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	It was June, but on the A1 motorway between Parma and Campegine it was raining like it didn’t rain even in November. The water came down in buckets and the gusts of wind slapped the fields on both sides of the road, almost invisible behind a wall of rain while aboard a Volvo station wagon that looked like a ship in the midst of a storm we left the motorway and took the state road to Sorbolo.

	There were few things more annoying and stressful than driving in those conditions, one of which was finding myself in a rainstorm with the driver being Claudio, who in addition to being the clumsiest driver I had ever met was also the only reason why on that Saturday I wasn’t lying on my sofa, sheltered from a deluge that would have arrived in Rome only three days later.

	Claudio, who couldn’t drive a car and had never even thought of riding a motorbike, had instead thought about buying a vintage one. This after discovering that practically everyone liked vintage motorbikes and after convincing himself that, in addition to letting him escape from a family routine made up of bickering with his wife and afternoons spent along the aisles of a supermarket, the Honda CB Four he had discovered thanks to an internet forum would suddenly turn him into a cool guy.

	The problem was that Claudio not only didn’t have a license to drive it, but he didn’t even know anyone beside me capable of assessing the actual condition of a motorbike destined to rust in a corner of his garage or in the living room of his mountain house. Above all, he didn’t know anyone other than me willing to embark on an almost a thousand kilometers round trip, most of which I would have made alone and at my own expense.

	Precisely because Claudio had no one else to turn to, I felt morally obliged not to deny him my help, also comforted by the fact that – as hard as it was to admit – that weekend I had nothing better to do anyway.

	As the good accountant he was, and an almost ruthless programmer of his free time, Claudio had managed instead to wedge the trip to Sorbolo – where what he had described to me as a mechanical jewel rested protected by the walls of a garage – between a visit to an aunt of his in Modena, where Claudio would have stayed overnight to leave the following morning, and the one to a Volvo dealer where he had found a station wagon on sale with which to replace his own.

	An opportunity that would have saved him almost a thousand euros, even if it probably seemed like ten thousand to Claudio. Partly because of how stingy he was, partly because of the economic problems he had been complaining about incessantly since the day I had met him in the office six years earlier.

	How a meticulous and stingy accountant could have financial problems was a mystery to me, as was his ability to justify the purchase of a vintage motorbike to his wife despite those problems.

	After meeting at a truck stop a few kilometers from Sorbolo, we reached together the Honda owner, who proudly showed us a wreck abandoned next to a pile of wood. A wreck that didn’t even remotely resemble the bike in the photos that Claudio had sent me the day before and that in any case I wouldn’t have been able to test even if I wanted to, due to the heavy rain that had already started to fall.

	After a quick and intense exchange of views with the owner of the motorbike, in order not to leave me to the despair of a useless journey, Claudio had dragged me to Reggio Emilia, destination an antique shop where, after an exhausting comparison between a still life oil painting and an old bedside table, he had finally chosen to fall back on a display crossbow.

	“It’s fake, what are you going to do with it?” I asked Claudio after he had already paid for it, suspecting that if there was one thing he cared less about than vintage motorbikes, it had to be medieval weapons.

	“Well, I’m sure this should be easy to modify,” he replied with a shrug. “And by the way, I have to hang it in my living room, not go hunting with it.”

	It was almost seven in the evening when, with Claudio’s crossbow in the trunk and an avalanche of water continuing to rain on us, we spotted the sign of the service station where we had met earlier.

	Mission accomplished, I thought to myself. Then the prospect of another five hours in the car to get back to Rome suddenly canceled out the joy of finding my Fiesta shining clean thanks to the storm, in the parking lot of a truck stop which, however squalid and run-down, under that downpour looked like an oasis in the desert.
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	To the right of the truck stop, an arrow and the silhouette of a truck painted on a rusty sign pointed to the workshop at the back, while to the left of the building – at least fifty years old – there was another one under construction. A building in front of which – as he had already done four hours earlier – Claudio stopped by mistake, without noticing how it was still only a concrete skeleton and without noticing the sign that for who knows how long had been pointing towards the entrance of the roadside restaurant forty meters before.

	As we reversed to the entrance of the old building I prayed that the punctured muffler that was mumbling between the thunders would warn possible pedestrians, making up for the broken rear window wiper and the burnt out tail lights that Claudio insisted on not having repaired.

	Fortunately we didn’t hit anyone, and after a run under the rain without the umbrella that neither of us had bothered to bring with us we finally arrived in front of the entrance glass door, dominated by an unlit sign and with a man next to it wearing a rain jacket and studying the sky with the air of an old sailor. A sky getting blacker and blacker as the night approached, so black that one wondered if the sun would actually rise the next day.

	Maybe that man was thinking something similar too, and with dull eyes he continued to stare at the sky and at the half-empty parking lot as if instead of the end of that downpour he was waiting for the end of the world.

	“Hell of a weather,” he told us with a hint of a smile.

	Claudio and I replied with a quick nod, then we finally put the rain behind us and headed straight for the bar counter.

	“Two coffees, please,” I said to the bartender perched on a stool, who sat for a moment before turning to the espresso machine without saying a word.

	“How kind of him,” Claudio whispered, peering at the grim face of the cashier at the end of the counter.

	“Well, what did you expect? We must be the first ones to walk in here since this morning,” I said, not excluding the possibility that we were the first to set foot in that place since long before that day.

	The bar looked like the one of a bus station, while behind the glass under the counter there were only two packaged sandwiches that looked like having been there for a while. Not that there was anything strange with that, on the contrary. In fact, if there was anything to be surprised about, it was how such a place on such a road could afford to keep something edible under that counter.

	“Here are the coffees,” announced the bartender, placing two cups and an almost empty sugar bowl in front of us.

	“Could you also give us two scratch cards, please?” Claudio asked, pointing to a row of tickets hung like clothes in the sun between two bottles of grappa.

	I didn’t have time to protest because Claudio already had the scratch cards in his hand, one of which landed a moment later next to my cup.

	“Come on, you know I don’t buy these anymore,” I protested, shaking my head at a Miliardario ticket I knew all too well. “We bought one each day for three years and the most we ever won was fifty euros.”

	“Don’t worry, it’s on me,” Claudio said with a painful smile. “You know, for coming with me today.”

	I was almost about to point out that between the gas and the motorway toll that favor had already cost me more than ninety euros, but honestly I was too tired and the last thing I wanted was to discuss about money with Claudio.

	“I’m going to the restroom for a second, will you wait here for me?” I said, absentmindedly rubbing a coin on the scratch card, before realizing that Claudio was paying the cashier with the car keys already in his hand.

	“I have to leave, my aunt is waiting me for dinner,” he said.

	“You won’t even check if you won?” I asked him while shaking his hand.

	“In here?” he said in a low voice, pointing to the tables between the entrance and the bar counter, and only then did I notice what must have been two Polish truck drivers dining on crackers and beer. “If I won more than ten euros I wouldn’t get to the car alive.”

	I glanced at the two truck drivers again and felt like laughing, so I reassured Claudio by telling him that I was happy with winning ten euros just to top up my cell phone. “Actually, why don’t you lend me yours so I can call my father right away?”

	“My phone’s battery is almost dead, I’ll need it if something happens between here and Modena,” Claudio replied, before walking out into the rain and setting off running towards his Volvo and the almost fifty kilometers to his aunt’s house.

	“I would lend you mine if I had it with me,” said the man we had seen on the lookout next to the door, who taking off his rain jacket revealed hair as thick and graying as the mustache and goatee that framed his mouth. “I lost it in here somewhere, I’ve been without it for a couple of days now.”

	“Thanks for the thought,” I said, smiling at him. “I hope you can find it.”

	“Ah, sooner or later it will pop out. I would buy another one but I’m fond of mine. It’s a Nokia, you know, more than ten years old, they don’t make them like that anymore.”

	Sensing that the man wanted to talk more than I did, I gave him another smile and walked away from the counter in search of the restroom.

	“Care for a cigarette?” he asked without getting the message.

	“Thank you, I don’t smoke,” I said with a third smile, to which was added a dark look from the cashier who was silently monitoring that morgue.

	“You can’t smoke in here, you know better than me,” he said, pointing to the no smoking sign hanging right in front of the man with the goatee.

	Who without protesting put his cigarettes back in his pocket while I headed towards the toilet, at the end of a minimarket as bare as a barracks shop.
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	Unlike the minimarket and the rest of the truck stop, the restroom looked like it was borrowed from a Swiss gas station. The place was brightly lit, the WCs in the stalls looked untouched and the toilet seats were sparkling white. There wasn’t a single writing on the tiles, while there were piles of towels perfectly aligned next to the cleanest mirrors I’d ever seen.

	Surely those stalls weren’t the busiest in the world, yet the order that reigned in the toilet testified not only to the expertise of the personnel looking after it, but above all to the civility of the ones who used it.

	“Hands over the sink, please,” a voice thundered, giving me a fright.

	Turning around I saw a door ajar at the end of the room, then the severe face of an old man with sharp cheekbones and a forehead furrowed by ancient and deep wrinkles, wearing a uniform that looked more like that of a butler than the one of a janitor.

	“My hands?” I asked, perplexed, trying to intercept the gaze of the old man, who seemed to be looking straight at a mirror, not at me.

	“Yes, dry them over the sink,” he specified without moving his eyes.

	Looking at my hands and then at the floor I noticed that a couple of drops had fallen to the ground, then I looked up at the old man’s face and realized that he must be blind. I slowly moved my hands over the sink, and when I finished drying them I stood with a towel in my hand, peering at the old man through the mirror and wondering how could he have noticed the drops on the floor.

	“You can give me the towel,” he said, coming closer and holding out his hand, just as I was starting to look for a place to put it away.

	I placed the towel on his hand, and from the way he closed it only after feeling the towel on his palm I could confirm that the old man was indeed blind.

	“Thank you,” he said, twisting his wrinkles into a smile, then folded the towel and placed it in a basket next to the door.
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