
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	[image: tektime_round.png]

	 

	 

	



	




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	DIARY OF A PSYCHOPATH 

	Stefano Vignaroli

	Italian Edition ©2022 Altromondo Editore

	Editoriale series: Underworld

	English Editon ©2023 Tektime

	Translation by Simona Casaccia

	All rights of reproduction and translation are reserved

	 

	This book is a work of fiction; references to actual people, places or events are to be considered purely coincidental and unintentional. Ideas and concepts expressed in this volume constitute the author’s personal opinion and are not necessarily those of the publisher and contributors.

	



	





	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Stefano Vignaroli

	 

	DIARY OF A PSYCHOPATH

	 

	 

	Challenge in the Dark for Commissioner Caterina Ruggeri

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	



	

  Table of Contents


  

    	PROLOGUE


    	CHAPTER 1


    	CHAPTER 2


    	CHAPTER 3


    	CHAPTER 4


    	CHAPTER 5


    	CHAPTER 6


    	CHAPTER 7


    	CHAPTER 8


    	CHAPTER 9


    	CHAPTER 10


    	CHAPTER 11


    	CHAPTER 12


    	CHAPTER 13


    	CHAPTER 14


    	CHAPTER 15


    	CHAPTER 16


    	CHAPTER 17


    	CHAPTER 18


    	CHAPTER 19


    	CHAPTER 20


    	CHAPTER 21


    	CHAPTER 22


    	CHAPTER 23


    	EPILOGUE


  







	 

	 

	To my wife Paola

	and to my children Diego and Debora

	



	




	 

	 

	 

	There are a hundred ways to die,

	a hundred ways to die,

	a hundred ways, a hundred ways, a hundred ways to die.

	 

	There are a hundred ways to die,

	a hundred ways to die,

	a hundred ways, a hundred ways, a hundred ways to die.

	 

	The first way to die is when you iron

	your clothes and clothespins get tangled in the threads

	maybe you reach out to grab a sweater

	the clothesline comes off and you fall off the balcony

	that’s why I don’t iron, sometimes I don’t even wash

	if there’s water and electricity electrocuting me from the cable

	You risk death from the day you are born

	That’s why every moment you leave is decisive

	the risks are around especially in the city,

	I run you over at the streetcar stop

	today it’s hot, I take a shower I cool off

	then I slip on the marble I fall and hit my head

	I had a party with fireworks

	I lost control, the building exploded

	and the one next door too, you see the dead in the yard

	you were passing with the booster and exploded from the seat.

	 

	 

	Traslation from Italian Fabri Fibra (Italian rapper)

	



	




	 

	 

	 

	INTRODUCTION

	 

	 

	 

	I’ve always been partial to psychological thrillers. Getting inside the killer’s mind, explore its darkest recesses and understanding what drove a seemingly normal person to carry out brutal murders is something that fascinates and excites me.

	And this is precisely the central theme of Vignaroli’s new novel: what happens when the person who commits some atrocity is an individual most of us would call decent? We are so used to thinking of murderers as borderline personalities, with a violent and traumatic past, that the opposite seems almost unacceptable.

	Instead, the worst characteristic of evil is that it meanders everywhere. How would you act if, for example, the possibility existed that a murderer was part of your family?

	That’s what happens to Commissioner Caterina Ruggeri, the novel’s protagonist, when she finds herself investigating the deaths of two charred women inside a burning car. This, combined with a creepy diary, the journal of a psychopath, found next to the car, makes the book both exciting and dark.

	But Stefano Vignaroli’s novels also possess another extraordinary characteristic: reading them one has the impression of moving through the alleys of the small towns of Marche described by the author.

	I feel like saying that The Diary of a Psychopath is one of those detective stories that leaves a strange taste in your mouth, makes you think and teaches. Because, after reading this book, you will understand that a criminal mind can grow even among decent people and that the most unmentionable perversions can arise without apparent trauma. The human mind is a dark and unexplored burrow, and Stefano Vignaroli’s thriller is proof of that.

	 

	Filippo Munaro

	



	
PROLOGUE

	 

	 

	 

	Before entering the house, Eleanora, cigarette lit in her mouth, took the mail from the mailbox. It was the early afternoon of December 21, 2012, the air was clear, a cold mistral wind had blown away all the clouds, and the sun was shining, although despite all its willpower, it could not warm the atmosphere as it would have liked. Had someone said or written that the world was supposed to end on that day? Mah, Eleanora did not seem to sense strange warnings of earthquakes or floods or other impending natural disasters in the environment. Rather, her heart had sunk into total darkness for the past few days, since her partner Cecilia had confessed to her that she had fallen in love with a man and wanted nothing more to do with her. Why? They were so good together, they could give free rein to all their sexual instincts and fully enjoy the pleasure each made the other feel. Cecilia would never be as happy with a man as she could be happy with her. She absolutely had to make another attempt to bring her sweet companion closer to her. She went inside, laid the grocery bags on the floor, hastily grabbed at the supermarket where she worked as a cashier, and placed the mail on the table. She finally managed to take a drag from the cigarette and put it out in the ashtray, just in time to keep a couple of inches of burnt tobacco from falling onto the polished floor. Among all the letters, her eye was drawn to an envelope of the padded kind, the kind used to send CDs or small books, to prevent the contents from spoiling before delivery. There was no sender. With a pounding heart she opened the envelope, hoping for a message from Cecilia. Inside was just a square card with a strange design. Circles and arcs of circles intertwined and crossed with each other to simulate a strange optical effect of a three-dimensional figure. Eleonora`s eyes fixated on the image, which apparently began to rotate, more and more swirling, like a whirlwind that wanted to draw everything toward its center. She lost track of reality and began to see a few letters leaking out of the center of the figure, heading toward her mind and fixing themselves in a remote corner of her brain like nails hammered into the wall. The set of letters, at one point, formed a phrase: KILL AND KILL YOURSELF. YOUR WEAPON IS FIRE. The image slowly stopped spinning and Eleanora regained consciousness of herself and her surroundings, but not of her actions, which were now commanded by that phase imprinted in her subconscious self. She grabbed her cell phone and called Cecilia. 

	«I need to talk to you. Don’t worry, it will be the last time, then you will be free to leave with your man. In two hours, in front of the sports facilities, I’ll be waiting for you inside my car.» 

	She ended the call without giving her time to reply; she knew her friend would show up for the appointment. She prepared herself carefully, choosing elegant clothing and showering herself with deodorant. She paid attention to the styling of her hair and sprayed plenty of hairspray to maintain the style. She arranged her earrings and piercings and finally devoted time to makeup: foundation, mascara, lipstick. Finally she looked at herself in the mirror, judging the result more than satisfactory. She could not help but, looking at her reflection, bring a hand down to her lower abdomen, graze her mound and feel a little shiver. From that moment on she knew exactly what she would have to do. Before reaching the rendezvous place she passed by the tobacco shop and bought a pack of cigarettes and a few cans of lighter gas. Death would come soon after the last intense act of pleasure.

	



	
CHAPTER 1

	 

	 

	 

	I was explaining to my colleague from Senigallia, Chief Commissioner Sergio Adinolfi, the function of my team in the regional area and the possibilities for collaboration and interchange with local Police Districts in investigations concerning heinous crimes, which were also increasingly taking place in our area.The guy, a man in his forties, tall, athletic, with an intelligent look, two blue eyes that seemed to lay you bare through the lenses of his glasses, listened to me attentively.

	«My dear, probably as of 2014 all law enforcement agencies,us, carabinieri and financial police, will be combined into a single force, with a view to significant savings for the public coffers. Many of our small Districts, as well as small Carabinieri or Finance barracks, will be closed, and strong cores will be created in the territory, with mixed personnel from the old staffs. We do not yet know how this reform will be implemented, what the timing will be and what we will be called, but one fact is certain: we must come to the appointment strong and determined, we must not let others overrule us. And the Homicide and Missing Persons Section that I head is one of our strengths. I am keen to demonstrate this to ensure its survival, and for this I need the support of all of you who work in the small police stations, who are in touch with daily reality.»

	My colleague was about to retort something, when our attention was drawn to an unusual commotion down the street, a short distance from the building we were in at the time, located in a suburban neighborhood of Senigallia, across the street from sports facilities, actually a quiet area with few people at that time of year. It was in fact late December, the days had grown much shorter, to the point that it was four o’clock in the afternoon and the sun was now setting on the horizon.

	A parked car was on fire, already a column of black smoke was beginning to rise. There and then I thought it was nothing serious, apart from the financial damage the owner would suffer from the loss of his car, but some details of the scene made us realize that a tragedy was unfolding. The car was not empty; there were people on board. Without even slipping on our coats, we rushed downstairs. Sergio grabbed the first fire extinguisher that came into his hands, I did the same and shouted to the policeman on duty, passing by his guardhouse, to call ambulance and fire department.

	As we arrived near the burning car, a Peugeot 207, we could check the efficiency of the fire extinguishers in our possession. Mine was completely empty, while the one Commissioner Adinolfi had in his hand managed to smother the flames just enough to see that for the person sitting on the driver’s side there was little we could do. Then, exhaling the last spray of foam, the flames finished their work, reducing the car to a blackened skeleton. Fortunately, so to speak, the vehicle must have been diesel-powered, so there was no explosion.

	Firefighters arrived with sirens blaring and within a split second extinguished the last tongues of fire. A little further on, 1181 personnel were rendering aid to an individual, who was still holding a metal hose and had been slightly burned in the face. On the ground, unconscious, was a person, whom I understood to be a woman. In all likelihood she had exited the passenger side of the car, crawled a few meters enveloped in flames, then slumped helplessly. I called myself stupid, if I hadn’t wasted time with the fire extinguisher I might have noticed her, thrown something at her to smother the flames, to prevent her from atrocious suffering. But in the confusion I had not even paid attention to her screams. The paramedics gently turned her over, one of them placed two fingers on her neck and said to the other, «She’s still alive! Come on, let’s get it going.»

	The second paramedic shook his head. «There is nothing we can do, she’s in a terrible state. If she is saved she will be disfigured forever. Let’s give her oxygen and call the helicopter, they will transport her to the major burn center.»

	The scene was gruesome, my stomach was cramping and I was about to vomit, but I took courage, approached my colleague, who was still staring in astonishment at the charred body of the person left inside the car, and tried to shake him back to reality.

	«Come on, Sergio, there was nothing more we could do. Let’s rather try to understand what happened. We need to interview the individual with that bar in his hand before they take him to the emergency room. Let’s hear what he has to say. While you get his personal details, I’ll call Cimino. Some forensic relief will certainly be helpful to us.»

	As I was making the call, I was pleased to notice that two District officers had come down the street and were handing Sergio and me our respective coats.It was actually a relief to put on the coats, as I was beginning to get quite cold.

	«I was just passing by chance when I noticed something strange inside that car.The windows were getting black with smoke inside.There were flames, but they were not high, not coming out of the passenger compartment, and I could hear the desperate cries of a woman. I tried to open the door, the handle was hot, but I insisted anyway. The door would not open because it was locked from the inside. So I found this metal bar and smashed the glass. I had never done that, I only succeeded in making the situation worse by supplying oxygen to the fire, a violent blaze hit me throwing me backwards. I managed to see that woman engulfed in flames climb out of the window and run a few meters, leaving behind a trail of fragments of clothing and poor shreds of flesh blackened by the fire, and then collapse to the ground, wriggling free. The other person remained motionless in the driver’s seat. I couldn’t tell if was already dead or if was standing still on purpose because wanted to die in that horrible way.»

	The paramedics gave us a stern look and got Mr. Giovanni Bartoli, that’s what the guy had said his name was, into the ambulance.

	«You will have time and a way to question him. He urgently needs to be medicated now.»

	The ambulance set off with sirens blaring, while from the now darkening sky came the sound of the helicopter’s rotor, which shortly landed in the center of the nearby soccer field. With more calm, the mortuary police and the forensic van would arrive. In the meantime, we also collected the testimony of the fire marshal.

	«The car was locked from the inside, probably the person at the wheel had operated the central locking button. I didn’t touch anything, but inside the passenger compartment I noticed, among the charred remains, at least four canisters of butane gas, the kind used to refill lighters to be clear. The victim, who I believe is also a woman, is still holding a lighter. The cause of the tragedy was herself. Perhaps the two of them had decided to commit suicide, shut everything down, and caused the passenger compartment to become saturated with gas, thus also causing themselves some degree of lightheadedness. A spark with a lighter was more than enough to ignite the fire.»

	«Bad way to kill yourself», I retorted. «And anyway, one of them didn’t seem very agreeable to ending up roasted. Let the forensic team make their findings, Sergio, the next few days we will have a chance to better understand the dynamics of the events and the motivations that led these women to such an absurd gesture. In the meantime, based on the license plate of the vehicle, we are trying to name that body and the person who was supposed to die with her. By now this is a case in which I am involved, so we will conduct the investigation together. I’m going back to base now, but we’ll keep in touch.»

	«You can count on it!» replied Adinolfi, taking his leave.

	In the following days I could appreciate the professional qualities of the man I had just met, who had immediately impressed me in a positive way. If i had him instead of Santinelli at my side, as my deputy, our team would certainly have had an extra edge.

	We met again in his office in Senigallia a couple of days later.

	«The car, a Peugeot 207, belonged to a certain Eleonora Giulianelli, 36. She was a saleswoman in a shopping center and lived alone in an apartment building a few steps away», Sergio began. «We know her from stopping her a few times and finding her in possession of some small amounts of drugs, little stuff, for personal use, so she has never been arrested and her criminal record is clean. We do know, however, that she frequented rapper circles. She often attended rave parties, looking for a high at all costs. Her mother, at the recognition of the body, was yes desperate, but she said that she expected that sooner or later Eleonora would end badly. And so it was. We questioned those who knew her, who said that the woman was a lesbian, had been going steady for some time now with a friend of hers, Cecilia Bertini, 37, who is then the other woman who was in the car with her. The latter, however, had recently met a man and fallen in love with him, and was therefore trying to break off the relationship with Eleonora. Putting these elements together, I think we could draw some conclusions that are very true to reality.»

	«Let me tell you. Eleonora has an unhealthy relationship with her partner, and she really doesn’t like that she is leaving her for a man. She wants to make one last attempt, inviting her friend in the car to talk, to convince her to stay together with her. But, if he can’t convince her, she has everything prepared: they will die together. They have snorted butane before, to get a cheap high, so Cecilia does not care about those four cans of lighter gas. The fact is that Eleonora has sabotaged the canisters so that they slowly release the gas into the passenger compartment. Cecilia listens to her friend for a while, a bit stunned by the smell of gas maybe even allowing herself to be caressed and kissed, but then she resists, she doesn’t want to give up on her project, she is almost forty, it’s time to get her head on straight and devote herself to a proper relationship, with a man, maybe get married, who knows! Eleonora, meanwhile, has sealed the windows and locked the doors with the central locking button, which is located in the panel on her side, next to the windows. Another command allows those to be blocked as well. She casually pulls out the cigarette packet, offers one to her friend, brings one to her mouth herself, and takes the lighter. To make sure the fire ignites, Eleonora also pours a lot of perfume on herself, sprays a lot of hairspray on her hair, and wears clothing made of synthetic fibers, which are easily ignited. All it takes is the spark from the lighter and the passenger compartment turns into an hell. Eleonora remains still; death at this point is a release for her, even though she chose an atrocious way to die. Certainly not of the same opinion is Cecilia, who tries to escape the flames, tries to open the door but it is blocked, to lower the window but that is also blocked, she cries out in despair, tries to reach with her hand for the central locking button, perhaps she succeeds but by now, due to the heat, it no longer works, because the car’s electrical system is gone. She coughs, tears, despairs, flames begin to consume her clothes, causing excruciating pangs as they come in contact with her skin. When she now thinks it is over, she feels the crystal shatter, a shower of glass shards pouring down on her. Someone is helping her but, in a flash, the flames increase their vigor, gaining new strength from the oxygen that has arrived so generously to fuel them. She finds a way to throw herself out of the cockpit, through the broken window, but by now she is a human flashlight, manages to take a few steps and falls to the ground. The rest we saw with our own eyes.»

	«And so we can dismiss the episode as a case of murder-suicide. Regardless of whether Bertini got away with it or not, her executioner is dead, so the matter is closed.»

	«It would be so if it were not for one detail, some artifacts that the forensic team found a few steps away from the scene: a small book with a purple leather cover, finely wrought, a partly consumed candle and a photo of Cecilia Bertini torn into four pieces. Cimino reported to me that the little book, so at first glance, might have looked like a copy of a Bible, or a Gospel, but the pages were almost all blank except for a few at the beginning that were handwritten. On the frontpage a title, written in block letters, “THE DIARY OF A PSYCHOPATH”, on the following pages a disquisition from a real psychopath, which I will have a chance to read when Forensics finishes its work on the find and hands it over to me, and also a quote from the Gospel of Matthew: “The kingdom of heaven is like a king who made a wedding feast for his son. He sent his servants to call the wedding guests, but they did not want to come. Again he sent other servants to say, Behold, I have prepared my meal; my oxen and my fattened animals are already slaughtered and everything is ready; come to the wedding. But they did not care and went some to their own camps, some to their own affairs; others then took his servants, insulted them and killed them. Then the king was indignant and, sending his troops, killed those murderers and set their city on fire. Then he said to his servants, The wedding feast is ready, but the guests were not worthy of it; go now to the crossroads of the streets, and as many as you find, call them to the wedding. Going out into the streets, those servants gathered as many as they could find, good and bad, and the hall was filled with diners. The king went in to see the diners, and when he caught sight of one who was not wearing a wedding garment, he said to him, Friend, how could you come in here without a wedding garment? And he fell silent. Then the king commanded the servants, Bind his hands and feet and cast him out into the darkness; there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth. For many are called, but few chosen”.»

	«So creepy. The guy refers to flames, he refers to hell, but what meaning can this have? Maybe it is Eleanora herself who prepared these things, after all, she was at a breaking point with Cecilia and planned to kill her. Everything is there: the ripped photo, the reference to the fire, the consumed candle, the carefully chosen Gospel passage.»

	«Something doesn’t add up. In the book everything is written like it was a man not a woman. And then what makes me think that she was not the one who wrote that booklet is her cultural level. Eleonora worked as a clerk in a supermarket, was addicted to drugs, and frequented rapper circles. We will have to read carefully what is written in that diary, but it jumps out that it is the product of a fine, educated mind. What I fear is that we may be dealing with a madman, a manipulator, who made Eleonora his strong arm to kill his victim, perhaps remaining a short distance from the scene to observe the holocaust and scatter unnoticed on the ground the elements we found, which represent a challenge from him to us. He may be a serial killer: Catch me if you can, he is telling us, otherwise I will strike again.»

	«Oh,my gosh, Caterina, this is just your conjecture. This is all to prove. But what worries me is that you spoke in the plural: we will have to read carefully. What does that mean?»

	«Oh, yes, I forgot! The Quaestor’s2 letter, here. From tomorrow you will be on duty in my office, you will be my deputy in place of Santinelli, who will currently be taking over the regency of the Senigallia Police District. We  have a hot case on our hands, and Dr. Spanò thinks that you, at this time, are more useful in Homicide than you are in this peripheral district. You’ll see, you’ll fit right in with the team!»

	«But...» he tried to object. I didn’t give him time, because I turned on my heels and gained the office door.

	«See you in the morning. Eight o’clock, I care about punctuality!»

	



	
CHAPTER 2

	 

	 

	 

	The human psyche is sometimes capable of setting in motion unexpected mechanisms, turning an apparently normal individual into a heinous criminal. The triggers are not always known; they must be sought in the near and distant past, in the individual’s psyche, in unusual events that can happen to anyone and that in some individuals trigger abnormal reactions. Criminology and criminal psychology are sciences, albeit not exact and albeit constantly evolving, that help the investigator to discover those individuals in whom, because of their psychic characteristics, little is needed to overcome that thin thread that divides rationality and normality from the enactment of behaviors detrimental to themselves and especially to others. Of course, we are not talking about common criminals: it is easy for any policeman to arrest a thief, a drug dealer or a fence in those pockets of society where people live on the edge of legality, in the slums of big cities, or in suburban nightclubs, or in suburban ghettos inhabited mostly by families of low social status. We want to talk here about those individuals of fine intelligence, who lead their daily lives as ordinary people, quiet workers, perhaps professionals, sometimes fathers of families, in whom every once in a while something snaps, a spring, an irrepressible desire, which leads them to commit crimes against people sometimes even strangers, most often belonging to the opposite sex to their own, turning them into serial killers. Having consummated the crime, there is a phase of appeasement in which the subject returns to his normal life, also pondering how wrong-headed what he has done may be. But he has managed to hide the misdeed well, no one suspects him, he has done it right under the nose of even the police, who may have questioned him and he has managed to deflect himself egregiously in answering questions. It almost seems to him that what happened was performed by another person, in a splitting of individuality that is the basis of his schizophrenia. But he has kept something aside in memory, a photograph, a film, a part of the victim’s body, perhaps just a lock of hair, or an object or garment that belonged to them. And by looking at or touching that fetish he becomes aroused, until, when the quiescent phase is over, he again has the urge to act, to kill, even though his rational self realizes that this is bad. And this in a vicious circle, which always starts over and reaps victims, until a skillful detective manages to unmask and catch him. And it is his unconscious desire to be caught, so much so that he himself leaves ever more frequent and ever more enigmatic clues, issuing challenges to the one chasing him, as if to say: I need to be stopped, but I am very clever, it cannot be so easy to get to me. Such characters have filled history, distant and recent: Dracula, Jack the Ripper, Gianfranco Stevanin, the Monster of Florence, Hannibal Lecter, just to name a few.

	But beyond what we have described above, there are individuals, in themselves not dangerous, who in order to satisfy their instincts or repressed sexuality enact behaviors deviant from the norm in order to give vent in some way to their pleasure. These may be behaviors that simulate the enactment of violent practices on themselves or their compliant partner, in sadomasochistic practices or, more simply, one may be attracted to fetish. There are those who are aroused by seeing a woman wearing stiletto heeled shoes, or hold-up nylons, and so on. Usually it is the male individual who is the fetish enthusiast; it is very rare for a woman to have the same passions, except to indulge a partner who, if not stimulated by imaginative elements, would most likely go blank.

	After all, most of the time there is nothing wrong with performing erotic games in front of one’s partner. Sometimes, even, such mechanisms are not shared with the person with whom one is having sex, but remain exclusive legacies of the mind of those who, for example, come to orgasm imagining inside their heads that they are strangling their woman. Not that he would actually do it, but if that violent fantasy did not develop in the mind, the subject would not even reach ejaculation. Where do these perversions originate? And how potentially dangerous can an individual suddenly become who harbors such thoughts, such fantasies, perhaps never confessed and never shared with anyone?

	Let’s give a couple of examples.

	Artemio, a purely fictitious name that we do not want to associate with any known person on the face of the Earth, is a fifty-year-old architect, not wealthy but well off, has a modest house of his own, a wife who loves and respects him, although intimate relationships have been less and less frequent for some time, two children now in their twenties. A very ordinary person, but let us go back in time in this man’s life to the age of eleven. It is the beginning of the 1970s and Artemio is an outspoken and intelligent child, he is good in school, attends sixth grade and sits at the first desk, right in front of the teacher’s desk. The literature professor is in her thirties and not a beautiful woman, but she has two beautiful legs and shows them off by always wearing skirts or short dresses, which, after all, are in fashion at that time. Artemio is at the stage where his puberty is about to explode, and from his position at the first desk in the middle row, right in front of the teacher’s desk, he has a nice view of the professor’s legs, who seems to be an artist in crossing them over and twisting them together almost to the point of knotting them. Those legs look like two snakes because of the way they manage to wrap themselves around each other, then every so often the crossed leg goes down and the other goes up, and with each of these movements the skirt moves higher and higher, to leave wider and wider stretches of thigh uncovered. Until day X, Artemio remained indifferent to those movements, but on day Y an unexpected fact happens, and on yet another overcrowd the professor’s panties are also revealed, in front of which the seam of the pantyhose bodice that the woman is wearing is evident, veiling her beautiful legs. Artemio dwells on that seam and on the color of her legs, a London smoke color obtained thanks to the presence of that sheer garment. 

	He thinks, “Those great legs aren’t naked. Even my mother wears pantyhose in the morning when she gets dressed...”

	And as he processes these thoughts, an unexpected rush of testosterone causes him to have an erection. But his fantasy goes on and makes him imagine slowly slipping off her pantyhose and then....

	A normal person would think, “And then, yes, there’s copulation, you make love with her.”

	But no one has yet explained to Artemio what happens between a man and a woman who love each other. His mind processes another thought, “Now that I have her pantyhose in my hand, what do I do with it? But yes, I pass it around her neck and begin to pull the ends of the garment tighter and tighter until I begin to choke the professor. I’m not mad at her, she hasn’t done anything wrong to me, she even gives me good grades, I’m almost in love with her, but it turns me on to imagine her in pain. She starts screaming, begging me to stop, until the screaming fades and her body loses vitality, her face turns pale from purple and...” Here is the pollution inside his pants. And this was the first act of autoeroticism experienced by the child, entirely mental, achieved without even touching his member with his hand.

	At home he will return to that thought and repeatedly touch himself, in a series of masturbations, one after another until he is exhausted, always continuing to imagine the same scene, of strangling the professor with his own pantyhose. This deviation he will carry with him for life, never confessing to his partner on duty that during the sexual act he achieves pleasure by thinking in his mind that he is choking her with a nylon stocking. And now that, having reached and passed the age of fifty, his wife seldom satisfies him in bed and increasingly goes looking for sex for money, he has found a prostitute to whom he gives something more than the agreed price if she has her stockings pulled off and wrapped around her neck, pretending to be strangled. Will it remain just a game, a pure expedient to achieve pleasure, or will he one day really pull on that pantyhose to the point of killing the unfortunate prostitute who had so far trusted him, leaving her lifeless on the floor? A very remote possibility, though not impossible. Artemio is a well-balanced man, he knows that murder is not his thing, that killing is too far from his way of being and acting, and he will surely be satisfied with just the game.

	Quite different is the case of Gualberto. Here, too, we use a fictitious name so that he cannot be associated with any known person. It is the early 1960s, Gualberto is five years old, a preschooler, very intelligent for his age, though a bit shy. He is an only child and lives in a family in which there is a lot of tension between his parents, often witnessing quarrels and scenes of jealousy on the part of his mother toward his father, especially when the latter, for work reasons - he asserts - comes home late at night. The child does not understand the meaning of those quarrels. He is very attracted to the television, a new device that has recently made its way into the house. One program in particular attracts him, Non è mai troppo tardi (It’s never too late) by Alberto Manzi, a program dedicated to teaching illiterate people to read and write, of which there are still many in Italy. A child endowed with his own intelligence, like nothing else, following that transmission learns to read at a preschool age, without the parents even imagining it at all. So when his mother sees him leafing through magazines she herself buys, she thinks the child is just looking at the pictures and is unable to read. But when he is left alone, Gualberto, hyphenating under his breath and holding the sign with his little index finger, reads what is written in the comic strips of some strips that he particularly likes and that tell the stories of a character, called Atomino, in one of Mom’s magazines, Noi donne (We Women). At that age, a strange but natural thing happens in some children. It is common that, by touching himself, the child discovers his own genitals, and discovers that his willy is capable of turgor causing him pleasure the nature of which he does not understand. This is not true masturbation; the genital apparatus is still immature and ejaculation may not occur, but the boy is sometimes gratified by this pleasure and tends to touch himself frequently.

	Having passed this stage of growth, the child moves on to other interests and forgets about this small pleasure, until he reaches the age of twelve, thirteen, when, having reached puberty, he will engage in real masturbatory activity, in the normal discovery of his own sexuality. After that, sooner or later, he will find a girl who, by offering him her body, will move him from the lonely stage to the stage of discovering love.

	Let’s take a step back and return to Gualberto at the age of five who is reading Atomino’s comic strip. In this strip, Atomino’s girlfriend, Smeraldina, has been kidnapped by Indians and tied to a pole. Under her feet, the Indians have placed bundles of wood, because they plan to burn her alive if the town sheriff - Atomino himself - will not meet their demands. Smeraldina cries out, “HELPPPP! ATOMINOOO!” as one of the Indians brings the lighted flashlight closer to her feet. Simultaneously with the reading, Gualberto’s hand slips inside his shorts to search for his small penis and make it turgid in that little game that gives him a pleasant sensation. In a completely unconscious way, at this precise moment, sexual pleasure is associated with the vision of fire. And there would be nothing wrong with that; after all, we all associate fire, heat, the color red, with love, passion, desire. But for Gualberto it is different, he associates pleasure with the fire that is about to consume a victim, a woman who is about to be burned alive, although in the strip then Atomino will arrive to save his girlfriend from the flames.

	Over the next few days, several times the child will pick up the magazine again, focusing on that particular cartoon, covering with his little hands the subsequent figures in which Smeraldina is rescued by Atomino, and touching himself feeling pleasure at the thought of a woman being killed by fire.

	He will even go so far as to hide the newspaper, fearing that sooner or later his mother will undoubtedly throw it in the trash.

	Time passes and this thing, like so many other games, falls into oblivion. Gualberto begins to attend school, he is good, intelligent, has excellent grades in Italian and Arithmetic, attends the third grade and already has a passion for reading fiction books. But in the family quarrels between his parents are becoming more and more frequent, his father is cheating on his mother and she knows it very well, but the little boy does not understand this. It happens that one evening Mom has long since set the table for dinner, but Dad is delaying in an exaggerated manner this time, it is twenty-two o’clock, and he still has not returned. Mom, in a fit of rage, starts grabbing the dishes, plates and glasses, throwing them on the floor or against the walls, where they shatter. Finished with what’s on top of the set table, she turns to emptying the cupboard, sending everything she can to shards. The floor is a battlefield. The last still-healthy plate is hurled toward the door just as the father makes his entrance into the house. The latter barely manages to dodge it before he is verbally attacked and for a while even battered by his wife, until he decides to turn around and go back to the street.

	Gualberto’s father will never return to that house. The little boy, thinking that his mother, angry as she is, is angry with him too, curled up, leaning his back against the wall in a corner, crying quietly so as not to be noticed. From the sobs he slowly drifted off to sleep, staying there in that little corner. It was only after a few hours that is mother, now calmed down, took care of him, lifted him off the floor and put him in his bed. He cannot admit it even to himself, as he will have to continue living with her, but a deep hatred was born in him toward his mother, who deprived him of paternal affection that night, a hatred that will later extend to the entire female gender, spilling over to any woman he will meet in the future. He will never be able to love a woman; he will always see her as an antagonist, as someone from whom he will defend himself rather than open his heart to her and give her his feelings.

	But let’s go in order. What happens after this episode? There is a gradual change in the child’s character, and although he is very intelligent, he is withdrawn, taciturn, and has difficulty relating to others, especially individuals of the opposite sex, females, and adult people who are not well known to him. He often blushes if he has to talk to a person for the first time, and this creates a considerable sense of discomfort for him, so much so that he prefers to be alone rather than among peers.

	Years pass and the puberty phase arrives. Like all boys of his age, he happens to masturbate, thinking now of one now of another girl in the girls’ class - at that time there were no mixed classes yet - who had struck him perhaps by the way she was dressed that day, eyeing her at the entrance or exit of the school or along the corridors during recess. But as he masturbates, that’s when childhood memories come to mind, the pleasure associated with fire, the pleasure associated with the image of the woman about to be burned alive. He thinks of the little girl of his dreams, “What’s her name? Silvia, of course, I heard her called Silvia by her classmates. She was really pretty today, wearing a miniskirt under her black apron, which she kept undone to show off her legs”. Yes, the thought of those legs excites him, but it excites him more to imagine Silvia tied to a pole, with a lighted flashlight coming up to her clothes to set her on fire. “Yes, burn alive, Silvia!” thinks Gualberto, getting more and more excited. “Scream, scream like Smeraldina - HELP! GUALBER-TOOO! - because I will cover the next vignettes with my hands and no one will come to your aid. You will be devoured by flames, just as you deserve, because you are a female. Yes, burn! Burn alive! Yes, yes, yes!”

	Precisely because of his shyness and his hatred of women in general, Gualberto until his early twenties, although he is attracted to them, will not consort with any of them. He will continue in his autoerotic activity, always imagining this or that girl, known or unknown, dying in the flames of a stake, like a medieval witch, or of a fire, each time in a different way invented by his imagination, but always and in any case thinking of fire as the triggering element of his perverse eroticism.

	Gualberto finally arrives to attend university, the Faculty of Agriculture in Perugia, in a location far from his hometown, far from his mother, whose proximity increasingly oppresses him. On the first days of class, an unusual episode happens. A classmate sits next to him, to his right. She is pretty, her hair is straight blond, her complexion pale, spotted with some ephelides, her eyes light blue, she has a delicate perfume, she wears a knee-length skirt, which rises to mid-thigh in the act of sitting down. Gualberto tries to be indifferent, taking notes as usual, while the girl has only a checked sheet of paper resting on the swivel shelf of the chair that serves as a writing desk. On that paper she does not take any notes. In the upper left-hand corner she writes her name in capital letters, LAURA, draws a small heart next to it with the red pen, then begins to taunt the companion sitting to her left.

	«Oh, how distracted, I dropped my pen.»

	Gualberto, bending down to pick it up near her feet, cannot help but admire her legs so close to his eyes. As he makes to give her the pen back, she asks him to write her name on the other side of the little heart she drew on the paper. Then she takes the pen back, but holds back his hand, bringing it into contact with her thigh as she waits to be caressed.

	«Gualberto. A strange name.»

	Realizing that he is embarrassed, as he immediately withdrew his hand, without trying to go up, toward her lower abdomen, as anyone else would have done, Laura tries to make the boy hers in another way. 

	«I’m not very good at taking notes. I see that you are much more skilled than I am. Could I come and study with you?»

	«That wouldn’t be a bad idea, but I am staying at a boarding school run by religious people. We are strictly forbidden to take girls inside.»

	«You could come to me, then. I live alone in a mini-apartment downtown. If you’d like, at the end of class, come to my place, we’ll have something to eat and then study together all afternoon.»

	Gualberto clearly understands that Laura has no intention of studying, but his purpose is to do all kinds of other things that afternoon, and he is stunned. He who has always been so shy, who has never hit on any girl, is now being lured so shamelessly by her? What does she see in him? There are so many other boys in the courtroom, does he have to come and pick a fight with him? He accepts the invitation, hoping that in fact Laura just wants to study the lessons with him, that those attitudes just represent her way of doing things. But that is not the case; she really intends to get him into bed.

	Arriving home, Laura sets herself free, wearing a tiny robe, which leaves her feminine graces, her legs and cleavage well exposed. After having lunch, Gualberto arranges books and notebooks on the table, but she takes him by the hand and leads him into the bedroom. The shutters are closed and the room is in half-light. She pulls off her robe, remaining naked, and begins to undress him as well, pressing her breasts against his chest, being caressed and caressed in turn. Gualberto likes the girl, he could make love with her, at that moment and on other subsequent occasions, but the situation embarrasses him, and his member does not at all hint at getting erect. Laura caresses it for a long time, until it becomes turgid, but when she then, once she has abandoned herself on the bed, tries to guide him into penetration, the erection disappears again. At that point she retreats under the sheets and, annoyed, says to him, «Well, what’s the matter, you just don’t like me or are you queer?»

	Gualberto blushes, his cheeks flushed, thanking in his heart that the room is rather dark. While waiting for an answer, Laura reaches for the pack of cigarettes on the nightstand, takes one, and lights it. Seeing Laura’s face illuminated by the yellowish light of the lighter’s flame triggers a series of unexpected thoughts and reactions in Gualberto. The vision of the flame itself excites him, then he begins to think of the lighter as a weapon that, brought close to her hair, or her clothes, or why not, the bed sheets, could be used to give a well-deserved end to that witch in front of him. He sees the tip of the cigarette glow with each pull the girl takes from it, and this excites him more and more. “Burn, witch, burn alive!” he thinks inwardly. Now the erection is there! He moves back closer to Laura who, having extinguished the fag in the ashtray, welcomes the boy inside her body. The intercourse is long-lasting and intense, and at the end she lets out a long cry of pleasure as her orgasm occurs. That scream pleases Gualberto very much, who associates it in his imagination with the cry of the witch dying in the flames above a burning pile.

	The boy will never reveal his intimate thoughts to Laura; he will only tell her that he really enjoys seeing her smoke. And this is an incredible thing, as he not only does not smoke, but is usually annoyed by other people’s smoking.

	From that day on, Gualberto’s imagination is stimulated by this new fact. Seeing a woman smoke, seeing her use a lighter or a match to light a cigarette, stimulates him in a special way. Each time he imagines that from that small flame a fire can be started to reap that smoker as a victim. All in all, he lets Laura smoke, even if it bothers him a little, precisely because of the fact that it arouses him, and this benefits sexual encounters, which are satisfying for both of them. After an initial intercourse, he himself often lights a cigarette for Laura, just to bring the flame closer to her face, imagining that he is executing her with fire. Then his desire is renewed and Gualberto resumes making love to Laura again.

	The relationship between the two lasted for four years, the length of their degree program. But, like all good things, love also fades sooner or later. Laura, probably falling in love with another guy, or perhaps just because she is tired of putting up with the oddities of Gualberto’s behaviors, his long silences, the fact that he often wants to be alone, at some point decides to leave the guy. She tries to do it painlessly, finding the right words; she knows Gualberto’s sensitivity and does not want to hurt him but, at the same time, she wants to get away from him, to regain her freedom.

	«You’re an intelligent person, you’re very good, you’re about to graduate with honors. Listen to me, I am the one who is not worthy of you. You’ll have a way to find yourself another woman, although in fact I don’t see well any other person next to you than me.»

	Gualberto listens in silence, nodding. He seems not to find the words to answer her, but inside, the words are there and they are sharp as razor-sharp knives. 

	“Of course, I should have known that women are all the same. Like my mother. They keep you by their side as long as you suit them, then they dump you, abandon you to take refuge in someone else’s arms. Until they get tired of the latter too. Witches, just witches. You deserve only one end: burning at the stake!”

	In Gualberto’s mind a thought begins to take hold: to actually kill Laura with fire. He also knows the way to do it; it doesn’t take much. He can lead her to that secluded place where they often went together, a nice spot, at the edge of the woods, on the road to Mount Tezio. There is a little wall on which they often sat and talked and spent unforgettable hours there. Just place a bucket of gasoline behind the little wall. Sooner or later Laura will light a cigarette, and then, with a quick, decisive gesture, he will pour the flammable liquid on her and enjoy the sight of her truly engulfed in flames.

	He does. He reaches a self-service and takes three thousand liras3 of gasoline, pours it into a bucket, which he goes and hides behind that little wall, among the grass. The next day he invites his girlfriend to go for the last time to that place dear to them, to have a last talk. She agrees, thinking that Gualberto will finally talk to her with an open heart, accepting the end of their relationship. Unfortunately, when they are there, she notices that he is sadder and more taciturn than ever. She does all the talking; he is silent, nodding his head only. She, at one point, with a nervous gesture, takes the cigarette pack from her purse and lights one. It is time. Gualberto’s heart is pounding, his hand is already clenched on the bucket handle. But no, he can’t do it. He is not a murderer, and besides, he loves her. He is an executioner only in his fantasy, the thing cannot be turned into reality. Then what if an uncontrollable fire develops? He might die too, and that matters little at this point, but that beautiful place, that pristine forest, that wonderful nature, would also go up in smoke. He loosens his grip on the bucket handle and waits for his heart to resume a regular rhythm. Meanwhile Laura finishes smoking and carefully crushes the stub under the sole of her shoe. He brings his lips close to hers in the quest for one last smoke-flavored kiss, after which he utters a few words, «Maybe this is the last time I kiss a girl. Goodbye Laura!»

	He drives her home and from that day on he will never see her again. For days on end he thinks back to the scene, masturbating over and over as he imagines pouring gasoline on Laura and enjoying her screams as she is devoured by flames. It will take good and bad for the memory of Laura, her scent, her body, her voice, her cigarettes, to fall into oblivion.

	But, as we know, time is eventually complicit, and helps everyone get through the hard times. Once he graduates, Gualberto will return to his hometown. Unable to accept going back to live with his mother, he will take an apartment that will be both his residence and his studio, where he will carry out his freelance work.

	Now that he no longer has a woman, his sexual desires can only be satisfied in autoeroticism. As time passes, fantasy is no longer enough. Gualberto takes advantage of the fireplace he has in his house to set up small enactments, miniature pyres. From some magazines he carefully cuts out photographs of women, then places them on top of some small sticks arranged to simulate a bonfire and lights the fire, enjoying the spectacle and achieving pleasure. He often prepares several victims to throw into the fire once it is lit. Over time he perfects the technique more and more, simulating with himself a real witch trial, in which he plays both the role of inquisitor, who condemns the woman, and that of executioner, who lights the stake. He even found a Carmen Consoli song, l’ultima preghiera (The Last Prayer), to serve as background music for his mind games.

	To the stake, you hysterical witch,

	And your ashes will scatter with the wind.

	To the stake, heretical witch,

	And thy hands shall never again scatter bad fate.

	Gualberto tries to improve his representations from time to time; he goes so far as to seek out larger  posters of women in more or less sexy, more or less naked poses. He carefully cuts out the outline of his victim, pastes it on cardboard to make it stiffer, attaches it to a postern pole, putting a lot of wood underneath, simulating pyres closer and closer to reality. At some point the fireplace at home is no longer enough; Gualberto wants to set up a life-size pyre. He manages to obtain an image of a girl, measuring six feet tall, made of thick cardboard, used for an advertisement for women’s stockings. The beautifully shaped girl is wearing only a slip, bra, and hold-up stockings. The advertisement is displayed in a store a short distance from his home; Gualberto knows the owner and makes him promise that when the advertising campaign is over, he will give him that giant picture, as it would go to waste anyway. In the meantime, he looks for a suitable place for his purposes, and finds it, an out-of-the-way, long uninhabited, half-ruined country farmhouse. In an edge of the farmyard he can set up his show, with no danger of causing fire. If someone from a distance sees smoke, little harm, he will think some old farmer is burning weeds.

	The thing succeeds well: a few faggots, a pole, the virtual victim on top of the pile, the Carmen Consoli ditty heard through the headphones of the MP3 player. The scene is really exciting for Gualberto, the thing lasts a long time, the flames taking several minutes to reduce the heavy cardboard poster to ashes. The silhouette of his witch disappears little by little, the heat is strong and Gualberto has to move away from the scene a little to avoid getting burned, but it is all so exciting! The orgasm finally comes like a cannonball; he could never feel anything like that making love to a woman. Having recovered from his post-ejaculatory daze, Gualberto takes care to restore the place, cleaning it up and taking care not to leave any traces of what he has done. Of course, such a thing is a bit risky and cannot be done every day, but the place lends itself and the man will occasionally return to enjoy the spectacle of which, at the same time, he is both actor and director. One day he will even manage to obtain a mannequin, the kind used in clothing stores, very much like a real woman. He will prepare it, dressing it in nylons and a skimpy dress, before setting it on fire.

	From here to taking a real, flesh-and-blood woman there to be put through a trial and sentenced to be burned at the stake is a short step. Gualberto already thinks of the way to do it. It would not be easy to lead a person there against her will, but some expedient could be tried. He is not very good at it but, overcoming shyness, he could try to seduce a woman, possibly a smoker, like Laura, induce her to trust him, maybe make love to her a few times. He could get a sedative, something to knock her out, lead her stunned to the farmstead, tie her to the pole over some bundles of wood, wait for her to come to her senses, and then... 

	“What the hell am I thinking?” says Gualbert to himself, realizing the evilness of his thoughts. “I’m going crazy! I can’t do such a thing. All right, I feel hatred and resentment toward women, but I can’t take it out on someone who has nothing to do with my life!”

	So, just as so many years earlier he had not turned into a murderer by removing his hand from the handle of the bucket full of gasoline, even at that moment his brain is running for cover.

	The man seeks the address of a good psychotherapist and makes an appointment, determined to spill the beans and solve his mental problems. Dr. Battaglini makes him an initial appointment, the secretary seats him in the office and tells him to make himself comfortable, that the doctor will be arriving any minute. Judging from the mirror, Gualberto understands that the session has already begun and that his therapist is already studying him before even beginning the interview with him. The feeling of discomfort increases when he discovers that Dr. Battaglini’s name is Claudia and she is a beautiful 40-year-old woman. He begins to explain to her about his problems with women, about the fact that he gets aroused when he sees a woman smoking and that, after his relationship with Laura, he has not been able to enter into any more relationships, but he is careful not to describe his masturbatory acts in front of fictitious pyres and about his deep hatred of all female persons. He certainly cannot confide these things precisely to a woman; she would never understand them.

	«Having a fetish is a completely harmless thing. Many people use it to their advantage to have satisfying sex. You don’t have to worry too much about it. May I call you by your first name? It makes things easier for me. Just as you can call me Claudia.» The psychologist tries to put Gualberto at ease, perfectly aware, judging by some attitudes, that her patient is still hiding something, lots of things. The man looks away all the time, hardly ever looks her straight in the eye, focuses on some objects on top of the desk, occasionally picking one up and fiddling with it. But most noticeable is his so-called self-protective attitude: his hands with fingers intertwined together, held in front of his stomach, his torso tilted slightly forward. Oh yes, that patient is enigmatic, hiding many things at the moment, and it will take a lot of work to get him to open up. It’s a challenge Claudia likes.

	The next session, the psychologist pays special attention to showing off her legs, just enough, not too much, and having a pack of cigarettes and a lighter within obvious reach. The mere sight of the pack of cigarettes puts Gualberto in turmoil. After starting the conversation, pretending to play absent-mindedly with the packet, taking it in his hand, opening it, closing it again, putting it back on the desk and picking it up again after a while, Claudia pulls out a cigarette, brings it to her mouth and approaches her patient, who is at her wit’s end. She is trying to provoke him in every way to study his reactions.
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