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Dario Tesser


ALVIMAR

The story of a woman

She was more or less fifteen years old. For the occasion she had put on a white blouse with a double row of buttons, closed up to the neck and a gray skirt that fell over her still good-looking old shoes.

In truth, she had been to the city at other times, although with her parents and wearing children's clothes, like short-sleeved jackets and skirts. This time she was alone and grown.

She had been preparing for this event for a while; her brothers had left early in the morning, up so early that lunch would not be ready and it would need to be heated to be warm enough. The lunch break at Storer, where her brothers worked, was far too short and the way home was too long. So around noon she had to carry the basket to the company gates.

This matter had upset her from the start. Venturing out of the neighborhood, she walked the length of the main road in the sun, with the considerable weight on her arm, which was quite worrying, but the worst was, along the streets of downtown, busy with wagons, full of restless people, shouting, she was sure everything would fill her head with confusion and noise. There were also cars no less! 

When going down the road, the imperious screams of mothers could be heard as they called their children back from the edge of the road where they were watching everything pass by, caught between curiosity and the fear of ending up under the wheels of the roaring automobiles. And now she risked seeing this happen close on all sides, at that complicated intersection.

Despite this she had not lost heart, when she knew she had to go and nothing would have restrained her, now she was there.

"Just as you have crossed the barrier,” her mother told her, “turn right. After a while on your left you'll see a bridge, cross it ... be careful not to end up in the water because the railing is unsafe...”

She was about to answer that she was big enough to take care of herself, but she was not feeling very secure and preferred to keep quiet.

"... There, on the left, is that castle we saw with papa, remember? When we went to church at the Cathedral, for San Liberale?"

Of course she remembered because the times they went to church were rare and on that day they had also gone to see the famous statue of the saint, which they said was made of pure silver.

"At that point, you're almost there. Just take Via Tolpada, which is straight ahead of you, as soon as you have gone round the rampart. The first large, iron gate you see on the right, you have arrived. Wait there and don’t move. Your brothers will look for you; they will come quickly, because they will be so hungry."

There was no mistake; her mother was always very precise with her explanations. This time it seemed she was even more eager than usual to make herself understood. It was a sign that she was also a little worried, though Alvimar was not troubled by this thought. To hear others’ were concerned, made her feel stronger, a special feeling.

She felt so sure of herself that she did not feel alone in the confusion, or because of the danger of the traffic; she was made more thoughtful because of the boys she would meet. They might annoy her with their cheeky comments that could burn like a slap.

She had changed recently, physically. She was tall, but well rounded. The cloth buttons that closed her blouse were, in fact, taut, threatening to fly off at any moment.

In fact men, looked at her insistently, not only boys but also older, married men, which really annoyed her. Even those passing along the main road were quite irritating ... and that was the momentary transit of some cart carrying stuff in the middle of the road, let alone if she found some group of idlers in town!

Terrified by the new thoughts that crowded her mind, she brushed away those she had never fully understood, images that caused her to blush because they involved words like breasts, sex, male and female, but with different meanings than usual, for everything was new and disturbing, she walked fast, she stooped her shoulders in an attempt to hide, but she failed to disguise the arrogance of her beautiful breasts.

Alvimar was beautiful, modest but with delicately proportioned features. Her hair, which she liked to call 'Auburn' and for which, she was a little vain, framed the oval of her face, was combed high in a luxuriant chignon. She had lively, dark eyes; a small nose, aristocratic, from the purest Greek line. Her small mouth, naturally red, opened on to regular, small teeth, like a dolls. She was unassertive but, glances lingered on her happily and returned to confirm what they had seen, they remained persuaded by her surprising beauty that encouraged people to enjoy, without ever feeling fully satisfied.

Filled with thoughts she arrived at the gates without noticing; she glanced at the pretentious ugly castle. It was early, not yet noon. She stood waiting, leaning against a column away from the road, for the siren to sound. She passed the heavy basket from one arm to the other more than a few times before setting it on the ground. The food, was well covered, it would not get dusty anyway. 

She looked around and contemplated the houses in the city she had already seen, but had never looked at carefully. They were huge, as she had noticed as a child - if anything, now they seemed less imposing - but, she had never seen how close together they were; it seemed that the roofs were even closer, almost touching over the road, hiding what little there was of the sky.

A pinch suddenly brought her out of her thoughts.

Her face flushing, she turned furiously to strike the saucy villain. Laughter greeted her shocked expression; there were her brothers. In the midst of her dreaming, she had not heard them come up to her.

"Hey, little monkey, I've been calling you a long time!" Exclaimed Vittorio, adding a pat on her behind to the pinch.

Alvimar looked at him and Aldo her eyes were still full of anger then, recognizing them, her gaze softened. Without realizing it the tension had grown inside, and the pinch would certainly have made her explode, if some unknown had allowed himself such a gesture, she would have slapped him.

But it was her brothers and she laughed in turn.

"Rude, ruffian! I won't allow more, you know?" said Vittorio, almost serious. He was about to add, "Because, if not, I will tell my mother," but refrained. Now she was a young woman, she could defend herself on her own.

"So what's up?" she added quickly, forgetting the joke and curious about the new situation. She addressed them both, but especially Aldo who was the oldest and spoke less nonsense. Not that Vittorio didn’t know what was being said, however, often he was easily led to speak, he indulged in fine words, losing sight of the heart of the problem.

In fact, Vittorio answered more readily.

"Well, well ... well, almost. There’s work here and we give ourselves things to do. I say that they will keep us."

"I think so too,” added Aldo briefly. He gave his sister a pat on the head, taking the basket from her hands.  "A little light, eh?"

Those two were always hungry.

"Eat what is there,” she ordered, now she was grown up. “I have to run now; Mom is waiting to hear something.”

It was not the young men's first job but this seemed to be the most serious, the one that promised more security for the future. The company was large enough and, although they had started out as apprentices, the prospect of learning a trade, actually existed. 

Aldo and Vittorio waved goodbye to their sister, before she turned the corner of Via Tolpada. They sat on the wheel of the wagon used to transport the paper and in the basket they found: bean soup, boiled eggs, radishes and a slice of grilled polenta. There was also a half-bottle of wine, something out of the ordinary for their first day of work in the city. They were not to deceive themselves however, it would not always be like this.

Mom had put the vinegar in a bottle on one side, so that the lettuce would not get limp on the way.

Aldo ate slowly, chewing carefully, so as not to be distracted from his thoughts required for a proper diet. Vittorio mixed everything: beans, radishes, eggs and he gave a nice splash of vinegar over everything. He ate hastily and with enjoyment then waited for his brother to finish. He would have burped with pleasure but, brother or no brother, they were not allowed these demonstrations at home, except with a hand to their mouth and, if possible, without making any noise. And then, what fun was that?

Aldo was taking a lot of time and he was getting bored. He would have gladly traded the wine with vinegar, to see if his brother would find out. Perhaps he would not have noticed; he was so distracted that he might not notice the difference, however, he could get angry and really swing a punch, maybe for a laugh, but too much.

He stifled the urge to move; in any case he had to do something. He had no choice but to start talking.

"Between us, seriously, how does this work seem to you?"

Aldo took a moment before he understood that he was being spoken to, he took time to think some more, as always, Vittorio found this unending. Depending on the urgency he felt, sometimes he thought his brother was a philosopher, at others ... a little slow on the uptake.

"I don't know,” was what Aldo decided to say. “The issue is not the lack of jobs. There is something for everyone here, as they also need people. We won't give up, if it means working hard, so we shouldn’t fear anything. After all the little jobs we’ve done here and there, this is the first one that seriously suits me. I could do it my whole life. I like it."

"All life long... well, not so fast! We'll see ... I like to work with a machine as well, though, all my life ... we'll see."

Aldo looked at his brother a little worried. He was never calm. He was always getting excited; who knows what he was looking for.

"Today,” continued Vittorio, “they made me just clean the cylinders but soon I will work on my own press. Severin told me."

They had a place at Storer, because Severin was a friend of their father. There wasn’t a lot of work around for young men without experience, with a few years of school, but nothing more, it would not be easy to find a place with any future. But Severin had talked to Filippini who was the printer’s foreman and had taken Toni's children who, although he was a socialist, was an honest man and a worker. Filippini knew him well and had hired his sons. He didn’t even get angry even when Severin had requested the favor and not Toni himself, because he knew Toni would never ask anyone for anything.

This was Severin's idea only.

Aldo had been asked to dismantle the forms. Before he had organized the lines in the pigeonholes, the half lines, eight point, then four, he took a lead line between his thumb and forefinger, and had carefully dropped the individual characters in their respective compartments, with attention and often he would pick one up again, to make sure that he had set it down in the right place.

Being a printer seemed like a good job.

"Compositor, I think, I love it. Yes, it’s the work I want to be doing. I think its good.” He paused a moment, “But there is talk of the card ... ”

"If we have a card? Severin has also asked me. I said no. He says that it’s more difficult for them to take us ... we could also enroll, what do you think?"

"With the Fascist party? No," Aldo replied tersely.

"I understand that Dad would get mad, but we must still work, if we want to earn!" answered Vittorio.

"Get upset? No he wouldn’t get upset, he’ll just give us a kick in the pants, that's all. By the way, it’s not the first time I’ve talked about these things, and I'm sick of hearing we need the damned card everywhere!"

Vittorio was silent. Aldo was not wrong but, after all, what is a card? It is just a formality, nothing more. If that was all it took to stay on... 

He could not explain this concept to his brother because the siren sounded. It was five minutes to one. 

Cavalier Storer, however, could not have thought very much of the famous card because neither Severin nor Filippini had one, and the two young men stopped worrying about it; in the meantime they were learning their craft. The printer’s foreman seemed pleased with them, so at least he said so to cavalier Rossetti, the director, a day he called him in to the office.

"Well, well, I'm glad. There are few young people who are willing to work, nowadays. These days, in the factory they’re all socialists: fewer hours, less work, more money ... They need a stick, of course! Anyway it doesn't matter if they are unwilling to do their work, here we don't want them, huh Filippini?"

"Sure cavaliere, we need to work. Anything else?" Snapped Filippini. He, had never seen the director work very hard, but that was his business and his professional conscience. However, in the past, at least, he was quiet;  limiting himself to strongly agreeing with the ideas - all - of the old owner. Now he was becoming increasingly fascist.

"No, there's more ... ah, for that work for the Employees Newsletter, I advise you to do it as soon as possible. They need it, it’s a favor they’ve asked me.” 

"It’s on the press," said Filippini, annoyed. The order had just arrived the day before and he already wanted to have the job finished. 

"Go stew yourself," he thought. He tried to leave quickly, before the director could call him back. 

"Filippini!"

"Bloody hell,” muttered the foreman, “What is it?"

"Excuse me Fillippini, its something important. Do you know if the new ones  ... Toni’s kids, that anarchist, do you know if they signed up to the Party? "

Filippini, unusually, was about to swear. He struggled to hold it back.

"No," he replied sharply, "I don’t know and I’m not interested. I don't think he's an anarchist. Can I go now?"

He left, slamming the door. He could not stand it anymore, that boor. But who was asking them, if he wanted to become interested in particular details! Anyway, Toni's sons become fascists? He had serious doubts about that.

Alvimar had to make the trip to the city many times. By now, her brothers had worked there for a while.

As time passed the basket had become less heavy. Or she was stronger. The fact is that the walk - she now felt - was becoming more enjoyable. There was no danger of it becoming monotonous: apart from the road, which was always the same, the route to Via Tolpada, if she chose, varied from time to time.

There were few houses until the barrier, one every now and then, as if they had no interest in remaining isolated. Between the walls and the river, however, they all blossomed into twisted alleys that struggled for space among building that seemed beautiful to her, even though they had fallen into disrepair, as compared to the miserable little houses in her village. 

One or two villas stood out in Sant'Antonino, but isolated, sunk in the greenery and into that reservation from which little or nothing emerged, even the noise of the children who lived there. Also in SS. Quaranta, where the gardens had once been, they had built houses. They called them the professors’ houses, and in fact, they did little more than stand, leaning against the walls of the high school. Yet as much as they were close neighbors, of the so called manufactured, the city was still airy, charming and it was always pleasant to wander around its neighborhoods. 

She walked quickly along the ramparts. The new route, had taken her farther than intended. It was noon, and she would have to run otherwise her brothers would be biting their fists in hunger. She loved those two grumblers, one disheveled in appearance and in the soul - but careful to play the role in ways that he chose - and the other apparently so quiet, staid, with measured gestures and words; yet capable of quick affection. Alvimar struggled to confess that something else was pushing her to go faster. It was irresistibly funny. Running down the slope of the walls, she felt her soul overflow with a joy she had never felt before. This was a different delight, not childish games, rather for no apparent reason; it seemed that the world was wonderful and that was enough. 

After all, there was a reason, other than the fact that Gigi spoke to her kindly or so it seemed.  Why did the boy have to attract her that way, it was not at all clear, but it had happened. She liked his hair, a lot, combed back but the rebel strands surrounded his head like a halo. They framed a thin face, deep eyes and a chin that would have been too strong-willed if a dimple in the middle had not softened it, breaking its severity. His dry wiriness gave the impression of exceptional vitality, that had to be true since they had nicknamed him 'quicksilver', then he became 'Silver' for everyone and that was it.

Life was good with these thoughts in mind, although it was stiflingly hot. Alvimar felt herself carried along by the light movement of the idea that Gigi could be at the gates of the factory, together with her brothers. He attributed it to hunger.

She arrived at Tolpada when the great bell in the square had just finished sounding noon; it was a little late. 

Strange, her two brothers should have been at the gate.

"They have not come to meet me, they didn't see me arrive?” She thought worried. It's not fair to keep them waiting; there is so little time for them to eat."

She became distressed for having stupidly changed the route for no reason. Maybe they were going to meet her along the way that she would have gone, had she not been so thoughtless. She was sorry, not because of the scolding that would never come, but for the inconvenience she had given her brothers, she was about to go along the same road in the hope of meeting them when she saw them coming from the plant. 

The misunderstanding had not been her fault.

She did not have time to become happy because, immediately, she realized they were very upset.

"What happened?” She asked worried. “They haven't got into some kind of trouble," she thought.

"Cavaliere Rossetti called for us," said Aldo, this time he was the first to speak. 

Vittorio looked the angrier of the two and a bit confused.

"I wonder how he dared to speak to us like that, but who does he think he is? Bastard!"

"Calm down,” said Aldo, "you'll see that Filippini will sort everything out."

"But, you want to tell me what happened?" asked Alvimar, getting even more worried.

"Nothing, nothing ... crap, that's what!” Vittorio snapped. “The manager called us in at half day, and told us that the country is at a particular time, a moment when we must decide who the true Italians are, you have to prove that you love the Fatherland and that ... you have to be Fascists, really!"

"In other words,” said Aldo, “those who don’t have a card, of the National Fascist Party, and if that isn’t clear those who don't have it don't work. That's it, if that’s not enough. You are either part of the NFP or go home ... but that’s what he says," he turned to Vittorio to reassure him.

“What do you want to do? It's him who gives the orders."

"Up to a certain point; is he still the owner?"

Alvimar immediately sensed the seriousness of the situation; it is what Mr Storer, once mentioned, he endorsed the proposals of cavalier Rossetti, but even if he had spoken out against his Director, everything could have taken a turn for the worse. In the second case, the latter, it could make life in the factory very difficult for the two young men.

"However, he hasn’t yet backed you into a corner." 

She tried to ease the tension. She wanted them to avoid any direct confrontation, but she knew that would not happen: proud as their father was her brothers were as stubborn.

"And father?"

Alvimar wondered how he could take the news. Better not say anything to him; their father had already been noted for his ideas and for those who did not understand the reason for his black bow tie, he had taken the trouble to explain what he thought of fascism and the Duce. In his own words of course.

Better not throw any more wood on the fire. To make a joke, they said, they had already been promised the castor oil treatment.

"No but, I will go to Mr Storer, I will go tell him all the same; I don't accept blackmail."

Aldo had decided what to do, and had taken a decision, even less convenient for him, it would not be worth asking him to proceed cautiously. It would not have led to more gentle advice, even the fact that their pay was crucial to the family budget; they practically lived on the two young men’s wages alone, since their father was in and out of jail. 

He had talked about his opinions everywhere, in addition to the promise of the purge, it would end with more days in jail for Toni, whenever some authority came to town. They would describe him as a ‘dangerous anarchist’ and fling him inside. He, who abhorred all forms of violence, remained locked up for two or three days, to prevent, they argued, some treacherous, far-fetched attack on their institutions. Nothing dreadful happened; they didn’t beat him, or do anything wrong to him except take away his freedom. When the 'politician' passed by he picked up his bag, which was always ready with a change of underwear and left waving at his Luigia and the children.

Handsome and distinguished as he was, it seemed to onlookers, that he was a man going away for a little pleasure trip, along with friends with whom he enjoyed having fun. Meanwhile, however, the pay was not coming in and he could even have lost his job if Albino Zuccon, with whom he worked, was not an honest man. Too many times Albino had beaten iron with Toni not to know him well and they were friends, as well as almost partners. Zuccon helped their family as he could, but if Toni, who took a percentage, worked only half a week and the company was producing little, as not much money was coming in.

"Dad does not realize that one has to eat. He has his own ideas and stands up for them without thinking of the consequences and meanwhile there's us, if those two get into trouble, we won't know exactly what to put in the pot."

Alvimar tried to think fast to find some nice quiet words to calm her brothers, without having them think they were cowards. The boys had never been interested in politics and it had taken that idiot Rossetti to put them up against the wall, pushing them to take sides.

Imagine, ordering those two to do or not do something! If they took after their father - and also her - just a little, rather let them be driven out of the plant. Wouldn’t they rather search the fields for wild greens, but satisfy Rossetti? Not by any stretch of the imagination!

"The same think would happen if they had been forced to carry the Socialists' card,” Alvimar mused to herself, then, turning to Aldo who seemed more reasonable, continued out loud. “Go to Fillippini and hear what he has to say. Do as you like, but first go and hear what those who are older than you have to say. Here's your lunch, I'm going home." She concluded faking gruffness but, in the meantime, the image of her mother came to her mind who had already suffered for their father: a thought that might encourage them to greater caution.

Alvimar was fully aware that the young men's decision could not take in a mundane thing such as eating; here something was at stake that men at least would call 'self-respect' and that was not what she wanted to put into question. If the money they took home now was very important, they did not want it under these conditions. Rather she worried about their future. The experience that their father was enduring, in a very personal way, would not have played out in the same way for her brothers.

Their father had not been shaken by the situations he went through: he was resigned to his fate and down deep, who could say that he was not having fun. He was a special kind, but her brothers? Definitely, maybe because they were younger, they would find themselves caught up in events too great for them.

She walked, hoping to calm down, without turning because she did not want to appear worried.

"We will turn things around,” she thought. “Basically nothing has happened. There is the threat from that idiot, but that could be just a trick."

She tried to convince herself of this, and yet she felt that the matter was serious, especially of how much she thought of her brothers. She felt heaviness in her chest, a weightiness that was very different to the joy she had started out with that morning. She had never been able to grasp the inevitability of fate in her life, the inability to do or say something that would arrange everything, that would restore everything to normal.

She roused herself from her thoughts and tried to blame her state of mind on the fact she had not seen Gigi. He was always cheerful, and his presence would have helped to trivialize the event and restore her brothers’ humor; and hers also.

"Never mind guys, don't think about it," said Filippini when, following Aldo's intention and their sister's advice, the two young men had asked his opinion, "he has tried that with everyone."

He didn’t like to speak ill of his superiors, but he added, "That man does so only out of his own feelings of self-importance. Keep quiet, don't talk to anyone; let everything simmer down. So far he's managed to convince some employees, but among the workers the only one who had been impressed by his threats, had eight children and anyone could understand if he was afraid to lose his job. However the owner, Mr Storer does not know that cavalier Rossetti is engaged in propaganda, so who knows how he will take that."

"But, then, it’s fair you know," said Vittorio, "so stop him from being the bully!"

"Never mind, son; your father has his own ideas and, as always, I won't criticize him, but support him as I see fit, for you, you get to worry a lot? You are probably already marked as your father's sons; if they don't get too close, stay calm that's the best," Severin intervened, presenting himself as a family friend, he tried to calm the two young men.

Filippini left them to talk and walked away shaking his head.

"Those guys," he mumbled to himself, "have hot blood and then they’ve been rubbed the wrong way so it’ll show even more."

The old foreman had seen a lot of young people in his life, and had taught many their craft, but always with kindness. He knew from experience that if they were highly motivated, they responded by producing better results. He had always used kindness, but never let anyone take life comfortably; it would not have been appreciated, however, when inciting them to do better, he added, "You can do better, because you can and I'll give you a kick in the pants, to make you understand how far you can go."

When an apprentice lagged behind, he prodded them as hard as possible, moving them towards responsibility. He passed for a grumpy old man, but all his former students, now established workers, spoke of with love and respect.

Filippini, however, since he knew the young people so well, realized these two would not remain silent.

"Aldo has the attributes of a leader," he thought as he walked back toward the office, he speaks little but when he talks, he has it all figured out before acting and also he thinks a lot quicker than it seems. But this time it has to do with his brother who is too revved up, who feels outraged by the arrogance of that jock cavalier Fighetti..."

He chuckled to himself for the play on words and the lack of respect towards a superior, although he was the superior only in a manner of speaking: he took care of the technical part and Fighetti - he was laughing himself to tears, because of the joke, but you need to make the men understand you – excuse me, cavalier Rossetti, ran the office. In fact, he was a paper pusher. Filipini knew the major contracts were closed by Mr Storer personally; Rossetti did the payroll, calculated and sent the invoices, went to the bank ... was concerned about all those things for which, in fact, any old Rossetti would do.

Filippini was entering the office to meet the owner, when he realized that Mr Storer, as happened infrequently, had come in at the workers' gate. He hoped to be able to talk to him before the two boys got too disturbed. He wanted to suggest they let the matter die, that it was better for everyone. Instead, in a moment, the goose was cooked. He saw the two young men approach the owner respectful but determined; they turned to him first quietly and then more and more agitated, as Mr Store also became more angry. In the end all three moved decisively towards the office.

"Mr Storer, Mr Storer!" Filippini shouted, trying to remedy the situation, at least at the last minute.

"Not right now Filippini, not now, I'm sorry."

The old man stood there, in the yard, amazed. For the first time, since he had become printers’ foreman and perhaps even before, the boss had not listened to him. He must have been really angry, for God's sake!

The result of that anger was felt very quickly. Not a few minutes had passed since the owner, followed by the two young people had entered the office before a distant rumbling could be heard, then a furious scream and in the end, in the sudden silence after that outburst, one sentence shouted in a stentorian voice: "Rossetti, don't break my balls ... if you go on being the fascist in here I will throw you out before you can say amen!"

After that, Giuseppe Storer, always honest, still with a devil for a hat but at peace with his conscience, strode out without looking at anyone, by the same service gate that had seen him, unusually, pass through twice on the same day. Behind him the two brothers came from the offices, looking very satisfied.

––––––––

"Did you see that everything has been taken care of? Storer is a good person ... he put Rossetti in his place!" Vittorio said, turning to his sister, when they were at home in the evening.

Now, for the brothers, their official confidante was only Alvimar. Their sister had grown up. In those two years, since they had been working at the printers, she had grown up taking on all the responsibility of the house. With their father in and out of jail, their mother was unable to concentrate. But that did not seem strange, when they carried off her Toni, she spent most of the day waiting for him to come out; since they would let him out even at six in the morning, often she got up before dawn waiting for him at least at the barrier, roughly dressed and with her hair combed. She loved a man whom she discovered to be less fatalistic, so probably suffered more than he did for that persecution. Because to her eyes, she knew that what Toni was doing was harmless.

The children, now grown, allowed her some possibility of movement. It was Alvimar who thought of the two males, she had to share Toni's troubles, and his life was the only real reason for existing.

Alvimar, had to grow up quickly. The lack of support, of the serene advice from their mother weighed on her a lot but the difficulties, and they had them to sell, only served to strengthen Alvimar's character. Keeping the house clean, cooking for everyone, watching over what had been growing lately in the little vegetable garden, since their father had other commitments - before they had never wanted the kitchen garden, being laborers they left the care of the land to the farmers who were quicker and better - all these things passed into the background, confronted with the moral responsibility she felt for her brothers’ behavior.

Especially tonight she would have preferred her parents were at home because, in her view, the matter was serious, it would be better to talk about it together. But Luigia and Toni were out in the city; they wanted to stay alone for a little, to enjoy the freedom they rarely possessed.

Alvimar instinctively felt she had to warn her brothers of a danger she could not identify, but guessed was hovering over the family, to which she really could not provide more evidence. The boys seemed elated by the success of standing their ground; they ate greedily, quickly, shoving in one bite after the other as they talked animatedly. They dissected the event in every way, reliving every minute with the satisfaction of those who have created a work of art, enjoying his labor, looking at each moment, savoring his skill. They called Alvimar’s attention to one particular or another, about how they, the newcomers were able to put the superman director in his place.

Alvimar, with slight movements of her head, showed she was following the conversation; instead she was very far away, lost in thoughts mingled with fantasies, with premonitions that were, unfortunately, decidedly ominous.

"Why," she wondered, "why did Rossetti wait all this time to put them up against the wall? Wasn't he the director, when they were hired? Okay that had the approval of Filippini and Mr Storer knows papa but he could have said something, for sure ... or no? If he couldn’t say anything then, it means that now he feels more secure and there is a reason he feels that way, things will get difficult for my brothers, I’m sure! Still, what other mess can happen? Rossetti will definitely do something; he can't just get over a miserable scene, without losing face. Also Mr Storer can’t be blamed, even though he was the one to tell him off. You'll see if he doesn't target the guys ... that one will take revenge, for sure! And they boast of their bravery. See how they are laughing; who knows what they believe they've done," she concluded to herself, worried.

The last two years they had been lucky enough, with all Toni's preventive imprisonments becoming increasingly frequent. The work of the two young printers solved the problem of their father's missing income. Aldo and Vittorio seemed very happy with their jobs and, according to Severin, who occasionally went to visit they were doing just fine. They would make their way, argued their old friend who gathered up the chatter from the elderly workers. Toni, when he was home, was always cheerful and the evenings were spent with songs and jokes. Only Luigia, with her head filled with her thoughts, grew older each moment, but everyone tried to reduce her worries, smothering her with affection.

Often, when they had a little money, they had guests. What was there, nothing special, just beans and pork ribs but there was enough for everyone. Toni brought home whoever he found on the street and urged them to stop by for dinner. Alvimar added plates and glasses, without ever complaining about the added work, also so as not to reveal their mother's apathy who sat in a corner with a sad, lost smile. That figure of a woman, now old, brought an infinite sadness, but everyone knew that it was because of Toni and they went to look for him out of a feeling of solidarity.

The increasing rage of the nationalist mobs seemed, if anything, to stay out of that house. In turn, the fascists were becoming increasingly arrogant. They moved in groups, wearing black shirts, singing loudly and making fun of passers-by, in and out of the taverns and casinos taking on militaristic airs, but they were the usual slackers of all time, who had never had any desire to work.

A Sant'Antonino was rarely seen. Once they got them with stones, near the church, in front of the inn where, throughout the evening, they had done nothing but talk badly about the present, but it was night when they went out and the stones were thrown: no one ever knew who threw them. 

The gangs responded by ordering an expedition of punishment. 

They came, from the barrier, in two overloaded cars so that some were hanging on from the running boards, not forgetting to shake their truncheons. They shouted that they wanted to purge all with ounces of castor oil but a felled tree in the middle of the road and a lot of accurate stone throwing, convinced them to retreat, not to return again.

But it was obvious the fascists felt increasingly confident; it was difficult for the forces of the law to intervene against them and this made them more courageous, arrogant. Probably cavalier Rossetti’s attitude, his wanting to corner Toni's sons, was also motivated by this situation.

Aldo and Vittorio were the youngest at the plant, with not as much right to keep their job. Being the last to arrive, maybe they were even the ones Mr Storer needed less. If he had managed to intimidate them and make them take the card, he would have marked a point in his favor: in the plant it would have become more important to Filippini and in some ways, even to Mr Storer, that Rosetti was only an old wind bag. His could only be a winning move; he did not risk anything because it did not matter at all - they were, the two boys, also Toni's sons, the socialist. To make them take the party card, he would at least have earned a commendation from Secretary Rionale.

Rosetti’s thoughts could have had gone this way, before Storer’s wind bag had rubbed him the wrong way, but now? What was going through the head of that hateful petty individual? Having for many years been confused with the owners, only having to wear a jacket without, in any way, sharing the benefits, had set him off balance enough to be placed him in a position that was not his. In any kind of claim, he always sided with the owner against the employees. 

The workers belonged to a lower class, badly dressed, many swore, drank too much and had very bad manners. He wore his collar, shiny shoes and boasted of his soft, white hands. He was part of the Circle of Employees and his salary was barely enough to maintain his decorum and his wife, dried up like him, believed he was a great man. In the shop, Signora Rossetti, was revered like any other housewife, based on what she spent, which was not much... but she was not familiar with anyone, and did not feel she had to be served before the workers' wives, which was the result of her education and her spirit of charity, a tolerant pious woman.

Over the course of time, Alvimar's concerns proved to be unfounded, exaggerated. The boys went back to work and nothing happened, on the contrary, the prestige of the two brothers increased considerably, rather than being diminished by the clash with Rossetti. Many, among the workers, could not stand the director and almost everyone feared he would impose the PNF card. Someone, when pressed by the family's needs, would eventually subscribe thus losing the esteem of his companions. With the protection of Mr Storer, who thought like they did, it was cavalier Rossetti who had to be careful about moving forward. And the credit went to Toni's sons.

Aldo and Vittorio, closed the case Rossetti, and made good progress. At twenty Aldo was already a first-class worker. He had forged ahead; just one month after 'the incident', he had presented his 'masterpiece'. It was a mural-sized poster a papalone, created with printing plates, which were as small as one and three points, titles in forty points and the body text in a block of sixteen points. He had to print four-colors and the drafts had been drawn under the eyes of Filippini and Mr Storer in person, did not have even the slightest mistake. Within eight hours he had completed an extremely precise, difficult job, so that, once in the printer, the forms had not been a problem; had not moved even a point. The owner, having caught the satisfied expression of the print foreman, complimented him many times. He said that there were very few, if not rare, those who after just over two years, went from apprentice to finished compositor.

"You were good, I'm happy for you ... and for me, because to have good workers, makes the company better, even if I have to pay you more." He concluded, laughing.

He really deserved the first category.

Even Vittorio was doing well. A little less of an 'artist' than his brother - and it bothered him - as he was a tireless worker, especially when there was a lot to do. When there was not much work, he would not have done even that: make a living. However, as it was noticed more if people were working when there was a lot of work, they all considered him a tireless worker. If he had not had military service ahead of him, maybe not at twenty like his brother, but soon he, too, might have been able to be the 'first'.

Alvimar felt, during the evening discussions, her brothers' happiness, their satisfaction, the confidence they had in a perfect future, as soon as they had settled their father's business. They were happy; finally, to be at home, the atmosphere was like that found when mother was not sad and father came home every night. Their home, the home of 'mad Toni' as everyone called him, including the parish priest, would again become a happy home.

––––––––

That July morning, just as the brothers had left for work, Alvimar stood in front of the stove. She wanted to prepare something tasty, again, that could easily be split between two or three and eventually, eaten using their hands. It could not be a soup; although it could be easily shared, she would have to carry it around in a bowl and with an extra spoon, giving away her ploy. Even chicken stew was fine; but there was the eventual, essential knife, which gave her the same complication. Sausages would be good; they could be eaten with your hands, provided a person was not too bothered about getting greasy, but it was an overused dish at dinners among friends. And then, how would she have shown off her skill? Nothing. Nothing appropriate came to mind that was fitting for her objective or rather, nothing that would permit it - like that, by chance - to invite Silver to share lunch with her brothers. Just to taste.

"Would you like a slice?" she would say. 

The phrase immediately suggested the dish to be prepared; unusual, good, simple ingredients, easy to make and most of all, in tune with her intentions. A pie, that's what she would prepare a pie with zucchini in puff pastry - 'darkened', her aunt would have said - with bits of lard or bacon. 

Better with bacon, as it would be lighter.

Roll out the dough making a kind of bowl; spread the butter on the pan - was some still left over? then, once the zucchini that had previously been sautéed has been combined, scatter thin slices of bacon over everything. At the end, before putting it in the oven, lightly brush the top with egg yolk, which will give it a nice brown color.

Eh, something like that Silver could not know ... for sure!

The girl, in every way, sensed that Silver could not be fooled; such a dish was obviously not an every day dish, but she didn't care, on the contrary, who knows he might notice her once in a while.

She was already preparing the ingredients and was still creating the recipe; thanks to the memory of great-aunt Maria, the venerated midwife of some township around there. Old now but always bright, her aunt, as she called her out of affection and respect, had left some recipes she had collected during her work, in poor houses and villas, annotated in her own hand in a checkered notebook. Her beloved great-grand niece cherished the precious booklet and now, having read a few pages, it proved very useful.
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