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		Midnight blue



	La memoria è come il mare: 

	può restituire brandelli di rottami 

	a distanza di anni

	(Primo Levi)

	

	[The mind is like the sea.

	It can return shreds of wreckage 

	many years later.

	(Primo Levi)]

	

	The blue hour is that moment of the day when the sea becomes darker and darker, until it merges with the sky. During the transition from light to darkness, sea and sky have the same colour and become one, while the horizon disappears. 
Today, in that magical moment, the sea is rippling and the waves crash forcefully on the stones of the Ligurian beach of San Fruttuoso. There are few people. A man studies every meander of the building overlooking the bay, a woman walks a German shepherd, a young couple exchange their first kisses, mirroring each other in the water. At the sound of the siren, everyone hurries to catch the last boat on this mid-April day. It is the bay's only means of connection with the rest of the world. 
No one pays any attention to a person left ashore. Dressed in a black wetsuit, he walks through the shallow water, dragging an orange signal buoy. "Never dive alone" the man knows this. He checks the pressure gauge, loads the tanks onto his shoulders, pushes the mask firmly over his face and dives... alone.
A small white motor boat, with one of those engines that make a lot of noise but little movement, passes nearby. The man bends his body in half. His head towards the bottom of the sea, his feet up. For a split second his black fins are visible, then they disappear and he too disappears, covered by the dark water. 
In his hand he clutches a small stone object, representing an eye, with a long eyebrow above it. A strange mark is carved under the eye. It looks like a tear, a tear that merges with the countless drops of the sea.
In the water, the man finally spots, at a depth of some fifteen metres, a figure with its arms stretched upwards. That imposing marble statue, those arms between which small fish swim, seem to attract him like a mermaid. He swims towards that sublime image with his long fins.
He is the famous Christ of the Abyss. People come from all over the world to see him. Not tonight, no one has dived in except him. 
The man is out of breath, as if enraptured by the statue and that mysterious figure seems to be there just for him, with its arms open, ready to welcome him in an endless embrace.  
Minutes pass by that seem like hours, finally day gives way to night, an endless dark night.

	

	 



		Milky White



	

	Perso nei miei sogni 

	con lo stesso smarrimento…

	Il cielo su Torino sembra 

	muoversi al tuo fianco

	(Subsonica)

	

	[Lost in my dreams 

	with the same bewilderment...

	The sky over Turin seems 

	moving by your side

	(Subsonica)]

	

	The corridor of the Liceo Massimo D'Azeglio in Torino is white with a slight tendency towards beige. It reminds one of "cosmic milk", the name chosen for the average colour of the shades emitted by the celestial bodies of the galaxies. The corridor on the first floor has, in essence, the colour of the universe.
In the last century, famous writers such as Cesare Pavese, Primo Levi and Fernanda Pivano also studied in this school. Today it is Emma Musso who moves quickly down the corridor. In her right hand are three packets of crisps, in her left an EstaThé. At the fire extinguisher, she passes Daniele, who greets her with a high five. Emma impacts her hand with that of her oldest friend. The precious cargo inevitably spills onto the floor. Daniele, for a moment, turns to look at the opened package and the chips on the floor, then continues on his way. Emma picks up the chips from the floor and places them loose on the flap of her sweatshirt. Finally she arrives in front of a wooden door, also white. Clutching the food in her sweatshirt with her hands, she knocks with one foot, her left. She does not wait for an answer and enters the classroom. 
«Musso, you're finally back» Michele Russo, the history teacher, greets her. 
Emma heads to the last desk, despite having been moved for months and by that very professor, to the front.. She leaves one of the crisp packets untouched with Riccardo, then parades through the desks, showing everyone the chips she has hidden in her Nike flap and laughs, with delight. Her classmates begin to laugh in turn. She mainly comes to school to have fun, which is why she always wants to be the centre of attention, even when she doesn't need to be. 
«Would you make up your mind and go back to your seat?» intimates the teacher, who then adds, «You told me you wanted to go to the toilet not to the machines. Recess is over, sit down!»

	Emma does not seem to heed the reprimands, in actual fact she doesn't listen to them at all. She approached two of her classmates before she sat down at her seat and, when she did, she spilled the contents of her sweatshirt on the desk. 

	The teacher, impatient, gets up, walks around the desk and stands in front of the young girl. «Put this crap away immediately. It's not recess now», he reiterates.

	Emma pushes the chips to the edge of her green desk, until they fall back into the flap of her sweatshirt, then gets up and goes to the waste basket to throw them away. The classmates, who were already barely following the lesson, are now only intent on following her movements. 
The professor looks insistently at the girl as she walks past the desk and then sits down. «If you get up again for no reason, I'll give you a note. Unless you want to come here and explain the edict of Caracalla.» 
Emma rushes to reply, «Thank you, no need.» 
The professor insists. «Yes there is a need. Stay in your seat, and tell me. Why is Caracalla famous?» 
She smiles, but does not utter a word. 
The professor tries to help her, at least he thinks he does. «If you don't know the edict, tell me what else this emperor did that was important.»
Emma continues to smile and remains silent. 
«Do you want to help her Riccardo?»  He turns to the pupil at the last desk.
He finishes munching on a crisp, before improvising an answer «He was an emperor... a Roman emperor.» 
Emma goes to shake hands and congratulate her companion on the answer. The rest of the class laughs loudly at the theatrics.
The professor blurts out. «I said that if you stood up again, I would give you a note. At next week's interviews I will talk to your mother about your behaviour.»
«My mother won't come anyway» replied the nonchalant girl.
«Fine, then I'll tell your father everything.»
«My father won't come either» she says standing in front of the professor defiantly.

	«First of all sit down and be done with these manners. Don't tell me you're an orphan.»
She denies it with her head.
«Then it is best that your father or mother come to the general interviews. If they don't show up, we will take other disciplinary measures, in agreement with the headmaster.»
«What a moron»  mutters Emma under her breath as she sits down.
«What did you say? » the teacher shouts.
She remains silent, but whispers in her desk mate Aurora’s ear,  «I can't stand this asshole. May he drop dead!»
The companion knows well the reasons behind that anger. Emma never really knew her mother. The woman left home when the little girl was only two years old and therefore has no memory of her. The father should have rolled up his sleeves to keep the family going. In reality, when his wife ran off with another man, he took to drink, and after three years he turned to cocaine. The little money he earned as a worker at Fiat thus ended up in alcohol and drugs, certainly not in clothes and books for the children. Now the father is in a rehabilitation community, while Emma and her brother live with their elderly and ill grandmother. That is why none of the family will go to the general interviews. 

	Professor Russo, after marking the note in the electronic register, turns to the whole class with a look somewhere between serious and disappointed. «Guys, you have to follow the lesson, otherwise we won't move on. I want to see what you will write on the next test.» 
No one seemed bothered by the lecturer's words. As he began to explain the economic crisis of the third century A.D., everyone continued doing what they were doing. Some students peek at some TikTok videos on their phones or play a video game, while others draw incomprehensible signs on their desks. Only a few take notes.
Mattia Colombo does not. He attentively follows the lesson, but does not take notes. He is dyslexic and dyscalculic, has difficulty writing and doing calculations in primary school. His classmates used to tease him by pointing out that he didn't know how to calculate 3 x 2 or 5 x 4. Mattia had solved that problem brilliantly. He had learnt the multiplication tables from memory with great ease and then, with some mathematical tricks, had even managed to perform very complicated calculations. 
«He has a mild form of autism» his mother told the teacher one day. «No doctor has diagnosed it accurately, but it is an autism spectrum disorder» Mrs Colombo added nervously running a hand through her hair.  
«What kind of autism?» pressed the teacher.
The lady was impeccable in her lawyer's suit fresh out of a court hearing, but she looked like she was on trial. She looked left and right, as if afraid of being overheard by someone. «It's supposed to be Asperger's syndrome. With numbers he's a genius.» 
Who hasn't seen Rain Man? Where a fantastic Dustin Hoffman was yes autistic, but capable of doing complicated maths in his head and calculating odds enough to break into a casino. «Mattia, when were you born?» his teacher asked him the day after his interview with his mother.
«6 August»
«Good. Multiply the date like numbers» he asked.
«96,432» replied the boy promptly.
The teacher remained interjected. «Excuse me, but 6 x 8 is 48.»
«Sure, but multiplied by 2009, my year of birth, that's 96,432.»
The teacher checked with the calculator and was speechless. 
Mattia had managed to hide well throughout elementary school even the fact that he wrote the verb to have without an H or an entire essay without a single punctuation mark. Or rather, the teacher had assessed these and other errors as not serious. After all, spelling mistakes were common to most of the class. 
Things changed in middle school. His classmates nicknamed him ''A without an H'' and mocked him because, when they had to take dictation, he was still stuck on the first sentence, while the teacher had reached the end. Mattia did not want to be teased, but neither did he want to confess that he needed help. 

	He did not want to admit it to his classmates, to his mother, who would have sent him back to some doctor, and above all to himself. He found a brilliant way to solve that problem too. The very same way, after all, that he had adopted with mathematics. Learn everything from memory. When the teacher dictated, he pretended to write, but the notebook remained blank. He memorised everything in his head and, when the teacher asked him to read again, Mattia was able to repeat the dictation word for word, even without having written a line. 
He now attends the first year of high school and his new classmates are unaware of this peculiarity, but they noticed right away that, unlike them, he has only one notebook, virtually untouched, for all subjects. This is because Mattia always has a notebook with him that is better than all of them. It was his mind.
Professor Russo finished explaining the political and social implications of the crisis of the Roman Empire in the 3rd century, but there are ten minutes to the end of the lesson. He takes the opportunity to address Mattia, who has spent most of the hour playing with a yellow marker. He throws it in the air, picks it up, throws it again and in the meantime laughs to himself. 

	At such times it seems as if for him there is no teacher, no classmates, and perhaps even the classroom no longer has any walls. Mattia could be in a desert by himself and would continue undaunted to throw his marker in the air and laugh. 
«Colombo, since you don't feel like taking notes, tell me again what I said?» the professor asks him.
«In the third century AD...» the boy begins.
«No, not today, but what I explained on... on 6 November.»
«Are you crazy?!» Ginevra, who was the first in the class, lets slip in a higher tone of voice than she would have liked to adopt.
The teacher pretends not to hear the comment and quickly scrolls through the electronic register until he finds the topic marked on that date. «Hatshepsut! Gallo, if you care so much to intervene, you tell me who Hatshepsut was.»
Ginevra Gallo is prepared in all subjects, she has high marks, both in class assignments and in questions, but, to store new data, she has found only one way, and that is to delete the old ones.
«Hatshepsut was a Roman woman... no Egyptian...»
«Yes, but what did she do that was so important?» urges the teacher.
She turns to Leonardo Giordano, her desk-mate, who is desperately flipping through the textbook to help her, but finds nothing.
«I'm sorry prof, I don't remember» the girl admits candidly.
«I'm sorry Ginevra, but this is a 4.»
«What do you mean 4?»  the girl asks incredulously.
«A silent scene is equivalent to a 2 or a 3, but I want to help you out by giving you a 4.»  is the history teacher's mocking comment.
«It ruins my whole average. I have all 8’s and 9’s. You can't give me a 4. Ask me something else.»
«No. You have to remember what you studied and answer my questions, not what you like to answer.»
Ginevra does not reply, but thinks "I hate him. He can drop dead today!" In anger, she makes a strange request to Leonardo «You who know about secret rituals, can't you do something so that the professor sinks into the abyss?»
«Don't joke about such matters. The power of magic formulas is immense.»
«Good. Think of one to make Russo disappear from the face of the earth.»
Leonardo, who adores his desk-mate, tries to please her. «If you want, tomorrow night, when we are on the road trip, we can have a mediumistic session, something I learned from my grandfather.»
 

	«I am very devoted to Jesus, but if with spirits you can make that one die...» The girl points, with a slight movement of her chin, to the teacher in the chair.
«These are rituals that evoke forces of uncontrollable power.»
«Perfect» she states, deeply angry with the professor for giving her the only 4 she has ever received in her life.
Russo meanwhile does not desist. «Since Miss Gallo doesn't remember anything, let's go back to Colombo. Can you tell me more?»
The boy does not flinch at all. «Hatshepsut was the second woman to be appointed pharaoh of Egypt, after Nefrusobek. Despite being a woman, she is known to have been a revolutionary figure, who reigned more than twenty years. Her great work is almost unknown to us, due to her stepson Thutmose III, or his son Amenhotep II. When he came to power, he wanted to erase all traces of the work of the woman who had led Egypt before him and to remove all images and writings about her. Her statues were pulled down and her name in inscriptions was erased.»
«She was perhaps the greatest woman in history. Congratulations Colombo. Do you also know what I explained earlier about the name? Why was it so important and why therefore so serious the act of the pharaoh who had Hatshepsut's name erased from all the epigraphs?»
Mattia remains silent for ten seconds . He seems to ignore the answer, but instead he is looking for it in another meander of his mind, in the lesson catalogued "12 October"  «The name for the Egyptians was fundamental. Without it, one could not go to the afterlife. The name and the body had to be intact to gain access to the afterlife.»
«That's why they mummified them, obviously the most important people.» concludes the professor, struck by the boy's mind.
At 12:05 the bell rings. Everyone stands up as Russo leaves I B. 

	«From today on, Mattia will be called Mattipico, in honour of the great humanist with a prodigious mind.» Proclaims Leonardo, perhaps among the few in the class who knew who Pico della Mirandola was. 
The boy is delighted with the nickname, a far cry from his horrible middle school one. Of this, he can now be proud.
After the history lesson, the law teacher enters the classroom.
Riccardo Marini, sweatshirt hood up, is leaning his head on the desk and seems to be sleeping. He is among those who never want to follow the lesson, today even less. He thinks of tomorrow, of when they will finally go on a trip. It will be a chance to be outside that suffocating school environment with Giulia. It was love at first sight, even if he never had the courage to tell her. 

	He had, however, planned a slow "manoeuvre of encirclement" from the beginning. That is why, on the second day of school, he had convinced Aurora, his cousin, to give up her place next to Giulia Visconti. 
He had been at her side until the end of January, until one ominous day, Professor Russo appeared with a new class plan in his hand. «Good morning students, as you know, I am your coordinator and I have decided to change the seating arrangements. First of all Emma, who always makes a mess, can't be at the last desk, so I'm putting her in the front, with Aurora, who seems calmer to me. Beatrice can bring Mattia back in, as he often seems far away: so go to the first pew on the left next to him. Finally, Riccardo and Giulia, who always talk during lessons...»
«No, professor, don't move me»  Riccardo had tried to stop him.
«The constant talking disturbs even those few who want to listen.»
«I promise I won't open my mouth again.» was the boy's extreme defence.
«Good. Then you will be quiet and silent at the last desk, with Niccolò. Next to Giulia let's have Mohamed, come.» 
"Damn you, damn you" thought Riccardo on that occasion. From that day on, he resented Russo to death, and Mohamed too. "That Egyptian piece of shit" as he calls him, can touch ''his" Giulia's long blond hair, her firm, tapered legs. He can feel the warmth of her back when she leans against him to take notes. 
Not Riccardo.  He is ashamed to declare himself to his companion, to show himself weak, because then the lover is always weak and who does not love the strong one, or at least he thinks he is. 
Now he finally has in his own way, an original way to let the world know. He has bought a red spray can, the kind used by writers. Tomorrow night, on the wall next to the front door of the hotel where they will sleep, he will write a sentence.

	

	Giulia,

	ti va di essere la persona 

	a cui posso rompere il cazzo 

	per il resto della vita?

	

	[Giulia,
would you like to be the person 
I can fuck with 
for the rest of my life?]

	It may not be exactly fine, but it is certainly a meaningful statement. He has written it several times in his science notebook, to choose the right words and establish the division of the sentence into lines. 
She will see that writing when they leave the hotel at night. He is in fact planning to invite Giulia on a romantic trip to the sea, on the advice of his older brother, who was with a girl last summer in a remote bay in those parts. 
«If she doesn't melt hugging you on the beach at San Fruttuoso, it means she's really wooden» he said. 
In short, everything is ready, in Riccardo's mind, just waiting for this blessed outing.
Blessed because in reality it risked being skipped, because of an episode that happened months ago, a "trifle" that the professors, according to him, had exaggerated and of which Riccardo himself had been the cause. 
Then suddenly, one day Sofia Ferrari, the Italian teacher,  announced that they were going to Liguria for two days, when a long roar of approval followed. The boys started running around the class as if they had won the World Cup. 
Mohamed Gamal had also participated in Riccardo's "foolishness" that had risked blowing up the trip. He was therefore very happy to go and even more happy that Giulia, whose beauty he is also in love with, was there. Of course he does not rejoice that the history professor is accompanying them. Now that they are in the Roman empire, he follows with pleasure, but more than two months Russo devoted to ancient Egypt seemed to him a long and useless waste of time.
«You who are Egyptian, do you not like your homeland?» The lecturer had scolded him.
«I am Italian» he had replied. «I prefer Italian history and Roman law.»
The professor, fixated since his university days on that historical era, had reiterated. «Egypt was the cradle of civilisation. They were hundreds of years ahead. They had made scientific discoveries that other people would only discover many centuries later and you, Egyptian, should be proud of that.»
«I am not Egyptian» he had reiterated, somewhat annoyed.
«Were you born in Egypt?»
«Yes, but I came here as a child.»
«First you inhaled for years the scent of that land, the warmth of those fantastic places.»
«I feel Italian», Mohamed had bravely replied.

	Today he tries not to think about that discussion again, but deep down it still burns him. 

	Fortunately, on the trip, in addition to that ''history cretin’', there will also be Professor Alice Francini, whom he, the only one in the class adores, like the subject she teaches, Law. At the end of fifth hour, she greets the students, «See you tomorrow morning at 6.30am in the square! Be on time.»
 

	

	At the sound of the 1:10 p.m. bell, like athletes ready for an Olympic competition, the students rush out of the classroom, run down the long corridor and up the stairs, and finally exit through the huge wooden doorway with the words "Liceo Massimo D'Azeglio" written in block letters above it. None of them turn to look at the imposing ochre-coloured building on the corner of Via Parini and Via Quintino. From a distance, the building appears austere, almost severe, in perfect Sabaudian style. It might look like a hospital or rather a prison, and some students certainly see it that way. 
Certainly the I B students are glad that school is over, not just today, but for this week. The next two days they will be on a field trip! Some stop to eat with their classmates in the Big Apple bar, just opposite the entrance to the Liceo. Others head at a brisk pace to the Re Umberto stop, to catch the bus that will take them home. 
The afternoon runs smoothly for everyone. There is no homework to do. Actually, there is homework for next week, but the students put it off... until next week. Now they prefer to devote themselves to something else... packing a suitcase, watching a series on Netflix or a video on YouTube.

	
Unlike the students, Professor Michele Russo spent the entire afternoon jotting down numbers and strange marks on his notepad. Since the beginning of the school year, he has been living in a small one-room apartment in Venaria Reale. There he feels as if he were in the nearby royal palace, or rather as if he were in an enchanted hermitage in the middle of the mountains. In reality, the professor lives on the second floor of a building in the town's main street, the one that leads to the palace. During the day it is a bustle of people going to the various offices that crowd the building, that of the lawyer Di Giuseppe, the engineer Scarano, the condominium administrator Giorgini, and so on. But on weekends, and at night, no. Michele is the only inhabitant of the building's three floors. Everyone who works there is in their comfortable homes in the suburbs. Sometimes, around midnight, he takes a walk in the corridor on the upper floor, from where he has a beautiful view of the city. There’s no noise, no one to disturb him while he observes the view. Although not a lover of Osho's mystical philosophy, Michele is also convinced that "a person who knows how to be alone is never alone''. 
 

	However, the professor is not entirely alone. His beloved cat lives with him. Cats are beautiful, with their snow-white fur, but Russo's is strange. He is of the sphynx  breed, those hairless cats that, at first impression, look thin and ugly, precisely because of the lack of soft fur.
The Egyptians considered the cat an animal sacred to the moon and Isis. And Michael worships his pussycat as if she were a deity. 

	It is no coincidence that he named her Bastet, after the Egyptian goddess with a woman's body and a cat's head. Bastet knows this and always takes advantage of it, even this morning, before leaving for the trip. 
It is four o'clock in the morning when he wakes Michele with a persistent mewing. "I had to get up early anyway'' he thinks. He descends the wooden stairs that lead from the mezzanine to the only room downstairs and pours the granules into an aluminium bowl. 
«When I leave, I'll drop you off at Salvina's, the lady from the building across the street. She'll take care of you.» 
Meanwhile, as the cat greedily devours the meal, he ponders how he ended up teaching undisciplined students who are completely uninterested in history. 
After finishing university, urged on by his family, he attended the "School of Specialisation for Teaching" and after only three years as a precarious teacher, became a tenured teacher. However, he did not want to be a professor. He loves study and research, but not students. He cannot establish proper communication and he does not understand them and they, undoubtedly, do not understand him. 
Besides, there has to be a reason if he never married and if he had no children. To be honest, he never liked children in general. The only exception is in part, his nephew, his sister's son, Valentino. Cute when he was very small, but then as he grew up, in his opinion, became spoilt like all children. ''The company of others at school spoils them all''. An absurd idea, even more so expressed by one who works precisely at school. 
Even when he was a child, he preferred to play alone rather than with others in the park. Iron soldiers, with which he staged battles from and always emerged victorious, were better than a game of football, from which he often returned defeated and perhaps with a bruise on his ankles. 
Not to mention the birthday parties that were usually held in the afternoon at the home of the birthday child. There was his entire middle school class. The bullies, the beauties, the nerds and him. Each category had its own territory within the room, all decorated with colourful balloons. Michael never liked balloons either and the noise they make when someone rubs them is more annoying than chalk on a blackboard. This was not the worst part of the party, nor the fact that at lunch his mother forced him to just eat a little soup. «Keep it light, because who knows what and how much junk food you'll stuff yourself with there.»  This having to ''atone’" first, to have fun later, is something he never understood. 
In any case, the mode of the party was always the same and always ended the same way. Michele would arrive alone, see the others having fun and leave, always alone. 

	

	At first, everyone would be around the birthday girl, singing the silly birthday song, helping her to blow on the huge cake prepared by her mother and bearing the inscription ''100 of these days, Alessia". 

	He certainly hoped he wouldn't have to live through many more like this, because, immediately after the opening of the presents, came the worst part. 

	The blinds in the hall were lowered to give the idea that it was evening, even if it was four o'clock in the afternoon, the soft light of a couple of lamps brought from the parents' bedroom was switched on and... the music started and the music for those of his generation was always the corny 'Reality' from that damned film that had come out a decade earlier.

	Dreams are my reality,

	the only kinds of real fantasy.

	Illusion are a common thing

	I try to live in dreams…

	
At that verse of  "Time of the apples", the bullies would approach the beauties, embrace them and start dancing. The nerds would sashay over to the table laden with chips and sandwiches with too much mayonnaise. They ate and talked amongst themselves,and seemed content as they did so. 
Instead, he remained seated on the sidelines, watching the others dance and looking especially at Sonia, on the opposite side of the room, who constantly had a line of boys around her. She had long black hair, a plaid skirt and ballet shoes, that were almost always black. How many times had he dreamed of getting up, going over to her and inviting her with a barely noticeable bow and how many times had he done that? None, of course.
Growing up, things did not change, if anything, as is always the case, they got worse. His shyness has certainly not disappeared, so much so that he appears to be a strange guy, different from the others. He is a loner, even in the lecture room he never talks to his colleagues. He remains bent over his books or writing notes on his notepad. He never separates himself from that brown leather-covered pad, as if it contained who knows what secret. 
This morning he writes something again in the precious notebook. Not so much the programme of the trip, he knows it inside out and is not really interested in it, but what he has planned for the evening.
For some time now, he has had an obsession that has haunted him, linked to an object that he considers to be of great power. He is convinced that this ancient artefact will give him the possibility of reaching the Duat, the afterlife imagined by the Egyptians, where the deceased live peacefully in the presence of Osiris. 
In order to aspire to this idyllic world, one had to pass a series of tests, as attested by the “Libro dei Morti” [Book of the Dead.] A compilation of magical-religious formulas, which should more correctly be translated "Book to emerge from the light", and which served the deceased as an aid on the journey to the world of the dead. 

	

	In the Egyptian conception, whoever recited one of those formulas magically became the author of it himself. The power of creation that was attributed to the word, was enormous and was a magical power that was extended even further in the written word. 
Some time ago, a "shortcut" was suggested to him, harnessing the power of that magical object at the moment of the passage from life to death. The chance to implement what was suggested seemed to happen, almost by chance, one day in February. Michele Russo saw a sign from above.

	Headmistress Matilde Barbero had decided that all classes would go on an "educational trip", even the I B, so turbulent, or "lively" as she preferred to call it. The problem was that none of the teachers wanted to accompany them, after the incident that had occurred during the physical education lesson. It was early October and the teacher Angelini, given the beautiful day, had preferred to take the students to the nearby public garden instead of having a lesson in the gym. There they had outdoor activity equipment, a football pitch where the grass had given way to dirt and mud, and a concrete area used for basketball. Under the cool morning sun, the boys played football, while the girls dabbled in volleyball. Everything seemed to be running smoothly until the teacher realised that some students were missing, not one, but four! Unable to leave the class, she waited anxiously for the return of the "missing" pupils, who did indeed return, but after a half-hour walk around town. A disciplinary note to Riccardo Marini, Mohamed Gamal, Emma Musso and Aurora Bianco for the unauthorised escapade was inevitable. Since then, no one wanted to take on the burden of accompanying the class, with the risk that someone might wander off when it was the teacher's responsibility.
Only two had volunteered for the end-of-year excursion, Professor Russo and Professor Francini. They were not enough for two classes, I and II B.
Barbero had an "ingenious" solution in store to solve the problem. «The teachers who will accompany the class will be drawn by lot.» 
A murmur of disapproval followed the headmistress's proclamation, but no one dared to clearly express their opposition. 
The headmistress has a nickname. The "striped hyena". It is rumoured to have been given to her several years ago by a science teacher, an expert in Middle Eastern culture. According to that culture, striped hyenas (as opposed to spotted hyenas or the laughing hyena) are characterised as stupid and treacherous creatures. The nickname fits Matilde Barbero like a glove, who is certainly aware of it, but, in her innate stupidity, does not see it as offensive, rather as a way of saying that she is a fierce person, to be feared. That February afternoon, the teachers of the two classes had been summoned to the assembly hall. On the huge wooden table at the top of the room, Barbero was busy preparing cards with the teachers' names. Finally she stood up, placed the cards in a wooden bowl, then headed to the first row to hand over the bowl and more importantly, the task of drawing, to the religion teacher. 
 

	Sister Floriana, though intimidated, was forced to stand up. With bowed head she sketched a smile and extracted the slip of paper, which she then handed to the headmistress. 
«No, no, you read the name» said the headmistress, pushing the nun's hand away. 
The professoress took a big open-mouthed breath, as if diving into the sea, and then slowly opened the paper. «Gabriele Mandroni. Is the professor present?» 
The maths teacher was there and he could not say no, so he accepted.
Sister Floriana returned to her seat, convinced she had finished the unpleasant task.
«No, stay, you must draw a second name.»
New murmur of disapproval. Before the religion teacher put her hand in the bowl again, Sofia Ferrari, the Italian teacher, rose from the chair in the fourth row. «I'll go.» 
«Of course,» was the whispered comment from someone, «she doesn't want to leave her new flame  Mandroni alone!»
These were recent rumours and all to be verified. 
No one was in fact aware of what had happened at the general first-quarter interviews. Normally fathers arrive, but mostly fearful mothers, worried about every word that comes out of the teacher's mouth, even every studied pause and the teacher, on those occasions, can say whatever he thinks, while the parent on duty listens to him in silence. All this, of course, if he speaks well of the student. 
However, a rumour had spread that "the maths one" was talkative. He would start by talking about the Big Bang, before getting to the student's grades. Parents, on the advice of their own children, preferred to see the grades on the electronic register, not least because, after all, the parent cares just about the grade. To the unfortunate ones who had ventured out in the past, Mandroni had explained the student's entire educational, human and curricular background, as well as the mathematical and philosophical reasons that had led him to assign those grades. 
That is why at the interviews at the beginning of December, already at eighteen hundred hours, there were no more parents waiting to talk to Gabriele. Fed up with waiting, he decided to get up and go get a lemon tea from the vending machine down the corridor. As soon as he exited the room, he saw a beautiful woman. She was tall, blond, wearing long black boots and a red coat that only hinted at her generous figure. 
The woman was uncertain whether to enter the classroom or stand in the long line in front of Francini's door.
«Are you the mother of someone in section B?» he asked, in a polite and feigned disinterested tone.
«Yes, Giulia, she is in first grade» replied Sofia Ferrari.
«I am her maths teacher. Please come in. I am unusually free at the moment.»

	Sofia followed him into the classroom, sitting down opposite him. «However, I am also a colleague... Or rather, I will be from tomorrow. This morning in the secretary's office I signed my assignment as a substitute.»
«And who will you be replacing?» he asked curiously.
«Professor Scerre, who has gone on maternity leave. She probably won't be back until the end of the school year.»
«Good. Can we call each other by our first names now that we are colleagues? And so you will be in our class instead of Marina?»
«I will be teaching Italian in I A and I B.»
«Good, good» Gabriele repeated.
«I never thought I would be assigned to my daughter's class in particular. She doesn't like it, but I guess.... Anyway, how is she doing in maths?»

	Professor Mandroni began, as was his custom, from a distance. He went so far as to quote Pythagoras, Archimedes and Schopenhauer, before talking about the young  girl's progress. «She is good in power, a mathematician would say, but in essence a little less.»
That was his way of meaning, "She's smart, but she doesn't apply herself." Who hasn't heard that phrase at least once in their life?
He continued undaunted. «She always seems distracted, unfocused. Do you have family problems?»
Sofia frowned and looked down. He too bowed his head, looking at her crossed legs and leather boots. She was reticent at first, then let go. Perhaps to justify her daughter's lack of attention or simply because she felt like venting. She had a hard time doing it with her friends from the gym and even with the "historical" ones, but it came naturally to her with a perfect stranger. She opened a flood of information. She told him about her separation from Carlo a few months earlier, about her suffering for her current situation and how her daughter was suffering from the lack of a male role model.
It is difficult to retrace every word of that afternoon, impossible to establish how one talk led to another and then to yet another. At the end of the conversation, the two agreed to meet on Saturday in the city centre for a sushi dinner. That evening was followed by others after the Christmas holidays. Gabriele was not exactly the kind of man Sofia imagined at her side, however, as always, had turned out to be a bitter disappointment.

	Gabriele Mandroni is forty-four years old, although he looks older, with his obvious receding hairline and an incipient belly due to the always good and plentiful food his mother has prepared for him since he returned to live with her a few months ago. There are those who return to their parents following a separation, those who are forced to leave the conjugal roof on the basis of a divorce decree, but this is not his case, which is much stranger. He never talks about it, to anyone. 
He has not had a partner for years and has had very few women anyway, and for a short time. With Sofia it is different. She is only four years younger, even though she looks like his daughter, so beautiful and athletic. When they first kissed, he couldn't believe it. Then it had happened... 
Everything was running smoothly, until Sofia said they couldn't go on seeing each other like this, secretly, in a sad white station wagon. He could not invite her to his house. Mrs. Eleonora, the elderly mother who had her only son at the age of forty, would not have understood and honestly Sofia also did not understand how Gabriele still remained cared for by his mother. 
She solved the problem by proposing that he go to her home in Moncalieri for dinner with her daughter Giulia. From dinner they moved on to a Sunday lunch and for the past month he has been staying over once a week. 
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