

  

    

      

    

  




[image: frontespizio]







Sergio Conca Bonizzoni


The Crimes of Dante






978-88-6393-941-5


© 2016 Leone Editore, Milano






www.leoneeditore.it







This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and events narrated are the fruit of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real people, living or dead, existing events or places is to be considered purely coincidenta.




		

			
1









			The Italian Teacher


			Hi! I’m Donati, Professor Donati.


			… Sounds good; it seems like I’m saying: «Hi! I’m Bond, James Bond».


			But I’m not as adventurous as he is. At least I have never been so on my own initiative, and in any case up until the time of the story I am telling you about now. I’m just a retired teacher and only by chance did I end up in an adventure that was more than I could handle.


			I don’t know whether to be ashamed about it or to brag about it, but my name really is Corso. A strange and very difficult name to have, and it dates to the Florentine nobility of the fourteenth century. It seems that there was an ancestor who had exactly the same name as me. A certain Corso Donati, a Guelph politician, who was also remembered by Dante.


			At least that’s the story I got from my father, who, what is more, was Tuscan by birth. However, naming me Corso was my mother’s idea, so she could show off a bit. However, this choice actually affected my life or at least my classical education.


			I am therefore a former teacher of Italian and Latin, now retired. But my students simply called me “Professor Donati”. I don’t think they even knew about the “Corso” part.


			I live in a decent two-room apartment in Porta Romana submerged in memories, and the walls are completely covered with group photos of old classes of mine. My faithful Cerbero is my only companion. And who knows what my Teresina would say, poor thing, if she knew. Anyway, I think she sees everything from above. Attentive as she was in keeping the house in order, poor woman, she never allowed me to have a dog. She passed away four years ago, quietly, after only one month of illness. We have no children, so here I am, all alone, even if I can’t say “like a dog”, otherwise Cerbero would be offended.


			However, that oppressive and dusty halo that you might imagine is not in the house. On the contrary, I care a great deal about not falling into the worst clichés of the old retired teacher, greying and sadly withdrawn into himself and lost in his memories.


			I care a lot about my apartment, so I have the cleaning lady coming every other day to clean it. I also pay attention to my clothing and food.


			We’re doing well, Cerbero and I, and we do not allow ourselves to indulge in sadness or sighs, nor do we let the dust settle on us. We don’t need anything, and we are in excellent health. We take a lot of walks, in all kinds of weather. We know all the churches of Milan. At least I do, because he really only knows the churchyards, although he would like to follow me inside. In the same way, he only knows the entrances of supermarkets where, tied up to something outside, he patiently waits for me.


			We have truly become an inseparable duo: wherever one goes, the other goes. However, while for me Cerbero is really nothing more than a great companion, I realize that I am a fundamental figure to him, so he feels a great affection for and a complete devotion to me, as very often happens to dogs.


			During many years of teaching, I accumulated lots of memories, good and bad, linked to the young people, to the classes where I taught, to the schools and to the principals I had. I had what I think is the most beautiful job in the world, even if it is badly paid and lately it is not appreciated very much.


			It didn’t use to be like that: we were more respected, by the kids in the first place, but also by their parents. I spent my life in contact with young people and so I kept up with the evolution of society, without giving up, however, immersing myself every day in humanistic culture: from Italian literature to that of classical Latin, from Dante to Manzoni, passing through Virgil and Sallust and so on.


			I have always loved teaching, as you will no doubt have understood, putting my heart and soul into my lessons and deceiving myself that all the students followed me at least, even though they just could not get really interested in what I was teaching. I never let myself be defeated by those who thought I was pedantic, knowing that I could count on the lively interest of a small circle that found daily stimuli in what I was talking about.


			Like any self-respecting teacher, I too have earned a nickname, “Psycho”, because I was so hooked on the classics. Unfortunately, Anthony Perkins had nothing to do with it, also because my wife, God rest her soul, always jokingly used to say to me: “You are a real piece of work!”.


			I think I was a much-loved teacher, perhaps esteemed by very few, but respected, so much so that I also have a good memory of many of the kids and of my work in general.


			But there was a tragic episode that happened towards the end of my career that scarred my last few years, and which was perhaps the reason why I retired early.


			A fact that remained in the headlines of crime news for quite some time and that the newspapers titled “The heinous crimes in the footsteps of Dante” or “The massacre at the Berchet high school”. We were forced to spend three days full of blood, with all my class at the mercy of a mad murderer.


			A fact for which, taking a closer look, indirectly I should feel if not guilty, at least decisive.


			I really want to tell you about it.


			It was a morning at the end of March. Together with other colleagues of mine, I had to chaperone a class on a snow trip for a few days. The I B class of the “Berchet” High School. It was to have been a carefree experience, but it turned out to be a terrifying one.


			I was the group leader, as the group of teachers had decided, because I often did my best to suggest this kind of initiative and perhaps because I inspired more reliability to the principal. Without considering that I truly had more charisma than other teachers.


			None of the parents had come along, also because the students were quite grown up and we were enough as chaperones. At least we thought so at the beginning.


			I can still remember when the bus left the city. It was still pitch dark. Despite the coolness of the early morning, it was already clear that soon it would have been a beautiful day. Breezy but sunny. In the city, imagine in the mountains! With all the snow that had fallen over the past few months, a breathtaking view would be waiting for us.


			On the bus they were still all half asleep. We had just started out from Via Lamarmora, in front of the barracks and, after the happy excitement of the meeting, they all collapsed quickly into their seats with their eyes half-closed. We had barely enough time to make the usual roll call. As might be expected, the noisy revelry was thus postponed until the return trip, when the inevitable guitar would appear among songs and jokes. In the meantime, we had some lovely holidays in front of us, happy, that we were all looking forward to with obvious excitement.


			Skis and snowshoes, boots, suitcases and backpacks had been loaded among the puddles on the sidewalk in total confusion, with my colleagues running all around and with the driver who was trying desperately to maintain some kind of order, while the students greeted each other creating a great bit of racket, as if they hadn’t seen each other for ages.


			The bus, having left the rest area, began to dart quickly and silently along the still deserted ring road, and then along wider and wider boulevards, street lights thinning out, up to the tollbooth and the darkness of the toll road. It was hot and the driver kept to a monotonous speed that put everybody to sleep, even the most quarrelsome.


			In the darkness of the morning, the only light was that of the beam projected by the headlights, through which the first droplets could be glimpsed falling sideways; as we moved away from the city, they grew thicker and thicker, until they became a light and cheerful sleet.


			Incredible! Snow even at the end of March! With all the snow that had already fallen lately!


			The school trip began like that, without problems at the beginning but that would end up in tragedy later. A series of horrendous crimes and violent deaths awaited us, whose protagonists were already on board that bus, from the victims to the killer. And I, too, who would be the involuntary detective, running the risk of not being here to tell you this story.


			After that trip nothing would be the same as before.


			A carefree occasion for socialization would be transformed into a brutal bloodbath.


			We were going in search of some fresh, cool air in Valle d’Aosta, in a mountain pasture at a high altitude. We would be staying in what used to be a boarding school, now home to summer trips, which therefore remained closed for many days of the year and which wasn’t even very welcoming.
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			The Bus


			Meanwhile, we kept riding along in the dark, tucked up in the warmth of the bus. My eyes too were heavy, but I couldn’t fall asleep, almost as if I had foreseen that something terrible was going to happen to us. And even when I dozed off, I would wake up all sweaty, turning over and over in my seat.


			I still remember where everyone was sitting on the bus and I take this opportunity to introduce you to the characters of the story, at least the most important ones.


			First of all, the only person awake: the driver. That was Sante Acorsi, called Santino. Particularly well-known to those involved in the school trips because, for those ones, the principal always chose the same transportation company and the latter always sent Santino, since he had shown an enormous amount of patience in all those years. It really took all his calm to deal with that crew of frantic beings; a group of teenagers, everyone knows, is rowdy for antonomasia, and he was always there, ready to handle all those screaming, excited kids or those looking for something they had lost or only forgotten.


			Some spoiled and rude, but all of them full of vices, faults or quirks. They never missed a chance to make jokes or make fun of themselves, addressing the teachers with a dose of confidence that they had snatched from the very first moments, imitating their voices or finding nicknames. If in the classroom they refrained, on that bus it was a different story.


			Everyone was there. From the pretty stupid girl to the ugly nerd; from the exuberant to the cutie of the group, to the fatty, to the one with glasses and an air of being well-educated, to the big dunce; from the one with pimples, to the ugly girl dressed like a doll. There was every possible and imaginable stereotype.


			Not to mention us teachers. Real clowns: from the one that can’t stand being on a bus to the one that is always cold. From the one who is hot to the one who never keeps quiet, from the one who says the bus is going too fast to the one who wants to go back because s/he has forgotten papers to be corrected. From the gossip to the petulant one. From the one who is envious because of your having more points in the hiring list to the surly one due to some squabble during a teachers’ meeting. Even there, a motley crew. Santino’s patience was desperately needed.


			Yet there was something slimy about him that did not make him deserve to be listed among the positive characters. He always had a fleeting glance that could never support that of others, and this could not lead to anything good. By professional deformation I am a great observer, but I never knew what color his eyes were.


			However, he was a very helpful jack-of-all-trades.


			Too much so maybe! So much so that he looked like Igor in Joung Frankenstein. He was equally ambiguous and reptilian, the only thing he didn’t have was the hump. You found him behind your back in the most inopportune moments, with a nosy snooty air, always red-faced as if he had just been caught with his fingers in the jam. He drove the bus in silence but I remember he had a strange smile, which fell from a bitter fold on the side of his mouth.


			I was behind Santino and I occupied two seats, not so much to give me more importance, but because I had Cerbero with me, who was a good doggie sitting on the seat next to me or at the most, he crouched down on the warm floor behind the driver’s seat. I certainly couldn’t leave him at home alone all those days, so I got permission from the principal to take him along. And besides, he was so clean and never barked. He was a small Neapolitan mastiff only a few years old. Male. I had already gotten him used to a muzzle and he didn’t bother anyone. Very affectionate, as I was saying, I had given him that high-sounding name in memory of the guardian of Hell described by Virgil, which is also found in Dante’s third circle. I am sure that you will have noticed that I was a fan of the Divine Comedy, and Inferno in particular was my Bible.


			That morning I couldn’t find the right position on the seat and he, poor thing, didn’t understand what was wrong with me. He whined softly and looked at me with languid eyes that I knew well, as if he too had foreseen something terrible.


			Beside me, on the other side of the aisle, there were two other colleagues of mine. They were real characters, I can tell you that: the woman was called Elsa Gatti, a Geography teacher. Even Cerbero did not like her because of her last name (translator’s note: “Gatti” in Italian means “Cats”). However, she was an ostentatious, even vulgar woman. She arrived in the classroom dressed in a vulgar way, always with exaggeratedly low necklines, and she often wore hats of questionable taste. Like the one she was wearing at that moment: a hideous hat entirely covered in fake flowers. Although she was no longer a very young woman, you could tell that she didn’t want to give up a youthful look. The students called her “Gradisca”, in homage to the homonymous character of Amarcord who from the balcony was equally prosperous; it was said that in reality she was all hat and no cattle; that is, she was a very serious woman, so much so that those who had tried to flirt with her often received only betrayals and disappointments, if not even a few slaps. I found her an unpleasant woman and I had clashed with her more than once at teachers’meetings at school because of her soppy poses like the Roman fruit seller she was, disguised as a great fourteenth-century Florentine lady. She always maintained an attitude of suspicious detachment towards others, students and colleagues alike, ending up being a suspicious person herself. As if she had only received wrongs from her life, for which she was aiming for some revenge, she was always at war with the whole world, nothing was ever good enough for her: the classic Princess and the Pea, against everything on principle, quarrelsome and rowdy enough to be avoided by everyone always. Except for her seatmate, Gino Mattei, the gym teacher.


			A real pig! Tall, muscular, handsome, blond hair, green eyes, he was aware of being a coveted prey by any woman of his own type, that is with equally questionable morals. He had put all his gigolo skills to good use in what was said to be a much talked-about career as a seducer. It was no coincidence that he was nicknamed Valentino. There was a rumor that even among his students more than one had cleaned the back seat of his Cinquecento Abarth. Indeed, even among us teachers it was rumored that he had been involved some years ago in a murky affair with a girl in a second-year class. It seems that he had plagiarized her to the point that when their story ended, like any disposable relationship, the poor thing was found in the bathtub with her wrists cut. I think her name was Angela, I don’t remember her surname well, maybe Fantozzi, Magnozzi or something like that, but it ended in ozzi.


			Not to mention that Mr. Mattei’s grades at the end of the year were always strangely proportional to the attractiveness of the girls, and they were instead very low for the boys who, in his opinion, never worked hard enough.


			Scholastic effort was always connected to two beautiful eyes under long eyelashes, fleshy lips and prosperous breasts, accompanied by an ethical sense that was certainly not exemplary.


			Also that morning, I saw him continually peering at Ms. Gatti’s neckline and talking furtively into her ear with deep whispers like a horny mummer. He didn’t let her sleep and tried to lean his head against her shoulder, pretending to be asleep.


			Behind them was Dante Fumagalli, the Greek teacher. He too was an unpleasant man, I would even say unbearable. A big man, with a thick black beard and round turtle glasses on a gruff face. He had a completely bald head, shiny and glittering like the knob on his ivory walking stick, an inseparable support, perhaps used more for whim than for a real need. He was a lazy, apathetic plantigrade being, completely lost in his own world of Greek classics, alienated from the surrounding civil society. He never got friendly with anyone and among the students he had the reputation of a bastard and a sadist. Very strict and pretentious, he emphasized his intransigence by shaking his walking stick. To announce his bulky presence, his big pointed belly arrived first, wrapped in a threadbare cardigan from which the inevitable onion clock stuck out.


			Always with a lighted cigar, he was not by chance called Fuma, which was evidently not only as a shortened form of his surname (Translator’s note: “fumo” in Italian means “smoke” so his surname was very similar to that if abbreviated to Fuma which would mean “he smokes”). He had also earned the reputation of being violent, because what he had to say during the teachers’ meetings was often accompanied by a thunderous blow of his walking stick on the desk, and even the desk in the classroom bore the signs of that. It resounded with a terrible noise that made one’s nerves explode and the windows in the principal’s office shake as well as the stomach of the student being tested.


			He taught Greek with an admirable enthusiasm and devotion, which in reality – I was aware of this because I knew him well – masked a love for his subject that was, to say the least, obsessive. A language that is now dead, but so musical and full of meanings that it is actually a very high-level poetic tool – at least that’s what people said – through which one could better understand some of the geniuses of ancient history and literature.


			The trouble was that he also demanded the same love from his students, but not everyone gave him satisfaction. Not by chance on the seat next to him, I remember well, was seated Beatrice Carfagna, or Bea or Bice, as her classmates called her. She was the prototype of the brown-nose; so much so that she had earned herself the nickname of Lap Dog. False as Judas, very poor in Greek, as well as in almost all of the subjects, she tried to praise her teachers highly, especially men, with other means than good school performance. They were perhaps more convincing but certainly less acceptable from an ethical point of view. But that didn’t work with me.


			Mr. Fumagalli, on the other hand, was particularly sensitive to feminine graces, especially if they were young and beautiful girls. So on the bus he had temporarily set aside Greek. And Carfagna – I saw her out of the corner of my eye – had continued during the entire journey crossing and uncrossing her legs, which made a fine show of themselves under an exaggeratedly short miniskirt. It seems that she had also bribed Santino so that he would save the place next to Mr. Fumagalli for her.


			I heard her saying in a low voice to the poor teacher that she never wore underpants, upon which I saw the poor man suddenly shut up and start sweating like a bagpipe in mid-August, muttering something in her ear and laughing nervously.
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