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Praise for Pier Vittorio Tondelli

‘A singular voice . . . the author’s lyricism and low-key humor successfully contend with the weight of an immense melancholy’

New York Times

‘In his meteoric career, Tondelli established himself as the most precise chronicler of 1980s provincial Italy and its atmosphere of widespread hedonism and extravagance. Rimini is an ensemble piece that captures what had only recently become Italy’s big holiday destination as a merry-go-round of cheap thrills and fleeting summer romances’

Sunday Times

‘Tondelli’s was a meticulous talent, precise and particular, his writing full of nicely observed detail and an almost microscopic view of everyday things and feelings’

Financial Times

‘Tondelli shaped the sound of a generation . . . His books follow young men and women circling around specific subcultures in uncommon urban and rural spaces as they have sex and search for transcendence’

The Paris Review

‘A writer capable of capturing the pulse of an era . . . Glamorous discos, endless beaches, amusement parks and families on vacation, but also excesses, melancholy, sweet despair . . . The strength of the novel is there: in telling the story of a country that disguises itself as a Saturday night party to hide a deep well of anxiety’

Il Resto del Carlino

‘Tondelli sets out to subvert the canons of holiday literature . . . [Rimini is] the Great Adriatic Novel’

Il Giornale

‘Tondelli has made a welcome return to the queer canon’

Big Issue
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to A.T.




Like it or not, I’m trapped in this rock ’n’ roll. But I’m an author and a musician, in many ways an entertainer.

Joe Jackson
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PART I

ON A RAINY DAY





1

Around noon, the editor-in-chief’s secretary phoned the news section to tell me the boss wanted to speak to me. ‘Come up in fifteen minutes,’ she added.

‘Why not now? I’m free,’ I countered.

‘Fifteen minutes,’ was her reply. Then she hung up.

That didn’t leave me much time for soul-searching, mentally scanning the articles, features and everything else I’d written in the past few days. I’d clearly fucked up somewhere – maybe I’d been inaccurate in one of my news reports or left something out of the interview transcript with one of our police sources. Go figure. After a few minutes I gave up – there was no point. After all, if the editor-in-chief took it upon himself to summon a humble reporter to his office – a nobody like me who most of the time didn’t even get a byline – that could only be for what we referred to as ‘a right bollocking’.

‘Some idiot must have cancelled their subscription. Got offended over God knows what, go figure . . .’ I said out loud.

Bianchini, the deputy section editor, who happened to sit at the desk opposite mine, looked up.



‘Trouble ahead?’ he teased.

‘Think so. The boss wants to see me.’

‘Ah, then it’s definitely trouble,’ he replied, his gaze back on his telex messages. ‘But don’t get too hung up on it. The longer you work here, the more you realise how many people are sitting out there just waiting to get offended by something you’ve written . . . all they do is write strongly worded letters to newspapers . . .’ he concluded, wiping the sweat off his bald head with a handkerchief. It was warm.

‘When are you meant to go up?’

‘Fifteen minutes.’

Bianchini snorted. Summer had come roaring in – breathing was hard, moving a chore, and the sun (what sun? More like a hazy, shadowless glare) seemed to come from all places at once. The air was stifling, and it was barely June.

‘Forty-five-minute wait for commendations, thirty for clarifications, fifteen for castigations – that’s the way it goes,’ Bianchini summarised. ‘That’s the way it’s been going for a long time around here.’

I swore through my teeth. Only a few minutes until I had to peel my arse off that sweaty plastic chair I was glued to like to a second, abominable skin. A few minutes and I’d be leaving the office, walking down the hallway, climbing two flights of stairs, clearing another hallway and finally setting foot in the editor-in-chief’s lobby. There I’d lock eyes with the two typists, hear the throaty, plummy voice of the secretary – classic old-money Milan, ageing so gracefully, large pink glasses, sharp thin mouth, barely a hint of discreet, nude lipstick. 



‘Just a moment, Bauer,’ she’d say. ‘I’ll let the editor know you’re here.’ And she’d say it without looking at me, without asking me anything, impartial executioner that she was. And that morning, in just a few minutes, the axe would fall on my neck.

I stretched on my office chair, swivelling towards the window and turning my back on Bianchini. I was alone, quiet, suddenly calm. I let my gaze wander lazily through the glass panes and over the suburbs enveloping our building – a building that had once been white, now grey, same as so many other buildings, the warehouses, depots, garages and factories that stretched beyond the perimeter of Milan’s leafy avenues. Buildings that were the very soul of the suburbs, its colour, its lifeblood, its people.

I looked into another office, on the fifth floor of the block opposite ours. A girl was churning out her daily reports on an electric typewriter, the carriage shuttling back and forth at a fast clip. She didn’t look tired, or dejected, or crushed by her job. She was just a typist, doing what typists do. Then she stopped, reached for her drink, took a sip, and back to her typewriter again. At that precise moment the silhouette of a man filled the window frame, said something to the girl. And I swore I could see, for a second at least, a wide, gentle, refreshing smile bloom across her face.

I started perspiring. Sweat ran down my temples, but my focus stayed anchored outside. I watched the comings and goings of a leather workshop and then, in another building, more employees penned in their cubicles, wandering the hallways, stopping to chat, huddled in clusters of two or three by the windows smoking a cigarette; and then lit-up rooms in the apartment blocks, shop signs, tram poles shooting sparks where the cables intersected – strident flashes that seemed to be the physical manifestation of the collective tension pouring out of our heads. And I kept sweating. Sat on that too-small chair I’d been occupying for three years, I kept sweating. My forehead, my armpits, the palms of my hands. I was sweating from my shoulders down to my lower back, between my thighs and inside those wrecked boat shoes. I felt myself melt away in that thick, salty liquid oozing from my pores, unendingly, like a curse. Yet I was calm – bizarrely calm.

I saw men slowly crossing the road, women laden with bags and parcels waiting for the bus, children darting down the pavement, clashing, swerving to avoid the greengrocers’ stalls; I saw piles of rubbish overflowing onto the street, crates of mineral water and wine outside the shops. I searched more offices and windows, started humming a blues tune, drumming my fingers on my thighs – a tune I used to love that now resurfaced, as if I was completely relaxed, calm, nothing bad about to happen to me; here I was, at peace, the peace that comes from knowing what’s done is done. I saw other people looking out of the window exactly as I was doing in that precise moment, with that same lack of feeling, under that same phoney sun, on a suffocating late morning in early summer, in Milan, on the eighteenth of June, nineteen eighty-three.

‘P-please, do come in. How are you?’ The editor-in-chief leaned on the armrests of his chair for leverage, then, eyes still glued to the papers on his desk, he began to rise. When he was fully upright, he looked at me inquisitively, rounded his desk, and closed the distance between us, offering me his hand to shake. It felt like an official introduction, and come to think of it, in the three years I’d worked at the paper, this was the first time I’d been in his office. I usually only ever dealt with the rank-and-file, rarely any officers. And now, for the first time, the general himself deigned to summon me. 

‘I was thinking b-back to when I was a young reporter like you, Bauer,’ he said. His head jerked forward with tiny quivering movements every time he stumbled on a word. It wasn’t a full-blown stutter, more like a tic – a tic he probably had to hide at the start of his career, or redress, perhaps vanquish altogether – but that he now let run wild, flaunting it almost, like one would a battle scar. The message was: from where I’m sitting, I can speak however I like, and it’s up to you to make sense of what I’m saying. Behind his desk, resting on a crystal stand some fifty centimetres long, sat a Henry Moore sculpture. I was staring at it, and the boss caught me: ‘I’ve d-decided it’ll stay here even after I’m gone. D-did you know I’ll be leaving this post on the first of August?’

Yes, I knew he was retiring. Everybody knew. I nodded.

‘Your section editor c-compiled this file – three years’ worth of your work . . .’

‘I did my best,’ I interjected. 

The editor-in-chief glared at me: ‘Don’t we all, Bauer?’ Silence. His gaze panned towards the window, caressing for a moment his beloved Henry Moore, then returned to me. ‘D-do you know Rimini?’ 

‘Rimini?’ 



He rose to his feet: ‘P-pack your bags. You’ll be spending two months down there.’

He said ‘down there’ like I was headed to South Africa. I was flattered. That order was much more than a simple directive, because it had been imparted in that solemn, rhetorical tone reserved for the cream of our profession, the special envoys. I was too young for that kind of formal appointment, yet an appointment it was. We’d reached his office door. He opened it and dismissed me without a ‘good luck’ or ‘break a leg’ or anything like that. He simply said, ‘Goodbye’, and for that I was grateful.

The secretary met me with a large, stuffed envelope – the directives, no doubt. I looked at her defiantly, but her expression remained perfectly neutral. Executions, coronations, it was all the same to her – insignificant stops along the path of her career. But you judge a good lieutenant by the number of officers he served, not by how many soldiers he had to keep in line – so she granted me a smile as she dismissed me, because in that moment, I was honouring her. 

‘So, how many minutes for a promotion?’ I quipped, ­hurrying back to Bianchini.

‘Fifteen,’ he answered. ‘It’s always been like that, since the old man’s been around.’ We burst out laughing, Bianchini standing up to hug me, all sweaty and moist and chubby as he was. ‘When are you off then?’

‘I haven’t looked at the directives yet.’

‘Oh,’ he drawled, the corners of his mouth curving downwards as he jerked his chin up, as if to say, ‘I see.’



The initial euphoria vanished in an instant. Bianchini mopped the sweat from his neck and head with his handkerchief, faster than usual. He looked like a roasted chicken. I hovered by his desk, expecting some form of praise or a compliment, which never came. Hostility radiated from him. I went back to my desk and stared at the white sheet already in my typewriter. My fingers began mindlessly hitting the keys, but I couldn’t focus. And who cared about that article, anyway? It was old news now. I typed in my name, slowly, one key after the other, then I typed it again, and again, until the carriage whizzed back and forth and my fingers hit the keys, nimble and frenzied, and tick tick tick whirred the machine, faster and faster, key, space, carriage, key, key, tab, space – a tune, my tune, my anthem. I banged out that morning’s article in one sitting, with a speed and mental clarity I’d never experienced before. I plucked the sheet from the carriage, stood up and slid it across Bianchini’s desk.

‘I’m sure it’ll be fine,’ I said, grabbing my suit jacket. Bianchini didn’t even raise his head from the news agency reports he was scrutinising like an accountant. He didn’t touch my article, didn’t spare it a single look. I left. 

I spent the afternoon reading through the directives. They weren’t instructions as such, more endless bureaucratic forms bearing the paper’s corporate name and address, and the code of the department they had to be returned to once completed: Human Resources, Administration, Travel, and so on. I had to fill in my name and surname, date and place of birth, and all manner of inane personal details. It was all part of the promotion. 



In the evening, I tried to track down Katy at the studio where she worked, but her line was always busy. To hell with her, I decided. Fine, I lived in her house, she was my woman, I liked her, I wanted to take her out to some nice restaurant, just the two of us – and not, as was often the case, accompanied by her coterie of designers, models, seamstresses, photographers and hair stylists. I wanted this moment, this evening, to be just for us. But Katy wouldn’t pick up her phone, so to hell with her. I took the Rover and made for the Yellow Bar. Some things, some victories, you can only celebrate with your trusted bartender.

It had just gone six when I arrived at the small cocktail bar. Smoke lingered in the cramped room despite the sluggish ceiling fan doing its best to dissipate it. Armando was behind the counter. I greeted him and asked for something with a bit of a punch, then looked around and met Lanza’s eyes. He joined me.

‘What are you drinking?’ he asked, worrying his moustache. 

‘Not sure yet – depends on him,’ I answered, jerking my thumb towards Armando, who was busy mixing my concoction. Lanza peered into the mixer and nodded gravely. He was in his forties and generally known as a good reporter, except his career had never really taken off, and nobody could quite explain why. 

‘Out on the lash tonight?’ he teased. 

‘I’m celebrating,’ I teased back, lifting the glass to my lips. 

‘Katy pregnant then?’ he quipped, then started laughing. In a few seconds, his laugh had attracted a flock of rabid colleagues that circled me like hawks, desperate for some gossip.

‘I’m leaving on Monday,’ I said, cryptically. 

‘Ha – and where are you headed, might we ask?’ 

‘Don’t get too excited,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘I’m staying in Italy.’ 

‘That old fool finally got you, hey? Personally, I’d have sent you packing a long time ago – not every day you come across young little wannabes like you,’ came Marianetti’s barb. We’d been locking horns for years, and it showed. 

‘What can I say – there are those who get to where they want to be, and those who stay wannabes all their life.’ Everyone laughed and Marianetti had to lump it. I felt electrified, colleagues landing big fat slaps on my back, buying rounds. In no time, we were all well on our way to being smashed.

‘So are you gonna tell us where the fuck you’re going then?’ asked Lanza, the first to take the bait. By way of a reply, I asked for the bill, but Lanza wouldn’t let up now, and neither did the others. I started to feel warm, but maybe it was the bar that didn’t agree with me at all that evening. A girl walked in, and the focus finally shifted from me. Marianetti was the first to peel away from our group and approach her, and slowly, the others too began migrating to the opposite corner of the counter where she sat. Only Lanza remained by my side.

‘Wherever you’re headed, my friend,’ he began in a melancholy tone, his voice shaky and sticky with booze, ‘I hope you’ll make it big!’ 

‘I will,’ I replied. Armando slid my bill across the counter and I wedged a fifty under the glass. That’s when I felt I had to tell him – to pierce through those eyes shiny with too many nights at his desk, with hard slog and the disappointment of seeing others get ahead, move to a different office, get assigned important projects while he, old Lanza, was forever stuck there. I felt a surge of understanding between us and I whispered, softly but firmly: ‘I was given the Adriatic supplement.’

‘Ah, the Adriatic supplement,’ he repeated, expressionless. Then he looked at me and repeated the phrase again, like a broken record. Had I hurt him, like so many of us had before, with my confession? Instead, after a couple of minutes, he began yelling like a madman: ‘Guys! Listen up! Bauer here was given the Adriatic supplement!’

I tried to stop him, but the damage was done. The others turned to face me, perplexed, looking at me like I was being led to the gallows. ‘The Adriatic supplement!’ came another cry, and they all burst out laughing like it was the funniest joke they’d ever heard. I told them to fuck off and left – turned out the Yellow Bar, just like the office I’d shared with Bianchini, was not for me anymore.

But was it really an important job, or simply a pointless relocation, a meaningless transfer? No. No, Christ – there was no shortage of evidence pointing to a big promotion. First of all, the Adriatic supplement wasn’t technically a section, but a full-blown insert we published alongside the main paper throughout the summer months, to reach our readership in their chosen holiday destination. And seeing as said readership mainly consisted of lower-middle-class families – the kind, to give you an idea, who’d go for an all-inclusive package in a three-star hotel or perhaps rent a small flat, where the wife and kids would set up camp while the husband shuttled back and forth from the city every weekend to check on his nest – well, there was only really one place for that: the Adriatic Riviera. If our homing pigeons, for whatever reason (call it habit) had elected that area of Italy as their favourite summer stomping ground, all we could do was follow them there. We served them news from their city, and on top of that, through the insert, all the latest on the seaside resort – two papers for the price of one.

The second crucial piece of evidence was the circulation: fifteen thousand copies may be nothing to a UK paper, but in Italy that’s certainly not to be sniffed at – quite the contrary, in fact. Third: I’d got a raise. Fourth: my job title had been upgraded to Regional Section Editor. No, it wasn’t all for show – this was a real opportunity. Let those idiots over at the Yellow Bar take the piss – that only made me happier. I’d have been worried if they’d offered me their warmest congratulations: now that would have been the kiss of Judas alright. 

That said, there were bound to be some negatives – you never get something for nothing. Except I couldn’t quite see where trouble might be hiding. There was, of course, the risk that circulation might suffer – if, say, after a month or even less, sales were to stagnate or fail to increase, I’d have to pack my bags again. This was the first risk I had to carefully examine, but the more I thought about it, the more it appeared insignificant. It would be impossible to get things that wrong – the paper had been around for over eighty years, an ingrained habit among that specific segment of readers in northern Italy. Why would that suddenly shift just as I took the helm? It didn’t make any sense. What was worrying, rather, was my complete ignorance of the region: to me, Rimini was simply the geographic expression of cheap, popular holidays, a symbol of chaos and congestion. But even that, when I thought about it, wasn’t really a threat – I’d have many local associates. Then what? The only true risk, at this stage, was my return to Milan in September – I wasn’t quite ready to contemplate that yet, but it was possibly the most lethal aspect of the job. Once back at the main office, my new job title would inevitably pit me against my colleagues, especially Bianchini. But what was the point worrying about that now?

I was so wrapped up in my own shit that I nearly ran over a couple of pedestrians near Porta Venezia. I honked like a maniac and they jumped back. I was almost at Katy’s flat in Piazza della Repubblica, where I’d been living since I’d met her, six months before. Without realising it, I’d taken the long way there. I was overexcited. I stopped on the way, got out of the car and walked into an off-licence. I bought a six-pack, some tonic water and a bottle of whisky – I needed another drink and our fridge, if I remembered correctly, was completely empty. It was still very warm when I handed the car to the concierge and made for the main entrance to the building.

It was now approaching eight thirty and the heavy, ashen heat was just beginning to fade into the night. The caretaker was watering the potted plants by the entrance with a long hose, splashing all over the cement step where they sat, and releasing an earthy scent of wet dust. She nodded in greeting. I nodded back and stepped into the lobby. 

Katy’s flat was on the top floor. It was sizeable, but not big enough for two. There was only one bedroom, a large rectangular living room, a kitchen, and a bathroom with a vestibule that served as a walk-in wardrobe. The only issue was, in fact, that single bedroom. Katy and I were independent, free-spirited individuals entirely absorbed by our respective careers – which was absolutely fine by me. But aside from weekends, our schedules never aligned, and that’s where it all started to feel a bit cramped.

I began fixing myself a drink, then made for the living room and turned the stereo on, slotting in the first cassette I found abandoned on the floor. I checked the voicemail – no important messages. So, glass in hand, I headed for the bathroom.

Twenty minutes later I finally felt like myself again. The shower had succeeded in relaxing my brain and dislodging the niggling thoughts that had been clogging it since morning. I leaned back in the armchair, facing the windows, and lit a cigarette. I took a deep breath, my stomach rising and falling, fingers mindlessly twirling my pubes. I stroked my dick, inspected it closely, tensed the muscles in my legs. I was alone, naked, in the dark: everything seemed to call for the birth of a new man.

Milan’s nightscape poured in through the large glass panes: the hazy glow of a metropolis, made of smoke, halos, shop signs, lights – red and orange and blue. My eyes snagged on those lights, a strange new uneasiness blossoming in my chest. I poured myself another finger of whisky, felt the cold tiles under my feet. My gaze kept circling those lights, just as it had earlier that afternoon – it embraced them, transformed them. And suddenly everything made sense: for years I’d been chasing those lights, wanting more than anything to be a beacon myself, a sparkling dot in the dark. Instead, at the age of twenty-seven, I still had to be content with admiring those lights from afar, through the prism of a window. I did not possess the ability to shine on my own. And yet, that had been my only desire for years – for this reason alone, like so many others, I’d started my career, abandoning my studies and diving headfirst into my job. And now, perhaps, the right opportunity had finally come along. I couldn’t bear to keep looking at those lights as if reflected in a mirror. I wanted more, so much more for my life – I wanted to be out there. I wanted the success and I wanted the fight. I wanted to shatter that glass and dive right in, where the lights glowed, and burn with them. I knew this was my chance.

I heard the key turning in the lock of the apartment door. ‘What are you doing sitting there in the dark?’ Katy asked, as she walked in. 

‘I fell asleep . . .’ I grunted by way of greeting. ‘What time is it?’ 

‘Two o’clock,’ she replied, crossing the living room and switching on the lights in the bedroom.

‘Two o’clock already? Why didn’t you call?’ 

‘You know how it is, Marco. Work.’

I heard her take her clothes off, skirt brushing down her legs, shoes flung about the room. I picked up my towel and wrapped it around my waist, staggering to the kitchen.



‘Hammered, are we?’ Katy teased, peeking out of the bedroom door. I didn’t answer. After a few minutes I heard the shower coming on, so I fixed myself a snack – a few chunks of melon, some Parma ham – without bothering to ask if she wanted any. Wrapped in her white dressing gown, Katy joined me in the kitchen, taking the stool next to mine. ‘So, what happened to you today?’

I hesitated, opting to keep quiet in the end. Turns out it was the right decision, because she immediately started off on a monologue of her own.

‘You have to be patient, dear,’ she whispered. ‘One more month. On the eleventh of July we’ve got the fashion shows in Florence, then we can finally take some time off. I was thinking September. What do you reckon?’

‘I haven’t got any plans . . . want some?’ I asked, offering her my plate. 

‘I was chatting to Ellen this morning,’ Katy told me. ‘She asked if we’d like to go visit in August – wouldn’t that be fun? Then we’ll go somewhere else, just the two of us in September.’

‘So we’d be staying with Ellen?’ 

‘On Pantelleria, yes.’ 

‘Yeah – some beach time sounds like a good idea . . .’ I took the last chunk of melon, wrapped it in a sliver of ham.

‘Glad to hear it,’ she said, leaning over, her hair stroking the back of my neck. She knew how to turn me on. That’s what I liked about her – that at the age of thirty-­seven (or perhaps older), sleeping only a few hours per night, her days spent yelling at her seamstresses and milliners, bossing around her coterie of sketchers, graphic designers and stylists, then dragging herself home at two o’clock in the morning, she was always up for it. And that night was no exception. Her lips found my back and she started nibbling at it.

I drained my drink and turned to face her. ‘There’s something I have to tell you.’

‘Not now, Marco. Not now,’ she pleaded, her eyes narrow with tiredness and need. ‘Let’s not talk about it now.’ 

‘As you wish,’ I said, hugging her, ‘but I need you to remember, later, that I wanted to tell you now.’ 

‘Is there another woman?’ she whispered, her lips coasting down my neck and chest, across my shoulders. 

‘No, it’s not that.’ I watched her lower herself to the floor. 

‘Then there’s nothing you could possibly tell me that matters right now. Absolutely nothing.’ 

I picked her up, peeled the dressing gown off her shoulders, kissed her. Kissed her for a long time.

‘I’m sorry about this weekend, you know . . . it’s just . . . work . . . you know how it is . . .’

Those were her last words that night. My fingers slid in first, then I entered her hard. Katy wrapped her arms around me, and I thought: I’ve outgrown you, too. Like the Yellow Bar, like my old newsroom. You’re all relics of my past. I’m leaving you all behind, and I really can’t find it in me to care. I’m leaving you like you leave behind a tedious, protracted recovery – to live again. 

We had sex, and when it was over, lying on the bed, she stroked my leg then turned off the light. It was her way of saying thank you for renewing our bond, that magical connection we had at the beginning. She didn’t know it was a farewell. As for me, I was still young and naïve enough to see everything in absolute terms – I believed goodbyes were definitive, a farewell was forever, for good. I was burning all my bridges, as the saying goes, and in truth, as of that moment, there was nobody tying me to my past. 

In the days that followed I hustled to get everything ready for my departure. I suffered through endless meetings to define the overall setup of the supplement; agreed layout, typeface and style with the graphic design team. (I chose a different font for the regular features, to make them stand out from the news and editorials.) I went down to the archive and reread past editions, photocopied hundreds of articles, made a note of the features I found more interesting and would like to revisit. Pages upon pages were turned, read, photocopied, marked up. It was good work; work of the kind I preferred: rapid and intense.

In those days, I’d only see Katy at night – or rather, I’d feel her warm, soft presence next to me in bed. We talked about nothing; I asked her about her work, she asked me about mine – we were perfectly civil during what was, in practice, a protracted breakup. Naturally, I did not share my intentions, and only told her the day before my departure that I was headed to Rimini for work.

‘Will you be gone long?’ she asked.

‘A while . . . depends.’ 

‘I see.’ Katy yawned, and I thought that was that. But then, when I was already half asleep, I heard her raspy voice: ‘I think you’re leaving me.’ 



I turned to face her and found her sitting up against the headboard, massaging her forehead – or tormenting it, rather. 

‘What are you talking about?’ I countered limply. 

I heard her smile. ‘I’m ten years older than you and have been through countless more relationships. I’m not sad, you know. It is the way it is. Why make a big deal out of it?’

‘I’m not leaving you,’ I lied. ‘I’m just leaving for a bit. It’s not the same.’

She said nothing. I couldn’t touch her – she truly was separate from me, distant like she’d never been, not even before we met, when we were two strangers living on opposite sides of the city. A mysterious, subterranean force brought us together, and now that same force pushed us apart.

The following morning, I woke up around seven thirty to an empty bed. I made myself some coffee, took a shower, finished packing, then I buzzed the concierge to ask for help carrying everything downstairs. Ten minutes later she was at the door. She didn’t ask any questions, which pleased me so much that, when I handed her the flat keys to return to Katy, I slapped a hefty tip into her palm – twice as much as I’d usually give her for these little chores. I left quickly, feeling I’d paid for that precious silence, as if I’d signed some sort of contract.

An hour later, cruising along the A1 motorway, I already felt much better. It was hot, but the day had begun with a mellow, placid summer sun shining contentedly over the Po plains. I turned the radio on, listened to some music, smoked a cigarette. Traffic moved swiftly on both sides, the few cars belonging to holidaymakers easy to spot, mostly with foreign plates. I thought about the work I’d be doing in a few hours. It was all going perfectly. Every now and again I had to retune the radio when the signal wavered and slowly merged into a new station as I churned down the kilometres, but it didn’t bother me. Those crackling voices, eventually absorbed into different voices and different tunes, were simply markers on my itinerary – rather than road signs, I felt my journey was punctuated by those electronic frequencies. And so it was that, when I finally got there, it wasn’t a sign that alerted me to the fact I’d reached my destination, but the neat, swirling notes of an upbeat mazurka from Radio Antenna Rimini, in the now blinding midday sun blazing over a shimmering sea.
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The office was located in a squat five-storey property right in the centre of Rimini, on the main avenue leading to the Arch of Augustus. The building dated from the early sixties, neither ugly nor pleasant, an anonymous structure mostly housing accountants, engineers and other learned professionals, plus a few salesmen. Our plate on the doorbell looked exactly the same as all the others: a typewritten tag containing the name of the paper and the floor (1st, stairwell A). I climbed the few steps and was met by a man in his fifties who introduced himself as the local correspondent. We’d spoken on the phone a few days before and I recognised his voice – that unmistakable, strong Romagna accent.

‘Romolo Zanetti,’ he began, flashing me a polite smile. ‘I’ve been working as the local correspondent here for twenty years.’ We shook hands and he let me walk in ahead of him.

The office consisted of three rooms, plus a bathroom and a kitchen. The main room contained three desks, a large sofa by a wall covered in drab, ancient prints, two armchairs on which rested several newspapers and magazines in no apparent arrangement, a cabinet with glass cupboards crammed with various bottles, a chandelier, two windows, plus a french window that opened on a balcony overlooking Corso d’Augusto.

‘Do you like it?’ Zanetti asked, making for the cabinet and extracting two glasses.

‘I do,’ I replied, perplexed.

He poured us some Fernet, then gently ushered me towards the next room, where two fax machines connected to the Milan HQ sat on a table. Finally, he led me into his office, which he’d furnished like his own personal study.

‘This is where I write my little essays,’ he preened.

‘What little essays?’

‘I dabble in ancient history, you know? Here, have a read,’ he said, handing me a thirty-page booklet printed in Rimini. I read the title. It was a study of a Roman tombstone. I thanked him and slotted the booklet into my blazer pocket. Back in the main room, I walked around inspecting the piles of magazines, the desks, the typewriters. Everything was covered in a film of dust. The rug looked like it hadn’t been beaten in about a century.

‘Not to worry,’ Zanetti put in, noticing my grimaces. ‘The cleaner came yesterday, just to reopen the room, but she’ll be back.’

‘Reopen?’

‘It’s just me working here over the winter, and I keep to my study. I only use this room for important visitors, high-profile interviews, you know?’

I nodded.



‘Well, last winter nothing happened,’ he confessed in a resigned tone, pawing at his neck. His manners were vaguely unpleasant, but I liked his voice. He wore glasses with half-moon lenses, which he constantly removed, then replaced over his nose. His greying hair was short and extremely neat over the ears and down the back of his neck – not a single strand out of place. He was fat, bulging belly spilling over his straining braces. He wore a beige suit and no tie.

‘So, you’re telling me this bottle of Fernet was opened two years ago?’

Zanetti coughed. At that exact moment, the phone rang. I picked up. ‘Hello?’

‘Romolo! It’s . . . I’m sorry, who’s this?’ A woman’s voice, warm and sensual.

‘Bauer.’

‘Oh, you’re here already?’

‘We said twelve thirty, Miss Borgosanti,’ I replied icily, looking at Zanetti. He lowered his eyes as if it was his fault.

‘I was just calling to let you know . . . I’ll be there in ten!’

‘We’re waiting for you.’

Zanetti took a step in my direction. ‘She’s a good girl. Been working summers here for three years. Very enterprising.’

Was that supposed to be a compliment? ‘So enterprising she’s not even here,’ I replied.

‘That’s her desk,’ he said, pointing at the one by the window.

‘Her desk? How so?’



‘Because of the chair,’ he whispered, as if he was sharing a secret.

I burst out laughing. ‘The chair?’ 

The correspondent made for the desk and pulled out the chair. Christ – that wasn’t a chair, it was a fucking seventeenth-century antique with a bloody tapestry on the seatback depicting some fancy folks out on a stroll, and a swirly pattern on the armrests and legs. Fuck’s sake. Brought in her own chair, like a pompous general on the battlefield? Zanetti encouraged me to sit on it. ‘It’s because of her back, you see – Susy’s not comfortable on the normal ones,’ he added, by way of a justification.

‘Oh, for sure. And pray, what time do you usually have your tea party around here? Four p.m.?’ I replied, looking at him defiantly. Offended, he immediately removed his fingers from the armrest he’d been stroking. ‘And why aren’t the interns here?’ I continued.

‘We only have the one, he’ll be here in July.’

‘Jesus Christ!’ I yelled. ‘I was promised two! They said they wanted to grow, increase circulation, expand the readership, and what do they give me? An intern who’s not even here and Princess and the fucking Pea with her precious antique chair! This is not some literary supplement for bored duchesses – the paper needs to be modern, dynamic, fast-paced. I don’t want to work in a bloody baroque newsroom! Or for some obscure ancient history publication! Things are going to change around here, mark my words.’

‘Change whatever you want, Bauer. But leave my chair alone.’



I turned and there she was, shrugging her blazer off and flinging it carelessly onto the sofa. Oh, she was a princess alright. Black hair, black eyes, tanned skin, long, shapely legs, stiletto heels – also black – and a white silk sleeveless top that did little to hide a pair of knockout tits. 

‘Susanna Borgosanti,’ said the princess.

‘Hi, Susy,’ Zanetti cut in.

I approached to shake her hand, which she raised slowly and awkwardly. ‘Pleased to meet you,’ she huffed, looking me straight in the eye.

‘Glad you could join us. I was just pointing out a few things to Zanetti here.’ I stopped in my tracks. ‘I want to have a meeting, and I want the intern here too. That too much to ask?’

‘Not at all.’

‘Six p.m.?’

‘Absolutely. Six p.m.’

‘Excellent, I’ll see you this evening then. Oh, and I want the photographer, too. I’ll sort out refreshments myself, don’t bother with that.’ And I left. 

The flat I’d been assigned for the duration of my engagement on the Adriatic Riviera was a couple of kilometres from the waterfront, towards the airport – a smallish hotel surrounded by high-rises and neat little allotments. It reminded me of those forts kids build on the beach with wet sand – and not just because of the colour, that harsh grey-brown of unpainted cement. It was, above all, the structure: misshapen turrets and spires galore, like it had been designed by Gaudi in the throes of a particularly bad bout of delirium tremens. It was called ‘Aquarium Apartments’. A rather apt name I thought, as it looked like one of those knobbly rocks you put at the bottom of a tank, for the fish to use as a den. The compound was ring-shaped, and in the inner courtyard was a circus-tent-like building (naturally, still riddled with turrets and spires), which housed the reception desk, the restaurant, and even a small corner shop open until midnight, where you could buy cigarettes. A gravel drive led from the road into the parking lot, where a large neon sign announced ‘Aquarium Apartments – open all year round’ and underneath: ‘Wir sprechen Deutsch – On parle français – We speak English.’

Inside the circular ‘fort’, right next to the cement circus tent, were two interconnected swimming pools which joined at the shallow end of the main one, leading to the smaller kids’ pool. A manicured lawn with colourful flowerbeds surrounded the area. 

I’d been assigned flat 41. A spotty redheaded teenager helped me with my bags, then showed me around the compound, pointing out various amenities in an expressionless tone. Once we reached my door, he opened it for me, dropped my bags to the floor, muttered some pleasantries and took off. 

The apartment had a mezzanine floor with a double bed and a camp bed. The ground floor comprised a kitchenette, sofa, round table, utility room and bathroom. There was even a small fireplace with an electric grill. All in all, I thought, it could comfortably fit a family of four just as well as a single person, in both cases still giving the impression of being neither too spacious nor too cramped. 



I looked in the fridge for something to drink and only found Italian beer. I cracked open a can and looked around for a phone, which I found upstairs, next to the bed. I lay down, kicked off my shoes and dialled the paper, asking to speak to Deputy Director Arnaldi.

‘Everything alright?’ I heard him ask shortly afterwards.

‘Flat’s great. So’s the town, the office is in good enough nick. But christsake, what kind of shoddy team did I get saddled with?’

‘Not a fan of the Professor?’ I imagined his sarcastic grin on the other side of the line.

‘Didn’t sign up for one, frankly! And the princess – must be loaded judging by what she wears. Lots of men chasing after her too, I imagine, and lots of ideas in that pretty little head of hers. Why in God’s name does she want to be a journalist?’

‘Ask her.’

‘I intend to. And listen . . . I’m going to have to make some big changes. I need your authorisation . . .’

‘What changes? Steady on, Bauer. You’re in charge and the stakes are high for you, but be careful. Remember, you’ve been around for a couple of hours tops – they’ve been living there for years, never forget that. You need them more than you think you do.’

I began mechanically undoing the buttons on my shirt. I was getting nervous. ‘Do I have your authorisation or not?’

‘Of course you do.’ Arnaldi’s voice turned sharp as a blade. ‘We trust you.’



‘There,’ I huffed. ‘Was that so difficult?’ I hung up and dialled the restaurant, having located the number in the phone directory.

‘Flat 41,’ I began as soon as a female voice answered. ‘I’d like to order some grilled scampi and a few cans of English beer.’

‘May I suggest some local whites, a Bianchello del Metauro perhaps, or our very own Albana,’ put in the girl.

‘Any reason you can’t get me the beer?’

‘No, of course not, sir,’ she replied, embarrassed.

‘Beer it is then.’

I lit a cigarette, stripped and took a shower, trying to marshal my thoughts for the meeting I’d be leading in a few short hours.

‘This is how we’ll be organising the work,’ I began, standing up and placing my empty glass on one of the desks. It was half past six in the evening and we’d been sitting in the largest room in the office for about twenty minutes. I’d brought a couple of bottles of Scotch and some mixers to defuse the tension, which I assumed would be running high – at least as far as I was concerned. 

Zanetti was sat on the sofa next to Susy and he looked at me, a tad apprehensive. From time to time, she’d play with her hair, curling a strand around her fingers, eyes low. The intern, for his part, was really laying into the Scotch. His name was Guglielmo, he was a switched-on kid, and I liked him. He’d told me his highest aspiration was to become a sports journalist, and that he also played squash. He was a sturdy lad who could hold his drink (these being the two key traits of a good ­journalist), which pleased me. I knew I could count on him. The photographer was a big forty-something lump of a man, head completely bald save for a few scruffy tufts just above the ears and around the back of his neck. His moustache was a thing to behold – lush and thick and black – and his tiny, bulging blue eyes were so far back into the sockets you’d think they’d been deliberately jammed in. His entire face, come to think of it, looked like it’d been smashed in, like a bulldog’s snout. He was fat and squat with chubby hands, sporting garish rings on both little fingers and a gold chain hanging over his hairy chest. His black shirt was unbuttoned almost all the way down to his navel, his flared jeans ripped at the knee. I’d spotted a hole in one of his trainers, where his right big toe would be – the left one was visibly straining against the canvas too, and would surely peek out in a matter of days (or perhaps that very evening).

‘First of all, we’ll be structured in the same way as the team over at HQ, the only difference being that each of us will be entirely responsible for their section, and there won’t be any additional help.’ I sought their gazes and found them focused, if a bit tense. ‘The Adriatic supplement,’ I continued, ‘is mostly about local news. Arguably the only challenge is divvying up sectors and sources among us in an efficient way. That said, the Adriatic supplement aspires to be more, to be better. We want to inform our readers not only about what is happening, but also what is about to happen. Furthermore, we need to bear in mind our target audience, meaning our readers expect to be entertained as well as informed. We want them to feel like they’re on holiday when they’re reading us, like they’ve got time to devote to themselves, time to have some fun – that’s why we’ll be expanding our daily features dedicated to holiday pursuits. We’ll be providing all these useful recommendations and at the same time keeping readers informed, in an engaging way.’

I paused and poured myself another finger of Scotch. It was going well, I thought. Although I was winging it, they were paying attention. They didn’t trust me yet, but they were paying attention. Only the photographer absently rolled a cigarette with his Dutch tobacco.

‘Here’s the plan,’ I said. ‘Our official correspondent – that’ll be you, Zanetti – will be looking after the crime section, from the petty stuff to the serious stuff. That’s because you have good sources among both the police and the carabinieri, as well as various employees across local and regional stations and HQs. On the other hand, things are usually pretty dead on that front during the holidays, so you’ll be dealing with the local administration too, and in particular the Tourism Board and various tourism representatives in all coastal towns. That OK with you?’

Zanetti took a deep breath, pawed at his throat. ‘That’s always been part of my job,’ he pointed out.

‘And that’s what you’ll keep doing. Except, if possible, you’ll be doing it differently – I want you faster, more efficient. Let’s focus on the facts – no need for commentary. We’ve got little space and need to maximise impact.’



Zanetti seemed reassured. When I moved on to Susy, he looked almost happy, and I knew why: for the time being, I hadn’t kicked him out of his precious little study.

‘As for you, Susy, you’ll be dealing with culture, showbiz and gossip. That’s because I want these sections covered in the exact same style – I don’t care if it’s a Mozart sonata or a Rolling Stones gig. I want to know where the conductor (or Mick Jagger) will be staying. I don’t care about the music; I want to know what they think about the Adriatic Riviera. I want to know what they’re eating and where they’re eating, before and after the concert. That clear?’

‘Do you want scandals or just gossip?’

‘My dear,’ I huffed, faking a laugh, ‘all I want is to increase circulation.’

‘Is that all?’

‘You’ll also have three daily features: fashion, wellness, food.’

Susy laughed out loud. It was the first
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