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The Loretta

and to all women

who are not afraid to love

Love, love madly, love as much as you can

and if they tell you it's a sin,

love your sin and you will be innocent.

William Shaskespeare

(Romeo and Juliet)

I opened my wings to a sigh, and infinity

Love in the book, where everything is written,

my sin erased with his finger.

Vincenzo Monti

(In Death of Hugh Bassville)
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In black and white.

Thus, until Combat Films, we had seen fascism, war, the struggle for liberation.

But the grandparents and our parents had already told us in color.

My mum and my aunts counting the beans and burning them: "more to me because I'm older, more to me because I have to grow".

Germans whizzing by in sidecars, pronounced strictlysidehar,and that American who, oh God, didn't eat chicken skin.

Antonella Zucchini tells us about our memory in colour. 

The three temporal scansions of the story - the last years of the war with the Nazi occupation in Sesto Fiorentino, the growth and formation of Carlo in the post-war period, Don Carlo today - make us a collective and individual longitude where mixed feelings swirl but, albeit sometimes underneath the track, hope prevails. Even in the darkest moments.

In a kaleidoscope of characters made even more alive by the vernacular inflection, Antonella tells us a (true?) beautiful and terrible story.

From Uccellaia, a woman of corners and hidden honey, to Don Luigi, a true shepherd of souls; from Alvaro Righi, how not to love him, to the withered twins Lida and Leda; from Spartacus, alive among the dead, to Heinrich and Don Carlo - yes, the narrator - who must go to hell (metaphorically) to then rise again and forgive.

But above all stands Loretta, a tragic heroine who at times reminds – only to me, of course – Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë.

The fabric of the story woven by Antonella is the real one of Sesto Fiorentino, its countryside witnesses of the raids by the Germans and, worse, by the fascists, the Doccia factory, via di Palastreto.

Sesto Fiorentino who paid one of the dearest prices for the liberation struggle. And in the background a Florence where the echoes of the civil war come from.

“Everything else comes by itself” one reads and re-reads, always finding new dimensions.

As and more than in "Fiore di capero", here past, present and future merge, in the red thread of hope.

For those who, like the writer, work every day to bring together men and women of Europe - perhaps even those told by Antonella - this hope is a small seed that "one there is a way, one I want to die".

Marco Buti

Director General Economic and Financial Affairs,

European Commission

PROLOGUE

––––––––
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Don Carlo

My shoes squeak on the gravel of the driveway as I walk, being careful not to get the toes muddy.

I polished them with the usual care, vigorously rubbing a veil of black paint until they were shiny.

I didn't take an umbrella. I am precise, sometimes maniacal, but I never take an umbrella.

I wonder why.

I walk close to the majestic cedars of Lebanon and the dark secular cypresses in order to get wet as little as possible.

A drizzle touches the ground and then immediately rises again in the form of water vapour, a light mist, an exhalation. Monte Morello can just be glimpsed, squeezed as it is in the grip of heavy dark clouds.

I quickly head towards the guardhouse while the man inside, disturbed by my footsteps, lifts his head from the newspaper, glances at me over his glasses then furtively wipes the crumbs from his mouth with the sleeve of his jacket. He recognizes me and nods, then comes out diligent and obliging, almost running and opens the umbrella.

«Good morning» he says offering me a soft hand smelling of bread and mortadella. "Come, I'll accompany you with my umbrella, otherwise you'll soak it all up."

I brake my pace impatiently trying to adjust to his slightly limping and too slow gait for my craving.

"This way," he says, leading me along the avenue while thunder rumbles in the distance and seems to roll down the mountain.

Few people in the Major Cemetery of Sesto Fiorentino, on this mid-November morning.

Two women arm in arm under a parasol that is tattered by the wind, an elderly man who quickens his pace to quickly reach the gate, a man who casts restless glances at the black clouds as he hurries to change the water in a vase of flowers.

The guardian and me.

In front of us the ocher yellow chapel stands out, the only note of color in the gray of the ancient tombs veined with stonecrop green. Defended by slender cypresses, it stands with its cross, symbol of Christ's sacrifice and victory over death.

“What a seasoner, huh? We get nothing but pains!» mutters the guardian who trots beside me, just to strike up a conversation.

And since I only encourage him with a constipated smile, he prefers to gloss over it. "Careful, there's some puddle, you can get in there with your feet. Come this way.”

I follow him docile and silent. It's not like me but I'm excited, too eager to reconstruct the truth.

Yep, the truth.

You will know the truth and the truth will set you free,says the Lord, Gospel of John, chapter eight.

Free, finally released from prejudice, released from suspicion, perhaps freed from this painful grip that grips my heart and stomach.

We turn right in front of the plaque of the Collegino massacre. I know that story. The thread of the tangled skein that I'm trying to untangle also passes through there. I stop for a moment in front of the memorial stone commemorating the cleric Teofilo Tezze and I read all the names of the twenty-three children who died while holding hands.

Teofilo Tezze

of the children of Don Orione

aged twenty-one

I use to follow them as an angel

was killed with them

It rains on my hair, on the clergyman, on my carefully polished and now hopelessly muddy shoes.

holding hands

Mary's crown

and the smallest,

now he drives them

for the eternal hills

The guardian realizes he is no longer beside me and goes back. «Father, why is he doing it? So it gets all wet» then he covers me with his umbrella.

My throat still hasn't let out a single sound, a single syllable.

The man, with his wobbly legs, has now quickened his pace. I must seem rather strange to him and maybe he can't wait to leave me in front of the destination. We turn again and head towards the new wing, built in the seventies. The graves made shiny by the rain are overflowing with flowers, iridescent testimony to the recent All Souls' Day.

At eleven that day I was celebrating the commemoration in the Cathedral, I know it well.

Then that phone call, the mad rush to my mother's bedside at the Careggi hospital and that unforgettable night that brought me here step by step.

“Of course, if you had to look at the graves one by one to find the person looking for it, it would take a thousand years. This cemetery is so big to him! But did you see? The employees have done quickly with the computers» he says chuckling, and then «ah, modernity what a great thing, do you think? Here, the ovens are here» he adds, closing and dripping well the umbrella in front of the staircase.

“Thank you,” I murmur as my heart starts pounding so hard I can feel it pounding in my temples.

He precedes me limping up the steps and I follow him, entering narrow corridors dotted with tombstones, flowers, marbles, candles. I read the epitaphs in passing as I try to keep up.

I leave a world of pain for a Kingdom of peace

it's still

In order for her image to survive in the memory of those who held her dear

"We're almost there, father," gasps the guardian. "Be careful because there is little light."

No one dies on earth as long as he lives in the hearts of those who remain

The guardian looks around doubtfully. «Wait for him, maybe it's in the corridor next to him. Yes, he was wrong. Come.”

As we approach the more modern part, the tombstone inscriptions become more succinct, synthetic, almost hasty.

Your loved ones in everlasting memory

With us forever

Some, more recent ones, show only name and surname.

Born and died.

Point.

Born February 27, 1921 in Quinto and died April 13, 1991 in Florence. 

This is what I find written in silver letters on Alvaro Righi's tombstone and I immediately recognize in that photo with soft edges the handsome man I have seen many times enter my house with his folder full of documents.

Three yellow silk roses and a fresh orchid placed on the marble. So there was someone who still remembered him.

I look at the portrait and imagine female fingers, which I know very well, flowing slender and light over those kind eyes, over the straight nose up to the soft mouth with full lips.

“It's me” the voice of my mind whispers to him, “remember? I am that child who understood too much for his age, and whom you glanced at before the glass door of the living room closed relentlessly on his innocent curiosity. And I'm still that little boy who years later entered your dairy, on a summer day, and with a trembling voice asked you for a pistachio ice cream. I'm Carl. Indeed, now Don Carlo.”

«What must there be a lot, father? What do I expect?"

I turn around annoyed and dismiss it with an icy gaze.

"Thanks, you can go."

"But how does she get back to the gate afterwards? Look at how it started to rain!"

"I told her she can go."

The guardian makes a face as if to say "bah, she's happy" and trots away. He received the large reward in advance and is now eager to return to his newspaper and his mortadella sandwich.

I am sorry.

A priest should never be rude but right now I'm a man lost in front of a truth bigger than me.

Twenty minutes later, when I re-emerge into the light of day, the rain has stopped and a cold wind has picked up from Colonnata.

I shiver and pull up the clergyman's collar.

The fog that suddenly fell from Monte Morello envelops the cemetery with its blue blanket.

I am forwarding it as I am entering the fog of my life.
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1.  ONE
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Ernesto Boscherini was widowed early.

His bride, the slender and pale Argia, had taken away tuberculosis when she was just over twenty years old.

She had always been delicate, like the camellias she grew in the courtyard of her house, but having given birth to a baby girl had weakened her even more.

Little Loretta had slipped from her womb directly into the bony hands of the midwife on a cold March morning and, as the north wind descended from Monte Morello, brushing trees, chimneys, clothes tended to dry and everything it found from Quinto to Colonnata, from Querceto to Settimello, then passing through Sesto and Castello, she – Argia – had begun to cough heavily.

In the following months, from that dry cough that didn't let her sleep either night or day, she had passed to spitting mouthfuls of blood into the handkerchiefs of the trousseau, patiently embroidered in a trifle, and then to wheezing.

End of the race to the Quinto cemetery on a cheeky and sultry morning at the end of June.

"Three months, only three months, I survived after giving birth!" Ernesto despaired as the men who worked with him at the Ginori factory filed silently, hats in hand, from the funeral home to the kitchen, patting him lightly on the back and rubbing his watery eyes with nosepieces.

Parisio was the first to run and hold him in his powerful arms, forgetting the recent conflicts and no longer bearing a grudge for that void at the top right of his teeth.

"Thank you, you're a friend." Ernesto wept on his shoulder "and I knocked out your tooth too!"

Parisio squeezed him even more making his ribs crack. “One does nothing. It will mean that I will always remember you! And now, Boscherini, take heart!"

Courage, yes it is a speech!

It had been some time since he had put one on and «When things start not going the right way, it's a mess, I tell you!» Corallina explained to the neighbors gathered in a knot near the bed of the deceased.

And she could say it with full knowledge of the facts, living on the floor above, she had known Ernesto and poor Argia since they were born and she knew all their affairs in detail.

«Her parents didn't want her to make love to Ernesto but he, oh! Either that or none! He continued to show up every evening that God placed on the ground under his windows. Summer or winter, rain, snow or wind.”

"But listen!" one was surprised.

"That was love to him!" sighed another.

La Corallina, at the center of attention and feeling much superior to the others because she had married someone from Lucca, rattled off her rosary interspersing her prayers with details, comments and exclamations and peppered the love story as if it were a novel.

«One evening when it was only snowing, her father looked out the window and saw him standing and frozen against the wall. "Mind," he told his wife, "he's here again tonight." "Torquato", his wife pleaded with him. “Dad,” the daughter begged. In short, as a rule he must have looked poor Argia in the eye and must have said to her “Either he is a lunatic or he really loves you. And since I want to have a dead man on my conscience, open the door and let him in. Let's hear what he has to say."

«Oooohhh» the neighbors said in unison, all enraptured, looking at the wax face of the deceased, tormented by the disease but finally now calm and serene.

"O you, who were there to find out what they said?" one doubted.

"No, but I imagine so," Corallina cut her short, piqued.

A cry passed the curtain drawn in the kitchen where they kept the crib.

"Oh God, the baby's crying!" and immediately got up, leaving the wives absorbed in doubtful thoughts.

"And now what will Ernesto do with the little girl?" ventured one.

«Poero angiolo, she has just been born and her fate has already been sealed!» ruled the second.

"Without mom, we need to know what life she's going to have!" judged the third.

Bertilla, who was the oldest and who in terms of wisdom gave points to several, kept quiet.

"Ichché vu you want to know, chatterbox!" he hissed, showering them with annoying sprays. “There is a chance this creature has a better life than yours. What is the need to make these speeches right now? Poera Argia still the unn' is icy and vu you're right there spitting judgments and owling. Shame on you, cobbler!"

Silence descended on the mortuary but only for a short while. Corallina reappeared with a small white bundle in her arms, Loretta screaming like crazy.

"You're hungry pretty, huh?" he said rubbing his crooked nose against the little girl's perfect little one "Now, now, when Natala comes to give you the milk!" and then to the women "thank goodness they found him a nurse otherwise, vu m'avevi a dire voi!"

Natala arrived with her beautiful boobs full of milk at the exact same moment in which the priest entered and, while the unfortunate mother was escorted in a mournful and silent procession towards the last journey, the daughter popped long gulps of milk, happily waving her little hands, all projected towards her new life.

"Come on, take courage, Boscherini," Ginori's men said to him, shaking his hand. «These are bad times but you'll see, the un can always be so black, by God!»

And they handed him a jar with the few coins they had collected. It was little, it is true, but better than nothing.

Vinicio Racanelli had also come but without entering the church, arousing an embarrassed buzz among those present with his black shirt, immediately silenced by his sharp gaze.

"If you need me, you know where to find me," she murmured in his ear.

Ernesto looked at him through tears, no longer recognizing him as the companion with whom he had shared his workplace in the factory, the side-by-side strike demonstrations and the multiple drinks to forget disappointments and misfortunes.

"Oh yes, misfortunes never come alone."

In 1922, just two years earlier, there had been the failure of the potters' strike which had seen the workers of the Doccia factory, now renamed Richard Ginori, at the forefront.

Yes because, about twenty-five years earlier, the wealthy Ginori family had sold most of the shares of the company of the same name to the Richard Company while retaining respectable agricultural and real estate properties scattered throughout the area. In any case, whether his name was Ginori or Richard or both, it's not that the workers were doing very well, to be honest. The latter, in fact, claimed more adequate wages and better working conditions for which, for the first time, both men and women had attached their tunics to the nail and crossed their arms.

In truth, Ernesto's pockets were turning a lot because the month would have come in handy now that he was finally about to bring his Argia to the altar. But honest and loyal as he was, he hadn't felt like betraying his companions and every morning he was the first to arrive at the factory gates where his friend Vinicio, the most passionate and combative of all, harangued his companions .

«Work is sacred to him, work is his bread! Be patient, the money you lose today will have to be returned to us tomorrow and with interest!»

"Yesssss!" they all shouted.

Argia's father was now thundering, annoyed, «I told you so! He is a good-for-nothing, one who wastes time demonstrating in front of the gates. Or who has ever heard that we must go on strike?”

Argia tried to calm him down, then she too ran to the little square to hear the latest news from Ernesto.

She would arrive panting, her throat dry and her spleen aching from the effort, but she immediately threw herself into his arms and felt better.

"At that time?" she asked as Ernesto planted a kiss on her hair.

«Nothing, not even a word from the factory. But you'll see the matter will change it, they'll have to say something, by God! And now come with me, let's go and hear what Vinicius says.'

He took her by the hand and dragged her into the midst of that angry and disappointed crowd, pushing and shoving his way through.

The crossed arms had resisted for a week, then for a fortnight, then for a month, amidst the despair of the women and men who no longer knew how to feed the many mouths waiting for them at home. And in the meantime, while all the trade union organizations were busy, more or less in dealing with the strike, in the premises of the ex Combatants section, the Fascio di Combattimento di Sesto was quietly forming itself.

After sixty days, finally a nod.

The company, with a nice letter, had kindly invited the workers to immediately return to their jobs under penalty, always kindly, of immediate dismissal.

"Poerini, what now?"

"Which is done?"

Faced with this ultimatum, the potters' union had no choice but to invite the workers to accept all the conditions of the Management and to stop the agitation.

«Well done! Well done to the union!"

«Guys, I have three little children, if I lose my job I know how to say cat!»

“Or me? I'm well and truly in arrears with the rent. I have the master of the house at my door every evening, may God strike him!"

"Vinicius, what do you say you are doing?"

The young man sadly shook his head and, together with the others, that evening he had drowned his disappointment in a solemn drunkenness.

It had been Ernesto's turn to bring him back home to his widowed mother in an armful while his friend wept like a cut vine and repeated: "It's all over, it's all over!"

"I don't know what this son has in his body," the old woman despaired as they undressed him. “He's always in the middle of confusion. Think instead of finding a good girl like you made yourself, rather!»

They had put him to bed then Ernesto, on his way home, had stopped by the vinaino again and completed his hangover by himself.

After the beauty of seventy days of strike, the workers of Sesto had to put their work clothes back on, shut up and go away, as if nothing had happened and with two months less pay. Meanwhile, the small group of the Fascio di Sesto was gloating in the shadows and was waiting for nothing else.

Some of these aficionados, Ginori employees, seeing the moment of favorable disbandment, had immediately started the propaganda activity with the applause and support of the Florentine squadristi.

In those days Ernesto had been busy restoring the little quarters – three rooms and the latrine in the courtyard consisting of a squat hole and a bucket of water – in via di Palastreto in Quinto Alto, to bring us his beautiful Argia and he hadn't lent close attention to what his companions whispered about Vinicius.

Parisio, a big red-haired young man with two arms swollen with muscles, had stopped him at the end of the shift as he was walking home with the bowl under his arm.

«Vinicio has passed him on the other side of the barricade» he had whispered alongside him.

"Sie, I believe it."

"He says he's going to tear down the headquarters of the anti-fascist parties."

"Impossible."

"And to beat those who frequent the houses of the people!"

The punch, which started spontaneously, had instantly knocked out a tooth of his friend who now, standing up, looked at him in amazement.

"O imbecile!" she had shouted at him spitting blood and holding her cheek offended. “What verses are these?” and he had thrown himself on him, strong on his muscles, beating him heartily.

He had left him in pain and stunned in via di Castello, but Parisio's last words had hurt Ernesto more than the beating.

“Vinicio has joined the fascists. You were the only one who hadn't figured it out yet, imbecile!" then he walked away spitting blood and swearing.

Two days later he and Argia were in front of the priest.

She in a simple raw silk dress, he with a black eye and a broken nose.

«I told you that unn was suitable for her» the father had hissed to his wife while she, sighing, placed a hand on his arm to calm him down.

"Be good, Torquato."

"If he makes her suffer, I'll black out that other eye!"

But he, Argia, had always made her feel good.

He had put his head in order, every morning he went to the factory and every month he brought the envelope.

Of course, they had to do a miccino because they lived only on his salary. Argia was too delicate and had even had to give up sewing because her eyes always hurt. In the courtyard he cultivated camellias, kept the house tidy and in the evening, when he returned, he welcomed him with the bright smile he had fallen in love with.

That was enough for him.

What bothered him instead was having had to agree with Parisio.

He crossed paths with Vinicio in the factory but they no longer worked side by side. The friend had passed as an employee and was aiming for the right to become a member of the Fascist Directorate. He had become elusive towards her and, when their gazes met, Ernesto read something of embarrassment and shame in it. Only for a moment though, because then Vinicius returned as combative and brazen as he had always been.

Too bad, however, that he was now on the other side.

Ernesto, after having suffered a bit, had now taken another path. That of an honest worker, a good husband and, a few months ago, that of a good family man.

Yes, little Loretta!

How would he deal with the little girl alone?

That evening, without his bride, the bed seemed to him a parade ground. There was no longer either that warm body of hers or those cold marbled feet that she rested on his belly laughing to make him jump. Even the absence of those hiccups of coughing that had ruined his sleep several times in the last few weeks seemed unbearable.

And that night he cried, cried like a child.
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2.  DUE
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Carlo

No sooner have I scattered the lego bricks on the kitchen table than the entrance bell rings announcing a visit.

Mom, with a slightly strange voice, passes by me.

«Carlo, clean up, there are people!»

Then, as she takes off her apron, she knocks softly on the bathroom door and whispers, «Nedo, it's arrived. Hurry up!"

A gush from the toilet and dad looks out.

"Don't worry," he says, but he sounds nervous.

A final smoothing of the hair in front of the hall mirror, a smoothing of the mustache and he goes to open the door.

I don't pay much attention to the visitor whose low and deep voice reaches me from the passageway, all intent as I am on assembling a colorful airplane.

One eye on the instructions, another on the bricks, I'm struggling to put this complicated model together. To tell the truth, I'm not very good at these manual activities, as my father calls them.

When the weather is bad and I can't go out with my friends from Castello, I prefer an adventure book, now they gave me a presentWithout family by a French writer, I'm reading it and I like it.

Sometimes I happen to identify with Remi, the protagonist, a child who has been adopted and travels far and wide across France to find his real mother. So I put down the book and run to press my nose against the window.

A kind of restlessness creeps up inside me, the subtle fear of living with strangers when maybe my real family is who knows where, somewhere out there in the world. But then I just need to look at my mother's face to rediscover my features, verbatim: the large dark eyes, the well-drawn eyebrows, the pouting mouth always ready to relax into a smile.

When I can't go out, I also like to carry on with my school homework - the teacher says I'm good - and even more to guess the answers to the questions Febo Conti asks in 'Chissà chi lo sa?', my favorite show.

Dad doesn't believe it but I guess almost all of them.

Mother sometimes starts mending on a chair next to me. I pretend not to notice but I look at her sideways and I see that she looks at me proud even if she remains silent.

I miss a brother, yes.

Someone to play Indians with, to roll up paper pipes to put in blowguns to blow hard on the heads of passers-by through the open window and then run and hide. Someone to fight with to share a toy soldier or to laugh with at any silly thing until his stomach hurts.

No, I wouldn't want a sister. The cousins ​​from Florence are already enough for me who, when they come to see me, decorated with bows and petulant, enter my room and are the masters.

Instead I'm an only child and, to spend time at home, I have to fend for myself. Like now that this blessed little piece of lego made crosswise, damn him, I don't know where to mount it.

While dad is ushering the guest into the living room, mom has come into the kitchen and sweeps away all the bricks in one fell swoop, making them fall into their jar.

"Nope, Mom!" I protest, "I was only one piece away from completing the wing!"

She is nervous and runs a finger over her upper lip, which is lightly beaded with drops of sweat.

"You can continue playing in your room."

"But it's cold in the room! I want to play here» and I indicate the small and comfortable kitchen, saturated with the vapors of the dishes she has just cooked for tonight.

«If it's cold, put on another sweater» and then, sweetly resolute as she always is, «come on, don't insist, Carlo. Take the buildings and go there.”

I look undecided at the lego jar he put in my hand and I don't move.

“Loretta, why would you like to come over here?” dad calls her.

«Here I am» he replies meekly, then he strokes my hair and disappears behind the glass door.

From the shaped frosting I can glimpse the outlines of the three who move as if in slow motion around the oval mahogany table, always shiny and smelling of beeswax.

The stranger takes some documents out of the folder and my parents examine them in whispers. Now that's getting interesting on this dull winter afternoon.

I drop the lego and tiptoe to the door, my ear pressed against the glass. I can't hear a fife anything, though. Why are they talking so softly?

Then I glue my eyes to the glass.

The frosting sends me back distorted images but I can still observe the visitor, tall and massive enclosed in a well-cut light gray suit, his high forehead furrowed slightly as he examines the papers, his virile jaw slightly contracted.

His figure dominates and somewhat diminishes that of his father, his homely checked flannel shirt, the flared waistcoat that for some time now seems to be pulling a little on his stomach. A doubt crosses me, suddenly. What if that's my real dad I'm about to find again, just like Remi does?

I stare at the glass. The mother is seated composed, one hand resting on the table, the other holding her cheek with those tapered fingers of hers.

The stranger asks her questions and she answers in monosyllables, occasionally looking at her father as if to seek confirmation, afraid of making a mistake.

My head drops slowly towards the handle and I glue my right eye to the keyhole. The man in gray leafs through the documents, followed by the watchful gaze of his father.

Suddenly my mother opens the door suddenly, standing in front of me and looking at me severely.

"Carlo, I told you to go to your room!"

"But what are you doing in there?" I ask tilting my head and reaching out to peer past her figure.

"Grown-up stuff, you shouldn't care."

Suddenly I feel like a electrocution.

I wave her down and blow into her ear. "But is he someone who sells encyclopedias?"

She barely hints at a smile. «Yes good, indeed. The is a guy who sells encyclopedias.”

From there the impatient voice of the father thunders: «Carlo, then?» and then immediately, to the stranger, "whatever he wants to do, he's a child."

The mother closes the door as she spells out under her breath. "Now line, go!"

Who knows how the history of encyclopedias came to my mind. Maybe because after the volumes ofKnow and ofWonderful life that dominate the library, I want to read more, inexplicably eager to know more and more about all things. Who knows, maybe it will be the gift for the upcoming Christmas holidays. Maybe.

Satisfied with the explanation that I have given myself, I go straight to my room. I shiver and pull on another sweater over the one I already have, forgetting the lego. On the bedside table, the much more interesting adventures of Remi and his trained dogs await me.

I open the book and forget the stranger, ignoring that not only does he not sell encyclopedias but he is doubly tied to my family.
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3.  THREE
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Don Carlo

I pray kneeling in the silence of the chapel.

As the French Jesuit and historian De Certenau wrote,the man in prayer is a tree of gestures,connection between heaven and earth. In the New Testament the wordinginocchiarsi/proskyneinit appears fifty-nine times of which twenty-four only in the Apocalypse.

I move my sore knees that rest on the hard travertine a little.

The knees were a strength for the Jews and their very bending is the bending of our strength before God. I, so proud, arrogant and sometimes know-it-all, learned to kneel in the Seminary.

“Lord, don't let this search distract me from you,” I whisper as my cell phone vibrates in my clergyman's pocket.

Only a few months ago I certainly wouldn't have forgotten it on me, but these days I'm distracted from my duties, from my daily encounter with God, from seminary lessons to my boys. I also left the article for unfinished on the deskPastoral life and yet another, this time of a philosophical nature, which I was asked for for the magazineCivilization catholic. I haven't even started that yet.

I have been a scholar since I was a child, always looking for the why of everything. Without me knowing it, this too was part of my journey.

But ever since that night spent in the hospital, by my mother's bedside, my head is so full of confusion and bewilderment that it's hard for me to concentrate.

I get up and look at my cell phone where a message from Father Saverio is flashing. Yesterday, on my return from the Sesto Fiorentino cemetery, I called him.

“I need you,” I told him as my voice cracked.

His calm and deep voice reached me far away and, at times, interrupted.

«I'm travelling, I'm returning from Rome. As soon as I'm in Santa Maria Novella, I'll send you a message."

Here it is, the message, just two words.

When you want.

A smile escapes me as I kneel again. Father Saverio had already said those words to me a long time ago. I was a boy then.

I lived in Castello and rarely went to the parish of San Michele, my parish, because I regularly found more interesting things to do. I always tried to get out of the way of the elderly Don Silvio who, as soon as he saw me, would attack the usual gloomy lectures on the removal of young people from the Church, concluding each time with the same words. «I see you so little, even you! But come and see me sometime, Carlo! What do you always go around here and there? Come to the parish a little too!»

I nodded politely then greeted him, lying shamelessly. "So I'm coming during the week, huh?"

"Good good."

But I was already running away to join my friends, and rolling my eyes I thought: "Oh, but does he always have to catch me?"

In those years I thought about having fun, going dancing in the first Florentine cellars, obtained from damp cellars and equipped with turntables, soft lights and sofas, where liqueurs secretly stolen from the family salons went around: Amaretto di Saronno and Grand Marnier for the girls, Amaro Averna and Biancosarti for males.

I liked going to concerts and then walking back from Florence to Castello late in the evening, talking about politics and finally feeling like an adult.

And I loved going for a run to 'build up', wearing tracksuits and designer trainers to impress the girls.

To tell the truth, I had sometimes gone to Don Silvio's. For example, on hot, sunny summer afternoons when out and aboutthere is not even a cat, as my father used to say, because everyone is away, some to the sea, some to the mountains, while I stayedonly as a fool in Castello.I was saying this instead.

Between staying in the silent shadow of the house in Gondo, boredly observing the schizophrenic flight of a bluebottle and popping in to see who's up at San Michele, I had no doubts. But, along the road that leads to the church, I was already repentant as, with my hands thrust into the pockets of my shorts, I listlessly kicked all the stones I found.

Arriving at the parish, the boredom I felt was even thicker and stickier than the mint syrup offered by Don Silvio, so much so that I chewed between my teeth «this is the last time, I swear», aware that it was now too late to go back.

And so another month passed before the good parish priest caught me around again and approached me with the usual words. “I see you so little in church. Or why a you come?”

"Maremma, what balls!" I thought.

But that fall, a strange thing happened.

True, I didn't go to San Michele a Castello, but when I got off the bus in Florence I sometimes stopped in the beautiful church of Santa Maria Novella, in front of the station. It was unusual for me but I felt, in every fiber of my being, a need for silence, for peace, for serenity like it had never happened to me before.

I didn't go to pray, no.

I went there to spend ten minutes, sitting on a bench, simply contemplating, with upturned nose, the very high Gothic vaults of the central nave which recalled the transcendent and the absolute. I remember thinking just like that,the transcendent and the absolute without knowing the meaning at all.

Wherever I turned I was surrounded by sublime beauty: Masaccio's Trinity, of which Vasari saidthat wall seems to be piercedseeing for the first time the use of perspective, the Crucifix by Giambologna or the beautiful choir frescoed by Ghirlandaio.

I was in the centre, a stone's throw from the station with that endless coming and going of tourists, suitcases, commuters, taxis, buses, trains, ambulances, car horns, yet I felt sheltered as if inside a bubble of silence and peace.

Sometimes I slipped into the chapel where I am kneeling right now, the Cappella della Pura, forbidden to tourists because it was reserved for the faithful.

I mixed with the people who silently prayed – without praying, me – just to listen to the sound of the organ, to incorporate the mystical scent of incense, basking in that pure, good, positive energy.

Once out of there I was once again the boy I always had who set off with my backpack on my shoulder and my hands buried in the pockets of my loden, just in time to catch the last half past one ride for Castello.

A cough behind me forces me to turn around.

An elderly woman rummages in her purse to light a candle. The coins fall from her hand scattering on the terracotta bricks.

I get up and help her pick them up, our faces close together.

His suddenly lights up but the smile is not directed at me.

When I get up, with the coins in my hand, I see the bony figure of Father Saverio silhouetted at the external entrance on via degli Avelli.
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4.  FOUR
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Corallina kept telling him so.

«Beppe, I can no longer see that sad man alone with that little girl. You have to find some for him in every way.”

Beppe Tirinnanzi twisted the toothpick between his teeth and half closed his eyes, sated after a tasty bowl of Florentine tripe.

"O Corallina, or what are you starting over?" he snorted, bored. "He'll find it himself, anyway."

Pushing aside the curtain of the window to get a better look at the street, she retorted stubbornly: «Sie, indo' l'ha i' tempo? At Ginori he also works double shifts and when he comes back he's so tired that that little daughter doesn't even look at her.»

She cleared the glass from under his nose, ignoring his annoyed gaze, and went back to the window.

«The other evening Natala told me that he had even forgotten to go and get the little girl back. That poor woman still had to put dinner on the fire and Loretta was always there and screamed at her like a possessed woman. As a rule, he has to put his teeth in it.'

He leaned even further to see.

"Here it is, look! He's got the little girl in his neck, thank goodness! She too, poor star, would need someone to be her mother."

Beppe belched with satisfaction and she looked at him disgusted.

"He must have also been from Lucca, he also had the charm of a foreigner but he was very crude and rude to him", thought Corallina.

"Or let it be, why are you prying yourself?" he mumbled crossing his hands on his stomach and closing his eyes, surrendering to a delicious post-prandial torpor.

«I've known Ernesto since he was a child and I'm sorry about it, of course» then, seeing that her husband was starting to snore gently, «Beppeeee! What do you mean, yes or no? I talk to you."

The man jumped and muttered a curse under his breath.

Corallina was wringing her hands, nervous and frowning.

"I even thought about one of the Pascali sisters."

"Who, Lida or Leda?" he mumbled closing his eyes again.

"Either one, she's her mate," and shook his head.

The Pascali sisters were twins left without parents, tantrums by now in their thirties and with a small house of their own that was coveted by many, with a garden in front and a vegetable garden in the back.

They looked after the garden themselves, planting roses and begonias, while for the vegetable garden they made use of the muscles of Ranuccio, a young man from Peretola who found it easy to pick up a spade and till the ground every early spring for a few pennies. .

A few years earlier, while Lida was unaware of picking new potatoes in the garden, he had grabbed Leda in the tool room and had expressed his desire by rubbing her against his trousers. This one had flushed like a poppy in July but she had let it be.

Only her sister's impatient voice calling her to duty had made her leave the closet, panting and disheveled, in any case safe from Ranuccio's designs.

That evening the young man, his jacket over his shoulders, was seen whistling away, certain that he had won the spinster's heart and more than anything else that he had secured his future in that beautiful little house.

Leda, for her part, without letting her sister notice it, in all those years had lingered several times on Ranuccio's beautiful shoulders, on his profile dark with the sun already in March, on his shapely legs that pressed hard on the whip.

And several times she had tossed about in bed, on sultry summer nights, when the mosquitoes and the thought of him kept her from sleeping. With peevish feet she pushed the sheet to the end of the bed, uncovering herself completely and slowly running her hand over her body to appease the sweat, which trickled down from her, and her frenzy.

But she and Lida were so united.

If one had a stomach ache, after a while the other did too.

If Leda no longer had an appetite, Lida would stop eating too.

If one of them had a tooth kissed, after a few days the other was kissed too.

Hard to believe, but it had always been like this: sisters born from the same sack, united for life. Could he ever abandon his twin? Never. Not even for love of Ranuccio.

The young man was disappointed, seeing his plans, which included a comfortable life and a private house, fade away, but she, even with a bleeding heart, had been adamant.

Lida had thanked her for her sacrifice.

«But now how do you do the vegetable garden?» whimpered Leda.

"Never mind, it's done by us," Lida had said, shrugging her shoulders, having always been the more enterprising and combative of the two.

A few months later a similar thing had happened to her, however.

One evening, returning alone from the Christmas novena to the Church of Sesto – Leda had her things and was not feeling well – she was accosted in via Vittorio Emanuele by the clerk of the Fallani laundry to whom she had brought a carpet to be dry cleaned.

Renato Biliotti had assured her that the carpet would be ready for the next day and had offered to drive her home. They had chatted all the way and she felt a certain warmth rising up her thighs every time the icy wind, coming down from Monte Morello, carried its perfume of brilliantine into her nostrils, mixed with the sleet.

They had said goodbye at the gate so Lida had immediately run to the latrine, feeling something wet in her underpants.

She had thought it was due to the emotion of the moment but, as was to be expected, her things had also arrived for her, almost in synchrony with Leda.

She hadn't slept a damn during the night and, like her sister, had kicked the sheet at the bottom of the bed, tossing and turning eagerly until morning.

The next day, when the laundry opened, Lida was right there.

A wooden sign dangling from the door readLaundry for men and women. Washing a dryof carpets, runners, runners and bedside rugs. Advertisement price 13 Lire and 50and then, further down,Here you will find accuracy, promptness, punctuality and economy and they all seemed to her qualities that Renato Biliotti could have. Unleashing the most radiant smile, he had paid the thirteen lire and fifty without a word.

The carpet was heavy and Renato had offered to carry it home himself. Lida had willingly accepted, if only to have beside her, along the entire journey, that masculine scent of pomade that put an unusual frenzy on her. At the gate he had touched her hand, making her shiver all over.

«One is offended but I would love to invite you to see a film at the Grotta. Next Sunday they're giving Ridolini» then unloading the carpet from his shoulder, «shall I take this inside?»

I'm back again those shivers down my spine and that sweat between my thighs.

But when they were at home, from the floor above she had heard the usual shuffling and Leda's querulous voice which had made her dive free from that pink cloud, bringing her back to reality suddenly.

«Lida, what are you? Or how long did it take you to get back?” her sister had whined.

Goodbye images of intertwined hands in the dark of the cinema, goodbye kisses stolen in the shadow of the doors along the way back home. Could she get engaged to someone and not return the favor to her twin? Never. Not even for the sake of Renato Biliotti. He had thanked him by inventing an excuse and had accompanied him out the door.

For a while she had been so nervous that she couldn't bear it, then she hadn't thought about it anymore and everything had returned to normal.

Corallina went to see them one evening after vespers, of which they were frequent visitors.

Lida and Leda sat contrite on the sofa.

They always dressed the same, sat the same way, and had the same habit of smoothing the folds of their skirts or picking invisible fluff from their jackets.

They were so identical in appearance that they could easily be confused, with that blond hair curled with an iron and cut to the usual length, with those blue and round eyes, with that slightly pronounced bang.

"Oh God, to be honest, there's even better around" thought Corallina looking at them "but go find her one who puts a widower with offspring to heart!"

He mentally compared them with Ernesto's deceased wife, always pale, it's true, but of a delicate beauty and with a very pure face that looked like a Madonna.

Or that you wanted to compare that little face with the head of these two? And that silly laugh of Leda, which could be compared to the silvery laugh of Argia when Ernesto carried her in the barrel and pretended to skid to scare her?

No, really!

Instinctively Corallina wanted to get up and undo the thought but by now she was determined to get that young man married again and then, more importantly, what figure would she have made with the neighbors, she who always boasted of succeeding in her intent?

He took it wide.

First he gossiped a little at random about the various families in the neighborhood, then he let the conversation fall by chance on the poor widower and Loretta.

Lida didn't even let it finish. «Ah, if I lived for a thousand years, I would never wish a widower.»

"Neither do I," echoed Leda.

"Because of what?" gasped the Corallina, for a moment feeling lost.

"It would always seem to me that the wife was in the middle, the deceased, I mean," explained Lida.

"Yes," said Leda.

"I believe this," continued the fearless Corallina. «It has already been a year since the Argia la un is here anymore and Ernesto feels the loneliness a lot. Besides, he's still a man in his prime."

"Handsome is handsome to him," admitted Lida, brushing a lint off her blouse.

"Yes, quite a lot," Leda squealed, smoothing the folds in her skirt.

"God, how stupid are these two!" thought Corallina, angrily biting into one of the cantuccini from Prato that her sisters had placed in front of her. "Besides, he's also hard angry," she considered chewing hard, still reluctant to give up. "It's almost time for me to leave a tooth, damn you!"

«And then there is the problem of the daughter» added Lida.

"Yes, that's the problem with him," Leda added.

"Who would want a widower?"

"With the shadow of his first wife always around."

"And with the little daughter?"

Lida and Leda looked at each other. "Not us, really!" and then, with a smile, in unison, «another cantuccino?»

Corallina went down those stairs as fast as the wind wishing them to always remain tantrums and die alone like angry bitches.

"So off we go, nothing to do with the Pascali sisters either?" Beppe said walking slowly towards the latrine.

«Sie, imagine! Those two are crazier than the firefighters' goat, selfish, ugly and pissed. Who knows what occurred to me to think of them for Ernesto!»

She sat thoughtfully with her arms crossed «or who could be suitable for him here in Quintus?»

«I know one in Quinto» said Beppe before disappearing into the lavatory «but elsewhere I would have one» and closed the door behind him.

His wife made a sudden leap and joined him, throwing open the door.

"O Corallina, now can I even do it in peace?" he protested, dismayed.

"Tell me who you were thinking about."

"My body aches. I'll tell you later."

“No, I want to know now. I'm moving from here until you told me."

Beppe Tirinnanzi rolled his eyes, sighing.

But did he really have come from Lucca to find such a pain in the ass wife?

«I was thinking of my cousin, the one from Viareggio. Alla Vally, do you remember her? She's twenty-eight years old, it's true, but she's healthy and firm as steel. It might suit me."

She thought about it for a moment.

La Vally. He had only met her on two occasions: when she married Beppe and when she was transporting her father, a fisherman from Viareggio who had flown into the water during a violent storm and was fished out three days later with his belly swollen like a skin. She didn't remember much of his physiognomy but she had retained the memory of his size and shapely chest.

"Why not?" he said aloud. «Perhaps, Beppe, you had a good idea, you know that?»

"Here, then close the door and let me shit in peace."

"Yes, definitely a rough and ordinary man", thought Corallina, turning her mouth down, then she ran down to Ernesto's quarters to serve him cousin Vally on a silver platter.
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5.  FIVE
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Carlo

There is a beautiful sun today. I look out the window and my heart aches. An unexpected rash of measles, with fever and widespread itching, prevents me from going out.

Or that you can get measles at ten? He says yes.

Sandrino came a little while ago to bring me my homework, so that I don't fall behind, together with greetings from the class and the teacher.

The mother did not let him in and received him at the bottom of the door to avoid contagion. I heard his shouted greeting from the stairs and ran to the window just in time to see him slip through the Gondo gate, fast as the wind.

I remained behind the glass with a sad face covered in red dots, trying not to cry. Outside, swallows screech like crazy in the spring warmth and, in the distance, joyful echoes of boys behind a ball.

I walk around the house, bored.

Father is at work and mother has gone down to Bruna's to borrow an egg. I can imagine how much it cost her, she who would like to avoid any relationship with the Brunette, but I asked her to make me cream for a snack and she realized the fridge was empty.

"I planned to do the shopping tomorrow since it's Saturday, so I'll leave you with your dad otherwise you'll always be alone," she said thoughtfully, turning the empty egg cup over in her hands.

"It doesn't matter mom, I'll eat something else."

But she knows how much I adore her thick, vanilla-scented cream. “I have milk and sugar. I'll ask Bruna for an egg» she said with a sigh. "Let's hope that the one attaches a button to me, as usual!" and quickly descended the stairs.

She doesn't like Bruna at all and, to be honest, I don't like her either. He has a way of scrutinizing me that makes me nervous, always makes me feel under scrutiny. She is jealous, meddling and malicious and never misses an opportunity to throw barbs at all ten families, including mine, who live here in the Gondo.

In particular, she's jealous of her mother, I know it, and she never misses an opportunity to criticize her for how she dresses, for what she cooks, for how she's used to me. According to her, bad. Who knows what she knows, who hasn't even had children.

Mom likes to sing. He does it while removing the bicycle from the wall to go to the factory, while hanging the clothes, while tidying up the rooms, while cooking. And this annoys Bruna.

One Sunday morning, I was playing alone on the Gondo staircase, my mother was putting the mattresses at the window and the whole courtyard was pervaded by her song.

But not love,

my love can't

scatter in the wind with roses

The Brunette had leaned out of the window and had looked up with those narrow slit eyes.

so strong is that

will not yield

it won't fade

Since they always ask me to be polite at home, I said goodbye to her, even if in truth I didn't feel like it.

"Good morning, Bruna."

In response, still looking towards our window, she had shouted: "What are you throwing the filth on my head?" and then to me, shaking my head in disapproval. "He's been singing it all morning. She has a lot to sing, yes, she too!» and had closed the shutters, slamming them angrily.

The mother had looked out, leaning over the mattresses.

I will watch it

I will defend it

from all those poisonous snares

He had smiled and winked at me then his voice had moved away into the other rooms.

who would like to snatch it from the heart

poor love!

Sometimes the mother complains to the father about this intrusive and grumpy neighbor but he tells her: «Don't consider her, hers is all jealousy and malice. Just see how everyone looks at it.”

And it's true, he looks at you with those tiny eyes, frowning inquisitively. It always seems that five lire is left over.

When I pointed this out to her, Mom laughed. «He is an elderly person, you have to show respect anyway. We understand each other, right Carlo?»

Bruna and her mother worked together for many years in a villa, now I don't remember which one or even to do what. “And even then it was a viper,” he recalls.

They had found themselves working together with Ginori again, years later, and for the mother this was like a curse. “Or that it is possible that I always find her in my way?”

Then, fortunately, they had recognized a disease with a difficult name – I think silicosis – and had given her a pension to keep her at home. Then she started sewing like a man.

«She spends her whole day mumbling our paternosters and hailstorms while she speaks ill of her neighbor at full blast» says her father who cannot see her. "She's got a knack for cutting people's clothes, she! Other than tailoring!»

«I thought I had gotten rid of it» sighs the mother who still goes to the factory with her bicycle «but instead...»

And yet she too lives in the Gondo, just below our rooms, certainly enticed by the low rental price of this shabby seventeenth-century villa divided into small quarters.

He always finds fault with everything: the way the clothes lines have been positioned in the courtyard, the radio kept on all morning in the Romoli house, the comings and goings of the young men – actually one, Michela's boyfriend – who according to she enters and exits the Gondo gate at all hours.

Only to Flaminio Bagnolesi, who occupies the most beautiful and panoramic district, positioned in the turret - dovecote, he never says anything. Even if he always forgets to close the gate when he comes back late at night and bores us all day strumming the piano with the usual three or four chords.

"But he's the landlord's son, he has to piss her off," says the father.

When my companions learned that I lived in the Gondo villa, their eyes widened and they ran to see it. However, they turned up their noses in front of the large rusty gate, to the internal courtyard from which the staircase starts, once majestic but now chipped and run down, with the dangling railing. On the sides, where once there were artfully carved agaves and box trees, now stunted strawberry grape vines grow, with twisted trunks.

«It looks like a witch's house» said Sandrino, disappointed, but for me the Gondo remains the most beautiful house in the world.

It's like it's a small town.

At the top of the staircase, a terracotta-paved terrace leads directly under the three arches to whose columns jasmine clings. A wisteria runs along the left wing, in the direction of the Bruna, and climbs up to touch our windows. When it's in bloom it's spectacular. Outside the gate, a terraced space paved in alberese stone, with a centuries-old walnut tree in the centre, opens onto the plain of Sesto and Florence.

In the distance the hills of Arcetri, Poggio Imperiale, Bellosguardo on one side, Calenzano and Poggio a Caiano on the other. On summer evenings, the inhabitants of the Gondo bring their chairs out and chat under the walnut tree, fascinated by the myriad of lights that stretch out below them. Then, when they've had enough of the mosquitoes and Bruna's poisonous chatter, they take up their chairs and go back inside.

I sigh again.

Not even in the square can I go, looking for lizards to chase or long pink bugs to put on the windowsill of the Bruna. I scratch my legs furiously, even though my mother warned me not to, and enter the living room, looking around for something to do on this gloomy early April afternoon.

The room is clean and tidy, as always.

The dark furniture is carefully polished, on the sideboard the black and white photograph of me as a baby trying my first steps and another, in sepia, of my paternal grandparents.

Another frame, this time silver, portrays the marriage of uncle Italo with aunt Annina. She was fat even then, with the white dress pulling her all over but with a happy, laughing face. Next to it, the set of white cups – from Ginori, of course – that her mother's companions gave her when I was born. He has always forbidden me to touch them for fear of breaking them and, in fact, my parents drink coffee in the flowery cups bought at the market.

Everything sparkles and shines, like the Murano glass chandelier that mum dusts off twice a year while dad holds up the ladder. We rarely come to this living room: when we have to receive guests, like the man from the encyclopaedias, or we eat there for Christmas when the Castello uncles come.

For Easter, on the other hand, we always go to Florence to see uncle Bruno and my father takes me to see the explosion of the cart in front of the cathedral and the Colombina. I also did an essay on this show and got a good grade.

On the mahogany table, a crochet doily, a vase with fresh carnations and the mother's identity card.

I take it in my hand and open it.

On the passport photo, an imperceptible smile, perhaps blocked in the bud by the photographer's lens. His hair, as he wore it a few years ago, straight and with the ends turned up, held back on the forehead by a sweeping stroke. Now, however, she's cut them shorter, with the locks falling just below her ears.

I'm reading your data, just to do something.

Name:Loretta

Surname:Boscherini married Righi.

My eyes widen in amazement.

One moment, as married Righi? Father's name is Nocentini. My name is Carlo Nocentini.

It should have been writtenBoscherini married Nocentini.

I reread carefully. Not at all, Nocentini is nowhere. Finger tambourine on the polished table top.

lines? Never heard of this name.

The key turns in the lock and I sneak out of the living room, clutching my identity card. She enters, her cheeks a little flushed, triumphantly showing off the egg given to her by Bruna.

«Oi oi, how gloomy that woman is! Anyway, he gave me the egg. Tomorrow I'll send your father to bring it back to him, though."

I follow her silently into the kitchen. He rinses his hands and takes the milk out of the refrigerator.

«And now a nice cream for my baby with pellets!»

I remain silent as the hand behind my back still grips his ID.

She notices my upset. «Which is it, Carlo?» he says touching my forehead. "You've never had a fever again, huh?" then, reassured, «no, you are cold. Does it pinch you?”

I nod and sit down to watch her break the egg, slamming it against the edge of the pan and then, with an expert hand, incorporate the sugar.

«Poor my love» she says affectionately without looking at me as she works the mixture with a wooden spoon. «After the snack, I'll give you some mentholated talcum powder, okay? You'll see that you'll feel better afterward."

In silence I push his ID along the kitchen counter with a finger, between the blue bag of sugar and the bottle of milk. She sees the movement out of the corner of her eye and stops.

«Or this one? Put it right back where you found it or it gets stained." She doesn't seem worried at all.

I push it right under his nose, open to his photo. «Sorry mum, because Nocentini is not written here but...» I read that unknown surname again, «Righi?»

She stops the hand mixing the cream abruptly and blushes. Then he immediately resumes, looking not at me but at the pan.

"It's a long story, Carlo. As soon as your father comes back, we'll explain it together."

A shadow of melancholy passes over her face as she pours the cream into a small porcelain bowl and places it on the windowsill to cool. "Anyway, nothing to worry about, don't worry."

I amabsolutely calm while, after the snack, I lick the spoon and rummage in the cup with my tongue.

"Carlo! But what are you, a canine?” she complains. "Look at that mustache! Run right away and wash your face» she adds, returning to being the mother of all time.

When dad comes back, I've already forgotten about it.

"How is my boy?" he says joyfully. He grabs me, simulates a grappling move, then strokes my hair.

“Can I shave before dinner?” he asks his mother as he plants a kiss on the back of her neck.

She nods but, as he heads for the bathroom, she joins him silently and closes the door behind her.

At the table, while I'm half-heartedly nibbling a potato dumpling, my father looks at me worried. «Lost your appetite, eh Carlo? She loved meatballs!"

I push the plate forward, resolute. "I don't want any more."

He shoots a knowing look at mom which I intercept, of course. "Let's leave it at that," he says, getting up from the table. "Come, we'll go into the living room and tell you a story."

In the living room of great occasions? It must be an important story, then. Mom smiles at me and I remember my identity card. I precede them and sit in the center of the table swinging my legs, excited as if waiting for a game.

Mom moves the vase of carnations so we can better see our faces illuminated by the Murano chandelier.
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