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	The rain fell heavily on Rome, the water so thick that even the city called by everyone the Eternal one had never seen such a flood. A downpour so intense it was hard even to just look around. Difficult and useless, since looking around that day one would have seen very little.

	The historic center, usually crowded with tourists and clogged by the traffic of cars and scooters whizzing from one alley to another, now seemed completely deserted. No one could be seen or heard around, as if everybody had been swept away by the incessant downpour hitting the streets, monuments and buildings. As if, more likely, the ones usually crowding those streets and squares had realized soon enough that day that they had better stay at home.

	Only because of the rain?

	Maybe.

	A strange atmosphere hovered over the cobblestones made shiny by the water and over the wet asphalt and travertine of the sidewalks, crossed by dark rivulets swallowed up by manholes as black as the darkest of nights, behind which even rats and who knows what other beasts had quickly run for cover.

	The only thing moving against the ghostly background of an afternoon looking already like night were three jackets made dark by the water they were soaked with, and under those jackets the three boys holding them over their heads in the vain attempt to shelter themselves from the storm. The only three human beings as far as the eye could see, the only ones foolish enough to go around with a weather like that.

	Judging by the faces peeking out from under the jackets, as well as imprudent those three were also quite frightened. Perhaps even desperate, because of a frantic run that saw them fleeing – at least for the moment – only from rain.

	“Over there,” yelled one of the three trying to overcome the roar of the storm, pointing to the dim light behind the door of a bar at the end of the alley they had ended up in by running blindly.

	“It seems closed,” remarked another of the three boys, noting that the bar had its sign off. But when the other two and their soaked jackets ran towards that lighted door he too decided that he might as well give it a try.

	Luckily for them the door was open, or they would have probably smashed its glass pane by rushing in to escape the ongoing flood.

	Tommaso, Mirco and Daniele, the three boys who finally emerged from under the jackets they had turned into umbrellas, were already about to apologize for that sudden incursion, but at the moment they had the impression that, despite its being open, inside the bar there seemed to be no one.

	Only after a few moments, looking around the deserted, dimly lit bar, did the three friends notice the gray-haired man behind the counter, bending over the glasses that he continued to wipe as if it had been raining also in that bar and over those glasses. As if, most of all, on such a day he expected somehow to get some customers, in addition to the three ones who in the end had actually arrived.

	“Excuse us, we are on a trip with our school and we got lost,” said Daniele.

	“And our phones have stopped working,” added Mirco.

	“And then it started raining so heavily,” concluded Tommaso, his eyes fixed on the bartender who seemed to haven’t noticed them yet.

	The three friends just thought that maybe, although that man had been working for who knows how long in a bar at the center of one of the most visited cities in the world, he didn’t necessarily have to want to listen to some kids on a school trip.

	After throwing another glance around in search of a public telephone, of which there seemed to be no trace, the three boys sadly turned back towards the door, beyond which the rain and the roar of thunder seemed to call them back, as if the storm wanted to mock them for thinking they had managed to escape its wrath. Daniele already had his hand on the handle when a hoarse voice behind him almost made him jump.

	“They took away the payphone a lifetime ago,” said the bartender, continuing to wipe his glasses without looking at his unexpected guests. “If you want you can use the bar’s private phone.”

	In a moment the boys were in front of the counter, and when upon it appeared an old wired telephone – an old relic the likes of which they had never seen before – they simultaneously threw their hands forward to grab the handset.

	The bartender’s hand was quicker than theirs, though, followed by the impassive look that finally rose on the boys’ faces.

	“First I have to go and reconnect the line,” he said, looking slowly at them one by one. “With a storm like this there’s always the risk that a thunder will damage the phone.”

	There was something strange in that man’s gaze, something that made it seem as if, even now that he was looking into the eyes of the boys in front of him, he wasn’t really looking at them. Tommaso, Mirco and Daniele didn’t have time to notice, however, because before disappearing into the back of the bar the man told them they had to buy something if they wanted to use his phone.

	“Do you have any money?” Tommaso asked his friends without deluding himself, receiving from them only a shrug.

	Again the three boys turned towards the door and the downpour impatiently waiting for them, and again Daniele shuddered when turning around he realized that the bar was not as deserted as it had seemed.

	Sitting at a table in a corner of the room, hidden in the dim light of the bar on that gloomy afternoon, there was in fact the dark silhouette of an old man. An old man who, unlike the bartender, seemed decidedly intrigued by the boys appeared out of nowhere in the middle of a storm. His curiosity, however, didn’t show in his eyes, considering that despite the little light in the bar the old man was wearing a pair of dark glasses. It showed instead in the grin with which he stared at those three young tourists, now standing halfway between the counter and the door and still undecided on what to do.

	“Good evening,” said Tommaso when he noticed that old man wrapped in a coat.

	“Good evening to you,” replied the old man with a wider grin. “If you don’t have the money to order something I will buy you a drink with great pleasure.”

	The boys exchanged a worried glance and no one had the courage to answer.

	“With a weather like this there is nothing better than having some company, especially if it is someone young,” the old man went on to convince them. “Young and without an umbrella,” he added, then let out a laugh that felt somewhat sadistic.

	The boys looked at each other again, then lowered their eyes to the floor and to the puddle under the jackets that still kept on dripping. How the old man could have noticed that was a mystery, not only because of the dim light and the dark glasses he wore, but mostly because of what those glasses did hide.

	“Sit down, come on,” said the old man when he had stopped laughing. “I’m sure you’re not afraid of an old blind man, are you?”

	As he said that, the old man took off his glasses, revealing two eyes much darker than the sky outside the bar.

	“The bartender isn’t any good with telephones, so I guess he’ll be in the back for quite a while,” said the old man putting his glasses back on. “If you want you can get ice creams from the fridge next to the counter. We’ll think about paying for them later.”

	Not wanting to be rude, the boys decided to listen to the old man, even though at the moment, soaked and cold as they were, ice cream was probably the last thing in the world they wanted. After taking three from the fridge, however, they moved to the chairs the old man pointed to with one hand, a gesture that made the three of them jump.

	Now that they saw it more closely, in fact, that hand – in addition to being wrinkled and dark as a leather glove – had only four fingers, since instead of the index finger there was only a stump of even darker flesh, what little remained of the finger cut off who knows how and how many years before.

	“Thank you,” said Daniele as he pulled back a chair and sat down, followed after a few moments, albeit quite uncomfortably, by Tommaso and Mirco.

	“Such a horrible weather, huh?” said Mirco, not finding something else to talk about, and the thunder that boomed a moment later and that made him and his friends jump on their chairs seemed to answer for the old man.

	“A scary weather,” the old man said, directing his grin at the three boys he couldn’t see but whose tension he was somehow able to feel.

	A tension broken a few seconds later in the most unexpected way, when Daniele – as he often did – let out a decidedly inappropriate chuckle.

	The reason for it seemed to be the old man’s grin, an undoubtedly disturbing one and which only Daniele, for some inexplicable reason, had to somehow find quite funny.

	“Well, it seems that even with a weather like this someone manages not to lose his good humor,” said the old man, now grinning even more.

	Daniele couldn’t help himself and laughed again, immediately receiving a nudge on the arm from Tommaso, who knew the old man would soon realize how those giggles were aimed at him and not at the storm that had made them end up in there.

	“Once, when I was about as young as you are, I knew a boy who did nothing but laugh,” said the old man while stroking his chin with the four fingers of his right hand, at the sight of which Daniele’s smile quickly faded. “Laughing is good for your health, or so they used to say. And yet, laughing so often, and almost always inappropriately, didn’t bring that boy any luck.”

	Yes, it was clear now that the old man had realized very well that Daniele had been laughing at him and at his twisted grin, although fortunately this didn’t seem to bother him too much. Indeed, it looked like those uncalled for giggles had finally broken the ice between him and the boys unwillingly keeping him company until the bartender returned.

	“If you want, and if you have nothing better to talk about, I could tell you the story of that boy.”

	Tommaso, Mirco and Daniele shared another perplexed glance, letting their silence be an invitation for the old man to continue.

	“Well, then, here’s what happened to that poor fellow,” began the old man as his grin turned into a sort of evil grimace. And this time no one, not even Daniele, felt the slightest desire to laugh.

	
The Carnie

	Actually, I never met that boy in person, I had only heard about him. What happened to him, however, was so terrible that it almost seemed to have happened to me, such was the fear that I felt when I heard that story for the first time.

	I never had any doubts about the story being true, also because I happened to hear it again afterwards and always identical except for some little detail, even if none of those who told it seemed to have known that boy directly, therefore none of them had heard the story directly from him. Which, as you will see, wouldn’t have been possible anyway.

	Even the boy’s name was a mystery, considering that each narrator always used a different one. For me, however, he will always be Luigi, for that was how he was called by the man who first told me about him.

	Anyway, the only certain thing about Luigi was that he was always in a good mood and with a cheerful smile always glued to his face. A clear sign of a good character, of course, but also of never taking seriously what was happening around him, as well as the reactions of those who saw him smiling all the time, many of them probably convinced that he couldn’t be too smart.

	In fact, it cannot be said that Luigi enjoyed the consideration of his schoolmates and acquaintances, but he just couldn’t help but laugh even at this. He kept laughing also at the mocking from the boys he met every day in class and on the street, and even at those among older people who treated him like the fool of the neighborhood, just as he laughed at the disgusted reaction of practically all the girls with whom he tried to make friends from time to time.

	If this suited him, one could say, so much the better for everyone, also because nobody ever got angry at Luigi’s smiles and giggles. Everyone knew that he was just like that, and that with his smiling face he certainly didn’t mean to offend anyone. Everyone knew it. Or rather, those who actually knew him did.

	Now, Luigi’s luck was that he rarely happened to run into someone he had never met – someone who didn’t know the way he stared and smiled at everyone – accustomed as he was to never venture far from home and almost never alone. And still, since nothing lasts forever, as they say, even Luigi’s luck one day finally ran out.

	One evening, to be precise: the cursed evening when Luigi convinced his mother to let him go to a fair organized for the night before All Saints’ Day.

	That night today would be what you call Halloween, but in those days, especially here in Rome, that was a very different night, so different in fact that the fair Luigi was to attend had been organized by a parish. No people in costume, just to be clear. And – since no one would expect such a thing – if someone had worn one, that someone would surely have scared everybody to death. Everybody except Luigi, of course, who maybe wouldn’t expect it, but who certainly would have found funny even that.

	Anyway, the fair was one of those you had better not miss, with crowded stalls, a music show and above all a pair of rides set up by a family of carnies specifically arrived in town, that already the next day would take them apart and bring them away who knows where.

	The only problem with that fair was that the square where it would take place wasn’t in Luigi’s neighborhood but on the other side of town. A detail which must have eluded Luigi’s mother but not his few friends, who left him alone to embark in what promised to be an adventure he would hardly forget.

	Smiling also at the abandonment from those he considered friends and who in the end weren’t such at all, Luigi concentrated on what that parade of lights, sweets, rides and games had to offer to him. And never mind if someone could find sad – maybe even vaguely disturbing – the sight of that boy riding alone the horses of a carousel, or laughing like a madman while shooting at a line of balloons. Had they told him so, he certainly would have laughed at that, too, since Luigi would never imagine there could be something disturbing about a boy like him having some fun.

	Luigi continued therefore to laugh even more than usual as he threw one rubber ball after the other at tall piles of jars, as he clung to the armrests of the seat attached to the chains of a carousel spinning faster and faster, and he was still laughing heartily while he plunged his face into a big white cloud of cotton candy.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
ANDREA LOMBARD]






OEBPS/images/teschio_2_m.png





