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    Chapter 1


    Mia


    What on earth is that racket?


    Lying in bed, struggling to open my eyes, I notice it’s still dark outside, the sun not streaming through my blinds as it usually does. This means it’s definitely not a reasonable hour to be awake. Yet here I am, wide awake, disturbed by a noise I can’t quite identify. I wait a few seconds, ears straining, before deciding to go back to sleep. Grumbling about being woken up for no reason, I burrow deeper under my covers, ready to drift off again, when it starts up once more. Annoyed, I turn toward my bedside table, switch on the lamp, and try to locate the source of this unwelcome disturbance. My alarm clock reads 5:45 a.m. Fantastic. And the noise doesn’t stop. Untangling myself from my blanket, I manage to get up, albeit clumsily. Once on my feet, it’s much easier to pinpoint the culprit behind this highly unpleasant wake-up call.


    Sitting on my desk, my phone is vibrating and flashing in rhythm, vying for my attention and signaling that someone is trying to reach me. I grab it, climb back into my warm bed, and prepare to answer the inconsiderate person calling me at such an ungodly hour. The inconsiderate person in question turns out to be none other than my father. What could he possibly want this early on a Thursday morning? He’s persistent too, I note, as the phone lights up again in my hands.


    “Hello,” I croak, my voice still heavy with sleep.


    “Principessa! I hope I’m not disturbing you,” exclaims the bright and chipper voice of my father, Ilario Conti.


    “What do you think… The sun isn’t even up yet, of course I’m awake.”


    “Perfect!” he replies, either ignoring or completely missing the sarcasm in my tone.


    “Is everything okay at home? Is there a problem with the boys?” I ask, suddenly worried.


    “Everything’s fine, Mia, don’t stress yourself.”


    “Then why are you calling me so early?”


    “Have you spoken to your cousin recently?”


    “Valentina? No. Why? Oh my God! She’s hurt, isn’t she? Is it serious? What happened to her?” I fire off questions, not giving him a chance to answer.


    “Valentina is perfectly fine, Mia. I told you, nothing serious has happened, and everyone is doing well. Stop panicking like that. She was just supposed to call you, and I see that, once again, your scatterbrained cousin forgot.”


    I barely resist the urge to defend my cousin, not wanting to get into an endless debate with my father. Valentina isn’t scatterbrained; she’s just incredibly busy. But that’s something my father and other members of our family struggle to understand.


    “Good thing I called then. There’s a performance of La Traviata at La Scala tonight, remember? Your grandmother must have mentioned it to you.”


    “Uh, yes… maybe.”


    I vaguely recall her mentioning it the last time I spoke to her. However, being in the middle of exam season, I admit I didn’t pay much attention to what she was saying that day.


    “Valentina and your two great-grandmothers are going, and they’re absolutely insistent that you join them.”


    “I’d love to, Dad, but if you’re telling me the performance is tonight, that’s going to be impossible.”


    “Why?”


    “Maybe because it’s tonight, the tickets must have been sold out months ago, and—small but important detail—I’m in Rome,” I point out.


    “You underestimate them if you think you can get out of this,” he laughs on the other end of the line. “They’ve already arranged everything: a driver will pick you up from your place and take you to the airport, where the company jet will be waiting. A car will meet you upon landing and take you to Giuseppina’s.”


    “That’s all very nice, but I have nothing to wear tonight. All my dresses are in Palermo, and I don’t have time to go shopping.”


    “If you think they haven’t thought of that, you’re mistaken,” he replies, amused by my reluctance. “Valentina has taken care of finding you a dress, and knowing her impeccable taste in fashion, you’ll once again be the most stunning one there.”


    “They’ve thought of everything…” I grumble, picturing those three unstoppable witches.


    When they set their minds to something, there’s no stopping them.


    “Sorry, my dear, but it seems you’re cornered.”


    I can see that. I don’t really have a choice but to go. I sigh, surrendering without even trying to fight them—it would be like facing a tornado barehanded. Exhausting, futile, and utterly pointless.


    “And why are you calling me so early to tell me this?” I press, sensing he’s not telling me everything.


    “I need you to do me a little favor, principessa.”


    “Of course, Dad. What is it?”


    “I need you to stop by the Rome office to pick up some papers before you leave and deliver them to Lucrezia. It’s about the Florence villa. I’d prefer if you handed them to her personally.”


    “Why?”


    “Oh, you know your great-grandmother. Technology and she don’t mix, and besides… I’m sure my idea will go over better coming from you.”


    “What idea?”


    “Building a tennis court.”


    “A tennis court? Can you explain what a woman her age would do with a tennis court in her backyard?”


    “It’s not for her, it’s for me. But you, tell her it’s for you kids. I’m sure if you plead the case, she’ll agree. She adores you.”


    “I’m sure she’ll be very moved by that argument,” I reply sarcastically.


    My great-grandmother Lucrezia loves her grandchildren and great-grandchildren, but what she cherishes above all is the peace and quiet of her Florentine villa. And a tennis court would mean saying goodbye to serenity and silence. Suffice it to say, my father will never see that tennis court.


    “Mia, please,” my father pleads. “She’ll listen to you. You’re her favorite great-granddaughter, along with Valentina.”


    “Fine, I’ll mention it to her,” I concede. “Even though I think it’s a completely absurd idea and I already know she’ll refuse.”


    “Don’t be so pessimistic, my dear. You’re studying law to become a lawyer; think of this as practice for a courtroom argument.”


    “I want to be a corporate lawyer, Dad. I don’t plan on pleading cases.”


    “Details! Anyway, I’ve already informed Graziella of your visit, and she’s expecting you. You’ll find the documents in the first drawer on the right of my desk, in a white envelope.”


    “Got it, first drawer on the right, white envelope in the desk. Anything else I can do for you?”


    “No, sweetheart. Your old dad won’t bother you any longer. I love you, principessa.”


    “I love you too, Dad,” I reply, hanging up. Exhausted, I collapse onto my bed, arms spread wide. It’s barely 6 a.m., and my family has already worn me out. But over time, you get used to it. Early wake-ups, arguments, shouting, tears, laughter… It’s all part of the daily package when you’re the fourth child in a family of five. At nineteen, I find myself caught in the whirlwind of “the” quintessential large family. Loud, intrusive, in a word: exhausting. Sometimes I wonder if I was adopted, given how different I am from my brothers and cousin, who embody Mediterranean exuberance in every way. Alessio, Enzo, Leonardo, and Matteo fit perfectly into the mold of this family, so upon reflection, I must have simply inherited more from our Russian mother than our Italian father. I’m the exception. The only blonde, blue-eyed child of my parents, standing at five foot seven, I look every bit the typical Eastern European girl. My grandmother Regina, a purebred Italian whose lineage dates back to the Renaissance, often complains about it. “You’ve taken entirely after your mother’s Russian side,” is her favorite criticism of me. She despises my mother Yelena, her daughter-in-law, and since I’m her spitting image, she can’t stand me either. But what can I do? I didn’t choose to inherit more of my mother’s Russian genes than my father’s Italian ones. Being his daughter, it’s only natural that I resemble him. Her remarks about my Slavic appearance irritate me so much that I always take a wicked pleasure in retorting that maybe I’m the daughter of one of our Russian servants. After marrying my father, my mother left Moscow to settle in Palermo and insisted on having Russian-speaking staff in the house. Something my grandmother has never understood, but which works to my advantage, as I always manage to shock her with this insinuation that personally amuses me greatly.


    My family is what it is, and you get used to it. My cousin Valentina, to whom I’m very close—too close, according to some—has the annoying habit of making decisions for me without consulting me. Like this last-minute trip, which, I must admit, comes at just the right time. The start of the year has been tough, and spending time with her and our great-grandmothers can only do me good. University classes are on pause right now while exams are being graded, giving me the chance to get away for a few days. I glance at my phone and see it’s already past 6:15. There’s no point in trying to go back to sleep; I won’t manage it, and I’ll only end up running late.


    I jump out of bed, slip on my pale pink satin robe, and quietly head to the kitchen to make myself a coffee. Outside, the sun is just beginning to rise, but it’s not raining like it has been the past two days, so it’s a good morning for a run. My packing can wait until I get back, and besides, I have clothes at my room in Milan in case I forget anything.


    When I arrive, I find my roommate Giada sitting on one of the bar stools around the counter that separates the living room from the kitchen. Glasses perched on her nose, she’s sipping a large mug of coffee while typing on her laptop.


    “You’re up already?” I ask, starting the coffee maker.


    “I was sleeping fine until you decided to hold a conference call at six in the morning in your room,” she replies curtly, her eyes glued to her screen.


    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you. My dad called to—”


    “It’s fine,” she cuts me off. “Your apologies don’t interest me. I have to go to the library before my first class anyway.”


    With a sharp motion, she closes her laptop, finishes her mug, which she places in the sink despite us having a dishwasher, and heads to her room. That’s Giada in a nutshell. Grabbing my coffee, which has finished brewing, along with a banana, I sit in the spot she just vacated. Giada isn’t mean, and if you don’t know her, you might think she’s a real piece of work. She’s cold, aloof, and unfeeling. But she has other qualities that make her a good roommate. In her second year of medical school, she works tirelessly and, as a result, knows how to be discreet and quiet. She doesn’t throw parties, doesn’t bring guys back to the apartment, and doesn’t blast music, unlike my previous roommate. Giada is entirely focused on her studies. She’s set her sights on becoming one of the best surgeons in the world. The specialty she’s aiming for is quite challenging: neurosurgery. I sincerely believe that with her temperament and the results she achieves through sheer hard work, she’s more than capable of making it. She’ll be an excellent surgeon.


    While eating my breakfast, I decide to send a message to Valentina.


    Mia: When exactly were you planning to tell me?


    Not expecting an immediate response, I finish my breakfast, load our mugs into the dishwasher, and go get ready. The bathroom is free—perfect. Another perk of living with Giada: she doesn’t monopolize the bathroom for hours. I don’t linger either, knowing I’ll need to shower after my run. A quick brush of my teeth, a high, tight ponytail, a dab of lip balm, and I’m ready. I quickly adjust the heart-shaped pendant I never take off and head to my room to get dressed. This year, February is freezing, so I need a warm outfit if I don’t want to catch a cold. I quickly pull on black thermal leggings, a thermal turtleneck, and a matching jacket, adding a fleece headband over my ears. With my running shoes on, I grab my phone and earbuds and step out of my room. I stop in front of Giada’s door and knock. Her annoyed face appears in the crack of the door:


    “What?”


    “I just wanted to let you know I’ll be gone for a few days. I’m heading to Milan this afternoon to see my cousin, and I’m not sure when I’ll be back. So don’t be surprised if you don’t see me,” I inform her.


    “Okay. Anything else?”


    “No, I just wanted to say goodbye and wish you a good day—”


    “Goodbye, have a good day!” she interrupts sharply, slamming the door.


    With her, you really can’t take things personally. Shaking my head slightly at her behavior, I quickly leave the apartment and jog down the stairs. Passing by Signora Tursi’s lodge, the building’s caretaker, I’m not surprised to hear her door creak open and see her standing on her threshold, still wrapped in a worn yellow robe, her gray hair held up in bright pink curlers atop her head. Signora Tursi is an elderly woman who’s always smiling but also has an insatiable curiosity.


    “Good morning, Mia.”


    “Good morning. How are you this morning?”


    “Cold, my dear, cold. My joints are aching; rain is on the way.”


    “You think so? It looks like a nice morning to me.”


    “My joints have never lied when it comes to predicting the weather!” she declares, sniffing disdainfully. “They’re far more reliable than those weather presenters who don’t know what they’re talking about.”


    “In that case, I’m glad I’m leaving for a few days.”


    “You’re leaving?”


    “Yes. I’m going to visit my family in Milan. Giada will be alone in the apartment, so I was wondering if you could—”


    “Keep an eye on that scatterbrain so she doesn’t lock herself out again because she forgot her keys?”


    “Please, that would be very kind of you. You know how she can be sometimes.”


    “Don’t worry, my dear,” our elderly caretaker reassures me. “I’ll keep an eye on your grumpy roommate.”


    “Thank you. Have a good day if I don’t see you before I leave.”


    “You too, my little Mia,” she replies, retreating into her lodge.


    I leave the building, adjust my earbuds, and start my playlist before beginning my run. I take it slow at first, to wake up my sleepy muscles and avoid pulling a hamstring. The streets of Rome are still deserted; it’s far too early for Romans, who don’t appreciate the chill of winter. I head toward the Ponte Sant’Angelo, which will allow me to follow the Tiber and reach Piazza del Popolo. From there, I can climb up to the Pincio Gardens and watch the sunrise over the city. It’s a long route, but it will help clear my mind, and right now, that’s exactly what I need.


    After a few minutes, I pick up the pace and find my rhythm. I run without stopping, jogging in place at red lights. It’s cold, but I don’t mind. I love running in the crisp morning air, seeing my breath mist with every exhale, feeling the icy wind fill my lungs with a dry, stinging burn, whipping my face and coloring my cheeks. I love the sensation of my feet pounding the damp ground without slipping. All these feelings invigorate me and remind me that I’m alive. That I, Mia Maria Anastasia Conti, am lucky to be alive. The more I run, the more I forget. Any method is good for forgetting that dreadful night of December 31st, the night that changed my life forever. That night, Valentina and I weren’t in Palermo to celebrate New Year’s Eve as we usually did. No, this year, we had decided to spend it in Paris with our great-grandmothers and attend a ballet at the Opéra Garnier. In hindsight, I think it was a stroke of bad luck, because I could never have witnessed what my brothers and cousin endured: the murder of my cousin Niccolo.


    I’ll never forget that call from my father on New Year’s morning. Giuseppina answered, cheerful and delighted by the evening we had spent together. She thought her son was calling to wish us a happy new year, but her smile quickly faded. Instead of the usual wishes for happiness, health, success, and love, my father announced the death of one of her great-grandsons. I was with Giuseppina in the dining room, having breakfast, and for the first time in my life, I saw this woman crumble before me. Tears welled in her eyes but didn’t fall as she listened intently to my father recount what had happened that night. Apparently, Niccolo had gone to a club in Palermo that evening to celebrate with my brothers, his brother, and a few of their friends. A guys’ night out, as they often had. My father explained that Niccolo had stepped outside the club to get some air and smoke a cigarette just minutes before the midnight countdown. A motorcycle with two masked men had appeared out of nowhere and stopped right in front of him before one of them shot him in the chest. My cousin Michelangelo and my brothers were alerted by security, and when they reached him, Niccolo was already dead on the sidewalk, even before the paramedics arrived.


    According to the medical examiners, he died instantly and didn’t suffer. But isn’t that what they always say? Honestly, who would tell grieving people that their loved one died in excruciating pain? No one. The police investigators concluded it was a robbery gone wrong, but I don’t understand how they reached that conclusion. When they found Nicco, he still had his wallet and luxury watch on him. What kind of thieves would leave without taking the loot? That’s one of the main reasons I’ve never accepted that motive. I don’t know why, but I feel like there’s something deeper behind his murder. Maybe I’m wrong, and it really was just an armed robbery that ended badly, but nothing can erase the doubt lingering within me. In any case, the facts remain: Niccolo is gone, and he’s not coming back.


    My legs are just starting to warm up when I see the obelisk of Piazza del Popolo come into view in the distance. I quicken my pace to ensure I reach the heights of Rome in time.


    Returning to the loss of Niccolo, it wasn’t the hardest for me but for Valentina. Nicco was the older brother she was closest to. Due to his career as a race car driver, Michelangelo, her other brother, is often away, and we rarely see him. Valentina and I were born on the same day, in the same year. We were raised together like twin sisters until she moved to Milan for her studies when we were sixteen. Though different from me in both appearance and personality, Valentina is the person I consider my twin, the only one in the world who can tell me I have morning breath without offending me. She’s my best friend, my sister, my confidante. The shoulder I cry on, the arms I seek comfort in. So when we had to break the devastating news to her, we feared her reaction. Valentina has a painful past, and we all worried she might fall back into her old demons. That’s the main reason our great-grandmother Lucrezia left Florence to move to Milan with Giuseppina. The two friends have made it their mission to watch over their great-granddaughter. I wish I could be the one looking out for her, but Valentina is a student at La Scala’s ballet school, training to become a professional ballerina, while I’m pursuing international law studies in Rome. Transferring universities mid-year would have been possible but complicated. So I’ve left it to them to keep me informed of any signs that Valentina might relapse. And so far, everything seems to be going well.


    Reaching the square, I immediately take the sloping path leading to the gardens and double my pace on the climb, determined to enjoy what the Eternal City has to offer at its finest. The Pincio Terrace is nearly empty, save for a few joggers and tourists who’ve braved the biting winter cold to witness the sunrise as well. I stop a few meters from the railing, hands on my hips, breathless from the effort, trying my best to catch my breath. My legs trembling, I approach the parapet and notice out of the corner of my eye an old man sitting alone on a bench, an accordion resting on his lap. Lost in thought, his gaze fixed on the horizon, he seems barely aware of his surroundings. I remove my earbuds and, like him, take a moment to marvel at the view stretching out before me. The sun’s gentle rays bathe the city, and their warmth begins to seep through my layers of clothing, warming both my body and my heart.


    And finally, I exhale deeply. One long, solitary breath that allows me to release all my worries, all my doubts… everything. I close my eyes and let the sun wash over my face, invigorating it with its strength, nourishing it with its energy. A melody suddenly fills the air. There’s no need to open my eyes to know the old man has begun playing his instrument. Smiling, I listen to the soft tune I easily recognize. Arrivederci Roma resonates in the morning stillness as the city and its inhabitants awaken. I gaze into the distance until the song ends. A strange feeling stirs within me, a pang in my chest. It’s as if the life I’ve known until now is about to change. Something is going to happen. Whether good or bad, I can’t say. But, as crazy as it sounds, today, as I board the plane, I already know the only words I’ll utter will be these:


    Arrivederci Roma.


  
    Chapter 2


    Mia


    When I arrive at the apartment, it’s almost 10 a.m. Since the driver scheduled to take me to the airport is coming early in the afternoon, I need to hurry. Before heading to the shower, I order a taxi to take me to my father’s office. Under the hot water, I realize Valentina still hasn’t replied to my message. It’s unlike her to take this long, and I have a few things to say about the outfit she’s picked for me tonight. While Valentina has impeccable taste, it doesn’t always align with mine, and I don’t want to end up in a dress I feel uncomfortable in. Still, I shouldn’t worry too much. She knows me well enough not to choose something too short or too revealing. Worst case, I can make a quick stop at one of the shops in the Galleria Vittorio Emanuele and find something I like. Or maybe I could plan ahead and borrow something from the new collections at C&C Moda, the company run by my father and hers.


    No. I need to trust her—Valentina knows what she’s doing. We were born into the world of fashion; our family business has specialized in luxury clothing and accessories for decades. It’s even allowed us to attend events like the Fashion Weeks in Milan, Paris, London, and New York. My family owns several stores worldwide, as well as a creative studio for its own brand. My paternal great-grandfather founded C&C Moda, and since his passing, his son and grandsons have taken the reins. For me, this legacy inspired my decision to study international law, so I can work there one day. My father and I share the goal of me eventually heading the legal department.


    When I step out of the shower, a sweet apple scent fills the room. I wrap myself in my bathrobe and twist my wet hair into a towel. In the mirror, the pendant my father gave me for my sixteenth birthday gleams. True to the promise I made him that day, I never take it off. Made of gold, it’s heart-shaped, with my childhood nickname, principessa, engraved on the back. Even when I’m not wearing it around my neck, it’s safely tucked into a pocket of my handbag. I grab the hairdryer Giada left on the sink and start drying my hair. It takes me less than ten minutes to achieve a perfect blowout, and I decide to leave it loose down my back. It falls to my shoulder blades, and while my haircut isn’t particularly unique—it’s an exact replica of Jennifer Aniston’s style in Friends—I love it. Unlike earlier, this time I put on makeup. I can’t very well show up at my father’s office without looking somewhat polished, especially if I plan to work there someday. Even though my makeup is subtle, the mascara, blush, and lightly pink gloss I apply brighten my complexion, and I instantly feel prettier. I gather everything I’ll need for my trip and head to my room to pack. I struggle to pull my large suitcase out from under my bed. If my mother were here, I know exactly what she’d say: “You’re only going for a few days, Mia. Why are you lugging such a big suitcase?” My answer would be: I have no idea. Standing in front of my closet, I grab whatever catches my eye and toss it into the open suitcase on my bed. A swimsuit? Is that necessary in February? No, but I pack it anyway. A romper? Sure. Sandals? Why not!


    Is it because of this feeling that’s been nagging at me since this morning? This feeling that whispers, “Take them,” and drives me to pack as if I’m heading to the Maldives for a month. Once the suitcase is full, I zip it up and place it by my bedroom door, ready for when I leave later.


    I barely have time to get dressed before the taxi arrives. Rummaging through the few clothes that escaped my packing frenzy, I find an outfit that works. I put on a beige turtleneck dress from Burberry, burgundy wool tights with a plaid pattern, and my white sneakers. I’ve just slipped on my second shoe when my phone rings. The driver tells me he’s arrived and is waiting downstairs. I quickly grab my gray coat, gloves, and handbag, double-check that I haven’t forgotten anything, and rush out of the apartment, bounding down the stairs.


    The taxi is parked in front of the building, and I greet the driver as I slide into the back seat. I give him the address, and he informs me we’ll be there in about fifteen minutes. Settling into the warm leather seat, I lean my forehead against the window and watch the Roman streets blur past. The driver, a man in his sixties, turns on the radio, and I immediately recognize the song playing. I ask him to turn up the volume, which he does without hesitation. As Via con me fills the car, a smile spreads across my lips. And for some reason, my heart feels lighter.


    When the driver stops in front of the C&C Moda building, I ask if he can wait for me, assuring him I won’t be long. He agrees readily and mentions he’ll park a few meters away in one of the staff spots. As I step out, it starts to rain. It seems Signora Tursi’s joints were right. I hurry to the entrance and push through the revolving door, nodding at the security guard who recognizes me. I head for the elevator—my father’s office is on the fifth floor, and since I’ve already done my exercise for the day, there’s no way I’m taking the stairs. I press the call button, and my phone vibrates as I step into the elevator. I select the floor and lean against one of the wooden walls, pulling my phone from my bag.


    Valentina: Didn’t I tell you?


    Is she kidding me? Before I can reply with a sharp message, Valentina calls.


    “I really didn’t tell you?” she exclaims, her voice genuinely surprised.


    “No.”


    “Oh, crap. Sorry, I was so sure I had.”


    “Be sorry that my dad woke me up at 6 a.m. to tell me.”


    “Why so early? Your flight’s at 2 p.m. He had plenty of time to tell you without waking you at dawn.”


    “Long story, but basically, he needed a favor.”


    “And it couldn’t wait for a more reasonable hour? Even though I’m still asleep at that time.”


    “Apparently not.”


    “What was so urgent?”


    “He needs me to pick up some documents for Lucrezia from his office. Speaking of which, I’m here. I have to go.”


    “Alright. Try not to miss your flight—it’d be a shame!”


    “How could I miss it?” I laugh into the phone as the elevator doors open onto the executive floor.


    I step out and lower my voice to avoid disturbing the people working in the open space.


    “Let me remind you, the plane is ours, and it’s waiting for just one passenger. I’ll call you later.”


    I hang up before she can continue. Valentina could keep me on the phone for hours, chatting about everything and nothing. I head toward my father’s office and run into Graziella, his personal assistant, who greets me with a warm smile.


    “Mia! How are you?”


    “Very well. And you, Graziella? My father isn’t giving you too hard a time, is he?” I ask, concerned that my father might be taking out his stress on the woman who’s been by his side for over a decade. I know he can get anxious before presenting a new collection.


    “Oh, I can’t complain. He’s often traveling, and when he’s here, he spends most of his time with the designers and seamstresses in the workshop. He’s not exactly breathing down my neck.”


    “Good. But if he ever gives you a hard time, don’t hesitate to put him in his place!”


    “Don’t worry about me, Mia. The day I let Ilario Conti walk all over me hasn’t come yet,” she declares, pulling a set of keys from her desk drawer.


    “You’re here to pick up some documents from his office, right?”


    She starts to get up when her desk phone rings. Her annoyed gaze shifts between the phone and me. To spare her the trouble, I take the keys from her hand.


    “Answer it. I won’t be long. He told me where they are.”


    Relieved, Graziella sits back down and answers the call while I confidently head to the door on the right, unlock it, and close it behind me. It’s been at least a year since I was last here, but nothing has changed. My father’s grand Napoleon-style ebony desk, which he won in a fierce Sotheby’s auction, still dominates the room, accompanied by the green velvet armchairs my grandmother found at a small flea market in Florence. A massive bookshelf lines one wall, its shelves overflowing with books of all kinds. There are volumes on business management, the history of fashion, classic novels, and the complete works of Stephen King, my father’s favorite author. The office’s decor is understated, with the only artwork being a large family portrait hanging above the desk, commissioned by my grandfather two years ago.


    Circling the imposing desk, I quickly open the drawer my father mentioned as holding the papers for Lucrezia. As I pull it out, I notice the bottom shifts oddly. I reach in, press lightly with my hand, and confirm the wooden panel is loose. Knowing how much my father treasures this desk, I decide to investigate further to see if I can fix it myself or if it needs professional repair. With a firm push of my palm, I manage to dislodge the bottom and realize the drawer isn’t broken—it has a false bottom. Does my father know about this? I lift the plywood panel and find a white envelope, slightly yellowed with age and dusty, as if it had been forgotten. Or perhaps it slipped in by accident, and its owner has been searching for it ever since?


    I carefully pick it up and examine it closely. There’s no sender or recipient name written on it. Driven by curiosity, I open it and discover its contents: an old photograph and a handwritten letter. I study the photograph first. A young brunette woman, no older than me, sits in a rocking chair, smiling at the camera with a baby on her lap. I don’t recognize her. I flip the photo over and read the inscription on the back: “Rosalinda y Juan, December 1995, Buenos Aires.”


    Who are these two people?


    I unfold the accompanying letter, certain it will shed light on the woman and her child. The paper is in poor condition, clearly handled many times over the years. I don’t know who it was meant for, but it seems the recipient read and reread it countless times. I begin to read, only to realize it’s written in Spanish. Luckily, I’m fluent and have no trouble understanding it.


    Ilario, my love,


    I know this letter goes against our decision to stop writing and stay away from each other, but some situations in life require breaking promises. What I’m about to tell you isn’t meant to change your mind about your life with your wife in Italy. You were very clear when you told me you wouldn’t divorce Yelena while she was pregnant with your child. I understand and respect that decision.


    When you left me to return to her, I told you I was pregnant, only to retract it later, claiming the test was wrong. I’m sorry, but I lied to you that day. I was indeed pregnant, and I carried the pregnancy to term. I’m happy to tell you that on October 31st, a beautiful baby boy was born, whom I named Juan. He and I are both healthy, despite a long and difficult delivery.


    Please know I expect nothing from you. I simply felt it was more honest to let you know you have a son here in Buenos Aires. Enclosed in this envelope is a photograph taken this month; you’ll see that Juan already has his father’s charming eyes.


    I won’t say more in this letter; we said everything that needed to be said when you left.


    I wish you as much happiness as Juan and I have found.


    With all my love,


    Your Rosy.


    I read and reread the letter at least ten times, my hands trembling. What is this? Who is this woman calling herself Rosy? I’ve never heard of her, let alone a child my father might have had with another woman. In her letter, she mentions her son was born in October, and the photo’s inscription dates it to 1995. If what she says is true, Juan and Alessio, my oldest brother, are only a few months apart—Alessio was born in July 1995. The office door suddenly opens, and Graziella’s head appears, making me jump.


    “Did you find what you were looking for?” she asks with a smile.


    I quickly hide the letter and photo behind my back, trying not to look guilty. Seeing my hesitation, Graziella grows concerned and presses further.


    “Mia? Are you alright?”


    Am I alright? What a question. Of course, I’m not alright. But Graziella can’t know that. Who could possibly guess what I’ve just discovered? I stare at her for a moment, unable to respond, before snapping out of it when I see her step toward me, worried.


    “Yes, sorry. I need to go—I’ll be late. Goodbye.”


    I grab the white envelope containing my father’s project papers and slip the letter and photo inside before slamming the drawer shut. I rush past a bewildered Graziella and head for the elevator. I press the call button repeatedly, as if doing so will make it arrive faster. I need to get out of here. I need air. The doors finally open, and I dart inside, catching Graziella’s worried and confused gaze as they close. Like before, I lean against the wall for support. My head is spinning, and I’m struggling to breathe properly. Once in the lobby, I hurry out of the building. Outside, the rain has intensified, and I dash to the waiting taxi. As soon as the door closes, the driver starts the car, whisking me away. As if sensing my distress, he doesn’t turn on the radio, and we sit in tense silence.


    The sound of rain on the car’s body soothes me somewhat, and I manage to catch my breath. I need to calm down to analyze the situation. First important fact: my father cheated on my mother about twenty-five years ago. They got married in 1994, so it happened barely a year after their wedding. Second fact: a child was born from this affair. Third fact: our father never told us about an illegitimate child living in Argentina. I suddenly realize that if I knew nothing of his existence, it’s possible my father never cared for him. Could it be that my father truly abandoned this woman and her son? Even if Rosy claimed she expected nothing from him, is that really what she felt when she wrote that letter? And as for this boy, Juan, did he grow up without a father? I suddenly become aware that if we share the same father, that makes him my half-brother. My God! I have a half-brother out there, and I know absolutely nothing about him except his name, his birth date, and therefore his age, which, if my math isn’t failing me, is twenty-five, just like Alessio. I know he was born to an Argentine mother and most likely lives in Buenos Aires. And… that’s it.


    My phone vibrates, pulling me out of my thoughts. I check the sender, and when I see it’s my father, I switch my phone to silent mode and drop it into my bag. I really don’t want to talk to him right now, not after discovering his secret. It’s clear I expect explanations and answers to all my questions, but I know exactly who to turn to, and at least I can count on them to be honest. I ignore his message and focus on the road. A wave of nausea rises in my throat.


    “Could you drive faster, please?” I ask the driver, who acknowledges my request with a glance in the rearview mirror.


    A few minutes later, he pulls up right in front of my building. I thank him and get out, the bitter taste of bile in my throat—I’m about to throw up. I need to hurry, and I dash up the stairs to my floor. Once in front of my apartment door, I start rummaging for my keys. Of course, they’re buried at the very bottom of my bag! I finally grab them, and with trembling hands, I try to fit the key into the lock. After some struggle, I manage to open the door, rush inside, and slam it shut behind me. I drop my belongings on the hallway floor and race to the bathroom, where I plunge my head into the toilet bowl and vomit until there’s nothing left. My stomach empties, bile replacing the meager breakfast I had this morning. Whatever little I had, I expel it. Tears stream down my cheeks as I try to pull myself together, struggling to catch my breath. Sitting on the cold bathroom tiles, I lean against the wall, knees drawn up, head resting between them, waiting to be sure nothing else will come up. Is it my father’s lie that’s making me feel this way? Or is it the thought of a child growing up without a father that’s making me sick? An innocent child who didn’t ask to be born, who had to grow up alone, without a father figure by his side. My brothers and I were born into a loving family and never lacked for anything. At this moment, I realize how lucky we’ve been and feel even guiltier for the life I’ve been given.


    Once the dizziness subsides, I slowly get up. In the mirror, my reflection is frightening. If I looked decent this morning, now I’m a complete mess. I turn on the faucet, letting the water run cold, rinse my mouth, and splash my face. I focus on my eyes, hoping to reduce the swelling. Leaving the bathroom, I head to my room to grab my suitcase. Time has flown by, and the driver sent by my great-grandmothers should be arriving soon. I pause at the doorway, hesitant. Then, turning on my heel, I quickly head to my nightstand and retrieve my passport. I pick up my bag, still lying on the hallway floor, slip my passport inside, and leave, closing the door with more care than when I arrived.


    The drive to the airport gives me time to collect myself and organize my thoughts. After giving our identities to the guard, the driver passes through the security gate and approaches the private jet area. He stops right at the foot of the boarding stairs leading to our family’s plane. I step out of the car, the icy wind hitting my face, slipping under my clothes, and I pull my coat tighter to shield myself. The captain rushes down the stairs to meet me, a bright smile on his face.


    “Miss Mia, it’s always a pleasure to see you,” he greets me in his thick accent.


    “Likewise, Captain.”


    He takes my suitcase, which the driver has placed at my feet, and invites me to board the plane. Captain Ivan Azarov is originally from Russia, in his fifties, and has been with my family since before I was born. My grandfather Giovanni poached him from the airline he worked for at the time. After a turbulent flight to Saint Petersburg, the captain had skillfully executed a challenging landing during a snowstorm that rendered visibility nearly impossible. Impressed by his talent and composure, my grandfather approached him with an offer he couldn’t refuse. A flight attendant greets me at the entrance of the plane and informs me that we’ll be taking off shortly. I remove my coat and settle into one of the window seats. Without waiting for the safety instructions, I fasten my seatbelt and patiently await departure. As I take in the plane’s interior, decorated entirely in beige and white tones, the flight attendant closes the door, and the plane begins taxiing to the runway. I pull my phone out of my bag and finally decide to read the two messages my father sent me.


    Dad: Graziella called me, worried. She said you didn’t look well when you left the office. Is everything okay?


    Dad: Mia, please answer me. I’m starting to worry too.


    He’s worried? Was he worried about his son, whom he abandoned in Argentina? And about this woman, Rosy, who, judging by the photograph, wasn’t much older than me when their child was born? She was left alone to raise that baby—did he even send money to support them? I can’t dwell on this; I’ll get the answers I need soon enough. Frustrated, I quickly type a message, careful not to raise his suspicions.


    Mia: I’m fine. I didn’t eat enough this morning and had a small hypoglycemic episode. I’m on the plane; we’re about to take off.


    His response is immediate, a sign he was glued to his phone, waiting for my reply.


    Dad: Alright, my principessa. Enjoy your trip with your great-grandmothers and Valentina. I love you. Dad.


    With that, the plane takes off. The flight from Rome to Milan lasts just over an hour—enough time for a well-deserved nap. All these emotions have left me shaken, and I have a feeling the surprises aren’t over yet. Because in Milan, one thing is certain: the answers await me.


    A hand gently shakes my shoulder, pulling me out of my slumber.


    “Miss Conti, wake up. We’ve arrived; your suitcase has already been unloaded.”


    Arrived? But where? I groggily open my eyes, my mind foggy. I glance out the window and see the plane is stationary on the airport tarmac. It takes me a few more minutes to fully wake up and remember why I’m on this plane. I slept through the entire flight, so deeply that even the landing maneuvers didn’t wake me. The weather outside is worse than in Rome. If it was pouring when I boarded the plane, now it’s snowing. And not just a light flurry—no, it’s a full-blown snowstorm. Wonderful. Today is definitely my day.


    I grab my belongings and join the flight attendant waiting for me at the plane’s exit. At the bottom of the stairs, I spot a familiar face. Smiling, I descend to meet him, careful not to slip on the metal steps. Dressed entirely in black and doing his best to shield himself from the gusts under a black umbrella, my great-grandmother Giuseppina’s driver waits for me in the freezing cold.


    “Andrea!” I exclaim, delighted to see the young man.


    “Hello, Mia,” he replies, a broad smile lighting up his face.


    Reaching his side, I throw my arms around him and hug him tightly. He returns the embrace warmly, and despite the snow falling on us, we don’t move. Andrea was a friend of Alessio and Enzo. The three of them attended the same school, but Andrea was a scholarship student, unlike the other kids born into privileged families like mine. So when Giuseppina’s driver took early retirement, unable to tolerate the old woman any longer, Andrea applied and was immediately hired.


    I’ve never dared to tell him that he owes his job not to his friendship with my brothers but rather to his good looks. At twenty-five, Andrea is undeniably a very handsome Italian specimen. Tall and muscular, with striking brown eyes that match his hair and stubble, he’s hard to resist. And it’s with barely concealed pleasure that Giuseppina offered him the position. My adorable great-grandmother is quite “liberated” and doesn’t hesitate to flirt with men four times younger than her. Hiring Andrea was, in her words, “an excuse to feast my eyes on that tight little butt.” Sure, Andrea is attractive, but I have no doubt about his abilities for the job. He’s both a driver and a bodyguard, though I struggle to understand why a woman her age needs a bodyguard. It’s not like we’re the Kennedy family.


    “How are you?” he asks, guiding me to the car, one arm wrapped around my waist while holding the umbrella over our heads.


    He opens the back door of the black Alfa Romeo parked right in front of the plane. I give him a look that says, “Do I look like I’d sit back there?” and he bursts out laughing, closing the door. He walks around and gets behind the wheel while I settle into the passenger seat beside him. Once inside, warm air begins to fill the car as he turns up the heat.


    “I’ve been better,” I finally reply, sinking deeper into the black leather seat.


    “And you?”


    “What’s going on?” he presses, ignoring my question.


    “Let’s just say I need to have a conversation with my great-grandmothers, and it’s not going to be a pleasant one,” I admit softly, my gaze fixed on the road as we leave the airport.


    “I don’t know what you need to talk to them about, but if it’s got you this upset, it must be important.”


    “It is, and believe me, for once, I’m not looking forward to seeing them.”


    “Those two adore you, Mia. As long as you’re not telling Giuseppina you’ve decided to join a convent or Lucrezia that you’re marrying a ‘Russian communist,’ everything should be fine,” Andrea jokes.


    I can’t help but laugh at his silliness. But he’s not wrong.


    “No nuns or Russian communists on the agenda.”


    “Glad to hear it. Otherwise, they’d be unbearable afterward, and guess who’d have to deal with it?” he says with a playful wink.


    “Are they giving you a hard time?”


    He shrugs nonchalantly.


    “No more than usual. Federico and I are used to it by now,” he explains, referring to Giuseppina’s butler. “Giuseppina is as spirited as ever. Two days ago, I had the unfortunate surprise of walking in on an octogenarian strip poker game. My eyes are still burning…”


    “You’re kidding?”


    “Trust me, I wish I were. Seeing an eighty-year-old man trying to cover himself with a pair of sixes is not something you easily forget. The images are burned into my retinas.”


    “She’s too much. She’s way past the age for that kind of thing!”


    “It’s entertaining, at least. Life’s never boring with her. And honestly, I consider myself lucky compared to poor Pierre, whom Lucrezia just hired. She’s driving him absolutely crazy. And don’t even get me started on Valentina.”


    “Valentina? What’s she done now?”


    That Lucrezia is a nightmare for her staff is nothing new. But Valentina joining in? That’s surprising.


    “That little minx takes great pleasure in embarrassing him at every opportunity.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Let’s just say Pierre’s preferences in romantic partners differ from mine, if you catch my drift…”


    My eyes widen as I grasp his meaning, already imagining the torment my mischievous cousin must be putting this poor man through.


    “She wouldn’t dare…” I begin, only to be interrupted by Andrea’s laughter.


    “Oh, she dares! And you should see her hitting on him—it’s hilarious.”


    “But she knows he’s into men?”


    “Yes, but that doesn’t stop her. Pierre is so kind and shy that he struggles to fend off her advances.”


    Valentina is unbelievable. When I say you should always expect the best and the worst from her, I’m not exaggerating. I can’t help but think of poor Pierre, who has no idea he’s doomed. Once you’re in Valentina’s sights, there’s no escape. I glance at Andrea, and it only takes one look for us to burst into uncontrollable laughter. I laugh. My God! It feels so good to laugh. To know that some things never change. That they’re constants. Giuseppina, the incorrigible flirt; Lucrezia, the tyrant; and Valentina, the little troublemaker. Together, they’re my anchors. The constants in my life, which, I can feel, are about to take a dramatic turn.


    “Speaking of Valentina, how is she?” I ask.


    Andrea stops laughing, his gaze turning serious as he focuses on the road.


    “She’s doing better. Her nightmares have stopped, and so have her panic attacks. She’s getting back on her feet, Mia. Slowly but surely.”


    When her brother passed away, Valentina had a massive breakdown. No one could calm her, and we had to sedate her to bring her back to Italy. Once in Palermo, her crisis subsided until the day of Niccolo’s funeral. Valentina and my great-grandmothers left the ceremony early and immediately returned to Milan. Giuseppina and Lucrezia had already arranged everything, and a room in a private clinic was waiting for Valentina. She spent two weeks there before being discharged and resuming her life.


    We were all deeply worried about her, Andrea most of all. He probably thinks he’s discreet, but I see the way he looks at her when she’s not paying attention. Not to mention how he takes care of her. He’s always so attentive, indulging her every whim. Valentina clearly doesn’t leave him indifferent, despite the six-year age gap. But she doesn’t notice. To her, Andrea is like an overprotective big brother who scolds her when she misbehaves, supports her during tough times, and tends to her emotional and physical wounds. Unfortunately for him, she’ll never see him as a man to love, and that breaks my heart for him.


    I say nothing more. Silence fills the car, and we finish the drive in quiet contemplation. Through the window, Milan’s cathedral comes into view. Majestic, it towers over the bustling square, teeming with tourists. We’re almost there; Giuseppina’s duplex overlooks the cathedral and offers a panoramic view of the city. Andrea drives into the underground parking garage, and once parked, he carries my suitcase to the service elevator, where I punch in the code for the sixth floor. The doors open directly into the entrance hall.


    I step forward slowly, my sneakers squeaking on the beautiful oak parquet floor. In the center, I look up at the glass dome and admire the impressive crystal chandelier hanging proudly in its center. I drop my bag, which lands with a dull thud, and inhale deeply, taking in the familiar scent.


    I’m home.


  
    Chapter 3


    Mia


    Andrea disappears upstairs with my suitcase, mentioning he’ll leave it in my room. At the same moment, the sound of hurried little footsteps echoes from the living room across the wooden floor.


    “My darling! You’re here!”


    My great-grandmother Giuseppina pulls me into a tight hug, and the musky, heady scent of her perfume brings me the comfort I came looking for. She grabs my shoulders, holding me at arm’s length, then scrutinizes me before exclaiming:


    “My God, Mia! What happened to you? Did you even look at yourself in the mirror this morning? You’d scare a witch away.”


    Giuseppina Alighieri, the very embodiment of tact and subtlety. She hasn’t changed a bit—neither her personality nor her flamboyant sense of style. Dressed in black leather leggings and a glittery gold sweater, her hair styled in a dramatic gray perm, and her makeup loud and unapologetic, you’d never guess she’s seventy-nine.


    “I’m just a little tired, bisnonna. Exam season was a bit rough this year,” I lie, hoping to avoid heavy conversations right upon my arrival.


    I want to see Valentina first, to tell her what I’ve discovered. To hear what she thinks about all of this.


    “You really should take better care of yourself, my little granddaughter. You look dreadful. Luckily, you’re skilled enough to fix that for tonight’s outing.”


    And with that, Giuseppina sweeps away like a whirlwind, leaving chaos in her wake. I roll my eyes and sigh in exasperation at her behavior. That’s when a man appears to my left. I turn to greet Federico, Giuseppina’s butler. Always discreet, he knows when to make himself available, and at this moment, he extends his hand with a smile, waiting for me to hand him my coat. Federico has been in my great-grandmother’s service for so many years now that he’s practically part of the furniture. Tall and lean, with graying hair at the temples, I’ve never really known his age. The only thing I’m sure of is that he’s old enough to retire—something my grandfather constantly reminds him of whenever Giuseppina is particularly difficult. But Federico keeps smiling and stays.


    “Miss Mia,” he greets me warmly. “Don’t listen to your old great-grandmother; she has an appointment with her ophthalmologist soon. You’re as lovely as ever.”


    “The old lady heard that, Federico! Do I need to remind you that I have the hearing of a twenty-year-old, or is that unnecessary?”


    Amused, he grimaces and heads off to hang up my coat. I join Giuseppina, who’s seated on one of the sofas, her glasses perched on the tip of her nose as she holds her phone at arm’s length. I sit beside her, barely resisting the urge to comment on her deteriorating eyesight.


    “Where are Lucrezia and Valentina?”


    “Valentina’s upstairs. She’s rehearsing, as always. As for that old goat Lucrezia, she’s at the hairdresser’s. She should be back soon.”


    “Alright. What are you doing?” I ask, leaning over her shoulder.


    “What do you think, my little one? A tush like that, you could just eat it up! she exclaims, shoving her phone screen under my nose.”


    I discover what’s been occupying my great-grandmother: an Instagram page filled with men in underwear, striking very suggestive poses that leave little to the imagination.


    “Bisnonna! Aren’t you ashamed? They’re practically the same age as my brothers!”


    “I may be old, but I’m not dead yet. My eyes still work well enough to enjoy a little entertainment.”


    “You know there’s a term for women attracted to much younger men, right?”


    “Yes, yes, I know. But I’m not looking for myself, obviously. I’m just keeping an eye on what the market has to offer for my darling granddaughters,” she retorts sharply. “Here, look at this one—I’m sure you’d like him.”


    “Thanks, but I’ll pass,” I reply, getting up from the sofa.


    “Honestly, Mia, you’re far too serious. At least Valentina makes an effort.”


    “Maybe I am too serious, bisnonna, but someone in this family has to be, don’t you think?” I say, leaning down to hug her.


    She grumbles. I plant a loud kiss on her powdered cheek, laugh, and leave her to her fantasies as I head upstairs to find my cousin.


    If Valentina’s rehearsing, she must be in the studio. When she decided at the age of four to become a professional ballerina, our great-grandmother had this space specially designed so she could practice as much as she wanted. No one in the family really believed in her childhood dream except for our two great-grandmothers. They took care of all her lessons, costumes, hundreds of pairs of pointe shoes, and workshops. They never miss a competition or performance. They’ve supported her from her first show, where she played a little bee in preschool, to last year at La Scala, where Valentina performed as Odette in Swan Lake.


    Standing outside her sanctuary, I gently push the door open. The music of a Russian ballet fills the room, and I slip in quietly. Hugging the wall to avoid disturbing her, I watch. Her hair is pulled into a loose bun, she’s dressed in a black leotard and skirt, pointe shoes on her feet. Valentina is stunning. She moves seamlessly through battements, piqués, déboulés, pirouettes, grand jetés, leaps… utterly focused. The apocalypse could happen, and she wouldn’t flinch, finishing her variation to the very end. When she dances, Valentina forgets everything, including the world around her. Dance is her escape, just as running is mine. I stay for the last five minutes of the piece, watching her. From her final pose, I suspect her character dies on the last notes. When the music ends, she remains lying on the floor, breathless but smiling.


    “Well? How was I?”


    “Sublime.”


    I’m not just saying that to please her. Valentina is a talented dancer, despite her physique being a disadvantage in the ballet world. She’s not very tall, barely reaching five foot three—a true little tutu fairy. But while she’s smaller than most dancers, Valentina outshines them all once she’s on stage. When there’s talent, height doesn’t matter.


    “I’m always sublime,” she replies with a shrug, nonchalant. “What I’m striving for is perfection.”


    “Feeling modest, are we?” I tease, tossing a towel at her face.


    She catches it and wipes the sweat from her face.


    “Mia, I’m beautiful, and I know it. I’ve always told you, when God gives you qualities or talents, you have to embrace them.”


    I hand her a bottle of water and sit on the floor across from her. Thirsty, she drinks while I study her closely. She and I couldn’t be more different. While I’m the quintessential Russian girl, my cousin is the epitome of a fiery southern beauty, with her long dark hair and lovely hazel eyes. Her face is flawless, as is her figure. Slim and graceful, she has wide hips and a full chest.


    But what people love most about Valentina is her vibrant, sparkling personality. And as if being beautiful, sociable, and funny weren’t enough, she’s also incredibly intelligent. So intelligent, in fact, that her father had her tested by specialists when she was three. The diagnosis was clear: Valentina is a genius with an IQ of 162. There are very few people like her in the world. She speaks over six languages, understands eight, and can read ten. She’s also a computer hacking prodigy and a gifted musician. Self-taught, Valentina learned to play the violin and piano on her own. One morning, she decided she wanted to play the music she danced to. Naturally, she succeeded, while it took me years of lessons and practice to play the piano decently. To me, Valentina is everything a woman could aspire to be.


    “You look awful. What’s wrong?” she suddenly asks.


    “Giuseppina already mentioned it. This semester was tougher than usual.”


    She studies me with a scrutinizing gaze, takes another sip of water, wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, and closes the bottle.


    “The real reason.”


    Valentina knows me too well, so it was unlikely I’d hide my turmoil from her for more than five minutes. Usually, it’s impossible for anyone to keep a secret from her. Valentina has a built-in lie detector. With her super brain, she analyzes people’s body language, notices heavy or rapid breathing, dilated pupils… She’s a human polygraph. The FBI should hire her. So with me, she doesn’t even need all that. We know each other inside out, reading each other like open books. Patiently, she waits for me to open up. Before I can say anything, she continues:


    “Is it a long story? Not that I mind, but I just finished rehearsing, and I stink.”


    I laugh and nod silently. What I’m about to tell her is huge and could change her life too. After all, if I have a brother, Valentina has a cousin.


    “How about we go to my room? While I shower, you can rest and figure out how to tell me what’s bothering you so much. Sounds good?”


    I nod and follow her to her room. Once inside, I take off my sneakers and climb onto her massive white canopy bed. The pale pink sheets are infused with her peach perfume. That scent follows her like a shadow—it’s uncanny. Hearing the water running from her adjoining bathroom, I sink into the pile of plush cushions she keeps against her headboard, letting myself relax. I have no idea how Valentina will react to the news. I grab my handbag, which I’d kept with me, pull out Rosy’s envelope, and take a closer look at the photograph. Rosalinda couldn’t have been much older than me. She was stunning—tall and slender, with a gorgeous mane of jet-black hair and eyes that shone like amber. I have no idea what became of her, but it’s clear Rosy was a very beautiful woman.


    “What’s that?”


    Valentina has just stepped out of the bathroom, wrapped in a white robe, drying her hair with one hand.


    “The reason for my awful mood,” I say, handing her the photograph.


    She takes it, looks at it, flips it over, then flips it back. Her brows furrow in confusion. I hand her the letter that came with the photo.


    “This will make more sense.”


    Valentina sits on the carpet in front of me, reads it carefully, and finally blurts out:


    “What the hell is this mess?”


    Graceful and delicate ballerina on stage, in real life, Valentina swears like a sailor. It’s a contradiction you get used to.


    “I have no idea. I found them this morning in my father’s office and came straight here. You’re the first person I’ve told.”


    Valentina looks at me silently, then hands back the photo and letter. She gets up, grabs her laptop from her desk, and sits beside me.


    “What are you doing?”


    “Don’t worry about it.”


    My cousin starts typing furiously on her keyboard. For about five minutes, I say nothing. Valentina is focused on her screen before finally placing the laptop on my lap.


    “Here.”


    “What is this?” I ask, looking at the open webpage.


    “The birth certificate of Juan Ilario ROJAS, born October 31, 1995, in Buenos Aires, Argentina, at 11:57 a.m. Mother: Rosalinda Carmela ROJAS. Father: unknown.”


    “Juan Ilario ROJAS.” Ilario, my father’s name. His father’s name too. Ilario Conti, our father.”


    The proof that this isn’t some misunderstanding is right in front of me.


    “Sorry, but it seems what Rosalinda wrote in her letter is true, Mia. She wouldn’t have named him that if she weren’t sure of their connection.”


    “I have a brother,” I murmur, still in shock.


    “Technically, you have five. And this one’s just a half-brother,” she corrects me. “The good thing about him is that an entire ocean separates you, unlike the four others you have to deal with.”


    Valentina tries to joke to lighten the mood, and I wish I could join her in laughing about this. But I can’t. It’s impossible. I need more information.


    “Can you find anything else about him?”


    She takes back her laptop, and I watch her work her magic, hacking into sites and files I don’t understand at all. Minutes pass, and Valentina remains silent. Suddenly, the printer on her desk whirs to life. Valentina gets up, checks the documents, and hands them to me.


    “Here. You’ve got Juan’s life story. Though I couldn’t find anything from the past five years. And he’s also not on social media. In this day and age, given his age, that’s pretty unusual.”


    “Do you think he’s dead?”


    “No,” she replies firmly. “I didn’t find any death certificate. Not for him or his mother. He’s just vanished from the Argentine government’s records.”


    School records, medical files, driver’s license, criminal record… It’s all there, including an ID photo of him as a younger man. He must have been about eighteen in his driver’s license photo, and the resemblance to my father is striking. Juan is the spitting image of our father as a young man, and also of my brother Alessio.


    “What’s this?” I ask, pointing to a sheet.


    Now dressed in black jeans and a red sweater, she comes over to see what I’m referring to.


    “An address.”


    “An address? Thanks, Valentina. I may not have a 160 IQ, but I can recognize an address. Whose address is it?”


    I know snapping at her isn’t the solution. In just fifteen minutes, she’s found more information than I could have hoped for. Alone, it would have taken me months to gather this, and I’m well aware of that. I’m just completely overwhelmed.


    “His mother’s current address in Buenos Aires,” she replies, unfazed by my sharp tone. And by the way, my IQ is 162, she adds, heading back to the bathroom.


    I sink back into the cushions and begin a thorough reading of Juan Rojas’s life. Medical records: nothing unusual. Juan only broke his left arm as a child falling off a bike, and that’s it. No illnesses, no surgeries. Nothing. Juan had a decent academic record until he was fourteen, with good grades in math and science. Terrible in geography—clearly, that must run in the family, because aside from Valentina and Leonardo, who are little geniuses, the rest of us struggled with that subject. It makes me smile to see we have something in common. After starting high school, things seem to have gone downhill. I find a list of unexcused absences, warnings, and temporary suspensions… His grades plummeted before it all ended with a permanent expulsion at sixteen. What could have happened in his life to lead to that?


    Driven by some kind of sixth sense, I focus on his criminal record. Aside from speeding tickets and parking violations, what I find chills me: arrests for theft, weapons possession, drug possession, dealing, cartel affiliation, charges for… Murder and attempted murder? The list is long. But as Valentina pointed out, everything stops abruptly in 2015. Did he turn his life around? Or was he convicted? If he’s behind bars, that would explain his strange disappearance. I search through the papers Valentina gave me but find no judgments or convictions. He’s simply vanished, as if he evaporated from the face of the Earth. It seems my Argentine half-brother is no saint—far from it. I don’t know why, but I feel a pang of disappointment. There’s no real reason for it. I don’t know him, and until this morning, I didn’t even know he existed. Was I expecting something after all? Did I hope to meet a young man who resembled Alessio in both appearance and character? Because this is the complete opposite. Unconsciously, I’d already painted a very different picture of him.


    “Well?”


    Valentina snaps me out of my thoughts, back in her room.


    “He’s a criminal.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “Look for yourself.”


    I shove the excerpt from his criminal record under her nose so she can see my half-brother’s “achievements.”


    “Juan is a criminal, probably a member of some cartel dealing in cocaine, arms trafficking, and who knows what else. His record is as long as my arm.”


    My cousin quickly scans the documents.


    “Very sexy cousin,” she giggles, holding Juan’s driver’s license photocopy.


    “He’s a criminal!”


    She looks at me as if she doesn’t see the problem. Juan sells drugs, distributes weapons to equally dangerous people, and probably kills to get it done. There’s nothing beautiful or good about a man like him.


    “Mia, are you aware of life in Latin America? It’s completely different from ours here in Europe. Sorry to burst your daddy’s-little-princess bubble, but the current situation is catastrophic. Most people live well below the poverty line and do whatever they can to survive. It’s not uncommon for men or women to turn to illegal activities just to get by.”


    “I know,” I sigh. “It’s just that he’s my brother, and on paper, he seems so dangerous.”


    “Yes. On paper. But you don’t know him.”


    “Are you trying to tell me that maybe Juan is super nice and spends his time helping widows and orphans when he’s not dealing cocaine?” I mock.


    Annoyed by my cynicism and negativity, Valentina grabs her laptop. I know what she’s doing. She’s trying
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