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Gaia Goldwin swiped her oyster card on the magnetic card reader and quickly passed
through the automatic gates, stopping only after a few meters to slot her card back into her
purse. A human river brushed past her fur coat, overwhelming her, but she took all the
time she needed, and, only when she turned to say something to an empty space, she
realized.

Valeria had disappeared.

They had got onto the tube together but there was no sign of her daughter now, although
the girl knew they were in a hurry. Gaia stood at the side of the current of people and, as
she studied the crowd flow through the ticket gates, she found time to feel sorry about her
daughter. Valeria was exasperatingly slow, so awkward, clumsy, “nu guaio ‘e notte’, or as
troublesome as a night emergency as they say where they came from. Her beauty
contrasted her lack of grace when moving, she seemed not to have learnt anything from
her and the delicate age that she was didn’t justify it, the world was full of twelve year olds
in perfect accord with reality and not immersed in a perennial state of confusion that made
them incapable of getting out of a tube station. Her daughter had always had her head in
the clouds and, as if that wasn’t enough, she was never aware of the events around her.
Gaia hoped that Valeria would improve with maturity, but she began not to believe it: it
was probably a hereditary thing. Paul was still like this at fifty and, for Gaia’s personality,
living with a tribe of distracted dreamers was extremely unnerving. The first-born was not
so different from her father and sister, Silvia was just more independent. As she
rummaged in her handbag for her mobile to call her, she thought that, if this was Valeria at
twelve, she could easily imagine what was in store for the rest of her adolescence.

‘I don’t have any more money on my card, | have to top it up!”

Valeria’s shouts were muffled by the announcements of trains with a background of the
screeching of breaks on scrap iron. Gaia, already tense from being against the clock, tried
to hear what her daughter was saying.

“Hurry up, I'll wait for you further up!”

Then, drawing her neck into the fur of her coat and, with her leather bag under her arm
she went to stand a few meters further down from the ticket barriers under a poster for
Billy Elliot the musical.

Valeria messed with her thin fringe that poked out from her hat and fell untidily on her face,
behind her two girls were laughing and, as soon as the line to the automatic ticket
machines moved, they overtook her, while she turned red without doing anything.

Her turn arrived after five interminable minutes during which Gaia’s impatience had
reached boiling point, finally erupting like a volcano as soon as her daughter reached the
feet of Billy Elliot.

“Where have you put your brain today? How did you not realize that the card was empty?”

Valeria dropped a glove, followed by the oyster card, she bent down to pick them up and
her large scarf slipped over her head, covering her eyes.

“Such a disaster...” Gaia muttered.



They managed to catch the next train on the Northern line by the skin of their teeth; when
they got off, making their way with difficulty, Gaia held her daughter’s hand and dragged
her towards the light of the anemic English morning. Hundreds of people filled the street
and, on the other side of the pavement, a portly Santa Claus, stood at the corner of Oxford
Circus and Regent Street, was singing one of the usual Christmas songs accompanied by
an accordion. The red jacket with white woolen edging hid a slight man turned fat thanks to
the assistance of two cushions fitted tightly under his costume.

Despite the uncomfortable costume, for that man the day seemed successful, with the
offerings of passers-by he had already made twice the daily wage he would at the Palace
Theatre.

In those days the shopping bug had spread through the English and the tourists that
swamped the streets of the center and like ants disappeared into the mouths of shops and
department stores, following their shopping liturgies. In groups they photographed the
Santa Claus musician, the man was strutting around knowing that he would never again
have as much success compared to this. For Gaia, venturing along Regent Street was an
unfortunate necessity, she felt a constant threat of potential pickpockets and so every
meter or so she squeezed her bag more tightly under her arm, but she knew that their
destination was worth overcoming such difficulties.

Therefore she endured the crowd and the squeezing, the queues in front of the windows
and a daughter that risked losing herself in the crowd at any moment.

It was precisely to avoid contact with a suspicious looking man that Gaia lost her otherwise
careful footing, swerving to the right and at that point the day of the man dressed up as
Santa Claus turned suddenly for the worse. Gaia’s ltalian leather boot collided with his
collection bowl, hurling it into the air. After completing a full turn in the air, the container
touched down on the floor once more, but by now empty. A rain of change fell on the
pavement amid the legs of passers-by, past the pavement one pound coin finished its
journey in the hood of the little jacket a poodle that was trotting a few meters away.
Someone had noticed the scene, as did Valeria who had caught the desperate look in
Santa Clauses eyes.

“‘Mum...did you see what you did?” stuttered her daughter amid a deafening sound of
bells.

Gaia Goldwin continued to dodge the hoard of shoppers like a battering ram and her
daughter was forced to grab onto her bag in order to slow her down.

“Valeria what are you doing? Let go of my bag...why are you holding on to it, let go!”

“‘Well stop then...look what you’'ve done, you kicked over the collection tin...”

Gaia managed to win-back her bag, then looked back onto the individual dressed in red
that, a few meters away, on all fours, was picking up the change and shouting out insults
not particularly in the festive spirit.

“Listen my dear...I'm sorry for that poor man, but what did he expect, with all these people
around and the collection bowl right in the way”.

With new enthusiasm she took her daughter's hand once more and, dragging her,
attacked at a running speed towards their first base.

“Let’s go and help him...” Valeria protested.

‘I really don’t think so...look how many people have stopped, at Christmas everyone feels
so good, we’re not even believers it would be hypocritical”.

As they moved away, Valeria turned in time to see the mass of people engulf the Santa
still on all fours.

In some part of her conscience Gaia felt guilty for that poor devil, but, yet again, she
blamed the incident on the English temperature. The cold tortured her, forced her to rush
around daily and still after two years her southern blood suffered from that tyranny. In
addition to this, she had a range of errands to run and the expedition into the center was



only the first of a series of what seemed to her a never-ending list of tasks. The energy it
took to defend herself from the climate left her exhausted and she considered sorrowfully
how in her country winters were almost non-existent. Just that evening, in Rome, her
friends were meeting at Sandro and Giorgia’s house with Sara and the kids to play
Christmas games while she, even that year, would be stuck thousands of miles away.

To compensation however, for that holiday at least, London would call them all there and
so the group would meet at Muswell Hill Road to spend New Year’s together.

It was necessary to dedicate some time to Sara to comfort her from the torments that her
husband had inflicted by leaving her, with two small children, for another woman. Her
friend had had a breakdown, the proof of it were the long late night telephone calls to fill
the hours of her insomnia. She knew only one method to try and get her friend to make
light of her new life: distract her with impeccable organization inside the house and with
the charm of London outside it. She would show Sara the view from Waterloo Bridge, from
there she could admire Westminster on one side and the City on the other, and then she
would take her to The Granadier, one of the oldest pubs in London, with that gorgeous red
white and blue entrance. She would be happy and, surrounded by attention, she would be
interested once more in the theatre posters like what always happened each time she
went to visit her. Sara had to return to being the creative and curious person that she
knew; helping her step towards freedom was one of her missions.

With this plan she had left Paul with the task of polishing the floor of the bedrooms for the
six children but, as she knew all too well, he was synonymous with not cleaning and, so,
her continual supervision was necessary. Another concern: on arriving, in her sitting room,
just the day before, there was a massive spruce.

Having been busy for many days on these issues, Gaia had found herself racing for the
first base on the 20™ December knowing very well that the best baubles would have gone
by the beginning of November.

First base: Liberty’s.

At 214 Regent Street, the store was founded in 1875 by Sir Arthur Liberty.

Having been there for more than a century, the department store had welcomed clothes
merchants and princesses, the country’s most famous bands, tourists from every corner of
the world and the most hard to please English. Even by the more enthusiastic of
customers, however, it had never been considered more than just a department store, one
of the oldest to be sure, among the most noble there was no doubt, but nothing more. No
one, a part form Gaia Goldwin, managed to honor Liberty’s like a cult place, a place to
calm down, to be in peace, and to stimulate the circulation of inhibited endorphins. Even
on the greyest of days, and London in winter was no stranger to such a shade, Gaia knew
that those makeshift Tudor style lodges were planted there, more stable than the Tower of
London, to improve, with their products, her struggle in eternal exile.

As soon as she crossed the main entrance, Gaia felt protected by that welcoming cocoon
and she found herself in harmony with all of England. She headed directly for the large lift
and with relief she separated her step from that of her daughter.

“Listen to me Valeria, this Christmas is costing us a fortune”.

Meanwhile her daughter was looking around and secretly wishing she was at the Hoxton
vintage shops: her friend Betty, showing her a wonderful leather skirt, had recommended
she go there to choose her New Year's outfit. Now she found herself in the realm of
classics, where almost every item, except for the wooden walls, had a floral pattern; she
wouldn’t ever find the ideal fabric in which to spend New Year’s there.

“Val, are you listening to me? | told you | don’t have my credit card with me”.

Valeria was staring at a fifty pound shower cap and her head spun sharply towards her
mother.

“‘What...how...so do we have to go now?”



Gaia unbuttoned her fur coat and folded her scarf into her bag: the heating in the big
department store was definitely on high.

‘I didn’t say that we don’t have money | just don’t have my card. It was the only way to limit
our spending, we have cash and we can only spend that, obviously my budget is much
lower than yours”. Gaia lowered her voice.

“So how much can | spend?” Valeria asked.

Meanwhile people were gathering in front of the big lift.

“You have one hundred and fifty pounds, for a dress that should be enough even in here”.
“In any case | won't find anything” whispered Valeria.

“‘Well see that you do find something, | have no intention of throwing money away in those
absurd bazaars that Betty likes”.

In charge of the lift was a majestic African man, smiling at the insufferable looks of the
customers forced to wait a long time to use the lift.

Not wanting to waste any more time, Gaia made her way towards the first flight of stairs
and from there to the fourth floor, where the Christmas decorations were. Valeria followed
her, dragging her boots.

“Tell me if you find anything interesting, in the meantime I'm going up to the fourth floor”
The girl decided to browse the evening wear section along the straight narrow corridor,
amongst the hundreds of hands stretched towards the merchandise and people continually
moving about from one room to another. That department was designed for elegant people
who always had bright ideas. Two women not far away were rapaciously grabbing one
dress after the other, mistreating everything without ceremony. In the end Valeria eyed a
skirt and was about to pick up the hanger when she saw the price tag: one hundred and
sixty pounds, and she let the soft silk slip through her fingers.

She wondered back through the corridor then took the lift, five minutes later she crossed
the area with the Christmas trees, finally arriving in the decoration department. Her mother
was on the far side of the department, basket in hand and was choosing baubles. Valeria
felt herself blush and hurried to meet her.

‘Mum...what are you doing?”

Her daughter had arrived suddenly behind her.

“Oh my god...you scared me, have you done already?”

Gaia was choosing spheres with different decorations as if they were apples at a market.
“‘Mum...you’d promised her...”

“Well, did you find anything?”

Gaia didn’t interrupt her collecting.

“l told you, | don’t like anything...now can you explain to me what you’re doing?”

“Look again...when I'm done here I'll come and find you”

Valeria took a silver bauble with a decorated angle and threw it on the pile. She would
have preferred her mother’s head in the place of that bauble.

“Didn’t you say to Silvia that she could get the baubles?”

Gaia was holding a Father Christmas dressed in oriental attire, after a few seconds she
discarded it, frustrated.

“You know how your sister is, | had to tell her yes otherwise she would have gone in a
state, as if the world revolves around four Christmas decorations”.

Valeria thought that she should warn her sister, but she knew that it was easier to stop Big
Ben ticking than stop her mother when she had made a decision. She remembered the
place with the pretty baubles on Carnaby Street that Silvia showed her on the internet, in
the end her weak attempt of having an alternative Christmas tree had faded to then
disappear completely.

“But mum...Silvia will feel terrible...”



Gaia moved nervously from one counter to another, while her daughter followed hot at her
heels.

“Valeria, dear, the baubles your sister chose are ghastly, now please be a good girl and go
down and find a dress”.

After one last worried look, the girl went and joined the line to take the stairs. She found
herself once more in the evening wear section and an assistant watched as she wondered
over to where the evening gowns were hanging. Valeria started filing mechanically through
the rail of hangers.

“Can | help you?”

The young lady in the Liberty’s uniform had arrived to two steps behind her.

“Oh...No, no thank you”

The employee had retired with a smile just as Valeria, finally summoning the courage, had
chosen from the rail a little electric blue satin dress and reached the most remote of the
fitting rooms of the department. She was stood in front of the mirror and evaluating her
very thin legs and minute bust, far from her mother’s solid femininity. After trying on the
blue dress she tried another, then it was the turn of a red dress that clung to her hips, she
basked in the two meters squared of solitude but, during this pulling on and off of clothes,
her doubts dissolved and left in their place a bitter confirmation: yes, she was ugly. Naked
or dressed in elegant clothes, tanned from the lItalian sun or pale with the English
alabaster complexion, in any combination, her appearance remained an insult to anyone
looking and the more fine the quality of the dress, the more she felt unworthy to wear it.
Holding back tears and slowly pulling on her jumper, she left the fitting room.

After having completed at least two laps of the decorations department, Gaia’s gaze rested
on the source of light that would relieve Sara’s sadness, Giorgia’s temper, Sandro’s
fussiness, the idleness of her husband and the tantrums of all their children.

The object was on a shelf, on its own like all valuable things and, as soon as she’d seen it,
Gaia felt the same feeling as when she first laid eyes on her London home, of which she
had finalized the sale just two days after setting eyes on the place. The usual cone shape
stood a good thirty centimeters tall, ending at the point with a star. When she picked it up
off the shelf, Gaia realized that the secret of that see-through crystal was a slight rotation,
the light penetrated through the points of the star creating shimmering reflections.

She stood there fascinated with it and didn’t think it too excessive for an object destined for
total stillness on top of a Christmas tree. Instead she felt it to be the product to have from
the whole of the decorations department.

Her fingers stroked the crystal carvings and, moving up to the point of the star, she felt
them touch the solidity and coldness of it. A young shop assistant watched her from a few
yards away but then thought it was time to move closer to a customer so attracted to a
product, also because he was worried he may have to quickly catch the expensive tree
topper if it should fall from her hands.

‘Remarkable, don’t you think? | must tell you it is of the purest crystal.”

Gaia turned towards him.

“Yes, it’s extraordinary...how much does it come to?”

The young man knew from experience that, after the answer, customers moved away
quickly.

“Just look at this fine detail...it is in rhodium and silver, this increases the gleam, as well as
making it scratch resistant...”

“Thank you for the explanation, but I'm not here to waste time, please tell me the price,”
Gaia cut him short.

“One hundred and fifty pounds”



Gaia’s hands trembled as if the crystal had started to boil, but she continued to hold onto
it”.

“Ah...that’s certainly a lot of money, but | was expecting as much”

“‘Have you already seen those blue glass ones over there?” The assistant pointed to a box
with five tree toppers, Gaia gave a fleeting look at them, but turned straight back to the
only item that could fulfill her dream.

She pictured her gigantic Christmas tree dressed with silver baubles, wrapped in golden
beads that spiraled up and up to the top and, once at the top, that stupendous crystal star
would entice all the ecstatic gazes of her friends. No, she would never allow her dream to
be broken by a blue glass star.

‘Have many of these been sold?”

“This is a unique item”

“Are you telling me that in all of London nobody has one the same?”

The young assistant caressed her with a seducing look.

“You will of course be aware that Liberty décor can only be found here...”

It was extremely warm under all those lights and Gaia undid the top buttons of her blouse,
oblivious to the uneasiness she caused to the young man.

‘I will say...” the assistant continued “...this item is no ordinary decoration; it is to be
considered a work of art”.

Gaia fixed her gaze on the young man with an ironic look.

“A work of art...is that right? So why did it end up in Liberty’s and not in a museum?”

She flashed a little smile and the young assistant remained silent, then Gaia stopped and
listened to what he was saying.

“In any case, this is a stunning piece, a Christmas tree could be decorated with just this on
the top and it would still be splendid.”

She decided to put that crystal siren delicately back into its box after one last stroke with
her eyes, when the assistant realized there were a few people waiting for his help.

“Excuse me for one moment, madam”.

“Go, go, please, I'm not in any hurry...with a price like this it is not an easy decision”.

“Of course, | totally understand”.

Gaia took a few steps forward, to the wall displaying the light garlands, her eyes looking at
those in the shape of reindeers, then turning back to the crystal, then to her guardian and
again, in reverse, assistant, crystal, lights. The assistant responded to a couple of
guestions of a customer then Gaia saw him show a man the Christmas bells. She followed
the young man with her gaze: he walked with the man towards the counter with the
baubles and the two of them approached, dangerously, the item that by now she felt
belonged to her.

She bumped into two packets of star stickers, enough to make them fall, when she saw
the assistant take the box and present it to the old man who, taking off his glasses, studied
its content.

Gaia let out a scream: “No! Oh god...no...no you can’t do it’, and in a nervous fit she made
her way in a hurry to the assistant in time to hear his last words: “One hundred and fifty
pounds, Sir”.

The old man dropped his glasses that began to swing by their chain along his coat.
“‘Madness” he responded, smiling.

Then with a nodding farewell to the assistant and a gallant smile at the pretty brunette that
had arrived hastily at his side, the man moved away towards another department.

Gaia watched her competition retreat and then in a rush of gratitude she smiled broadly at
the assistant.

Valeria had spotted a lime green jersey dress just as she was about to leave. It had been
discarded on a chair, someone had abandoned it like a worn out despite it being still on



the hanger. It wasn’t an evening dress but, when she tried it on, it felt like hers and the little
dress rewarded her by fitting perfectly the form of her young hips. In the fitting room she
was able to verify, looking at her from the front and the back in the mirror, that that meter
of fabric had definitely been waiting for her and that through it she had found, other than
the right dress, also a personality, Betty would approve.

“‘How’s it going?”

The head of an assistant popped through the curtains of the fitting room like a puppet from
a puppet show.

“It seems...pretty good”.

“I would definitely say so...you look like a model”

Valeria flushed red with happiness, her mother however had always taught her to be
aware of shop assistants because they will overwhelm you with compliments so that you
buy the products, therefore you should never listen to them, but in that moment she
wanted to believe the woman. The assistant’'s head disappeared and she checked the
price tag once more: 112 pounds.

She left the fitting room and approached the checkout, where a long queue had formed.
Valeria wasn’t in a hurry; she had to wait for her mother and her purse.

After ten minutes she rang Gaia, she wanted to go to her and drag her away from the
baubles, leave that suffocating shop and get away from the hustle and bustle, but she
couldn’t leave the dress. Lots of people were looking for outfits for New Year’'s and Valeria
convinced herself to have found herself a very good pickings, she stood in a corner to wait,
clasping the dress tight in her hands.

After twenty minutes Gaia reached the evening wear department carrying a large bag
round her right shoulder and various packages in her left. She turned her head from left to
right looking for her daughter who she finally spotted sat down on a stool a few meters
away from the check out. The girl was sat motionless like a manikin, her big jacket in a
heap at her feet and her jumper inside out. She watched people passing in front of her,
clutching a dress in her arms. Gaia felt a wave of affection for that nobody’s daughter that
was also hers; a little figure, a stranger to that dog eat dog world, where everyone
scrambles for the best opportunity.

“‘Here | am my dear, did you find anything in the end?”

Valeria walked up to her, holding up the dress straight away so she could see it.

“Is that all?” Gaia asked as her daughter headed towards the checkout.

“You don't like it”

“‘Well, it’s certainly not a dress for New Year’s, but anyway, if you like it...”

Valeria held up the dress to her body.

‘Do you want to see how it fits?”

“No, in any case you've made up your mind, there’s not use wasting any more time”

Her's was the tone of someone who had lost all hope of teaching their daughter good
taste.

“Now, how much will this sensation be costing me?”

“One hundred and ten pounds”

Gaia’s hand froze at the opening of her bag, took her daughter by the arm and pulled her
out of the queue.

Gaia, her voice low, started to say: “Listen, my dear...down at the decorations department
| bought something | hadn’t planned on and well...| found a very particular object, you
know, a unique piece, if | had known | would have brought my credit card...| would have
even brought my check-book, basically | spent a lot.”

Valeria saw in that moment her mother looking around her, avoiding looking in her eyes.
“‘How much?” she raised her voice and the customers nearby turned to look at them.

“Val, please let’'s not make a scene...l spent one hundred and sixty five pounds”.



“...but you didn’t spend the money for me, right?”

“Not all of it, I've got eighty pounds left”

A hot flush ran over Valeria’s face. She was on the verge of tears.

“But...you said that...” stuttered the girl who suddenly felt looks of pity from on lookers
around her.

An angry cry wiped out the last of her energy; Valeria wiped her nose with her hand
looking around her bewildered.

“Darling, calm down, it's not that bad, it was a special deal, | couldn’t say no, when you
see it...”

Valeria sniffed loudly still shaking with sobs.

“But...what are you talking about?”

“It's a tree topper, that is, not just any tree topper, let’s say...”

Valeria was searching in vain for a tissue in her pocket then turned her face, desperate.
“But here...they don’t even put tree toppers on the tree...” she muttered in between sobs.
Gaia took a clean tissue from her bag and offered it to her daughter.

“At our house we will definitely use it and this is going to be an Italian New Year don’t
forget, now stop crying, everybody’s looking at us, we’ll sort something out, come on, we’ll
put your dress back and come back for it tomorrow...”

In a flash Valeria reached over to the checkout and threw the dress down on the counter.
‘I don’t want this anymore, thanks”

Then she ran away under the shocked gaze of the customers in the queue and of a
stunned Gaia.

“Valeria, wait...Valeria!”

Gaia only had time to see a black dot disappear into the crowd.

A shop assistant came up to her straight away, carrying a hand full of packets and looking
around slightly confused.

“The child ran towards the stairs, if you'd like | will warn security”.

Gaia’s blood ran cold and, without breaking down, she smiled formally.

“Oh no, my daughter is quite capable of going home alone, there’s no need to worry”

So she went to the checkout, flashing a severe look at the customer who had overtaken
her in the line.

“I had a problem with my daughter; can | retake my place in the line?”

The customer let her in straight away but, when Gaia looked for Valeria’s dress on the
counter, it was no longer there.

“‘Excuse me, | left a woolen dress right here”

“Perhaps it's the one my colleague is putting back” the cashier replied.

A shop assistant was walking away with some clothes hanging on a rail. Gaia hurriedly
caught up with her: “Miss, wait! Excuse me what is going on? | was buying this dress, | put
it down for just one moment at the checkout!”

‘Madam, we do not keep dresses abandoned around the shop, as instructed by the
management”

Gaia resisted the impulse to slap her but, smiling, she snatched the dress back and, as
she stood patiently in the queue, she thought about the situation with Valeria. She would
never have expected such a reaction as that for a dress. Valeria was exactly like Paul; her
husband was a strange boy, disturbed, from what his mother had told her about him.
Twelve year olds can be so selfish and, like in the case of her daughters, also very
spoiled.

She, on the other hand, was used to thinking well of everyone, maybe it was a crime? She
wanted to welcome the Italian community through luxuries and comforts, of which among
other things even her daughter would enjoy, Valeria still didn’t understand, but to live in



good style is part of a god education and benefits the spirit, maybe it would become
clearer to her once she saw the crystal tree topper on top of the Christmas tree.

She realized that it was her turn and that there was a long line of customers behind her,
but she didn’t care. Returning to consider carefully the recent episode, she concluded that
it wasn’t at all worth spending more than one hundred pounds on a dress that had just
been disowned and with a sure hand she reclosed her bag.

“Sorry, my daughter changed her mind and doesn’t want the dress anymore; you know
how girls are...”

Gaia left the dress on the counter, ignoring the irritated look of the cashier and, hands full
of packets and parcels she made her way to the exit. She made her long and difficult way
through the crowd, always keeping a vigil eye on her bag that hung precariously from one
shoulder, and meanwhile thought, worriedly, at Valeria’s childish and indiscreet escape.
Yes, it was definitely behavior worthy of an offspring of Paul; in such a tiring situation that
spoiled little girl had left her on her own. As she passed through the exit, Gaia had to admit
to herself that obviously something had gone badly wrong in terms of her daughters’
education.



