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Also By Annarita Coriasco

The ex-sergeant Giacomo Pucci, retired Marshal, had been thinking for six months that playing bowls and going to the bar to play pinball machine, they were two really enervating activities. He got the conclusion they were absolutely also two useless activities, if not even iniquitous.

In the meantime, he changed lodging and even the zone. His wife and he looked for one house well distant from the policemen station of Ciriè. All there remembered him the nice times already gone and, moreover, living in town was not compatible with his pension.

The suburbs zone they had chosen was not a sad and desolating place as it could be, rather, as it is usually the outskirts of a big town. Contrarily, the district was surrounded by lawns and trees arranged in column as the ancient Roman soldiers. Franca liked those almost rural places. They remembered her childhood at her father's farm in Abruzzi. However, the calmest and cosy life that she desired so much, it had stimulated one ancient passion of hers, never entirely calmed by the events of life and by the birth of her daughter: the poetry. Now more than ever, she composed also for whole days, and the house echoed again with her attempts to declaim her own verses with a certain artistic component. In fact, encouraged by her daughter, she had begun to take part to the local contests, where among rump roast and the enchantment of the books of unknown authors, the participants to the poetic competition when they were honoured by the frieze of a prize, they usually were called to declaim their own verses. 

It was so that in a spring sun Sunday, instead of going as usual to mass, they had to go to the first Franca's awarding. Paola had hit the mark, and she was now in Turin to prepare a good lunch to her boyfriend, while Pucci had to accompany Franca toward the Municipal Tourist Board of Predasse, where illustrious strangers would have expatiated Franca's works with all the others, they would have listened to them to declaim or chew, according to the case, their compositions, to distribute some cups, diplomas and various medals. The publication by a worthless book was guaranteed to all the participants by the Municipal Tourist Board on condition that they bought at least a copy of it. Franca had received the notice to have won a merit notice and proud in her suit for the great occasions, she came to the council room of the town council of Predasse, arm in arm with the wearing a tie and embarrassed Pucci. 

When they rewarded his Franca, it didn't seem true, at least because he had been waiting for so long that he had the cramps on his back. Forgetful of the suffered sufferings, he started frantically clapping his hands. He moved on listening to the reading of the lyric so that he made a mistake on taking the first picture, forgetting to remove the cover from the focus lens. However, he could immortalize his bride while she was still receiving the plate and parchment from the President of the Municipal Tourist Board and while she was shaking the hand to the Mayor of Predasse. A that he made a mistake again to take a photo, and he immortalized her without her head, while she was shaking the hand to a famous local poetess, of whom he vaguely heard over the years, when the same broadcast a programme of poetic dedications from a regional radio. 

After the awarding, there was a modest reception during which the participants calmed the grumbling of their stomach, waiting for lunch (it was eleven and thirty), and they could make new friendships with their colleagues. 

It was just at the reception Pucci began to realize that if he had insisted so much that Franca was with Aunt Rosa, his nerves rather would benefit. All the people spoke one another, but no one considered them. They became the invisible gentleman and lady. 

Nevertheless, at the umpteenth stale cracker the situation turned as if by magic: the famous local poetess Rinuccia Mistrale Ribolletti boarded them while they were looking for something to drink, which was good to favour the swallowing of the bundle of musty and little pizzas in their throats. 

- Good morning! - the poetess smiled inviting at the Marshal - If I don't mistake, you are the famous sergeant Pucci. In the picture, you look very good, you know. I have seen you on the News Sheet; I don't remember well the date... 

Franca, ignored, looked up and down the new arrival with the uncertainty of whom doesn't know if she has to shoot or sketch, stamped upon her face.  Mistrale Ribolletti was wound in a grey suit, gestapo model, refined by a red fire turban and so many rings and bracelets like the showcase of a jeweller of the centre. The woman shook the hand to an embarrassed Pucci and almost pleasantly amazed. 

- Nice to meet you! My name is Rinuccia Mistrale Ribolletti, writer and organizer of poetry and prose contests. - it was very clear by the face of Pucci that the embarrassment was increasing - Don't worry; I am not surprised you don't recognize me. Unfortunately, poets are put a little aside... 

The Marshal finally could give out a sound: - I am sincerely dismayed... - he said - but unfortunately, the literary woman is my wife Franca at home - and he pointed her out with a sign of his head to the poetess, whom turned her look at few centimetres, and she finally seemed to perceive the presence of Franca. 

- Congratulations! - she exclaimed with the disguised enthusiasm that she usually exhibited in such situations, and she immediately shook her hand hastily later. While Frank tried to say something of convenient, she already addressed to the marshal. 

Pucci's wife looked at her with fired eyes. 

- Dear sergeant - the woman exclaimed, arm in arm with Pucci to go away with him some step far from the ignored and furious wife. 

- Marshal... - Pucci weakly protested already regretting the just past moments in the most absolute anonymity. 

- Oh, sorry - the poetess said - it was obvious that a man like you could not remain a simple sergeant so long... - she continued while Franca's eyes got darker than the colour of a storm. She tried to go closer to them, but the small crowd that was created around the buffet had rejected her with a sudden wave of appetite. 

- I have been a sergeant for twenty years... - Pucci already objected a little irritated by the intrusive madam. 

The poetess freed herself better in a while from Marshal's arm in order to cling better. Then she breathed in his face with a light sign of liqueur: - Know, some thieves got into my house for stealing during the night. 

Pucci finally understood what the energumen wanted, and definitely annoyed he answered with a mellifluous and lazy smile: 

- Madam, I am retired since more than six months, by now... 

Franca, in the meantime, among thousand troubles, could reach them, and she laid it on thicker. 

- We are sorry my dear, but we don't understand how we could help you - and she finally could clutch her husband's arm. She started throwing with discretion the prey against her. 

However, a very inopportune youthful friend came, a retired teacher. 

- Dear Pucci - and he detached him from the claws of the two women - I see there is also your wife - and he just greeted her. - We didn't see each other for long time, isn't it? 

Pucci opened his mouth to speak, but he could send out any sound. The ex-teacher already continued with friendly comradeship: 

- Have you known my fiancée, eh? 

And Mrs. Mistrale Ribolletti, in retort: 

- Do you know Alfonso? What a pleasant combination... - and she seized Pucci by his arm again, so that he was once more in the middle of a contention: - If you only knew how it has been precious to me... the widowhood is a terrible thing, but luckily, I had been his colleague before the pension... 

- Yes, we had been knowing each other for years... you still came to school to illustrate the books of a poetess to the pupils, and we have started seeing each other... 

- I understand - Pucci could say. His eye scrutinized with impatience the exit. His wife looked resigned by now, and she was a little apart with the expression of who is kept waiting at the dentist's. 

Alfonso D'Alfonsi: the primary and secondary schools together. Some going out with the girls. Some fleeting meeting during the years... he didn't understand all that enthusiasm on his behalf, unless he had the thieves in his mind as well... 

- Come and have dinner with us, your wife and you... - he exhorted him with joy. 

- Of course, the get-together with some friends is so romantic! - the old poetess yelped. 

Not knowing how to get free, the Marshal looked at his wife. She looked at him with reproach. 

- Of course! Ribolletti insisted, seeing him hesitating - Come and see us, so we can speak of the disappearance of the copies of my last book... 

The attention of Pucci concentrated on the poetess. 

- Do you want to say the thieves have stolen some books of yours? - he asked incredulous. 

She looked a little bored by Pucci's attitude, but she quickly refuted: - Of course, why? 

- Did they steal anything else? - the Marshal insisted. 

- Not that I know - she said with less expansiveness. 

- My Rinuccia is very envied... it is certainly a joke of some colleague - D'Alfonsi intervened, trying to get back to the cordiality of shortly before. 

And Mrs. Ribolletti, this time ignoring them both, addressed to the maltreated Franca: 

- I am sure that during the supper, we can speak about a lot of things over that the theft, madam. Your poetries are very nice, and they deserve to have put in evidence. 

Slashed then both by the not very sibylline sentence of Mistrale Ribolletti, the two consorts didn't offer resistance anymore. Franca had the vision of a book of poetries with introduction of the acclaimed poetess, and she became speechless and enraptured. Pucci had the same vision and didn't know how to discern whether his becoming dumb was because of the joy in front of a similar perspective or of the worry rather.

As soon as Franca put the cup on the sideboard, she made a fresh attempt. On the other hand, Pucci had already realized by her obstinate silence that there would have been a fight in the car on the way back home. 

Was it really necessary to accept this invitation for supper? - she began with a certain hostility - Have you not seen how they have treated me? A maid would have attracted their attention more... 

- I had understood that the poetess's allusion to your nice poetries had been well induced you... 

She blushed a little, and she softened the tone: - ...you could not accept with a certain style and invite them, even for a coffee... 

- Yes! They invite us for supper and we invite them for a coffee... Moreover, I burden a shitty thing about a theft of books just for the chance to have your work published even for free, and you attack me... 

- Yes, absolutely! I have been boiling for all day long! I am your wife, but it was clear they would have invited more gladly a shitty porcupine... 

They looked at each other for an instant, and Pucci burst out laughing, even though in a more moderate way than his wife. 

- What does it matter? Is it a supper... Let's see what is about, and if you can get a profit of it... it is since your daughter wears the diaper you dream to see something of your published... do you believe I have not understood it? 

Franca's look sensitively mellowed, but she didn't say a word. 

- However, you have to promise me that you won't start over frequenting that Alfonso: it is a womanizer, an irresponsible, a person who doesn't give a damn and... 

- I will have met him at least ten times during these twenty years, and he has always invited me somewhere... And I have always refused... 

- That's good! With the job you did, you even had the time for your daughter and me... 

- And now I don't feel like... I don't like that person, and I don't care to frequent him. 

- However, that time he has phoned you from Cortina you have gone there... 

- I was young, just gotten married and there was not Paola yet... 

- The trouble is that you are too much... 

- I am nothing. I don't even remember what I was thirty years ago... 

- No, I want to say that they will convince you to investigate. You have been risking your life for thirty years, and you bring your health to ruin. You are retired now... 

- I have told you this... it is a boob, and if I accept nobody will come to stab me for four stupid books. When we are there, we will we see what to do... is there anything to eat?  I am starving. It is almost three o' clock. 

- There is some rabbit cooked yesterday, and some thawed out lasagne... 

- Then let's make an effort! We cannot keep going until this evening with four mouldy crackers and two glasses of cider...

The next evening they went in 12 Poggibonzi Street in Predasse as agreed around eight o’clock. Franca wore a black pajamas suit with a supplement in voile, a dark dust coat, and an undetermined number of necklaces around her powdered neck. She wore a pair of evening shoes, lent from the wardrobe of her daughter, which were too tall, tight and curt. Astonishing Pucci, because of the manifested opinion, she went again to the hairdresser to change her hair dyeing. She had come back with a bobbed hair so blond that looked like platinum blond, and when Pucci had seen her coming toward the kitchen, the coffee that she was sipping, it went the wrong way. He, for his part, wore the usual grisaille and, on Franca's suggestion, he opted for a blue tie that looked “very elegant”. 

When D'Alfonsi opened the door, and he appeared smiling and wearing a grey sweatshirt, torn jeans showing his knee and sanitary clogs, Pucci felt himself ridiculous as one person catching the tram in smoking. He smiled faintly, and greeted with a certain joy. Franca's heart was crushed on the uncomfortable evening shoes, but she also decided to ignore that she was dressed as one person who would have had breakfast at Tiffany's while she was at farting Gigi's... 

They came in, and the excessive welcoming luxury makes them feel at their ease. After all what was out of place in the middle of everything, it was the untidy D'Alfonsi. The floors were made of candid and expensive marble and there were a lot of Chinese and Persian carpets in the living room that welcomed them. Soft lights boxed in the walls, and the ceiling made the atmosphere of unreal elegance. Refined curtains, thick and essential furniture and a liquid crystal display television set, hanging on the wall looking like a little toy compared to the living room. “And just think it looked like an old and decent house as many others” Franca thought amazed.  And the situation was unchanged when they passed from the dining room to the library for the coffee: from the stuffed and damask chairs, elegant curtains, marbles, table prepared as for an embassy reception and a solid wood desk full of books and complete with a mobile wood staircase reaching the ceiling. The maid served the drink in sparkling porcelains. What about Mrs. Ribolletti: smiling in her designer tracksuit, the scarce curled hair and semi hidden from an anachronistic pink turban, she put herself on the leather-bound sofa, letting the big gipsy earrings tinkling like cowbells. While she was turning the teaspoon in the cup, staring and smiling at Franca making her feel terribly uncomfortable, she underlined with the movement of her hand the big topaz that shining under the light of the Murano crystal chandelier. 

- We apologize if we came dressing not very elegant clothes - she admitted smiling - but we love feeling free at home. 

Franca mumbled a “Don't worry” required by the circumstances, while she tried not to pour the coffee on her, or worse, on the precious and light leather-bound sofa. 

The conversation during the dinner had almost been a D'Alfonsi's monologue reminding the past when he went to school with Pucci and then talking about the meeting with Mrs. Ribolletti that, according to him, had changed his empty life of eternal fickle man. 

Nevertheless, the writer got the scene now, and she showed the snow-white whiteness of her teeth between her flabby lips made up with a glimmering and cherry coloured lipstick. 

While Pucci tried not to think about the horrifying supper, he ate, almost with a polenta(1) menu that had the consistence and perhaps, alas, also the taste of the concrete, the woman launched in the umpteen harangue in favour of the Marshal's detective art. D'Alfonsi listened to her as if she was the Sybil from Cumae, lady Franca faked an interest that didn't feel for disguising the mixing of her stomach suffocated by the unutterable polenta. 

The preamble finally finished when the writer decided they could pass to the “highlight" of the evening: the disappearance of the copies of her last novel: “Tartare bread and sauce”. 

- They were the copies that I myself had to sell or give as promotion. - she said, putting the cup on the little wood table. 

- And the publishing house? - Pucci asked just to be polite with the guest of that inauspicious evening. 
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