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To those who walk against the flow, even when the world tells them not to.

And to the creators of the music that accompanied me along the way.
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FICTION NOTICE
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This story is entirely fictional. The characters, dialogues, plots, and events described in this book are products of the author’s imagination and are used for narrative purposes. While real-life events, locations, and competitions from the world of cycling, music, and other fields are mentioned, the outcomes and contexts have been adapted or modified to enrich the storyline.

Any resemblance to actual people, living or deceased, is purely coincidental, except when public figures are mentioned as part of the historical or cultural context. In such cases, their appearances are fictionalized and do not necessarily reflect actual events, words, or actions.

The educational and academic institutions mentioned, such as universities or conservatories, are referenced for creative purposes only and are not intended to represent any official affiliation.

The author does not intend to alter the official history of sporting or musical events, nor to diminish the achievements of athletes or the organizations involved. All names, brands, and titles mentioned belong to their respective owners and are used solely for creative purposes.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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When we open a book, we rarely imagine the length of the journey ahead. This story cannot be contained in a single volume: it spans fourteen years of life, unfolding across six books. It is not a tale that can be condensed into three hundred pages or reduced to a single event. It follows its characters from the comfort of innocence to the emotional maturity that only comes through trials, painful mistakes, and the kind of falls that teach us how to rise again—because rising is not only possible, but necessary.

In the opening chapters, the story unfolds between Los Angeles and New York, where the Findlay family navigates a life steeped in music and the performing arts—though far from the image of a conventional family.

Across the ocean, in Verona, the Sartori family emerges: a lineage of professionals who uphold discipline with conviction, preserve their roots, and cultivate traditions that seem unbreakable.

As the saga progresses, Verona becomes more than a setting—it becomes a symbol: a place where history intertwines with dreams, and decisions become irreversible.

Some characters appear early. Others wait for the right moment to reveal themselves—and when they do, they change the course of everything that once seemed certain. At its core, this is an ensemble story: not just about one love, but about many different bonds—familial, fraternal, artistic—that weave together over the years into a single tapestry.

Don’t expect a simple or immediate tale. Here, patience is rewarded: every detail gains meaning over time, every silence prepares a revelation. And if you choose to walk alongside Camila, Paolo, Liam, and the others on this journey, you may find that this is not just fiction—but a possible mirror of life itself: that blend of fragility and strength that makes us human.

Thank you for choosing to begin this path. I hope that when you close the final book, you feel not only that you read a story—but that you traveled inside it.
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PROLOGUE
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The enemies of love are no longer called Capulet and Montague. In modern times, they bear neither names nor faces. They are intangible, almost imperceptible forces that infiltrate everyday life unnoticed, manipulating thoughts and emotions with unsettling subtlety. They do not arrive with swords or family decrees, but with more complex tools: fears that silently take root, insecurities that grow deep foundations, and unfounded feelings that spread like shadows.

These enemies are just as capable of building as they are of destroying. They shape ideals, manufacture doubts, reinforce prejudices, and ignite inner conflicts that seem insurmountable. They hide behind social expectations, unresolved pasts, and barriers that, though invisible, are as real as any stone wall.

Our characters will face not only external adversities, but also those silent forces dwelling within their own hearts and minds. Here, the struggle is not only for love, but for truth, freedom, and reconciliation with oneself. Because, in the end, enemies are not always outside; sometimes, the greatest challenge lies in facing them within.

This is not a tale of kings or castles, but of battles fought in the most intimate landscapes of the soul. We will watch our characters move among these enemies: sometimes stumbling, sometimes triumphing, but always moving forward toward something greater than themselves.

Thus begins this story, one that links lives separated by geography (between Los Angeles, New York, Verona) yet bound by invisible threads. It does not begin with a declared war, but with a whisper in the heart that, without making a sound, promises to change everything.
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TRIESTE – APRIL 2010
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Night was closing in over the boarding school. Camila clutched her jacket to her chest and followed Brenda down the deserted corridor, dodging shadows and the echo of their own footsteps. A muffled laugh escaped them as they climbed over the wall of the east wing. Outside, the damp forest of the Karst swallowed them in a conspiratorial silence, as if keeping their secret.

“Come on,” Brenda whispered. “The bass is where it always is.”

Camila did not answer. She adjusted the keyboard case over her shoulder. The weight strained her arms, not out of fear but anticipation. That nocturnal escape was the only spark in long gray weeks of discipline, prayers, and crucifixes that seemed to watch over them.

Brenda switched on the cell phone she kept hidden in the inner pocket of her jacket. The flashlight flickered twice: the agreed signal. From a distance, headlights answered with a brief flash.

They ran across the wet grass, splashing their ankles. The April air carried the smell of freshly turned soil and budding leaves. With every step, the keyboard bumped lightly against Camila’s back, reminding her of both risk and reward.

“Ciao, ragazze,” Leandro greeted from the front seat, flashing a conspiratorial smile. “For a moment I thought you would not make it.”

“We had to change the logistics a little,” Brenda laughed, still with adrenaline in her voice.

They climbed into the car. The engine purred low, complicit in their escape. A few turns and a secondary road were enough to leave behind the border signs, fading into the dusk.

On the other side, in Slovenia, The Moon awaited them: an old bunker reborn as a concert hall, its walls glowing with graffiti, pulsing with the distant throb of a bass line that announced the night had begun.

The crowd was already waiting for the fugitive group with anticipation. They were not established artists, nor did they perform under any official name, yet word had spread in the neighborhood about that improvised band that set fire to the nights at The Moon.

Leandro and his friend handled the guitars, Brenda made the bass vibrate, Camila caressed the keyboard, and a local drummer completed the lineup. There was a natura chemistry between them, and the music flowed with the ease of those who seemed to have rehearsed together all their lives.

In that setting, Camila and Brenda preferred to keep a low profile: they played their parts, avoiding names, questions, or any detail that might betray them as boarding school students. Yet what was about to happen that night would shatter the fragile balance they had managed to survive in until then.

During an intermission, a young man walked up to Brenda and greeted her with ease.

“Brenda! Brilliant as always,” he exclaimed, slapping his palm in the air.

She answered with a playful smile.

“Inspiration can come from many sources,” she replied with a wink, while the group gathered around the easy banter.

Brenda radiated extroversion, making friends as easily as she shifted chords. Camila, by contrast, lived in silence. She spoke little, preferred not to speak at all, though that was never enough to dim the magnetism she carried. Her blue eyes, chestnut hair, and pale skin created a contrast impossible to overlook.

It was then, amid the uproar, that a young man fixed an insistent gaze on her. At first, he limited himself to watching; then he tried to slip into the conversation, never managing to draw Camila’s eyes. Wounded pride and beer did the rest. When the band returned to the stage, he chose to surprise her with a gesture as reckless as it was bold. He lunged forward and kissed her in front of everyone, convinced she would feel flattered.

The impact was brutal: the sour breath of alcohol, the sudden pressure of an unwanted touch. Camila felt a visceral jolt, a rush of disgust and rage that streaked across her skin like a whip. Her reaction was immediate: she shoved him hard, as if pushing away something toxic. The music stopped cold.

In an instant, Leandro and the others fell on the intruder, pinning him down amid shouts and shoving. The crowd erupted in jeers, their whistles and raised bottles fueling the chaos. The bully, staggering and furious, was thrown out of The Moon, dragging his defeat like a stain. Humiliated. Yet in the spark of his eyes as he vanished into the shadows there was more than spite: a dark fire, a silent warning that the issue would not end there.

The incident soon became the anecdote of the night, and the return passed without trouble. The boarding school received them wrapped in shadows, steeped in untouched silence. Camila and Brenda tiptoed down the hallway barefoot, stifling the nervous laughter still buzzing in their chests. When they closed the door of their dormitory, they exhaled in unison, as if the air at last belonged to them. Another adventure had ended without leaving a trace. Or at least, that was what they believed...

***
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The next morning, the boarding school moved with the steady calm of any Sunday. The clatter of plates and spoons filled the dining hall while the nuns served breakfast with their usual near-military efficiency. Students settled into long rows of tables, some still drowsy, others whispering through muffled laughter. The smell of toasted bread, warm milk, and watery coffee mingled with the damp scent of soap and the wax of freshly scrubbed floors.

Camila had risen early. The weekend ritual of laundry was already complete. With her hair still damp, tied back in a messy ponytail, she sat before her tray, ready to savor the few treats the boarding school allowed to be called breakfast.

Brenda appeared soon after, her gait as carefree as ever.

“Morning, Cammie. No nightmares?” she teased, leaning on the back of the chair.

Camila rolled her eyes.

“No. But the smell of his breath is still in my nose.”

Brenda laughed shamelessly.

“It will fade. You just need another kiss to erase last night’s.”

“You woke up funny today.” Camila gave her a half smile, though the bitter sting of the memory still lingered underneath.

Breakfast ended amid the usual clamor. Afterward, as on every Sunday, the students were led to the computer room: a rectangular space with poor ventilation and rows of monitors humming under the bluish glow of their screens. There they could make video calls to their families, each with a time slot strictly monitored by the nuns.

For many, those minutes felt like a breath far too short, never enough for all they wanted to share. For Camila, however, every second before the camera was a prolonged ordeal. The ritual of forced smiles, of answering questions she did not want to hear, of speaking with those who had sent her there “for her own good,” was interminable. And today would be no exception.

The call connected, and the screen split into three panels. On the other side of the world, in Los Angeles, her family was waiting for her.

In the upper-right corner appeared her mother, Romina: Spanish by birth, endowed with a natural Mediterranean elegance and a volcanic temperament capable of shifting from tenderness to reproach in a matter of seconds.

Below her was her stepfather, Marcus Findlay, who had legally adopted her and given her the father figure she had never had until then. With genuine, wholehearted love.

In the upper left square appeared her maternal grandmother, Dolores. She was the one who balanced the opposing forces in the family: Romina’s severity and Marcus’s indulgence. She was the one who traveled to see her at Christmas, who welcomed her each summer in Madrid, who knew how to listen without hurry and guidance without judgment.

The fourth quadrant of the screen remained black. Camila’s gaze lingered there a few seconds too long. In that emptiness was drawn the absence of Liam, her stepbrother, whom she had not seen in eight years. No recent photos, no calls she could recall. Only scattered news, echoes of Broadway that reached her secondhand.

The exchange followed the same script as always, lines repeated Sunday after Sunday. It was broken only when Leo, Camila’s younger brother, popped up behind their parents: waving, pulling a funny face, and vanishing like a flash.

Camila let her gaze rest on each face, one at a time.

“It is almost time for your graduation, Cammie,” Marcus announced with quiet enthusiasm.

“Imagine that! Two years gone in the blink of an eye,” Romina added lightly, as if she were speaking of someone else’s calendar.

Camila leaned back in her chair, arms crossed and smiled with a trace of irony. For them, everything had been easy from the comfort of their own lives. For her, those had been the longest two years she had ever known.

As always, the moment came when she stopped listening and answered with monosyllables until the call was over. Nothing new, she thought as she rose from the chair, giving her place to the next student.

Another Sunday had slipped away. One of the few remaining before she could close that chapter of her life.

***
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Monday – Two Weeks Before Graduation

The Modern History class went on without incident, except for Camila’s usual interjections, never hesitant to question the truth of what the textbook declared. It was nothing new; the teacher was already familiar with her critical spirit. Camila, a voracious reader with a passion for politics and history, carried firm ideas and opinions unusual for her age.

An echo of footsteps rang in the corridor outside, pulling everyone’s attention away. The door swung open abruptly.

“Miss Camila Findlay and Miss Brenda Kensington are to come with me. The Mother Superior wishes to speak with you,” announced a nun in a firm tone that allowed no reply.

Camila and Brenda exchanged a startled glance. They rose without protest, while their classmates and the teacher followed the scene with bewilderment.

The Mother Superior’s office received them with an even more oppressive air than usual. Crucifixes and portraits of saints hung on the walls, and the atmosphere was heavy with solemnity and suspicion. Alongside the Superior, five nuns from the faculty waited with stern expressions. There was no doubt: something serious was about to unfold.

Without preamble, the Superior—a woman with an implacable face and a gaze that could pierce any resistance—greeted them briefly before laying out the charges.

“Brenda... Camila...” Her voice was glacial; each syllable weighed with care. “We are gathered here over an extremely serious accusation against you. We have received troubling information about certain activities that you appear to engage in on Saturday nights, in a place called The Moon.” She paused, letting the name reverberate like an uneasy echo. “According to the reports, it is only a short drive from here... across the border.”

Silence thickened. The two friends could not avoid a conspiratorial glance, and that slight gesture was enough to confirm the suspicions.

“I will give you only one chance,” the Superior continued, stressing the final word. “Confess the whole truth now, and from what we hear, the sisters and I will decide the sanction you shall receive.”

A wave of surprise and fear swept through the two young women. They had known this moment might come, that they could be caught scaling the wall or sneaking back inside... but never had they imagined the level of detail the Superior already held in her hands. Their hearts pounded in their ears as they tried to hide the trembling in their hands.

Brenda, aware that she had been the instigator of their escapades, spoke up. At first her voice faltered, but soon it regained its strength.

At first her voice faltered, but it soon grew steady.

“Sisters...” She cleared her throat. “With all due respect, I will not deny that we have gone to The Moon once or twice.” She tried to keep calm. “But there is an explanation. Ever since I arrived at the boarding school, I practiced the bass in secret... over there, in the tool shed.” She tilted her head toward some imaginary spot in the distance. “And when Camila came... we began to make music together.”

As she recounted the rehearsals, the contact with Leandro and other friends, even the use of the hidden cell phone, the nuns’ eyebrows arched higher and higher. Camila had to bite her lip to keep from laughing at the outrage painted on their faces.

When Brenda finished, silence fell like a slab of stone. The Superior frowned with a severity that chilled the air. The mere mention of an electric bass, in her world, bordered on the sacrilegious.

“Hmm... then tell us,” She pressed on in an icy voice, “how exactly did you leave the boarding school? Through where?”

Brenda exchanged a quick glance with Camila before continuing.

“It is easy to leave through the east side. Many students do it. The wall is lower there, and on the other side there is a slope. It is easy to jump or climb when we come back.”

The nuns murmured among themselves, scandalized at the thought that other students might also be slipping past the school’s security. The Superior pressed her lips together, struggling to contain her anger and measure her next words.

At that point, the sisters were on the verge of a nervous collapse. They all shared the same thought, though none dared to voice it: underage girls, in the company of male friends old enough to drive, crossing borders, attending a place of perdition. The impact on the school’s reputation would be devastating if such news reached outside ears. The loss of trust from parents, guardians, and the Church itself could be irreparable.

The Mother Superior began pacing in circles, her hands clasped behind her back like a judge preparing the sentence.

“Very well, young ladies,” she said at last, her voice cold. “Please wait outside the office while the sisters and I deliberate.”

Camila and Brenda rose slowly and left the office with lowered heads and hearts pounding wildly. Outside, they sat on the chairs in the corridor, pressed close together, as if by doing so they might scheme a plan amid the chaos.

Brenda, her breath unsteady with nerves, leaned toward Camila and whispered urgently:
“Listen... we must negotiate some kind of deal with the nuns. I am not staying here one day longer than necessary. We must graduate no matter what!”
“Shit! I will not stand another year of school. I will run away if I have to,” Camila burst out, her anger barely contained.

“Watch your language, girl! You will get us into more trouble,” Brenda scolded, giving her a nudge with her elbow.

“Do not play the saint, your vocabulary is worse than mine.”

Both burst into muffled laughter, covering their mouths so they would not be overheard. Yet the unease kept buzzing in their heads. Who had betrayed them? Their thoughts spun in circles until they converged on a single suspect: Camila’s bold admirer.

But it was no longer the moment for regrets; they had to stay united and look for a way out.

Meanwhile, inside the office, the nuns exchanged worried glances. Each prepared to state her point of view. The Superior, always the most imposing presence in the room, raised her hand, signaling that the deliberation was to begin.

The atmosphere grew more tense with every passing second. Opinions followed in low voices, swinging between a lesser punishment and outright expulsion. Yet one thing was clear: they had to set a precedent for the good of the institution.

The debate stretched on for several minutes, while Brenda and Camila, out in the hallway, gnawed at their nails and searched desperately for an escape, dreading the sanction as much as the judgment of their own families.

At last, one of the nuns, who had remained silent until then, smoothed her habit and dared to propose:

“I have a suggestion that might serve a purpose. Let each of them spend two or three hours a day working with the girls in the North Wing. We shall see how they respond and, under that condition, they may graduate.”

The silence that followed was broken only by the wind scraping at the windows. The Superior straightened in her chair. Her gaze was calculating and her face implacable.

“The North Wing...” she repeated, her tone carrying a final resolution. “It sounds severe, but it will do. These girls are not bad; they are simply lost.”

“And they are good students,” added another nun. “Expulsion or repeating the year would be more damaging than corrective.”

The verdict was decided.

Out in the hallway, the sudden silence alerted the two friends. They looked at each other: “It is decided,” their eyes seemed to say without words.

The office door opened slowly, and one of the nuns motioned for them to enter.

“Girls,” the Superior began, her voice cold and deliberate, “we have reached a decision that, I am certain, you will recognize as an opportunity for your own benefit. I imagine you have had sufficient time to reflect on the seriousness of the many offenses you have committed in your escapades.”

She paused, letting the word hang in the air like an invisible whip.

“Not to mention the danger to which you have exposed yourselves.”

Brenda and Camila remained silent, their pulses racing, uncertainty tightening in their chests.

“For all of this,” the Superior continued, “immediate expulsion should be the most appropriate sanction.”

The words hit them like a blow to the stomach.

"Nevertheless, we've chosen to offer you an opportunity to make amends."  We shall allow you to graduate”—relief coursed through their bodies, though cautiously— “but under one condition. You must dedicate three hours a day to volunteer work in the North Wing. You will attend your classes as usual, but at the end you are to go directly there and complete your shift.”

The North Wing. A mystery no one spoke of. What lay behind those walls? No one knew for certain, though the rumors alone were enough to raise goosebumps. Neither of them dared to ask. Whatever it was, accepting it was better than expulsion.

“There is one more thing,” the Superior added, her gaze piercing them both. “Under no circumstance are you to speak about the North Wing to anyone. In the same way, we shall not speak of your escapades. Our silence depends upon yours. Do we have an agreement?”

Brenda and Camila did not hesitate. They nodded at once, accepting what seemed a far more favorable escape than they could have hoped for. Only two more weeks, and the nightmare would be over.
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THE NORTH WING
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On the first day of their “redemption,” Brenda and Camila were escorted by two nuns toward a hidden section behind an enormous wall. They passed through the only access point: a tiny door, nearly invisible, concealed among trees and shrubs behind the convent gardens. As they walked, one of the sisters never stopped giving instructions—what tasks they would perform, what rules they were to follow, and a warning repeated with insistence.

“No friendships with the residents. Speak only when strictly necessary.”

Camila had imagined a dark and gloomy prison, inhabited by troubled girls. But when she crossed that threshold, she found something unexpected: a grand house from the early twentieth century, restored, surrounded by tended gardens and fruit trees in bloom. The surrounding beauty was almost unsettling, as if it were hiding a secret it did not wish revealed.

As they walked further, they saw two young women moving slowly among the trees. Both wore loose dresses, yet the swell of their bellies left no doubt. One stroked the curve of her pregnancy with the palm of her hand, while the other kept her gaze lowered, as if afraid of being discovered even within those walls. Camila held her breath; that simple gesture spoke louder than any warning.

The interior of the building was bright, with a wide foyer that led to the staircase toward the rooms, where six beds stood in line in each. They were then guided down a long corridor to a set of double doors marked with a red cross on frosted glass. Beyond it lay a delivery room, equipped with the essential, white to the point of coldness.

Only then did Camila begin to connect the dots. The mystery of the North Wing was no whim: here were housed young women with pregnancies at different stages. When the moment came, the nun-midwives delivered the babies, and the newborns were handed immediately to adoptive parents, without the mother being allowed even to see her child’s face. According to the rigid conviction of those sisters, severing every bond was a way of “protecting” them from the trauma of separation.

And as soon as they recovered, the young women were sent back into the outside world, carrying with them the silence of a life they had barely touched.

Camila, unable to contain her curiosity, asked:

“And what do you do if a C-section is needed... or if complications arise?”

“We call an obstetrician from Gropada,” the supervisor replied coldly, her brow furrowing as she closed the conversation with an invisible wall.

The tasks assigned to Camila and Brenda were simple but exhausting: changing sheets and carrying them to the laundry, preparing compresses for the new mothers, distributing snacks, helping with personal hygiene, and completing any other duty the supervisor decided on the spot.

Despite the warnings not to get involved, Camila could not help but watch the residents closely. Beyond the “good afternoon” or the “see you later,” she began to ask how they felt. Though the answers were brief, the exchanged glances, the timid smiles, and at times a squeeze of the hand wove invisible bonds.

That same night, back in her dormitory, she opened her red-covered notebook—not a diary as such, but a refuge where she poured scattered words. That day she wrote with a firm stroke: innocence, disillusion, abandonment, mistake...

She set down the pen and leaned back against the headboard.

“Abandonment,” she whispered.

The word lingered in the air like an entrancing echo, and suddenly her mind slipped back. To 2008, when her own family had decided to send her here.

She remembered it vividly: Thanksgiving dinner, distinguished guests gathered around the table, and her daring to question aloud what she saw as a historic betrayal of the native peoples. The silence that followed had been brutal. Some gazes were loaded with reproach, others with condescension. But her mother’s... that one cut through her like a blade of steel.

That very night, from behind the living room door, she caught fragments of the discussion: “She needs direction, structure” ... “It is for her own good” ... “Far from Los Angeles.” Each phrase struck her like an inescapable verdict.

She returned to the present and turned her head. Brenda, in the bed beside her, sighed with her eyes fixed on the ceiling. She never spoke of what she saw in the North Wing. She did not want to face the emotions it stirred within her.

Brenda came from a well-to-do family in Connecticut, a family for whom appearances were everything. Her mother, obsessed with preserving a flawless image, never allowed problems to surface. If you do not mention it, it does not exist. Brenda had adopted that philosophy—consciously or not—in order to survive. With every forced smile and every task carried out without complaint, she kept her walls intact.

Camila slipped the notebook beneath her pillow and turned off the lamp. And then it happened: in that threshold between wakefulness and deep sleep, the words she had written began to take on life. They joined into phrases, found rhyme, even drifted into melody. At times she woke with them still fresh in her memory; at others they dissolved like an echo impossible to grasp.

In those days, Camila did not know it, but that mysterious impulse was a gift that would grow with her, until it became the force that would give meaning to her life and guide her toward her most secret dreams.

***
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During the following two weeks, Brenda and Camila carried out their tasks with unusual discipline, following every instruction to the letter with a single goal in mind: graduation. Yet what they witnessed in that place left a mark that would not fade easily.

Day after day, a new baby came into the world only to vanish almost immediately into the arms of adoptive parents overflowing with hope. The young mothers, on the other hand, were left to face the far greater challenge: rebuilding their lives under the weight of loss and uncertainty.

In that silent contact with someone else’s pain, Camila and Brenda began to grasp the true dimension of forced separation, of being left exposed when life splits in two.

They had entered boarding school as two insolent dreamers; they emerged from that experience with a different gaze, one shaped by the awareness that life could shatter with ease, and that every redemption demanded its price.

***
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While Camila was serving out her final days at the boarding school, life was demanding its toll on the other side of the Atlantic. In New York, another member of the Findlay family was reaching the end of the hardest battle of his life.
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NEW YORK - A PARALLEL REDEMPTION
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A gentle voice, almost healing, brushed his ear.

“Good morning, sleepyhead. Today you graduate.”

Liam half-opened his eyes. The morning light slowly filtered into the clinic room, forcing him to blink until his sight adjusted.

“Come on,” said Adrian Landers —his guide through those arduous months, and now a dear friend. “There are a few steps to complete before your discharge.”

Liam sat up slowly and remained on the bed for a few minutes, letting his gaze wander through every corner of that white room. With will and discipline, this would be the last day he ever saw it. And he hoped, with equal resolve, not to carry its memory into the future.

Half an hour later, showered and dressed in sportswear, Liam Findlay signed the documents that marked the end of his rehabilitation. He studied the final stroke of his signature: steady, resolute. A visible sign of change.

Adrian stood beside him, holding a stack of brochures he was required to hand out at discharge. It was the protocol for all those leaving the facility: options for yoga, various workshops, art classes. Liam flipped through them absentmindedly until a title caught his eye. Taekwondo. A dojang —the traditional training hall.

He held it for a moment, bringing his other hand to his chin. He had practiced that discipline since childhood but had abandoned it years ago when his routine became a tangle of self-imposed commitments. Now, in the most unexpected and opportune moment, Taekwondo seemed to be calling him back.

He slipped the brochure in with his belongings and walked toward the exit. The staff saw him off in silence: some lifted their hands in encouragement, others offered a discreet round of applause, and Liam returned the gesture with a grateful smile. Adrian walked at his side until they reached the threshold.

“Thank you for everything, Adrian. I would not have made it without your guidance,” Liam said, his voice breaking with emotion.

Adrian hugged him firmly.

“Guidance means little if there is no will on the other side. And you had it. Do not see this as a final farewell, man. I will expect you next weekend at my place. Tess always asks about you, and she will be glad to see you.”

Liam nodded, holding back the emotion that threatened to overwhelm him.

“Alright. I will see you then.”

And that was how it would always be. Adrian was not only his mentor and friend, but also the confidant who would remain in his life long after the doors of the clinic closed behind him.

In the parking area another friend was waiting, standing by the car with his arms wide open.

“Nigel! Always on time... like a proper Brit,” Liam greeted with a touch of humor.

“Always, my dear. Welcome back to life,” Nigel replied, exaggerating his English accent even further.

They melted into a warm embrace and, after the brief welcome, got into the car to head toward the city.

For most of the drive, Liam remained silent, watching the early May colors slide past the window like a moving canvas.

At the wheel, Nigel respected that silence. He knew Liam too well—perhaps better than Liam’s own family. And as he drove, memory pulled him back to the moment when their paths had first crossed.

Liam had arrived in New York from Los Angeles at just nineteen: a light suitcase, empty pockets, and a flood of dreams spilling over. He carried with him a prodigious voice and a rare acting talent, like a fire that demanded a stage.

At that time, Nigel, a seasoned actor, was overseeing auditions to assemble the cast of Hair at the Empire Hall. One look at Liam on stage was enough to recognize it: that young man would shine the moment he was given a chance. From then on, Nigel had become his mentor, guiding him with patience through the winding paths of the theater.

The memory faded as the car stopped at the next traffic light. Nigel blinked, the scene dissolving, and fixed his gaze once more on the avenue. It was clear to him now: that nineteen-year-old boy no longer existed. Beside him sat a different man, marked by wounds... and by lessons learned.

***
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The Return Home

An hour later, Liam unlocked the door to his apartment and stepped into the living room, luggage in hand. Nigel followed close behind, carrying a couple of bags with the groceries they had picked up for this new chapter of renewal.

The air greeted them with a heavy blow: dust settled thick in the corners and the dense smell of confinement lingering. Liam frowned, set the suitcase aside, and pulled open the living room curtains. He pushed a window wide, and the draft instantly swept away the weight of three months of absence.

"Do you want coffee? Or perhaps wine?" he asked, half teasing, half trying to lighten the mood with Nigel after so long.

Nigel arched a brow.

"Wine? Are you kidding me?"

"Come on! You know alcohol was never my problem," Liam replied, giving him a friendly pat on the shoulder. "But... just to ease your mind, the glass of wine is for you. I will stick with coffee."

Nigel chuckled, shaking his head. He knew Liam was right: alcohol had never been the core of the struggle. Still, the sensitivity was inevitable. He had witnessed the fall into the abyss and the titanic effort to climb back into the light. And if there was one thing that filled him with pride, it was the iron will Liam had shown along the way.

"All right then. I’ll take the wine and drink to you. You stay with your coffee... but do not forget to rehydrate," he conceded with a smile.

Each with his drink in hand, they settled into the living room, letting the initial silence dissolve into the comfort of being home again.

"I am not trying to pressure you, Liam. You can take some time off if you need it," Nigel said calmly. "But if you decide to return to work, you must make choices now. Auditions for the next season will be in a few weeks."

"I have had enough time off," Liam replied, a hint of irony in his voice. "I want to work. I need to work."

"Excellent! That is what I wanted to hear," Nigel exclaimed, energized. He opened his portfolio and pulled out a script along with a score. "Start with this."

Liam took them and examined them carefully. The Phantom of the Opera. The role of Raoul de Chagny.

"I won’t let you down, Nigel."

Half an hour later, Nigel said goodbye with a hug and a heartfelt,

"Welcome back, my friend."

The door closed, and Liam was alone. He picked up his phone, plugged it into the charger, and left it on the table. He had long since stopped checking it: the same empty, formulaic, and repetitive messages from acquaintances and colleagues. Before disconnecting, he had set up a simple automatic reply with the estimated date of his return. Nothing more. No details.

He tidied up the apartment without hurrying: put away the groceries, unpacked the essentials. Then he returned to the living room, dropped onto the sofa, and took the script in his hands. He brushed it carefully, running his fingers along the edges the way he once had with that very first script that opened the door to an important role, one that finally allowed him to reach the level he had always dreamed of.

He leaned back against the sofa and ran a hand through his hair, fingers intertwining in an absent gesture. A wave of memories broke through, inevitable, as if the script itself had been the key.

The time before he met Nigel. When he ate at community kitchens and slept in shelters. Then came the meteoric rise: the bright theaters, the premieres, the new friendships that came and went, the flirtations, the one-night stands, and fleeting romances he never knew—or never wanted—to nurture.

And the applause. Always the applause at the end of every performance, followed by parties overflowing with music, excess, and fleeting joy. Once the euphoria faded, only silence remained. A suffocating loneliness, heavier than any empty stage.

And in the midst of the demands of that world—surrounded by the “right” elite—Liam was ushered onto the winding path of substances. Relaxants to calm anxiety, stimulants to sustain the pace. Depending on the moment, one or the other. At first, they seemed harmless, a passing aid... until little by little they began to take control.

At times, Liam could shift from the brightest lucidity, focused and inspired, to mornings weighed down by heaviness, subtle tremors, and relentless remorse.

But now, at twenty-seven, he had managed to overcome his addictions. The timely intervention of Nigel Henderson and the steady presence of Adrian Landers had restored his sense of direction when he believed it was lost. Looking back, he breathed with relief: those monsters no longer held power over him.

The constant hum of notifications pulled him out of his thoughts. The phone, now fully charged, vibrated on the table like an insistent reminder. Liam picked it up without enthusiasm and began scrolling through the messages, one after another, until he stopped at one that stood out: a message from his father, Marcus Findlay, accompanied by several missed calls.

He opened the text:

📱 Marcus: Son, I am very worried about you. I came all the way to New York to see you, but I could not find you. Call me, will you?

Liam frowned, his gaze still fixed on the screen. Marcus was in the city, looking for him. Remorse struck him suddenly. He had not returned to Los Angeles since settling in New York. Not out of lack of love or forgetfulness, but out of a strange pride: he did not want to return without achievements to show. He knew his father would extend his hand without hesitation, but he needed to feel he came home carrying his own victories.

"It’s time," he murmured before dialing the number.

On the other end of the line, Marcus received Liam’s voice like a balm of relief. The conversation, hesitant at first, turned into a commitment to meet.

Half an hour later, Marcus found him at the door of the apartment—thinner, but with eyes clearer than they had been in years. There was a brief, awkward silence before father and son embraced with restrained strength. No reproaches, no long explanations; only a quiet “I missed you” whispered into the gesture. A bridge still needed rebuilding, but the first step had already been taken.
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Brenda and Camila had fulfilled their service in the North Wing, and the nuns, true to their word, included them in the graduation ceremony. The end of their two-year confinement was near. Soon they would leave behind the restrictions of the boarding school, the strict rules, and the constant surveillance. Although summer breaks had offered brief moments of respite, they were never enough to quench the hunger for freedom both carried.

Little by little, the parents and guardians of the graduates filled the chairs arranged before the stage in the boarding school’s main garden. The murmur of conversations, the rustle of dresses and suits, and the distant toll of bells composed the solemn atmosphere of the moment.

Camila could not take her eyes off the entrance gate. She was waiting to see her parents and her grandmother appear at any moment. Over the years she had learned not to raise her hopes, but this time was different. This time she needed to share the day with them.

The minutes, however, passed with cruel slowness. And the main gate remained empty.

The graduates were already taking their places on the stage, ready for the ceremony to begin. Brenda had already spotted her parents, who had made the long trip from the United States. Camila began to feel a growing unease that almost hurt. Had something serious happened that she did not know about? Or was it only an unexpected delay? But finally, to her relief, she saw her grandmother, Dolores, arrive. Rushing, she seemed to be giving quick instructions to the man driving the car while straightening her clothes and adjusting her hair.

Although it was no longer the moment to run and hug her, Camila blew her a kiss, and Dolores answered with a smile and a wink.

The ceremony began right on time. The display of musical performances and the handing out of certificates unfolded with clockwork precision, culminating in heartfelt applause. But Marcus and Romina never came. Dolores was the only one waiting at the end of the event, standing with a bouquet of flowers in her hand. Camila ran to her and embraced her with all her strength.

"I am so proud of you, Camila," said Dolores, her eyes shining, slightly misted with emotion. "I knew you would make it, and without any trouble, huh?"

"Thank you, Grandma," Camila replied with a smile. Yet, while she tried to keep her expression calm, she held back the urge to say that not everything had been so “without trouble.” She knew it was neither the time nor the place to share the details of the past weeks.

"And where are Mom and Dad?" she finally asked, trying to make the question sound casual. "Do you know anything?"

"Nothing you should worry about. Something unexpected came up. Now enjoy your accomplishment. This is your day," Dolores said, eager to keep the moment unspoiled for Camila.

"What kind of unexpected things?" Camila pressed as she took her grandmother by the arm, heading toward the dormitory to collect her belongings.

"Oh, well, your mother is accompanying Leo on a trip. Chess tournaments. Did you know he won several championships? That boy is a genius," Dolores said with a smile that sought to validate the explanation.

"Yes, Leo is great." Camila nodded, then lifted her gaze toward her grandmother, looking her straight in the eye. "And Dad?"

"Marcus had to travel to New York for an emergency. I do not know the details, my child."

"Hmm." That was all Camila said. No more questions. She understood clear priorities, but it hurt not to be among them.

What Camila did not know was that Marcus, upon learning of his son’s discharge from the rehabilitation clinic, had decided to travel to New York to visit him. He no longer wanted to postpone the reunion that had been delayed for years, driven by the need to be present at a crucial moment in his eldest son’s life.

In part, Marcus carried a sense of guilt. Since his divorce from Liam’s mother, when the boy was still young, he tried to make up for her absence. But Liam’s mother, an opera singer of modest reputation, had left them behind when she moved away from Los Angeles. There were no calls, no letters, not even a Christmas card. Only silence that both father and son were forced to get used to.

Romina, for her part, was fully absorbed in Leo’s abilities: a brilliant twelve-year-old with remarkable strategic talent and a sharpness that allowed him to notice what others overlooked. A chess player with a promising future, filled with scholarships and offers, who had become his mother’s new center of attention.

“Well, I am ready for freedom,” said Camila, closing her suitcase with a smile.

“That is the spirit!” Dolores replied, raising her hand for a high five with Camila.

Just as they were about to leave the dorm room, Brenda appeared in the doorway. The two ran to embrace each other almost instinctively, without the need for words.

“Grandma, this is Brenda Kensington,” said Camila, a mischievous spark in her eyes. “She has been my best friend since I arrived. I told you about her, right?”

Dolores smiled warmly as she extended her hand to Brenda.

“Delighted to finally meet you. I was very curious to see you in person.” She looked them over from head to toe and burst out laughing. “Well, would you look at that! You two look so much alike. I would bet you told people you were sisters, did you not?”

The three of them laughed in unison. And in the middle of that laughter, Brenda thought to herself: She has no idea...

“Promise me you will call if you ever play in a band at The Moon or anywhere else,” said Brenda with a smile. Her eyes, however, betrayed a nostalgia that Camila understood all too well.

“And you promise me you will keep playing the bass, no matter what they say at home. We are a team, remember?” Camila replied, giving her a gentle tap on the shoulder.

They hugged again, this time more tightly, as tears rolled silently down their cheeks. They looked into each other’s eyes and, as if sadness were suspended for a moment, burst into one last laugh. Then they exchanged addresses and phone numbers, sealing the promise to stay in touch always, no matter what.

“Wait, let me take a picture of you!” Dolores exclaimed, pulling her new digital camera from her bag with enthusiasm.

The two friends looked at each other and, laughing, struck a playful pose, capturing in a snapshot the complicity of those years.

Brenda said goodbye to Dolores with a firm handshake and a warm smile.

“Don’t forget to send me the photo, all right?” she said with a wink before turning toward where her parents were waiting.

From a distance, her gaze met Camila’s once more. Neither of them imagined that music would bring them together again under very different circumstances.

Camila and Dolores, now alone, walked to the car waiting outside. The driver took the luggage, placed it in the trunk, and helped Dolores into the back seat.

Camila lingered for a moment, looking northward, searching for one last glimpse of the North Wing. The tall walls and trees concealed it completely, but in silence she wished the best for those young women and their children, hoping destiny would be kind to them.

When the car finally pulled away toward the Trieste train station, Dolores broke the silence with a mischievous smile.

“Cammie, I’ve been thinking about what to give you for your graduation, and I believe I have made up my mind. What you would love most is a trip, am I wrong?”

“A trip?! Where are we going? Tell me, tell me now!” exclaimed Camila, her face lit with a radiant smile as she playfully tapped her grandmother’s shoulder.

“Look, I know you have not had many chances to travel by train,” said Dolores, pulling a folded map from her purse with a conspiratorial air. “So, I have planned a special journey for you. First, we will go to Venice, where we will spend a couple of days enjoying the canals and the city’s magic. Then, on to Verona, to follow the famous romantic route, and there we will wait for the final stage of the Tour of Italy.”

Camila’s eyes widened in awe, unable to contain her excitement.

“Dolores, you are a genius! I adore you!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms around her grandmother and planting a loud kiss on her cheek. Then she looked at her with a mix of surprise and admiration. “I had no idea you were a cycling fan.”

“I chose Verona because that is where I spent my honeymoon with your grandfather,” said Dolores, her smile tinged with nostalgia and her eyes filled with tenderness. “And because I know you will love the spirit of the Giro d’Italia (Tour of Italy). Your grandfather was passionate about cycling and, to be honest, he ended up passing that love on to me.” She gave Camila’s hand a gentle squeeze, as if the memory bound her even closer to her granddaughter.

Soon after, they arrived at the station and boarded the train heading west. As the engine started to move, Camila kept her gaze fixed straight ahead, refusing to look back. The future, with all its promises, was calling her.
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MEANWHILE IN VERONA...
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While Camila and Dolores mapped out their adventures aboard the train, 255 kilometers away, in bustling Verona, a very different kind of celebration filled the air.

In the school’s main courtyard, adorned with colorful pennants and long tables laden with snacks and drinks, the end of the academic year marked not just the close of a cycle but the passage of a group of children into the challenges of middle school.

Laughter, chatter, and music blended with the excitement of games and contests that held parents, teachers, and students equally engaged. Among them, the most anticipated event was the bicycle race, especially in those days when the fever of the Giro d’Italia had spread to every corner of the city.

On the school’s sports grounds, a makeshift track had been set up with twisting curves and quirky obstacles: trash bins turned into detours, wooden ramps hastily assembled, even hand-painted cones. The goal was to add both challenge and spectacle. Meanwhile, the stands slowly filled with families and classmates, eyes fixed on the competitors lined up at the starting line, their gazes gleaming with adrenaline.

The physical education teacher, clad in his tracksuit with a megaphone in hand, stepped forward in front of the riders. With a solemn tone, he announced:

“Ready? ... set?... GO!”

The explosion of movement came instantly: the cyclists sprang forward like a pack chasing its prey. A roar of cheers and applause filled the air, bouncing off the courtyard walls in vibrant echoes. Each family cheered for their child, but the truth was that every gaze converged on one competitor in particular: Paolo Sartori.

With chestnut curls peeking out beneath his helmet and gray-green eyes locked on the track, Paolo had already mapped out every curve and obstacle in his mind. He pedaled with calm determination, as if the race were written in advance. And so, with a natural skill that seemed to flow effortlessly from him, he crossed the finish line first—well ahead of the rest.

No one was surprised. In truth, everyone expected that outcome. The ovation erupted the moment he set foot on the ground. Paolo climbed off his bicycle with flushed cheeks, as much from exertion as from all the sudden attention. For him, cycling was not just mere pastime. It was a growing passion, a promise that walked with him step by step as he transformed himself.

He had competed on numerous occasions representing his school, and he always returned with a golden or silver medal that found its place in the institution’s trophy case. By then, he had become the pride of the school’s athletic program.

Within seconds, his schoolmates and teachers surrounded him with cheers, patting his back or ruffling his sweaty curls in playful camaraderie. From the stands, his parents, Antonio and Monica Sartori, applauded him on their feet, their faces glowing with pride. Beside them, Gianni, his older brother, flashed him a knowing wink—a simple gesture worth as much as another medal.

As the afternoon wore on, the school celebration gradually faded away. The excitement of the Giro d’Italia and the start of summer vacation was palpable, and soon the campus stood empty.

The Sartori car was packed, the back row crowded with Gianni, Paolo, and his two best friends: Luca and Enzo. Their voices overlapped in laughter and stories from the school year just ended. They all spoke at the same time, yet somehow managed to understand one another. Gianni, already in another stage of adolescence, simply smiled and scrolled through messages on his phone. From time to time, Antonio and Monica exchanged glances—amused, grateful, proud.

“Alright, champions, you pick the gelateria (ice cream shop).” Antonio cut in. His words only triggered another cascade of competing voices and a burst of laughter from Gianni.

Monica put an end to the uproar. “This time I will choose if that is all right with you. We are going to Ponte Pietra.”

The only reply was a collective shrug. Agreement was reached.

Minutes later, the group strolled along the Adige River, ice cream cones in hand, savoring the moment and letting themselves be carried by the anticipation of the days ahead. Verona’s streets were already draped with posters and pennants announcing the imminent arrival of the Giro d’Italia. Tourists and cycling enthusiasts roamed about with unfolded maps and rolling suitcases, infusing the city with vibrant energy.
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TRAVELERS ON THE ROAD
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The tourist bustle of those days was not limited to Verona. Venice welcomed Camila and Dolores at dusk, beneath a sky streaked with rain clouds set ablaze by the dying sun in shades of copper. The metallic rattle of suitcases rolling over ancient ground, steeped in memory, set the rhythm of their arrival. Outside the station, the shouts of the vaporetto conductor mingled with the voices of boatmen and gondoliers, weaving a chaotic symphony that could only belong to Venice.

For Camila, the experience was disorienting. It was one thing to see postcards and travel videos; it was quite another to suddenly find herself walking on paths marked by a thousand years of history. In California, “old” barely reached two centuries.

“Everything alright, Cammie?” Dolores asked, her voice tender, tinged with complicity.

“Yes, Grandma. Everything is just fine.”

For two days, they let themselves be swept along by the city of canals: they visited the must-see landmarks, indulged in good food, and, like all travelers, stumbled into a few tourist traps. But now, with the sense of having fulfilled that rite, they were ready to continue to their true destination awaiting them.

***
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Verona

On their third day of travel, Dolores and Camila finally arrived in Verona. The city matched more closely what Camila had imagined: a place where the ancient and the modern coexisted in an almost natural balance. The Verona Arena, towering above the urban bustle, seemed to stand as a bridge between centuries, a silent guardian of stories past and present.

After a brief rest at the hotel, they chose light clothing and comfortable shoes, ready to dive into exploration. Their adventure began at the one spot no traveler could overlook: the famous House of Juliet, on Via Cappello, where the stones seemed to whisper echoes of the city’s most renowned tragedy.

Entry to the house required long lines of waiting, but Camila and Dolores were armed with patience and enthusiasm. They took photos at every corner, exploring everything along the way. When they finally reached the entry corridor, Camila was struck by the sight of a wall covered in letters and cards of many colors and styles of handwriting, carefully pinned in place. A sign explained that these letters came from people in love, writing to Juliet to ask for advice. Behind it all, a small team of people worked to answer, as best they could, the immense daily volume of messages.

She found it curious that so many people came to this place for matters of the heart, as if a slip of paper could resolve what their hearts longed for.

Her skepticism grew when she came across a wrought-iron frame filled with padlocks of every size and shape. Couples had fastened them there, symbols of eternal love that, it seemed, had been left locked away with the rusting metal. This time, a mocking smile curved across her lips. It was not the first time she had seen something like it, but the sight always struck her as absurd.

“Eternal love? Fools,” she muttered aloud, shaking her head as she walked on, as if such displays of devotion had nothing to do with her.

Dolores, walking beside her, was quick to react. She nudged her gently and whispered in her ear:

“Listen, child, do not mock. One day love will come knocking at your door, and you will see all this with different eyes.”

Camila shrugged and answered with a smile steeped in irony.

“Oops, I’m terribly sorry. But... you do know we are in the twenty-first century, right?” She folded her arms, letting her gaze travel over the row of padlocks glinting on the gate. “Those eternal or forbidden loves are nothing but movie scripts, complete with a romantic soundtrack. People watch them and dream of living the same. But in real life there is no background music. And, in fact, love always comes with an expiration date.”

The irony in her voice was unmistakable. Dolores rolled her eyes and asked with a touch of exasperation:

“Where does all that cynicism come from, huh?”

“It’s not that I want to be cynical,” Camila laughed, amused. “I’m only saying eternal love is an invention to sell movie tickets, flowers, and self-help books.”

Dolores sighed, resigned. She knew insisting would be useless and that the conversation would lead nowhere. She reached out and gently stroked her granddaughter’s hair before adding, with a trace of tenderness:

“We shall see what surprises life has in store for you, honey. Never underestimate its ability to astonish us.”

They walked in silence for a few steps, a tacit truce on the subject, until the curious shop windows of the city center diverted their attention. But Dolores could not shake off the thought of her granddaughter’s reaction. Why would someone barely seventeen years old, with no significant experiences in love, speak with such distrust? Was she hiding something that Dolores was not aware of?

Dolores was searching for answers in the wrong places when in truth they were much closer than she imagined. Camila had learned far too early to read between the lines: to recognize the tension behind forced smiles and the fragility concealed in fleeting embraces. She remembered Marcus and Romina’s arguments behind closed doors, the heavy silences that floated through the house after each fight, and the times when her mother, eyes clouded with tears, confessed that love was not always enough.

But there was something deeper, an absence that weighed in silence: the biological father she had never known. Romina never spoke of him; the subject was such a thick taboo that not even Dolores dared to bring it up. There were no photographs, no objects, no trace of a shared story. Whatever had happened must have been painful enough for Romina to cut the matter short with a single word: “dead.” Camila sensed that it was, at best, a half-truth. What she was convinced of, however, was something life kept repeating to her again and again: love, on its own, is not enough.

Unaware of the thoughts swirling in her granddaughter’s mind, Dolores chose not to press further. Instead, she pointed toward a small gelateria across the street.

“What do you say, Cammie? An ice cream cone before we go on?”

Camila’s face lit up, grateful for the pause.

“Now that is something with no expiration date.”

With lighthearted laughter, they disappeared once more into Verona’s narrow streets, leaving the shadows of their conversation behind.
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THE GIRO D’ITALIA (Tour of Italy) 2010
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May 30, 2010

The morning sun had barely risen, yet Verona was already pulsing with excitement. Flags and banners adorned the streets, while the swelling murmur of the crowd vying for a good spot at the finish line created an atmosphere charged with electric anticipation.

In the hotel room, Camila watched with amusement as Dolores adjusted her hat and sunglasses with the solemnity of someone preparing for a gala. She never would have imagined that this woman—who to her had always been synonymous with books, quiet conversations, and afternoon tea—hid such a fervent passion for cycling.

“How do I look, Cammie?” Dolores asked, a playful spark in her eye.

“Gorgeous as always. Interested in a certain cyclist, perhaps?” Camila shot back with mischief.

Dolores’s soft laugh filled the room, light and contagious.

A few minutes later, they set out toward Piazza Brà (Brà Square) with the same purpose as everyone else: to find the perfect spot to watch the cyclists cross the finish line and to capture photographs that would immortalize the day.

As they drew closer to their destination, the commotion swelled in waves. Loudspeakers blared updates that mingled with the murmur of the crowd, announcing the position of the leaders.

With surprising skill, Dolores threaded her way through the crowd until she reached a prime spot by the security barriers that marked the final stretch. To Camila’s astonishment, young onlookers—drawn simply by her presence—offered them space or handed them a tricolor flag with enthusiastic smiles.

On the opposite side of the route, just a few meters from where Camila and Dolores stood, a temporary platform had been set up. From there, city officials and their families enjoyed a privileged view of the finish. Among them, the Sartori family settled into their chairs with calm anticipation of the day ahead. Monica Sartori, a lawyer by profession and a key figure in the city hall, shared that privilege with her husband and children, proud to have secured them a place in the front row.

Paolo, seated beside his mother, could not keep still. Every few minutes he jumped to his feet, raising the binoculars to his eyes to focus on the route that disappeared into the narrow streets. His heart pounded with anticipation: at any moment the leaders would appear, and he had no intention of missing a single second of the action.

Another announcement boomed from the loudspeakers, making the anticipation almost tangible:

“The leaders are now half a kilometer from the finish line.”

In an instant, binoculars shot up, cameras flicked on, and phones aimed toward the course. Murmurs turned into cheers, and the collective tension swelled like a wave about to break.

Then a piercing cry tore through the uproar. A woman’s voice, thick with fear, shattered the atmosphere of excitement:

“Vito! Come here! Vito, stop!”

The crowd turned in unison toward the source of the commotion. Camila rose on tiptoe, searching through the throng. Then, on the opposite side of the
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