
        
            
                
            
        

    The bad bear tavern
Leo Augliera

Live free little man. 
Live free from violence, hatred and racism. 
Live free from selfishness and stupidity. 
Live free from opportunism and conditioning. 
Live free from injustice and greed. 
Live free and happy little man, 
if you can and in spite of everything. 

To my nephew Leonardo
Copyright © 2024 Letterio Augliera
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Translator from italian: Barbara Maher
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It all began a year ago, a morning that should have been like all the others but which turned into the tragic prelude to my story.
Having breakfast in silence was a habit that had kept me company for a long, too long time. While still a boy I came to the conclusion that I did not like early morning chatter and that being forced to listen unwillingly to what others were saying, would inevitably bring on a feeling of agitation that I would carry with me for the rest of the day. Since I was a victim of this absurd intolerance, I always did the same things, and closed myself in a world that I did not allow anyone to desecrate.
When I married Mascia, it was her turn to suffer my silence. At first she accepted this eccentric attitude without protesting; she loved me very much, as I loved her, and this allowed us to surmount any different points of view. As the years passed, love ended and with it so did patience.
I still remember today, fifteen years later, every moment of when I saw her for the first time.
I was young and full of high hopes, everything smiled at me and I smiled at the world. When I graduated, with no desire to seriously start looking for a job, I happily spent my evenings partying. Countless evenings organized by my friends or by friends of friends, also fresh out of college and who, like me, were trying desperately to continue living without a care in the world. It was at one of our noisy and useless parties that I saw her for the first time. She was eminently beautiful, which made me immediately think, with little objectivity, that she was an extraordinary girl, wasted in a place full of people whose only goal was to chat someone up. That evening I was alone, still busy digesting the fact that I had been dumped by the girl I had dated during my university days. I was still feeling like a prisoner of despair when her laughter caught my attention, so crystal clear that it aroused my curiosity. I turned and looked at her: the head of blond hair was slightly tilted, and her perfect white teeth made a fine show of themselves; she was laughing at something funny that the boy sitting next to her had said, and who seemed very interested in her. At that precise moment I decided to get to know her better and began to spy on all her movements. She danced gracefully, showing off her beautiful body without any malice; and she drank in small sips to avoid overdoing the amount of liquor, which could have caused her to lose control. She even laughed politely at the jokes which I presumptuously judged as being idiotic, of the male friends who were competing for her attention. In short, I had fallen madly in love with her and wanted to meet her at all costs. After asking around who she was, I discovered that her name was Mascia and that she was in the third year of law. I had the opportunity to approach her after about an hour of close surveillance. Strangely, she was alone at the bar patiently waiting for a Margarita. I sat next to her without saying a word and pretended to be interested in what the barman was doing. Feeling that he was being observed, he was shaking the concoction with excessive theatricality. Mascia seemed not to have noticed me, she too was staring fascinated at the man's gestures.
   "Do you like Mexico?" I whispered embarrassed, as the barman handed her the glass with salt around the rim and overflowing with Margarita.
Mascia didn't bat an eyelid. I thought she hadn't heard me speak because of the deafening noise of the music. She raised the glass slowly, took a sip and, when I was now resigned to her silence, she replied without looking at me. "I've never been to Mexico, but I like tequila."
"I drank the best Margarita in the old part of Mexico  City."
Obviously I had never been to Mexico City, but I couldn't resist the urge to impress her.
Finally she looked at me. She had an expression which, I naively thought, oscillated between incredulity and admiration.
"You’ve been to Mexico City?"
"A couple of years ago. I did the course in journalism and the foreign department sent the top three students to Mexico to conduct an investigation into the Mexican drug cartels."
It was such a tall tale that I immediately regretted what I had said.
"You did an investigation into the Mexican drug cartels?"
Her curiosity made me hope that she had believed my story.
"Yes, I did such a good job that I used the investigation for my degree thesis. The commission praised me and gave me full marks, granting me publishing rights." I went on telling lies without restraint.
"You must have risked a lot, I know that journalists in Mexico don’t have an easy life."
"Well, yes... I must confess that my colleagues and I escaped an assassination attempt, when we were almost at the end of the investigation."
"They tried to kill you? Seriously?"
"Our questions evidently bothered someone. The embassy quickly got us out and sent us home."
I was freewheeling at this point and, I confess, I was starting to get a taste for it.
"Did anyone get hurt?"
"Fortunately, everything was resolved with a just a big fright."
"Thank goodness, yes."
I noticed her ironic smile and suspected that, perhaps, she hadn't believed it. But I wanted to go on with my lies anyway. "When we came back I had to do six months of psychoanalysis. I couldn't sleep without dreaming of those bastards who wanted to behead me with a machete at all costs."
"Heavens!"
The attitude she continued to display, looking me straight in the eyes, gave me the certainty that something was not going right. Instead of listening with interest, apprehension and above all worry, Mascia was laughing at my misfortunes. "You don't believe it, do you?" The resigned tone signalled my surrender. Had it continued, that game risked making me even more ridiculous.
"Yes, yes, why shouldn't I?" She sounded as if, deep down, she didn't give a damn about my misadventures.
Her behavior made me realize that it was only my fault and I had to remedy it. "Okay, I told you a heap of nonsense, I've never been to Mexico and I've never done investigations in dangerous places."
"Oh really?"
She seemed surprised by my confession, but I didn't take the bait. "I really did do a trip but it was to Spain, Barcelona, where we did a study on why that city attracts so many young people from all over Europe."
"It's not exactly the spine-chilling trip you just talked about, but it's still a good experience."
"I know you realized immediately that I was talking nonsense."
"So why did you keep going?" Her tone had become harsh.
"I’d like to become a writer and I like to use my imagination. When I start, I can’t help it, I can't stop."
"More than a writer, to me you seem like a poor idiot clutching at straws to try to impress."
Mascia got up and walked away, and I didn’t have the courage to reply or follow her with my gaze. I sat there stunned staring at the empty glass of her Margarita, with a sinking feeling in my stomach and the desire to disappear into the ground. It was only after several minutes and a couple of dry martinis, that I looked up from the counter. I carefully scanned every corner of the room, but didn't see her. She had probably run off, disgusted by my unusual braggart approach.
The next day I stationed myself outside the law school, but I didn't see her. I did so again the next day and the ones that followed. There was no sign of her, she seemed to have disappeared into thin air. I began to suspect that Mascia was the fruit of my imagination, a ghost that I had created in order to seek consolation and negate the disappointment of my previous love, all encouraged by the enormous amount of alcohol I’d guzzled that evening. I was now almost convinced of that hypothesis, when I saw her walking with aristocratic bearing towards the university. I was intimidated by that austere gait, so much so that I doubted that it could be her. I saw her moving further and further away but I couldn't move, petrified by the possibility of stopping a stranger. Finally I made up my mind, I had to act quickly otherwise I ran the risk of losing her forever. In a few moments I was behind her, so close she could feel me panting on her neck. Aware of a foreign presence a few steps away, she took fright and accelerated her pace without turning around. She had almost reached her destination when I found the courage to pronounce her name.
"Mascia." She didn’t turn around, though I was sure she had heard; she continued to walk stiffly, with an increasingly forbidding step. I persisted, driven by desperation. "Mascia, me disculpo por ser un imbécil."
Having called myself an imbecile in Spanish finally made her stop. She turned around, studying me with a smile that gave me goosebumps. "Tienes razón, solo eres un imbécil." She spoke slowly and this disturbed me even more.
"Will you forgive me?" I said in a faint voice.
"You learned Spanish well in Mexico."
"I’m sorry for all the bullshit I told you."
"Were you drunk?"
"Maybe, or maybe I wanted to impress you."
The smile that made me fall in love with her that damn evening finally reappeared.
"You could have avoided all that pretense."
"You're right, I’m sorry."
"Putting on that stupid act wasn’t necessary, you had impressed me even without saying a word."
That was the beginning of my love story with Mascia. It began as a love built on total sincerity, probably because of the turbulent prelude. We swore that we would never lie to each other, even at the cost of hurting ourselves. And it was with these premises that we tried to build a future together. I applied for the internship in a city newspaper. It was a newspaper I’d worked with while at university, writing small articles about young people, focusing in particular on the ambiguous and multicolored environment of students. The editor of the newspaper was Giorgio Soldo, a journalist of great quality, but who belonged to the category, not too rare in the world of journalism, of mastiffs, characterised by an indescribable nastiness. If he targeted a politician or a bigwig in the city, the poor guy was doomed. The attacks, frequent and circumstantial, forced the victim to choose between two equally humiliating solutions: either to resign from office and, possibly, flee from the city, or come to terms with Soldo and thus become a sort of affiliate of the congregation that controlled the city and in which my boss held an important position.
Giorgio Soldo was a close friend of my father. I had never understood where that friendship started but, I must confess, it paved the way for my career in the newspaper, as I became a kind of protégé of the editor, envied and feared by all the other colleagues. Like a diligent scholar I listened to all the great chief’s advice; and in fact, in a short time, I became even more of an asshole than him. So, for a few years and just to cut my teeth, I spent my days throwing poison on this or that character of the city, while in the evening, exhausted and nauseated, I tried to detoxify in Mascia's arms. In the meantime she graduated and began her internship to become a lawyer with one of the most famous criminal lawyers in the city, recommended, you won't believe it, by my beloved editor Giorgio Soldo who by reflex had taken a liking to Mascia too.
Every now and then the boss invited us to dinner at his house and that's how I met Giorgio's wife, the sweet Dora. Still today I wonder how a woman with Dora's personality could be with an individual like him. They were day and night, as much as Giorgio was angry and hateful Dora was calm, understanding, open with the rest of humanity. That woman even managed to smile at her husband’s terrible outbursts and, in the face of such tolerance, he became even angrier. Having no opposition, the monster's scenes ended after a few minutes with a caress from Dora; her hand had the strange power of distending her husband's contracted face, making it return as if by magic from purple to a normal color. I witnessed their one-sided quarrels a couple of times and in my heart I hoped that, instead of the caress, Dora would land him a good punch on the nose, so hard that she knocked him out definitively. But every time, to my great disappointment, nothing happened, Dora caressed him with the sweetness of always and everything went back to how it was before.
When I got married, Giorgio was my best man and Dora was Mascia's maid of honor. With these choices we had wanted to mark our inclinations: I preferred to be with the assholes who were the masters of the world, while Mascia, with Dora, was looking for an effective way to make the world better.
Very soon we both realized that there was no master of the world in our home and that we would never find the solution to improve it. The great love of our youth gradually turned into a creeping indifference that soon resulted in ever-increasing awful rancor, reproaching each other for having let the beautiful thing that had united us slip away, without doing anything to stop it. Neither of us had the humility to admit their mistakes, so we ended up leading two parallel lives, which never met. Little by little, I no longer cared about what was going through her head. Although I had her in front of me every morning, during breakfast, it was as if I did not see her, as I sank further into indifference. The only thing I saw, when my eyes met hers, was just an expression that became more tired every day. We both realized that ours had become a useless relationship.
That morning something unusual upset our ritual between strangers. A strange euphoria that I had not felt for a long time made me look with curiosity at my wife and, although I was sure that the usual woman oppressed by fatigue and discontent was sitting opposite me, an insignificant detail reawakened my imagination. My eyes rested on her blue robe, which she had put on carelessly. I stared at her breasts with almost morbid curiosity, as if I were seeing them for the first time. The novelty scared me so much that I felt a strange tingling of disappointment run through my body. I had not thought I could go back to loving Mascia, I now considered it a thing of the past, beautiful while it had lasted, but which could not happen again. My only concern now was hearing an absurd voice, which kept telling me to refuse the love that Mascia perhaps was still trying to give me. Accepting the old feelings terrified me; I was disconcerted by the confusion that the change might bring to my life which I lived, especially in recent times, with the methodical banality of meanness, vented in an excellent way at work and which I defended with all my being, to the point that I would no longer allow anyone to neutralize the poison I had in my body.
That morning I had given in. The weakness of an instant had dragged me into a vortex of strange sensations, which I could no longer decipher because I had not felt them for a long time.
"We’ve lost so much time." I spoke quickly but with enormous effort, as if the words were struggling to come out of my mouth still furry with sleep. Mascia's bewildered gaze and the heavy silence that followed made me realize too late that I had done something foolish. "Maybe I should try to make up for it, because you deserve it my love... I think I’ll finish early at the newspaper today. It’s a beautiful day, we could go out for a walk and..."
A shrill laugh, different from the laughter I had once loved, came intolerably to my ears, interrupting me and finally making me look away from her breast. I studied her face enquiringly and was disgusted: her teeth were yellow from too many cigarettes while the smirk on her lips wrinkled the skin in an absurd way, making her appear older than she was. Repenting that foolish proposal I cowardly hoped for her refusal. "Do I make you laugh so much?"
The laughter, which showed no sign of subsiding, made me more and more agitated.
Suddenly Mascia's lips closed in a pout like a frightened child, as her eyes, which continued to stare at me amazed, filled with tears. To my disappointment, her gaze resisted only a few moments; disillusioned and with a shaky voice, she then spat at me all the poison she had in her body. "What have you done that is so bad that you need to be forgiven?"
"Do you think I have something to be forgiven?"
"I'm sure of it."
"I'm sorry to disappoint you, but I have nothing that needs forgiveness."
"I don't believe it my dear, you don't fool me."
"My poor love, what have we come to."
I was beginning to get tired of that bickering full of hatred.
"Did you lose gambling?"
"You know I've never gambled in my life."
"Well you slept with my best friend then."
Her attempt to throw mud on me was so pitiful, she had neither the stuff nor the necessary nastiness. "I'm sorry to disappoint you, but I didn't take anyone to bed." My expression became a grin resigned to keeping up the vicious game that was hurting only her.
"You're right, for something so trivial you wouldn't have invited me to go out." Her tone was sarcastic, pathetically polemic.
Her basically naïve aggressiveness which revealed, I felt, that she still loved me, instead of touching me made me meaner. "Okay, if you’re not interested we won't do anything. Every attempt of mine to make amends has become useless now." I felt a shameful pleasure in provoking her.
"Do you believe that this..."
"For heaven's sake, don't start again!" That appalling argument was starting to nauseate me, mostly because of my behavior.
"The fact is..."
"Okay, I get it." I interrupted her, hoping that Mascia would not persist any further. I soon realized that I had no means of escape.
Although the sun was still shining on that late spring afternoon, a cold shiver ran mercilessly down my spine. The unease caused by the blast of light, which forced me to close my eyes, joined my irritation for Mascia's embrace. A subtle ill-suppressed anger filled my being for a moment. I reacted by facing the violence of the light and seeking redemption in the gentle torpor that was finally beginning to warm my body. I felt a pleasant sensation and put aside my bad mood.
It’s a beautiful day and doesn’t deserve to be wasted, I thought, reassured by the sun about to set. We walked in silence towards the park near our house. My step was slow, in the desperate hope I could retain the blissful feeling I had enjoyed for a single paltry moment. Eventually I gave up and arrived at the walkways in the park without an ounce of the previous optimism. There was nothing now that could affect the bad mood that in the meantime had started grinding inside me again. I felt edgy, badgered by the monotonous chirping of a thousand invisible birds, while the convulsive noise of the city reached my ears from another dimension.
Some youngsters caught my attention. They were joking and laughing, involuntarily giving me some unexpected comfort. I thought they were splendid in their lightheartedness, so aware of being at the beginning of life that they flaunted an irreverence that fascinated me. Nearby, but light years away, some old men were taking it easy sitting on a bench without speaking, their faces marked by sadness and disappointment; while further on a group of women, dispirited by their role as mothers, were watching their children play with a bored expression. That humanity, so diverse, unexpectedly brought me closer to Mascia again and I felt I loved her like I had at our first meeting. The life that surrounded us penetrated my soul, regenerating me. It came naturally to think of what I had always wanted, as if a miracle like that was possible in that very place. If only we had a child, I thought resigned. The obsession for a child tormented me and I could not help but associate the thought of it with my wife's face, as if it was solely her fault for that dream that never came true. Mascia and I were now dragging along our burden of unhappiness by inertia and in the fear of facing a new kind of life, which our tired minds could not conceive. Children solve many marriages, I said to myself, smiling bitterly.
Poor fool.
I didn't want to understand that the presence of a child could never solve the doubts and anxieties that beset us.
"What did you say?"
Mascia was so close that her warm breath brushed my neck.
That lukewarm caress gave me goosebumps. I had not expected the sensuality of her gesture to arouse me and it annoyed me. I tried to distract myself by moving away from her. "Let’s sit there." I pointed to an empty bench a few meters from us, apart from all the others.
I sat down, stretched out my legs bracing my whole body, and tried to relax. From the corner of my eye I peeked at Mascia, sitting next to me, and realized that she was smiling. Driven by an irrepressible tenderness, I put my arm around her neck and pulled her close to me, closing my eyes. I savored the faint sounds that seemed further and further away, as drowsiness clouded my senses. That torpor, never really far from reality, was pleasing; I felt alert, but at the same time I could enjoy the warmth of spring in a state of half-sleep. I listened to the intoxicating whisper of a world finally perfect, brushing against me without ever touching me.
From that limbo of innocence I was flung violently into an absurd reality by a punch, which hit my face with inhuman force. I was still half asleep and I didn't understand what was happening around me, all I could see were blurred silhouettes that were holding me prisoner. As if it came from an enormous distance, I barely perceived a muffled scream. Darkness had fallen. Everything around me was infused with a confused reality, which I could not make out but which shocked me so much I fainted.
I never knew how long I was unconscious, but when I awoke I would have preferred to never wake up again: an individual, who seemed enormous, gripped me and was holding me pinned to the gravelly ground barely allowing me to breathe. The grin on the huge man’s face was so repulsive that I wanted to vomit. With immeasurable pleasure he was inflicting a depraved torture on me, using the tip of a knife he was holding in his enormous hand. Every attempt at rebellion was in vain, an excruciating pain in my wrists made me realize that they were held tight by a thin wire that was penetrating further and further into my flesh.
A scream of suffering, not far away, caught my attention. What I saw was so horrendous that my blood ran cold: Mascia, half-naked, was being held still by two men, while a third was brutally raping her. The ghostly silence, in which her moans were lost, revealed a total void, as if Mascia and I had been forcibly dragged to a desert island, populated only by those monsters. The physical pain and anger that gripped my soul made me lose consciousness again, allowing me to flee, I don't know for how long, from that absurd nightmare. I was reawakened by a violent kick to the groin; with difficulty I realized that a vice was crushing my brain, preventing me from reasoning. In the darkness it was impossible to make out our torturers, but I heard them loud, full of arrogance, masters of my and Mascia's life. That atmosphere gave me the horrendous sensation of being permanently lost.
"Not bad that whore of your wife."
The words, pronounced in broken Italian and with an indecipherable accent, echoed in the ghostly silence that had been created around me. To the coarse laughter that accompanied those words full of hatred and contempt, only the leaves of the trees had the courage to reply with a sudden rustle. The stupor which now occupied my mind, did not let me understand where the voice came from or nor make out the features of the face of the person who had spoken; instead, I clearly heard their heavy footsteps on the gravel as they moved further and further away, until the silence, interrupted at times only by a soft chirping, descended onto that place in liberation.
The providential arrival of an individual, walking his dog, put an end to our agony. Help was not long in arriving and, after sedating our pain, they took us away with two ambulances.
2
When I opened my eyes again, I was in bed in a hospital room. A severe pain in my head prevented me from moving it.  From the corner of my eye I noted the immaculate white that reigned in the room: the ceiling, the walls, the sheets and even the few pieces of furniture that filled it were white. I thought I must have spent a long time in a state of semi-unconsciousness, immersed in that aseptic squalor and this gave me a sense of deep uneasiness. Unexpectedly I felt a strange life force rising from the bottom of my stomach. With difficulty I turned my head towards the window and, although I could only see the half-light of nightfall, my heart opened all the same. The joy did not last long, a strong pain in my side forced me to rest my head on the pillow, returning me again to the white squalor of the room.
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