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    If you suffer injustice, make peace; if you suffer outrage, take revenge.




    Chilon of Sparta – Fragments - 6th-5th centuries B.C.E.




    Fired




    “Unfortunately, we’re not able to keep working with you.”




    He was sitting across his HR director, and those were the last words he could hear. After that, everything became muffled, as if filtered through some sort of psychological deafness that lasted a full minute. Even his vision dimmed suddenly. The colours vanished, as if a sudden shadow had fallen over them; he could only just make out the man, still talking to him.




    The HR director—a man he had known for over ten years but never quite figured out—was clearly trying to sugarcoat the pill with formality and politeness, but Davide couldn’t hear a single word anymore.




    Despite his state, he was able to notice that Dr. Rinaldi’s expression showed no regret at all, not even a hint, not even faked. His smooth forehead and relaxed jaw rather suggested satisfaction.




    The true feelings the man was used to hiding behind a constant flow of empty words were now obvious to Davide: that glimmer of satisfaction told him what Rinaldi was feeling in that moment was pleasure. Yes—Rinaldi was enjoying himself.




    But all this Davide would only realize hours later, while he replayed the meeting in his mind. In the moment, he was frozen, unable to react. Blindsided, without warning, he was down for the count. Stunned.




    Another minute passed before his senses reawakened, just as Rinaldi was getting ready to see him out. Davide stood up and, without saying a word, left the executive office. He didn’t greet anyone on his way back to his desk—not that he ever had in the past twenty-one years.




    He stared at his inbox for ten minutes without moving, then resumed the report on the new adhesive’s composition he’d been working on before he was called in. Once he completed the task, he waited until 7:00 PM as he always did before heading to his car.




    That evening, at home, he said nothing. Not out of fear of his wife Patrizia’s reaction, or because the kids were there, but because he first needed to process what had happened, understand the reasons behind it. Patrizia sensed his discomfort, but didn’t probe, assuming it was just due to stress after a tough day at the office.




    The following day, Davide went to work, just as he would for the next eleven days, as he had been requested to do. He spent the entire day fixing his résumé and sifting through job ads from companies that, until yesterday, he had considered competition. He was still confused and worried, but at least he was no longer paralyzed by shock.




    Once home, he waited until the kids were distracted by their video games, then he turned to Patrizia with a serious expression. “Honey, we need to talk.”




    



    She immediately grasped that it must be something serious that had to be discussed between the two of them alone. That was the kind of coded language they had developed over the years. After a few seconds, she replied, “Alright,” her face tense and worried.




    Later, when the kids were in bed, they sat down on the couch side by side. He took one of her hands in his, leaned in, and in a low voice got straight to the point. “Patrizia, Rinaldi fired me.”




    She had been imagining dozens of scenarios in her head since dinner, ranging from a lover to health problems, so the truth surprised her—she even felt relieved.




    “No way, that’s impossible,” she said.




    Davide remained silent, waiting for her to process the news and, more importantly, the implications.




    Patrizia had stopped working when Chiara was born, thirteen years earlier; they had chosen to be on a lower income in order to enjoy more quality time as a family. They had managed to set aside some savings but still needed a few more years to pay off their home mortgage. With Davide’s salary no longer coming in, they’d soon be in trouble.




    Patrizia didn’t seem too alarmed. She had imagined worse scenarios, after all. But she was curious.




    “Why did he fire you?” she asked. “Did anything happen?”




    “I don’t know… Rinaldi talked about cutting costs. A general downsizing policy.”




    “I could go back to work, now that the kids are older,” she offered immediately.




    “We’ll see. For now, I’ve sent out a few résumés. And after twenty-one years, I should be entitled to a decent severance package. What’s bothering me, beyond the stress of finding another job, is the reason why I was let go... Rinaldi looked like he was enjoying the process of firing me.”




    “How strange.”




    Rinaldi had joined Mak, a large chemical company, in 2012, at twenty-eight. He had been hired thanks to his stellar academic record and four years of experience in HR at a big corporation. The company had lured him in with a generous contract and real opportunities for advancement. By thirty-eight, he had already been head of HR for two years. His rapid and brilliant career had been driven by his extreme ambition; he never thought twice about stepping over anyone who got in his way.




    Davide spent his final workdays sending out résumés and trying to understand the real reason behind his dismissal. After so many years at the company, he knew all eight hundred and forty-three employees, at least by sight. Some were close friends and even held senior positions. He discovered that the downsizing policy had affected twenty-three other employees at various levels. The HR department had drafted an initial list of thirty people which had been revised by upper management, but his name—on that list from the beginning—had never been questioned. His dismissal had been strongly pushed by Rinaldi.




    He and Patrizia explained the situation to Chiara and Alessio, reassuring them that they would find a way through, as they always did. The kids understood and were comforted.




    In his final days at the office, Davide’s colleagues sent him warm and supportive messages, but none of them could offer an explanation for what had happened.




    



    On his very last day, as he was walking to his car to go home for the last time, he came across a clue. He was thinking about the e-mail Rinaldi had sent eleven days ago to all twenty-four employees who had been laid off, wishing them good luck and thanking them for their time with the company, when someone called him.




    He turned around and recognized Rossella, the secretary of a high-level executive, a nice lady. She was running up to him.




    “I’m so glad I caught you. I really wanted to say goodbye.”




    “Thanks, Rossella, you’re very kind.”




    “No, really: I just wanted to thank you. It’s been great working together for all these years. I wanted to say it in person.”




    “Thank you… Don’t say another word, or I’m going to get emotional!”




    “I need to ask… Why?”




    “High costs and staff reduction.”




    “Hmm. Excuses.”




    “Rinaldi put me on the list and insisted I stay on it, even though upper management had doubts. This, I really don’t understand.”




    “Oh, that guy’s a jerk. He’s vindictive, too. I’ve heard plenty about him. Are you sure you didn’t do something to tick him off?”




    “You know me. Certainly not on purpose. I really have no idea.”




    “Hmm. Still, there must be a reason you ended up on his blacklist.”




    He shook his head. “Hey, Rossella. If you’re ever in our area, come visit. We’d love to see you.”




    “Yeah, sure… But—Wait a minute,” she added, a thoughtful expression on his face. “Aren’t you pretty close to Laura from accounting?”




    “Yes, but what does that have to do with anything?”




    “Don’t you know? Rinaldi’s obsessed with her. He’s been hitting on her for two years, even though he’s married and has other affairs. It’s like a fixation.”




    “She never said anything to me...”




    “Well, I wouldn’t exactly go around broadcasting it either, if I were her.”




    “Hmm.”




    “You’re not the type, but… are you sure you never had something going on with Laura and Rinaldi found out? You know, he’s got eyes all over the company.”




    “Come on! Don’t you know me? You know I only love my family. Laura and I just have a genuine friendship.”




    “Yeah, sorry, you’re right. But I have a feeling Rinaldi sees things differently and wanted you out of the way. I might be wrong...”




    At first, Davide thought Rossella’s idea was absurd. But as he drove home, he couldn’t stop thinking about it, and in the end, it started to seem like the only plausible explanation.




    Once home, he drove the car into the garage and was about to go upstairs when an unusual feeling overwhelmed him. A blind rage exploded in his stomach and he felt it quickly spread throughout his body. He dropped his bag and started pounding on the car roof with increasing force and intensity. At first, he let out low groans and muttered curses, then full-on screams. His eyes filled with tears. Maybe because of the pain in his hands, or maybe because his body needed to purge the poison that had infected him.




    He lost control and hurled his bag at the garage wall. With his vision partly blurred, he swept everything off one of the shelves. Just as he was about to move on to the next one, a car horn from the street brought him back to his senses. He was panting and sweating. He took a few minutes to collect himself, and figuring he’d have all the time in the world to clean up tomorrow, he went upstairs for dinner.




    The days began to pass, relentlessly identical. After spending a few hours at the computer, browsing job ads and sending out résumés for himself and for Patrizia, he would just keep busy around the house.




    So far, neither of them hadn’t even be called for a first interview. Some headhunting firms replied that their names had been added to the system, but nothing more. His severance pay had been deposited; after that, no more money came in. The countdown had begun.




    One evening, Laura called him. They exchanged a few pleasantries, she offered to help, he reassured her everything was okay. Then, the conversation shifted to Rinaldi.




    “Davide, there’s something I’ve never told you,” Laura said.




    “What is it?”




    “Rinaldi has been relentlessly hitting on me for a long time.”




    “Yes, I’d heard as much. But why are you telling me now, after I’ve been let go? You never said anything before.”




    “I never mentioned it because it was just an annoyance to me. It embarrassed me, and it felt like one of those office rumours. Nasty gossip we’ve always kept out of our friendship.”




    “Of course, yes.”




    “But the other day, Rinaldi tried to flirt with me again, and he let slip a comment that he immediately seemed to regret. It made me realize I am the reason you were fired.”




    “What exactly did he say?”




    “He said, ‘Now that I’ve gotten your secret lover out of the way…’ then figured he was saying too much, cut himself off mid-sentence, and changed both his tone and the topic. Davide… I feel guilty about what happened to you.”




    “Oh, come on, Laura. Don’t be silly. You’re not to blame. He’s the one who’s a—”




    Just as he searched for the right word to describe Rinaldi, the poison surged back through his veins. He froze and couldn’t finish the sentence. His eyes narrowed to slits, and standing there in his study with the phone to his ear, he could almost see Rinaldi silently gloating over his dismissal.




    Laura went on. “Obviously, I’m willing to testify on your behalf in court, but I’m afraid it would be my word against his. I don’t have any proof of his behaviour—not even a single email. He’s clever like that. Still, talk to your lawyer. If you need me, I’m here.”




    “What court case? What lawyer?”




    “You didn’t know? I thought they’d told you. Six or seven former employees, laid off at the same time as you, are suing Mak for wrongful termination.”




    “Oh? Who’s involved?”




    



    “Definitely Marzi, Pagani, Costamagna, Del Bosco, and a couple of others. I think Costamagna is leading the charge. He spoke with some friends, then brought the others on board.”




    “Can you get me a contact?”




    “Of course, I’ll send you everything tomorrow.”




    “Thanks, Laura.”




    “Don’t mention it. Anything I can do…”




    “Bye.”




    “Bye.”




    Almost six months passed since that phone call. Davide and Patrizia had found two part-time jobs which, combined, covered about seventy percent of their previous income. The rest came from his severance pay, which had been heavily tapped into during the emergency phase and was now being depleted more slowly.




    The lawsuit was moving through the usual stages, and there was a good chance Mak would eventually cave and settle. After joining Costamagna’s team with Laura’s help, Davide managed to recover evidence showing he’d always done excellent work at Mak. Behind the scenes, Laura had contacted some of Davide’s former colleagues from successful projects, who had received written praise for their work. Though these were isolated instances, they managed to gather a few emails proving Davide’s professionalism and efficiency. On top of that, no complaints or warnings had ever been filed against him, so they were feeling reasonably optimistic.




    Davide worked from 8:30 to 2:00 at Prahs, a chemical company and one of Mak’s competitors. He had a temporary, project-based contract and knew he was being underpaid and taken advantage of. In times of economic instability, Prahs had scored a bargain: a high-level worker for the cost of a new hire, with the contract only renewed if needed. Davide didn’t have much choice. He’d been struggling to stay afloat for too long, feeling like he was drinking water and about to drown in the stormy sea of his finances, so he clung to the only lifeline he had.




    One evening, Patrizia invited an old high school classmate of theirs to dinner. He had moved to London right after university and was now passing through Italy with his family.




    Alessandro was climbing a brilliant career ladder in the City. He worked in mergers and acquisitions1 and had become a high-level consultant for a major consulting firm. The evening was pleasant and engaging, full of high school memories and London gossip. After dinner, over a glass of aged grappa, Davide and Alessandro had a serious conversation about Davide’s current situation and that of his family.




    



    “I don’t have to remind you that if you ever need anything, all you have to do is pick up the phone. Anything at all.”
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