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To Antonio.

My son, my best story


1

For most of humanity, that 23 February was just a morning like any other, but for Samantha Andretti it could have been the start of the most important day of her young life.

Tony Baretta had asked to speak to her.

Sam had spent the night tossing and turning like a possessed character in a horror film, trying to imagine why one of the cutest boys at school – and the world – should wish to speak to her of all people.

All this had begun the previous day. First of all, the request had not been issued to her directly or by him in person. Some things had to follow a specific protocol with teenagers. Naturally, the initiative would always originate with the interested party, but then a whole procedure would follow. Tony had used Mike, a member of his close circle, who had passed the request on to Tina, who sat next to Sam in class, and Tina had then told her. A simple, direct sentence which, in the unfathomable universe of secondary school, could mean a multitude of things.

‘Tony Baretta wants to speak to you,’ Tina had whispered in her ear during gym, skipping with joy, a glow in her eyes and voice – because a true friend is as happy about something nice happening to you as if it had happened to her.

‘Who told you?’ Sam had immediately asked.

‘Mike Levin. He stopped me on my way back from the toilet.’

The fact that Mike had spoken to Tina meant it was a confidential matter and had to remain so. ‘But what did he tell you exactly?’ she’d asked to make sure Tina had understood properly – no one at school had forgotten poor Gina D’Abbraccio, nicknamed ‘the widow’ because when a boy had asked her if she had a date for the end-of-year dance, she’d mistaken his ordinary curiosity for an invitation and had ended up dressed in a long peach-coloured tulle gown, waiting in tears for a ghost.

‘He said,’ Tina had slavishly replied, ‘“Tell Samantha that Tony wants to speak to her.”’

Naturally, while they were analysing all this, Samantha had made her repeat these words over and over again. Precisely to guarantee that Tina hadn’t misquoted.

‘When’ or ‘where’ this chat with Tony would take place was not known, however, and that added to Sam’s frustration. She figured it would perhaps happen in the science lab or the library. Or else behind the steps at the gym where Tony Baretta trained with the basketball team and Samantha with the volleyball team. Before and after school were ruled out, just like the canteen and corridors – too many prying eyes and ears. On second thoughts, having no further details, while being a kind of torture, was also what made it special. For Sam, there was no better way to describe this strange alternation between euphoria and depression that had followed that simple request, since the topic of the meeting could turn out to be a boon or a disappointment. Even so, she was grateful – yes, grateful – for what was happening to her.

Actually happening to her – Samantha Andretti – and nobody else!

Her mother was wrong to say that there are things you experience at thirteen which you appreciate more as an adult, with hindsight. Because at this moment, Sam was happy with a happiness that belonged to her alone and nobody else on the face of the Earth could have understood or felt. And that made her privileged … Or else totally deluded and about to come smack up against a devastating truth: that, after all, Tony Baretta was famous for showing off with girls.

The fact was, she had never thought about Tony. At least not that way. Nature had started to change Sam’s body and she had already got used to her period, but until now she hadn’t had the opportunity to appreciate the positive effects of these changes. Samantha had never realised she was attractive – or perhaps she already knew it but before it was relevant in any way. She had begun to attract the curiosity of boys and it was a revelation to her.

Had Tony noticed? Was this what he was aiming at? To slide his hands under her top or – Jesus, Mary and Joseph, forgive me – elsewhere?

That was why, on the morning of 23 February – D-Day! – tired from lack of sleep and watching the glow of the dawn spread across her bedroom ceiling, Sam had convinced herself that Tony Baretta’s words weren’t real but merely the result of a hallucination. Or else she had probably thought about them so much that, amid the twists and turns of every teenager’s fervent imagination, the prospect had lost all credibility. There was only one way to find out if she had deluded herself. And that was to lift her tired body from the sweat-drenched bed, get ready and go to school.

And so, having ignored her mother’s chiding about not having enough breakfast – for God’s sake, she couldn’t breathe, let alone eat! – Sam put her rucksack over her shoulder and, intrepid but also somewhat resigned, quickly walked out of the front door to meet her destiny.

At five to eight, the streets in the area where the Andrettis lived were practically deserted. Anyone with a job had already gone a long time ago, the unemployed were busy getting over their hangovers, the elderly were waiting for the day to grow warmer before popping their heads out of their front doors and students would be leaving it till the last possible minute before setting off. For Sam, too, this was unusual timing. She wanted to drop by Tina’s house, as she often did. But then she decided her friend probably wouldn’t be ready yet and she didn’t have the patience to wait for her.

Not today.

As she walked along the grey brick pavement, the only person she passed was a delivery man looking for an address. She didn’t even notice him and he barely registered the girl who walked past him – to look at her, nobody would have imagined the turmoil inside her. Sam went past the Macinskys’ green house, with that horrid black mutt who’d lie low in the hedge and give her a fright every time, then the small villa that used to belong to Mrs Robinson and was now falling apart because her relatives couldn’t agree on the inheritance. She skirted the football pitch at the back of the church of the Holy Mercy. There was also a garden and a little playground with swings, a slide and the tall linden tree on which Father Edward would pin flyers advertising parish events. Although there was silence all around, at the end of the deserted street you could already see the main road hectic with traffic bound for the city centre.

But Sam didn’t notice any of this.

The landscape before her eyes was like a screen on which Tony Baretta’s smiling face was being projected. She was guided on her way only by the unconscious memory of familiar steps repeated hundreds of times before.

When she was halfway to her secondary school, Sam suddenly had a doubt about whether she was dressed appropriately for the meeting. She was wearing her favourite jeans – with rhinestones on the back pockets and small tears at the knees – and, under the black bomber jacket that was two sizes too large, the white hooded top her father had brought her from his most recent business trip. But the real problem was the dark rings under her eyes caused by the lack of sleep. She had tried to hide them with her mother’s concealer but wasn’t at all sure she’d managed it – she wasn’t allowed make-up yet and hadn’t learnt to apply it properly.

She slowed down and looked at the cars parked along the street. She immediately ruled out the silver-grey Dodge and a beige Volvo because they were too dirty and didn’t meet her requirements. She finally saw what she was after. Across the road, there was a white minivan with reflective windows. She crossed to the other side and looked at herself. Except that, after ascertaining that the concealer did in fact cover the bags under her eyes, she didn’t resume her walk. Instead, she carried on looking at the reflection of her face, framed with long brown hair – she loved her hair. She wondered if she was really pretty enough for Tony and tried seeing herself through his eyes. What does he see in me? And as she was wondering, her eyes focused for a moment beyond the reflective surface.

It can’t be, she thought, and took a closer look.

On the other side of the glass, in the shadows, there was a giant rabbit. It was watching her, motionless. Samantha could have run away – part of her was telling her to run, and fast – but she didn’t. She was fascinated, as though mesmerised, by this gaze emerging from the abyss. This isn’t happening, she thought. This isn’t happening to me, she repeated with the typical incredulity of some victims who, instead of fleeing their fate, are inexplicably drawn to it.

The girl and the rabbit stared at each other for an infinite length of time, as though driven by a morbid reciprocal curiosity.

Then, all of a sudden, the minivan door opened, depriving her of her reflection. As Samantha’s face vanished before her, she saw no fear in her eyes. If anything, there was just a flash of surprise.

As the rabbit dragged her into his burrow, Sam did not imagine that this would be the last time she would see herself for a very, very long while.
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First to surface from the darkness were sounds, like an orchestra tuning up before a concert. Chaotic and orderly but always light sounds. Electronic notes at regular intervals. Trolley wheels rolling from one side to the other and the clinking of colliding glass. The subtle ringing of phones. Quick but light footsteps. And all of that mixed up with incomprehensible, distant but nevertheless human voices – how long had it been since she’d heard voices? And she could hear her own breathing. Regular but muffled. Like breathing in a cave. No, there was something pressing on her face.

The second detail her mind registered was the smell. General disinfectant. And medicines. Yes, she thought, it smells of medicines.

She tried to find her bearings. She had no awareness of her own body, and only knew she was lying down. She kept her eyes shut because her lids felt heavy, ever so heavy. And yet she had to make an effort and open them. She had to do it quickly, before she could be overwhelmed by events.

Control the danger. That’s the only way.

The voice that had just spoken was coming from somewhere inside her. It wasn’t a memory but an instinct. Something that had taken shape over time, through experience. She’d had to learn to survive. That was why, despite the numbness, a part of her was always alert.

Open your eyes – open your damned eyes! Look.

A narrow slot opened in her field of vision. Tears flooded her irises, though it wasn’t an emotional response – if anything, one of annoyance – by now she would rarely give the bastard the satisfaction of seeing her cry. For a moment, she was afraid of coming up against darkness but, instead, saw a blue light inundating the room all around her.

It was like being at the bottom of the ocean. Comfortable and peaceful.

This could be a dirty trick, though, she knew that only too well, having experienced first-hand how dangerous trusting could be. As soon as her eyes grew accustomed to the new setting, she began to move them, exploring the surrounding environment.

She was lying on a bed. The blue light was coming from fluorescent lights on the ceiling. She was in a large room with white walls. No windows. But, at the far end, on the left-hand side, there was a huge mirrored wall.

He doesn’t like mirrors, the voice said again. How was this possible?

There was also a door standing ajar and, beyond it, a well-lit corridor. That was where the sounds were coming from.

It wasn’t real. It didn’t make sense. Where am I?

A human figure was standing outside the door, with its back to her, wearing dark clothes – she could make him out through the gap. He had a gun holstered at his side. Is this some kind of joke? What does it mean?

Only then did she notice a little table near her bed, with a microphone and recorder. There was an empty iron chair next to it, with a man’s suit jacket hanging on the back. He’s nearby, she thought. He’s coming back. She felt a wave of fear sweep over her like a tide.

No, not fear, she told herself. Fear was the real enemy. I have to get out of here.

It wouldn’t be easy, she didn’t think she had sufficient strength. She tried moving her arms, lifted her elbows and pushed them into the mattress to pull herself up. Long brown hair fell over her face. Her limbs felt heavy. She managed to partly raise her torso, but immediately fell back. Something was clasped over her face: an oxygen mask connected to a valve on the wall. And a drip was attached to her arm. She yanked the tube and slid the needle out of her vein, but as soon as she deprived herself of the beneficial gas, she realised she had run out of breath. She coughed and tried to swallow the air around her but its consistency was denser than the fresh breeze she had been inhaling up to now. Her eyes filled with lively black dots.

Darkness was gaining the upper hand again but she didn’t give in.

She pulled off the sheet that was covering her from the waist down and, through the shadows that obscured her eyesight, saw a thin tube coming out of her groin and ending in a transparent bag inside which yellow liquid had accumulated.

Still lying down, she moved her right leg, meaning to get out of bed, but something was holding onto her left. A weight. Caught unawares by the ballast, she lost her balance and realised she was falling down. She came crashing down on a cold, hard surface and knocked her face against it. Her left leg was the last thing to slide down onto the floor with a thud, like a stone.

The noise caught someone’s attention and she clearly heard the door open and close again. Then she saw a shadowy figure running towards her: something was jangling at its side – a carabiner filled with keys. The figure put a steaming cup down on the floor and grabbed her under the armpits. ‘Don’t worry,’ a male voice said encouragingly, pulling her up. ‘Don’t worry,’ he repeated, gently handling her near-lifeless body. ‘It’s all right.’

She was almost suffocating and about to faint, so she let her head drop on the man’s chest. He smelt of cologne and had a tie on, which she found cruel and absurd.

Monsters don’t wear ties.

The man heaved her back onto the bed and, after brushing her hair off her face, placed the mask back over her mouth. The oxygen filled her lungs and brought relief. After making her lie down properly, he put a pillow under her left leg, which was in plaster from her ankle up to her knee. ‘You’ll be more comfortable like this,’ he said caringly. Finally, he took the cannula she’d taken out and pushed the needle back into her arm. She watched him do these things with astonishment.

She’d grown unused to kindness. And above all to a human presence.

She tried to focus on him. Did she know him? She didn’t think she’d ever seen him before. He looked about sixty and athletic. He had round glasses with dark frames and tousled hair. Besides the carabiner with the keys attached to his belt, there was a photo ID pinned to the pocket of his dark blue shirt. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows.

Once the man had finished, he picked up the steaming cup he’d left on the floor and put it on the bedside table, on which there was also a yellow telephone.

A phone? It couldn’t be a phone!

‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.

She didn’t answer.

‘Are you able to speak?’

She said nothing, staring at him, her eyes wide open, ready to pounce on him.

He came closer. ‘Do you understand what I’m saying?’

‘Is it a game?’ The words emerged, harsh but muffled, from the oxygen mask.

‘Excuse me?’ he said.

She cleared her throat. ‘Is it a game?’ she repeated.

‘I’m sorry, I don’t know what you mean,’ he replied, then added, ‘I’m Dr Green.’

She didn’t know any Dr Green.

‘You’re at Saint Catherine’s. It’s a hospital. It’s all right.’

She tried to take in his words but couldn’t. Saint Catherine’s, hospital – it was information outside her reach.

No, it’s not all right. Who on earth are you? What do you really want from me?

‘It’s understandable you should be disorientated,’ he said. ‘It’s normal. It’s still too soon.’ He stared at her silently for a moment, with compassion.

Nobody looks at me like that.

‘You were brought here two days ago,’ he continued. ‘You slept for almost forty-eight hours, but now you’re awake, Sam.’

Sam? Who’s Sam? ‘Is it a game?’ she asked for the third time.

Dr Green now looked worried. Perhaps he’d seen the perplexed expression on her face. ‘You do know who you are, don’t you?’

She thought for a moment, afraid to answer.

He forced a smile. ‘OK, one thing at a time … Where do you think you are now?’

‘In the labyrinth.’

Dr Green glanced at the mirror, then turned to her again. ‘I’ve told you we’re in a hospital. Don’t you believe me?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Well, that’s good enough for now.’ He sat on the iron chair and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and interlacing his fingers in an informal pose. ‘Why do you think you’re in a labyrinth?’

She looked around. ‘There are no windows.’

‘You’re right, that’s odd, but you see, this is a special room: we’re in the burns unit. They brought you here because your eyes are no longer accustomed to natural light and it could be dangerous, just as if you had a burn. It’s also why there are ultra-violet lights.’

They both looked up at the blue fluorescent lights.

He turned to the mirrored wall. ‘Through there, doctors and relatives can look at the patient without exposing him or her to the risk of infection … I know,’ he said, attempting a joke, ‘it looks like a police interrogation room, like the ones you see in films or on TV. It’s the first thing it made me think of.’

‘He doesn’t like mirrors,’ she blurted out.

Dr Green turned serious again. ‘He?’

‘Mirrors aren’t allowed.’ She had avoided turning towards the left-hand wall until then.

‘Who doesn’t allow mirrors?’

She said nothing, thinking her silence would be sufficient. He gave her another sympathetic look. It was as gentle as a caress, but part of her felt angry. She wasn’t sure of anything yet.

I’m not going to be taken in.

‘All right, let’s put it another way,’ Dr Green said, not waiting for a reply. ‘If mirrors aren’t allowed and yet there is one here, then perhaps you’re not in the labyrinth any longer, right?’

The argument was airtight, but after so many tricks – so many games – even just trying to trust someone was exhausting.

‘Do you remember how you ended up in the labyrinth?’

No, she couldn’t remember that, either. She was aware that there was an ‘outside’ but as far as she knew, she’d always been inside.

‘Sam.’ Again, he uttered that name. ‘It’s time to clarify a few things because unfortunately we don’t have much time.’

What did he mean?

‘Even though we’re in a hospital, I’m not really a doctor. It’s not my duty to treat you – there are far more qualified people taking care of your health. My job is to find evil men like the one who abducted you and kept you prisoner in the labyrinth.’

Abducted? What’s he talking about?

Her head was spinning and she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear any more.

‘It’s painful, I know, but we have to do this. It’s our only way of stopping him.’

What did he mean by ‘stopping him’? She wasn’t sure she wanted to do this. ‘How did I get here?’

‘You probably escaped. Two nights ago, a police car found you on a road in an uninhabited area near the swamps. You had a broken leg and weren’t wearing any clothes. Judging by your grazes, you may have been running away.’

She looked at her arms, which were covered in small wounds.

‘It’s an absolute miracle you made it.’

She couldn’t remember anything.

‘You were in a state of shock. The officers brought you to the hospital and informed the bureau. They looked for a match in the missing persons reports and identified you … Samantha Andretti.’

He put a hand in the pocket of the jacket hanging on the back of the chair, took out a small piece of paper and gave it to her.

She studied it. It was a flyer with the photo of a smiling girl with brown hair and hazel eyes. There was a word printed in red beneath the picture: MISSING.

She felt a pang in her stomach. ‘That’s not me,’ she said, returning the flyer.

‘It’s understandable you should say that,’ Green replied confidently. ‘But don’t worry, you’ve already made great progress since they found you. The abductor gave you psychotropic drugs to make you docile and control you. They discovered them in large quantities in your blood.’ He indicated the drip attached to her arm. ‘They’re currently administering a kind of antidote and it’s working because you’re now conscious. Soon you’ll also get your memory back.’

She wanted to believe it – oh, God, how she wanted to believe it.

‘You’re safe, Sam.’

A strange calm swept over her at these words.

‘Safe,’ she repeated to herself. She felt a small tear form in the corner of her eye. She hoped it would stay there because she couldn’t allow herself to drop her guard.

‘Unfortunately, we can’t wait for the treatment to take effect fully, and that’s why I’m here.’ He stared at her. ‘You’ll have to help me.’

‘Me?’ she asked, startled. ‘How can I help you?’

‘By remembering as many things as you can, however insignificant.’ Once again, he indicated the mirrored wall. ‘There are police officers behind there who’ll be present at our conversation and pass on every detail they consider relevant to the officers on the outside who are busy trying to catch your abductor.’

‘I don’t know if I can.’ She was tired and frightened and wanted only to rest.

‘Listen, Sam: you do want that man to pay for what he’s done to you, don’t you? And, above all, you wouldn’t want him to do the same thing to somebody else …’

This time, the tear ran down her cheek and stopped at the edge of the oxygen mask.

‘As you might have gathered, I’m a policeman,’ he continued. ‘I don’t carry a gun and I don’t go around chasing criminals or being shot at. To tell you the truth, I’m not even that brave.’ He laughed at his own joke. ‘But one thing I can assure you: together we’ll catch him, you and I. He doesn’t know it, but there’s a place from which he can’t escape. And that’s where we’ll hunt him down: not out there but in your mind.’

Dr Green’s final words made her shudder. Even though she couldn’t admit it, she’d always known that he’d got into her head – like a kind of parasite.

‘What do you say – do you trust me?’

A moment later, she proffered her hand.

Green approved her decision with a nod, then gave her back the flyer. ‘Good, well done, my brave girl.’

As she tried to familiarise herself with the face in the photo, he turned to the table and activated the microphone and recorder. ‘How old are you, Sam?’

She studied the picture carefully. ‘Not sure … Thirteen? Fourteen?’

‘Do you have any idea how long you spent in the labyrinth?’

She shook her head. No, I don’t know.

Dr Green wrote something down. ‘Are you sure you don’t recognise anything of yourself in that photo?’

She looked at it more closely. ‘My hair,’ she said, stroking one of the strands. ‘I love it.’

In the labyrinth, stroking my hair is my favourite pastime. The recollection came to her unexpectedly, like a quick flash out of nowhere.

I run my fingers through it to kill time, while waiting for a new game.

‘Nothing else?’

I’d like a mirror but he won’t give me one. She had a sudden doubt. ‘Am I … am I attractive?’ she asked timidly.

‘Yes, you are,’ he replied gently. ‘But I want to be honest with you … I know why he wouldn’t allow mirrors.’

She had a rush of anxiety.

‘I’d like you to turn to the wall on the left and find out for yourself …’

During the silence that followed, all she felt was her breathing quickening in a frantic search for oxygen. She looked into Dr Green’s eyes to see if she should be afraid, but he seemed unfazed. She understood that this was a test and that she couldn’t avoid it. So she began to turn her head on her pillow. She felt the rubber band on the mask stretch over her cheek.

I’m now going to see the girl in the flyer and I won’t recognise myself, she thought. But the truth was a thousand times worse.

When she met her reflection, it took her a while to focus on the image that was being sent back to her.

‘You were abducted one February morning on your way to school,’ Green said.

The much older brown-haired girl in the mirror started to cry.

‘I’m sorry,’ Dr Green said. ‘It was fifteen years ago.’
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