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	To my wife, an angel descended from heaven to teach me the true values of life, and allow me to tell them to everyone by taking care of me.

	

	To the volunteers of ANED, the former deportees of the Nazi concentration camps, who despite their age still find the courage to return with school trips to the sites of the atrocities they suffered, to witness them to young people and banish them forever from civil society. 

	

	To Antonio Triolo, the 'Captain', for the valuable information on the hierarchies and tasks of the Force, and on the operational methods of the 'Gazelle' emergency patrols.

	

	To Carlo Bertocchi, known to his friends as Carlone, for revealing to me all the secrets about regulating valley waters and the regulations governing their use for hunting

	

	To all Giovanni Battista who pay dearly for their loyalty to their principles against the corrupt regime of forced consent, for this is the forced suicide of thought and the death sentence of freedom.



	
Introductory note

	

	In Italy, the title "Professor" is given not only to university teachers, but also to secondary school teachers, and it is widely used in the language of children, especially abbreviated to "prof," both in referring to their teachers in everyday speech and in addressing them directly. 

	

	

	The story is set, precisely, in an Italian secondary school, involves the vicissitudes of a teacher totally faithful to his role and those of his pupils, and is enlivened by the arrival in class of some bullies and an explosive girl.

	

	Professor and prof, then, are key words in the story from beginning to end, and they characterize it to such an extent that to always replace them with "teacher" would distort it, so it was deemed more adherent to the original text to keep them as they are, except to translate them occasionally for special needs.

	

	One of these is not to generate false expectations in the English-speaking reader attracted to the book, so the title is "The last Teacher," with a capital "T" to emphasize at first glance the almost heroic nature of the protagonist.

	
Icarus 2001

	

	There goes the school, another time in a lifetime. A boy comes out of it sooner or later, but if he happens to sit on the other side of the desk and likes to continue to be in the same totipotent generation to forget the progression into impotence of his own, then he gets a taste for it and never stops going to school again... even if, in words, the holidays will continue to be his supreme desire forever.

	"The boarding school on Friday, that you could stay at the seaside for three more days, and then you only start in earnest in a dozen! It must be another one of those torturers who would pull you out of intensive care for the POF: that the ministerial programme is no good because you don't put your own spin on it.... Or if not, that he always has a nice urgent meeting under the flag, to cure you of your heart attack: because you can't just wait until you're discharged from hospital to discuss the regulation of field trips... especially, then, if Donvito wants to make them three days even in second grade, instead of the two it says. " 

	Thank goodness, Professor Battista did not have a heart attack, but there were plenty of headmasters who persecuted those who really suffered from it, and he definitely had no sympathy for authority without authority, but on the other hand inflated with obtuse authoritarianism.

	

	On a beautiful late summer's day, Majorana approached along Via Bellisario, taking over the scene. 

	The building is low, actually, with only one floor above the mezzanine, but it is comfortably spread out for a fair length in the middle of a large green area, which at the back, around the athletics track, is thickly planted with tall poplars, in front has a large car park, to the right the brand new media library, to the left the Palasavena, and on the other side of the street, directly opposite, a five-a-side football pitch. 

	The sports hall is a bit more imposing, but also more secluded, plus Majorana has it in use as a gymnasium, so it is the school that is the centre of attention in that area of San Lazzaro, or at least that was the impression given to Battista when he lingered there with a smug look on his way to work.

	

	He parked wistfully thinking back to the father he had just gone to say goodbye to. Now bedridden for more than a year, the old man still lived in the flat two floors below his that he had occupied for more than half a century, but even with the help of the Ukrainian caregiver, 

	
his son's attentions were not enough to ease the pain of his distressing twilight. 

	He was in a real bad way, poor guy, with the arteriopathy that had knocked out his legs, and that numbness bordering on dementia that never left him. 

	And who knows how she treats him, that woman!? " 

	Battista did not know what to think, but his father had lost a lot of weight since he had entrusted him to her care. At first, he himself had advised her to keep him on a diet, since according to the doctors, fat was his most insidious enemy, but there is a limit to everything, what the heck! "What harm can there possibly be in adding a little extra pleasure to a poor fellow in that state?" Now it seemed to the good son that the lady had taken him a little too literally, and it worried him a little.

	"I guess this one's skimming off the top, more like dieting!" He thought. 

	

	And to think that the old man really was an oak, as he had always said of himself. He had smoked like a chimney since his teens, and although he had been carrying emphysema for several decades, he had continued with two or three packs of cigarettes a day as long as he could stand. Not to mention his intolerance towards doctors and medicines. For his part, he had perhaps never resorted a doctor in his life, and even the few times that this had happened accidentally, the loved ones who had practically forced him to do so, at the end did not remember him to have ever followed  the prescriptions. So the big lump should have died of cancer long ago, the way he had always treated himself, but there he was, good old Vincenzo, at the threshold of eighty-two: a bit battered, of course, but thank God still able to wait for his son every day, and to be happy every time he saw him reappear at the edge of his sickbed.

	

	The thought of his father nostalgically reminded him of his mother, who was no longer there. 

	When her husband was first admitted to hospital hospitalized, with the priest at the foot of the bed to give him the last rites, she was perhaps already ill, but she did not know it yet.

	During his stay in hospital, while the inveterate smoker in a semi-comatose state continued to mime in bed the funny ritual of taking a cigarette out of the packet, lighting it, smoking it and throwing away the butt, his mother had spent the nights sitting in an armchair at his bedside, so much so that in order for her to go and rest at least a little, Giovanni had had to ask the head doctor to forbid her to do so. But in the end fate had been more hasty with her, and in less than three months thedamned disease had taken her away.

	

	"What a sad time! - Battista thought - Not even half of my wedding guests are left by now... It's like watching the desert invade our beautiful garden and swallow the flowers in the sand one by one without being able to do anything about it... And now there's auntie too."

	Yeah. Fortunately, he didn't have to take care of her as well, since it was the two remaining aunts who did that, but Mom's 90-plus-year-old sister was staying on the first floor, and it was no longer the cheerful time she once had to stop there for a greeting, since she had begun to stare at him silently from her wheelchair. 

	On the other hand, Battista realized that he was even lucky, compared to those who are orphaned as children, and are thus forced to feel the desert sand between their teeth at an early age. In the big picture of life, he felt that his present situation was acceptable, and despite the bitterness of not having children, which made him scrutinize with dismay the time when it would be his turn, all in all he felt fulfilled and serene, led his existence with participation, and was still capable of a fair amount of enthusiasm.

	

	He entered the school which was still deserted, and as always in such cases, the janitors buzzed lazily in the resounding building, in and out of the huddle they made around the switchboard, like bees around the hive on a sunny day. 

	They smiled relaxed, letting it be known that the big jobs were still a long way off, and from the Nutella-coloured tans they were sporting, it was clear that the houses in Lido Adriano, instead, were still in full swing, and waiting for them in the afternoon for another weekend of sun and sea. 

	The deputy also looked like a gianduiotto1 chocolate, but unlike the janitors, his smile was already fleeting and distracted, as he rambled here and there with a few papers in his hand. 

	"Oh there Ubaldo! I see even you managed to take a little holiday, where have you been?"

	The vicar stood on the threshold of the office, raising his eyebrow on his side with a strange grimace that was the greatest expression of confidence and greeting of which he was capable. But he was not haughty, in fact... perhaps he was just a little shy.

	"Welcome back! I missed you: when will you stop calling me that?"

	He had ignored his colleague's question, but it was normal for him to gloss over idle arguments. Besides, he preferred to insist that it would be undignified if the boys heard him and then started to address him in that way too. 

	"You are right! - Said Battista - But it comes naturally to me... Baldoni tastes so much like a cardinal, that I wouldn't want to pass without realising it to Eminence... that would be even worse, wouldn't it?" 

	In response, the deputy shook his head like a horse. 

	Battista then resigned himself to calling him Sergius, which was then his baptismal name, and one who is registered at the registry office as John the Battista, certainly cannot deny a baptismal name.  

	“ have a new boss, don't we? Who is it?"

	"A guy called Eros Zanetti, do you know him?"

	"Never heard of it."

	"One from Imola, from Fioravanti... he's there, look."

	In the dimmed light, halfway down the long corridor, a stocky guy of average height was entering the presidency in the company of a woman clambering in heels that would certainly have given a six-foot-four Miss Italy a very elegant gait, but she was forced to tiptoe like a slightly drunk ostrich, and with all that, she could barely reach the ears of the one next to her. 

	"And the lady on stilts?"

	Carmela Tappa2: the secretary, also new.

	'Damn... we're in the realm of bespoke names here. Well, well... but what a guy.... Then it all changes this year."

	"Yeah... and I'll give you a piece of friendly advice: be careful not to make gaffes, you being so 'spontaneous', because they seem to be getting it on."

	He thanked him for the warning, but of the strange couple he could learn no more. The vice-principal didn't even know them yet, and besides, he was the kind of guy who only indulged in gossip for good reason, sparingly, and always grudgingly.

	That year the third B2 was articulated with electronics, because for two separate classes there were no numbers, and in mechanics there were seven foreigners out of thirteen, all freshly arrived from halfway around the world without knowing a word of Italian.

	"Better and better! - Grumbled the teacher - And how do I tell these guys about entropy?" 

	The meagre consolation was that in all likelihood he would not have told them about it at all, since by this time many Italians were also arriving at the three-year degree without knowing how to make equivalences... and some even at university... "But then you also have to pay him, the architect who makes you buy ten thousand square kilometres of tiles to cover the bathroom!?”

	Baldoni shrugged his shoulders. From behind, a vaguely mocking voice greeted, then urged Battista not to get too excited: 'But always with this talk, you?  That's how it is now, you know? Resign yourself! It's useless to get bitter blood for the four pennies they give us. So take my advice as a friend: look after yourself, and don't give a damn."

	It was not exactly Battista's philosophy of life. He always tried to do his best, but unfortunately it had a logic, in the school bazaar of the time. 

	He turned towards the tempter. At the top of the imposing mole, Sacchi's snow-white face winked slyly at him just below his thick brown curls.

	"Oh hey Mephisto! Thanks for the bad advice, I'll take it into account.... But does four money then become five, to give a damn?" 

	The TDP Professor admitted the poor profitability of his survival strategy, buuuut... And Battista was not at all surprised by that seemingly illogical 'buuut...'. He too knew well that conforming wraps one in an invisible and warm cloak of consensus, while the truth exposes one to the pitfalls of a thousand revenge. Thinking it, the single thought, is less of an effort, and by sparing one's neighbour the disgust of looking at oneself in the mirror naked, the popularity one gains is much greater. As for the money, it is certainly not the truth that pays off the most.

	And to think that when it was a little less of a bazaar, school seemed serious. He had had to endure a huge competition to get in, complete with a written exam on gas turbines, the design, calculations and drawings of a clutch, a practical exercise on a hydraulic system, and an oral on the entire university syllabus... But then, since the state could not afford the luxury of so much knowledge, it had merged the Professorships to cut costs and so, once he was in, overnight he was also assigned the subjects of another degree, which had nothing to do with that little bit of examination.

	"Do you see that I am right?" Pleased Sacchi.

	"Yes, but so what? ... What do I tell him now with electronics, that I have to study it first, and it would take me the five years I spent on mechanical engineering instead?"

	And the trouble was that Sacchi was also right as rain, since in public education professionalism was worth half as much as outside. But woe betide those who complain too much, eh! Or else you know the ones that everything is duty?

	"The money, always the money, come on! Don't you know how many Franciscans there are in the school with the cilice under their robes? Multitudes as immense as the heavenly hosts! Take an example from them: school is a mission! And then you are a teacher, then 'profess', no? Otherwise it will be said that you are either lazy, or incompetent.... Are you lazy or incompetent, you?”

	"No, lazy no, but in truth I know almost nothing about Chinese literature." 

	"And you confess it like this? Bad! Even worse than putting yourself on sick leave in Rangiroa for a month. If you have to teach it, you know it, because self-education is a must and ignorance is not allowed if you don't want to risk your job..."

	 That's right: cuckolded and cuckolded; the great thing about those who hold the law is that guards and thieves decide them as they please.

	

	With the third A1, Sacchi got the other half of the articulated, so the two of them would be in the same class council, and since it was the right time for coffee, they went to sanction the new alliance between the rival classes over a steaming cup in the still sleepy café.

	"I saw you in the fields back here flying a model aircraft with some guys on Monday."

	"Icarus 2001!" Battista titled, hinting at a half-smile under his moustache. He would never have wanted to admit that he sometimes devoted much, much more time to the school than his contractual hours, because it was enough for his colleagues, almost all of them, and a few wretched colleagues, to brag about being a volunteer teacher. 

	"So they burden the public with this expectation,' he thought, 'and the government takes advantage of it, so that the above-mentioned four pennies also seem too much... But it really is a job, and a job must be paid in proportion to quality and commitment, otherwise where does it end? You can't live on air!" 

	Yet he had dedicated an inordinate amount of 'extra time' to that model aircraft over the course of the year, and had even returned from the sea on Monday to fly it with the boys who had built it. 

	In June he had not ventured to avoid the risk of smashing it before the exam, since it was their baccalaureate paper, but now that they wanted to play with it a little, before they finally stopped playing inside the inexorable gear of life, it was not fair that they had to give it up just because he was not there! 

	He would never forgive himself for letting them down like that, after all the effort they had put into it... not to mention that he himself was having the most fun!

	In fact, after hovering for a long time over the tops of the poplars behind the school, the handsome toy had snagged one of them in a somewhat reckless acrobatic manoeuvre, and had crashed down with a broken wing like a duck in step, felled by  a malicious shot.

	Oh! Not that he enjoyed shooting down ducks, the prof, but watching them fly, yes, and, indeed, he believed that work should be fun: only then can one do it with the greatest commitment and the best results, and if one disregards the idiocy of his bureaucratism, even a teacher's work can be fun.

	

	Sacchi had also enjoyed the aerial display in the sky of San Lazzaro, had told Pignatti about it, and the latter, in turn, had told him about the site that the mechanics Professor had put on line for the exams. 

	So he too had poked around on the web pages, and was really impressed, looking back over the development of the project through all those beautiful photographs... kudos! Even from his lab technician... and that was saying a lot for 'hated' mechanics.

	"Not hated. Antonio is like me, and he doesn't care about religious wars. - Said Battista - You may not know it, but he helped me more out of friendship, than his colleagues in the address who owed him, but when needed they vanished into thin air."

	Sacchi approved. All that rancour between mechanics and electronics was absurd... ",,,even if when there's a chair involved,' he observed, 'for some people it's worse than if it were their wife! "

	"And they keep it by spitefulness? Come on! What's more, all this panic over the place is a big set-up, because the limited number of places is enough to balance out the enrolments: those who work hard in time go where they want, and the last ones take what's left. 

	But in his opinion, there was no need for imaginary enemies and ideological shores to stem the exodus of Italians from factories and students from technical schools, nor was it necessary to renounce dignity in order to grab a few more by picking up dunces and then promoting them and themselves with ridiculous grades of forgery!

	Surprisingly, the colleague agreed on everything. Not without a little calculation of convenience, perhaps. He wanted to get into freelancing a bit, in fact, and knowing that Battista had an ultra-modern practice, he wanted to ask him if he could join. 

	"Nice three-dimensional views!" He commented.

	" Thank you. I'm glad someone appreciates. He thinks we've been designing in 3D for thirteen years now, but here they keep saying 'you don't need it!' So, in order to teach it I had to put it a little bit out of order in the design area.... But it was still quite a success, I'd say."

	Sacchi confirmed with conviction: "In our subjects, it should also be compulsory to practise outside, otherwise we lose sight of the overall perspective and get bogged down in abstruse school exercises, which the kids hate. What would you say if we got together?"

	Flattered, Battista noted that the chemistry with the other was good, but unfortunately, he had no money for a collaborator. However, if it wasn't money that Sacchi was looking for, he could also reflect on that proposal: 'Indeed, in a studio there should be at least two people working full-time. All the more so now, that with the unified Professorships spread over the entire province to take up to the last minute, school practically takes us all day long. "

	In order to get together, however, there were even more stringent conditions, such as the need to get along... but although obvious, with Battista this was by no means a given. 

	With Sacchi, however, the problem did not even arise. At least according to him.

	

	Designing on the computer was not difficult, but to become operational took a lot of practice. And in addition to CAD, Sacchi would also have to familiarise himself a little with mechanics, so a whole year of rowing like a slave without making much progress was to be reckoned with.

	Nevertheless, the interested party did not give up, so Battista invited him to take a look at the place to see what it was all about, and gave him an appointment in his office.

	After all, Gabriel's views seemed quite compatible with his own, despite the suspicious quip about 'not giving a damn'. For example, he couldn't even stand smoking cigarettes, unlike his other oddball colleague, who in the middle of a school term had thrown in his face that he had never taken drugs as if it were a misdemeanour. He protested that in the students' room for extra-curricular activities perhaps marijuana was grown, instead of music, and if it wasn't grown, it was definitely smoked, and that one: 'But they're kids, come on! Who hasn't had a joint as a kid?"

	"Maybe you're looking at one! "Proud as a proclamation, his reply had been delayed just long enough to overcome his bewilderment; nevertheless, to the other's ears it must have produced the effect of a bakelite record: "Then you were already old at fifteen, and it shows!"  He had sentenced, in fact, squaring him with a disgusted air. 

	It is not known how the squabble ended, but fortunately Gabriele was less 'borderline' than the freak. Moreover, he probably was rich, to hear of the beautiful house he owned in the city centre where he lived alone, and the catamaran he kept in Cervia. So it wouldn't have been a problem financially, indeed. Not to mention that an extra electronics expertise would certainly have expanded GB-TECH's potential, so it was really worth looking into his proposal a bit more.

	 

	Tanned and bejewelled like a miracle woman, Maurer appeared on the threshold of the bar and the new school year with a wicked grin.

	"Ah, Battista! I was just thinking of you!"

	"What an honour! Would you like to invite me to dinner?" 

	"I'll have to ask my husband first, but in the meantime I'm thinking of you, you know, and when they told me about the headmaster I immediately thought of you, who hates all bosses."

	"You exaggerate, it's not like I'm paranoid!" He didn't detest anyone, in fact, although he actually considered it divine punishment to have to submit to certain types, and one of the reasons he had left the private sector in favour of school was precisely that intolerance.

	" Which types ?" Sacchi inquired.

	"You know the bullies in the old military service? No, you are too young. - Said Battista - Anyway, they swell up like turkeys on putting you under for no reason, because the cap is on their head."

	"Once he was furious because Matitone had called him to Imola on a Saturday." The German teacher provoked him, wrinkling her nose in a smile. 

	He in turn grimaced: 'Just a moment, tell it all Gertrud. First, it was off my timetable, that the sixty kilometre round trip weighs a lot more… and that’s ok. Then I had to waste the whole morning just to be there at 11 o'clock, twiddling my thumbs for a quarter of an hour for a last-minute substitution... and patience. But harassing the new guy like that, BECAUSE THOSE FROM IMOLA GO TO THE MARKET ON SATURDAYS, would piss you off too! Or wouldn’t it?

	She shrugged her shoulders and nodded.

	"A good leader should first and foremost know how to motivate his people, but people are not motivated by slights."

	"But unfortunately it is the rule, and sometimes it seems like a stinker contest. Matitone is a holy man compared to this one.... Do you know that he withheld a day's pay from my marriage leave?" 

	One could hardly believe it, but it was true.

	"And just about this time, that is, basically DURING THE SUMMER HOLIDAYS!!!  A gift I still can't swallow to this day."

	"You can tell he was jealous!" Battista teased her.

	He in turn grimaced: 'Just a moment, tell it all Gertrud. First, it was off my timetable, that the sixty kilometre round trip weighs a lot more… and that’s ok. Then I had to waste the whole morning just to be there at 11 o'clock, twiddling my thumbs for a quarter of an hour for a last-minute substitution... and patience. But harassing the new guy like that, BECAUSE THOSE FROM IMOLA GO TO THE MARKET ON SATURDAYS, would piss you off too! Or wouldn’t it?

	She shrugged her shoulders and nodded.

	"A good leader should first and foremost know how to motivate his people, but people are not motivated by slights."

	"But unfortunately it is the rule, and sometimes it seems like a stinker contest. Matitone is a holy man compared to this one.... Do you know that he withheld a day's pay from my marriage leave?" 

	One could hardly believe it, but it was true.

	"And just about this time, that is, basically DURING THE SUMMER HOLIDAYS!!!  A gift I still can't swallow to this day."

	"You can tell he was jealous!" Battista teased her.

	

	

	Piccoli didn't fit that surname at all; in fact, as a side dish to his six-foot-nine frame, he had two gladiator shoulders that occupied the doorway as wide as his stature above. At his side, Bella looked like the Queen of the Amazons, or rather, the graceful interpretation a Bolshoi etoile might have made of her.

	"Oh! Here comes Beautiful!" Maurer announced at the entrance of the two cheerful gym Professors, who indeed, pulled shiny by the sun, looked as if they had just stepped off the set of the soap opera.

	"The Magnificent Two. I confess I'm a bit envious! - Said Battista, squaring Manuela admiringly from head to toe - What, do they audition you, to take you to ISEF?" 

	The newcomers smiled in satisfaction, lingering as if waiting for applause. Battista often said this: when he taught at the Villaggio del Fanciullo, several times he had passed entire teams of PE students at the pool bar who went to train there, and for crying out loud, whether male or female, they were all cool! 

	For every most eccentric human quality, Piccoli had had a Professor at ISEF who was its universal icon, so this time it was inevitable that the talk would fall on that mighty womanizer, more handsome than Apollo and stronger than Samson, whom they called Rasputin. 

	Of course, the nickname required no explanation, but Piccoli was keen to point out that it came from the rumour that the man was even more gifted than the irrepressible lover of the Tsarina of All the Russias, and perhaps even her descendant. 

	True to his reputation, Rasputin lectured between parallel bars and rings, haranguing them in a stentorian voice like the monk of Aleksandra Feodorovna Romanova, and, among other things, preaching a bizarre and somewhat racist doctrine that the athlete is a kind of superman with an irrepressible need to express himself through libido. But something unbridled by satyrs and bacchae, though, not by asphyxiated and undersized ordinary mortals! 

	Thus, 'spiritual' guide of boys in the throes of testosterone torment, and first aid of maidens stunned with lust by all the eros that permeated the air around him, Professor Rasputin had also become almost as much a legend as his more illustrious namesake.

	And as a legend, the gifted physical education teacher marked his students profoundly. Andrea was no exception, so that summer, between beach volleyball matches on the beaches of Romagna, he tried hard to imitate his example. 

	For her part, Bella had put the master's precepts into practice by roasting in the sun under the watchful gaze of the Riviera's bronze bay watchers, capable of lifting a blowfly with one arm. 

	His wife and her husband, on the other hand, were retrograde bank clerks who would never have dreamed of making a pilgrimage to Moscow to visit Grigory Efimovich's pea mausoleum, if there was even such a monument next to Lenin's macabre tomb, so they finally tired of it, and a few weeks earlier had locked them both out of the house on the very same day. 

	"Oh, what a coincidence!" Exclaimed Mastroballante, who had just arrived. 

	In reality, this was no coincidence.

	The spouses of the two colleagues, long-time family friends, who knew the exuberance of this sporting generation all too well, while conforting each other for years had fallen in love, so that they had each decided to replace their own spouse with the other's, and now they had concerted the showdown in this way to make them pay for it to the end.

	In any case, Piccoli and Bella didn't seem too shaken by the family's vicissitudes. While waiting for both of them to find better accommodation, she was hosting Andrea in the country house she had inherited from her grandmother, and as far as they could tell, they both considered it a fun game, instead of the drama one might have thought.

	"Mah! If it goes well for them... - Battista pondered - Then maybe it's all a scene for the people, and inside they suffer like dogs, poor things... Besides, it's guys like that who colour the world... and personally I much prefer it colourful, rather than grey!"

	

	"You are in mortal sin, you know that, don't you?" Said with marked affectation Lorenzo Chiesa, who had arrived with Mastroballante. 

	"The voice of conscience! - Commented Battista sarcastically, who had not missed the religion teacher's heated glance at Bella's toned procacity - Come on we know how much you'd like to be in Andrea's place!" 

	He nodded with a smirk under his thin moustache, and watching him, Battista could not help but marvel for the umpteenth time at the oddity of names. In fact, here was Piccoli3, who had nothing to do with his one , and next to him Bella4, who she  could not have interpreted better hers. But then there was also Chiesa: a perfect example of a 'nomen omen' put there by the Curia, who taught what sins are and that one should not commit them, which is nevertheless inevitable because we are sinners by nature, but all in all it is not the case to worry too much about the health of the soul, because sincere repentance cancels them all out. 

	"Whatever..."  Thought the mechanics teacher, then his gaze fell on Mastroballante5.... "Ah yeah! And where shall I put this other one, who spends his holidays touring folk dances from Reykjavik to Istanbul, and of Sister Teresa of Calcutta he cares at most how she danced the tarantella?" 

	

	"We are together again this year, prof, do you know that?" Mastro told him, intercepting his gaze.

	"Alas, yes!" Groaned Battista. 

	Actually, he didn't mind at all, because by now he had grown fond of that ITP from Abruzzo like himself, to whom he had most often been paired. Not to mention that Mastro was one of the minor problems among certain technical-practical mechanics teachers with whom he had to be paired at Majorana. 

	He, at least, did not allow himself to be clocked in by his colleagues with the pretence of being  a Knight of Labor, and of a justified complaint he knew how to accept even a certain harshness with dignity.

	Peluso did not. He gave a damn about rules and responsibilities, not least because he was the headmaster's brother-in-law. And since human beings learn by imitation, he didn't miss any pupils in the school. Too bad they were the ones on the wrong side of the desk.

	Battista had had him in drawing the year he arrived at Majorana, but had never seen him among the drafting machines. The following year, he had found him in systems.

	"It's a heavy programme, we have to divide the tasks well." had told him in the deserted workshop on the day of the first meeting.

	Caught by surprise in the grey silence of the computers still immersed in summer hibernation, Peluso had lifted his eyes from la Repubblica with a dumbfounded expression on his chubby face, and glancing at the unlit monitors from behind his gold-rimmed glasses, he had protested: "What do you mean, divide our tasks! We're together, and we do everything together, right?" But of his understanding of the word Battista had already had enough: "What do you mean all together? - He had asked sarcastically - In the sense that I work, and together we carry the burden of the salary? That you will occasionally stick your nose into the classroom while I lecture for you? Or even that you might teach the boys something yourself sometimes, since we get paid for it?"

	"How... how... how... what would you like to imply..." 

	"Nothing: I do not insinuate. But last year you didn't make an hour's attendance, and I don't investigate where you were going because it's none of my business... however, this year the music must change."

	No one had ever dared so much with him: "But you hear where we have come! Even my colleague's slanders I have to listen to now?" The accused was offended.

	"Slander my foot, Peluso! Know that I have no intention of working for two and leaving a salary in Pizzo Calabro again this year... so let's resolve this matter once and for all and civilly, if possible." 

	'Civilly, you say? Infamous without restraint and you even dare to say civilly? For pity's sake,  whom have they put me with! Ah, but rest assured we'll settle it right away, my way, though: I'll go to the headmaster and he'll take care of it. I have nothing more to say with you!"

	Still youthfully confident in the impartiality of those vested in it, Battista could not help laughing.

	"To the headmaster? You go to the headmaster? Please, have a seat! Let's see what he tells you!" Had been his mocking conclusion. 

	In reality, he never knew what the comrades had said to each other, but since the partnership was later dissolved, he was satisfied with that too, nor did he care to discover the mystery. Rather he should have turned him in, that thief, but he was not a spy.

	

	"Why do you say alas? The kids had fun with the model aircraft, didn't they? And so did we... I'm fine with that!"

	Called to account, Mastroballante also questioned himself. Concretely, his contribution never went beyond a general surveillance between the benches, but at least for that he was there, and if not for the rest, Battista could not even throw the cross at him.

	As students, those of Mastro's generation had ink and ruler in their pencil cases, i.e. they drew in ink and did calculations with a graduated ruler that looked like a magic wand. But above all, they spent eighteen hours a week in the workshop making adjustments with the file. Now they had to teach CAD, computer science and numerical control... many had not made it through such a radical conversion without proper training from the top, so today they were greying among PCs, algorithms and machining centres like melancholic carers away from home.   

	"Sure: we all had fun playing on the lawn," replied Battista, "but do you have any idea how much it cost me to carry out that project, and what satisfaction it gave me in return?"                                                              

	"Mah... I can imagine."

	"No, you can't. Before I started, I didn't even have the faintest idea where something like this would take me. I spent dozens of hours learning from reps and dealers everything you've ever seen about resins, composites, electric motors, radio controls and whatnot, and you know what Jason told me when he got the four I gave him instead of the two he deserved? That I hadn't done shit! Not to mention certain colleagues, who don't even have the excuse of being boys... Do you know what did Miravalli, our esteemed dean and head of the school's website where for two years there has been nothing but a faded photo?"

	Mastro shook his head: "No... what did Miravalli do?"

	"Nothing! I wanted to put the pages of the model aircraft on the site, which would be good publicity for mechanics, and for me it meant at least the small bonus from the school fund, and he refused with the excuse of copyright! That is, HE did not use MY work, at MY request, so as not to violate MY rights, do you understand?"

	"Yeah... what do you want to do. That one thinks he's the leading lady. What did you expect? Let it go, if you don't want to fight. - He paused briefly, then changed the subject - Anyway, we have systems this year, not technology."

	"From the pan to the grill”. - Said Battista - Do you already have some nice experiment in mind, for the lab, or do you think you don't have to go too far?"

	"Come on, let's see... maybe I'll get something from Cattani if I need it.” 

	

	From the large window of the bar on the entrance steps, a small crowd of hardened smokers, who had meanwhile gathered in chatter on the grey landing, announced that boarding school was about to begin.

	

	At the circular letters’ counter next to the switchboard, Sirìaco was leafing through the last papers in the binder with attendance slip number one clutched in the other hand. 

	A little further on, a few Professors had crowded around the table where the matches were distributed, and stretching out their hands to get theirs, they spread a pleasant mixture of refined fragrances in the air around the front door of the lecture hall. 

	In the corridor, Miravalli and the headmaster were approaching in conversation.

	"Ohé, Siro!" Greeted Battista.

	"Hello!" Replied the machine colleague, lifting his gaze, and immediately averted his eyes over his friend's shoulder, who naturally turned in that direction. 

	The girl turned an imperceptible smirk to herself as she proceeded with proud bearing towards the secretary, followed by many glances equally divided between admiration and disgust.

	Tall in her own right, on the heels of her beige suede boots she made a statuesque figure. Her hair was black, long, straight and silky like the feathers of a young raven, slicked back and held at the nape of her neck by a Swarowski glitter butterfly. The perfect face, still vaguely childlike, had velvety skin the colour of amber, a delicately pointed chin, a small, harmonious nose, a slightly convex forehead with thick ebony eyebrows arched high, and large eyes of a dark brown like night, with an oriental slant.    

	She wore a tight, white tank top with a faint horizontal rainbow, decidedly open and short enough to expose her navel bejewelled by another Swarowski. 

	Four fingers below the solitaire, the denim miniskirt stretched from just above the pubis to just below, and a slightly narrower belt bore a large heart-shaped buckle, also adorned with glittering glitter, the pointed end of which ended just above it like an obligatory route sign.  

	Around her, three or four beardless little friends tried to attract her wandering gaze by playing dumb, with the crotch of their trousers at their knees, and their designer knickers five fingers out.

	

	As soon as she had passed them, Battista and Sirìaco looked into each other's eyes in silence, with eloquent expressions of smug perplexity.

	"What is that?" He finally resolved to say the former, flaring his nostrils in the trail of perfume.

	"Ah, I don't know, me! - Replied the other with a smile; then he added, looking around first - A great hottie for sure, though, perhaps, we shouldn't even realise it."

	"That she is a student? But I have never seen her."

	"Neither do  I... And then she looks even older." 

	Battista watched in admiration as she stopped to chat with the headmaster.

	"If I had to interrogate someone like that, I would have a hard time deciding what to ask her." He said mischievously.

	'Even to understand the answers, I think... and she would know it very well, and try to take advantage of it. I had one like that at Belluzzi, a colleague's daughter to boot. She didn't do anything all year, her father never showed up, but when they smelled a rejection, he came and threatened fire and brimstone. He said I was mad at her for her conduct, so that I should be careful what I did, because conduct should not affect profit."

	"And how did it end?"

	"Ah, it flunked."

	"No way!? If even an average of one is no longer enough to fail!"

	"Yes, but the arrogance of the two of them was unbearable to everyone, including the headmaster and the better colleagues, and if no one protects you.... Anyway, rest assured: this one is not one of ours, so there is no danger."

	"And thank goodness! Because the way the wind is blowing I'd be a bit uncomfortable having a chick like that in class.... Suppose she went crazy, and wanted to take a ride with the old prof?"

	"You smoke something secretly, my dear. But if absurdly that were to happen, it would be hard to resist."

	"And you want to go to jail instead, Siro."

	"No: the hormones are the outlaws, not me!"

	

	Biagetti called them next to him at the back of the room. They reached him and sat down next to him, making the armchairs creak, a gift from a father who had transformed his old cinema into a modern multiplex. Immediately afterwards, Zanetti and Miravalli also entered, the one sitting at the chair table and the other in the front row, near the window. 

	

	"There's the new headmaster, do you know him?" Biagetti asked as the person in question introduced himself to the assembly. 

	Siriaco answered no, and Battista reported Maurer's account.

	"Ah, here. But that's nothing! - Biagetti finally exclaimed - You should know what he did to me."

	"To you?" 

	"Of course! We were both at Fioravanti: a nightmare! And to top it all off, in the end he made me lose three years of tenure at this school by cheating."

	"A cheat?" Syriaco asked, doubtfully.

	"Yes: he moved me to Molinella instead of Buson, so that he blew my transfer here with half the score, and I had to go to the swamp."

	"How did he do that? It's not like he can transfer someone as he pleases."

	"Of course he can't. In fact it took three months to figure out the catch. 

	In June, at Fioravanti we were eight teachers with seven Professorships, so I was losing my place, as I was the youngest. But it wouldn't have been a problem if Zanetti had pointed it out straight away, because I would have been in time to ask for a transfer, and I would have been tenured here ever since. 

	Instead, he reported a job loser only in the de facto workforce, and since transfers are closed in September, I had to resign myself to going back and forth all year in the sea valleys.

	"I didn't understand anything. ' Battista said. 

	"Nobody understood it! - Replicated Biagetti - At the first trade union I went to, they advised me on an inadmissible appeal procedure, so I lost a lot of time. At the second one, Filiberto discovered the cheat by going through the printouts line by line, but in the meantime the deadlines had slipped, so even the appeal under the regulations was useless." 

	"But if there was already Buson in Molinella!?" 

	"That's where the fun is! They even phoned Buson from the superintendency to warn him... he confessed to me himself. They called him at home, told him that his chair was no longer there, so he had to hurry up and ask for a transfer if he wanted a welcome seat."

	"What a mess... But sorry you know, how did they give you that chair if it was no longer there?"

	"That's power, my dear. Zanetti had made it disappear.... WITH FIFTEEN HOURS! In those days they could get away with just ten, whenever they wanted... And RAPETTI'S THAT WAS ALSO LIBERATED, a whole one, who had also come here... But Broglio said he didn't know anything about it, and since two Professorships had appeared in Molinella for the one Buson had lost, at the September assignments he assigned one to me.   So I appealed to the superintendent.”

	"Who did not even receive you." Supposed Battista.

	'Yes, he did. But since he didn't understand it himself, he got really pissed off at Broglio, who was in charge of transfers, and then phoned Zanetti to ask him for an explanation... But he ended up shouting him an imbecile and other even more picturesque insults into the receiver. So it is clear that his justifications were not at all convincing."

	The listeners were puzzled.

	"Then why didn't the superintendent put things right?" 

	"Oh, Giovanni... you still marvel at bureaucracy, you? My fatal mistake was that I had appealed to him, instead of to the ministry through him. At that point I might have tried again, but by then it was too late, because the deadline is five days from the communication of the supernumerary - think you - and the wrong attempt had not suspended it. 

	In fact, I appealed to the superior council of public education, but they didn't give a fig about the headmaster's imbroglio of confusing the unions and the superintendent, and since my appeal was late, they declared it inadmissible... as if to say they left me in the lurch without explaining why.

	After a much-needed orientation pause, Sirìaco tried to play it down: "Well, come on, it means you commuted like a kid for a year," he said, "then you moved here too... what's that all about?" 

	But Biagetti had a poisoned tooth.

	"No way! In the meantime, I had to buy a Panda just to go to Molinella, otherwise I would have had to sleep there for every class meeting, with the fog and public transport, and then I only got the transfer here after four years. The next three, I was able to come on provisional assignment, but with tenure at Castiglion dei Pepoli, and the risk every time of having to go back among the eels or the wolves."

	

	In fact, I appealed to the superior council of public education, but they didn't give a fig about the headmaster's imbroglio of confusing the unions and the superintendent, and since my appeal was late, they declared it inadmissible... as if to say they left me in the lurch without explaining why.

	After a much-needed orientation pause, Sirìaco tried to play it down: "Well, come on, it means you commuted like a kid for a year," he said, "then you moved here too... what's that all about?" 

	But Biagetti had a poisoned tooth.

	"No way! In the meantime, I had to buy a Panda just to go to Molinella, otherwise I would have had to sleep there for every class meeting, with the fog and public transport, and then I only got the transfer here after four years. The next three, I was able to come on provisional assignment, but with tenure at Castiglion dei Pepoli, and the risk every time of having to go back among the eels or the wolves."

	

	""OK," said Battista, "but there must have been a reason for him to be so mad at you, right? Or is he a raving lunatic, this one?"

	"Yes, some resentment from before was there. - Admitted Biagetti - I had reported him for misconduct ever since he arrived at Fioravanti."

	The other two laughed.

	"O Biagio! I well meant..." Attacked one. 

	"What did he do that time?" Completed the other.

	 "To me? To half the school, you mean! But since most of us are afraid to react, I was the only one to do so." 

	The listeners did not hide their scepticism. They could hardly believe that the guy in front of them was some kind of poisonous scorpion.

	"But it is. And if you want I'll go on."

	"Go, go! " The story was too interesting to prefer the outings.

	It had happened that, during an occupation, one day Zanetti had had the class registers removed from the teachers' room without telling anyone, replacing them for the attendance signatures with a flying piece of paper. Someone had carried it around who knows where, so that of the teachers on duty that morning, almost no one had signed it: "... and we all got a confidential letter with a peremptory invitation to 'justify absence'. Panic broke out, as just then there was talk of making salary increases dependent on merit.

	"Just write him the justification, and that was it." Syriac remarked.

	"With a normal person yes, but self-certifications are not enough for him, so he rejected it for me. Then I got angry: I found a dozen signatures among others in my condition and presented it to him again. But 'this time with an addition that he didn't like. 

	The gazes of the other two were mute: "And that is?" 

	"That is, that the mistake had been to replace the registers with that note without warning. That we ignored it, therefore, was not our fault, but his. 

	In response, this cheeky fellow refused to register the letter, not giving a damn about my protests. In the end I was forced to report the abuse to the superintendent, and the war began like that."

	Siriaco was interjected: "You're quite a brawler yourself, though!" He said.

	"Are you kidding? - Protested Biagetti - He had put the protocol to his confidential written blame, and without a reply, only those would remain in our files." 

	"Of course! - Battista agreed - He went looking for it with the lantern, that fool, and you did well to make him respect you. It's disrespect, the mother of all troubles these days."  

	

	When Donvito had gone to protest that three-day trips were only allowed from third grade upwards, so that his son's second P could not join the fifth A's trip to Amsterdam, Baldoni had been very impressed by his shouting and punching-at-the-table arguments, so that shortly afterwards, the teaching board had readily acknowledged that this limit was the useless legacy of a backward past that did not favour inclusion and the responsible growth of children, and had therefore abolished it. 

	But everything changes, and more than ever where there are young people, with the commitment they put into sipping a happy hour instead of their grandparents' glass of wine and their fathers' aperitif, always rediscovering the world afresh as if it had never existed before them. And since the pillars of pedagogy are also round today and square tomorrow, in the school the regulation of tardiness, absences and trips is the subject of fierce debate at every start of the year. 

	To the newcomers, therefore, it seemed strange that the outings that day had not yet inspired the usual innovative thrust, and that they were even about to confirm the previous year's discipline without discussing it. But the news that would awaken the assembly from drowsy assent was the kind reserved for privacy, so only those involved knew, at first, that Donvito had finished serving his forced domicile, and had returned to his village with his entire family.

	However, such a secret cannot be hold for long, when the keepers sit for hours in an assembly of one hundred and fifty colleagues, without much else to discuss with their friends in the armchairs around them than holidays and timetables. In fact, eventually the news deflagrated like a bomb with a slow-burning fuse, and before the vote on the agenda about school trips, virtually everyone knew about it by now.

	Then, as if regenerated by new blood, the idea that a sense of responsibility causes severe allergic reactions in teenagers not yet immunised by patient education flourished again. It soon prevailed over the Donvito doctrine, and the restoration of the old rule was voted in. Again, long trips were only allowed from the third grade upwards. 

	"What did I tell you, did you see?" Said Sirìaco to Biagetti.

	"It was not difficult:" he observed, "common sense came back, but for it to last it would also take some honesty, as well as respect." 

	"Exactly… - Battista joined in - starting with ourselves, then!" 

	"Sure! - But you try counting how many of us there are to call a spade a spade: four cats."

	"Singing in the choir is more reassuring." 

	At the end, as the bulk of the crowd slowly flowed toward the exit amidst small swirls of less hurried Professors who entertained themselves in a circle, three boys shaved almost clean entered the glass door counter-currently in the manner of migrating salmon, after which they quickly climbed the staircase leading to the upper floor to the indifference of all but Battista and Siriaco, who followed the strange incursion in amazement.

	As soon as he got to the top, the largest and most athletic one, pivoting on his right leg, with a lightning-fast sprint rotated the rest of his body until his head was almost touching the floor, while with the other leg he launched a powerful kick in the face of an invisible enemy to his left who, if his foot had not stopped plastically a few millimetres earlier, could have been imagined hidden in the reinforced concrete of the pillar supporting the ramp.

	

	Recovering from his astonishment, Siriaco shouted: "Hey you! Where are you going?"

	But he got no answer. Then Battista moved towards the ladder pointing his finger at them with his arm outstretched like Simona Ventura, and in turn shouted: 'Oh, Bruce Lee! Let's tell you, eh? Where are you going?"

	"Are you talking to me, prof?" The one replied with a surprised look.

	"Yes: just you and partners. Where are you going?"

	"In the drawing room to greet last year's teacher." Said the boy in the middle, signalling the karateka to be quiet.

	"And you go there kicking like donkeys? - Battista retorted - Anyway, there's no one there now, come on down."

	They obeyed, and as they descended the stairs,Siriaco, accompanying himself with an eloquent gesture of pity from his head, said in a low voice: "Of course, if these are the high-schoolers, I prefer ours."

	"Me too... - Battista re  plied - Good thing we don't have them."

	As he said this, the three were now outside, and just outside, a power

	ful "kikkirikìì!!!" resounded mockingly throughout the school.



	
Past and future in the avenue of lime trees

	

	"No, Sacchi, stop. Let's wait for the green, which is dangerous here."

	The nightmarish scene had remained indelibly etched in his memory, so Battista always increased his attention more than normal before crossing the intersection of Via Dante and Viale Carducci.

	

	After the sinister screech of the useless braking, the crash had been tremendous. Struck full on the hub of the right front wheel by the madman running down the avenue at more than 100 kilometres per hour, the Ritmo had spun on itself, violently slamming its side against that of the Renault, which had hooked it to the fender, then this one catapulted it to the other end of the intersection, while of its own, all swerved to the right in an extreme attempt to avoid the collision, it had gone to demolish a Peugeot waiting to cross on the other branch of the crossroads.

	Inside the Fiat, Battista, dismayed, had seen the world spin as if he were on a merry-go-round gone mad. But he had not completely lost his lucidity, and strangely, in the confusion of the carambole, he had been especially impressed because the strong blow to the right top of his head had hit him by banging against his own window: to the left... Filled with anguish, he had seen Rambo twisting the sentry's neck much less, to take him out without so much upheaval... Would he have survived such a twist?

	The whole thing had happened in a few but eternal moments of terror.

	Once he had stood still, he looked around in a daze, wondering in the unreal silence of that torrid fourth of August if he would be able to stand, and what about the idiot who had run him over.

	He had gotten out of his car and staggered around it. The car was a blue wreck set sideways in the middle of the roadway, was leaking gasoline profusely, and had the engine still running. So he had gone back in to turn it off to avert a fire, and having found the transmission in neutral, he had tried to engage a gear in order to prevent the slope of the road from moving the wreckage of the vehicle toward the curb. He had only been able to engage third gear, because first gear would not go in. Then he had gotten out again to observe the scene. The Renault was about fifteen meters away. He had headed there animated by bad intentions against that scrappy driver: "what kind of dickhead does it take to overtake like that in the city?" He thought. He was STOPPED! He was leaning a bit with his nose into the other driver's lane, because further back he had his view covered by the trees of the traffic island, 

	
but he was already stopped, for God's sake! Instead, that imbecile was overtaking at crazy speed, and had bottled himself up between the pavement on the left, the car that he was overtaking on the right, and the nose of the Ritmo in front... that's why he hadn't managed to get back and avoid the accident!

	Battista had planned to tell him all kinds of things, but the poor guy must have broken a few ribs and was lying on the seat, clinging to the steering wheel, moaning faintly, one hand pressed against his chest; then he had felt his anger dissipate, and laid a friendly hand on his shoulders, asking him if he had hurt himself much.

	

	Then ambulances had arrived and taken them away.

	

	"You've had  a new car, at least." Sacchi surmised.

	"Yes, two! Of good grace if I didn't end up in jail. The cops wrote that I hadn't given right of way because the gear lever was in third gear, without realising that the ignition was off. Then because they hadn't found any braking marks.... Big deal, they had looked for them in the middle of the intersection instead of before the traffic lights! And we keep sending them to university.... Not to mention the fact that the other one had wrecked three cars, throwing mine 20 metres further on... You know what you know what need there was for braking, to realise it was going like crazy!! But you can see it was too difficult for those geniuses, so they gave me a ticket too!"

	Sacchi snorted a half-hearted chuckle of solidarity.

	"For the right of way. I didn't pay it because there was a lawsuit for damages at stake, and that would have been like admitting the wrong, so that ended up in court too. Imagine that.

	I was defending myself so as not to go broke with the lawyers because of a fifty-thousand lira fine, so I obtained to question the patrol leader of the traffic patrol in person. Faced with the photos of the braking taken by me, he could not explain why they had not seen it. I asked him why the position of the gearbox had to prove that I was in motion, since the engine was off, and he mumbled that they had not checked the key. 

	I questioned the lack of mention of the other guy's speed, since at 50 kmph you can't demolish three cars,

	throwing one of them 20 metres away, and he was silent with his eyes on the ground... Even the judge was impatient, and urged him to justify himself in a way, which I was sure to win in the end."

	"Instead?"

	"Instead, dog does not eat dog, my dear, I will never tire of repeating it. So much for justice! Justice is the alpine barn facade of the slaughterhouse to appease the cows, but against the strong powers there is no patch: we are all steak in advance, and nothing more... And the great thing is that the judge said it, not me. In a way that sounded like he was reading the declaration of the human rights, but in practice he said just that."

	Sacchi was of those who instinctively do not take sides with the weakest even under torture, or when the weakest are themselves: "Then how did they fuck you!?" He asked. 

	"On a procedural technicality! - Flamed Battista - I understood that at the next hearing my presence was not necessary, so I went to school and did not show up."

	"Instead, there was the judgement against you."

	"Exactly. I was furious, because I had seen the judge's impatience with the policemen's mistakes, and I even went to tell him so. I appealed to all my self-control not to derail into insolence, but But I went to ask him the reason for the turnabout....I knew very well that it was useless, but I wanted to hear him say it... and see his face as he said it."

	"You have a lot of nerve: I would never have been able.... - Sacchi confessed - but then what did he say to you?"

	"Ah, he agreed with me, you know. Then he explained to me the concept of truth according to justice. What matters is not the objective truth, which can be inconvenient, but the procedural truth... and in turn, this also depends on the procedure... I wasn't there, so... blah blah blah blah...  the usual penny-pinching chatter. 

	Moral: the real one is really the only truth that doesn't count for anything, if the strong powers need it to!"

	

	At the tale of these misadventures, they had passed the stretch of Via Dante on which Piazza Carducci opens, where there is the house-museum of the Nobel Prize-winning poet who taught at the Alma Mater, and at the height of the primary school also dedicated to him, the mechanics teacher finally changed the subject, turning it to the glories of the place.

	He was closely linked to those streets.

	The GB-TECH was in one of the premises previously occupied by his parents' stationery shop: the 'Cartoleria Carducci', needless to say, and it adjoined the last, largest one, where they had closed their business a few years earlier. It looked out from under a portico onto Via Dante, where the wide tree-lined street joins the stretch of Via Santo Stefano where Via Fondazza, which resounded with Giorgio Morandi's footsteps, also converges, and from under those vaults, it inebriated itself with the scent of history of the important names around it, to which nature mixed, in spring, the much more voluptuous scent of lime trees.

	"Is that it?" Sacchi asked, pointing to a glittering shop window under the now approaching porch.

	"Yes. Earlier it had occupied the two rooms on the left. In the corner is a sculptor who makes erotic terracottas, and my studio is in between."

	The heavy gray metal shutter was one of those old ones that you have to lift by hand, so the unpleasant surprise that awaited Battista literally made him furious: so much, and stinking to high heaven, the dog's pee had hit the very handle, and spreading around, it had even crept under the shutter.

	"Bloody pig! He struck again! - He shouted - Do you see? We're in one of the richest neighbourhoods in Bologna, but there are also more assholes than money... Does he really have to let the dog piss there, that idiot?"

	"What a stench!" Sacchi exclaimed, his placid face deformed by a grimace of disgust.

	"Nauseating! - He reiterated fiercely, pulling out some paper towels from a pocket - And it's not the first time, is it? He seems to do it on purpose, that cuckold, but if I catch him..." 

	He dried what he could, wiping the pee off with the towels under one foot, then pulled out some clean ones, grabbed the handle, and lifted the roller blind. He went in, told Sacchi to wait outside, returned wearing yellow rubber gloves, with a mop, a cloth, a bucket full of soapy water and some disinfectant, then washed and sterilised the threshold thoroughly.

	"Of course he deserves a good lesson, a boor like that!" Sacchi was indignant as his colleague cleaned up.   

	"Exactly... But who by urine wounds by urine perishes: I'll make the dog piss in his mouth, that pig... and then I'll drown him in the station's latrine." 

	Venting his anger in this way, he gradually felt the anger dissipate, until at one point he even found a half-smile as he thought back to the pair of pigeons living in on the windowsill well above their heads. "And do you see those? - He said, pointing at them with his gaze - As if the dog wasn't enough, every now and then they bombard a souvenir too. But it's not the animals that piss me off: what do dogs and pigeons know about human manners? It's our fellow humans I would kick the shit out of!"

	Sacchi would have gladly put his foot in it, too. He would have taken out the pigeons instead, though. 

	"But no, poor things, why? Look how beautiful they are!" Battista defended them, smiling at the two birds who were looking down on them, oblivious to the disturbing talk.

	"Well, meanwhile they bring diseases..."

	'Rubbish from stone-loving vivisectionist architects! ... Sick ones, maybe, but these two are healthier than us: just look at them!"

	"Fine, but you don't want to spend your life shoveling poo, I hope?"

	"Of course not: I took some repellent... and besides, it's not like they shit here every day... it happened a few times."

	Actually, the repellent hadn't helped much. He had squirted it at them from underneath with a toy spray gun, they had taken off in amazement, circled around, and then returned to the nest... but they seemed to be enjoying some relief from the summer heat in that unexpected shower, instead of feeling the nausea that should have made them leave. 

	"Do you see that I am right, to say that it is better to take them out?"

	"But no, come on! – insisted the animal enthusiast 

	- I ordered a more effective product from a specialised shop, and as soon as it arrives, I'll dislodge them with it... what's the need to kill them?" Then he fell silent, lowered the shutter, disinfected that too, wiped it dry, lifted it up, threw the soiled wipes in the rubbish, washed the mop and brush, rinsed everything, and finally invited his friend in.

	

	In the window, a thin golden frame looked outwards hanging from two invisible nylon threads. Inside the frame, only a sheet of translucent drawing paper adhered to the glass, on which the images of the studio's projects, projected from behind with a Kodak slide Caroussel, were stuck. From the outside, the luminous picture seemed to levitate, representing GB-TECH's activity in a decidedly metaphysical key. Higher up, also hanging from invisible wires, hung an unknown device painted white, red and green like the national flag.

	Intanto che il computer s'avviava, Sacchi si guardava intorno As the computer started up, Sacchi looked around in curiosity. On a cabinet to the right of the door stood the frame of the featured contraption with the internal components in view, assembled in place in a futuristic and striking ensemble.

	"...It looks like a flying saucer... what is it?" He asked after carefully scrutinising it.

	"An abortion." Was the dry reply, but as it seemed to prelude something else, the host waited for the rest in silence.

	

	It was a prototype that was supposed to fly or hover in the air at a fixed point like a helicopter.

	"Damn, then I was right in saying it's some kind of flying saucer. Congratulations! Does it work? "

	"Maybe. But it's been blocked like this for a long time, so I can't tell you. "

	Basically, it was a drone of the kind that nowadays are swarming from the ultra-secret armouries of international spy agencies into all manufacturing sectors and toy shops around the world. Battista, however, could not express himself in this language, because when he started out, in the mid-1980s, there were none around, nor were there still any at the time of our story. 

	 He explained that the device was used to experiment with a more efficient lift system than helicopter blades. It was on a small scale for cost reasons, but it could also be made large, and in any case, with the camera it could be used for inspections in inaccessible places, aerial photographs, documentaries, filming of sporting events, news and so on; so if it worked it was a business even so. 

	'Nice! - Sacchi exclaimed – But,give or take,you must have spent a lot of money on it anyway.... did you put it in?"

	"No! Who would give them to me? Besides, I'm not crazy. I had private funding that helped me get here, but when it came to going ahead, the company had already been going backwards for a while, so poof, it was all over! It was a hell of a bang, because the bulk of the money was supposed to come from the region, but who knows who it went to; as a result, I took the bread out of my mouth for three years, without even the satisfaction of breaking it with my own hands trying to make it work, this toy. "

	

	"Too bad! - The would-be member regretted after a brief reflection - Of course, though, it takes a lot of confidence to rely on the public, here, without being a cooperative, and preferably a red one."

	"You're right, Gabriele, but there was a rich law for technological innovation, and in the region, they swore that it was enough to be a craft enterprise with a good project. GB-TECH was then registered as a craftsman, the project was published in the Proceedings of the Academy of Sciences... and it was like a son to me. In my place you would have fallen for it too. "

	"And what excuse did they come up with, then?"

	"The first year the turnover was too low. But it was also GB-TECH's first year in business, and in any case that was not an exclusion criterion in the law. 

	So I went to the ombudsman and they were offended to death. So the following year, with the turnover quite a bit higher, it turned out that the project was not by craftsmen, but by engineers... as if the time before had been different... you know? "

	While they were talking, the two sat in front of the large PC screen, where Battista had flashed a full-colour exploded view of his flying saucer more realistic than a photograph.

	"Ah! There's your creature. They basically sawed you off because it was too beautiful. ' Sacchi said.

	The inventor nodded a smile. 'Indeed. - He replied - And there is some high technology, you know. See those brown plates? They're carbon fibre." 

	Sacchi scanned the screen: "Which ones, sorry?"

	"The brown ones in the frame." 

	Sacchi carefully scanned the image with his eyes, then asked his colleague to explain the programme a little.

	"All right. - He fulfilled it - Now I'll show you how to build the objects starting with the fan support, which is easy." So he selected the plate, hiding everything else.

	"How did you do that?" 

	"I moved it to a different layer, and disabled the others. Layers are overlapping virtual spaces where you put what you want, and on the screen you see the overlay of what is in the active layers."

	"I got it, but there was a bunch of other stuff in the window, how did you select the plate?"

	"I isolated it by colour: 'get data colour... brown', see? And of brown objects there is only the plate."

	Sacchi said nothing.

	"In the display, things can be seen from any angle, because what you build is a three-dimensional model, not a flat projection. - Battista continued - But you still start with a canonical view. - He activated the layer with the construction lines, excluding the other - In this case I started from the left projection. See that red rectangle?"

	'There are four rectangles... no, no: six. ' Sacchi replied.

	Battista turned to look at him, and saw a concentrated and pained expression.

	"Yes, but only one is red." He said.

	"Ah, yes." The other replied with a  moment's delay, and even he took longer than necessary before continuing.

	"OK. - He finally continued, handing the mouse to his friend - The plate is the extrusion of the rectangle along the green line, like a stroke of toothpaste squeezed onto a toothbrush from a rectangular nozzle. Here, now you try extruding the white rectangle along the yellow line; I have already selected the command, and the programme is asking you what you want to apply it to, then it will want to know the extrusion path."

	Sacchi nervously moved the cursor from one line to the other without deciding to click for quite a while, then he did so with a impatient gesture, but instead of an entire rectangle, only one side of it stood out.

	"That segment is not white, it is green." Battista observed.

	Sacchi lingered again with evident tension over the coloured strokes in front of him, then pushed the mouse away strenuously, and with an unhappy air admitted: "Well, it's no use pretending: I don't recognise colours." 

	Silence fell between the two probationary partners.

	It was Battista who first broke it: "Not even a little?"

	"I don't know what they are."

	"Ouch, ouch!" groaned the studio owner, "I guess it can't be done then." 

	"Come on! Why? I teach electronics, I can build a computer, and I wouldn't know how to use a PC? I can also drive a car..."

	Battista was very embarrassed. Torn between the desire not to hurt his friend and the intention not to make mistakes he might regret, he hesitated to speak. 

	"I know that the computer has no mysteries for you, and that you drive the car smoothly," he finally resolved, "but in this programme colours are fundamental; you have seen that too."

	"It won't just be CAD in here: I could take care of the business side."

	"For this purpose you need to know mechanics better than to draw: what do you say if they ask you about structural calculations, systems or thermodynamics? Not to mention that I like to keep that role to myself."

	"But there's also electronics! There you are the one who cannot say anything..." 

	Battista looked away from his friend's resentful face, pondering in silence for a few moments, but then, summoning all the savoir faire of which he was capable, he decided to answer him sincerely.

	"No, Gabriele, what are we going to do: you go around looking for electronics assignments - to which, incidentally, 3D is of very little use - and while  waiting, I'll stay here and study it? It doesn't make sense! I'm sorry, but like this, the company can't do it."

	Sacchi's forehead was beaded with tiny droplets of sweat. 

	

	He stood up, snorted audibly, tried to say something more, but gave up. He looked around again, and finally said: "OK, then there's no point wasting time for nothing. I'll leave you in the poop of your pigeons."

	That said, he walked to the door, and with an icy 'hello' went out.



	

 The Muffler and the Elf King


	

	Choosing books from the cabinet, Battista recalled with pleasure diving in the clear waters of Giglio and the gentle sunsets of Campese. From that little beach in the centre of the small gulf, which every evening stands in the front row before the sun's slow descent into the abysses, he liked to watch the spectacle in solitude, calling up in the magical background, with generous handfuls of dry bread, the swirling frenzy of seagulls he loved so much. 

	But that was the first day of class, which for Battista always marked the real beginning of the school year; what's more, the sky was dark and threatening, so the memory was already fading the beautiful image into tones of the past.

	

	""Hello, prof! Here we go again, eh?" Said Mastroballante behind his back. He turned around, flipping through the course text in his hands.

	"Hello Mastro, have you had your fill of tarantellas this summer?" 

	'And how! - Exclaimed the other with a hop and a half reverence - Tarantella, pizzica... everything. Even last night."

	Battista observed the unusual pose: "Is it the dance of Pulcinella, the pizzica?" He asked, with exaggerated interest. 

	"But which Pulcinella! There are a lot of girls here, you should come too sometime."

	"I'm married, Master, and lazy as a cat, you know.... - He answered - But let's talk about serious things instead: so are you going to give me a hand this year, or not?"

	"Eeehhh, yes... I told you already: now that Cattani gives me a lead..."

	'Alright, but in the meantime see if you can at least get me the spreadsheet, before the year ends again.... Look at this: it's just about thirty pages; I'll start with the theory for at least four or five weeks, so you have plenty of time to take a look at it, then you do two or three lessons on Excel after the first test, so that I can prepare the next steps with some breathing space... Are you up for that?"

	Mastroballante shook his head with tight lips, in a gesture of assent that was intended to make clear the heavy effort of the engagement; after which they both walked towards the third B2.

	

	Mastro sketched an amused giggle, Battista wished that the imbecile had not been assigned to him. 

	
Arriving in the courtroom, however, he realized that the reality was far worse, according to his way of seeing it, in fact he had all three of them college raiders, and with the girl, the aces poker was closed.

	The front row was half-empty. In the pew right in front of the desk, she, legs crossed in the useless miniskirt, showed off the Swarowsky in her navel, and as if that were not enough, she put on a display of everything that, in the Professor's time, the most daring costume would have sent back to the  longed-for mystery of intimacy, while now it admitted the most morose - in the name of emancipation - perhaps even in church. 

	They were followed by two and a half rows of as yet unknown male faces looking at him curiously, and finally, nestled at the far left, the three of karate or, if you prefer, kikkirikìì. 

	The smallest stood in the corner, with a defiant grin, crouched on the desk as if to better hide behind those around him; the karateka, gloomy in the face, covered him to the left with his mighty size, and the third sat composed in the next column, next to a boy he had never seen with an attentive expression.

	The Professors greeted and introduced themselves, then Battista began the roll call. 

	Reaching Malomo, the martial arts expert stood up, and nodding to his desk-mate, said: "It's me prof... Now that you have called us, can we go out, me and Bazza?" 

	As he lifted his gaze from the register, the teacher could not avoid running from her heels to her hair the sensual picture in the foreground before his eyes, and although involuntary, a shiver ran down his spine.

	He looked up the girl's name in the list and, to the general astonishment, ordered: "Naomi, go borrow an apron from the caretakers."

	She seemed to wince. "But... prof!!!" She protested.

	"What is it?"

	"You’re joking, right?"

	"No way, I mean it. Go get an apron from the janitors and wear it."

	"But nobody does that, prof! You can't make me wear an apron!!!"

	"No, but getting dressed is. When I'm here, in class you come dressed, if not you can also be naked, but outside; you choose."

	The girl stamped her foot in a gesture of annoyance.

	"But that's not fair! - She retorted - You can't dictate how we have to dress... and if you force me, I'll go and tell the headmaster."

	"Tell it to whoever you want: you have the right. As for what is right or not, we will have time to clarify this better; in the meantime, however, I am in charge here, Miss Fornaciari, so now stop making a fuss, and go." 

	She made to say something more, but then grumpily obeyed, muttering threatening protests without caring not to be heard. 

	When the interlude was over, Malomo raised his hand before Battista continued the roll call forgetting about him, and at the questioning look that followed, he made his request again: "So prof, can we go out now, me and Bazza?"  

	The teacher scrutinised the boy's dark gaze, displaying a barely perceptible smile of his own.

	"Are you two Siamese, going out together?" He asked. 

	"No prof, we are Italians,us"

	Battista's smirk widened imperceptibly; some of the Italians laughed sarcastically.

	"I meant 'Siamese twins': those who have some body part in common, and have to do everything together because they can't detach."

	"Ah, sorry, prof, you're right.... Can we go out, then?" 

	"You didn't answer me... what strange form of synchronised incontinence do you suffer from, that you have to go and pee together, without being able to even wait for first period roll call?"

	"But no, prof, it's not to go to the toilet."

	"Then what for?"

	"Maaahhh, here... They stole Bazza's muffler."

	"O beautiful one, and when, that you have just entered?"

	"Yesterday, prof."

	'Sorry, you know, but you have to explain, because I can't get there on my own. Yesterday Bazzagli's muffler was stolen, and today you and he want to go out together.... To go where? To do what? And what do you have to do with Bazzagli's muffler anyway?"

	"Bazza and I have been friends since childhood, prof."

	"So what?"

	Malomo turned a little to the left, towards the third member of the chicchirichì company.

	"Today Conte found out who did it." He said.

	"So what?"

	"He's an idiot here from San Lazzaro... one we know and we know where to find him."

	"You don't say! And you want to do justice with an unforgettable lesson, if I understand correctly, right?"

	Suddenly regaining the stupid grin he had just before, Bazzagli shrugged his shoulders, spreading his arms with open palms as if to say, 'Well... it's obvious, isn't it?", but it was Malomo who spoke for him too.

	"Beeehh, you know how it is, prof.." He said, hinting for the first time at a half-smile.

	"Eh, yes... - agreed the teacher primly - I know. But  school regulations say that you only go out one at a time, that you can't before third period, and that you don't leave the school.... The state ones, on the other hand, which are called the law, say that justice is its business, and feuds are forbidden, so relax. Indeed, now you move there, and you, Bazza, to the other side." So saying, he pointed them to the benches at the ends of the first row: Malomo to the right of the chair, and the fellow to the left.

	He suddenly found his voice again. "No, prof! Alone?" He groaned.

	"Yes Bazzagli, but if it gets dark let's turn on the light... I promise."

	Malomo, on the other hand, demanded the right to apartheid: "No, prof, I'm sorry, but I don't go among Moroccans." He declared.

	"What did you say? – Replied Battista hard-nosed - Look, I don't want to sully your 'record' from day one with a note for racial intemperance, but you only have one way to avoid it: comply without arguing further, and apologise for what you said."

	Malomo hesitated, torn between an impulse of anger and a glimmer of common sense, but finally obeyed, and his friend imitated him soon after.

	

	At the end of the roll-call, it turned out that Bazzagli, Malomo and Conte were repeaters from the previous year's third high school, the girl was also from a third, but from a different school, and the rest of the class was the multi-ethnic assortment of pupils from various second years who had chosen to continue with mechanics. 

	The foreigners were mostly on the right, most of the Italians on the left, and in the centre, the colours mingled like the waters of a river with those of the sea near the mouth.

	Here, in the second row behind Fornaciari, sat Vivarelli, the 'sentinel': a smart guy who was in charge of drawing the class plan; during system hours, we were to stick to it at all times.

	While waiting for Vivarelli's work, the two teachers devoted themselves to getting to know the students better. Mastroballante wandered among the desks, pausing here and there to chat with them, while Battista entertained them from his desk, inquiring about their names, places of origin and backgrounds.

	A worrying picture emerged: with regard to the general level of preparation, there were serious doubts about many, and with regard to aptitude, it seemed that some elements were not at all inclined to the rigour of science, but worst of all was the linguistic Babel, given that at least half of the foreigners had just arrived in Italy from the most bizarre places in the world, without knowing a word of Italian.

	"Now how am I going to tell these guys about logical expressions?" Battista asked himself, dismayed. 

	In any case, after Vivarelli had handed him the plan he began to try, almost inadvertently fading from entertainment to the first secrets of electricity.

	

	He had barely begun, that Fornaciari returned with the same clothes on as when she went out.

	"The headmaster authorised me!" she proclaimed as she sat down in her seat with an air of triumph in response to Battista's questioning one.

	But the dry reply did not take more than a moment: 'Go tell him that I am here, and as long as I am here, you are not coming into the classroom naked.... Now go and put on an apron, or stay out until the end of my hours. Do I make myself clear?"

	Again, she made to retort, but then gave up. She got up slowly and walked out.

	Shortly after, a light knock was heard at the door, and at Battista's invitation to enter, the girl barely ajar it.

	"Prof, the janitors don't have an apron for me.... - She said from the chink - Can I stay in class like this for today?"

	She was granted extraordinary leave in exchange for the promise of more appropriate attire to come, then the hour drew to a close without further incident.

	-----ooo-----

	

	That same morning, in other parts of the school, among different teachers and different pupils, things were going very differently. 

	In high school, for example, in 4th AL, Maurer, after inebriating former classmates of the chicchirichì trio with her enveloping perfume, was already attempting to daze them completely with her inordinate passion for German romanticism and Johan Wolfgang von Goethe.  

	Teutonic not only in name, the German teacher did not like to waste a single minute, and she already knew all her students well, so she set off at full gallop. 

	She had taken over that class in the third grade, after Professor Torrazza had retired, and although her detached Prussian manner still couldn't make herself as loved as the eclectic extemporaneousness of the legendary Anselmo, she was quite at home there.

	Haunted by the Baccalaureate exam since the third grade, she preferred to go straight to the heart of Germanic language and culture, instead of venturing on her predecessor's 'journeys' from Russian to German through Latin, which had made him so popular. 

	 

	He might start with 'Humiliated and offended' and amaze the audience by jumping through the local transformations of the emperors' titles, which in Dostoyevsky's language leads to the writer's name Fyodor from the Roman Caesar, and ends up as Kaiser in Goethe's; she, on the other hand, preferred to stick scrupulously to the texts, filling up with homework and calling everyone 'sir' as is the custom in Germany. Thus, the teacher was respected and feared as a federal chancellor, consequently the boys always felt she was just as distant and cold.

	However, in terms of profit they had responded excellently to her revolution, and with the exception of the gang of three, the behaviour was also agreeable, so now that the fourth AL had got rid of the troublemakers, Gertrud Maurer was happy with them, and could easily maintain the brisk pace she preferred. 

	This is how she had managed to plunge the class into German romanticism from the very first day of class, and in fourth grade, i.e. a year before the ministerial roster.

	

	The large windows framed a dark and sometimes drizzling sky, which, in the darkened classroom, became a dark black-and-white half-light, in which even the expensive coppery sheen of the Professor's hair was blurred. 

	She spoke in a flat tone in the usual polite silence of her audience, to the only occasional counterpoint of the faint metallic clink that the heavy gold bracelets emitted as they crept across the desk, when she touched it with the quiet hand gestures that underlined her words. 

	German romanticism is certainly not the favourite subject of a young person of the 21st century, but, still subdued by the Germanic firmness of the teacher, the boys listened in religious silence.

	

	"... Goethe is a poet of grandiose images, but, thanks to a truly extraordinary technical mastery of language, also of profound harmony. Suffice it to say that he sometimes manages to render musical even German, which, as you know, enjoys a very different reputation. 

	The classic and well-known example is the beautiful poem on page 312: 'The King of the Elves'... Listen, then.

	

	Wer reitet so spät durch Nacht und Wind?

	Es ist der Vater, mit seinem Kind

	Er hat den Knaben wohl in dem Arm.

	Er faßt ihn sicher, er hält ihn warm.

	...

	Here, feel how fluently he describes in a few words the dramatic scene of the man on horseback in the windy night, how softly he rhythms the father's yearning for his creature in the grip of feverish nightmares, the anguish with which he tries to protect him in the warmth of his own embrace?
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