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  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and events narrated are the fruit of the author's imagination and are used in a fictitious way. 


  Any resemblance to real people, living or deceased, events and places that exist is purely coincidental. 


   


   


  To Jaime (Matteo), Domenico, Alex, Luciano, Sally Fuschiotto; to Filippo, Giorgio, Federica, Zoe, Matteo, Elisa. They are not just names: they are characters, people who have been living in my pages for ten years, finishing my pens and coloring my dark circles. And also to me, to the twelve-year-old me who started a yellow notebook with a challenge and to the twenty-two-year-old me who is writing this dedication.
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Part One



   


  




  Prologue



  




  Zoe said goodbye to dear old Luciano with a smile and dashed to her room. 


  Her great-uncle Luciano from Ingelheim had showed up at home that morning.


  Luciano had always been a figure she had never known except for his fame as the family gypsy and self-proclaimed black sheep. 


  He had stayed for just over an hour with the joviality of a boy and the appearance of a hillbilly grandfather, and as he took his leave he had flashed a lady-killer smile, waving his bejeweled fingers as he said goodbye. 


  Zoe put on the shorts hanging from the orange armchair, adjusted her purple tank top and put on her sunglasses. 


  "I'm going out!" she shouted, as she skipped across the entryhall like a schoolgirl ready for summer camp.


  The front door closed behind her with a thud that echoed up the stairs to the attic. 


  She arrived at her grandmother's house practically crawling because of the heat.  The sun had followed her, slipping through the alleyways and appearing from the eaves, from the chimneys, annoying her with its dazzling reflections on the cars. It was June 9 and her grandmother was on vacation with her aunt. 


  Zoe dug into pocket of her shorts and found the duplicate of the house key and opened the gate. She looked around, but no one seemed to be watching fron the windows. She walked up the marble steps, turned into the passageway between her great-uncles’ house and the vineyard, fenced where the valley became a hill.


  After five minutes spent trying to open all the turns of the lock, the door opened: she took a step and the dark hall swallowed her with the typical smell of old paintings and memories. 


  Daylight was coming through the door that she had left open. which gave onto the small forest that her grandfather had cultivated until his last day. You could say that, like a wild man of other times, as he had been, he had passed away in the forest like a Tarzan who retreats into the jungle to end everything from where it had began.


  Luciano had spoken of some relatives who had moved to Canada in the 50s, that Zoe had never heard of, at least until then. She crossed the living room passing by the cold fireplace. The photos of herself and her cousins smiled at her from the mantelpiece; a round table was home to about twenty medicines in bottles and boxes, a calendar was marked by various strokes of a pen.


  She went up the spiral staircase heading to where she knew she would find what she was looking for. 


  The door of her grandmother's room was partly open, a wedge of light was lying on the floor exactly in the direction of the hallway which led to the balcony that ran around the perimeter of the house to the terrace. 


  There was an iron sitting on the coffee table, the ironing board was hidden behind the door, the walls were full of photos of her grandparents. Zoe went to the huge cupboard and opened the middle door: she just had to start there. 


  At least three hours had passed and Zoe had leafed through all the photo albums she had found on the various shelves of the cupboard, but still no trace of the letters between her grandmother and Natalia. Luciano had captured Zoe's attention when he had mentioned great-aunt Natalia. She was an Italian-Canadian relative who not only wanted to know the new generation of their lineage, but had always kept in touch with Zoe's grandmother.


  She wasn't sure why she was doing it, but Zoe wanted to find at least one of those letters at all costs. 


  The truth was that she had no exam to prepare for that summer because, although if she had not told anyone, she would be leaving the literary class.  Another factor was her nervous breakdown because of her mother, who had been through a long year of illness that had forced Zoe to consider that house, to all intents and purposes, a prison. The winter had gone by with the slow pace of a nightmare and Zoe was desperate. 


  She stretched her back as she filed away yet another box of memories.


  MOM: Where are you? you have to give me a hand with the blueberry cake, I can't mix" 


  She finished listening to the voice message, wondering what wasn’t clear to her mother about the doctor's order ‘you must rest’.


  She looked at the half-open balcony door and sighed.


  She had to take the dog out, prepare dinner for her mother, for herself and make her understand that she shouldn’t be making a blueberry cake at eight in the evening because A. she couldn’t eat it and B. Zoe didn’t like it, so it would have just been a waste and nothing else.


  It wasn't so much the list of things to do that frightened her and made her feel she had no strength, but rather the weight and pressure that came with it.


  She closed box number twelve and went to put it away again in the drawer of the dresser. 


  As she closed it,  it stopped halfway. It didn't slide. 


  She pulled it back and tried again, but no, something was blocking it. 


   


  The phone began to ring, so she thought of dropping everything and leaving, but then, when she thought about it, she was tempted to pull out the drawer and smash it on the ground. 


  She sighed again and pulled out the drawer, sliding it onto the table before it fell on her big toes. 


  As she peered into the opening in the cabinet she saw a folder wedged there right between the wooden runners. 


  She retrieved it and opened it. 


  The first line read: "Dear Valeria" "Bingo!" 


   


   


   


   


   


  




  
Chapter 1



   


  Ottawa. 


   


  She was in front of the atlas in her uncle's bedroom. 


  Unlike the day before, clouds were gathering in the sky above her grandmother's house. 


  The door to the room, now home to the family heirlooms, was wide open, the power had gone out, and Zoe was waiting for it to come back on.


  So, leaning against the desk between the photos of her relatives  in embarrassing ages and portraits of the weddings of their pre-war ancestors, she kept her eyes fixed on where she knew Ottawa was. Canada.


  She was imagining how many flying hours it could be, pretending to do calculations in front of an atlas, in the dark.


  Six hours? Eight?


  She checked Natalia's letter again, bringing it close to the tip of her nose. 


  Raymond St, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. 


  A metallic sound and there was light.  


  "AH!" 


  Two huge strides and he appeared at the door. 


  "See? They should call me Matteo-problem-solver." 


   "Thanks Matteo- problem-solver. " 


  She smiled at him and put down the letter. 


  He reciprocated beaming, rubbed his palms and peeked at the atlas from over her shoulder. 


  "Ottawa you said?" He kissed her hair.


  She ran her finger around the city.  


  "O'Tawa," she corrected him. 


  Matteo went to the table and moved the hair from Zoe's face. "Why are we looking for o'ttawa?" 


  "Well..." 


  She gave him an enquiring glance, who knows how he would react. 


   "I want to go there." 


  Matteo had a job, she didn't want to upset his life, but she didn't want to lose him for anything in the world. All the same, she did not want to give up on Canada. 


  By telling him she was admitting it to herself for the first time. 


  She felt that she had to do it and would not be able to give him any certainties.  Neither when, nor how long, nor why. 


  Matteo looked at her forehead, where he still had his fingers, then slid them to her lips together with his eyes, his hand ending up on the table lying between the page of Canada and that of the northern United States. 


  Ottawa was showing under her thumb, in her  eyes. "Okay, let's go there." 


  He shrugged his shoulders and smiled. 


   


   


   


   


  




  
Chapter 2



   


  Do you understand?  Does everyone understand? 


  I'm not here to ask for permission, I really hope you understand, but that's what I have to do. 


  I have been alone all my life, I have taken care of her without ever feeling I was up to it. No aunt, I will not make a sacrifice. I will not sacrifice myself. You don't negate yourself to save someone else, that's what I was taught. She taught me that, my mother, and I'm still afraid of disappointing her, but if I wasn't here, now, to tell you my decision, the person I would disappoint would be me. 


  So I'm just telling you that I no longer take the responsibility for her health and safety, I’ve always done it alone because in this family you roll up your sleeves and go it alone, but I don't agree. Today I am aware that I have completely different ideas and that they are not wrong just because they are not shared. I think I should have been supported by a competent  and qualified person when I was younger and I still think so. I’m taking back my life and my role. I no longer want to be my mother's caregiver, worry about what she might need in the middle of the night, take her out with the constant tension of seeing her become ill in an embarrassing way, feel that I am completely alone and burdened with all the responsibilities that were never mine, that were assigned to me, imprisoned in four walls watching my life on hold, for all this, indefinitely 


  I won't stand and watch, I can't anymore.I am fed up with subordinating my needs and my plans.  Deep down I can no longer put up with being afraid to move around the house and be told that I have to do something and have to cancel what I had planned for my day.  I want to go back to spending time with my mom with the pleasure of doing it, without feeling obliged, I want to go back to having fun with her, to be able to live it with peace and tranquility.  Voluntarily. 


  I am ready to hear anything you say to me, to endure it, but this is the moment when I really love myself and I can no longer allow  myself to cross another limit to the point of destruction. 


  Not even to myself. From today I return to being my mother's daughter; I might be selfish, insensitive and irresponsible, but perhaps this is really the only way to save myself and the relationship between me and her. 


  Without perhaps. 


  I think that's what it's all about." 


  The dog looked at her with his ears raised, his tongue hanging out dripping from the heat.


  Zoe sighed devastated, sitting in front of Luna. Luna stood up and walked away wagging her tail.


  She wiped her tears, feeling suffocated by pain and the fear of how they would judge her.


  She was determined to do it, though.


  She had never felt so confident and adamant.


  This is how it had to be, it was right, if they needed assistance and support they would find a way to get help from those who were able to provide it.


  Not her, not anymore.


  The serene face of her therapist flashed before her eyes, with a smile both gentle and firm as he had told her "It's your right, Zoe." 


  She had to hold that word tightly in her hands if she wanted to get through this. 


   


  "Hey babe, how are you?" 


  "I feel like someone who's going to the gallows," she confessed, feeling her heart beating out of control, as it had been doing for days. 


  Matteo planted a kiss on her bangs and put the car into gear. 


  He had come to pick her up after work to accompany her to her aunt's house where she had called a meeting. 


  Zoe gripped her fingers on her thighs all the way, and totally ignored the landscape flowing by outside the windoow, focused as she was on breathing and swallowing. 


  In her head she was repeating the speech from memory; she did not want to seem aggressive and selfish, but instead exasperated and determined not to change her mind. 


  She had only one life. 


  Sooner or later they would understand, but she was afraid that her mother would never look her in the face again. 


  She wanted to be strong enough to really let everything they said about her decision slip off her. She shook her head and composed herself. NO, everything would be fine. 


  Matteo's hand appeared in her field of vision, he squeezed her knee hard. 


  "Relax, little one. You’re not saying anything absurd, you are right and you have every right to not let your life, your college career and your needs be the most important thing for you. Time doesn’t wait and everything you want to build for your future can only be done in the present. Now. It's more than legitimate." 


  She looked into his eyes and that gentle smile gave her strength. Matteo was like an inexhaustible source of hope and comfort. 


  The smile soon turned into a grin, and he strangled a laugh. 


  "If the worse comes to the worst and they raise their pitchforks I can always wait for you in the car with the engine running."


   


  They were all around the table. 


  Her aunt, a violin string: elegant, very tense, thin; her cousin Giorgia: a wild cat, with large and deep eyes, a thin smile and a series of expressions and gestures of inaccessible origin. 


  Yes, it wasn't a crowded meeting, actually. Matteo was next to her, holding her hand. 


  The yellowish light of the living room hid the low, dark clouds that covered the sky. 


  "Well," Zoe began and felt she couldn't remember a word of the carefully prepared speech. The only time she had felt like this was at the high school exam on the biology question. 


  Her mind was a dark hollow cave, in which there was all the space in the world and not a single word on the subject. 


  She looked at her cousin who winked at her, complicit. 


  Matteo imperceptibly tightened his grip around her fingers.  She couldn't wait any longer, her thoughts were champing at the bit to get out, and all she could do was open her heart and pray that no-one would stab her. 


   


  The sound of the key in the door echoed in the silence of the apartment building. 


  Zoe's hands were sweaty and trembling almost invisibly. 


  Matteo was behind her. He stopped in the entrance and with a smile encouraged her to go to her mother. 


  It was simple, she had to go to her and say only three words: 


  ‘Mom, I'm leaving’.  


  What did it take. 


   


   


   


   


   


   


  




  
Chapter 3



   


  "I don't want them to think I'm abandoning her, I'm afraid that doing this thing for myself will compromise the relationship between the two of us forever." 


  Reckless weeping, unstoppable, exhausting. 


  Zoe looked bitterly at the tears and mucus that was staining Matteo’s green shirt. 


  It was the night before their departure. 


  Matteo held her close, whispering sweet and reassuring words, his voice sliding over her like a balm to dissolve the fears and anxieties that gripped her. 


  He said that her mother would understand, that even if she would not immediately understand her choice, maybe this time more time would be needed. 


  She had sat next to her, watching a cooking video with unsuspecting eyes, perhaps not even that much.


  She imagined that she had enclosed the empathy and  her strength solely for her personal battle, so she had been strong because who better than she could understand Zoe's specular choice? 


  To save each other they had to save themselves, they could not drown together. 


  It was a concept she had arrived at during the months of therapy, but Giorgia had provided her with that metaphor, one evening. She had told her that if it could help her, she had realized that if you love a person and you are drowning with them in the open sea and you are near a life buoy, we must not drown trying to take the person we want to help to the life buoy and drown too, no.  


   


   


  "You have to take it, that life  buoy," she had told her. 


  Only if she saved herself could she help her mother. As soon as her mother looked up into her eyes, she really felt it.  


  She tried not to cry and told her she didn't want to hurt her, 


  that she didn’t even want to justify herself, just that she needed and wanted to leave, to find herself again and some serenity, she did not know how long  it would take, but she had just begun. 


  She was afraid. 


  Her mother had not taken it well. 


  She scolded her and judged her as she had expected, lost all reason and told her that if she left the house she would never come back.   


  Zoe lost her temper too and left herself the right to defend herself for the first time. 


  She had never been so immovable. Never. 


  She was terrified. 


  Zoe, finding some inner strength she didn't think she had,  lowered her eyes and went out. 


  As Matteo held her tight she was overcome by fatigue, but this time it stripped her thoughts of every obstacle: everything seemed to be in its place, and even if she couldn’t see it at the moment she would see it later. She would leave. If she was ill she would listen to herself and wait for it to pass, that way slowly slowly as she had told her mother, she would be fine again. 


   


  She wanted to recover, completely, so that she could go back to taking care of her future and attain it. 


  She looked up at Matteo, who was there, always beside her, as motionless as the wings of a flight that would take her far. 


  And to safety. 


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  




  
Chapter 4



   


  The air was pungent, the sky intensely dark. Matteo leaned his arm heavily on Zoe's shoulders. 


  "I thought we would never arrive." 


  A flight of eleven hours. 


  They were exhausted. When they were seated, she on the window side and he in the center, Matteo had pulled out his headphones and passed one to her. 


  They had fallen asleep with their heads against each other, as the plane to Canada flew over the ocean, among the stars. 


  They had left the moon of Rome for the sun of Ottawa. "A cigarette, quick." 


  Sitting there with their suitcases around their feet, they faced the Canadian welcome with one eye open and one closed.


  Zoe yawned as Matteo finished turning his cigarette around and took it to his lips.


  They had no idea what was going to happen. 


  They didn't even imagine what they would bring back with them from that trip. 


  The adventure had just begun, in that huge terminal full of incomprehensible chatter and contagious emotions. Kisses, gazes, stories, hopes and memories. 


  She would never have said she would end up in Canada. 


  "Hey babe, how are you?" 


  Matteo smiled at her with that childlike expression that made his face become round when he was tired. 


  He was fine. More or less. 


  She was sleepy and sore from the flight, but she knew that her mother was with her aunt, she could relax. 


  Feeling good was almost worse than being at odds with the world. She didn't want to feel guilty. 


  Of course, she would have loved to know that her mom wasn’t angry with her, but she didn't have the courage to turn on the phone. 


  Now she just wanted to get lost in Matteo's smile and breathe all the beautiful things in the world. 


  She stood on tiptoe and Matteo instinctively filled the gap between their faces and they kissed.


  With that contact she felt her enthusiasm move under the weight of a thousand blankets, awaken and come up to breathe.


  They stayed with their lips touching, looking at each other the way two lovers know how to look at each other. 


   


   


   


   


   


   


  




  
Chapter 5



   


   


   The taxi dropped them off at the main entrance of the Hampton Inn.


  The large open space in front of the entrance and the imposing cream-colored façade did not meet their expectations regarding a two-star hotel at all. 


  The Hampton Inn sign stood tall, red and round, inspiring in Zoe folk music, pancakes and a honeyed winter like maple syrup.


  "Have you seen any maples?" she asked Matteo. He met her gaze by inertia and smiled at her, his pale eyes hidden behind his eyelids under the yellow light of the Hall.


  Zoe was admiring the colorful carpet when they were greeted by the concierge.


  "Bienvenu en Canadà," a tall robust man in uniform welcomed them, his thick blond hair swaying at every step and up close the rapid return of beard and mustache was already visible.


  "Thank you," Zoe replied in English, so that she immediately made it clear to the gentleman that neither she nor Matteo spoke French. At least not for that evening. 


    


  After exchanging the necessary pleasantries Mr. Ripert accompanied them to the second floor, to their room: he showed them how to use the electronic key card and wished them a good night. 


  "The same to you," Matteo replied as he closed the door of the room behind them. He collapsed onto the mattress taking up as much space as possible. 


  Zoe sat down on the side of the bed and reached out a hand to stroke his forehead. 


  Matteo smiled with his eyes closed, he was almost asleep. 


  She used the bathroom leisurely, took a shower and watched some TV. She had put away the suitcases at the bottom of the closet, without opening them. 


  The next day they would go to Natalia's house and, if all went well as they hoped, she would put them up. 


  Exactly, as she had not let Natalia and her husband Remo know of their visit.


  She looked at Matteo curled up on his side, his face towards her and his breathing heavy. 


  They wouldn’t lose heart if they were rudely sent away. 


  It wouldn’t happen, though, otherwise what had become of the renowned Canadian friendliness? 


  She slipped into sleep with that question, lulled by the low voices coming from the television, while Matteo rolled towards her and embraced her in his dreams. 


   




  
Part Two



   


  




  
Prologue



   


  The room was dimly lit, and Zoe kept her eyes fixed on the pool of light under the cavity of the door; the sheriff had left it wide open and from that angle she could see the agitated comings and goings of the entire police station. The white clock hanging on the olive-colored wall showed ten o'clock in the evening, Zoe squeezed her fingers around the ring that Matteo had given her, to calm down. 


   


  "Miss, you must understand that it is more than legitimate to doubt you. You arrived two weeks before the murder, nobody knows you, and you have no reason to be here but a miserable third degree of kinship with Mrs. Nat." 


  Zoe judged how productive it was to explain the psychological and emotional motivations that had brought her there almost a month earlier. He stared at her with his pointed, thick mustache, waiting for her to spill the beans. 


  She thought back to the day they had showed up at Nat and Remo's door, on June 12.


   


   


   


   


   


  




  
Chapter 6



   



     


  Zoe opened her eyes for a second, then turned onto her side. Unfamiliar voices and noises oozed from her dreams. She groaned

  and hid her face under her arm: a beam of light had slipped through the space between the two curtains and hit her full in the face. 


  Matteo turned onto his side and with one arm pulled her to him. "What a bully," she snorted, but she smiled. 


  Matteo mumbled. "What?" 


  She had curled up in his arms, snuggled up against his warm chest. 


  "I'm jet-lagged," he mumbled more clearly. 


  At the word jet-lag, Zoe opened her eyes wide. Ottawa. They were in Canada! 


  She started shaking her arms to escape from his embrace, but Matteo grunted without loosening his grip.


  "Let me go!" she ordered exasperated, so he opened his arms and lay on his back. 


  "Uffa..." he grumbled.


  Zoe got out of bed without taking into account the stiff neck and tachicardia that accompanied her every morning, stumbled and almost ended up in the closet. 


  "Listen, Lucy Pevensie, avoid entering Narnia by skull." She turned to glare at him. 


  "Listen, instead of making fun of me, lift that butt. We have to leave the room." 


  The last piece of information woke him up completely. 


  He sat up and the gold necklace bounced on his pale chest; he ran his hands through his hair as his pale eyes studied the room.


  The night before he could have gone through a circle of fire and would not have noticed.


  Zoe opened her carry-on luggage at the foot of the bed and pulled out a clean T-shirt and pair of panties.


  She didn't have time to put on makeup, but she wanted to be at least presentable.  She opened the zip of the cosmetic bag to retrieve the toothbrush. 


  Pulling down the panties she had slept in she lifted her heels and took them off.  Leaning on his elbows, Matteo followed the whole operation, and a sly smile lit up his face. 


  Zoe left the panties on the greenish carpet and went to the bathroom covered only by the shirt. Matteo followed her. 


  As soon as she was in front of the mirror together with her reflection Matteo’s appeared: both disheveled with sleepy eyes. 


  He smiled at her, imprisoned her between his body and the sink with some satisfaction.


  "I'm brushing my teeth," Zoe said, trying not to laugh. 


  He nodded and as soon as she lifted her head to gargle he slipped his hands under the shirt that reached her thighs., making Zoe almost choke.


  She spat out the toothpaste and rinsed her face, ready to scold him.


  Matteo, still behind her, flinched and bent his head to one side.


  Zoe watched him from the mirror as he lifted her shirt and looked underneath.


  "But, my dear girl, if you insist in this way how I can resist you..." 


  Zoe burst out laughing and he closed the door with one hand. 


   


  The taxi dropped them off at the top of Raymond Street. 


  They had passed the big green, white and red sign of Little Italy and now the taxi driver was helping Matteo unload the luggage. 


  Zoe turned to look at him: he had a cigarette between his lips, one hand around the trolley they shared, with the other he was holding a bag on his shoulder.


  He raised his green eyes at that moment and kissed her. "Is thit this one?" 


  "Yep." 


  She had recognized it immediately, it was the one in the photos she had found together with the letters: red bricks, sloping roof and a charming garden. A white fence surrounded the property,  the lawn mower was sitting in a corner and the lawn was of two different sizes. 


  Her heart was beating. 


  What if they didn't take it well? 


  Matteo went to stand beside her and with a gentle smile led her to the door of dark wood.


  There were pots of pink flowers on each side of the veranda. 


  "You'll see," he said softly.


  Zoe took a breath and pressed the intercom, and it was then that the door opened wide.


  "Good heavens, what a fright! Good morning." 


  A tall, imposing man smiled from under his thick gray mustache, his eyes as green as the lawn behind them. 


  From his clothes you could guess that he was going to finish the gardening . 


  "Good morning." 


  Zoe gave him one of her most charming smiles. 


  The man examined them with curiosity, glanced at the suitcases, then returned to them again. 


  "Did I lose something?" 


  "No. No, not at all," he stopped and, after a few moments of silence, Matteo cleared his throat. 


  "I'm Zoe, Valeria and Alberto's niece. Do you remember them?" 


  The green eyes under the thick eyebrows became smaller, then opened wide, like a cloud disintegrating over the horizon. 


  "But of course!" he exclaimed in Italian, "Of course I do!  Come in, com'on!"  Matteo stepped forward to give her time to sigh with relief. 


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  




  
Chapter 7



   


  The home smelled of freshly cooked pancakes and flowers. There were no lights on, but windows open everywhere, so that the sun's rays could enter and reach every room,  reflecting on the blank screen of the TV and on the brass knobs of the doors. 


  Remo led them to the living room with warm tones of wood, a picture with a hunting scene occupied the wall above the cold fireplace; on the armrest of one of the armchairs there was an ashtray where a half-smoked cigar was lying. 


  "Take a seat, come on guys." 


  Matteo kept behind her, as she lingered over where to sit down.  If he’d had time to stop and weigh up the situation, he would have found it totally unreal. 


  "Nat should be back soon, she’ll be so happy when she sees what a surprise you have given us!" 


  Remo pushed down the top of the denim overalls he was wearing, settled down in the chair opposite them, and rested his elbows on his green-stained knees. 


  Zoe peeked at Matthew, sitting next to her, and couldn’t stop smiling.


  "Yes... Let's hope we’re not an unpleasant surprise." 


  Their host smiled and picked up the cigar. 


  "Oh stop it! I'm so curious to know who you are!" 


  Matteo burst out laughing and the two men exchanged a handshake. 


  "Matteo, nice to meet you." 


  "I'm Remo! But I guess you already know that." 


  Matteo took the tobacco out of his pocket and showed it to Remo, who looked around and conspiratorially gestured to him to go ahead and smoke.  He went back to sizing up Zoe with those green eyes that, at least thirty years before, must have made the hearts of all the women of Little Italy beat faster.


  Zoe explained that she was the youngest granddaughter of his wife Natalia's Italian relatives. 


  "Of course! So little Belle had a daughter then!" 


  Remo smiled nostalgically and lowered his eyes as he remembered Italy and the few years he had spent there. 


  He was about to continue the story, when a female voice came from the front door. 


  "Where are you, dear? Why is the door open?" 


  The three of them turned towards the petite woman who had just appeared on the doorstep, with a small floral trolley in tow. 


  Remo was the first to speak.


  "NAT!" he exclaimed, then hid the cigar behind his back and Zoe noticed Matteo extinguishing the cigarette under his shoe, without taking his eyes off the scene. 


  "You'll never guess who has come to surprise us!?"  


  "Is that the smell of cigar?" 


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  




  
Chapter 7.1



   


  "So Mr. Fuschiotto, why were you in Mr. Cristante's house on the day of the murder?" 


  Matteo took a deep sigh, staring at a crumb on the gray table in the interrogation room. 


  "I’ve already told your colleague ten minutes ago. May I know where my girlfriend is? How is she? I want to see her." 


  Matteo crossed his arms on his chest and challenged the detective with a furious look. 


  The young Detective Steve Lavoie bent over the table, placing an open hand on the photos of the poor corpse. 


  When he was a breath away from Matteo's nose, he spoke. 


  "She's in the next room and is more than safe, in here.  Now I would like you to answer the question, again, if you grant me the honor." 


  "First I want to know why I can't tell you how things are with her here too." 


  "The sooner you answer my question, the sooner you get back to her." Matteo squinted his blue eyes and Lavoie raised his eyebrows, then returned to the other side of the table.  


  "It was our welcome party," is all he said. 


  Remo had really wanted to organize it, it was the first thing he said to them at dinner, the day they arrived. 


   


  "Do you really want me to tell the whole story again, day by day?" 


  The detective crossed his ankles at the corner of the table and opened his arms wide. 


  "You have no idea how much I want to hear it." 


   




  


  Chapter 8



   


  Zoe was arranging their clothes in the closet. 


  Nat, as she had begged to be called, had been thrilled to learn that the two strangers in her living room were the daughter of her favorite niece, Bella, and her boyfriend. 


  She had even pretended not to see Matteo retrieving the cigarette butt from under his shoe and throwing it out the window. 


  Nat was sunny and sweet like she was in the photos Zoe had seen; she had left the trolley full of shopping and introduced herself. Her eyes were filled with emotion as soon as she recognized in Federica the similarities with Bella. 


  She had set to work and led the youngsters up the parquet stairs, where she had made a brief inspection of the two guest rooms to choose the most suitable one for them, and had finally closed the door behind her, leaving them alone. 


  Remo had trudged behind her, filling in her bare sentences with details.


  "Remo built this house when we moved here," and Remo, between Matteo and Federica, "It was 1959 and I had no idea how to make myself known in the city for what I knew how to do, so I decided to show it directly on my own skin."


  And still Nat continued undaunted, "This room is usually for Luciano, so I would say this other one is fine for you." 


  "You know, she is very fond of Luciano, she likes his things to stay as he leaves them."


   


  "Make yourself comfortable, I have to put away the shopping before it thaws, come down when you want." 


  "She definitely wants to prepare her specialty for you. We usually do our own thing for lunch, but she doesn’t compromise on dinner. Be downstairs by seven o'clock at least." 


  He winked at them after the last warning and recomposed himself a second before his wife turned to them. 


   


  Matteo had gone downstairs almost immediately to talk to Remo about smoking rules. 


  Zoe could see them from the bedroom window. 


  Remo was wearing a hat mis-shapen by time, and was wielding the lawnmower as if he were a groom with Matteo following him. They were busy talking: Remo stopped a moment and bent towards the latter to whisper something, covering his mouth with his hand, and when Matteo nodded he resumed cutting the lawn. 


   


  The room was bright, large and tidy: it belonged to another era, indeed more than one: a stereo was placed next to  the large nineteenth-century dressing table, the gold-framed mirror was like one out of a fairy tale, but the photos stuck in it told of evenings with teased hair and short skirts. 


  The bed was high and unusually hard, the pillows were hidden under a woolen bedspread, but the blanket was certainly not embroidered by hand, it was a legacy of the nineties, a jumble of patchwork colors. 
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