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Synopsis


In the new Internet age. Luca, a thirty-year old man with a precarious professional and love life, decides to look for new stimuli in the virtual world of Internet chat. 


To distance himself from the disasters of his real world, which consists of uncertaincies and much tedium, our hero immerses himself in a virtual dimension where he finds friends who are strange but true. He gets to know people without being biases by their real world identity from health and from fleeting pleasures until, to save a virtual friend suffering from bulimia and in love with an alleged representative of a satanic cult, he will be dragged by a hacker friend into an extraordinary adventure, which leads him to discover the mysterious link that exists between magic circles, IP addresses, lunar phases and secret codes to decipher. 


The adventure will give him the chance to complete an internal journey through his fears and to see reality from different angles, finally concluding that the world has no set direction, only that which each of us decides to attribute to it.
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« Life is what happens to you when you’re busy making other plans»


(John Lennon)
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«...How times have changed! And if we continue to behave like this, only God knows where it will end! Before, it was so different, there was less corruption, less law-breaking, less delinquency! And the youth, ah, the youth of today? They just don’t give a damn, they have no respect for values! Values, you understand? What do they know about them? Once upon a time values were respected».


Luca turns the car radio off, skimming the set’s off-button. The display ceases to make columns of mini, illuminated squares leap in coloured stacks; as if their base has just gone missing, the last squares fall down, to the bottom of a rectangle, by now completely black.


He lifts his head. Before him a horizon of cars gets lost in the early January rain, which leads a hysterical dance on the glass, mocking the neurotic windscreen wiper which beats time. In the rearview mirror another horizon of cars pursues Luca, stationary in a traffic jam that seems to have no end. A river of people, resigned and enraged, invades the pavements, streaming between the cars. Someone runs between the smoking wrecks and the smog of the engines.


Luca lowers the window: «Excuse me, what’s happened?».


The skinny lady in her fifities, with a hat that crushes her blond hair , stops, distraught and exhausted: «Did you not hear the news this morning? It’s the public services’ ‘wild’strike».


«Again?» our guy replies, dumbfounded.


«Yes, of course! This time I really do not know what will become of us».


Luca’s “Thanks” is lost in the car fumes. The lady is already two cars down, while a Romany boy asks for money, removing his cap and rubbing the headlights with it.


He can expect to wait at least an hour in the traffic. The local police force, stationed in every corner of the city, tries to restore an already largely compromised order.


Luca turns the radio on again, while, snorting, he fiddles with the Magic Tree air freshener: «...and these strikers too! Once there was respect for the citizen, for the poor people working, workers like them, like us. But now, nothing! There is no respect for anything, not even for the poor devils who have to go to work in the morning! Where is it all going to end?».


Better to listen to a little music, he thinks, jumping frenetically from one station to another, intent on finding a song that can be the soundtrack to his precarious emotional state.


«Here we are! The paradox of the modern world,» moralises a monotone voice from the radio speakers, «ever faster cars that go ever more slowly, restrained between the asphalt and the smog, meat that protests its humanity! Where will it end, dear listeners? Eh? On to the next caller.


– Hello? It’s Maria, from Sesto San Giovanni.


- Madame Maria! Tell me...».


Luca switches the radio off again. The clock shows 8:32. He will surely find the right way to explain to Dr Tandini, the office manager, why he is late. He will understand, even if Luca is always the last of the team to arrive in the office.


The tension on the streets of Milan seems to rise as Luca manages to reach the traffic lights. Damn, it’s red. An artic with a trailer, coming from the right, blocks the whole crossroads when joining his car’s queue, while the light goes green. A wave of horns assails the first in the line.


«What do you want?» The man, thickset and dark-faced, leaves his car to shout in a hysterical voice his reasons to the horn-beepers, with his arm raised like the conductor of an orchestra. «Don’t you see there is no point going forwards? I can’t even go one metre!» Then he calms down and goes back to his car.


Luca’s small car travels another ten metres and enters the main junction. An impressive line of people walks quickly along the pavements, between the cars and through the rain. It looks like a pilgrimage to the holy place of work.It is already 9:19 when, having luckily parked just two steps from his workplace, Luca enters the door of the semi-vacant building which houses his company offices.


It’s only Ramazzi, the head of department, who shouts something from the end of the corridor.Luca tries to leap like a bolt of lightning to silently reach his own seat in the corner of the world, safe from the bosses where Tonino, his loyal colleague, is already sitting and busily working.


«What’s up with Ramazzi today?» starts Luca in a low voice, almost only gesticulating.


«The usual thing,» replies Tonino, as if recounting well-known events. «Remember that if he gets hold of whoever is moving his wooden owl around, he’ll cut their dick off with his own hands!».


«Oh, that wooden owl!» snorts Luca. «It’s as ugly as its owner! Have you ever seen an owl with the feet of an ostrich?».


«Actually no, to me it doesn’t even look like an owl».


«But whoever is doing it is truly a genius!» continues Luca. «Now not a day passes when the owl is not in a new position».


«But it’s also Ramazzi’s fault: if it bothers him that much he could put a chain on it, like on a moped».


They laugh.


«Anyway, Tonino, how are you?».


«So-so!» responds his colleague, shrugging his shoulders.


«Usual story with the wife?».


«Yes, look, at this point, I tell you, what can I do?» replies Tonino, ever more discouraged. Luca tries to find the words to lift his morale: «Come on, you’ll see it will all work out».


«Let’s hope so! I am losing patience and hope, I’m giving up and going back to Puglia...».


«You mustn’t, Tonino, you mustn’t». Luca interrupts him firmly. «Be strong! And this Sunday it’s the derby, right? Take her to the match with you, maybe you’ll enjoy yourselves».


«Not a chance,» he plunges back into despair. «She doesn’t want to hear about football! And even I hardly ever go; who wants to see Inter lose again?».


«Have faith, Tonino, faith.» He puts his hand on his colleague’s shoulder as a sign of solidarity.


«Bah, we’ll see! Anyway the big boss phoned this morning». Tonino updates Luca on the latest work news.


«Today at eight as well? But did he look out of the window? There’s a real mess in the street».


«Yes, but he called all the same» continues Tonino cynically.


«Him? In person?» replies Luca, as if surprised by this rare event.


«No, do you think he knows how to dial a number?» he smiles. «He made his flunkey call. He claims the customer was moaning about the work presented last week».


«The work on the condom brand?» now Luca frowns. «But if the customer only paid pennies - what was he expecting?».


«It’s the usual story, mate! The customer wants the work done yesterday, they pay us pennies and the people at the top still don’t get it».


Luca meanwhile, still with his coat on, turns on the PC, «So you told him to fuck off?».


«Yes, but the chief says we are being bought by the English company and we can’t allow ourselves such blunders».


«He should visit the customers instead of having company dinners by himself!» Now Luca is really furious. «Then he comes to us to tell us how it has gone! The customers are bloodsuckers: the more you give them, the more they want».


«Yes, but this time I know he’s really in a foul mood. He threatened fire and brimstone» retorts Tonino with his usual fake British aplomb.


«He wants our heads? Easy. Let’s resign!».


«Yes and then how do you pay the rent? I have a family to support too!».


Tonino immerses himself in his electronic paperwork, while Luca calmly takes off his coat, adjusts his tie and sets his mobile on the desk with meticulous care.A glance at the clock: 9:45. He is perfectly late.


Our guy sits down, seems uncertain. He rests his head on his hands, while he stares at the gloomy corridor which seems to call to him with sinister laments, infernal cries and raucous voices.
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His left hand supports his head, tilting due to the unbearable weight of thoughts and tedium, while his cheek is deformed by his palm, and his eyes, half-closed, stare at the blank 19” monitor that reflects, misshapen, Luca’s face and soul.


His right hand turns the mouse on the mat, in a completely deliberate whirling motion. Both the pointer on the screen and Luca’s dark eyes turn in synchrony with the mouse. Every so often his eyelids close, the boredom takes over and his body seems paralysed, waiting for who knows what imponderable event or for which extra-terrestrial being to come and remove him from this tedious situation and inertia. From time to time, bored, he looks at his mobile as if he hopes that from there, at least from there, he can receive a jolt to shake up his monotonous existence.


Nothing. No message. No missed calls. No-one looking for him, not even to subject him to some market research. On the mobile’s display the telephone operator’s name seems to watch him and judge him continuously. The man’s reflections get lost in the deeper tedium. At times he is surprised he is still able to think. Probably the desire for something new had pushed him to change his mobile barely six months after buying the previous one. Probably the need to satisfy his repressed instincts in another way.


In this way, tediously, the last few years of his existence have passed by, from when he first set foot in this office on the second floor of via Spartaco. A precarious job in a market research company, a horrendous euphemism for his unvarying days spent identifying purchasing targets, income groups and age groups, with the possibility of moonlighting, at the call centre of the same company, by performing evening interviews during which he collects more insults than results. No great surprises for years now. Every day he trades his ten, sometimes twelve, hours of life for a monthly salary of one thousand Euros, the weekend always free, the weeks that pass pulling him to successive holidays and dreaming of a completely different life.


On the threshold of thirty years, Luca Genoni finds himself in a work situation that is still precarious, with an uncertain future and nothing definite on the personal front either, propelled with force into that market segment that he targets with the Anglo-Saxon term “single”, “age: 25-35 years”, “Work: precarious”, “Status of love-life: complicated relationship”. Some months ago, then, he entered that state of half-wandering freedom characterised by a sense of fear of being wrong and anguish over definitive things. He perceives everything as a source of anxiety: the rent contract seems to him unacceptable blackmail by the landlady; work is a prison where his ankles and wrists are chained up; at the start of every potential love affair a paranoid claustrophobia starts to assail him, making him identify in each partner the constant danger that his life could settle into an apathetic state of romantic stagnation.


Even Milan has become for him the usual greyish atmosphere, consisting of rain and smog, car horns and the stench of fried food, given that his apartment is right over a Chinese restaurant, bang in the middle of the Paolo Sarpi zone, Milan’s Chinatown inhabited mainly by Chinese immigrants.


As an antidote to the boredom and stress he tried to attend some courses financed by the council. Having failed with yoga and shao tze tung, after rejecting the techniques of progressive relaxation and not believing in biofeedback, he soon stumbled across a course that promised immediate results and sudden release from stress. Twice a week, for 230 Euros for three months, the course entailed him going to a gym where he was allowed to destroy vases, glasses, plates and porcelain in order to get rid of his stress and boredom, so promised the advertising leaflet stuck to a lamp post.


Number enrolled on the course ‘Crash’: six. Him; a hysterical housewife; a manager by now devastated by cocaine; a bank employee who knows all the names of antidepressants; a couple trying in some way to reduce the number of violent arguments they have, and an arrogant student enrolled by his parents to prevent him from systematically destroying their lounge. Luca promised himself he would never go back there.
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The office on the second floor of via Spartaco has large, light rooms, linked by a corridor which, looking at its ceiling, resembles a hospital passage. The lights show weakly from the windows in the false ceiling; the floor is covered with a dirty brown carpet; at the sides every so often fake flowers sprout out of terribly pathetic vases, put there to bring colour into the world. Luca sits on the edge of his chair and lets his knees rock neurotically, a habit which usually increases his anxiety rather than dispersing his nerves. Even the pleasures of the morning are by now a ritual. In the office people live for objectives and deadlines linked to primary needs: the lunch break; the coffee break; two minutes of fresh air for a cigarette.


He turns on the radio clock on his desk, drowned by reports on the Absorbents sector and files on his snacks customers, searching for music that can make the working day a bit easier to bear:


«...for those born in October, unfavourable Jupiter will make your day stressful and dissatisfying, but do not let yourself be affected: Mercury in Sagittarius gives you energy, be strong and hardened in...».


Tonino is sitting at the desk opposite. He lifts his eyes to see if anyone is coming into the office. Luca has always had a lot of respect for his hard-working colleague; older than Luca, he emigrated to Milan about twenty years earlier from Santa Maria di Leuca, a small village in Salento, an enchanting place, whose splendid sea one can admire thanks to the poster hanging on the wall. Tonino has a strange vice, which enrages his colleague rather than making him laugh: obsessively and compulsively he counts all the edges of places wherever he goes.


Luca has always maintained that such an “illness” should be treated, but his colleague does not see any problem with it: «everyone has their paranoias and this does not hurt anyone!», he says.


«Tonino, you know life really is lousy!» Luca bursts out in a moment of cosmic discomfort.


« Luca? What’s up?».


«Consider: you walk by and no one notices you».


«Oh, so you’ve finally realised», jokes his colleague. «I still feel as if I’m eighteen years old and I’m nearly forty-three, consider that. Nevertheless, enjoy it while you can».


«My life», continues Luca, turning to the guy he is speaking to without taking his eyes from the monitor, «has all been a failure. I thought studying would be useful for something and instead? Look here: I spend my days glued to a PC dreaming of a life that I can’t have».


«You’re telling me!».


«And women, ah, women. I must sort my head out. Find a wife!».


«A wife? Now let’s not exaggerate. Who would do it? Look at me! If only I was young and free like you. I would enjoy it; ah if I could I would enjoy it».


«Huh, don’t think I’m with lots of women, Tonino. At this age the best girls are already taken: they are either married or engaged».


The noise of heavy steps interrupts the conversation.


«I heard talk of women!».


Galletti, a staunch career man with a reputation as a womaniser, the right hand man of Follonico, Area Manager of Luca’s department, is the classic yes-man in a jacket and tie. As often happens, he enters without knocking or asking permission, butting into other people’s conversations.


«You still don’t understand one jot about women!» He places packets of papers and bound folders on Tonino’s desk. «You, Genoni, you still don’t understand women!».


«Actually, no» retorts Luca, clearly irritated. «I was waiting for the expert’s words. I can call you Master, can’t I?».


«You are too good to me» Galletti shows off without registering the irony of his colleague’s words or the resentment in the air. «The fundamental theorem, from which all consequences result, is that all women are engaged; you will not find, dear Genoni, any women who are not engaged! And the more beautiful they are, the more engaged. But you do not have to linger over this detail».


«Oh no?» Luca bares his teeth, twisting his face. «You think I pay too much attention to detail?».


«I’ll explain: The principal axiom of the theorem is that women are, yes, engaged but if they are interested in you they will say ‘yes, I am seeing someone but it’s not serious’; if however they are not interested they will raise the insurmountable wall of engagement before you, a completely ‘serious love-affair’».


«Wow Galletti. You really are my new superhero!».


«‘Seeing each other’, this is the key phrase in the modern age. And if I may make a suggestion, don’t let yourself be intimidated. As we all know, beautiful women always get together with terrible shits. Why can’t you be the shit they are with?».


«That’s it! Now everything is becoming clear!» smiles Luca sourly, then whispers through gritted teeth: «…also about him».


The lesson is not over:


«Then remember, Genoni, you must make them talk, without pressurising them».


«I always listen to them».


«And this is your error!» by now Galletti has definitively taken the upper hand in the discussion. «You must make them talk, not listen to them. Then she will have to think for herself. If you try to understand them, you will never achieve anything! You will end up contradicting them, and anyway, they will always take exception, in the final analysis, using the dismissive ‘you’re a man, you wouldn’t understand’».


«Wow, you know all about them!» interjects Tonino with irony.


«And remember: the woman is an infinite and complicated universe, full of trouble». Finally he leaves the office.


Luca remains silent for a long while, curling his lip. Then he turns to Tonino:


«Damn, this Galletti is a philosopher on pussy».


«Huh, who knows how many he’s seen», responds his colleague with little enthusiasm.


«Do you think if I am closer to him, I will become more attractive too?» continues Luca with cutting sarcasm.


«More attractive - I don’t know, but more of a shit - undoubtedly», Tonino cuts in. «But then I don’t see Galletti as an attractive man, just as oversexed. He is rich and that counts for a lot: money makes the world go round».


«Exactly, oh to have some! And do you think if I am closer to him, then perhaps I too will get rich?».


«Try it! In any case I don’t believe two theories are enough to define the world, since the world today is much more complicated now than it once was. Try reading Sherlock Holmes. He made deductions that today a child of five could make, yet at the time they were revolutionary observations».


«Huh, I suppose you’re right», replies Luca looking at the screen of his own PC. «People today are no longer together, they do not have the patience anymore to build something as a couple».


«Ah, I’m from another age. In my day we had a betrothal, asking the father of the girl for her hand in marriage, etcetera».


«You see Tonino? You’re beyond these things. Today, Master Galletti is teaching us that people ‘see each other’».


«Indeed, but I don’t understand this idea of ‘seeing each other’ at all. Two people are either together or they aren’t».


With rapid mouse clicks, the browser opens the online newspaper in front of Luca, a window onto the latest happenings in the world. Our guy clicks distractedly on some links, trying to avoid pop-ups and full-screen adverts, which appear before him: ‘…the categories most exposed to bullying are office workers at 79%, mainly those with a high-school diploma at 52% then graduates at 24% etc.’. 


Luca looks up again towards the office door. The corridor is deserted, silent, and emanates the muffled sound of an empty conch shell. Then he lowers his head and enters the chat room.
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The first time that Tonino had talked about chat rooms, Luca was astonished, making a scene like a hysterical wife, irritated by the fact that his colleague, someone who he had always esteemed as ‘honest, a gentleman and upright family-man, dedicated to work, home and church, a respectable man’, was dedicated to such a murky, sinful activity as ‘online chatting’.


«Tonino? But are you mad? Even you have become a paedophile too? It really is true that paedophiles are amongst us and we don’t realise it. People who seem to be above suspicion!».


Tonino had, on an earlier occasion, approached the discussion in a calm and understanding way: «Luca, what are you talking about? Chat rooms are not a place of sin. It’s like going to a bar to have a chat with friends and to look for further friendships. Even you must be signed up to some sort of social network, aren’t you? You use some sort of instant messaging program, don’t you?».


Luca, abstaining from all forms of electronic communication except texting on a traditional mobile keypad, was, however, not very understanding: «Tonino, are you a serial killer and I’ve just never noticed? Tell me the truth! Who do you socialise with on these… what do you call them? Social networks? With young girls? And what are these instant ‘massages’?».


«Ha, ha, ha, messages not massages! And just stop there Luca! Look at me, do I look like I could harm someone or that my life has changed since I started visiting chat rooms? I’ve always used them and you did not notice. Now you know, what has changed?».


«Oh God! Tonino is a depraved person and I never realised! Don’t come near me, you know, don’t touch me either. In fact don’t even talk to me anymore. I don’t want to have anything to do with delinquents!».


«Come on, Luca» Tonino on that occasion was extremely troubled. «Try it and you will see that it is easy and painless, and also that it isn’t a den of iniquity, I’ve told you. Aren’t you the one who last Friday went to a nightclub to score with the women? Huh, nightclubs aren’t places of debauchery are they? You find drugs, paedophiles, serial killers just like you could at the market or in a chat room!».


«Yes, okay, but what has that got to do with it? In chat rooms you also get hackers who steal credit cards!».


«First of all hackers steal, at most, credit card numbers and not actual credit cards! And it doesn’t happen in chat rooms as easily as you think. You read too many poorly-informed newspapers. They make it sound simple. But what are you worried about? You don’t even have a credit card! A thief will steal your wallet in your beloved nightclub first!».


«Yes, but still I don’t trust them, and then between us, Tonino, what is this ‘chat’ nonsense anyway?».


«This is the problem, Luca! You, at the start of your thirties, in the first century after the Internet was invented, with a completely digital world around you, you are completely and desperately analogue!».


This place of perdition with the unpronounceable Anglo-Saxon name, installed by force by Tonino on Luca’s PC, was a sinful threshold not to be crossed, the entrance to Hades where dogs with three heads and dangerous Charons could swallow him up. In short, the devil made man a place of orgies and satanic rituals.


«Do not open this window», he had told himself over and over every time he glanced, tempted by the sinful devil incarnate who was once honest Tonino, at the chat room icon.


Yet the devil, we know, has horns and uses them as best he can: «Go on Luca, it won’t hurt. It’s a ‘window on the world’, ‘a chink of light’ in these grey days.».


Luca had approached the ‘window on the world’ timidly, startled by the jingle when he opened the chat room, in front of a square with a white background was a list of strange names which appeared on the right hand side of the program.


i«Go on Luca, choose a nickname!» he was led into temptation by the reincarnation of the devil, Tonino.


«A nickname?».


«Yes, go on, a nickname! A name. Your chat room moniker. Everyone has one. I’m Dracula, do you see me?».


«A nickname? Huh. Can I not just put ‘Luca’?».


«Yes, okay, but use your imagination, boy!».


«Perfect, then I’ll use the ‘at’ sign. I’ll call myself ‘Luc@’. Is that okay for you, Tonino?».


Luca had been forced to sign-up on Facebook too, and to use at least a couple of instant messenger services for writing, phoning and video calls: Messenger and Skype.


«How do you do it?».


«How do you do what? Come on, have you gone soft in the head? Put your fingers on the keyboard and type H-E-L-L-O».


IN CHAT ROOM:


Luc@: Hello everyone.


«What now?» he asked, excited and confused by his first journey into the sea of Internet messages.


«Now you write something. I don’t know: ‘How are you?’, ‘what are you talking about today?’, ‘who wants to chat with me?’».


«Uh-huh».


IN CHAT ROOM:


Paperina: Hello Luc@. 


«Someone wrote to me! Ha, ha... Paperina wrote to me! Hurray!!!».


«Be quiet, Luca, do you want to be found out?».


IN CHAT ROOM:


Luc@: Hi Paperina, how are you?


«Beautiful, Tonino! We can also use this to gossip about Franchini without him noticing, how cool».


«I told you it wasn’t so bad».


«Yes, but I’m only testing it out, and anyway I still don’t trust it».


Since that day when he signed for the first time, much time has passed. The chat room, Facebook, Skype and all the other digital devilries very quickly became his daily bread. The places where you can chat and say things straight, where you can pour out your deepest thoughts, the things that at one time you only said to your workmate, who is by now lost in his family problems. Over time he has chatted with people who have met via the Internet and then got married; groups of friends who periodically have a real-life meetings; he has known long-distance love affairs maintained kilometres apart. Now he has a key in his hand: the password for the window, the key to the door which leads to that infinite universe which constantly renews itself.


Today he too shares his daily life over many kilometres. He met Blumoon, a lovely girl from Bologna who he gets on with very well, and Jo a young hacker from Napoli - part philosopher and part techy nerd, but friendly and useful when there is something wrong with his PC that needs fixing quickly without having to go to the company help desk. Of the many souls he has met in this Hell some have been just passing like meteors or transparent-sheet ghosts, travelling companions for a few minutes. Others however have stayed there, flagged in the instant messaging list or in the address book, to share jokes and reflections every day.


IN CHAT ROOM:


Luc@: I’ve found a great way of picking up girls!


Blumoon: What? :-O


Luc@: On TV they announced the arrival in 2019 of an asteroid that will destroy everything. To women I’ll say: “So let’s not waste any time!”.
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Tonino waters his pot of azaleas, bought months before at one of the charitable initiatives for the fight against cancer. It is something he does almost every day. Luca watches in dismay as his colleague talks to the plant, calling it by its name, Adele, and sings to it about the honour of being the only living thing in this office that fully enjoys itself. The electronic clock on the PC shows 25th January and it is a sleepy, boring morning, very similar to many others. The sound of the jingle on entering the chat room makes Luca jump out of his seat. He looks gloomily out of the window, with a pen dangling wearily from his mouth, then sighs and signs in to Facebook.


IN THE FACEBOOK CHAT ROOM:


Antonella: So you’re there?


Luc@: I’m half here.


Antonella: Ok, how are you?


Luc@: I’m half well (now don’t pretend to be someone who doesn’t like me).


Antonella: Go to Hell!


Antonella is like that, not that he ever admits to himself that he uses her as a buffer for his feelings of being a repressed employee. For five days now she has been sending texts with no scrap of a reply from Luca. Another grimace, then our guy closes Facebook. 11:05, it is undoubtedly time for coffee. He descends the stairs which lead to the bar when his mobile vibrates in his coat:


SMS: 


You really are an idiot. Someone just wants to be kind to you but you always act sour. Put it on ice tonight! Antonella.


He returns his mobile to his pocket with the same detached expression with which he took it out. A glance at the sky which promises rain again: Milan has its usual grey, opaque atmosphere. A warm smoke comes from the bar, welcoming him. He remembers the atmosphere from before. The waiter has a slight tic in his forehead and he is busy preparing coffee for a lady sitting at the table and for two businessmen who are calmly discussing politics at the bar. No one talks of anything but the ‘wild’ strike.
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