Suddenly, that piece was missing, and what's more, that meant her father had deceived her.  

The girl noticed Federica feeling unwell and drew near her. She was even forced to have her sit down on the grave, emerging a foot from the ground, just enough for the presumed daughter to get momentary support. She seemed to need this urgently, and for now, there was nowhere more suitable nearby.  

Her name was Fiorenza, and she tried to cautiously question this utopian sister of hers to put the pieces of this strange puzzle in place. When Federica came to a little and could tell the story in full, Fiorenza was very understanding and offered to take her home.  

Once here, they met with Filippo. He had been very worried about his daughter’s health as, to him, she looked pale and in pain, but was all the more worried when Fiorenza introduced and gave details about herself. The usual pleasantries were exchanged, and the woman was assured everything had been done for the girl’s own good. After promising to later explain to her how things actually happened and presenting her with a profound apology, Filippo dismissed Fiorenza. 

All Federica asked her father was: ‘Is she still alive?’  

‘To be honest, I don’t know how to tell you this,’ he said. ‘She went away, and this is all I know’.  

‘Didn’t you go looking for her? She’s got relatives and friends she could’ve gone to. And the police ─ have you spoken to them?’  

‘For many an hour! Days on end, I’ve been speaking to them. We looked in every document, the bits of paper lying around at home, in half of Italy’s registry offices, but ... no joy, I’m afraid,’ her father said. ‘Your mum was a mystery from the beginning. She always told me she was an only child and that her folks had died. She never had me “over” to introduce me to anyone who’d been part of her life in the past; I’d only ever met the owner of the bookshop in Vicenza she was working at when I met her’.  

‘What about Fiorenza’s mother?’ she asked. ‘How did you get her involved?’  

‘I saw her grave once when I was knocking about in the cemetery. My heart pounded in my chest,’ he explained. ‘For a little bit, I seriously thought it could be her. There wasn’t a photo because she’d only just been buried. A week later, though, they put one on, and I argued it was somebody else. In the meantime, I certainly didn’t twiddle my thumbs; I even did a bit more research that convinced me that it wasn’t her, this was about’.  

‘Does the name match, though?’  

‘The name Alice Rossi is quite widespread. She introduced herself to me under that name, and that’s what was written on her personal documents, which ─ I don’t know! ─ may be false. When I saw that grave,’ he continued, ‘I also had a look at the dates and thought ... it would’ve been best for you to believe that ... the woman to have given life to you couldn’t stay by your side, her “death” having taken you from her.  

‘I didn’t want you to know your mother abandoned you and could still be alive,’ explained Filippo, ‘wanting to be far from you. Unfortunately, the most logical thing to suppose is that she actually has died. It seems otherwise impossible that she’d not make herself known after so many years’.  

This meant her whole life ─ her very self! ─ was rooted in the quicksand of pure falsehood. Everyone had protected themselves to her detriment. Her father had hidden behind the grave of his former partner, whose purifying death spirited her away. There was also Vittoria, who managed to get married to him, whereas Federica’s mother could not. Donatella was also in the bargain, being the legitimate daughter whom both parents adored, themselves legitimate.  

Federica, however, could preserve nothing and was completely exposed to the wind and storms. It seemed impossible that a grave in such neglect, having never been visited, wouldn’t make such a great difference, but it did. That had been a kind of pass that had certified that she was someone, that a mother had brought her into the world, had wanted her, and had distanced herself from her due to force majeure. Now, the severing of this link with that square yard or so of marble also decreed that her person, whom her mother had abandoned as if someone unworthy of being loved, would be annihilated, assuming she was still living.  

She, of course, had a family behind her. She would sometimes go out with her sister and father because her mother, or rather, the mother, had some task or other to do at home or outside, which felt almost normal. In fact, this took place mainly in the past, when she and her sister were younger.  

Her father went with her to places his children chose, like “the pictures”, amusement parks, toy shops, and clothes shops, but rarely bookshops. In the end, outings with lady friends (and, sometimes, gentleman ones too) had taken the place of parental guidance, which was no longer necessary. Federica missed these dates because, on those occasions, she felt like she was the daughter of at least one parent, at least at forty to forty-five percent, almost like Donatella, however briefly that was.  

Her father would more or less treat her in the same way, trying to buy them the same things or those of the same worth. To her, it seemed he spoke to her as tenderly as the other, even if he hinted at the slightest bias towards her sister, still being the youngest at home.  

The age gap between them wasn’t significant—only a couple of years. What set them apart surely lay elsewhere. What made Donatella and Federica poles apart was the fact that the former’s mother was still living, part and parcel of the family as was, whilst the latter’s had died. She had tried, without success, not only to adjust, but even to grow fond of her father’s wife. In her heart of hearts, however, she unfortunately felt an unwavering distrust towards Vittoria, a sure sign of her own incapability of loving, for which she felt guilty. She thought she was a kind of monster, an emotional wasteland, not up to feeling empathy towards others in the way normal people are. In her family, her birth mother was little discussed, even after she came to know she existed.  

Vittoria was first Filippo’s partner before they married. All told, they’d had a peaceful life; at the beginning, there was only Federica to get used to, which she did quite soon. Then, with the arrival of Donatella, peace was secured in the family. She never managed to forget that the girl was another woman’s child, although she grew fond of Federica, and there was a limit to her attachment nobody could convince her to exceed. Nonetheless, she dealt with the matter as gracefully as she could.  

When both sisters would argue, for instance, none could claim she’d take Federica’s side. Moreover, her child was still younger. The girl would never go to her father to complain ─ at least, as far as Vittoria knew ─ and things moved forward peaceably, at least until the truth about the girl’s real mother emerged.  

Vittoria knew well that, although Filippo adored both his children, he had made it clear—without ever saying so—that he would not tolerate any discrimination between the elder and the younger. Only on three or four occasions over all those years had he crossed that bridge and quite violently. He shouted at her like a madman, saying: ‘Not a living soul, I repeat, nobody at all is to humiliate my daughter! I’m not having it!’ He’d had the good grace, however, to not say or, more to the point, shout all this at her in front of his daughters, and she’d planned in every way she could to avoid further disputes arising.  

With Fiorenza having just left, Federica retired to her room. There was only one thing that urgently needed to be done: running away.  

She no longer felt she belonged to this nuclear family, assuming she’d have been in the first place. It was the end of July, and her exams were finished, offering her free time before starting university. A nice family holiday in Sardinia had been planned; Filippo had rented a villa there. She was exasperated by the very idea of being face-to-face, side by side, morning, noon, and night, and for long periods of time with people who seemed more and more like strangers to her. Suddenly, she realized she couldn’t go with them. She just couldn’t.  

For that reason, she called a friend of hers, knowing she’d be going to London in a few days with a third friend. Much earlier, Renata had insisted she’d come away with her, and it took nothing for them to agree. After the family came together and Federica told them of this, she went back into her room. Her father knocked on the door, asking to speak to her, with Vittoria following him and Donatella following her. She answered the door to none of them, lying on the bed and starting to think.  

She always felt like the odd one out in that family. She had known for some time that Vittoria was not her mother, but the thought that her real mother had died had given her some security, freezing her figure and making it immobile and unchangeable. The possibility she was alive was now changing, as was certainly how that changed things.  

By dying, a mother leaves you for reasons beyond her control. It's possible, even plausible, that she does so, while loving her daughter. However, a mother who walks away, going years without looking for her daughter, whom she left when very young, makes it not only implausible that she loves her, but it also makes the very idea completely out of the question.  

Let's admit she’d perhaps left because her father cheated on her with Vittoria ─ good, but not great. In such an instance, she’d have had every reason in the world to disappear. She quite possibly found them in the act and, in a wave of indignation, ran away. Such a situation may drive you to despair, even to the point of forgetting you have a child. After a week, a month, a year, however? Christ! Might it be that, as you were fleeing, the fact that you were abandoning a child had never entered your mind? Your husband may have cheated on you with some slattern, but would you leave your daughter in the hands of the very woman who has caused your ruin?  

Many years earlier, learning that Vittoria wasn’t her mother shocked her. Now, it was so much worse.  

She’d give anything for her mother to retreat again under that piece of marble and never to make herself known again. Actually, she wanted to know nothing about this Alice. She tossed and turned in bed, repeating that name as if the person it represented would materialize. In the end, it seemed like a stranger’s name to her, cold and completely meaningless. She decided that, had that woman not looked for her in all those years, she was unworthy of her thoughts. As such, she should busy herself with other things.  

Another part of her mind, however, suggested to her that Alice was the only person to have fully belonged to her. Her father, in fact, shared her with Donatella, who doubtless had an advantage; Vittoria, for her part, had nothing to do with her. She tormented herself the whole afternoon.  

By evening, she came out of her room, firmly convinced this discovery would change nothing for her. An alive mother who’s not looking for you is as good as a dead mother, which must’ve been the way she considered the issue. The problem with her father, who’d lied to her all her life, was graver still, seriously calling his credibility and, therefore, his influence on her into question.  

When she came out, she behaved normally with everyone else, even sitting down to watch some television with them. What was troubling her, which was a new sensation, was her having to ask her father for money for the ticket to London and accommodation there. She at once swore to herself she’d find work once she’d crossed the Channel. When she debated the decision with her family, they all begged Federica to spend her holidays together with them, including Vittoria, who perhaps showed a little less enthusiasm. Regardless, Federica remained firm in her choice. The following week, she left for Heathrow.  

In the English capital, she didn’t have much chance to stay with Renata, who was on a language course in the morning. In the evening, she’d find herself with friends she knew from Italy and had also made where she was now. As for Federica, as she’d promised herself, she’d found work at a hotel on the third day. It wasn’t easy for her at all, what with either post-Brexit restrictions or the limited time she had available. She was forced to contact some Italian hotelier acquaintances who, at that time, were a chambermaid down due to a fracture. Acting out of necessity, they took her on, ignoring certain formalities and hoping there wouldn’t be trouble with the local authority. They did, however, offer her decent pay. The mornings were dedicated to tidying the rooms, then after a few hours of rest, she’d be in service at the hotel restaurant in the evening.  

She worked a lot and rarely had free time to dedicate to entertainment, but she didn't seek it. Renata, after an initial period in which she meticulously told her about her days late in the evening when they returned, began to be more laconic and, in practice, chatted almost exclusively with Raffaella, the third Belluno member of the group.  

Federica did not take this personally at all. She didn't care about missing out on visits, wandering around, or even English lessons, which she already spoke quite well. She didn't even mind being ostracized by her friends, and all their pursuit of fun seemed unimportant, unessential. Boring and lacking in prospects though it may have been, her work was to make sure she did not have to ask her father for more money when she was on the island. Where, even up to that moment and being the child of a well-to-do family, she’d thought she’d be well kept until she found good work after graduating, she now reasoned, as if she were orphaned of both parents, that she’d have to pull herself up by her own bootstraps, however uncomfortable it was.  

Federica worked all summer and tried to keep at bay a thought that insistently crept into her mind, which she tried to push back with all her strength. The few times she went out with Renata and her friends to the disco, she went overboard with the alcohol, coming home a little tipsy. She'd always criticized boys, and girls in particular, who’d get drunk, which meant she was careful with alcoholic drinks. But her mother's abandonment, or rather the fact that she had heard the news of it, had revolutionized her conceptions of life. In fact, she didn't give a damn about life's ideas anymore: she wanted to drink, and she drank, end of story. A couple of times the next morning, she was late for work and was scolded.  

When, in mid-September, Federica came home, she had to give way to the fact that she had not succeeded in taking away from her life the sense of abandonment caused by her mother’s hiding. This magnified her whole figure in her mind. Although she had always known she was another woman’s daughter, she had never indulged much in fantasies about that woman’s life or personality—only that she was a dead mother. The latest revelations, however, confronted her with the reality of a mother who was alive, well, and abandoning.  

This was precisely the problem.  

One Saturday morning, Filippo was at home, with Vittoria and Donatella having gone out shopping. Federica knocked on his study door, holding a tray in her hands. Her father took this with a smile, then, rising from his chair behind the desk he was working from. He moved towards a pair of armchairs in the corner, inviting her to sit down with an unbending arm. She placed the tray onto a little round table and sat down, sighing.  

‘I thought I’d bring you a coffee,’ she said. ‘You’re always shut up in here and I never see you’.  

‘Very well done, Federica! Indeed, being a lawyer does take up a lot of my time,’ he told her. ‘I’m not with you all as much as I’d like to’. He took the cup, added sweetener, and slowly stirred the black liquid, which he began to sip.  

‘You’ve not told me much about England,’ he continued. ‘For one thing, you’ve not told me how you’ve got on with the language. Not only that, I don’t know how you managed in terms of money: you’ve asked me for hardly any!  

‘I’m sorry you didn’t come with us to Stettino. Sardinia is worth all the acclaim it has,’ he claimed. ‘You’d have deserved a little rest in the greenery after those exams and before throwing yourself into uni’.  

‘Don’t worry about it, Dad,’ insisted Federica. ‘I worked a bit, which could only have done me good. Now’s the time for me to start thinking about my life and getting organized. I’m an adult now and I have to be responsible for myself’.  

‘I know, I know. You kids grow up so fast!’ he chuckled. ‘I’d like you to be still chil─’.  

‘Just let it go, Dad,’ she said. ‘No need to talk about it’.  

‘Listen, Federica,’ he insisted, ‘I know you still have it in for me for having hidden the fact that your Mum left. I sincerely regret that I can’t convince you of my good reasons for doing it. There was a choice between making you suffer when you were so young and by no means able to face such great pain, and only explaining things more fully when you’d have grown up, now, for example! You yourself have underlined that you’re an adult now, which means you’re capable of judging and managing situations more maturely’.  

‘This wasn’t just a little white lie, Dad!’ she insisted. ‘Was it really necessary to make out someone died, going as far as having a tombstone built?! We’d even go there bringing her flowers on All Souls’ Day!’   

‘Actually, we didn’t go there that often,’ he asserted. ‘Given this was a lie and you didn’t go out of your way to ask, we didn’t do it anymore after a while’.  

‘I just don’t know what to say to that, Dad! A dead mother gets forgotten, but a living one ... I can’t pull that out of my head!’ She then insisted: ‘You are gonna tell me everything you know about her. It'll give me a chance to find her!’  

‘Jesus wept!’ Filippo covered his eyes with his hand and gave out a deep sigh. ‘Don’t do this, Federica, please! I’ve already been through all this rigmarole with the police when you were two. I don’t want to start with this again!’  

‘Start with this again, you’ll have to, dear Daddy!’ she cried out. ‘I’m not asking you for handbags and designer clothes like Donatella and Vittoria do. What I’m asking you is questions about my fundamental rights! It's my identity I’m talking about! I want knowledge about my mother, who may still be alive or in trouble. Sink or swim, I want to find her’.  

As Federica was speaking, Filippo kept shaking his head and, from time to time, covering his eyes with his hand. ‘Federica,’ he replied, ‘might it be you don’t realize how ridiculous your proposal is?’ He repeated: ‘The likeliest possibility is that she actually is dead, not long ... not long after she left us’.  

‘And that’s the point, Dad! Can you tell me exactly how and why she left us?’ Filippo began to get agitated in his chair and looked about the room for something like an answer. Seeing that he was embarrassed, Federica reassured him.  

‘Please, Dad. Just this once, at least, tell me the truth a little bit!’  

However willing Filippo was to be honest with his daughter, he certainly couldn’t explain away the indecent spectacle between Alice’s sheets, still warmed by her dreams and smelling of her own perfume, that the poor woman had to bear witness to. ‘You’re still young,’ Filippo pointed out, ‘and haven’t had anything steady romantically. Every love story has its highs and lows, and let’s say, ... in a moment of deadlock, your mother went away’.  

‘Dad, you’re married to Vittoria now,’ she reminded him. ‘Wasn’t it because Mum realized you cheated on her with Vittoria?’  

‘Vittoria? No, no, no! She came later,’ he said. ‘When I found myself having to look after you by myself, I began thinking you needed a mother, given yours was nowhere to be found. So, believe me, I went looking for her! I did look for her, as did the police, but ... she seemed to disappear into thin air’.  

‘How long were you with her?’ she asked. 

‘Something like three years’.  

‘Living here, right?’  

‘Hmm. At first, we started living together in Venice,’ said Filippo. ‘The house there, though, was ... too small and ... Alice couldn’t keep things tidy. We then thought about moving to Belluno, where there was a bigger house’.  

‘Was the house tidy here?’  

‘Heh! Let’s say ... that wasn’t one of your mother’s strong suits,’ said Filippo. 

‘What was her strong suit, then?’  

‘She had so many,’ he thought aloud. ‘She was sweet, understanding ... I loved her a lot’.  

‘I don’t know why, but ... to me, you don’t seem very convincing,’ she admitted. ‘In any case, that’s not what I’m interested in right now. You mentioned having looked high and low for her. You might’ve started with her relatives. You always told me hers had all died, but I suspect that even this was a brick in the castle of lies you’ve built ...’  

‘No, Federica, just ... no!’ he said. ‘As for this castle of lies, I’d like you to understand we did it ...’  

‘Enough of that, Dad. I’ve asked you about relatives: grandparents, aunts, and uncles’.  

‘That wasn’t a lie,’ said Filippo. ‘Alice had always told me, actually, she had no relatives whatsoever’.  

‘Fair enough, then: no relatives,’ she said. ‘What about friends, acquaintances? You’d not find her in a desert, this one!’  

‘Here we are:’ Filippo began, ‘the only such person I know ... used to know ... basically, whom I’ve met, was the owner of the bookshop she used to work at ... a lady herself’.  

‘I imagine either you or the police gave her a good going-over'.  

‘We did, actually’. Having been asked what she said, he added: ‘Nothing different from what I’d told the police. She put out a small ad, and Alice applied. She'd never spoken to her about either friends or relatives, never mind about ever being introduced to them’.  

‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ she answered. ‘You were her partner! You said you’d been with her for nearly three years. Didn’t you ever ask her questions? What were you doing, living with a ghost?! You actually had a daughter with this woman. Were you, perhaps, not interested in knowing where she came from, what cultural, ... social comings and goings she was part of?’  

‘You’re right, but I thought of that only later. When we were living together, everything seemed normal,’ he ventured, ‘and I didn’t want to stress her out with so many questions’.  

Federica looked skeptically at her father, wondering whether he had really been so naïve, or whether his ignorance was the result of convenient choices, of further lies. The rubber wall her family had built around her had only fueled in her a disproportionate curiosity. Indeed, she’d often heard stories of orphans accomplishing incredible feats to find their parents. Until she’d believed her mother dead, she’d only had vague curiosity as to there being indirect relatives of hers, and could lead her life without excessive paranoia. 

She was a kind of pressure cooker, cooking food at acceptable temperatures until the discovery that this might exist in her life. At that point, curiosity had become an obsession. The pot threatened to explode without information coming to light to put her parents’ story back within boundaries that could be explained and recognized.  

‘Alright then, tell me what this lady is called and where I might find her’.  

‘Good grief!’ Filippo answered. ‘After all these years, you probably didn’t think of coming back or finding her. What’s more, she’d closed the bookshop your Mum worked at. 

’I remember it was quite difficult to find her when I went looking. She wasn’t all that cooperative, and I struggled to meet up with her even once’.  

‘Seems like very odd behavior to me,’ she said. ‘You were basically looking for a disappeared person who might’ve met a terrible end, not a cat who’d escaped home. Even the police were involved in that investigation!’  

‘For the sake of that, in fact, I begged her to cooperate. I, however, believe that they had an awful argument and she hadn’t forgiven her, even though some time had passed’.  

‘But ... Dad, you must’ve travelled together,’ Federica pointed out. ‘You’ll have gone to Padua, where her papers say she was born. She’d have shown you places somewhere that brought back memories for her or asked you to take her to one place over another for Christmas or on her birthday. She must’ve told you about parties she had as a kid’. She added: ‘Even if her relatives had died, as she said they had, there has to have been a point in time that there was someone with her somewhere, but what do I know? Perhaps an institute or a foster family ...’  

‘Not a thing’.  

‘You’re a lost cause, Dad,’ she said. ‘Whether that’s out of naïvety or deception, I don’t know’. He then wanted to speak again, but she interrupted, saying: ‘Never mind swearing on anything or anyone; I’m not having it! What are you going to swear on, anyway? On my mother’s head, perhaps, Dad?!  

‘Just ... tell me what this sainted woman is called’.  

‘Her name was Agata Del Buono’. On being asked her address and phone number, he told Federica: ‘I wouldn’t know where to find her nowadays. The last time I contacted her was at her workplace in Cittadella. Actually, she’d moved to that townlet where, I believe, there was a man with her. He worked for an artisan furniture company replicating the old Venetian style’.  

‘Do you remember what the company was called?’ In response, Filippo rose and began rummaging through the desk. He produced an advertising leaflet and passed it to his daughter. ‘Haven’t you anything else to tell me, Dad?’  

‘This was a furniture producer, providing items true to form and in style, almost ...’  

‘I wasn’t talking about furniture, Dad’. Determined, Federica rose and moved towards the door. As she was about to open it, Filippo called out her name. She did not turn round, but stood there with her hand on the knob.  

‘Never forget, Federica, that I─ we ... we love you very much and we’re ... we’re your family,’ he told her. ‘We’ll welcome you with open arms whenever you need us. Not only that, we’re ready to do anything you ask us to’.  

The girl stopped for a moment. Still not for turning, she answered ‘Thank you’ and then left.  

She rushed into her room and clicked on the link related to the furniture company. It still existed. She made a phone call and asked to speak with Ms Del Buono. She was lucky enough because the sales manager, even though she was sick that day, would return as soon as she recovered. Without much hope, she asked for the woman's personal address and, as she expected, did not obtain it. As she was putting her mind at rest, resigning herself to waiting a few days, she heard Donatella and Vittoria get back. She did not want to be with them at all, but the sister stormed in after a symbolic knock on the door.  

‘Federica, come and see the incredible things we’ve found!’  

With a sigh, the girl shut off her computer and followed her sister into the lounge. There, she was forced to witness the opening of packages from various boutiques. The haul boasted two pairs of jeans decorated with rhinestone patterning on the pockets and front, two long evening dresses with shiny inserts: one in shades of blue, the other in anthracite. There were also evening shoes and matching clutch bags. As Donatella marvelled at the beauty of their purchases, Vittoria tried to fold the clothes her daughter lavished praise upon and put them back into the bag.  

Turning to Federica, she said: ‘Rosanna’s only getting married! That’s the sister of Donatella’s close friend. They’ve invited me to the wedding as well, since we go out with her mother. We certainly couldn't show up dressed in rags. We wanted to buy something for you, too, but I know you're not into overly ornate evening dresses. If you want me to, though, I’ll ask Michela ─ Rosanna’s mum ─ to invite you too’. Federica looked at her, alarmed.  

‘Me? For God’s sake!’ she answered. ‘What have I got to do with this Rosanna? I don’t even know her, never mind her mother! Off you go, uphold the family’s honour(!) With the toilets you’ve bought, you’ll sure make a great impression!’  

‘What do you think of the jeans?’ Donatella, who’d gone into her room, came back wearing her pair of them.  

‘Aren’t they the bees’ knees?’ she said. ‘Federica, you try them on too! They come in similar patterns. If the size is fine by you, I’ll go back and buy you a pair’.  

‘Oh yeah!’ Filippo exclaimed, having been called over by his younger daughter to check on the outcome of his credit card. ‘Look, Federica, they look nice. Have a pair for yourself’.  

‘Thank you, everyone,’ answered the girl. ‘At the moment, however, my “look” is the last thing I care about’. Without Federica expecting it, Donatella threw her arms around her neck and smacked a kiss on her cheek. She vaguely understood her elder sister was worried about the matter of her mother. If all this was hazy for Federica, imagine how much it would’ve been for Donatella! She had experienced the figure of Alice with the same enthusiasm that would have given her a foreign body in her eye. Now and then, the younger sister had somewhat childish behavior. At first, Federica tried to pull her head back, but was then ashamed of her rigidity and kissed her back, albeit far more restrainedly.  

The girl knew it was unfair of her to feel resentment towards Donatella, who was the “right” daughter of the family. In fact, it was not her fault that it was Vittoria, not Alice, who brought her into the world. At the end of the day, she loved her sister, even though, at times, she was something of a screwball.  


2

 Between revelations and boxes 

Federica spent most of the week at home, punctuating her days with occasional outings with friends. Late on Saturday afternoon, Filippo and the two women, dressed to the absolute nines, went to that famous wedding. The following day, they rested. She was not to be found, having left very early with three friends of hers.   

They left the car in front of Case Bortot, a small group of houses, and then took the path leading to the Settimo Alpini refuge of the Schiara group, in the immediate vicinity of the city. She wasn’t hot on the mountains; every so often, however, she joined people who were, and, once she got over her initial laziness, she was happy to participate in those excursions.  

Her companions, two girls and a boy, climbed the steep path like roe deer. She closed the group and had a certain difficulty keeping up with them, but managed to maintain a constant pace, even if not very fast. When she fell too far behind, the group stopped to wait for her without impatience. The walk took about three hours. She arrived at the refuge fairly out of breath and honored the breakfast, which she shared with the others, furnished in part by the refuge staff and supplemented with bag contributions from their rucksacks.  

They then went out for a sit-down and to take a little sun. Two of them ─ a boy and a girl ─ then made for the Zacchi via ferrata that was to take them to the foot of the Gusela del Vescovà. This was a long, thin rock with the name and shape of a sewing needle weaving between the mountains surrounding Belluno.   

They recommended this climb to her and the other girl. Both declined, spending their time pleasantly around the retreat. The other duo came back at about three. Federica and her friend had started to worry because nasty-looking clouds were gathering towards the mountain. They rushed toward the valley as fast as they could, but failed to avoid an absolute downpour of rain in the last thirty minutes of their walk. In any case, the experience satisfied them all, despite their being soaked. 

On Monday, she finally found this Del Buono lady, whom she wasn’t that keen on meeting, however. Nonetheless, she had to insist. After quite some trying, she wheedled a meeting out of her at a bar the following day at two o’clock during lunch break. She took the family runaround there and, at two p.m. sharp, she went into a bar a little hesitantly, just outside Cittadella town centre. Having just got out of the car, she’d noted the furniture factory Del Buono used to work at, right in front of the bar.  

The woman, brown, well-dressed, with her hair tied in a bun, a light shirt, and black cigarette trousers, sat on a padded imitation leather wall sofa. Federica approached questioningly and asked: 

‘Is that you?’ she asked. She did not need to specify who “that” was.  

‘Yes, it is,’ replied the woman. Federica was then shown an uncomfortable seat on the other side of the table that the woman was sitting at. She took it and, as she was sorting things out in her bag, was studying the other woman’s face. She seemed quite bothered. Nonetheless, Federica extended her hand, which Del Buono was forced to shake in some annoyance.  

‘Hello,’ she began. ‘Believe me, I’m sorry to disturb you; if I could’ve avoided it, I wouldn’t have come over at all. However, I must ask you a few questions regarding my mother’.  

‘It’s taken some time, I dare say,’ said Del Buono. ‘I’m also afraid that what I can repeat to you is no different from what I told your father and the police back then. Less than even this, in fact, given I’ve forgotten some things in all that time. Tell me, though ... through all these years, haven’t you managed, therefore, to get any news about her, to find out what happened to her?’  

‘No. You’ve killed so many birds with one stone,’ said Federica. ‘Time ... Actually, not much time has passed since I learned my mother may be living ─ what, a month, a month and a half? You see? I’ve been raised by my father’s wife, believing her to be my real mother. Only when I was turning seven was I told she wasn’t, and, at the same time, shown a grave to cry over. I’d never come to terms with it; nothing can be done about death.  

Lately, however, I discovered by chance that she had only run away, not died, and my parents had to admit it. According to my father, the greatest probability is that she is actually deceased, and therefore, he claims that it is useless for me to look for her alive. For a while, I tried not to think about it, but I can't manage. In so many words, I realized that, even if I were to go to the moon, I couldn’t flee from myself and from the heart of the question that has become precisely what you say it is: “What became of my Mum?” If no joy there, “Where is she?” Where can I find her? My father knows nothing about that and can’t help me’.  

Ms Del Buono looked at Federica coldly as she reeled off all these clarifications. ‘You know something?’ she began, to break the momentary silence. ‘If he didn’t know how to get the truth out of Alice or whatever the hell she was called, given that the police speculated to me it wasn’t her real name, I’m asking myself what you expect from me. What are you called?’  

‘Federica, what do you expect from me?’ she said. ‘Perhaps, things are said to girlfriends that aren’t said to partners; you’d known her previously, after all. She may have been seeing friends who called in on her, relatives, maybe. I believe that, had your mother vanished into thin air, you’d do everything in your power to get news from her’.  

‘Let’s not talk about my mother,’ she said. ‘Incidentally, she’s not very well at all at the moment. Moreover, my mother’s always been someone conscious’.  

‘So, you’re telling me my mother’s behavior was marked by elements of recklessness’.  

‘Well,’ began Del Buono, ‘we didn’t part ways as best as we could’ve’.  

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ said Federica. ‘Would you care to elaborate, please?’  

‘Basically, things at the bookshop, which at first seemed to meet with public favour, started going wrong,’ she explained. ‘I was overwhelmed with debt and couldn’t cope with that. At some stage, Alice asked me for a significant raise. I explained to her that the company was struggling to cover the salary she already received and that, if the situation did not change, I could be forced to close. Unfortunately, she had learned that I had had to settle certain bills out of desperation.  

‘She, unfortunately, found out I’d been desperate enough to ... settle some debts, as it were,’ she continued. ‘She threatened to report these irregularities to the authorities. We argued. That very evening, I called one of our competitors who’d proposed taking over the bookshop, at a price much lower than it was actually worth. I couldn’t wait, however, to call time on my career as a businesswoman; I clearly wasn’t qualified to be. She took the sale personally and insulted me no end. I’ve not spoken to her since; I learned from your father that she’d taken refuge with him in Venice.   

‘Before leaving the bookshop, I filled some boxes with my most expensive books and my personal effects,’ Del Buono said. ‘Not having enough space at my home in Vicenza, I brought it all to my parents’ farmhouse here in Cittadella; there’s a large attic there. I then continued to live in Vicenza until… well, until I ended a relationship of mine. Now I’ve come back here. I’d live in a flat, but I came home to my folks a month ago because, like I’ve told you, Mum isn’t well’.  

‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ replied Federica, uneasy at having to intervene like this in the arguments and dalliances of others.  

‘Not to worry,’ Del Buono said. ‘I was telling you about the boxes. The other day, I was trying to downsize in the attic, and I came across something I found odd. ‘I opened it and saw it was your mother’s stuff’.  

Hopefully, Federica shifted in her chair, saying: ‘My mother’s? Such great news!’  

‘That's right, your mother’s,’ answered the lady. ‘When she left her flat in Vicenza, she’d left it behind in a little room. The landlord then brought it to me, and it ended up in the attic here, amongst my things. When I found it, my first instinct was to get rid of it. I then thought its owner must have met a dreadful end and, although our work together didn’t end well, I would’ve been sorry if something bad had happened to her’.  

Ms Del Buono nervously looked at her watch. ‘Oh, good grief!’ she cried out. ‘Two-thirty already ... I must shoot off to the office. See you again, Federica’.  

‘Miss?’ she interjected. ‘Couldn’t you give me the box? I perhaps might find some news ...’  

‘I certainly can’t right now,’ said Del Buono. ‘I’m on shift till half-six. If you want to, come round then and we’ll go to the house for it’.  

Federica spent the afternoon knocking about in town. She saw many ceramic items there that seemed to be typical of local artisanry. She also stayed in the car for a while, fiddling with her mobile phone. At the time arranged, she was in front of the furniture shop door, anxious yet hopeful.  

She followed the woman’s car away from the town centre. In ten minutes, they arrived in front of a large farmhouse with its fairly faded yellow and russet tones, although in good shape. They went up to the first floor. The girl was made to wait behind the front door as Del Buono entered a small room. A woman was there, sitting in her wheelchair. Agata approached her and told her something before turning to Federica.  

Together, they went up the stairs to the fourth floor. They entered a huge, dusty attic, lit through four dormer windows. It was full of materials of all kinds. Beyond luggage and boxes, there were also agricultural implements, including a motorized strimmer. Del Buono stepped inside, sidestepping some obstacles, at the risk of also losing her footing, until she brought up a large box from the floor. She moved it towards the girl, who extended her arms to take it.  

‘Just a minute,’ said the woman. She pulled the package back and headed for the stairs. Federica followed her until Agata retrieved a damp rag two floors below, carefully dusted the find, and handed it to her. 

‘From the bottom of my heart, thank you!’ she said. ’You don’t know how much this memory means to me. Do you want me to keep you posted when I get some news?’  

‘That’s up to you,’ said Del Buono as she took her down to the ground floor. The door was then closed behind her with a curt wish of good luck. Federica went away, asking herself whether the Ramax furniture company, when determining how to select sales assistants, had put empathy on the list of requirements. They felt driven not to.  

It had gone half past seven. Federica thought she ought to let her family at home know she was late. She tried to turn her mobile on, which was lifeless. ‘Damn. It's empty,’ she noted.  

She held the box under one arm, but it felt to her as if the relic were burning hot, and that made her uneasy. ‘Maybe I should open it right away to see if it at least contains any interesting material,’ she said to herself; however, she suppressed the impulse and let a little more time pass before confronting that reality. 

She, in fact, realized that the box contained something that could change her life. She put the box on the passenger seat next to her and drove off.  

She could already see the cold expression Vittoria would feign interest in the thing with and Donatella’s noisy invasiveness, with her assailing Federica with questions. What she most feared, however, was to be her father’s considerable indifference. He’d naturally bury this under wagonfuls of solicitude.  

When she went down for a pizza, it seemed she’d left a living thing in the car. It might’ve suffered or even died for her having abandoned it. To Federica, those unhappy fathers came to mind: the ones who had left their little son in the car under the blazing sun, where they should’ve perhaps taken him to nursery, only to find him dead when they came back.  

As she was having dinner, her thoughts were fixed on the box. She very nearly wanted her car stolen and its entire contents. Not even when she got back into the car did she decide to take a look, and the container wound up entering her room, still intact. She’d have gone straight there without saying goodbye to anybody, were it not for the fact that, as soon as she unlocked the door, Filippo rushed into the hall. Vittoria came behind him.  

‘Federica, you’ll be the death of me!’ he said. ‘You do realize it’s half-eleven and we don’t know what else to think? Where have you been? What’ve you been up to, and why didn’t you tell us?  

‘You took the car,’ he continued, ‘which you can, of course, but you’re not yet that experienced. We’ve been looking for you since eight o’clock, but your mobile was off. Why don’t you think about us, even a little bit?’  

The girl rushed to her room to save the box before they began to investigate the matter, while Filippo indignantly chased her into the corridor.  She at once retraced her steps, almost colliding with her father.  

‘You’re right, Dad; I’m sorry’. As she apologized, she took her phone from her bag and started turning it over in her hand, showing it to her father. ‘Thing is, my phone died. There’s something up with it; the battery only lasts a few hours’.  

‘Enough of these excuses!’ he said. ‘I don’t want to know where you’ve been because you’ll then accuse me of violating your privacy. Is it at all possible, however, that you can find a way of putting your parents’ minds at rest?’  

She'd always called Vittoria “Mum”, even after she’d learned it wasn’t her. After the incident at the cemetery, however, she’d begun calling Vittoria by her name. This first happened when both were alone and, initially, Vittoria looked at her in surprise. Her gaze then hardened.  

‘If you prefer it this way, so be it,’ she said. ‘However, let me remind you I’ve always behaved with you like a Mum. You can’t mention a single case ─ not one! ─ in which I haven’t’. Federica did not respond; she wasn’t interested. In fact, there hadn’t even been unpleasant encounters. She hadn’t felt loved by that woman; as much was enough.  

The next time it happened, they were at the dinner table. Filippo and Donatella were also there. ’Vittoria, will you pass me the oil?’ was all that was said.  

About to put a morsel into his mouth, Filippo was left hanging his fork in mid-air. Vittoria had clearly prepared him for this, as, after a moment of impasse, he started moving again and swallowed the food down. Donatella’s eyes, however, widened.  

‘What’s this “Vittoria” business?’  

‘Just finish off your pasta,’ her mother ordered, glaring at her as if talking to a child. From that moment on, Vittoria became just Vittoria. There was nothing left to object to.  

Now there was this idea of “parents” left hanging in mid-air, with its baggage of meanings. Federica might’ve had something to answer it with. However, she said nothing.  

‘I’m sorry,’ she added, ‘both of you. I should’ve borrowed someone’s phone. Won’t happen again’.  

‘And now what are you doing?’ he replied. ‘Going to sleep unfed? Your moth ─ Vittoria, has left some dinner for you; you must only heat it!’  

Federica had a surge of tenderness for that man. Sure, a cloud of opacity hung over him as he’d left her mother, and he’d lied so much to her.  

In the end, however, she did feel affection for him. And when she wasn’t angry, she sensed that he reciprocated in some way. If she looked around the people she knew, just how many of her lady friends had their fathers leave their mothers to take up with new partners and, perhaps, have children with them? Mothers leaving their families wasn’t unknown, either. Sometimes, the children forgave the parent who left; others did not. However, in his case, it wasn’t even Filippo leaving, but the mother. In the end, he had even looked for her with the police, perhaps even with the desire to really find her: who knows?  

‘I was hungry and had a bite to eat,’ she said. ‘Don’t you worry!’ She gave him a peck on the cheek in the hope this was enough to make herself scarce. In the end, Filippo let her go. Federica went into her room to have an appointment waiting for her. There was no longer any reason to find an excuse to postpone it.  

She let out a relieved sigh as she leaned against the door with all her weight. She took the box. Del Buono’s cursory sweep of its surface left grey streaks after it had dried. Notwithstanding, Federica picked the package up and opened it.  

There were tourist souvenirs, some vinyl records, a couple of dolls in costume, and various other trifles of no real interest. He was about to transfer the container to the floor when a nylon casing appeared at the bottom, which seemed to contain writings.  

She opened this. Taking the sheets out of it, she noticed they were yellowed letters. On the upper middle of each page was a small coat-of-arms. She opened all of them, putting them in chronological order. She immersed herself in reading the first, written in French, which read thus:  

Venice, 5 October 2002  

Loredana, ma chère,  

Loredana, my darling,  

you don’t know how much your mother and I have suffered from the fact that you’ve gone away. We’ve even asked the police for help, but they’ve told us they can’t do much, given the note you left indicated you did so voluntarily. We’ve left Paris and come to the house in Venice; we hope it’ll be easier to find you near there. Your mother gave me the sheet I’m writing on. Some time has passed, and at the moment, we’re flitting between here and Paris. One day, the baker told me you’d been to her shop to buy the focaccia you like so much. I wept for the joy of knowing you’re alive, even if you don’t want to have anything to do with us. I don’t know if you’re angrier with your mother or me, but I don’t understand why, at all costs, you wanted to enter into the dynamics of our relationship that, when all’s said and done, only concerns us. And we both adore you. Please, if you don’t want to come back, at least call us, leave us a note when you return for the focaccia, and reassure these old parents of yours (at least me) who love you dearly.  

Papa  

Federica was shocked. In truth, she was unsure whether this Loredana was her mother, but it was highly probable that she was. Filippo was therefore right: she’d devised an identity for herself and secured new documentation. She laid her past to rest. She had declared that her relatives were all dead, and instead, she had parents who loved her, who were looking for her, and she had only turned her back on them, walking away. Why was this? The letter spoke of the dynamics of the relationship between the parents. What did that mean?  

Federica immediately immersed herself in the following letter:  

Dear Loredana,  

It's been a year since I’ve written. I know you got my letter, even though the baker told me you didn’t want to. We’ve been waiting, with every new hope, that you make yourself known in some way. You haven’t yet. Your mother has made a decision and moved to Venice. I’m only stopping by and am in front of her family home. I’ll just look at it, but won’t ring the doorbell.  

Without her, I feel lost. Please, at least make yourself known.  

With love everlasting,  

Papa  

Federica put the paper down. Certain elements that emerged from the letters were that the mother's name was actually Loredana, that her family moved between Venice and Paris, and that the father wrote to her on paper surmounted by a coat of arms, which he, however, claimed had been provided by his wife. And the concept was well defined.  

This could have led to the assumption that the mother had belonged—or still belonged, if alive—to a noble family. She photographed the symbol, which appeared on a light background divided into two parts: one showing a blue key, the other the green silhouette of a trunkless tree, a sort of shrub. Afterwards, she searched through heraldic websites. She didn’t find the exact coat of arms, only similar features. 

There was also the fact of the letters indicating Alice’s or, rather, Loredana’s parents ─ Federica’s grandparents, in short ─ used to live in Venice as opposed to Padua, as Alice’s papers suggested.  

She put everything back in the box and hid it on top of the wardrobe, in the hope nobody would stick their oar in. She tidied up her room, but the cleaning lady was there a couple of times a week. She also did not rule out Vittoria making some excursions into her territory when she was out. 

She lay down to sleep, but couldn’t drift off at all. The man who wrote, quite possibly her grandfather, seemed old and tired to her. His best wishes towards his daughter, who’d fled, motivated him, and she hadn’t responded to his heartfelt pleas. In some way, she felt guilty about it, almost feeling obliged to take on her mother’s guilt personally. That woman, however, seemed to be a serial runaway, if she’d fled her original family before also fleeing her partner.  

Partner, not husband, even if they’d lived together in such a way that was almost a marriage. She realized it bothered her that her father hadn’t married her. ‘Why did he marry Vittoria, but not my mother?’ she asked herself. She was annoyed she’d been born of a less-than-steady relationship. She called herself silly for caring about stupid registry issues. Instead, she tried to concentrate on the relationship between Alice/Loredana and her original family. It was the father writing to her, not the mother. It is usually mothers who are closest to their daughters. 

She fell asleep at times, her restless sleep populated by the image of a young lady whom she’d always see running away with her back turned. There was another such woman, albeit with her white hair in a bun.  

The only one facing her was quite an elderly gentleman, with his hair also white. He had an expression of suffering on his face. On occasion, she could see him sob, which, it seemed to her, was her fault. She tried to extend a hand to stroke his cheeks, but the man pushed her away, annoyed.  

When he spent the night in Belluno, Filippo used to leave for Venice on the seven-twenty train. Federica heard him come out, and then she got up and quickly prepared too. Vittoria was already standing and, while the girl was in the bathroom, she made her a coffee. When she came out, she asked her kindly 

‘Why ever are you up so early? Donatella’s still asleep’.  

‘Yes, don’t wake her up,’ Federica said. ‘I’d like to take myself off to Venice to find somewhere to stay before school starts’. Vittoria looked at her, astonished.  

‘What about your dad’s flat there?’ she pointed out. ‘After all, he often comes home in the evening. Couldn’t you set up there?’  

‘Sure, for the moment I will. My friends are coming down too,’ Federica said. ‘You know, Fausta, Giorgia? Perhaps I’ll stay with them. Let’s see’.  

‘Do forgive my saying so, but paying rent seems daft when we’ve already got a flat of ours in Venice,’ Vittoria volunteered. ‘Your dad can also sleep there every so often, too. Not only that, you could come back with him sometimes. Did you go to Venice yesterday as well?’  

‘Venice? Ah, yes! I still have some forms I need to sign, so I’ll have to go back’.  

‘Well, if you’re running late, you tell us,’ she warned. ‘You can’t worry us sick like you did last night! What’s more, you took the car out and you’re not that experienced yet’.  

Federica nodded, the gesture confirming everything that had been recommended to her in terms of the flat, coming back, and the car.  

The last thing she wanted was to argue with Vittoria. The more she grew up, the less she was interested in what that woman had to say. After the discovery of documents about her maternal family, however scattered and unreliable they might seem, Vittoria had slipped to the bottom rung of her interests 

Whatever she could say, it would have gone in one of Federica’s ears and out the other. The tone of the intervention that had just occurred certainly did not contribute to Vittoria climbing back up the hills Federica had already thrown her over, either. She distractedly thought that her stepmother's biggest concern was that she would not squander the family money on unexpected rents, and that she would not allow herself too much freedom by driving around in the family car. 

‘You’re right, Vittoria. See you tonight’. However, for Vittoria, being right about these things wasn’t enough.  

‘Listen, Federica,’ she began, ‘I also wanted to remind you that ... you did cancel the holiday with us and went off by yourself. I’ve since noticed that, since you’ve been back, you’ve spent very little time with Donatella, who’s taken that out on me. You know she loves you very much and doesn’t understand why you don’t take her with you ─ for example, when you go out with your lady friends ─ and why you seem to avoid her’. An exasperated Federica closed her eyes.  

‘If truth be told, it seems her circle of friends is larger than mine,’ answered Federica. ‘She doesn’t need me acting as her chaperon, either. Now, however, I’m sorry, but I’ve just got to go. I’ll miss the train otherwise’.  

‘Fair enough. We’ll talk about this, more calmly, later’.  

‘Sure, we will,’ answered Federica as she made for her room, still holding her cup of coffee. She promised herself that, in the future, she would avoid every opportunity to spend time peacefully with her stepmother. She went down to the cellar by the lift. From there, she took a suitcase where she’d put some of her clothes and what was necessary that night, in case she’d have stayed in Venice. She’d brought it down the previous evening, after her parents had fallen asleep. She’d foreseen someone noticing her leave, and the presence of a suitcase would’ve betrayed how eager she was to escape. She hoped Vittoria’s attachment wouldn’t compel her gaze to follow her from the window. Up to the street corner, she also didn’t drag the suitcase to avoid its wheels making a noise. It was a useless precaution because the woman followed her stepdaughter with her gaze until she disappeared. 

She read the message left on the suitcase. Her mind was then cast back to the terrible day when, angry at Federica for disobeying her, the confession came out that she wasn’t her mother. A horrible scene followed in which the little girl retreated to her room, where she threw herself on the bed and remained there for a long time. Unfortunately, she was given to bouts of vomiting and, when she rose, it was clear she’d also soaked her sheets. Vittoria, of course, immediately regretted her words as she also had to take care of a gossiping Donatella.  

In the corridor, she said: ‘Mum, have you seen the state of Federica’s room? You can smell it even from here’.  

‘You get to your room and just open the window,’ Vittoria answered. She was anxious to get her daughter out of the way, having no time for her at the moment.  

This was despite the little girl being her pride and joy, with her blonde hair and beautiful sea-blue eyes. Vittoria kept seeing herself wholly in Donatella, even though her blonde hair had darkened over time.  

She made herself out to be an idiot, having jumped through hoops to grow fond of Federica. To lessen how guilty she felt and for necessity as well, she went into the child’s room to try to remedy the actual cataclysm that had transpired there. Not only had she soaked the sheets and blankets through, but there was also a problem with the mattress. She tried as much as possible to wash it with scented soap and deodorant to eliminate the persistent smell of urine before leaving it to dry. She promised herself she’d turn it over before the child went to bed.  

It was Thursday; Filippo was expected to arrive the following evening. That day, Federica did not want to go to school and spent the day in bed, its sheets changed and the mattress turned over. Vittoria tried talking to her a few times, even saying that her mother was a great one and that it was a shame death had taken her from Federica. She, however, remained unbowed, lying down, and her head turned to the wall.  

Her stepmother also brought her food she knew she’d like, such as tortellini with cream, fried potatoes, and tiramisu, but the little girl did not even touch the plates. All she had was a chocolate bar and some water. Donatella tried several times to question her and get her involved, even trying to tease and joke about her. However, it did not take her long to understand something serious had happened. She accepted she had to leave Federica alone and returned to her own room to play by herself.  

Filippo arrived that same evening. Donatella ran towards him and threw herself into his arms. Federica hadn’t come, and Vittoria explained she wasn’t feeling well. He went to her room to see her. Federica confirmed the excuse her stepmother gave, adding that she had a bad stomach, possibly because she had gotten cold. She even showed up for dinner, even though she barely touched any food.  

Only when everyone had gone to bed, Vittoria chose to confide in Filippo what had, in fact, happened. He wouldn’t believe her and had her repeat the story twice. The second time, the woman, faint of voice, recounted the facts, understanding how furious her husband was as he did not even deign to comment on what had happened. He rushed to his daughter’s room and slept there. The following day, they went away to Cortina alone.  

Passing the night almost entirely sleepless, a tearful Vittoria lay tossing and turning in the empty bed, feeling abandoned and failed. A part of her also thought she was being accused unfairly. She had truly raised Federica with all the dedication of which she was capable. This sword-stroke that had broken up the family, placing Filippo and Federica on one side and Vittoria and Donatella on the other, was a reaction she deemed excessive, with an also-abandoned Donatella being as much Filippo’s daughter as the other.  

She felt she did not deserve it. That she adored her youngest daughter could not be considered a crime; she was the house’s littlest. It wasn’t her fault that, for the other daughter, she’d never felt the visceral love binding her to Donatella. That said, if we really want to talk visceral, she’d lived in Vittoria’s womb and was raised differently from the other, having come from that of another who’d left, abandoning her.  

When the child awoke and found neither of the two other relatives at home, tragedy broke out. Donatella screamed: ‘Daddy, my Daddy!’ It was as if she’d been skinned alive. She sobbed until she was out of breath, so much as to frighten her mother. Vittoria felt the strong temptation to call both runaways, so they’d hear the amount of pain they’d caused the little girl. She decided against this, however, choosing not to worsen the already weighty situation.  

‘Daddy’s had to go with Federica to the doctor’s because she’s poorly,’ she told her, trying to settle her down. ‘You saw how sick she was too’.  

‘But she also did a wee! Did she do that because she’s poorly?’  

‘Yes ─ I mean! ─ No,’ she said. ‘Basically, she’s not well and might have to stay in hospital tonight’. The little girl sniffled and, for a while, stopped crying. She was thinking and then said: ‘If she’s not well and has to stay in hospital, she’ll then die, won’t she, Mummy?’  

Vittoria looked at her daughter in a daze, putting her hand over her forehead. ‘What are you talking about, Donatella?’ she said. ‘Of course, she’ll get better and come home to play with you’.  

‘But I don’t wanna play with Federica!’ Donatella cried out. ‘She’s naughty and took Daddy away from me’. Vittoria was astonished by all the unthinkable consequences of three or four words she’d said in a simple outburst, not only in the main, but also for Filippo, Donatella, and herself.  

‘Christ!’ she thought. ‘Here I am, seemingly up a high mountain. I’ve moved a pebble, not meaning to, and that stone’s fallen into the valley, becoming an avalanche overpowering all of us’.  

That morning, she dedicated herself heart and soul to her little one. She brought out all her toys, even the ones she’d tucked away some time prior, and played until lunchtime. In the afternoon, she took Donatella to the pictures to see Frozen. Donatella adored Elsa and Anna so much that she’d already decided on a name for her first daughter: Anna Elsa. Praise be, there was a chance invitation to a birthday party the following day, and I whiled away the rest of the day, as was God’s will.  

At about nine in the evening, both runaways came home. When she heard them, a sulking Donatella took refuge in her room. Vittoria gently asked if they’d eaten, as if they’d only been out for a five-minute walk. In the corner of her eye, she noticed the look on Federica’s face softening. She hoped the aftermath of the whole affair would be watered down.  

Family equilibrium is like a fragile vase. Three simple words, said by Vittoria out of pure outlet after years of virtuous silence, had shattered the delicate vessel, which, even before that, had already revealed cracks. Somehow, it was made up, and family life continued, even though for Federica it was no longer a family but a makeshift lair to which she had had to adapt. That suitcase, which her stepdaughter had hidden from her, was merely confirmation of a desire to escape that had been brewing for years. 
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 In search of a lost link 

On the train, Federica kept on reading what her presumed grandfather had written. There was nothing she had to do at university, not having forms to sign or anybody to meet. All she experienced was the desire to stay somewhere she felt at home.  

Venice had always fascinated her, but this wasn’t even a unique sentiment. Who doesn’t love Venice, after all? In any case, those letters combined that city’s charm with the call of home and of the family. She didn't have a clear idea of how to move forward. Having a surname would’ve helped. What was she supposed to do with just a coat of arms unfindable online?  

On the train, with her mobile phone, she looked for a library to do some heraldic research that she hadn’t managed to do online. If this were to do with Venetian nobility, there would’ve been more chance of finding traces thereof in such places. She was given many to choose from. She plumped for the most significant of them all: the Marciana in St Mark’s Square.  
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