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 Characters

MARESCIALLO FRANCO MAGGIO, 42, single,
graying, Chief of the Viserba Carabinieri.

MARESCIALLO FERRO, Maggio’s deputy, a big
man with a big appetite.

LIA, a carabiniere stationed in Viserba;
very smart.

DEGLIACE, another carabiniere stationed in
Viserba; matter-of-fact and efficient.

ELVIO MARECCHIA, an honest farmer, recently
divorced from a faithless wife.

MARY JANE HUTCHINSON, 24, blonde and
beautiful.

KATE HUTCHINSON, her sister.

CIRO CARCIANTE, 35, Neapolitan fixer and
small-time drug dealer, works the Rimini clubs.

PASQUALE CAMMARATA, fraudster and
pusher.

ASCLEPIO POSITANO, the Prosecutor.

CAPTAIN SALTAFOSSO, Commander of the Rimini
Carabinieri headquartered at Destra del Porto.

MARESCIALLI RANUCCI and PASCHETTA, a
symbiotic detective team from Destra del Porto.

GENERAL CANTAMESSA, Commander of the Emilia
Romagna Legion of the Carabinieri.

MARESCIALLO
PIERVITTI, a colleague of Maggio’s in Bologna.

MARESCIALLO
ZITIELLO, a colleague of Maggio’s in Naples.

NATALE, an old gangster resident in
Rimini.

THE GYPSY GANG:

BRUNO, the boss.

TESLA, his woman.

TANO, the oldest.

YURI, the son.

JAKI, the youngest.

SELMA PARI, chief editor of Romagna Oggi, a
local newspaper.

VISERBA, formerly a village to the north of
Rimini, now absorbed into the urban area, bordered to the west by
lush countryside, to the south by the Marecchia River, to the north
by Via Tolemaide. Intensive holiday-making east of the railroad,
farming west of the SS16 highway, small-scale industry between the
railroad and the highway. Reworked geographically and emotionally,
the streets and the atmosphere are part real and part imaginary,
the period part contemporary and part retro.

DESTRA DEL
PORTO, headquarters of the Rimini Carabinieri.

PARADISO, the imaginary club where a crucial
part of the story is set, located between Via Tolemaide and Via
Emilia.

VIA TOLEMAIDE, links the road along the
seafront to the Rimini Nord toll booth on the A14 freeway.

VIA EMILIA, runs from Rimini to Bologna: the
southern part.

VIA ORSOLETO, the Broadway of the Viserba
countryside; very long, it winds through the farming district.


 Chapter 1

The girl bit his left hand, hard, then kneed
him savagely in the genitals. She struggled free, just fast enough
to avoid the knife thrust to her belly, but couldn’t prevent him
gashing her thigh. She was strong and fit, and she took off
running. The man quickly pulled himself together and was after her,
moving clumsily because of the pain. The parking area above them,
almost deserted and not much better illuminated than the darkness
they were moving through, was little more than two hundred metres
away. A couple stood whispering next to a car, but didn’t seem to
have noticed anything. The girl and the man strained harder and ran
faster. He was enraged and gaining ground; the prey’s injured leg
was slowing her down, the warm blood flowing down her thigh a
strange contrast with the cold of the nocturnal countryside. The
man caught up with her a first time and grabbed at the strap of her
handbag, but the uneven ground made him lose his balance and his
grip. He pulled himself to his feet and was after her again. She
was very close. Not crying, not screaming, she hadn’t lost control;
she was concentrated only on saving herself. He reached her,
grabbed her by the hair, then tried to strike her from that awkward
position with his other arm. Partly out of haste, partly because he
was out of breath, he missed. She felt the blade graze her arm, and
bit her lips against the pain. The man was stronger and faster; he
shoved her from behind and knocked her to the ground. Then he was
on top of her, his knee digging into her back. She spun round and
aimed another sharp blow at his groin with her elbow, but this time
it was no good; her eyes widened and her gaze went blank, blind to
a now unattainable salvation. The man ripped the knife out of her
back, wrenched her head backwards by her long blonde hair, then
drew the blade from one side of her neck to the other, cutting her
throat. The girl gasped for breath horribly for a few seconds
longer then went still, astonishment immortalised in her skyblue
eyes. The man slowly drew himself upright, exhausted. He would
willingly have avoided that final affront, it hadn’t been
necessary, but she’d made him angry. He looked over towards the car
park, the couple seemed to have disappeared, but he was in the
shadows anyway. He looked around: no obvious threats. He bent over,
hands resting on his knees, struggling to regain his breath. Then
he straightened up, moved to one side, picked up the girl’s handbag
and opened it. A ferocious pain in his head made him stagger;
instinctively he dropped the knife and felt for the back of his
neck. The second, merciless blow struck him full in the face. He
blacked out still standing, then his legs folded under him and he
slumped to the ground.

Elvio Marecchia had left home early that
morning. He had unfinished business with a certain pheasant, and
was convinced that this time he’d be the one who came out laughing.
Recent events had made him optimistic: he’d finally managed to free
himself of a leech of a wife and taken his life back. Under those
auspices, a dumb bird didn’t stand a chance. He parked his small
4-wheel drive fifty metres or so from the river, let Dalma out and
set off on foot, his rifle over his shoulder. The dampness of the
night had given way to a beautiful clear sky; soon the sun would
rise. Once he had crossed the field, he intended to take up his
usual position on the river bank, and this time that damn bird was
not going to get away. He walked on for several minutes, the
faithful Dalma at his side. However, at the entrance to the field a
pool of mud forced him to turn back and go the long way round.
Knowing their destination, the dog made an even wider circle,
sniffing all the while, as though she too wanted to settle their
account. He reached the hide just in time to duck down when he saw
the characteristic green and ochre of the creature’s head in the
distance, semi-camouflaged among the bushes. He called Dalma softly
then turned back to look once more in its direction, excited now.
He called Dalma again, and checked the bird: yep, it was definitely
him. He swung his gun round and called Dalma yet again, his eyes
fixed on his opponent, but still she didn’t come; on the contrary,
he heard a yelp from somewhere a fair way off. He turned towards
the sound and there she was, more than two hundred metres away,
immobile in the middle of the field. Irritated, he yelled at her,
then, biting his tongue at such a gross blunder, turned back to
look straight in front of him. The pheasant was still fluttering in
the bushes. He rose to his feet and turned towards the dog.

«What on earth…? What’s wrong with
you?!»

If only he could walk in both directions at
once, that way he wouldn’t lose sight of either animal. But deep
down he knew that if Dalma refused to obey him there must be a
reason, and as he inched his way with difficulty towards her, his
curiosity grew.

He took one look and was struck dumb. The
girl lay face down, her head turned unnaturally to one side, a
blotch on her dress and another under her chin. He caught a glimpse
of a half-open eye, her mouth crushed against a clod of earth, the
upper lip pushed back. He wasn’t a man to be easily shaken, but
that sight of youth so brutally cut short lying there at his feet
would have shocked anybody. He grabbed Dalma by the collar, pulling
her away, and stepped backwards, still staring at the girl, as
though hoping to catch an impossible sign of life while he searched
in his pocket for his phone. He felt something soft beneath his
feet, tripped, and fell over backwards. Horror overwhelmed him for
the second time in less than a minute. The corpse of a man lay
among the dry grass, not far from the first, half-hidden in the
crumbling furrow, a pool of blood around his shattered head. Elvio
shrank back, appalled and frightened, flailing his arms and legs
until somehow he was on his feet. The sun was up now, shining out
the beginning of a beautiful autumn day, and there stood Elvio
Marecchia, in the middle of a flat field, gazing at two corpses. He
shook himself and managed to compose a short number on his
phone.

Maresciallo Franco Maggio was up early, as
was his habit. He had already shaved and filled the moka pot. While
he waited for the coffee to brew, he checked the sudoku in
Corriere della
Sera: something was
still missing before he could put in that 3 and the 7, but hard as
he tried he couldn’t crack it. Sure, he could do as somebody had
suggested and make repeated attempts with a pencil and
eraser. No
thanks, he
thought; the
effort was commendable, but where was the reasoning?
He looked out over the sea,
watched as the sun rose. The north wind had swept the air clean;
with the sky so clear it was a wonderful sight, as always. He smelt
the spreading aroma of the coffee, picked up the coffee pot and put
it on the table. Carefully he spread the first slice of toast with
blackberry jam, his favourite, and made ready to begin his
breakfast. The morning’s program involved a 50-55 minute run,
return to the office to get through a bit of paperwork in the quiet
of Sunday morning, then a wander around town to listen to the
gossip and pick up the mood - you never know. He had just swallowed
his first mouthful when the phone rang. He glanced at his watch, it
was seven o’clock, then looked vainly at the door in the hope of
seeing the guard rush in to respond. He had a moment of indecision
about whether to simply go on with his breakfast and ignore the
call, but the magic moment was shattered. He got up, knowing full
well that at that hour of the morning the risk of an emergency was
very high. He lifted the receiver, resigned.

«Viserba Carabinieri, buongiorno.»

«Yes, it’s Elvio, Elvio Marecchia from Via
Orsoleto…Buongiorno!» he said, suddenly remembering to greet his
listener. «I was looking… looking for Maresciallo Maggio.» His
voice was quite agitated.

«It’s me, Elvio. What’s up?»

«Look, I was out hunting, here behind
the Paradiso. Dalma,
she got away from me, she wouldn’t listen to me, I could see her, I
called her but she wouldn’t move, so I went over to get her from
the middle of the field.» Surely he doesn’t want to recount the
entire hunt, thought Maggio. «…and that’s how I saw the girl, on
the ground, she wasn’t moving… then him, I nearly fell over him…
what should I do…?»

A girl? On the ground? Him? «Where are you,
Elvio, exactly? I’d better come and take a look.»

When Maggio arrived, Marecchia was still
near the bodies. He was seated on a giant clod of earth a few
metres away, looking down, scratching his head beneath the
camouflage hat, the rifle over his shoulder. Dalma was wandering
around close by, sniffing and wagging her tail. The men said hello
then stared for some time, perplexed, at the macabre spectacle.
Maggio spoke first.

«Not exactly what you expect to find when
you go hunting.»

«Such a beautiful girl.»

Elvio recounted in minute detail how he’d
ended up there.

Maggio went over to the bodies, being very
careful about where he was treading. He stopped at a distance and
observed the scene. They were in an open, uncultivated field, about
two hundred metres from the car park. The girl was lying face down,
her head towards the car park; she had no coat on. The man was
slightly behind her, lying on his back. The bloodstain on the
girl’s back was unmistakable, and he could just see one end of the
gash across her throat, which had bled copiously. The man presented
two large clots of blood, one at the back of the neck and the other
on his face, at the height of the left cheekbone. Behind him was a
knotty piece of wood the size of a rolling pin or a baseball bat,
soiled with blood. Maggio took a step back backwards: the girl, the
man, the club, almost in a straight line; a knife beside the man.
He looked around in search of other objects, but there was nothing,
the crushed tufts of dry grass were barely visible. He raised his
eyes, tracing an imaginary line between the two bodies that pointed
towards the car park; probably the pair had been headed in that
direction.

Maggio got out his phone and called
headquarters in Rimini.

«Maresciallo Maggio here,» he said. «Get me
Saltafosso, please.»

Captain Saltafosso was already in his office
at Destra del Porto, as was his habit. The little terrace looked
out over placidly moored sailing boats, but he rarely had time to
admire them. The nightlife of the Rimini Coast seldom allowed him a
peaceful night’s sleep and the morning came quickly, with all its
routine demands. He was an unimpeachable official, but
authoritarian. Maggio preferred to act according to his conscience
and as a result often found himself not quite in perfect accord
with his superior. There was no coldness between them, but neither
was there any warmth, and underneath Saltafosso nurtured a touch of
envious esteem for the autonomy that mere maresciallo had carved
out for himself in the interstices of the hierarchy. He heard the
phone ring, checked the display and picked up the handset. He
wasn’t at all surprised that someone should be looking for him so
early in the morning, nor that that someone was Maggio.

«Buongiorno, Maggio. What’s going on?» he
began.

«Buongiorno, Captain. I’m calling from near
the Paradiso, behind the hill, from a field between the car park
and the river bank. There are two corpses, two homicide victims, I
mean.» He recounted how he’d come to be there. «We need someone to
sweep the crime scene and a couple of patrol cars to cordon off the
area…». He didn’t go on, waiting for Saltafosso to decide how to
proceed.

«I see. I’ll take care of it.» He hung
up.

Maggio closed his phone and continued to
observe the scene, trying to work out what had happened. If the two
had been heading towards the car park, they had come from the river
side, but there seemed to be nothing there. He tried to follow the
fragile tracks on the grass backwards to the riverbank: nothing.
The footprints were sporadic and barely visible, and in the first
section they were mixed up with those left by Marecchia. He went on
randomly and reached a narrow dirt track: in one direction it
headed towards Marecchia’s car, in the other it made a wide circle
before arriving at the furthest side of the car park. He was about
to set off along it when he heard sirens and the screech of tyres:
it was a patrol car and the unmarked car of the Investigation
Squad. Somewhat amazed at their celerity, Maggio turned back to
meet them. While still a few metres away he saw that the occupants
had already got out of their cars. The two in the patrol car, not
yet knowing exactly what they were supposed to do, had positioned
themselves at the entrance to the car park to prevent anyone from
entering it. The other car was parked as close as possible to the
two bodies. The officers were Maresciallo Paschetta and Maresciallo
Ranucci. Both had been in the Investigation Squad for several
years, they worked well together and complemented each other
perfectly: Paschetta was as silent and reserved as Ranucci was
egocentric and attention-seeking. They knew every junkie and every
petty crim, and were convinced that every case could be brought
back into the fold of their acquaintance. They weren’t entirely
wrong: they were always on the road in search of wrongdoers and the
results they achieved were astronomical. If there was a robbery or
a bagsnatching, they were on the scene straight after; often they
arrested the culprits and even more often they found out who’d done
it, though they couldn’t always prove it. They were a kind of
search engine for events and misdeeds on the Rimini Coast.
Evidently they ‘d already been out when they were notified by
headquarters, Maggio thought. They greeted each other and the first
to speak was Ranucci.

«We were nearby, headquarters notified us.»
Paschetta was lifting out the briefcase containing the crime scene
investigation kit.

«Over here. Come on down.» Maggio pointed to
the area where the bodies were.

They went down together, Maggio in the lead,
Ranucci bringing up the rear, being careful not to dirty his
shoes.

«The guy put the hard word on her and the
girl offed him,» pronounced Ranucci. Paschetta nodded. Both of them
met the perplexed gaze of a silent Maggio.

Ranucci halted for a moment, then motioned
to Paschetta to come closer. They set down their briefcase a short
distance away, took out a pair of latex gloves each and put them
on. Paschetta shot Maggio a glance which meant do you want a pair too?
Maggio shook his head, raising
the flap of his jacket pocket to show he’d brought his own.
Paschetta hung a small camera around his neck, turned towards the
two bodies and waited; once Ranucci was ready they moved closer.
Paschetta started taking wide-angle shots, field to the south,
field to the east, field to the north and the west; footprints, the
corpses together, her, him; then the faces, the wounds, the hands,
as the shots became more and more detailed.

Maggio watched them a while longer in
silence, then said to Marecchia:

«Elvio, go to Viserba. Ferro will be there,
we need your deposition. I still have a few things to do here.»
Marecchia nodded, rose silently to his feet, whistled to Dalma and
headed towards his car. Maggio went with him. Elvio got Dalma,
wagging her tail, to climb into the boot then started the engine.
On the other side of the river there was a flash of green and brown
as the pheasant swooped towards the bushes, almost as though it had
been following the whole scene too.

Ferro was the deputy maresciallo at
Viserba. Physically imposing and extremely hearty of appetite, he
could be relied on in any situation. Maggio rang him as he watched
the little 4-wheel drive move away, Dalma’s head bolt upright in
the rear window. He briefly explained the situation and informed
Ferro that Marecchia was on his way to make a deposition. Then he
began to order his thoughts. There he was, on the little dirt road;
on one side were the tracks of the 4-wheel drive, on the other
no-one had passed. It was pretty damp, any footprints would have
been visible. He decided to work backwards to the car park. The
road, though still unsurfaced, gradually widened until it came out
on the side of the car park concealed from view. Here he spotted a
neat pile of freshly cut wood. He walked over to it.
That’s where the
club came from, he
thought. It was obvious that the
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