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  Giorgio Aldo Maccaroni, born in Rome in 1969, is a lawyer and President of Italian advocacy for the rights of families. Formerly an Honorary Magistrate, he is actively involved as defending counsel in problems concerning minors and their families. He acted as coordinator of the prescriptive section of the committee for the drafting of a self-regulation code regarding minors and Internet, set up within the Ministry of Communications. As a member of the commission for the protection of children in television, he was involved in the drafting of the respective self-regulation code.


  Teacher at the master's degree for lawyers in family law and juvenile. He is journalist, author of several publications on legal, has published a book entitled "as brothers - the story of an adoption special."


  He has appeared as guest in television and radio programs, he has been involved in parliamentary legislative initiatives.




  Introduction


  






  Giuseppe lives in a small provincial town with his middle-class family. For business reasons his father plans to move to the city, taking his family with him. One evening Giuseppe, unbeknown to his parents, decides to take a walk in the streets close to home when he is attacked by a group of thugs. Claudio, a young boy slightly older than Giuseppe, comes to his aid and frightens away the attackers.


  Giuseppe is grateful to his new friend and they promise to see each other again.


  Within months Claudio, who does not share the same happy family situation as Giuseppe, loses both his parents and ends up in care where he risks being put up for adoption. Giuseppe therefore asks his father to adopt Claudio and his father consents. The two boys are now brothers. The years pass and Giuseppe and Claudio grow into adults: Claudio becomes a doctor and Giuseppe an accountant.


  One day some unexpected news will deeply disturb both of them...


  The book symbolizes the profound meaning of the elective affinities between two people who love each other... like brothers.
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  The traffic at times sounded slow, at times faster. It could be heard clearly from the lane joining the two roads. Sometimes lights were visible as it passed; lights that blended with the shadows and projected patterns that disintegrated across the ceiling through the lowered window blind. They came and went in seconds and mingled with the intermittent sounds and the revving engines that covered that stretch of road every evening at the same time. It was as though the noise, erratic and discontinuous yet so regular, was counting the minutes, or more precisely the seconds. Like the tick of an unsteady clock. The rhythmic beat was also a sign the evening was coming to an end and turning towards the first lights of night.


  There was silence all around where people had closed their doors behind them. Giuseppe wasn't asleep; he had been listening to those sounds; the cars going by and the rhythms beating on the asphalt. He watched the recurring, illuminated patterns on the ceiling above him as the noise got weaker and weaker and slowly disappeared. With it, the light and shadows disappeared too, and the room was suddenly almost dark. A street lamp outside still shone weakly, casting an image of the blind and its slats across the ceiling's surface.


  Suddenly all was just gloomy, dim silence, disturbed by the occasional passing car that stirred up the play of light and shadow again.


  That silence, that nocturnal calm that abandoned the day that finished and then waited for a new dawn, was habit in Giuseppe's mind, something almost too monotonous that he experienced over and over again every evening. The only positive note was his family; his parents, and his sister, who had always been present in his life. As his mother had been away for a few days, his father was sleeping with him... oblivious to the stillness of that silence and the occasional passing car. He had been asleep for a while now and after an exhausting day of hard work nothing could have woken him.


  Their house belonged to them, but it was too close to that road that until some years before hadn't existed. None of them had ever welcomed it. His family was well off and perhaps that was why they had decided to move away and leave the small town they felt was too limiting. Certainly it couldn't offer stimulating prospectives for Giuseppe's future, or his sister's, or for anyone else ready to face a normal life and an equally normal career.


  Yet this small town, its roads, the lanes, the countryside and that house, were important for Giuseppe. He had spent the first years of his life with the perfume of that countryside, among the bales of straw lit up by the sun, even though always dressed in his middle-class boy's clothes as a reminder he was never to forget who he was.


  The town wasn't that bad either, and at his age it didn't feel too small, or suffocating, considering the only ones dreaming about or planning a future for him and his sister were his parents.


  His sister Valeria spent her time playing with her friends, at least she had done until now; and the idea of moving somewhere else - let alone to a city - had never occurred to her.


  Giuseppe had recently celebrated his tenth birthday and Valeria was three years older. That summer something had happened that had changed his life, and it wasn't just the sudden news they would be moving to a new city. Three months before, Giuseppe had lost his much loved grandfather.-He had grown up with his grandfather, and had learnt to cherish that countryside thanks to him. However there was nothing much left for him there now, nothing left to fight for or that continued to tie him to that place. His grandfather had taught him so much and he'd lived through so many happy times with him that it all seemed empty now.


  His mother Elisabetta was away for a few days visiting her mother in a nearby town. She had gone to keep her company and try to soothe things in what was a difficult moment for them all.


  When his father Riccardo had communicated his decision they would be moving so soon to the city, they had almost felt relieved. His mother was concerned at having to leave her mother alone, but deep down she was happy with the change, above all if she thought of her children's future. And after all, the city wasn't that far away from their town and Riccardo would have carried on business in part in the city but also in his native town.


  They would come back soon and often, to visit; but a change is a change. This and other thoughts filled Giuseppe's mind. He wanted to make sense of his life. Certainly, the day before leaving he wouldn't have lazed around, and in the evening he would try his best to stay up and go outside instead of going to bed so early with, as he often described it, the chickens.





  
II


  


  


  






  “Don't you need the bathroom?” his father asked.


  “Yes, I still have to wash, but first I want to finish watering my plant.” replied Giuseppe.


  “You and your plant! What's so different about that plant from the others? We're surrounded by plants and flowers here... inevitably. Your mother's fixated! Are you fixated as well now? Come on, we must get to the allotments! What's your sister doing? Is she coming too?” asked his father as he pulled on his trousers, realizing perhaps they were a bit tight. Tighter than he remembered. He felt as though every day he weighed more than the day before.


  “Valeria? I don't know. But I don't think so. She's probably seeing her friends.”


  “Tell her to come with us. What does she do all day with her friends?”


  “Signore!” began the housekeeper, “Don't forget those gentleman are coming at lunchtime!”


  “Ah, yes! I'd almost forgotten. Giuseppe, we'll only be out a couple of hours, we'll be back by one...” explained his father as he buckled his wrist watch.


  “O.K. dad! We can always go back in the afternoon anyway!”


  “I'm not sure. We'll see what there is to do first.” Turning towards the housekeeper he continued, “If my wife returns, tell her we'll be back by lunchtime. Let's go Giuseppe!”


  “But I haven't been to the bathroom yet!” exclaimed Giuseppe, still in his pajamas and with a sleepy look on his face.


  “All right. Well hurry up then! Ten minutes! I'll wait for you downstairs.”


  Without worrying about his plant any longer, and having given it far more water than needed, Giuseppe quickly made his way to the bathroom. He turned on the tap, first the cold water and then briefly the hot tap. He soon turned them off. The window was ajar. Giuseppe went over and tried to see outside. If that sun lasted long enough, and it wasn't simply a passing moment, then they were in for a lovely morning.


  “Hey, I'll be expecting you for lunch!” said Valeria to Giuseppe as she lent over the stairs.


  “Why.. aren't you coming with us?” asked her father.


  “No, it's best I stay here and finish what I started yesterday in the house.”


  “Yes, and then you can tell us what it is!” commented her father as Giuseppe said goodbye to his sister confirming they'd see each other later.


  His father's car was ready down below. He'd moved it earlier so as not to lose time going to the garage once they were both ready to leave.


  At times Giuseppe found his father's hastiness unjustified considering the calm rhythms of that small town they lived in. He still had no idea what life would be like in the city, but he was certainly familiar with how things were in their home town. Perhaps his father was already adjusting to new habits or, much more likely, it was simply in his nature to get things done quickly. Giuseppe often found himself surprised by the fact that despite his father's frenetic ways he had always found time to dedicate non-stop attention to his children. Probably it was the desire to always be present in their lives that never left him.


  By now they had been in the car for some time, on their way to yet another of the allotments. It had taken them a while to get along that stretch of the road. Normally it would only have taken a quarter of an hour, but considering all the stops they made it was likely to take them much longer.


  “You'll see, Giuseppe, you won't mind moving away from here!” said Riccardo to his son, interrupting the uncomfortable silence. Before Giuseppe could respond, his father added: “Well, no, that's not quite what I mean; I know you're fond of this place. But we all have to face changes in our lives that we don't appreciate or understand to begin with, but that turn out to be useful.”


  Riccardo noticed his son didn't reply immediately and that his eyes were full of melancholy. So he added: “And anyway, it's not like we're deserting this place for ever. You'll see, we'll come back whenever you want. Even every weekend if you like.”


  “Yes dad. I know. But don't worry, I'm OK with things. You're right, perhaps changes are necessary, and nothing is ever final.” replied Giuseppe, his eyes lost elsewhere.


  Riccardo had stopped the car again. Perhaps it was the third time. Giuseppe couldn't remember any more what they had done... even though they were going down the usual roads he knew so well. In reality it felt more like a journey down memory lane. Yes, because every stretch of road, every crossroad, every lane, took him back to relive moments from the past, maybe a too recent past, moments best forgotten or moments that he'd probably never forget and that would be carved inside him forever.


  He stopped thinking for a second and realised they had reached the small vegetable patch. His father stopped the car and got out to open the gate. The green gate with the grate at the bottom that Giuseppe knew so well, so well that he often forgot it was a bit rusty and difficult to open.


  He had been there so many times with his grandfather. It was there that he had learnt to ride his bicycle for the first time when he was six. And it was there that his grandfather had taught him not to be afraid, and that nothing in life is difficult if you really want it. For a second he saw his grandfather again as he encouraged him to pedal his bike along that narrow white path in front of the gate. For a second he saw that sunny day in a countryside that looked more luminous and vividly colored than it was now.


  As his father went in with the car he walked through the gate, glancing at the small vegetable patch. There used to be a lot more growing there than there was now. The little pergola next to it still stood where a few years before there had been a narrow chicken run. Giuseppe turned round and went towards the fountain. It was at the side of a barn-like construction where he and his grandparents and sister would often spend an evening eating pizza.


  “Giuseppe, what do you say, shall we take some vegetables back with us?” suggested his father to distract him from his thoughts.


  “Yes, all right. I'll get them!” answered Giuseppe and without a second thought he turned back towards the vegetable patch. He opened the lock that kept the flimsy little gate shut and picked up the small hoe his grandfather had given him. And then he began to hack at the ground as though he was used to it and began gradually collecting the vegetables.


  That slow, enjoyable work was interrupted by the arrival of a car. A tall, dark, man stopped in front of the gate and Giuseppe's father indicated to him to bring the car in. He saw that the man had got out and was talking with his father. They were both too far away for him to be able to hear what they were saying. However, Giuseppe could clearly see the man's face and he felt he was someone he had seen before.


  “As I've already told you, I don't intend waiting any longer!” said Riccardo in a peremptory tone.


  “I know! I don't want to take advantage. That's not why I'm here!” answered the man, decidedly agitated.


  “I've put up with enough already thanks to my over-generosity!” continued Riccardo. “I know your financial situation, I know you have a son. I offered you the chance to pay by instalment, but I've not seen a sign of any money.”


  “I know, I know, give me just a bit more time!” the man pleaded.


  “On one condition though...” replied Riccardo, “seriously, you must start working and stop the gambling. What do you gain from it, eh?” he said, his hand holding the nape of the man's neck.


  Giuseppe had continued to watch the scene from a distance. It looked as though the two of them were arguing. He got a little closer, but with discretion.


  “You're right. But... try and put yourself in my position...” continued the man.


  “What position!” burst out Riccardo. “You've got a son, and a wife! What kind of a life are you going to give them if you carry on like this?”


  “But it's my wife's fault! Since she started drinking, smothering me in insults every day...”


  Riccardo interrupted him: “Listen, what they're saying in town is the exact opposite... that your wife started drinking because of your behavior. People say you're a despot and that you hit her, that you spend all your money gambling. That's what they're saying about you!”


  “And you believe them?”


  “I believe what I see. I lent you all that money to straighten yourself out. And where is it all gone in such a short time? Can't you see you've got to change things? For your son's good, and for your wife. You have a family, Michele! I want to continue offering you work and I'm prepared to wait for you to give me back the money you owe me. But I want you to change your life, starting from now.”


  “All right, I'll try.” said the man, getting back into his car.


  In truth, his answer hadn't sounded too convincing and Riccardo knew the real reason for his visit. Not only had he not returned the money he had lent him, but he was sure he had come to ask for more. As far as the money was concerned, Riccardo was prepared to turn a blind eye, or even perhaps forget about ever having it back, but he certainly couldn't accept having to give that man more money than he was earning. He couldn't stand watching him gamble his money away, and his never being on time for work, and knowing he was violent with his wife – something the whole town knew about now. Riccardo was that generous he even continued to offer him work whereas anyone else would certainly have sacked him.


  The man's landlord, however, wasn't like Riccardo. Having attempted on numerous occasions to collect the rent due to him, he had begun repeatedly threatening to kill him. And there were other men also waiting to get gambling debts back from him; people he had come to blows with on various occasions. His wife had started drinking out of desperation. His son, who was more or less Giuseppe's age, was now left to his own devices and having to live in very difficult circumstances.


  Giuseppe went up to his father. He appreciated the gesture he had made when he had pleaded with the man - someone he had already forgiven for many things - to change his life.


  “You back already?” asked Valeria, holding the front door ajar as Giuseppe and his father climbed the last few steps.


  “Hi Valeria, what are you doing?” asked Giuseppe as soon as he entered the house.


  “I've been finishing something I had to learn in the kitchen with mum.”


  “Ah, she's back...?” began Giuseppe, but before he could finish his mother suddenly appeared outside the kitchen door.


  “Hello Giuseppe.” His mother also said hello to his father who was now inside the house.


  “Listen Riccardo, I need to speak to you!” said Elisabetta, dismissing her son with a hurried pat on the cheek.


  “What is it Elisabetta? You look flustered. Is your mum OK?”


  “I'm about to tell you! Come in the other room. It's best we talk in there, I need to take my time!”


  The two parents went into their bedroom and closed the door quietly behind them, asking the children to lay the table and get ready for lunch.


  Valeria tried to hear what they were saying by getting closer - but not too close - to their door. She would often listen in on her parents' conversations and encourage Giuseppe to take part in her spy game too, but he was always rather reluctant to please her. Valeria stared him in the face attempting to underline the invitation. She had beautiful blue eyes, bright like her brother's green ones. On the whole, however, she looked quite different from him. Her long, fair, wavy hair that fell down her back was the opposite of Giuseppe's chestnut brown, almost black hair. Her tall, slim figure was the only similarity she had with him, although Giuseppe was younger and still had some growing to do. Yet despite the differences, anyone could tell they were brother and sister.


  Their characters were very different too. Valeria was inquisitive and a bit of a gossip, whereas Giuseppe was more reserved. But even with these personality differences, they got on well and had a lot of fun together.


  Valeria tried to get closer to the bedroom door while Giuseppe remained where he was, following her every move from the divan,. She was able to hear very little. All she could understand was that her mother was talking about her grandmother's health and that she wasn't at all happy.


  “Things will get better, don't worry.” said Riccardo to his wife. “If you need to keep your mother company, I understand... I realise it's not an easy time for you, and believe me I support you. If you can, though, try to keep the children away from what's worrying you!”


  “Does it look as though I've involved them so far?” interrupted Elisabetta.


  “No, that's not what I'm saying. Maybe it's my situation that's making me irritable! All these problems one after the other, and now of all times. As though we didn't have enough on our minds! OK, let's just concentrate on moving house for now. We'll worry about the rest later. Or rather, I'll deal with it alone if you have to stay with your mother.”


  “ Of course, that's fine!” said Elisabetta. “You don't have to stay with me all the time and anyway I hope this situation won't last much longer.”


  The voices grew distant and almost disappeared as Valeria and Giuseppe moved away from the door. The hours passed slowly inside the house, and apart from knowing that they couldn't stay there much longer, everything in the heads of the two children had changed. Giuseppe was sitting on the divan reading. Now and again he watched his sister, trying to understand... or rather guess, what she was doing. At times she appeared perfectly still, as though she was about to do something from one minute to the next, that she then wasn't able to carry through. He wanted to talk to her, ask her opinion about what was happening, but then his desire to be on his own got the better of him.


  What time was it? Giuseppe looked at the clock hanging on the wall and couldn't remember if it was working properly. Outside the window everything was pitch black and nobody could have deciphered the exact time. He looked at a second clock, the one on his bedside table. It was in fact eight pm. His parents weren't in the house. Both he and his sister had heard them go out after the discussion and they hadn't come back yet. Valeria was uncommunicative, in fact she'd shut herself in the bathroom some minutes before. So he thought he'd go out, go downstairs out into the road, maybe breath in some of that evening air that held intact the perfume of the countryside, and the smell of the trees and the wood.


  He walked down the first steps, leaving the door ajar behind him; nobody would realize he had gone and anyway who knows when his parents would be back.


  In reality Giuseppe didn't know where he was going, he didn't have a specific destination. Sometimes he was in awe of the silence that in the evenings, even before it was late, enveloped that small town. Perhaps it wasn't even small considering the immense stretch of fields that surrounded it. In fact there were no real boundaries to the town, or at least not as far as Giuseppe was concerned. He was familiar with every corner, every house and every road. In fact, perhaps it was the houses around him that defined the true boundary and certainly not the countryside that Giuseppe had always considered infinite. However, that small center was getting bigger by the day, due to the speculative desires of certain building contractors rather than a genuine need for more houses. Giuseppe thought that maybe there wasn't any need for new houses, and certainly not as ugly as the ones they were finishing not far from where he lived. They called them council houses, Giuseppe couldn't remember what they called the new neighbourhood and perhaps he wasn't really interested.


  That evening, however, immersed in the almost total stillness and a silence that could be frightening, he decided to walk down the lane that separated the badly lit main street from that new neighbourhood under construction.


  There were no people about, nobody to prove to him he was not alone in that place. He felt suddenly wary, as though a shiver had been sent down his spine, and yet he decided to continue... as if drawn. That vague fear failed to stop him, quite the opposite; it stimulated him to carry on along the road that was by now only partially asphalted. However, round the corner his fear grew, and home seemed further and further away. Giuseppe's initial courage, or rather his foolhardiness combined with fear, now made way for the urge to get back. “I'll come back” he told himself, “when it's daytime.”


  Having decided to go home, the minute he stopped thinking a group of youngsters appeared in front of him. Terrified, Giuseppe asked himself where they had come from. It was as though they had suddenly materialized from nowhere. He tried not to be too frightened and to move away without running.


  He took a few steps back, but it was too late.


  “Where are you going!” said one of the boys.


  “You running away?!” threatened another.


  Giuseppe ignored the provocation and kept walking quickly without turning round. He heard their footsteps getting closer, and closer. He tried to run but tripped heavily on the dirt where the road was no longer asphalted. A hand grabbed him from behind and immediately after he felt himself being kicked.


  “What do you want from me?” Giuseppe screamed, terrified.


  “What do you want? If you come into our neighbourhood, then you ask permission! Got it?” said the boy who appeared to be head of the gang.


  In reality they were a gang of young hooligans about the same age as Giuseppe. The leader could have been no more than thirteen years old.


  Giuseppe was paralyzed with fear. He tried to react, but one of them held him from behind, making it impossible for him to escape. Giuseppe feared the worst. Frightened, he kept repeating: “What do want from me?”


  Suddenly a voice came from behind them: “Leave him alone!”


  “And what do you want?” demanded the bullying gang leader, and at the same time the boy holding Giuseppe let him go, allowing him to breathe a sigh of relief.


  All the boys turned towards the new arrival who had dared to challenge them. Their leader walked arrogantly towards him but was offered no chance to realize what happened next. An enormous blow landed straight on his face and sent him sprawling to the ground. A second boy also tried challenging him, but he too was hit and sent to the ground with a kick straight to the stomach.


  The two who were left from the group were so terrified when they saw their friends, including their leader, still flat out on the ground, that they ran away as fast as their legs would carry them.


  Giuseppe had watched the entire scene and thankfully eyed his liberator who was walking towards him.


  “Is everything all right?” he was asked. “Are you OK? Did they hurt you?”


  “No, I'm OK! Thanks. Thanks a lot!” replied Giuseppe, still half terrified and bewildered.


  “Come on, let's go!” went on the boy. “Let's get away from here before they get up.”


  They went back along the lane in the semi darkness and walked quickly until they'd almost reached Giuseppe's house where the road was better illuminated again.


  “Listen, thank you! Thank you again for what you did for me!” said Giuseppe. “What's your name?”


  “I'm Claudio. And who are you?”


  “I'm Giuseppe. If it wasn't for you turning up at the right moment...!”


  “They're a band of thugs, I know them. It's easy in that neighbourhood to come up against kids like them.” Claudio explained. “I live there. I live in that foul place too!” he went on. “You're lucky though. How old are you? Ten... eleven...?”


  “Ten.” replied Giuseppe as he studied Claudio's face and tried in turn to guess how old he was.


  “I'm two years older than you.” said Claudio, in response to Giuseppe's questioning look. Then he went on: “What were you doing in that dark place at this time of night?”


  “Nothing! I couldn't get to sleep and then I was wondering what it was like to go for a walk at night time.”


  As the boys stood face to face talking to each other, a car came slowly down the road and Claudio indicated to Giuseppe to move out of the way. The yellowish light from the two street lamps wasn't very strong as they stood several meters apart, yet they were able to see the full moon above the roofs of two buildings that stood so close together they practically touched. Here and there a window was illuminated, which gave a greater sense of protection and safety. Yet Giuseppe was worried those louts might come back and he was surprised to see how calm his new friend had been been when he had sent the band of thugs running. Giuseppe was safe and he had to thank that boy who had appeared from nowhere, and who was now talking to him in the middle of the street.


  As though to interrupt those fleeting thoughts, Claudio picked up the conversation again, bringing him back to reality: “Do your parents know you're out?”


  “No, they don't. In fact, they weren't at home when I left. I don't know about now. Perhaps I should hurry up and get back. I live over there.” he told Claudio, pointing to the road that was just visible behind a nearby building.


  “OK, I'll come with you!”


  “Will I see you again?” asked Giuseppe.


  “Of course!” Claudio assured him. “Even if, from what I can see, you're richer than I am. But we'll see each other!”


  “Thanks, Claudio! Let's meet up tomorrow, here by the fountain, five o'clock! What do you say?”


  “We'll see! We'll see! You get back home now and above all get yourself a good night's sleep.” said Claudio.


  Giuseppe had already realised his parents weren't home yet because the car was missing. As he turned the key in the lock he looked back towards Claudio to say goodbye again but he had already gone. Giuseppe went up the stairs, thinking about his new friend who had saved him and how, despite there being only two year's difference between them, he was much taller and bigger than he was.


  Once indoors, he was surprised to notice a slight light in the house. It was minimal in the entrance hall, but he could distinguish objects outlined in the small lounge. He noticed more light filtering through his sister's glass door near the hall. He would have liked to have turned the switch on but hesitated for a second, trying to find his way towards Valeria's room as best he could. He turned her door handle, unsure whether to tell her about what had happened that evening. Then he decided he wouldn't say anything immediately but would simply say hello to his sister pretending nothing had happened.


  He opened the door slowly and looked across to her bed. The television was on with the volume turned down and when Giuseppe moved towards Valeria he realised she was sleeping. He did his best not to make any noise and wake her. In fact he thought it best to turn off the television and leave the room. He tried not to knock into anything as he made for the the door in the dark. He turned on the light in the corridor and went towards his room, getting undressed as he did so. The evening had been far too intense. He would have seen his sister and his parents the next day.
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