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To everyone who has, at least once, encountered suffering





 


AGONY


 


To perish like thirsty larks


on mirage


 


Or like the quail


crossed the sea


in the first thickets


because it has lost


the will to fly


 


But not to live on lament 


like a blinded finch.


 


(Agony, by Giuseppe Ungaretti)  
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I am here, facing the altar, praying I will do good on my Math test, scheduled for this morning. 


I am praying, but I feel doubtful and hesitant, unsure on whether I actually do believe in a God that from up there, decides to lower Its gaze to me, just for a moment, despite everything else happening around the world right now. I think I am praying with the vain hope that I will grab Its attention to me and my Math test. It sounds selfish, I know, wanting to grab God’s attention for such a silly thing, but I can’t help it. To pass this exam I will really need help from some other entity. On top of that, I am praying but I have started to doubt my faith. Praying has always given me comfort, even though I cannot do it unless I am in a church. I don’t know why. It could be because of my upbringing, made of sure things, safety, comforts and habits (one of them regularly visiting the church) or maybe it is just because I have never actually personally questioned the issues of transcendence and life after death. Until recently. 


Lately, I have felt less sure of many things, I have started to question many ideals, principles and habits I used to be so certain of before. Anyways, what I need to focus on right now is the present. 


This June I will have my final examination, maturità, the most feared challenge for everyone who, like me, is in their last year of high school. Why is it called maturità, maturity, anyway? As if we would do the exams and finally be ready for life, really? I’ve turned eighteen on Decembre and I haven’t seen a big change in me.  I still feel young, naïve and innocent as ever. Definitely, I am not ready for the bigger challenges of life and I doubt developing a good translation of a random Ancient Greek test on the day of the exam or going writing an essay on one of the fathers of Italian literature and they work will help me. But maybe I am wrong. Maybe, I’m just thinking this out of fear. To be honest, I want to be wrong. It would make everything easier.   


After that, I mean after successfully passing all the exams, I will officially be ready to enrol at university. But, all of that won’t happen if I don’t pass the damn Math test I have to write in some minutes. 


I nervously join up my hands and look at the clock. 


I don’t want to leave the church, the altar, they are so familiar. I need protection, something to grab on and feel better, to forget my fear of not performing well enough. I keep searching, like I always did since I was a child, for signs in my head, for imaginary hooks that could help me cope with this hesitancy I am feeling. It is not just about the test, it is a general hesitancy about my future, the fear of getting into the unknown. 


The swinging movements of the flames coming out from some consumed candles, the sun barely filtrating through the stained glass, the cloth covering the altar, I am looking for anything different, any unrecognizable that might awaken me and push me to leave. I stare back at the altar, at the walls, then again at the clock. 


Shoot, it’s getting late and I can’t arrive late again, I can’t come up with yet another excuse. I pick up my books in a hurry, hastily make the sign of the cross and exit the church. 


Outside I am overwhelmed by unexpectedly powerful sunlight that forces me to put on my dark sunglasses. Right, I almost forgot to mention, today is the first day of spring. I turn at the corner. I bump into him. 


I mean I walk into him, a curly-haired blond with angel-like eyes, that seems to appear to me like in a dream, behind the light of that fantastic, almost imaginary beam of sun. 


 


What a view!


I lose hold of my books and they fall down to the floor. I am so dazed…  


I meet his hands trying to collect the books. They are strong hands, I see them, I almost feel them. 


Rising, I feel a bit dizzy and he holds me. 


“Are you all right?”


“Of course, all good. Sorry, I really need to go…”


“Don’t worry, but it was you that bumped into me!”


I turn around and run away, school is right there, waiting for me…


A hand suddenly touches my shoulder.


I quickly turn, irritated. 


It’s him again, with that innocent air that you can’t tell if he is being serious or not. He’s handing me my sunglasses’ case.


“I believe this is yours, Miss…?”


“Isabella!” and I almost snatch it from him. 


 


Why the hell did I scream my name to his face? How is it possible that I become so goofy just because a blond, blue-eyed guy is tenderly smiling at me?


“Roberto, nice to meet you.”


And just like that, we got to know each other, with those formal manners that my sister likes so much…
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While I am walking down the school corridors, I try to recreate the image of the guy I just met. I noticed he was watching me entering through the Ludovico Ariosto, a Liceo1 that could not get more classico, here in Reggio Emilia, Northern Italy.


That guy, I mean Roberto, looked at me in a way no one ever did before. His eyes heated me, for the first time in my life. I find myself biting my lips. They say I’ve got very fleshy lips, that offset my sharp forever-teenager face. “Made to kiss”, a classmate told me last New Year’s Eve party. I like to think that the slap in the face I gave him after that stupid attempt to flirt with me came from a mature girl. Like all my girl classmates are. They already had their first experiences as they like to highlight and describe in detail, while I haven’t even really kissed a boy. But maybe with that dude, the one I just met… it might be, I might like it. 


I am now reflecting, trying to explain the behaviour I started to adopt recently. Turning down party invitations from my friends and acquaintances, isolating and finding comfort in my books, the afternoons spent looking outside my room’s window, the nights spent dreaming in the company of the stars. The interminable nights of my friends, parties that seem never-ending until the early lights of the day, all the love stories and dramas happening around me barely touched me. My excuse to not participate was the strict “no-distractions-from-school allowed” rule. I’m an all or nothing person, or so I like to think. The reality is, I’ve always been enclosed between my dad’s strict authority and my mom’s melancholic spirit, growing up in a little bubble, where I don’t really want to upset any of my parents. My sister, on the other hand, she’s different, more independent and careless, with an increasing hunger for money and success pushing her to work inexhaustibly. 


At home, I am deferential. At school, I strive to be the best, always, like my father requires. He is an ever-present and imposing man, whose influence stays in the air even without him talking. In our family, we are all under his thumb, affected by his mood swings that have the almost magical power of exciting us or frustrate us in a matter of seconds. But for him, I’ll always be his favourite, his little girl. 


My mom, a romantic Music teacher from Southern Calabria, is one of those women living through their youth without never finding their “why”, rather waiting for “that someone” that would give them a meaning, a role in this existence. She found my dad. An attractive and handsome man, who didn’t think twice about accepting that promotion that imposed him to move to Reggio Emilia, in the North, taking both out from the familiar seaside city of Vibo Valenza, thirty years ago. He started getting totally hooked on his job at the bank and, during the first years, he neglected his new family.


So, when I was born, he gave to me all the attention and affection my older sister Diana didn’t receive. 


She always managed to escape from his control but followed him in the determination to work. Straight after graduation, she was hired by a prestigious commercial firm and in less than a year she overcame all her colleagues, becoming her employer’s lover, a businessman fifteen years older than her… You can see the type my sister is. Maybe that’s why, aged twenty-eight, she’s starting to freak out about getting old too fast. It’s been a while now that every day, coming back from work, as soon as she enters the house, she goes directly to her room, puts on a green organic mask, while listening (since that state makes it impossible to watch for her) to the television, with two cucumber slices placed on her eyelids. Then, she starts asking, screaming, where I am… 


Diana loves me, I’m her little sister. She protects me, sometimes too much, and she’s really proud of me. But she would like me to be entirely bound to her principles driven by money and career. No time for mistakes. “Do not trust anyone and anything, never speak first, check on the clothes the person in front of you is wearing, do not get involved in teenage love stories with some penniless college student”… these are the kinds of advice I receive from her. 


No, she wouldn’t have liked Roberto, for sure. He has that air that screams “I am fighting against the status quo, I have left school and I am not coming back”. He definitely isn’t the elegant type, with expensive clothes, but he was wearing those jeans I really like, the scarf surrounding his neck, that curly hair, the cigarette coming out his lips… I caught his ironic, mocking but tender look, I’ve sensed the attention he was giving me. 
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