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To my daughter, so similar, so different from me

You ask me why I buy rice and flowers.
I buy rice to live and
flowers to have something to live for.
Confucius
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A Special Healing Power

	Emma was nine when the house collapsed on her. That day she persuaded her mother not to send her to school. She stayed home to play with Ricco, a beautiful black dog with the front paws shod in white who, out of the blue, rushed under the double bed whining. Initially, Emma thought he’d got injured so she went after him.

	– Ricco come here, show me.

	The dog withdrew until the girl was completely sprawled under the bed base. 

	At that moment there was an explosion and a crash of chains landed abruptly in the room.

	The floor gave way into the void below. The wall and the flat above collapsed down into pieces like in a hurricane. 

	Emma felt the glassy dust fill her mouth. Fearfully, she kept still in a cloud of suffocating concrete crumbs. Then there was silence.

	“Something must have happened in the flat above” she thought. Emma had heard of houses that suddenly exploded and fell on people. 

	Ricco started yelping in a regular rhythm, bleeding from his nose, he was crushed under the weight of the bed and a spike of the base pierced through his neck right into his dark fur. “Elegant and wavy like a corkscrew” she found herself thinking as she spoke to him sweetly:

	– Don’t be afraid, someone will come to save us. You’ve done well. Mom will be here any minute.

	The dust was suffocating her, the air grew solid and so the child started breathing one nostril at a time, “to save oxygen” she told herself. 

	She tried to move a foot. Her leg was trapped and the pain caused her a trickle of tears which she licked with her sticky tongue. 

	She continued breathing one nostril at a time. Holding her breath a little and then releasing it with the other nostril. She’d seen her grandmother do it when she wanted to concentrate. 

	They said Nonna Dina had a special healing power in her hands.

	When she was little, she fell from the wall onto the gravel in the garden and her wounded knee filled with tiny black rubble. She cried from the pain and out of fear. Nonna Dina called the doctor and, while they waited, put her gnarled hands over the wounds. Emma recalled the white hair of the doctor, the praises and kindness he gave her:

	– You’re a good girl, so brave. I know you must be in a lot of pain. Let’s blow on it. Here’s some drops for the pain, it will get better soon, you’ll see. 

	However, she wasn’t in pain anymore. She didn’t tell the doctor that her grandmother could do miracles with her hands. 

	Even the fear had gone. 

	Ricco’s breathing became heavier, his mouth wide open and tongue sticking out, like when she took him out to run in the meadows with the other dogs. He loved chasing after the white one that he could never catch up to. 

	He let out a reddish drool and carried on yelping in a regular rhythm, as if to mark the passing of time. “I need to do something” she thought, hoping that the spike hadn’t pierced through his flesh. “Nonna Dina would know what to do” she squinted 

	her reddened eyes and focused her thoughts on the dog, sent him an order and a wish of white light: “Breathe, breathe gently”. 

	The collie’s nose soon stopped bleeding and his breathing became less laboured. She kept her stare locked to his forehead whispering: 

	– Don’t worry, don’t be afraid, someone will come to save us, they know we are here.

	The cold fell upon her. Her pajamas left her arms uncovered, her feet were bare. It was almost summer, Emma wondered, it shouldn’t be so cold. 

	She shifted her thoughts to her belly crushed against the floor and her back that she could barely move. She imagined being by the seaside. 

	Her dad held her up and they laughed, he tickled her feet. 

	Then she’d have a swim, lay blissfully on the hot sand and feel the sun dry her shoulders. It was like being in one of those holes her brother would dig and then cover her in up to her neck. Mom didn’t want him burying her under the sand but she wasn’t afraid. She knew that with only a small movement the wet gravel would slip to her side and she would get out of the trap.

	Not her father; he hadn’t been able to free her brother from the whirlpool of the lake that appeared so innocent, surrounded by mountains. The water sucked them in as if swirling into a sink. 

	That’s not what Emma wished to revisit; she couldn’t give in to bad memories, especially not right then. She had to be brave. She had to be close to her mother. 

	She searched for her in her mind. 

	She now saw her sitting at the edge of a plastic chair, one from the garden that Emma found really comfortable. Her body was rocking back and forth, back and forth, her hands between her knees as she prayed out loud Ave Maria, Ave Maria, Ave Maria. 

	Next to her was grandma, standing mute, her eyes fixating on the stones.

	So much confusion. Voices, screaming, tears. 

	Mom’s slender body shaking in tremors. 

	Friends and relatives dared not speak to her. 

	Every now and then she’d run her hands through her black hair, long and wavy. 

	Her face was marked by two dark streaks of makeup dripping from her eyes to the corners of her mouth. 

	In her mind, Emma stepped up beside her and put her hand on her shoulders. 

	“Mom, everything is ok. Mom. I’m alive, don’t cry.” 

	Nonna Dina kept staring at the stones. In the midst of the hubbub, Emma saw a yellow crane driven by an overweight worker moving gently over a pile of gray rubble. Other men, like helmeted ants, shouted and carefully moved pieces of the house. An old wooden chest, a broken arm chair, a couple of encyclopedias for children, all rendered useless, were being recovered and placed on a separate heap.

	Emma moved right in front of her mother. “Mom, look at me.” 

	Sitting on the edge of the chair, the woman carried on rocking pitifully. Emma grabbed her firmly by the shoulders and held her. 

	The rocking stopped and the woman recited the entire Hail Mary in full. 

	Then, like a sleepwalker, she approached the rubble.

	– Emma – she called – my daughter is alive, I know it, I feel it – she told a firefighter who was moving an electric stove, still miraculously intact. 

	– Madam, get away, get away, keep your distance, everything is falling here. A prolonged yelp caught his attention and signaled to the rescuers the exact location to dig.

	Emma then went back to her dog. His eyes were wet and blood congealed in the corner of his mouth. “Stay with me, don’t go” he seemed to tell her. 

	“I’m here Ricco. Hold on. Please.”
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Real Dreams 

	In the village there were many disputes and complaints. The tenants of the building couldn’t accept they’d lost it all and were now forced to move to an emergency accommodation provided by the town district for however long. 

	As well as their woes, they’d have to share spaces barely enough for everyone. 

	Because of this, Emma and her mother decided to move to their grandmother’s house. 

	These events shaped the character of the little girl.

	Emma understood that she had lived through an inexplicable experience. Her mind had been capable of such concentration as to make her move in space, it could materialize thought. She knew what Nonna Dina meant when she said that “they” had an energy force, a special gift. 

	She didn’t talk about it much, her mom went into a rage when grandmother suggested to Emma that she had an even greater gift than hers.

	 A spontaneous, more developed mental capacity. A soul with channels more open than that of most people. She understood that these abilities would rise spontaneously, especially in emergency situations.

	For a few weeks, Emma would talk about the darkness, the dust and the fear of being buried. She said that Ricco had saved her, she hadn’t felt too alone with him. She reported seeing the overweight man on the yellow crane, the stove set aside along with the chest and a damask-lined armchair. 

	She recognized the children’s encyclopedia and the large wedding photo that hung on the white wall of the room with her dad hugging her mother. Behind them a lake shone with a thousand mirrors of light. 

	The lady from the floor above picked it up, gently dusted it and gave it to her grandmother. 

	She’d seen her mother rocking and her grandmother refusing to cry. Emma gladly shared the story with those who asked her, she’d tell them of her mother and her despair and how she had tried to comfort her by telling her she was still alive.

	More questions. Of course she was afraid, of course she was sad about her dog. 

	They would tell her that she had been strong and brave and she didn’t have to worry, she would have many more dogs.

	However, Emma thought she wasn’t good enough. What was the use of having this gift if she couldn’t save Ricco. 

	Emma repeated her story, each time with the same details, but soon realized that not 

	everyone believed her. Her grandmother and mother believed her and Elena, her best friend, understood that no other dog could ever replace Ricco.

	At school, the teachers would smile when she told those “dreams” and her classmates made fun of her shouting in the corridors: Miracle! Miracle! 

	So the little girl learned to keep the memories of that adventure to herself and stopped sharing it altogether. 
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After Winter always Comes the Spring 

	After her mother left with a draper Emma lived with her grandmother. 

	At times, she was afraid of forgetting her. 

	It would happen, from time to time. She’d turn to grandma and call her mom. 

	She liked being in that house with so many rooms, a large kitchen and a spacious garden for running and cycling. She liked her grandmother who was strict but also chatty and affectionate and made her feel safe.

	The room Emma stayed in once belonged to her mother. 

	She had it repainted in a nice light green with two horizontal pink-orange stripes, Emma’s favorite colors. 

	Her grandmother promised her that in a few years she could have a dog.

	She missed Mom a little, perhaps she ought to miss her more, she felt sad and cried a little; Nonna Dina consoled her, hugged her, tapped her hand gently on her shoulders and sang to her: 

	– Poor child. Poor child. She cries and cries and her sadness goes away, and if she cries again a kiss will come her way. 

	Then she explained to her how some women wither and die without a man to nurture their existence.

	– But you are a lucky child, darling. Many people love you and you have a special gift that will make you happy.

	There was a time when Nonna Dina was keen to tell her about her mother, sometimes she did it before Emma went to sleep, almost as a fairy tale. 

	One evening she spoke of sirens who sing and give their lives to be loved; a story that did not end well because the prince could not hear the melody calling from the depths of the sea. So the sirens’ fate was to die and their song be captured by the sounds of the waves.

	Emma was glad that mom wasn’t a mermaid and wondered if she’d come back and take her away. Grandma said maybe. 

	Another time her grandmother told her the story of a child mother from another planet who became sick with chest pain, she lost her memories and without knowing it found herself in the midst of many dangers. She was saved by the leader of the aliens whose long fingers, made out of full moon’s rays, removed the invisible thorn that made her chest bleed. 

	Her mother had also been very ill as a child. She developed some sort of lung infection that prevented her from breathing freely. 

	She felt the air hurting her whenever it passed through the small tubes of the bronchi, making a bellows-like noise as it came out of the tired alveoli. Then she was cured but the fatigue, or rather, the fear of fatigue remained. 

	Nonna Dina said that she had never managed to be strict with her, perhaps she should have woken her up a bit more. Instead, she had raised her always finding excuses for her lack of conviction in everything she did growing up. 

	– She wasn’t lucky, your mum – she told Emma when she was in the mood to reminisce.

	– She was always so frail and sickly. Children born after the war inherited all the fears and anxieties of their parents. They started suffering when they were in the belly. Not to mention the food which we didn’t always have. We used to boil potato peels on certain days when there was nothing else to put in the pot. It may have been the hunger, it may have been the frights, it may have been the lack of a man in the house but my daughter came out really delicate.

	Your mother only recovered when your father started to take an interest in her. 

	They got married before she was twenty. He used to call her his ‘little wren’ and say he was very fond of her. It was an appropriate nickname because she was lazy and slow and seemed to hop from place to place. Do you remember him? He was a great guy, your dad, everybody loved him.

	He was the primary school teacher and he knew how to talk to children and adults. Mum was enchanted and pleased him in everything.

	She thought what your father thought and said what he said.

	When she understood that he liked women who were a bit chunkier, she finally started to eat with appetite. He was truly a gentleman and didn’t take advantage of his influence, he only used it when it was necessary for her good. 

	Then your mother went back to school and managed to get her vocational licence. They loved each other, it’s a pity that it turned out the way it did.

	– She loved dad and my brother more, I always came second.

	– Marco was a quick and cheerful boy and your mother couldn’t contain him. But you know, it was enough to threaten to tell your dad to stop him from driving her crazy. 

	– But is it true that mom loved him more than me – was Emma’s recurring question.

	– Your brother was her first child. The boy’s death was too big a blow. She had organised the trip to the lake and you were all supposed to go together. You weren’t well that day, you had a tummy ache and dad told her to stay home with you. It was a bad day.

	The news of the misfortune came like a hurricane all over the village. Your mother was stunned. Her heart was broken in an instant. 

	When she talked about Mom, grandma would get excited.

	– That’s how it is, sweetie, life takes away and then gives and you have to learn to accept destiny without losing hope because it’s never as bad as it seems; one day the clouds go away and, as my wonderful mother used to say, ‘have you ever heard of a winter with no spring afterwards?’ 

	Emma was moved as she listened. Nonna Dina wanted her granddaughter not to forget her parents as they were before the accident and she wanted the child to be able to accept her mother’s departure without feeling abandoned.

	– I was always obedient. I tried not to displease my mother but she didn’t speak much and always cried. She called for daddy. She always said my baby boy, my baby boy, but she never blamed my brother for daddy drowning. Marco never obeyed and went swimming in the lake when he absolutely shouldn’t have. I would do anything for my mom but she is incapable of being happy. 

	– Life has played a terrible trick on her, Emma. At that time, I too was afraid for her. She was helpless like a larva, she couldn’t take care of you or herself. Everything seemed difficult, tiring. She started breathing badly again and making noises. At night, when she slept, she would gasp and sometimes moan in her sleep. 

	“She’s trying to avoid my question” thought Emma, who had her own theory.

	– Your mother loves you very much – she repeated to her – but she cannot cope without the gaze of a man to warm her up. She feels alive only in function of the love she arouses in another. We all need to have meaning in life, hers is to rely completely on the affection of a man. 

	This was her grandmother’s philosophy: never let yourself be knocked down by misfortune because when we are sick and depressed we find it hard to remember that the sun still shines, even behind the darkest, lightning-filled clouds. 

	– This new young man, he’s a good guy, almost seven years younger than your mom. It was a scandal in the village but he didn’t care and she came back to life. You’re all she has left. She left so she wouldn’t die. She loves you very much and would even sacrifice herself if you asked her to. She’d do it for you. But it’s better this way. She has to find her own way. Don’t judge her. She’s like a child who hasn’t grown up enough. Reality is too harsh for her. Her heart needs a dream to survive.

	Emma liked to listen to her mother’s stories and only after a long time did it become clear to her how those circumstances had shaped her character.

	– She was a strange girl – Nonna Dina continued – different from the others. Perhaps it was the illness, perhaps the strange things going on in her head. She didn’t want to talk about it but she had dreams: she saw the dead telling her things that would actually happen. 

	She had foreseen the death of her classmate’s mother. She had seen everything: the truck that would make her fly through the air and the basket of fruit she was holding. She had also dreamt of the lake turning into a whirlpool and taking away a puppet with your brother’s face. She became afraid of going to sleep. She wanted to stay awake but then couldn’t and fell asleep sobbing. Thankfully, you came out alive from the collapse of the house. For her it was the end of the nightmares. The visions disappeared, the dead never came back and when the draper arrived she looked like a different person. 

	Grandmother didn’t know what to do with her difficult daughter. 

	– She didn’t even want to hear about the warmth in her hands. When the building collapsed I thought she would go mad but then she heard you. The spirits told her that you were alive under the rubble, that you were looking for her and that you weren’t really in danger. Then, when they pulled you out, she put her hands on your heart to warm you. That was the only time. The porters wanted to send her away but she got into the ambulance, unzipped the silver blanket a little and put her hands on your chest again. When she told this story she laughed and sobbed at the same time; she repeated that it was you who comforted her, who smiled at her and told her not to cry. I can’t imagine what she would have done if you had died down there. 

	There was no way she’d leave with them. Grandmother who always let things be had decided that Emma would stay with her.

	– We’ll think about moving later, in due time when Mum gets used to the big city, the new house, the new life.

	Mum left with the draper and as she said goodbye, she hugged her daughter and asked her again:

	– Emma, tell me if you want me to stay. I promise I will come back every month to see you. But tell me, do you want me to stay? Do you want me to stay? Emma, do you want me to stay?

	Emma didn’t answer, she just looked at a rusty stain on the pavement and smiled at her mother who said:

	– Be good Emma. Take care.

	No one could persuade her that if her brother was still there she wouldn’t have left. But she believed that her mother hadn’t abandoned her. Emma loved her and imagined her as happy and sweet-eyed as when her father was around. Every month mum sent a postcard and some money. 

	Nonna Dina put it all away in her savings because: – you never know, you might need them – she said.
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Dodgeball

	Elena was her best friend. 

	Emma had told her everything she’d seen under the rubble in great detail and Elena could confirm what she had witnessed: the destroyed encyclopedia, the stove, mom’s wedding photo, the overweight man on the crane, mom’s rocking in the chair. Emma loved how her friend would believe anything she told her. 

	They attended the same school but not the same class. Emma loved being with her even when they had nothing to say to each other. 

	When they were together she didn’t have to pretend, she could be simultaneously wild or loving and cheeky. 

	They were the same age. 

	Elena was shy and kind and told her that they were like sisters from different mothers. 

	Elena was jealous of her sister Matilde who was very mischievous towards her but she adored her little sister Lucia. When the building had collapsed she was there with her mother. 

	Elena was very pretty, with long braids and hazel eyes. Everyone liked her because she was polite and never lost her cool. She only let herself go when she was with her friend and would open up about her aunt, her mother’s sister, who was dishonest and lazy because she didn’t like to work and often asked her sister for loans she would never return.
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