









Praise for Donna Leon’s Commisario Brunetti Mysteries

“Smuggling, sexual betrayal, high-class fakery and, of course, Mafia money make for a rich brew. . . . Exactly the right cop for the right city. Long may he walk, or wade, through it.”

—Sarah Dunant, author of The Birth of Venus

“Leon’s books shimmer in the grace of their setting and are warmed by the charm of their characters.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“Superb . . . An outstanding book, deserving of the widest audience possible, a chance for American readers to again experience a master practitioner’s art.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Richly atmospheric, Leon introduces you to the Venice insiders know.”

—Ellen Hale, USA Today

“A new Donna Leon book about . . . Brunetti is ready for our immediate pleasure. She uses the relatively small and crime-free canvas of Venice for riffs about Italian life, sexual styles, and—best of all—the kind of ingrown business and political corruption that seems to lurk just below the surface.”

—Dick Adler, Chicago Tribune

“Uniform Justice is a neat balancing act. Its silken prose and considerable charm almost conceal its underlying anger; it is an unlovely story set in the loveliest of cities. . . . Donna Leon is indeed sophisticated.”

—Patrick Anderson, The Washington Post



“There’s atmosphere aplenty in Uniform Justice.... Brunetti is a compelling character, a good man trying to stay on the honest path in a devious and twisted world.”

—The Baltimore Sun

“Venice provides a beautifully rendered backdrop for this operatic story of fathers and sons, and Leon’s writing trembles with true feeling.”

—Star-Tribune (Minneapolis)

“One of the best international crime writers is Donna Leon, and her Commissario Guido Brunetti tales set in Venice are at the apex of continental thrillers.... The author has written a pitch-perfect tale where all the characters are three-dimensional, breathing entities, and the lives they live, while by turns sweet and horrific, are always believable. Let Leon be your travel agent and tour guide to Venice. It’s an unforgettable trip.”

—Rocky Mountain News

“Events are powered by Leon’s compelling portraits.”

—The Oregonian (Portland)

“The plot is silky and complex, and the main appeal is the protagonist, Brunetti.”

—The Cleveland Plain Dealer

“Leon, a wonderfully literate writer, sets forth her plot clearly and succinctly. . . . The ending of Uniform Justice is not a neat wrap-up of the case with justice prevailing. It is rather the ending that one would expect in real life. Leon says that ‘the murder mystery is a craft, not an art,’ but I say that murder mystery in her hands is an art.”

—The Roanoke Times
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To the memory of Arleen Auger a perished sun




Ah forse adesso
Sul morir mio delusa
Priva d’ogni speranza, e di consiglio
Lagrime di dolor versa dal ciglio.

Ah, perhaps already
Deceived by my death
Deprived of every hope and counsel
Tears of pain flow from her eyes.

Mozart, Lucio Silla
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The shoe was red, the red of London phone booths, New York fire engines, although these were not images that came to the man who first saw the shoe. He thought of the red of the Ferrari Testarossa on the calendar in the room where the butchers changed their clothes, the one with the naked blonde draped across it, seeming to make fevered love to the left head-light. He saw the shoe lying drunkenly on its side, its toe barely touching the edge of one of the pools of oil that lay like a spotted curse upon the land beyond the abattoir. He saw it there and, of course, he also thought of blood.

Somehow, years before, permission had been given to put the slaughterhouse there, long before Marghera had blossomed (although that is perhaps an inopportune choice of verb) into one of the leading industrial centers of Italy, before the petroleum refineries and the chemical plants had spread themselves across the acres of swampy land that lay on the other side of the laguna from Venice, pearl of the Adriatic. The cement building lay, low and feral, within the enclosure of a high mesh fence. Had the fence been built in the early days, when sheep and cattle could still be herded down dusty roads toward the building? Was its original purpose to keep them from escaping before they were led, pushed, beaten up the ramp toward their fate? The animals arrived in trucks now, trucks which backed directly up to the high-sided ramps, and so there was no chance that the animals could escape. And surely no one would want to come near that building; hence the fence was hardly necessary to keep anyone away. Perhaps because of this, the long gaps in it went unmended, and stray dogs, drawn by the stench of what went on inside, sometimes came through the fence at night and howled with longing for what they knew was there.

The fields around the slaughterhouse stood empty; as if obeying a taboo as deep as blood itself, the factories stood far off from the low cement building. The buildings maintained their distance, but their ooze and their runoff and those deadly fluids that were piped into the ground knew nothing of taboo and seeped each year closer to the slaughterhouse. Black slime bubbled up around the stems of marsh grass, and a peacock-bright sheen of oil floated on the surface of the puddles that never disappeared, no matter how dry the season. Nature had been poisoned here, outside, yet it was the work that went on inside that filled people with horror.

The shoe, the red shoe, lay on its side about a hundred meters to the rear of the slaughterhouse, just outside the fence, just to the left of a large clump of tall sea grass that seemed to thrive on the poisons percolating around its roots. At eleven-thirty on a hot Monday morning in August, a thickset man in a blood-soaked leather apron flung back the metal door at the rear of the slaughterhouse and emerged into the pounding sun. From behind him swept waves of heat, stench, and howls. The sun made it difficult to feel that it was cooler here, but at least the stench of offal was less foul, and the sounds came not from the shrieks and squeals that filled the air behind him but from the hum of traffic, a kilometer away, as the tourists poured into Venice for the Ferragosto holiday.

He wiped a bloody hand on his apron, stooping to find a dry spot down by the hem, then reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a package of Nazionale. With a plastic lighter, he lit a cigarette and pulled at it greedily, glad of the smell and acrid taste of the cheap tobacco. A deep-throated howl came from the door behind him, pushing him away from the building, over toward the fence and the shade that was to be found under the stunted leaves of an acacia that had struggled to a height of four meters.

Standing there, he turned his back on the building and looked out across the forest of smokestacks and industrial chimneys that swept off toward Mestre. Flames spurted up from some of them; grey, greenish clouds spilled out of others. A light breeze, too weak to be felt on his skin, brought the clouds back toward him. He pulled at his cigarette and looked down at his feet, always careful, here in the fields, where he stepped. He looked down and saw the shoe, lying on its side beyond the fence.

It was made out of some sort of cloth, that shoe, not out of leather. Silk? Satin? Bettino Cola didn’t know that sort of thing, but he did know that his wife had a pair made out of the same sort of stuff, and she had spent more than a hundred thousand lire on them. He’d have to kill fifty sheep or twenty calves to earn that much money, yet she’d spend it on a pair of shoes, wear them once, then stuff them in the back of the closet and never look at them again.

Nothing else in the blasted landscape deserved his attention, so he studied the shoe, pulling at his cigarette. He moved to the left and looked at it from another angle. Although it lay close to a large pool of oil, it appeared to rest on a patch of dry land. Cola took another step to the left, one that drew him out into the full violence of the sun, and studied the area around the shoe, looking for its mate. There, under the clump of grass, he saw an oblong shape that seemed to be the sole of the other one, it too lying on one side.

He dropped his cigarette and crushed it into the soft earth with his toe, walked a few meters along the fence, then bent low and crept through a large hole, careful of the jagged, rusty barbs of metal that encircled him. Straightening up, he walked back toward the shoe, now a pair of them and perhaps salvageable because of that.

“Roba di puttana,” he muttered under his breath, seeing the heel on the first shoe, taller than the pack of cigarettes in his pocket: only a whore would wear such things. He reached down and picked up the first shoe, careful to keep from touching the outside. As he had hoped, it was clean, had not fallen into the oily puddle. He took a few steps to the right, reached down and wrapped two fingers around the heel of its mate, but it appeared to be caught on a tuft of grass. He lowered himself to one knee, careful to see where he knelt, and gave the shoe a sharp tug. It came loose, but when Bettino Cola saw that what he had pulled it loose from was a human foot, he leaped back from the bush and dropped the first shoe into the black puddle from which it had managed to survive the night.
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The police arrived on the scene twenty minutes later, two blue and white sedans from the Squadra Mobile of Mestre. By then, the field in back of the slaughterhouse was filled with men from inside the building, brought out into the sun by curiosity about this different kind of slaughter. Cola had run drunkenly back inside as soon as he saw the foot and the leg to which it was attached and had gone into the foreman’s office to tell him there was a dead woman in the field beyond the fence.

Cola was a good worker, a serious man, and so the foreman believed him and called the police immediately without going outside to check and see whether Cola was telling the truth. But others had seen Cola come into the building and came to ask what it was, what he had seen. The foreman snarled at them to get back to work; the refrigerated trucks were waiting at the loading docks, and they didn’t have time to stand around all day and gabble about some whore who got her throat cut.

He didn’t mean this literally, of course, for Cola had told him only about the shoe and the foot, but the fields between the factories were well-known territory to the men who worked in the factories—and to the women who worked in those fields. If she’d gotten herself killed there, she was probably one of those painted wrecks who spent the late afternoon standing at the side of the road that led from the industrial zone back into Mestre. Quitting time, time to go home, but why not a quick stop at the side of the road and a short walk back to a blanket spread beside a clump of grass? It was quick, they expected nothing of you except ten thousand lire, and they were, more and more often now, blondes come in from Eastern Europe, so poor that they couldn’t make you use anything, not like the Italian girls on Via Cappuccina, and since when did a whore tell a man what to do or where to put it? She probably did that, got pushy, and the man had pushed back. Plenty more of them and plenty more coming across the border every month.

The police cars pulled up and a uniformed officer got out of each. They walked toward the front of the building, but the foreman reached them before they got to the door. Behind him stood Cola, feeling important to be the center of all this attention, but still faintly sick from the sight of that foot.

“Is it you who called?” the first policeman asked. His face was round, glistening with sweat, and he stared at the foreman from behind dark glasses.

“Yes,” the foreman answered. “There’s a dead woman in the field behind the building.”

“Did you see her?”

“No,” the foreman answered, stepping aside and motioning Cola to step forward. “He did.”

After a nod from the first one, the policeman from the second car pulled a blue notebook out of his jacket pocket, flipped it open, uncapped his pen, and stood with the pen poised over the page.

“Your name?” asked the first policeman, the dark focus of his glance now directed at the butcher.

“Cola, Bettino.”

“Address?”

“What’s the use of asking his address?” interrupted the foreman. “There’s a dead woman out there.”

The first officer turned away from Cola and tilted his head down a little, just enough to allow him to peer at the foreman over the tops of his sunglasses. “She’s not going anywhere.” Then, turning back to Cola, he repeated, “Address?”

“Castello 3453.”

“How long have you worked here?” he asked, nodding at the building that stood behind Cola.

“Fifteen years.”

“What time did you get here this morning?”

“Seven-thirty. Same as always.”

“What were you doing in the field?” Somehow, the way he asked the questions and the way the other one wrote down the answers made Cola feel they suspected him of something.

“I went out to have a cigarette.”

“The middle of August, and you went out into the sun to have a cigarette?” the first officer asked, making it sound like lunacy. Or a lie.

“It was my break time,” Cola said with mounting resentment. “I always go outside. I like to get away from the smell.” The word made it real to the policemen, and they looked toward the building, the one with the notebook incapable of disguising the contraction of his nostrils at what they met.

“Where is she?”

“Just beyond the fence. She’s under a clump of bushes, so I didn’t see her at first.”

“Why did you go near her?”

“I saw a shoe.”

“You what?”

“I saw a shoe. Out in the field, and then I saw the second one. I thought they might be good, so I went through the fence to get them. I thought maybe my wife would want them.” That was a lie; he had thought he could sell them, but he didn’t want to tell this to the police. It was a small lie, and entirely innocent, but it was only the first of many lies that the police were going to be told about the shoe and the person who wore it.



“Then what?” the first policeman prompted when Cola added nothing to this.

“Then I came back here.”

“No, before that,” the first policeman said with an irritated shake of his head. “When you saw the shoe. When you saw her. What happened?”

Cola spoke quickly, hoping that would get him through and rid of it. “1 picked up one shoe, and then I saw the other one. I was under the bush. So I pulled on it. I thought it was stuck. So I pulled again, and it came off.” He swallowed once, twice. “It was on her foot. That’s why it wouldn’t come off.”

“Did you stay there long?”

This time it was Cola who suspected lunacy. “No, no. No, I came back into the building’and told Banditelli, and he called you.”

The foreman nodded to confirm this.

“Did you walk around back there?” the first policeman asked Cola.

“Walk around?”

“Stand around? Smoke? Drop anything near her?”

Cola shook his head in a strong negative.

The second one flipped the pages of his notebook and the first said, “I asked you a question.”

“No. Nothing. I saw her and I dropped the shoe, and I went into the building.”

“Did you touch her?” the first one asked.

Cola looked at him with eyes wide with amazement. “She’s dead. Of course I didn’t touch her.”

“You touched her foot,” the second policeman said, looking down at his notes.

“I didn’t touch her foot,” Cola said, although he couldn’t remember now if he had or not. “1 touched the shoe, and it came off her foot.” He couldn’t keep himself from asking, “Why would I want to touch her?”



Neither policeman answered this. The first one turned and nodded to the second, who flipped his notebook closed. “All right, show us where she is.”

Cola stood rooted to the spot and shook his head from side to side. The sun had dried the blood that spattered down the front of his apron, and flies buzzed around him. He didn’t look at the policemen. “She’s in back, out beyond the big hole in the fence.”

“I want you to show us where she is,” the first policeman said.

“I just told you where she is,” Cola snapped, his voice rising sharply.

The two policemen exchanged a glance that somehow managed to suggest that Cola’s reluctance was significant, worth remembering. But, saying nothing, they turned away from him and from the foreman and walked around the side of the building.

It was noon and the sun beat down on the flat tops of the officers’ uniform caps. Beneath them, their hair was sopping, their necks running with sweat. In back of the building, they saw the large hole in the fence and made toward it. Behind them, filtering through the death squeals that still came from the building, they heard human sounds and turned toward them. Clustered around the back entrance of the building, their aprons as red with gore as Cola’s, five or six men huddled in a tight ball. Used to this curiosity, the policemen turned back toward the fence and headed toward the hole. Stooping low, they went through it single file and then off to the left, toward a large, spiky clump of bush that stood beyond the fence.

The officers stopped a few meters from it. Knowing to look for the foot, they easily found it, saw its sole peering out from beneath the low branches. Both shoes lay just in front of it.

The two of them approached the foot, walking slowly and looking at the ground where they walked, as careful to avoid the malevolent puddles as to keep from stepping in anything that might be another footprint. Just beside the shoes, the first one knelt down and pushed the waist-high grass aside with his hand.



The body lay on its back, the outer side of the ankles pressed into the earth. The policeman reached forward and pushed at the grass, exposing a length of hairless calf. He removed his sun-glasses and peered into the shadows, following with his eye the legs, long and muscular, following across the bony knee, up to the lacy red underpants that showed under the bright red dress pulled up over the face. He stared a moment longer.

“Cazzo” he exclaimed and let the grass spring back into place.

“What’s the matter?” the other one asked.

“It’s a man.”
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Ordinarily, the news that a transvestite prostitute had been found in Marghera with his head and face beaten in would have created a sensation, even among the jaded staff at the Venice Questura, especially during the long Ferragosto holiday, when crime tended to drop off or take on the boring predictability of burglaries and break-ins. But today it would have taken something far more lurid to displace the spectacular news that ran like a flame through the corridors of the Questura: Maria Lucrezia Patta, wife of Vice-Questore Giuseppe Patta, had that weekend left her husband of twenty-seven years to take up residence in the Milano apartment of—and here each teller of the tale paused to “prepare each new listener for the bombshell— Tito Burrasca, the founding light and prime mover of Italy’s pornographic film industry.

The news had dropped from heaven upon the place beneath just that morning, carried into the building by a secretary in the Ufficio Stranieri, whose uncle lived in a small apartment on the floor above the Pattas and who claimed to have been passing the Pattas’ door just at the moment when terminal hostilities between the Pattas had erupted. Patta, the uncle reported, had shouted Burrasca’s name a number of times, threatening to have him arrested if he ever dared come to Venice; Signora Patta had returned fire by threatening, not only to go and live with Burrasca, but to star in his next film. The uncle had retreated up the steps and had spent the next half hour trying to open his own front door, during which time the Pattas continued to exchange threats and recriminations. Hostilities ceased only with the arrival of a water taxi at the end of the calle and the departure of Signora Patta, who was followed down the steps of the building by six suitcases, carried by the taxi driver, and by the curses of Patta, carried up to the uncle by the funnel-like acoustics of the staircase.

The news arrived at eight on Monday morning; Patta followed it into the Questura at eleven. At one-thirty, the call came in about the transvestite, but by then most of the staff had already left for lunch, during which meal some employees of the Questura engaged in quite wild speculation about Signora Patta’s future film career. An indication of the Vice-Questore’s popularity was the bet that was made at one table, offering a hundred thousand lire to the first person who dared to inquire of the Vice-Questore as to his wife’s health.

Guido Brunetti first heard about the murdered transvestite from Vice-Questore Patta himself, who called Brunetti into his office at two-thirty.

“I’ve just had a call from Mestre,” Patta said after telling Brunetti to take a seat.

“Mestre, sir?” Brunetti asked.

“Yes, that city at the end of the Ponte della Libertà,” Patta snapped. “I’m sure you’ve heard of it.”

Brunetti thought of what he had learned about Patta that morning and decided to ignore his remark. “Why did they call you, sir?”

“They’ve got a murder over there and no one to investigate.”

“But they’ve got more staff than we have, sir,” Brunetti said, never quite certain just how much Patta knew about the workings of the police force in either city.

“I know that, Brunetti. But two of their commissarios are on vacation. Another broke his leg in an automobile accident this weekend, so that leaves only one, and she"—Patta managed to give a snort of disgust at such a possibility—"leaves for maternity leave on Saturday and won’t be back until the end of February.”

“What about the two on vacation? Surely they can be called back?”

“One of them is in Brazil, and no one seems able to find the other one.”

Brunetti started to say that a commissario had to leave word where he could be reached, no matter where he went on vacation, but then he looked at Patta’s face and decided, instead, to ask, “What did they tell you about the murder, sir?”

“It’s a whore. A transvestite. Someone beat his head in and left his body in a field out in Marghera.” Before Brunetti could object, Patta said, “Don’t even ask. The field is in Marghera, but the slaughterhouse that owns it is in Mestre, just by a few meters, so Mestre gets it.”

Brunetti had no desire to waste time on the details of property rights or city boundaries, so he asked, “How do they know it’s a prostitute, sir?”

“I don’t know how they know it’s a prostitute, Brunetti,” Patta said, his voice going up a few notes. “I’m telling you what they told me. A transvestite prostitute, in a dress, with his head and face beaten in.”

“When was he found, sir?”

It was not Patta’s habit to take notes, so he had not bothered to make any record of the call he had received. The facts hadn’t interested him—one whore more, one whore less—but he was bothered by the fact that it would be his staff doing Mestre’s work. That meant any success they met with would go to Mestre. But then he thought of recent events in his personal life and came to the decision that this might well be the sort of case he should let Mestre take any and all credit for—and publicity.



“I had a call from their questore this morning, asking if we could handle it. What are you three doing?”

“Mariani is on vacation and Rossi’s still going through the papers on the Bortolozzi case,” Brunetti explained.

“And you?”

“I’m scheduled to begin my vacation this weekend, Vice-Questore.”

“That can wait,” Patta said with a certainty that soared above things like hotel reservations or plane tickets. “Besides, this has got to be a simple thing. Find the pimp, get a list of customers. It’s bound to be one of them.”

“Do they have pimps, sir?”

“Whores? Of course they have pimps.”

“Male whores, sir? Transvestite whores? Assuming, of course, that he was a prostitute.”

“Why would you expect me to know a thing like that, Brunetti?” asked Patta, suspicious and with more than his usual irritation, again forcing Brunetti to remember that morning’s first news and quickly change the subject.

“How long ago did the call come in, sir?” Brunetti asked.

“A few hours ago. Why?”

“I wondered if the body’s been moved.”

“In this heat?” Patta asked.

“Yes, there is that,” Brunetti agreed. “Where was it taken?”

“I have no idea. One of the hospitals. Umberto Primo, probably. I think that’s where they do the autopsies. Why?”

“I’d like to have a look,” Brunetti said. “And at the place where it happened.”

Patta wasn’t a man to be interested in details. “Since this is Mestre’s case, make sure you use their drivers, not ours.”

“Was there anything else, sir?”

“No. I’m sure this will be a simple thing. You’ll have it wrapped up by the weekend and be free to go on vacation.” It was like Patta that he asked nothing about where Brunetti planned to go or what sort of reservations he might have to cancel. More details.

Leaving Patta’s office, Brunetti noticed that while he had been inside, furniture had suddenly appeared in the small anteroom directly outside Patta’s office. A large wooden desk stood on one side, and a small table had been placed beneath the window. Ignoring this, he went downstairs and into the office where the uniformed branch worked. Sergeant Vianello looked up from some papers on his desk and smiled at Brunetti. “Even before you ask, Commissario, yes, it’s true. Tito Burrasca.”

Hearing the confirmation, Brunetti was no less astonished than he had been, hours before, when he first heard the story. Burrasca was, if “legend” was the proper word to use, a legend in Italy. He had begun making films during the sixties, blood and guts horror movies so patently artificial that they became unconscious parodies of the genre. Burrasca, not at all foolish, no matter how inept he might have been at making horror films, answered the popular response to his films by making the films even more false: vampires with wristwatches that the actors seemed to have forgotten to remove; telephones that brought the news of Dracula’s escape; actors of the semaphore school of dramatic presentation. After a very short time, he had become a cult figure, and people flocked to his films, eager to detect the artifice, to spot the howlers.

In the seventies, he gathered up all those masters of semaphoric expression and directed them in the making of pornographic films, at which they turned out to be no more adept. Costuming no problem, he soon realized that plot, similarly, presented no obstacle to the creative mind: he merely dusted off the plots of his old horror films and turned the ghouls, vampires, and werewolves into rapists and sex maniacs, and he filled the theaters, although smaller theaters this time, with a different audience, one that seemed not at all interested in the spotting of anachronism.

The eighties presented Italy with scores of new private television stations, and Burrasca presented those stations with his latest films, somewhat toned down in deference to the supposed sensibilities of the television audience. And then he discovered the videocassette. His name quickly became part of the small change of Italian daily life; he was the butt of jokes on TV game shows, a figure in newspaper cartoons. But close consideration of his success had caused him to move to Monaco and become a citizen of that sensibly-taxed principality. The twelve-room apartment he maintained in Milano, he told the Italian tax authorities, was used only for entertaining business guests. And now, it would appear, Maria Lucrezia Patta.

“Tito Burrasca, in fact,” Sergeant Vianello repeated, keeping himself, Brunetti knew not with what force, from smiling. “Perhaps you’re lucky to be spending the next few days in Mestre.”

Brunetti couldn’t keep himself from asking, “Didn’t anyone know about it before?”

Vianello shook his head. “No. No one. Not a whisper.”

“Not even Anita’s uncle?” Brunetti asked, revealing that even the higher orders knew the source of this information.

Vianello began to answer but was interrupted by the buzzer on his desk. He picked up the phone, pressed a button, and asked, “Yes, Vice-Questore?”

He listened for a moment, said, “Certainly, Vice-Questore,” and hung up.

Brunetti gave him an inquisitive glance. “The immigration people. He wants to know how long Burrasca can stay in the country now that he’s changed his citizenship.”

Brunetti shook his head. “I suppose you have to feel sorry for the poor devil.”

Vianello’s head shot up. He couldn’t, or wouldn’t, disguise his astonishment. “Sorry? For him?” With evident effort, he stopped himself from saying more and turned his attention back to the folder on his desk.

Brunetti left him and went back to his own office. From there he called the Questura in Mestre, identified himself, and asked to be put through to whoever was in charge of the case of the murdered transvestite. Within minutes he was put through to a Sergeant Gallo, who explained that he was handling the case until a person of higher rank took over from him. Brunetti identified himself and said he was that person, then asked Gallo to send a car to pick him up at Piazzale Roma in half an hour.

When Brunetti stepped outside the dim entryway of the Questura, the sun hit him like a blow. Momentarily blinded by the light and the reflection from the canal, he reached into the breast pocket of his jacket and pulled out his sunglasses. Before he had taken five steps, he could feel the sweat seeping into his shirt, crawling down his back. He turned right, deciding in that instant to go up to San Zaccaria and get the number eighty-two, although to get there it would mean walking in the sun a good part of the way. Although the calli that led to the Rialto were all shaded from the sun by high houses, it would take him twice as long to get there, and he dreaded even so little as an extra minute spent outside.

When he emerged at Riva degli Schiavoni, he looked off to the left and saw that the vaporetto was tied to the landing stage, people streaming from it. He was confronted with one of those peculiarly Venetian decisions: run and try to get the boat or let it go and then spend ten minutes in the trapped heat of the bobbing embarcadero, waiting for the next one. He ran. As he pounded across the wooden boards of the landing stage, he was presented with another decision: pause a moment to stamp his ticket in the yellow machine at the entrance and thus perhaps lose the boat, or run onto the boat and pay the five hundred lire supplement for failing to stamp the ticket. But then he remembered that he was on police business and, consequently, could ride at the expense of the city.

Even the short run had flooded his face and chest with sweat, and so he chose to remain on deck, his body catching what little breeze was created by the boat’s stately progress up the Grand Canal. He glanced around him and saw the half-naked tourists, the men and women with their bathing suits, shorts, and scoop-necked T-shirts, and for a moment he envied them, even though he knew the impossibility of his appearing like that any place other than a beach.

As his body dried, the envy fled, and he returned to his normal state of irritation at seeing them dressed like this. If they had perfect bodies and perfect clothing, perhaps he would find them less annoying. As it was, the shabby materials of the clothing and the even shabbier state of too many of the bodies left him thinking longingly of the compulsory modesty of Islamic societies. He was not what Paola called a “beauty snob,” but he did believe that it was better to look good than bad. He turned his attention from the people on the boat to the palazzi that lined the canal, and immediately he felt his irritation evaporate. Many of them, too, were shabby, but it was the shabbiness of centuries of wear, not that of laziness and cheap clothing. The city had grown old, but Brunetti loved the sorrows of her changing face.

Although he hadn’t specified where the car was to meet him, he walked to the Carabinieri station at Piazzale Roma and saw, parked in front of it, motor running, one of the blue and white sedans of the Squadra Mobile of Mestre. He tapped on the driver’s window. The young man inside rolled it down, and a wave of cold air flowed across the front of Brunetti’s shirt.

“Commissario?” the young man asked. At Brunetti’s nod, the young man got out, saying, “Sergeant Gallo sent me,” and held open the rear door for him. Brunetti got into the car and rested his head for a moment against the back of the seat. The sweat on his chest and shoulders grew cold, but Brunetti couldn’t tell if its evaporation brought him pleasure or pain.

“Where would you like to go, sir?” the young officer asked as he slipped the car into gear.

“On vacation. On Saturday,” he said, but only in his mind and only to himself. And to Patta. “Take me to where you found him,” Brunetti directed.

At the other end of the causeway that led from Venice to the mainland, the young man pulled off in the direction of Marghera. The laguna disappeared, and soon they were riding down a straight road blocked with traffic and with a light at every intersection. Progress was slow. “Were you there this morning?” The young man turned and glanced back at Brunetti, then looked again at the road. The back of his collar was crisp and clean. Perhaps he spent his entire day in this air-conditioned car.

“No, sir. That was Buffo and Rubelli.”

“The report I got says he’s a prostitute. Did someone identify him?”

“I don’t know about that, sir. But it makes sense, doesn’t it?”

“Why is that?”

“Well, sir, that’s where the whores are, at least the cut-rate ones. Out there by the factories. There’s always a dozen or so of them, on the side of the road, in case anyone wants a quickie on the way home from work.”

“Even men?”

“I beg your pardon, sir? Who else would use a whore?”

“I mean even a male whore. Would they be likely to be out there, where the men who use them could be seen stopping on their way home from work? It doesn’t sound like the sort of thing too many men would want their friends to know about.”

The driver thought about that for a while.

“Where do they usually work?” Brunetti asked.

“Who?” the young man asked cautiously. He didn’t want to be caught again by another trick question.

“The male whores.”

“They’re usually along Via Cappuccina, sir. Sometimes at the train station, but we try to stop that sort of thing during the summer when so many tourists pass through the station.”

“Was this one a regular?”



“I don’t know about that, sir.”

The car pulled off to the left, cut down a narrow road, then turned right onto a broad road lined with low buildings on either side. Brunetti glanced down at his watch. Almost five.

The buildings on either side of them were farther and farther apart from one another now, the spaces between them filled with low grass and the occasional bush. A few abandoned cars stood at crazy angles, their windows shattered and their seats ripped out and flung beside them. Each building appeared to have once been surrounded by a fence, but most of these now hung drunkenly from the posts that had forgotten about holding them up.

A few women stood at the side of the road, two of them in the shade created by a beach umbrella sunk into the dirt at their feet.

“Do they know what happened here today?” Brunetti asked.

“I’m sure they do, sir. Word about something like that spreads quickly.”

“And they’re still here?” Brunetti asked, unable to conceal his surprise.

“They’ve got to live, haven’t they, sir? Besides, if it was a man who got killed, then there’s no risk to them, or I suppose that’s the way they’d look at it.” The driver slowed and pulled to the side of the road. “This is it, sir.”

Brunetti opened his door and got out. Heat and humidity slid up and embraced him. Before him stood a long, low building; on one side, four steep cement ramps led up to double metal doors. A blue and white police sedan was parked at the bottom of one of the ramps. No name was visible on the building, and no sign of any sort identified it. The smell that surged toward them made that unnecessary.

“I think it was in back, sir,” the driver volunteered.

Brunetti walked to the right of the building, toward the open fields that he could see stretching out behind it. When he came around to the back of the building, he saw yet another lethargic fence, an acacia tree that had survived only by a miracle, and, in its shade, a policeman asleep in a wooden chair, head nodding forward on his chest.

“Scarpa,” the driver called out before Brunetti could say anything. “Here’s a commissario.”

The policeman’s head shot up and he was instantly awake, then as quickly on his feet. He looked at Brunetti and saluted. “Good afternoon, sir.”

Brunetti saw that the man’s jacket was draped over the back of the chair and that his shirt, plastered to his body with sweat, seemed no longer white, but a faint pink. “How long have you been out here, Officer Scarpa?” Brunetti asked when he approached the man.

“Since the lab people left, sir.”

“When was that?”

“About three, sir.”

“Why are you still here?”

“The sergeant in charge told me to stay here until a team came out to talk to the workers.”

“What are you doing out here in the sun?”

The man made no attempt to avoid the question or to embellish his answer. “I couldn’t stand it inside, sir. The smell. I came out here and got sick, and then I knew I couldn’t go back inside. I tried standing for the first hour, but there’s only this little place where there’s any shade, so I went back and got a chair.”

Instinctively, Brunetti and the driver had crowded into that small patch of shade while the other man spoke. “Do you know if the team has come out to question them?” Brunetti asked.

“Yes, sir. They got here about an hour ago.”

“Then what are you doing still out here?” Brunetti asked.

The officer gave Brunetti a stony look. “I asked the sergeant if I could go back to town, but he wanted me to help with the questioning. I told him I couldn’t, not unless the workers came outside to talk to me. He didn’t like that, but I couldn’t go back inside.”



A playful breeze reminded Brunetti of the truth of that.

“So what are you doing out here? Why aren’t you in the car?”

“He told me to wait here, sir.” The man’s face didn’t change when he spoke. “I asked if I could sit in the car—it’s got airconditioning—but he told me to stay out here if I wouldn’t help with the questioning.” As if anticipating Brunetti’s next question, he said, “The next bus isn’t until a quarter of eight, to take people back into the city after work.”

Brunetti considered this and then asked, “Where was he found?”

The policeman turned and pointed to a long clump of grass on the other side of the fence. “He was under that, sir.”

“Who found him?”

“One of the workers inside. He’d come outside to have a cigarette, and he saw one of the guy’s shoes lying on the ground—red, I think—so he went to have a closer look.”

“Were you here when the lab team was?”

“Yes, sir. They went over it, taking photos and picking up anything that was on the ground for about a hundred meters, around the bush.”

“Footprints?”

“I think so, sir, but I’m not sure. The man who found him left some, but I think they found others.” He paused a moment, wiped some sweat from his forehead, and added, “And the first police who were on the scene left some.”

“Your sergeant?”

“Yes, sir.”

Brunetti glanced off at the clump of grass, then back at the policeman’s sweat-soaked shirt. “Go on back to our car, Officer Scarpa. It’s air-conditioned.” Then to the driver, “Go with him. You can both wait for me there.”

“Thank you, sir,” the policeman said gratefully and reached down to pull his jacket from the back of the chair.



“Don’t bother,” Brunetti said when he saw the man start to put one arm in a sleeve.

“Thank you, sir,” he repeated and bent to pick up the chair. The two men walked back toward the building. The policeman set the chair down on the cement outside the back door of the building, then joined the driver. They disappeared around the side of the building, and Brunetti went toward the hole in the fence.

Ducking low, he passed through it and walked over toward the bush. The signs left by the lab team were all around: holes in the earth where they had driven rods to measure distance, dirt scuffed into small piles by pivoting footsteps, and, nearer the clump, a small pile of clipped grass placed neatly to the side; apparently, they’d had to cut down the grass to get to the body and remove it without scratching it on the sharp edges of the leaves.

Behind Brunetti a door slammed shut, and then a man’s voice called, “Hey, you, what are you doing? Get the hell away from there.”

Brunetti turned and, as he knew he would, saw a man in police uniform coming quickly toward him from the back of the building. As Brunetti watched but didn’t move away from the bush, the man drew his revolver from his holster and shouted at Brunetti, “Put your hands in the air and come over to the fence.”

Brunetti turned and walked back toward the fence; he moved like a man on a rocky surface, hands held out at his sides to maintain his balance.

“I told you to put them in the air,” the policeman snarled as Brunetti reached the fence.

The policeman had a gun in his hand, so Brunetti did not try to tell him that his hands were in the air, they just weren’t over his head. Instead, he said, “Good afternoon, Sergeant. I’m Commissario Brunetti from Venice. Have you been taking the statements of the people inside?”



The man’s eyes were small, and there wasn’t much in the way of intelligence to be read in them, but there was enough there for Brunetti to realize that the man saw the trap opening at his feet. He could ask to see proof, ask a commissario of police for his warrant card, or he could allow a stranger claiming to be a police official to go unquestioned.

“Sorry, Commissario, I didn’t recognize you with the sun in my eyes,” the sergeant said, although the sun shone over his left shoulder. He could have gotten away with it, earning Brunetti’s grudging respect, had he not added, “It’s hard, coming out into the sun like this from the darkness inside. Besides, I wasn’t expecting anyone else to come out here.”

The name tag on his chest read “Buffo.”

“It seems that Mestre is out of police commissari for the next few weeks, so I was sent out to handle the investigation.” Brunetti bent down and walked through the hole in the fence. By the time he stood up on the other side, Buffo’s revolver was back in his holster, the flap snapped securely closed.

Brunetti started toward the back door of the slaughterhouse, Buffo walking beside him. “What did you learn from the people inside?”

“Nothing more than what I got when I answered the first call this morning, sir. A butcher, Bettino Cola, found the body at a little past eleven this morning. He had gone outside to have a cigarette, and he went over to the bush to have a look at some shoes he said he saw lying on the ground.”

“Weren’t there any shoes?” Brunetti asked.

“Yes. They were there when we got here.” From the way he spoke, anyone hearing him would believe that Cola had placed them there to divert suspicion from himself. As much as any civilian or criminal, Brunetti hated Tough Cops.

“The call we got said there was a whore in a field out here, a woman. I answered the call and took a look, but it was a man.” Buffo spat.



“The report I received said he’s a prostitute,” Brunetti said in a level voice. “Has he been identified?”

“No, not yet. We’re having the morgue people take pictures, though he was beat up pretty badly, and then we’ll have an artist make a sketch of what he must have looked like before. We’ll show that around, and sooner or later someone will recognize him. They’re pretty well-known, those boys,” Buffo said with something between a grin and a grimace, then continued. “If he’s one of the locals, we’ll have an ID on him pretty soon.”

“And if not?” Brunetti asked.

“Then it will take longer, I guess. Or maybe we won’t find out who he is. Small loss, in either case.”

“And why is that, Sergeant Buffo?” Brunetti asked softly, but Buffo heard only the words and not the tone.

“Who needs them? Perverts. They’re all full of AIDS, and they think nothing about passing it on to decent working men.” He spat again.

Brunetti stopped, turned, and faced the sergeant. “As I understand it, Sergeant Buffo, these decent working men about whom you are so concerned get AIDS passed on to them because they pay these ‘perverts’ to let them ram their cocks up their asses. Let us try not to forget that. And let us try not to forget that, whoever the dead man is, he’s been murdered, and it is our duty to find the murderer. Even if it was a decent working man.” Saying that, Brunetti opened the door and went into the slaughter-house, preferring the stench there to the one outside.
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Inside, he learned little more; Cola repeated his story, and the foreman verified it. Sullenly, Buffo told him that none of the men who worked in the factory had seen anything strange, not that morning and not the day before. The whores were so much a part of the landscape that no one any longer paid real attention to them or what they did. No one could remember that particular area behind the slaughterhouse ever being used by the whores—the smell alone would explain that. Had one of them been seen in that area, no one was likely to have paid much attention.

After learning all of this, Brunetti went back to his car and asked the driver to take him to the Questura in Mestre. Officer Scarpa, who had put his jacket back on, got out of the car and joined Sergeant Buffo in the other. As the two cars headed back toward Mestre, Brunetti opened his window halfway to let some air, however hot, into the car and dilute the smell of the slaughterhouse, which still clung to his clothing. Like most Italians, Brunetti had always scoffed at the idea of vegetarianism, scorning it as yet another of the many self-indulgences of the well-fed, but today the idea made complete sense to him.

At the Questura, his driver took him to the second floor and introduced him to Sergeant Gallo, a cadaverous man with sunken eyes who looked like the years spent in pursuit of the criminal had eaten into his flesh from the inside. When Brunetti was seated at the side of Gallo’s desk, the sergeant told him there was little else to add to what Brunetti had been told, although he did have the initial, verbal report from the pathologist: death had resulted from a series of blows to the head and face and had taken place from twelve to eighteen hours before the body was found. The heat made it difficult to tell. From pieces of rust found in some of the wounds, and from their shape, the pathologist guessed that the murder weapon had been a piece of metal, most probably a length of pipe, but surely something cylindrical. The lab analysis of stomach contents and blood wouldn’t be back until Wednesday morning at the earliest, so it was impossible to say yet whether he had been under the influence of drugs or alcohol when he was killed. Since many of the prostitutes in the city and almost all of the transvestites were confirmed drug users, this was likely, although there seemed to be no sign on the body of intravenous drug use. The stomach was empty, but there were signs that he had eaten a meal within the six hours before he was killed.

“What about his clothing?” he asked Gallo.

“Red dress, some sort of cheap synthetic material. Red shoes, barely worn, size forty-one. I’ll have them checked to see if we can find the manufacturer.”

“Are there any photos?” Brunetti asked.

“They won’t be ready until tomorrow morning, sir, but from the reports of the men who brought him in, you might not want to see them.”

“That bad, eh?” Brunetti asked.

“Whoever did it to him must really have hated him or been out of his mind when he did it. There’s no nose left.”

“Will you get an artist to make a sketch?”

“Yes, sir. But most of it’s going to be guesswork. All he’ll have is the shape of the face, the eye color. And the hair.” Gallo paused for a moment and added, “It’s very thin, and he’s got a large bald spot, so I’d guess he wore a wig when, ah, when he worked.”

“Was a wig found?” Brunetti asked.

“No, sir, there wasn’t. And it looks like he was killed somewhere else and carried there.”

“Footprints?”

“Yes. The technical team said they found a set of them going toward the clump of grass and coming away from it.”

“Deeper when going?”

“Yes, sir.”

“So he was carried out there and dumped under that clump of grass. Where did the footprints come from?”

“There’s a narrow paved road that runs along the back of the field behind the slaughterhouse. It looks like he came from there.”

“And on the road?”

“Nothing, sir. It hasn’t rained in weeks, so a car, or even a truck, could have stopped there and there’d be no sign of it. There’s just those footprints. A man’s. Size forty-three.” Brunetti’s size.

“Do you have a list of the transvestite prostitutes?”

“Only those who have been in trouble, sir.”

“What sort of trouble do they get into?”

“The usual. Drugs. Fights among themselves. Occasionally, one of them will get into a fight with a client. Usually over money. But none of them has ever been mixed up in anything serious.”

“What about the fights? Are they ever violent?”

“Nothing like this, sir. Never anything like this.”

“How many of them are there?”

“We’ve got files on about thirty of them, but I’d guess that’s just a small fraction. A lot of them come down from Pordenone or in from Padova. It seems ‘business is pretty good for them there.” The first place was the nearest big city to both American and Italian military installations; that would account for Porde-none. But Padova? The university? If so, things had changed since Brunetti took his law degree.

“I’d like to take a look at those files tonight. Can you make me copies of them?”

“I’ve already had that done, sir,” Gallo said, handing him a thick blue file that lay on his desk.

As he took the folder from the sergeant, Brunetti realized that, even here in Mestre, less than twenty kilometers from home, he was likely to be treated as a foreigner, so he sought for some common ground that would establish him as a member of a working unit, not the commissario come in from out of town. “But you’re Venetian, aren’t you, Sergeant?” Gallo nodded and Brunetti added, “Castello?” Again, Gallo nodded, but this time with a smile, as if he knew the accent would follow him, no matter where he went.

“What are you doing out here in Mestre?” Brunetti asked. “You know how it is, sir,” he began. “I got tired of trying to find an apartment in Venice. My wife and I looked for two years, but it’s impossible. No one wants to rent to a Venetian, afraid you’ll get in and they’ll never be able to get you out. And the prices if you want to buy—five million a square meter. Who can afford that? So we came out here.”

“You sound like you regret it, Sergeant.”

Gallo shrugged. It was a common enough fate among Venetians, driven out of the city by skyrocketing rents and prices. “It’s always hard to leave home, Commissario,” he said, but it seemed to Brunetti that his voice, when he said it, was somewhat warmer.

Returning to the issue at hand, Brunetti tapped a finger on the file."Do you have anyone here that they talk to, that they trust?”

“We used to have an officer, Benvenuti, but he retired last year.”



“No one else?”

“No, sir.” Gallo paused for a moment, as if considering whether he could risk his next statement. “I’m afraid many of the younger officers, well, I’m afraid they treat these guys as something of a joke.”

“Why do you say that, Sergeant Gallo?”

“If any of them makes a complaint, you know, about being beat up by a client—not about not being paid, you understand, that’s not something we have any control over—but about being beat up, well, no one wants to be sent to investigate it, even if we have the name of the man who did it. Or if they do go to question him, usually nothing happens.”

“I got a taste of that, even something stronger, from Sergeant Buffo,” Brunetti said.

At the name, Gallo compressed his lips but said nothing.

“What about the women?” Brunetti asked.

“The whores?”

“Yes. Is there much contact between them and the transvestites?”

“There’s never been any trouble, not that I know of, but I don’t know how well they get on. I don’t think they’re in competition over clients, if that’s what you mean,”

Brunetti wasn’t sure what he meant and realized that his questions would have no clear focus until he read the files in the blue folder or until someone could identify the body of the dead man. Until they had that, there could be no talk of motive and, until then, there could be no understanding what had happened.

He stood, glanced at his watch. “I’d like your driver to pick me up at eight-thirty tomorrow morning. And’ I’d like the artist to have the sketch ready by then. As soon as you have it, even if it’s tonight, get at least two officers to start making the rounds of the other transvestites to see if any of them know who he is or if they’ve heard that anyone from Pordenone or Padova is missing. I’d also like your men to ask the whores—the women, that is—if the transvestites use the area where he was found or if they know of any of them who’s ever used it in the past.” He picked up the file. “I’ll read through this tonight.”

Gallo had been taking notes of what Brunetti said, but now he stood and walked with him to the door.

“I’ll see you tomorrow morning then, Commissario.” He headed back toward his desk and reached for the phone. “When you get downstairs, there’ll be a driver waiting to take you back to Piazzale Roma.”

As the police car sped back over the causeway toward Venice, Brunetti looked out to the right at the clouds of grey, white, green, yellow smoke billowing up from the forest of smokestacks in Marghera. As far as his eye could see, the pall of smoke enveloped the vast industrial complex, and the rays from the declining sun turned it all into a radiant vision of the next century. Saddened by the thought, he turned away and looked off toward Murano and, beyond it, the distant tower of the basilica of Torcello, where, some historians said, the whole idea of Venice had begun more than a thousand years ago, when the people of the coast fled into the marshes to avoid the invading Huns.

The driver swerved wildly to avoid an immense camper with German plates that had suddenly cut in front of them to swerve off to the parking island of Tronchetto, and Brunetti was pulled back to the present. More Huns, and now no place to hide.

He walked home from Piazzale Roma, paying little attention to what or whom he passed, his mind hovering over that bleak field, still seeing the flies that swarmed around the spot under the grass where the body had been. Tomorrow he would go and see the body, talk to the pathologist, and see what secrets it might reveal.

He got home just before eight, still early enough for it to seem like he was returning from a normal day. Paola was in the kitchen when he let himself into the apartment, but there were none of the usual smells or sounds of cooking. Curious, he went down the corridor and stuck his head in the kitchen; she was at the counter, slicing tomatoes.

“Ciao, Guido,” she said, looking up and smiling at him.

He tossed the blue folder on the kitchen counter, walked over to Paola, and kissed the back of her neck.

“In this heat?” she asked, but she leaned back against him as she said it.

He licked delicately at the skin on the back of her neck. “Salt depletion,” he said, licking again.

“I think they sell salt pills in the pharmacies. Probably more hygienic,” she said, leaning forward, but only to take another ripe tomato from the sink. She cut it into thick slices and added them to the ones already arranged in a circle around the edge of a large ceramic plate.

He opened the refrigerator and took out a bottle of acqua minerale, pulled down a glass from the cabinet above his head. He filled the glass, drank it down, drank another, then capped the bottle and replaced it in the refrigerator.

From the bottom shelf, he removed a bottle of Prosecco. He ripped the silver foil from the cap, then slowly pushed the cork up with both thumbs, moving it slowly and working it back and forth gently. As soon as the cork popped from the bottle, he tilted it to one side to prevent the bubbles from spilling out. “How is it that you knew how to keep champagne from spilling when I married you and I didn’t?” he asked as he poured some of the sparkling wine into his glass.

“Mario taught me about it,” she explained, and he knew immediately that, from the twenty or so Marios they knew, she was talking about her cousin the vintner.

“Want some?” he asked.

“Just give me a sip of yours. I don’t like to drink in this heat; it goes right to my head.” He reached his arm around her and held his glass to her lips while she took a small sip. “Basta,” she said. He took the glass and sipped at the wine.



“Good,” he murmured. “Where are the kids?”

“Chiara’s out on the balcony. Reading.” Did Chiara ever do anything else? Except work math problems and beg for a computer?

“And Raffi?” He’d be with Sara, but Brunetti always asked.

“With Sara. He’s eating dinner at her house, and then they’re going to a movie.” She laughed, both with amusement at Raffi’s doglike devotion to Sara Paganuzzi, the girl two floors down, and with relief at his having found her. “I hope he’s going to be able to pry himself away from her for two weeks to come to the mountains with us,” Paola said, not meaning it at all; two weeks in the mountains above Bolzano, escaped from the grinding heat of the city, were enough to lure even Raffi away from the delights of new love. Besides, Sara’s parents had said she could join Raffaele’s family for a weekend of that vacation. And Paola, free of teaching at the university for another two months, looked forward to uninterrupted days of reading.

Brunetti said nothing to this, poured himself another half glass of wine. “Caprese?” he asked, nodding at the ring of tomatoes on the plate in front of Paola.

“Oh, supercop,” Paola said, reaching for another tomato. “He sees a ring of tomatoes with spaces left between each slice, pieces just big enough to allow a slice of mozzarella to be slipped in between them, and then he sees the fresh basil standing in a glass to the left of his fair wife, right beside the fresh mozzarella that lies on a plate. And he puts it all together and guesses, with lightning-like induction, that it’s insalata caprese for dinner. No wonder the man strikes fear into the heart of the criminal population of the city.” She turned and smiled at him when she said this, gauging his mood to see if she had perhaps pushed too far. Seeing that, somehow, she had, she took the glass from his hand and took another sip. “What happened?” she asked as she handed the glass back to him.

“I’ve been assigned to a case in Mestre.” Before she could interrupt, he continued. “They’ve got two commissari out on vacation, one in the hospital with a broken leg, and another one on maternity leave.”

“So Patta’s given you away to Mestre?”

“There’s no one else.”

“Guido, there’s always someone else. For one, there’s Patta himself. It wouldn’t hurt him to do something besides sit around his office and sign papers and fondle the secretaries.”

Brunetti found it difficult to imagine anyone allowing Patta to fondle her, but he kept that opinion to himself.

“Well?” she asked when he said nothing.

“He’s got problems,” Brunetti said.

“Then it’s true?” she asked. “I’ve been dying to call you all day and ask you if it was. Tito Burrasca?”

When Brunetti nodded, she put her head back and made an indelicate noise that might best be described as a hoot. “Tito Burrasca,” she repeated, turned back to the sink and grabbed another tomato. “Tito Burrasca.”

“Come on, Paola. It’s not all that funny.”

She whipped around, knife still held in front of her. “What do you mean, it’s not that funny? Patta’s a pompous, sanctimonious, self-righteous bastard, and I can think of no one who deserves something like this more than he does.”

Brunetti shrugged and poured more wine into his glass. So long as she was fulminating against Patta, she might forget Mestre, although he knew this was only a momentary deviation.

“I don’t believe this,” she said, turning around and apparently addressing this remark to the single tomato remaining in the sink. “He’s been hounding you for years, making a mess of any work you do, and now you defend him.”

“I’m not defending him, Paola.”

“Sure sounds like it to me,” she said, this time to the ball of mozzarella she held in her left hand.

“I’m just saying that no one deserves this. Burrasca is a pig.”



“And Patta’s not?”

“Do you want me to call Chiara?” he asked, seeing that the salad was almost ready.

“Not before you tell me how long this thing in Mestre is likely to take.”

“I have no idea.”

“What is it?”

“A murder. A transvestite was found in a field in Mestre. Someone beat in his face, probably with a pipe, then carried him out there.” Did other families, he wondered, have predinner conversations as uplifting as his own?

“Why beat in the face?” she asked, focusing on the question that had bothered him all afternoon.

“Rage?”

“Um,” she said, slicing away at the mozzarella and then interspersing the slices with the tomato. “But why in a field?”

“Because he wanted the body far away from wherever he killed him.”

“But you’re sure he wasn’t killed there?”

“Doesn’t seem so. There were footprints going up to the place where the body was, then lighter ones going away.”

“A transvestite?”

“That’s all I know. No one has told me anything about age, but everyone seems sure he was a prostitute.”

“Don’t you believe it?”

“I have no reason not to believe it. But I also have no reason to believe it.”

She took some basil leaves, ran them under cold water for a moment, then chopped them into tiny pieces. She sprinkled them on top of the tomato and mozzarella, added salt, then poured olive oil generously over the top of everything.

“I thought we’d eat on the terrace,” she said. “Chiara’s supposed to have set the table. Want to check?” When he turned to leave the kitchen, he took the bottle and glass with him. Seeing that, Paola set the knife down in the sink. “It’s not going to be finished by the weekend, is it?”

He shook his head. “Not likely.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“We’ve got the reservations at the hotel. The kids are ready to go. They’ve been looking forward to it since school got out.”

“What do you want me to do?” she repeated. Once, about eight years ago, he had managed to evade her about something; he couldn’t remember what it was. He’d gotten away with it for a day.

“I’d like you and the kids to go to the mountains. If this finishes on time, I’ll come up and join you. I’ll try to come up next weekend at any rate.”

“I’d rather have you there, Guido. I don’t want to spend my vacation alone.”

“You’ll have the kids.”

Paola didn’t deign to grace this with rational opposition. She picked up the salad and walked toward him. “Go see if Chiara has set the table.”
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He read through the files that night before going to sleep and found in them evidence of a world he had perhaps known existed but about which he had known nothing either detailed or certain. To the best of his knowledge, there were no transvestites in Venice who worked as prostitutes. There was, however, at least one transsexual, and Brunetti knew of this person’s existence only because he had once had to sign a letter attesting that Emilio Marcato had no criminal record, this before Emilia could have the sex listed on her carta d’identità changed to accord with the physical changes already made to her body. He had no idea of what urges or passions could lead a person to make a choice so absolutely final; he remembered, though, being disturbed and moved to an emotion he had chosen not to analyze by that mere alteration of a single letter on an official document: Emilio— Emilia.

The men in the file had not been driven to go so far and had chosen to transform only their appearances: faces, clothing, makeup, walks, gestures. The photos attached to some of the files attested to the skill with which some of them had done this. Half of them were utterly unrecognizable as men, even though Brunetti knew that was what they were. There was a general softness of cheek and fineness of bone that had nothing of the masculine about it; even under the merciless lights and lenses of the police camera, many of them appeared beautiful, and Brunetti searched in vain for a shadow, a jut of chin, for anything that would mark them as men and not as women.

Sitting beside him in bed and reading the pages as he handed them to her, Paola glanced through the photos, read one of the arrest reports, this one for the sale of drugs, and handed the pages back to him with no comment.

“What do you think?” Brunetti asked.

“About what?”

“All of this.” He raised the file in his hand. “Don’t you find these men strange?”

Her look was a long one and, he thought, replete with distaste. “I find the men who hire them much stranger.”

“Why?”

Pointing to the file, Paola said, “At least these men don’t deceive themselves about what they’re doing. Unlike the men who use them.”

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, come on, Guido. Think about it. These men are paid to be fucked or fuck, depending on the taste of the men paying them. But they have to dress up as women before the other men will pay them or use them. Just think about that for a minute. Think about the hypocrisy there, the need for self-deceit. So they can say, the next morning, ‘Oh, Gesù Bambino, I didn’t know it was a man until it was too late,’ or ‘Well, even if it turned out to be a man, I’m still the one who stuck it in.’ So they’re still real men, macho, and they don’t have to confront the fact that they prefer to fuck other men because to do that would compromise their masculinity.” She gave him a long look. “I suspect sometimes that you don’t really bother to think about a lot of things, Guido.”

That, loosely translated, generally meant that he didn’t think in the same way she did. But this time Paola was right; this was something he’d never thought about. Once he had discovered them, women had conquered Brunetti, and he could never understand the sexual appeal of any—well, there really was only one—other sex. Growing up, he had assumed that all men were pretty much like him; when he had learned that they were not, he was too convinced in his own delight to give anything other than an intellectual acknowledgment to the existence of the alternative.

He remembered, then, something Paola had told him soon after they met, something he had never noticed, that Italian men were constantly touching, fondling, almost caressing their own genitals. He remembered laughing in disbelief and scorn when she told him, but the next day he had begun to pay attention, and, within a week, had realized just how right she was. Within another week, he had become fascinated by it, overwhelmed by the frequency with which men on the street brought that hand down to give an inquisitive pat, a reassuring touch, as if afraid their genitals had fallen off. Once, walking with him, Paola had stopped and asked him what he was thinking about, and the fact that she was the only person in the world he would not be embarrassed to tell just what it was he had been thinking about at that moment convinced him, although a thousand things had already done so, that this was the woman he wanted to marry, had to marry, would marry.

To love and want a woman had seemed absolutely natural to him then, as it continued to do so now. But the men in this file, for reasons he could read about and know, but which he could never hope to understand, had turned from women and sought the bodies of other men. They did so in return for money or drugs or, no doubt, sometimes in the name of love. And one of them—in what wild embrace of hatred had he met his violent end? And for what reason?

Paola slept peacefully beside him, a curved lump in which rested his heart’s delight. He placed the file on the table beside the bed, turned off the light, wrapped his arm around Paola’s shoulder and kissed her neck. Still salty. He was soon asleep.

When Brunetti arrived at the Mestre Questura the following morning, he found Sergeant Gallo at his desk, another blue folder in his hand. As Brunetti sat, the policeman passed the folder to him, and Brunetti saw for the first time the face of the murdered man. On top lay the artists reconstruction of what he might have looked like, and, below that, he saw the photos of the shattered reality from which the artist had made his sketch.

There was no way of estimating the number of blows the face had suffered. As Gallo had said the night before, the nose was gone, driven into the skull by one especially ferocious blow. One cheekbone was entirely crushed, leaving a shallow indentation on that side of the face. The photos of the back of the head showed a similar violence, but these would have been blows that killed rather than disfigured.

Brunetti closed the file and handed it back to Gallo. “Have you had copies of the sketch made?”

“Yes, sir, we’ve got a stack of them, but we didn’t get the sketch until about a half hour ago, so none of the men have been out on the street with it.”

“Fingerprints?”

“We took a perfect set and sent them down to Rome and to Interpol in Geneva, but you know what they’re like.” Brunetti did know. Rome could take weeks; Interpol was usually a bit faster.

Brunetti tapped on the cover of the folder with the tip of his finger. “There’s an awful lot of damage to the face, isn’t there?”

Gallo nodded but said nothing. In the past, he had dealt with Vice-Questore Patta, if only telephonically so he was wary of whoever might come his way from Venice.

“Almost as if the person who did it didn’t want the face to be recognizable,” Brunetti added.

Gallo shot him a quick glance from under thick eyebrows and nodded again.



“Do you have any friends in Rome who could speed things up for us?” Brunetti asked.

“I’ve already tried that, sir, but he’s on vacation. You?”

Brunetti shook his head in quick negation. “The person I knew there has been transferred to Brussels to work with Interpol,”

“Then we’ll have to wait, I suppose,” Gallo said, making it clear from his tone that he was not at all pleased with this.

“Where is he?”

“The dead man?”

“Yes.”

“In the morgue at Umberto Primo. Why?”

“I’d like to see him.”

If Gallo thought this a strange request, he gave no indication of it. “I’m sure your driver could take you over there.”

“It’s not very far, is it?”

“No, only a few minutes,” Gallo answered. “Might be a bit longer with the morning traffic.”

Brunetti wondered if these people ever walked anywhere, but then he remembered the blanket of tropical heat that lay like a shroud across the whole Veneto area. Perhaps it was wiser to travel in air-conditioned cars to and from air-conditioned buildings, but he doubted that it was a method with which he would ever feel comfortable. He said nothing about this, however, but went downstairs and had his driver—he seemed to rate his own driver and his own car—take him to the Hospital of Umberto Primo, the major of the many hospitals of Mestre.

At the morgue, he found the attendant at a low desk, with a copy of the Gazzettino spread out in front of him. Brunetti showed his warrant card and asked to see the murdered man who had been found in the field the day before.

The attendant, a short man with a substantial paunch and bowed legs, folded his paper closed and got to his feet. “Ah, him, I’ve got him over on the other side, sir. No one’s been to see him except that artist, and all he wanted to do was see the hair and eyes. Too much flash on the pictures, so he couldn’t get them right. He just took a look at him, peeled back the lid and had a look at the eyes. Didn’t like looking at him, I’d say, but, Jesus, he should have seen him before the autopsy, with all that makeup on him mixed in with the blood. It took forever to clean him up. Looked like a clown before we did, I’ll tell you. He had that eye stuff all over his face. Well, over what was left of his face. It’s funny how some of that stuff is so hard to wash off. Must take women the devil’s own time to clean themselves up, don’t you think?”

During all of this, he led Brunetti across the chilly room, stopping occasionally to address Brunetti directly. He finally stopped in front of one of the many metal doors that formed the walls of the room, bent down and turned a metal handle, then pulled out the low drawer in which the body lay. “Is he good enough for you here, sir, or would you like me to raise him up for you? Nothing to it. Just take a minute.”

“No, this is good enough,” Brunetti said, looking down. Unasked, the attendant pulled back the white sheet that covered the face, then looked up at Brunetti to see if he should continue. Brunetti nodded, and the attendant pulled the sheet from the body and folded it quickly into a neat rectangle.

Although Brunetti had seen the photos, nothing had prepared him for the wreckage before him. The pathologist had been interested only in exploration and cared nothing for restoration; if a family was ever found, they could pay someone to attend to that.

No attempt had been made to restore the man’s nose, and so Brunetti looked down at a concave surface with four shallow indentations, as if a retarded child had made a human face with clay but instead of a nose had simply punched a hole. Without the nose, recognizable humanity had fled.

He looked at the body, seeing if it could give him an idea of age or physical condition. Brunetti heard his own intake of breath when he realized that the body looked frighteningly like his own: the same general build, a slight thickening around the waist, and the scar from a childhood appendectomy. The only difference seemed to be a general hairlessness, and he leaned down closer to study the chest, brutally bisected by the long incision of the autopsy. Instead of the wiry, grizzled hair that grew on his own chest, he saw faint stubble. “Did the pathologist shave his chest before the autopsy?” Brunetti asked the attendant.

“No, sir. It’s not heart surgery he did on him, only an autopsy.”

“But his chest has been shaved.”

“His legs, too, if you look.”

Brunetti did. They were.

“Did the pathologist say anything about that?”

“Not while he was working, sir. Might be something in his report. You had enough?”

Brunetti nodded and stepped back from the corpse. The attendant flung the sheet out in front of him, waved it in the air as though it were a tablecloth, and floated it perfectly in place over the body. He slid the body back inside, closed the door, and quietly turned the handle.

As they started back toward the desk, the attendant said, “He didn’t deserve that, whoever he was. The word here is that he was on the street, one of those fellows who dress up as women. Poor devil, he couldn’t have had much luck at fooling anyone, because he sure didn’t have an idea about what to do with makeup, at least from what I saw when they brought him in.”

For a moment, Brunetti thought the man was being sarcastic, but then he heard the tone under the words and realized he was serious.

“You the one who’s going to try to find out who killed him, sir?”



“Yes.”

“Well, I hope you do. I suppose I can understand if you want to kill someone, but I can’t understand killing him like that.” He stopped and looked up inquisitively at Brunetti. “Can you, sir?”

“No, I can’t.”

“As I said, sir, I hope you get the man who did it. Whore or no whore, no one deserves to die like that.”
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“You saw him?” Gallo asked when Brunetti returned to the Questura.

“Yes.”

“Not at all pretty, is it?”

“You saw him, too?”

“I always try to see them,” Gallo said, voice uninflected. “It makes me more willing to work to get the person who killed them.”

“What do you think, Sergeant?” Brunetti asked, lowering himself into the chair at the side of the sergeants desk and laying the blue folder on the desk as if he meant it to serve as a physical sign of the murder.

Gallo thought for almost a full minute before he answered. “I think it could have been done in the midst of tremendous rage.” Brunetti nodded at this possibility. “Or, as you suggested earlier, Dottore, in an attempt to disguise his identity.” After a second, Gallo amended this, perhaps recalling what he had seen in the morgue, “Or to destroy it.”

“That’s pretty impossible in today’s world, wouldn’t you say, Sergeant?”

“Impossible?”

“Unless a person is entirely alien to a place or lives without any family or friends, their disappearance will be noticed in a few days—a few hours in most cases. Nobody manages to disappear anymore.”

“Then perhaps rage makes more sense,” Gallo said. “He could have said something to a client, done something that set him off. I don’t know much about the men in the file I gave you yesterday. I’m not a psychologist or anything like that, so I don’t know what drives them, but my guess is that the men who, ah, who pay them are far less stable than the men they pay. So rage?”

“What about carrying him out to a part of the city where whores are known to work?” Brunetti asked. “That suggests intelligence and planning rather than rage.”

Gallo responded quickly to the testing that was being given him by this new commissario. “Well, after he did it, he could have come to his senses. Maybe he killed him in his own place or a place where one of them was known, so he’d have to move the body. And if he’s the sort of man—the killer, I mean—if he’s the sort of man who uses these transvestites, then he’d know where the whores go. So maybe that would seem the logical place to leave him, so other people who use them would be suspected.”

“Yes,” Brunetti agreed slowly, and Gallo waited for the “but” that the commissario’s tone made inevitable. “But that’s to suggest that whores are the same as whores.”

“I beg your pardon, sir?”

“That male whores are the same as female whores, or that, at least, they work in the same place. From what I heard and saw yesterday, it looks like that area out by the slaughterhouse is a place the female whores use.” Gallo considered this, and Brunetti added, prodding, “But this is your city, so you’d know more about that than I would, coming in as something of a foreigner.”

Gallo gave a small grin at the compliment and nodded. “It’s usually the girls who work those fields out by the factories. But we’re getting more and more boys—a lot of them are Slavs and North Africans—so maybe they’ve been forced to move into new territory.”

“Have you heard any rumors about this?”

“I haven’t personally, sir. But I usually don’t have much to do with the whores, not unless they’re involved in violent crimes.”

“Does that happen very often?”

Gallo shook his head. “Usually, if it does happen, the women are afraid to tell us about it, afraid they’ll end up in jail, no matter who’s responsible for the violence. A lot of them are illegals, so they’re afraid of coming to us, afraid of being deported if they get in any sort of trouble. And there are a lot of men who like to beat them up. I guess they learn how to spot those, or the other girls pass the word and they try to avoid them.

“I’d guess that the men are better able to protect themselves. If you read that file, you saw how big some of them are. Pretty, even beautiful, some of them, but they’re still men. I’d imagine they’d have less of that sort of trouble. Or if they had it, they’d at least know how to defend themselves.”

“Have you got the autopsy report yet?” Brunetti asked.

Gallo picked up a few pieces of paper and handed them to him. “It came in while you were at the hospital.”

Brunetti began to read through it quickly, familiar with the jargon and technical terms. No puncture wounds on the body, so the deceased wasn’t an intravenous drug user. Height, weight, general physical condition; all those things that Brunetti had seen were listed here, but in exact, measured detail. Mention was made of the makeup the attendant had talked about, but no more than to say that there had been significant traces of lipstick and eyeliner. There was no evidence of recent sexual activity, either active or passive. Examination of the hands suggested a sedentary occupation; the nails were trimmed off blunt, and there was no callousing on the palms. Patterns of bruising on the body confirmed the supposition that he had been killed somewhere else and carried to the place where he was found, but the intense heat in which he had lain made it impossible to determine how much time had elapsed between his murder and his discovery; the most that could be said was that it could have been anywhere from twelve to twenty hours.

Brunetti looked up at Gallo and asked, “Have you read this?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And what do you think?”

“We still have to decide between rage and cunning, I suppose.”

“But first we have to find out who he is,” Brunetti said. “How many men have been detailed to this?”

“There’s Scarpa.”

“The man who was out in the sun yesterday?”

Gallo’s calm “Yes, sir” told Brunetti that he had heard about the incident, and the way he said it suggested that he didn’t like it. “He’s the only officer who’s been assigned. The death of a prostitute isn’t a high priority, especially during the summer when we’re short-staffed.”

“No one else?” Brunetti asked.

“I was assigned the case provisorily because I was here when the call came in, so I sent the Squadra Mobile to the scene. The vice-questore here in Mestre has suggested that it be handed over to Sergeant Buffo, since he’s the one who answered the original call.”

“I see,” Brunetti said, considering this. “Is there an alternative?”

“Do you mean is there an alternative to Sergeant Buffo?”

“Yes.”

“You could request that, as your original contact was with me, and we have discussed the case at great length ... “ Here Gallo paused, as if to make that length even greater, then continued, “It might save time if I were to continue to be assigned to the case.”



“Who is the vice-questore in charge of this?”

“Nasci.”

“Is she liable to ... I mean, will she think this a good idea?”

“I’m sure that if the request came from a commissario, she’d agree, sir. Especially as you’re coming out here to give us a hand.”

“Good. Get someone to write up a request, and I’ll sign it before lunch.” Gallo nodded, made a note on a piece of paper in front of him, then looked up at Brunetti and nodded. “And get your people working on the clothing and shoes he was wearing.” Gallo nodded and made another note.

Brunetti flipped open the blue file he had studied the night before and pointed to the list of names and addresses stapled to the inside cover. “I think the best thing we can do is to begin asking these men questions about the victim, if they know who he is or if they recognize him or know anyone who might have known him. The pathologist said he must be in his early forties. None of the men in the file is that old, few of them are even in their thirties, so if he’s a local, he’d stand out because of his age, and people would certainly know about him.”

“How do you want to do this, sir?”

“I think we should divide the list into three, and then you and I and Scarpa can start showing them the picture and asking them what they know.”

“They aren’t the sort of people who are willing to talk to the police, sir.”

“Then I suggest we take along a second picture, one of the photos of what he looked like when we found him out in the field. I think if we convince these men that the same thing could happen to them, they might be less reluctant to talk to us.”

“I’ll get Scarpa up here,” Gallo said and reached for the phone.
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They decided, even though it was still morning— probably more like the middle of the night to the men on the list—to talk to them now. Brunetti asked the other men, because they were familiar with Mestre, to arrange the addresses into some sort of geographic order so they wouldn’t have to traverse the city repeatedly as they went through the names.

When this was done, Brunetti took the list he was given and went downstairs to find his driver. He doubted the wisdom of arriving to question the men on this particular list in a blue and white police car with a uniformed policeman at the wheel, but he had only to step out into the mid-morning air of Mestre to decide that mere survival overrode any consideration of caution.

The heat wrapped itself around him, and the air seemed to nibble at his eyes. There was no breeze, not the slightest current; the day lay like a filthy blanket upon the city. Cars snaked past the Questura, their horns bleating in futile protest against changing lights or crossing pedestrians. Whirls of dirt and cigarette packages flying back and forth across the street marked their passing. Brunetti, seeing it, hearing it, and breathing it, felt as though someone had come from behind and wrapped tight arms around his chest. How did human beings live like this?



Brunetti fled into the cool cocoon of the police car and emerged from it a quarter of an hour later in front of an eight-story apartment building on the western edge of the city. He looked up and saw that lines of washing hung extended between it and the building on the opposite side of the street. A faint breeze blew here, so the parti-colored strata of sheets, towels, and underwear undulated above him and, for a moment, raised his spirits.

Inside, the portiere sat in his cagelike office, arranging papers and envelopes on a desk, sorting the mail that must just have been delivered for the inhabitants of the building. He was an old man with a thin beard and silver-framed reading glasses hovering on the end of his nose. He raised his eyes over the tops of the lenses and said good morning. The humidity intensified the sour smell of the room, and a fan on the floor, blowing across the old man’s legs, did no more than shove the smell around the room.

Brunetti said good morning and asked where he could find Giovanni Feltrinelli.

At the mention of the name, the portiere shoved his chair back and got to his feet. “I’ve warned him not to have any more of you come to this building. If he wants to do his job, then he can go do it in your cars or in the open fields with the other animals, but he’s not going to do his filthy work here or I’ll call the police.” As he said it, his right hand reached out for the telephone on the wall behind him, his fiery eyes running up and down Brunetti with a disgust he did nothing to disguise.

“I am the police,” Brunetti said softly and pulled his warrant card from his wallet, holding it out for the old man to see. He took it roughly from Brunetti, as if to suggest that he, too, knew where these things could be faked, and pushed his glasses up on his nose to read it.

“It looks real,” he finally admitted and handed it back to Brunetti. He took a dirty handkerchief from his pocket, removed his glasses, and began to rub at the lenses, first one and then the other, carefully, as though he had spent his life doing this. He put them back on, careful to hook them behind each ear, put the handkerchief back in his pocket, and asked Brunetti, in a different voice, “What’s he done now?”

“Nothing. We need to question him about someone else.”

“One of his faggot friends?” the old man asked, returning to his aggressive tone.

Brunetti ignored the question. “We’d like to speak to Signor Feltrinelli. Perhaps he can give us some information.”

“Signor Feltrinelli? Signor?” the old man asked, repeating Brunetti’s words but turning the formality into an insult. “You mean Nino the Pretty Boy, Nino the Cocksucker?”

Brunetti sighed tiredly. Why couldn’t people learn to be more discriminating in whom they chose to hate, a bit more selective? Perhaps even a bit more intelligent? Why not hate the Christian Democrats? Or the Socialists? Or why not hate people who hated homosexuals?

“Could you tell me Signor Feltrinelli’s apartment number?”

The old man retreated behind his desk and sat back down to his task of sorting the mail. “Fifth floor. The name’s on the door.”

Brunetti turned and left without saying anything further. When he was at the door, he thought he heard the old man mutter, “Signor,” but it could have been only an angry noise. On the other side of the marble-floored hallway, he pushed the button for the elevator and stood waiting for it. After a few minutes the elevator still had not come, but Brunetti refused to go back to ask the portiere if it was working. Instead, he moved over to the left, opened a door to the stairs, and climbed to the fifth floor. By the time he reached it, he had to loosen his tie and pull the cloth of his trousers away from his thighs, where it clung wetly. At the top, he pulled out his handkerchief and wiped his face.

As the old man had said, the name was on the door: “Giovanni Feltrinelli—Architetto.”



He glanced at his watch: 11:35. He rang the bell. In immediate response, he heard quick footsteps approach the door. It was opened by a young man who bore a faint resemblance to the police photo Brunetti had studied the night before: short blonde hair, a soft and feminine jaw, and large dark eyes.

“Si?” he said, looking up at Brunetti with a friendly smile of inquiry.

“Signor Giovanni Feltrinelli?” Brunetti asked, holding out his warrant card.

The young man barely glanced at the card, but he seemed to recognize it immediately, and that recognition wiped the smile from his face.

“Yes. What do you want?” His voice was as cool as his smile had become.

“I’d like to talk to you, Signor Feltrinelli. May I come in?”

“Why bother to ask?” Feltrinelli said tiredly and opened the door wider, stepping back to let Brunetti enter.

“Permesso,” Brunetti said and stepped inside. Perhaps the title on the door didn’t lie; the apartment had the symmetrical look of a living space that had been planned with skill and precision. The living room into which Brunetti walked was painted a flat white, the floor a light herringbone parquet. A few kilims, colors muted with age, lay on the floor, and two other woven pieces—Brunetti thought they might be Persian—hung on the walls. The sofa was long and low, set back against the far wall, and appeared to be covered in beige silk. In front of it stood a long, glass-topped table with a wide ceramic platter placed on one end. One wall was covered with a bookshelf, another with framed architectural renderings of buildings and photographs of completed buildings, all of them low, spacious, and surrounded by wide expanses of rough terrain. In the far corner stood a high drafting table, surface tilted to face the room and covered with outsized sheets of tissue paper. A cigarette burned in an ashtray which perched at a crazy angle on the slanted surface of the drafting table.



The symmetry of the room kept pulling the viewer’s eye back to its center, to that simple ceramic platter. Brunetti sensed strongly that this was being done, but he didn’t understand how it had been achieved.

“Signor Feltrinelli,” he began, “I’d like to ask you to help us, if you can, in an investigation.”

Feltrinelli said nothing.

“I’d like you to look at a picture of a man and tell us if you know him or recognize him.”

Feltrinelli walked over to the drafting table and picked up the cigarette. He drew hungrily at it, then crushed it out in the ashtray with a nervous gesture. “I don’t give names,” he said.

“Excuse me?” Brunetti asked, understanding him but not wanting to show that he did.

“I don’t give the names of my clients. You can show me all the pictures you want, but I won’t recognize any of them, and I don’t know any names.”

“I’m not asking you about your clients, Signor Feltrinelli,” Brunetti said. “And I’m not interested in who they are. We have reason to believe that you might know something about this man, and we’d like you to take a look at the sketch and tell us if you recognize him.”

Feltrinelli walked away from the table and went to stand beside a small window in the wall on the left, and Brunetti realized why the room had been constructed the way it had: the whole purpose was to draw attention away from that window and from the bleak brick wall that stood only two meters from it. “And if I don’t?” Feltrinelli asked.

“If you don’t what, recognize him?”

“No. If I don’t look at the picture?”

There was no air-conditioning and no fan in the room, and it reeked of cheap cigarettes, an odor Brunetti imagined he could feel sinking into his damp clothing, into his hair. “Signor Feltrinelli, I am asking you to do your duty as a citizen, to help the police in the investigation of a murder. We are seeking merely to identify this man. Until we do, there is no way we can begin that investigation.”

“Is he the one you found out in that field yesterday?”

“Yes.”

“And you think he might be one of us?” There was no need for Feltrinelli to explain who “us” were.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“It’s not necessary for you to know that.”

“But you think he’s a transvestite?”

“Yes.”

“And a whore?”

“Perhaps,” Brunetti answered.

Feltrinelli turned away from the window and came across the room toward Brunetti. He extended his hand. “Let me see the picture.”

Brunetti opened the folder in his hand and drew a xeroxed copy of the artist’s sketch from it. He noticed that the damp palm of his hand had been stained a bright blue by the dye of the paper cover of the folder. He handed the sketch to Feltrinelli, who looked at it carefully for a moment, then used his other hand to cover the hairline and study it again. He handed it back to Brunetti and shook his head. “No, I’ve never seen him before.”

Brunetti believed him. He put the photo back in the folder. “Can you think of anyone who might be able to help us find out who this man is?”

“I assume you’re checking through a list of those of us with arrest records,” Feltrinelli said, voice no longer so confrontational.

“Yes. We don’t have a way to get anyone else to look at the picture.”

“You mean the ones who haven’t been arrested yet, I suppose,” Feltrinelli said and then asked, “Do you have another one of those drawings?”

Brunetti pulled one from the folder and handed it to him and then handed him one of his cards. “You’ll have to call the Questura in Mestre, but you can ask for me. Or for Sergeant Gallo.”

“How was he killed?”

“It will be in this morning’s papers.”

“I don’t read the papers.”

“He was beaten to death.”

“In the field?”

“I’m not at liberty to tell you that, Signore.”

Feltrinelli went and placed the drawing face up on the drafting table and lit another cigarette.

“All right,” he said, turning back to Brunetti. “I’ve got the drawing. I’ll show it to some people. If I find out anything, I’ll let you know.”

“Are you an architect, Signor Feltrinelli?”

“Yes. I mean I have the laurea d’architettura. But I’m not working. I mean, I have no job.”

Nodding toward the tissue paper on the drawing board, Brunetti asked, “But are you working on a project?”

“Just to amuse myself, Commissario. I lost my job.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Signore.”

Feltrinelli put both hands in his pockets and looked up at Brunetti’s face. Keeping his voice absolutely neutral, he said, “I was working in Egypt, for the government, designing public housing projects. But then they decided that all foreigners had to have an AIDS test every year. I failed mine last year, so they fired me and sent me back.”

Brunetti said nothing to this, and Feltrinelli continued, “When I got back here, I tried to find a job, but, as you surely know, architects are as easily found as grapes at harvest time. And so,” he paused here, as if in search of a way to put it. “And so I decided to change my profession.”



“Are you referring to prostitution?” Brunetti asked.

“Yes, I am.”

“You’re not concerned about the hazard?”

“Hazard?” Feltrinelli asked, and came close to repeating the smile he had given Brunetti when he opened the door. Brunetti said nothing. “You mean AIDS?” Feltrinelli asked, unnecessarily.

“Yes.”

“There’s no hazard for me,” Feltrinelli said and turned away from Brunetti. He went back to the drafting table and picked up his cigarette. “You can let yourself out, Commissario,” he said, taking his place at the table and bending down over his drawing.
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Brunetti emerged into the sun, the street, the noise and turned into a bar that stood to the right of the apartment building. He asked for a glass of mineral water, then for a second one. When he had almost finished that, he poured the water at the bottom of the glass onto his handkerchief and wiped futilely at the blue dye on his hand.

Was it a criminal act for a prostitute with AIDS to have sex? Unprotected sex? It was so long since policemen had treated prostitution as a crime that Brunetti found it difficult to consider it as such. But surely, for anyone with AIDS knowingly to have unprotected sex, surely that was a crime, although it was entirely possible that the law lagged behind the truth in this, and that it was not illegal. Seeing the moral quicksand that distinction created, he ordered a third glass of mineral water and looked at the next name on the list.

Francesco Crespo lived only four blocks from Feltrinelli, but it might as well have been a world away. The building was sleek, a tall, glass-fronted rectangle which must have seemed, when it was built ten years ago, right on the cutting edge of urban design. But Italy is a country where new ideas in design are never prized for much longer than it takes to put them into effect, by which time the ever-forward-looking have abandoned them and gone off in pursuit of gaudy new banners, like those damned souls in the vestibule of Dante’s Inferno, who circle ‘round for all eternity, seeking a banner they can neither identify nor name.

The decade that had elapsed since the construction of this building had carried fashion away with it, and now the building looked like nothing so much as an upended box of spaghettini. The glass in the windows gleamed, and a small patch of land between it and the street was manicured with precision, but none of that could save it from looking entirely out of place among the other lower, more modest buildings amidst which it had been erected with such futile confidence.

He had the apartment number and was quickly carried to the seventh floor by the air-conditioned elevator. When the door opened, Brunetti stepped out into a marble corridor, also air-conditioned. He walked to the right and rang the bell of apartment D.

He heard a sound inside, but no one came to the door. He rang again. The sound wasn’t repeated, but still no one came to the door. He rang the bell a third time, keeping his finger pressed to it. Even through the door he could hear the shrill whine of the bell and then a voice calling, “Basta. Vengo.”

He took his finger off the bell, and a moment later the door was yanked open by a tall, heavyset man in linen slacks and what looked like a cashmere turtleneck. Brunetti glanced at the man for an instant, saw two dark eyes, angry eyes, and a nose that had been broken a number of times, but then his eyes fell again to the high neck of the sweater and found themselves imprisoned there. The middle of August, people collapsing on the street from the heat, and this man wore a cashmere turtleneck. He pulled his eyes back to the man’s face and asked, “Signor Crespo?”

“Who wants him?” the man asked, making no attempt to disguise both anger and menace.

“Commissario Guido Brunetti,” he answered, again showing his warrant card. This man, like Feltrinelli, needed only the slightest of glances to recognize it. He suddenly stepped a bit closer to Brunetti, perhaps hoping to force him back into the corridor with the offensive presence of his body. But Brunetti didn’t move, and the other man stepped back. “He’s not here.”

From another room both of them heard the sound of something heavy falling to the floor.

This time it was Brunetti who took a step forward, backing the other man away from the door. Brunetti continued into the room and walked over to a thronelike leather chair beside a table on which stood an immense spray of gladioli in a crystal vase. He sat in the chair, crossed his legs, and said, “Then perhaps I’ll wait for Signor Crespo.” He smiled. “If you have no objection, Signor . . . ?”

The other man slammed the front door, wheeled toward the door that stood on the other side of the room, and said, “I’ll get him.”

He opened that door and disappeared into the room beyond, closing the door behind him. His voice, deep and angry, resounded through it. Brunetti heard another voice, a tenor to the bass. But then he heard what seemed to be a third voice, another tenor, but a full tone higher than the last. Whatever conversation went on behind the door took a number of minutes, during which Brunetti looked around the room. It was all new, it was all visibly expensive, and Brunetti would have wanted none of it, neither the pearl gray leather sofa nor the sleek mahogany table that stood beside it.

The door to the other room opened, and the heavyset man came out, followed closely by another man a decade younger and at least three sizes smaller than he.

“That’s him,” the one in the sweater said, pointing to Brunetti.

The younger man wore loose, pale blue slacks and an open-necked white silk shirt. He walked across the room toward Brunetti, who stood and asked, “Signor Francesco Crespo?”

He came and stood in front of Brunetti, but then instinct or professional training seemed to exert itself in the presence of a man of Brunetti’s age and general appearance. He took a small step closer, raised a hand in a delicate, splay-fingered gesture, and placed it at the base of his throat. “Yes, what would you like?” It was the higher tenor voice Brunetti had heard through the door, but Crespo tried to make it deeper, as if that would make it more interesting or seductive.

Crespo was a bit shorter than Brunetti and must have weighed ten kilos less. Either through coincidence or design, his eyes were the same pale gray as the sofa; they stood out darkly in the deep tan of his face. Had his features appeared on the face of a woman, they would have been judged no more than conventionally pretty; the sharp angularity conveyed by his masculinity made them beautiful.

This time it was Brunetti who took a small step back from the other man. He heard the one in the sweater snort at this, and Brunetti turned to pick up the folder he had placed on the table beside him.

“Signor Crespo, I’d like you to look at a picture of someone and tell me if you recognize him.”

“I’d be glad to look at anything you chose to show me,” Crespo said, putting a heavy emphasis on the “you” and moving his hand inside the collar of his shirt to caress his neck.

Brunetti opened the folder and handed Crespo the artist’s drawing of the dead man. Crespo glanced down at it for less than a second, looked up at Brunetti, smiled, and said, “I haven’t an idea of who he could be.” He held the picture out to Brunetti, who refused to take it.

“I’d like you to take a better look at the picture, Signor Crespo.”

“He told you he didn’t know him,” the other one said from across the room.

Brunetti ignored him. “The man was beaten to death, and we need to find out who he was, so I’d appreciate it if you’d take another look at him, Signor Crespo.”



Crespo closed his eyes for a moment and moved his hand to brush a wayward curl behind his left ear. “If you insist,” he said, looking down at the picture again. He bowed his head down over the drawing and, this time, looked at the face pictured there. Brunetti couldn’t see his eyes, but he did watch his hand suddenly move away from his ear and move toward his neck again, this time with no attempt at flirtatiousness.

A second later, he looked up at Brunetti, smiled sweetly, and said, “I’ve never seen him before, Officer.”

“Are you satisfied?” the other one asked and took a step toward the door.

Brunetti took the drawing that Crespo held out to him and slipped it back into the folder. “That’s only an artist’s guess of what he looked like, Signor Crespo. I’d like you to look at a photograph of him, if you don’t mind.” Brunetti smiled his most seductive smile, and Crespo’s hand flew, with a swallowlike flutter, back to the soft hollow between his collarbones. “Of course, Officer. Anything you suggest. Anything.”

Brunetti smiled and reached to the bottom of the thin pile of photos in the folder. He took one out and studied it for an instant. One would serve as well as the next. He looked at Crespo, who had again closed the distance between them. “There is a possibility that he was killed by a man who was paying for his services. That means men like him might be at risk from the same person.” He offered the photo to Crespo.

He took the photo, managing to touch Brunetti’s fingers with his own as he did so. He held it in the air between them, gave Brunetti a long smile, and then bowed his smiling face over the photo. His hand left his neck and slid up to cover his gasping mouth. “No, no,” he said, eyes still on the photo. “No, no,” he repeated and looked up at Brunetti with eyes gone wide with horror. He thrust the picture away from him, jammed it into Brunetti’s chest, and backed away from him as though Brunetti had carried pollution into the room with him. The photo fell to the floor. “They can’t do that to me. That won’t happen to me,” he said, backing away from Brunetti. His voice rose with every word, teetered on the edge of hysteria, and then fell over into it. “No, that won’t happen to me. Nothing will ever happen to me.” His voice rose to a high-pitched challenge to the world he lived in. “Not to me, not to me,” he shouted, backing farther and farther away from Brunetti. He bumped into a table in the middle of the room, panicked at finding himself blocked in his attempt to get away from the photo and the man who had shown it to him, and lashed out at it with his arm. A vase identical to the one near Brunetti crashed to the floor.

The door to the other room opened, and another man came quickly into the room. “What’s wrong?” he asked. “What’s going on?”

He looked toward Brunetti, and they recognized one another instantly. Giancarlo Santomauro was not only one of the best-known lawyers in Venice, often serving as legal counsel to the Patriarch at no cost, but was also the president and moving light of the “Lega delta Moralità,” a society of lay Christians dedicated to the “preservation and perpetuation of faith, home, and virtue.”

Brunetti did no more than nod. If by any chance these men didn’t know the identity of Crespo’s client, it was better for the lawyer that it remain that way.

“What are you doing here?” Santomauro demanded angrily. He turned to the older of the two men, now standing above Crespo, who had ended on a sofa, both hands over his face, sobbing. “Can’t you shut him up?” Santomauro shouted. Brunetti watched as the older man bent over Crespo. He said something to him, then put both hands on his shoulders and shook him until his head wove back and forth. Crespo stopped crying, but his hands remained over his face.

“What are you doing in this apartment, Commissario? I’m Signor Crespo’s legal representative, and I refuse to permit the police to continue to brutalize him.”



Brunetti didn’t answer but continued to study the pair at the sofa. The older man moved to sit beside Crespo and put a protective arm around his shoulders, and Crespo gradually grew quiet.

“I asked you a question, Commissario,” Santomauro said.

“I came to ask Signor Crespo if he could help us identify the victim of a crime. I showed him a photo of the man. You see his response. Rather strong way to respond to the death of a man he said he didn’t recognize, wouldn’t you say?”

The man in the turtleneck looked at Brunetti when he said this, but it was Santomauro who spoke. “If Signor Crespo has said he didn’t recognize him, then you have your answer and can leave.”

“Of course,” Brunetti said, tucking the folder under his right arm and taking a step toward the door. Glancing back at Santomauro, voice easy and conversational, Brunetti said, “You forgot to tie your shoes, Avvocato.”

Santomauro looked down and saw immediately that they were both tied neatly. He gave Brunetti a look that would have etched glass but said nothing.

Brunetti stopped in front of the sofa and looked down at Crespo. “My name is Brunetti,” he said. “If you remember anything, you can call me at the Questura in Venice.”

Santomauro started to speak but stopped himself. Brunetti let himself out of the apartment.




9

The rest of the day was no more productive, neither for Brunetti nor for the two other policemen working their way down the list. When they met back at the Questura late in the afternoon, Gallo reported that three of the men on his part of the list said they had no idea who the man was; they were probably telling the truth. Two others weren’t home, and another said he thought the man looked familiar but couldn’t remember why or how. Scarpa’s experience had been much the same; all of the men he spoke to were sure they had never seen the dead man.

They agreed that they would try the same approach the next day, trying to finish up the names on the list. Brunetti asked Gallo to prepare a second list of the female whores who worked both out by the factories and on Via Cappuccina. Although he didn’t have much hope that these women would help, there was always the possibility that they had paid attention to the competition and would recognize the man.

As Brunetti climbed the steps to his apartment, he fantasized about what would happen when he opened the door. Magically, elves would have come in during the day and air-conditioned the entire place; others would have installed one of those showers he had seen only in brochures from spas and on American soap operas: twenty different shower heads would direct needle-thin streams of scented water at his body, and when he finished with the shower, he would wrap himself in a thick towel of imperial size. And then there would be a bar, perhaps the sort set at the end of a swimming pool, and a white-jacketed barman would offer him a long, cool drink with a hibiscus floating on its surface. His immediate physical needs attended to, he passed to science fiction and conjured up two children both dutiful and obedient and a devoted wife who would tell him, the instant he opened the door, that the case had been solved and they were all free to leave for vacation the following morning.

Reality, as is ever its wont, was discovered to be somewhat different. His family had retreated to the terrace, which was filled with the first cool of early evening. Chiara looked up from her book, said “Ciao, Papà,” tilted her chin to receive his kiss, and then dived back into the pages. Raffi looked up from that month’s issue of Gente Uomo, repeated Chiara’s greeting, and then himself dived back to a consideration of the compelling need for linen. Paola, seeing his state, got to her feet, put her arms around him, and kissed him on the lips.

“Guido, go take a shower, and I’ll get you something to drink.” A bell somewhere to the left of them pealed out, Raffi flipped a page, and Brunetti reached up to loosen his tie.

“Put a hibiscus in it,” he said and turned to go take his shower.

Twenty minutes later, he sat, dressed in loose cotton pants and a linen shirt, with his bare feet up on the railing of the terrace, and told Paola about the day. The children had disappeared, no doubt off in pursuit of some dutiful and obedient activity.

“Santomauro?” she asked. “Giancarlo Santomauro?”

“The very one.”

“How delicious,” she said, voice rich with real delight. “I wish I’d never had to promise you I wouldn’t talk about what you tell me; this one is wonderful.” And she repeated Santomauro’s name.



“You don’t tell people, do you, Paola?” he asked, although he knew he shouldn’t.

She started to shoot back an angry answer, but then she leaned over and put her hand on his knee. “No, Guido. I’ve never repeated anything. And never will.”

“I’m sorry I asked,” he said, looking down and sipping at his Campari soda.

“Do you know his wife?” she asked, veering away to a different topic.

“I think I was introduced to her once, at a concert somewhere a couple of years ago. But I don’t think I’d remember her if I saw her again. What’s she like?”

Paola sipped at her drink, then placed the glass on the top of the railing, something she was repeatedly forbidding the children to do. “Well,” she began, considering how most acidly to answer the question. “If I were Signor, no, Avvocato Santomauro, and I were given the choice between my tall, thin, impeccably well-dressed wife, she of the Margaret Thatcher coiffeur, to make no mention of disposition, and a young boy, regardless of his height, hair, or disposition, there is no doubt that my arms would reach out and embrace that boy.”

“How do you know her?” Brunetti asked, as ever ignoring the rhetoric and attending to the substance.

“She’s a client of Biba’s,” she said, naming a friend of hers who was a jeweler. “I’ve met her a few times in the shop, and then I met them at my parents’ place at one of those dinners you didn’t go to.” Figuring that this was a way of getting back at him for having asked if she told people what he said to her, Brunetti let it pass.

“What are they like together?”

“She does all the talking, and he just stands around and glowers, as if there were nothing and no one within a radius of ten kilometers who could ever possibly measure up to his high standards. I always thought they were a pair of sanctimonious, self-important bigots. All I had to do was listen to her talk for five minutes, and I knew it; she’s like a minor character in a Dickens novel, one of the pious, malevolent ones. Because she did all the talking, I was never sure about him, had to go on instinct, but I’m very pleased to learn that I was right.”

“Paola,” he cautioned, “I have no reason to believe he was there for any other reason than to give Crespo legal advice.”

“And he had to take his shoes off to do that?” she asked with a snort of disbelief. “Guido, please come back to this century, all right? Avvocato Santomauro was there for one reason only, and it had nothing to do with his profession, not unless he has worked out a very interesting payment plan for Signor Crespo.”

Paola, he had learned over the course of more than two decades, had the tendency to Go Too Far. He was uncertain, even after all this time, whether this was a vice or a virtue, but there was no doubt that it was an irremovable part of her character. She even got a certain wild look in her eye when she was planning to Go Too Far, which look he saw now. He had no idea what form it would take, but he knew it was coming.

“Do you think he’s arranged the same payment plan for the Patriarch?”

In those same decades, he had also learned that the only way to deal with her tendency was to ignore her completely. “As I was saying,” Brunetti continued, “the fact that he was in the apartment proves nothing.”

“I hope you’re right, or I’d have to worry every time I saw him coming out of the Patriarchal Palace or the Basilica, wouldn’t I?”

He did no more than glance in her direction.

“All right, Guido, he was there on business, legal business.” She allowed a few moments to pass and then added, in a completely different tone of voice so as to alert him to the fact that she was now going to behave and would treat this seriously, “But you said that Crespo recognized the man in the picture.”

“I think he did, the first time, but by the time he looked up at me he’d had a second to recover, so his expression was perfectly natural.”

“Then the man in the picture could be anyone, couldn’t he? Another whore, even a client? Have you thought about that, Guido, that he might be a client who likes to dress up as a woman when he, well, when he goes to see these other men?”

In the sexual supermarket that was modern society, Brunetti knew that the man’s age made him far more likely to be a shopper than a seller. “That means we’d be looking for a man who used male prostitutes rather than a man who was one,” he said.

Paola took her drink, swirled it around a few times, and finished it. “Well, that would surely be a longer list. And, considering what you’ve just told me about I’Avvocato del Patriarcato, a far more interesting one.”

“Is this another one of your conspiracy theories, Paola, that the city is filled with seemingly happily married men who can’t wait to sneak off into the bushes with one of these transvestites?”

“For god’s sake, Guido, what do you men talk about when you’re together? Soccer? Politics? Don’t you ever hunker down and gossip?”

“About what? The boys on Via Cappuccina?” He put his glass down with unnecessary force and scratched at his ankle, where one of the night’s first mosquitos had just bitten him.

“I guess it’s because you don’t have gay friends,” she said equably.

“We have lots of gay friends,” he said, conscious of the fact that it was only in an argument with Paola that he could be forced to make that statement as a claim to honor.

“Of course we have them, but you don’t talk to them, Guido, really talk to them.”

“What am I supposed to do, swap recipes or divulge my beauty secrets?”

She started to speak, stopped, gave him a long look, and then said, voice absolutely level, “I’m not sure if that remark is more offensive than stupid.”

He scratched at his ankle, thought about what they had both just said. “I suppose it was more stupid, but it was pretty offensive, too.” She gave him a suspicious glance. “I’m sorry,” he added. She smiled.

“All right, tell me what I ought to know about this,” he asked, scratching again at his ankle.

“What I was trying to tell you was that some of the gays I know say that a lot of the men here are perfectly willing to have sex with them—family men, married men, doctors, lawyers, priests. I imagine there’s a great deal of exaggeration in what they tell me, and not a little vanity, but I also imagine there’s a great deal of truth as well.” He thought she was finished, but she added, “As a policeman, you’ve probably heard something about this, but I’d suspect that most men wouldn’t want to hear it. Or, if they hear it, wouldn’t want to believe it.” She seemed not to be including him in this list, but, of course, there was no way of being sure about that.

“Who is your chief source of information in all of this?” he asked.

“Ettore and Basilio,” she said, naming two of her colleagues at the university. “And some of Raffi’s friends have said the same thing.”

“What?”

“Two of Raffi’s friends at the liceo. Don’t look so surprised, Guido. They’re both seventeen.”

“They’re both seventeen and what?”

“And gay, Guido. Gay.”

“Are they close friends?” he asked before he could prevent himself.

Suddenly, Paola got to her feet. “I’m going to put the water on for the pasta. I think I might want to wait until after dinner to continue this discussion. That might give you some time to think about some of the things you’ve said and some of the assumptions you seem to be making.” She picked up her glass, took his from his hand, and went back into the house, leaving him to think about his assumptions.

Dinner was far more peaceful than he had thought it would be, given the abruptness with which Paola had departed to prepare it. She had made a sauce with fresh tuna fish, tomatoes, and peppers, something he was sure she had never made before, and had used the thick Martelli spaghetti he liked so much. After that there was salad, a piece of pecorino that Raffi’s girlfriend’s parents had brought back from Sardinia, and then fresh peaches. Responding to his fantasy, the children offered to do the dishes, no doubt in preparation for their planned depredations upon his wallet before their departure for the vacation in the mountains.

He retreated to the terrace, a small glass of chilled vodka in his hand, and resumed his seat. In the air above and all around him, bats swirled, cutting the sky with their jagged flight. Brunetti liked bats; they gobbled up mosquitoes. After a few minutes Paola joined him. He offered her the glass and she took a small sip. “Is that the bottle in the freezer?” she asked.

He nodded.

“Where’d you get it?”

“I suppose you could call it a bribe.”

“From whom?”

“Donzelli. He asked me if I could arrange the vacation schedule so that he could go to Russia—ex-Russia—for a vacation. He brought me a bottle when he came back.”

“It’s still Russia.”

“Hmm?”

“It’s the ex-Soviet Union, but it’s still plain old Russia.”

“Oh. Thank you.”

She nodded in acknowledgment.

“Do you think they eat anything else?” he asked.



“Who?” Paola asked, for once at a loss.

“The bats.”

“I don’t know. Ask Chiara. She generally knows things like that.”

“I’ve been thinking about what I said before dinner,” he said, sipping again at his glass.

He expected a sharp retort from her, but all she said was, “Yes?”

“I think you might be right.”

“About what?”

“That he might be a client and not one of the whores. I saw his body. I don’t think its a body that a man would want to pay to use.”

“What sort of body was it?”

He took another sip. “This is going to sound strange, but when I saw him I thought how much he looked like me. We’re about the same height, same general build, probably the same age. It was very strange, Paola, to see him lying there, dead.”

“Yes, it must have been,” she said, but she didn’t say any more than that.

“Are those boys good friends of Raffi’s?”

“One of them is. He helps him with his Italian homework.”

“Good.”

“Good what, that he helps him with his homework?”

“No, good that he’s Raffi’s friend, or that Raffi’s his.”

She laughed out loud and shook her head. “I will never figure you out, Guido. Never.” She placed a hand on the back of his neck, leaned forward, and took the drink from his hand. She took another sip and then handed it back to him. “You think when you’re finished with this, you could think about letting me pay to use your body?”
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The next two days were much the same, only hotter. Four of the men on Brunetti’s list were still not at the addresses listed for them, nor did the neighbors of either have any idea of where they might be or when they might return. Two on the list knew nothing. Gallo and Scarpa had as little luck, although one of the men on Scarpa’s list did say that the man in the drawing looked faintly familiar, only he wasn’t sure of why or where he might have seen him.

The three men had lunch together in a trattoria near the Questura and discussed what they did and didn’t know.

“Well, he didn’t know how to shave his legs,” Gallo said when they seemed to have run out of things to list. Brunetti didn’t know if the sergeant was attempting humor or grasping at straws.

“Why do you say that?” Brunetti asked, finishing his wine and looking around for the waiter so he could ask for the bill.

“His corpse. There were lots of little nicks on his legs, as if he wasn’t too accustomed to shaving them.”

“Would any of us be?” Brunetti asked, and then clarified the pronoun. “Men, I mean.”

Scarpa smiled into his glass. “I’d probably cut my kneecap off. I don’t know how they do it,” he said, and shook his head at yet another of the wonders of women.



The waiter came up then with the bill and interrupted them. Sergeant Gallo took it before Brunetti could, pulled out his wallet, and laid some bills on top of the check. Before Brunetti could object, he explained, “We’ve been told you’re a guest of the city.” Brunetti wondered how Patta would feel about such a thing, aside from believing that he didn’t deserve it.

“We’ve exhausted the names on the list,” Brunetti said. “I think that means we’ve got to talk to the ones who aren’t on the list.”

“Do you want me to bring some of them in, sir?” Gallo asked.

Brunetti shook his head; that was hardly the best way to encourage them to cooperate. “No, I think the best thing is to go and talk to them.”

Scarpa interrupted here. “But we haven’t got names and addresses for most of them.”

“Then I suppose I’ll have to go visit them where they work,” Brunetti explained.

Via Cappuccina is a broad, tree-lined street that runs from a few blocks to the right of the Mestre train station into the commercial heart of the city. It is lined with shops and small stores, offices and some blocks of apartment buildings; by day, it is a normal street in an entirely normal small Italian city. Children play under the trees and in the small parks that are to be found along its length. Their mothers are generally with them, to warn them about the cars and the traffic, but they are also there to warn them about and keep them safe from some of the other people who gravitate toward Via Cappuccina. The shops close at twelve-thirty, and Via Cappuccina rests for a few hours in the early afternoon. Traffic decreases, the children go home for lunch and a nap; businesses close, and the adults go home to eat and rest. There are fewer children playing in the afternoon, although the traffic returns, and Via Cappuccina fills up with life and motion as shops and offices reopen.



Between seven-thirty and eight o’clock in the evening, the shops, offices, and stores close down; the merchants and owners pull down metal shutters, lock them securely, and go home for their evening meal, leaving Via Cappuccina to those who work along it after they leave.

During the evening, there is still traffic on Via Cappuccina, but no one seems any longer to be in much of a hurry. Cars move along slowly, but parking is no longer a problem, for it is not parking spaces that the drivers are seeking. Italy has become a wealthy nation, so most of the cars are air-conditioned. Because of this, the traffic is even slower, for the windows must now be lowered before a price can be called out or heard and thus things take more time.

Some of the cars are new and slick: BMWs, Mercedes, the occasional Ferrari, although these last are oddities on Via Cappuccina. Most of the cars are sedate, well-fed sedans, cars for families, the car that takes the children to school in the morning, the car that takes the family to church on Sunday and then out to the grandparents’ house for dinner. They are generally driven by men who feel more comfortable wearing a suit and tie than anything else, men who have done well as a result of the economic boom that has been so generous to Italy during the last decades.

With increasing frequency, doctors who deliver babies in the private wards and clinics of Italy, those used by people wealthy enough to avail themselves of private medical care, have had to tell new mothers that both they and their babies are infected with the AIDS virus. Most of these women respond with stupefaction, for these are women who have been faithful to their marriage vows. The answer, they believe, must lie in some hideous error in the medical treatment they have received. But perhaps the answer is more easily to be found on Via Cappuccina and the dealings that take place between the drivers of those sober cars and the men and women who crowd the sidewalks.



Brunetti turned into Via Cappuccina at eleven-thirty that night, walking down from the train station where he had arrived a few minutes before. He had gone home for dinner, slept for an hour, then dressed himself in what he thought would make him look like something other than a policeman. Scarpa had had smaller copies made of both the drawing and the photographs of the dead man, and Brunetti carried some of these in the inner pocket of his blue linen jacket.

From in back of him and off to his right, he could hear the faint hum of traffic as cars continued to stream past on the tangenziale of the autostrada. Although he knew it was unlikely, Brunetti felt as though their fumes were all being blown down here, so dense and tight was the breezeless air. He crossed a street, another, and then another, and then he began to notice the traffic. There were the cars, gliding along slowly, windows raised, heads turned to the curb as the drivers inspected the other traffic.

Brunetti saw that he was not the only pedestrian here, but he was one of very few wearing a shirt and tie, and he seemed to be the only one not standing still.

“Ciao, bello.”

“Cosa vuoi, a more?”

“Ti faccio tutto che, vuoi, caro.”

The offers came at him from almost every form he passed, offers of delight, joy, bliss. The voices suggested undreamed of pleasures, promised him the realization of every fantasy. He paused under a streetlight and was immediately approached by a tall blonde in a white miniskirt and very little else.

“Fifty thousand,” she said. She smiled, as if that would serve as greater inducement. The smile showed her teeth.

“I want a man,” Brunetti said.

She turned away without a word and walked toward the curb. She leaned toward a passing Audi and called out the same price. The car kept moving. Brunetti stayed where he was, and she turned back toward him. “Forty,” she said.



“I want a man.”

“They cost a lot more, and there’s nothing they can do for you that I can’t, bello.” She showed him her teeth again.

“I want them to look at a picture,” Brunetti said.

“Gesù Bambino” she muttered under her breath, “not one of those.” Then, louder, “It’ll cost you extra. With them. I do everything for one price.”

“I want them to look at the picture of a man and tell me if they recognize him.”

“Police?” she asked.

He nodded.

“I should have known,” she said. “They’re up the street, the boys, on the other side of Piazzale Leonardo da Vinci.”

“Thank you,” Brunetti said and continued walking up the street. At the next curb, he looked back and saw the blonde climbing into the passenger seat of a dark blue Volvo.

Another few minutes brought him to the open piazzale. He crossed it, having no trouble making his way between the crawling cars, and saw a cluster of forms leaning against a low wall on the other side.

As he drew near, he heard more voices, tenor voices, call out the same offers and promise the same pleasures. So much bliss to be had here.

He approached the group and saw much that he had seen while walking from the station: mouths made larger by red lip-stick and all turned up in smiles meant to be inviting; clouds of bleached hair; legs, thighs, and bosoms which looked every bit as real as those he had seen before.

Two of them came and fluttered around him, moths to the flame of his power to pay.

“Anything you want, sweetie. No rubbers. Just the real thing.”

“My car’s around the corner, caro. You name it, I’ll do it.

“ From the pack leaning against the low wall that ran along one side of the piazzale, a voice called out to the second one, “Ask him if he’d like you both, Paolina.” Then, to Brunetti directly, “They’re fabulous if you take them together, amore; make you a sandwich you’ll never forget.” That was enough to set the others off into peals of laughter, laughter that was deep and had nothing of the feminine in it.

Brunetti spoke to the one called Paolina. “I’d like you to look at a picture of a man and tell me if you recognize him.”

Paolina turned back to the group and shouted, “It’s a cop, little girls. And he wants me to look at some pictures.”

A chorus of shouts came back: “Tell him the real thing’s better than dirty pictures, Paolina.” “Cops don’t even know the difference.” “A cop? Make him pay double.”

Brunetti waited until they had run out of things to say and asked, “Will you look at the picture?”

“What’s in it for me if I do?” Paolina asked, and his companion laughed to see his friend being so tough with a policeman.

“It’s a picture of the man we found out in the field on Monday.” Before Paolina could pretend ignorance, Brunetti added, “I’m sure you all know about him and what happened to him. We’d like to identify him so we can find the person who killed him. I think you men can understand why that’s important.”

He noticed that Paolina and his friend were dressed almost identically each in tight tube tops and short skirts that showed sleek, muscular legs. Both wore high-heeled shoes with needle toes; neither could ever hope to outrun an assailant.

Paolina’s friend, whose daffodil yellow wig cascaded to his shoulders, said, “All right, let’s see it,” and held out his hand. Although the man’s feet were disguised in those shoes, nothing could disguise the breadth and thickness of his hand.

Brunetti pulled the drawing from his pocket and handed it to him. “Thank you, Signore,” Brunetti said. The man gave him an uncomprehending look, as though Brunetti had begun to speak in tongues. The two men bent over the drawing, talking together in what Brunetti thought might be Sardinian dialect.



The blonde held the drawing out toward Brunetti. “No, I don’t recognize him. This the only picture you’ve got of him?”

“Yes,” Brunetti answered, then asked, “Would you mind asking your friends if they recognize him?” He nodded toward the group that still hung back against the wall, tossing occasional remarks at passing cars but keeping their eyes on Brunetti and the two men.

“Sure. Why not?” Paolina’s friend said and turned back toward the group. Paolina followed him, perhaps nervous at the risk of spending time alone in the company of a policeman.

They went back toward the group, which peeled itself away from the wall to walk toward them. The one with the drawing stumbled and kept himself from falling only by clutching Paolina’s shoulder. He swore viciously The group of bright-colored men crowded around them, and Brunetti watched as they handed the drawing around. One of them, a tall, gangly boy in a red wig, let the picture go, then suddenly grabbed it back and looked at it again. He pulled another man toward him, pointed down toward the picture, and said something to him. The second one shook his head, and the redhead jabbed at the picture again. The other one still did not agree, and the redhead dismissed him with an angry flip of his hand. The picture passed around to a few more of them, and then Paolina’s friend came back toward Brunetti with the red-head walking at his side.

“Buona sera,” Brunetti said as the redhead came up. He held out his hand and said, “Guide Brunetti.”

The two men stood as if rooted to the spot by their high heels. Paolina’s friend glanced down at his skirt and wiped his hand nervously across its front. The redhead put his hand to his mouth for a moment and then extended it to Brunetti. “Roberto Canale,” he said, “Pleased to meet you.” His grip was firm, his hand warm.

Brunetti held out his hand to the other, who glanced nervously back to the group and, hearing nothing, took Brunetti’s hand and shook it. “Paolo Mazza.”



Brunetti turned back to the redhead. “Do you recognize the man in the photo, Signor Canale?” Brunetti asked.

The redhead looked off to the side until Mazza said, “He’s talking to you, Roberta, don’t you even remember your name?”

“Of course I remember my name,” the redhead said, turning angrily to Mazza. Then, to Brunetti, “Yes, I recognize the man, but I can’t tell you who he is. I can’t even tell you why I recognize him. He just looks like someone I know.”

Realizing how inadequate this must sound, Canale explained, “You know how it is when you see the man from the cheese store on the street and he’s not wearing his apron; you know him but you don’t know how you know him and you can’t remember who he is. You know that you know him, but he’s out of place, so you can’t remember who he is. That’s how it is with the man in the drawing. I know I know him, or I’ve seen him, the same way you see the man in the cheese store, but I can’t remember where he’s supposed to be.”

“Is he supposed to be here?” Brunetti asked. When Canale gave him an empty look, he explained, “Here on Via Cappuccina? Is this where you’d expect to see him?”

“No, no. Not at all. That’s what’s so strange about it. Wherever it was I saw him, it didn’t have anything to do with all of this.” He waved his hands in the air as if seeking the answer there. “It’s like I saw one of my teachers here. Or the doctor. He’s, not supposed to be here. It’s just a feeling, but it’s very strong.” Then, seeking confirmation, he asked Brunetti, “Do you understand what I mean?”

“Yes, I do. Perfectly. I once had a man stop me on the street in Rome and say hello to me. I knew I knew him, but I didn’t know why.” Brunetti smiled, risking it. “I’d arrested him two years before. But in Naples.”

Luckily, both men laughed. Canale said, “May I keep the picture? Maybe it will come back to me if I can, you know, look at it every once in a while. Maybe that will surprise me into remembering.”

“Certainly. I appreciate your help,” Brunetti said.

It was Mazza’s turn to risk. “Was he very bad? When you found him?” He brought his hands together in front of him, one clutching at the other.

Brunetti nodded.

“Isn’t it enough if they want to fuck us?” Canale broke in. “Why do they want to kill us, too?”

Although the question was addressed to powers well beyond those for whom Brunetti worked, he still answered it. “I have no idea.”
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The next day, Friday, Brunetti thought he had better make an appearance at the Venice Questura to see what paperwork and mail had accumulated for him. Furthermore, he admitted to Paola over coffee that morning, he wanted to see if there was anything new on “Il Caso Patta.”

“Nothing in Gente or Oggi,” she contributed, naming the two most famous gossip magazines, then added, “though I’m not sure that Signora Patta rates the attention of either.”

“Don’t let her hear you say that,” Brunetti warned, laughing.

“If I’m a lucky woman, Signora Patta will never hear me say anything.” More amiably, she asked, “What do you think Patta will do?”

Brunetti finished his coffee and set his cup down before he answered. “I don’t think there’s very much he can do except wait for Burrasca to get tired of her or for her to get tired of Burrasca and come back.”

“What’s he like, Burrasca?” Paola didn’t waste time asking if the police had a file on Burrasca. As soon as anyone in Italy made enough money, someone would have a file.

“From what I’ve heard, he’s a pig. He’s part of that Milano world of cocaine, cars with fast engines, and girls with slow brains.”



“Well, he’s got half of one of them this time,” Paola said.

“What do you mean?”

“Signora Patta. She’s not a girl, but she’s certainly got a slow brain.”

“Do you know her that well?” Brunetti was never sure whom Paola knew. Or what.

“No, I’m simply inferring it from the fact that she married Patta and stayed married to him. I imagine it would be difficult to put up with a pompous ass like that.”

“But you put up with me,” Brunetti said, smiling, in search of a compliment.

Her look was level. “You’re not pompous, Guido. At times you’re difficult, and sometimes you’re impossible, but you are not pompous.” No compliments here.

He pushed himself back from the table, feeling that it was perhaps time to go to the Questura.

When he got to his office, he looked through the papers waiting for him on his desk, disappointed to find nothing about the dead man in Mestre. He was interrupted by a knock on the door. “Avanti,” he called, thinking it might be Vianello with something from Mestre. Instead of the sergeant, a dark-haired young woman walked in, a sheaf of files in her right hand. She smiled across the room at him and approached his desk, looking down at the papers in her hand and paging through them.

“Commissario Brunetti?” she asked.

“Yes.”

She pulled a few papers from one of the files and placed them on the desk in front of him. “The men downstairs said you might want to see these, Dottore.”

“Thank you, Signorina,” he said, pulling the papers across the desk toward him.

She remained standing in front of his desk, clearly waiting to be asked who she was, perhaps too shy to introduce herself. He looked up, saw large brown eyes in an appealing full face and an explosion of bright lipstick. “And you are?” he asked with a smile.

“Elettra Zorzi, sir. I started work last week as secretary to Vice-Questore Patta.” That would explain the new desk outside Patta’s office. Patta had been going on for months, insisting that he had too much paperwork to handle by himself. And so he had managed, like a particularly industrious truffle pig, to root around in the budget long enough to find the money for a secretary.

“I’m very pleased to meet you, Signorina Zorzi,” Brunetti said. The name rang familiarly in his ear.

“I believe I’m to work for you, as well, Commissario,” she said, smiling.

Not if he knew Patta, she wouldn’t. But still he said, “That would certainly be very nice,” and glanced down at the papers she had placed on the desk.

He heard her move away from the desk and glanced up to follow her out the door. A skirt, neither short nor long, and very, very nice legs. She turned at the door, saw him looking at her, and smiled again. He looked down at the papers. Who would name a child Elettra? How long ago? Twenty-five years? And Zorzi; he knew lots of Zorzis, but none of them was capable of naming a daughter Elettra. The door closed behind her, and he returned his attention to the papers, but there was little of interest in them; crime seemed to be on holiday in Venice.

He went down to Patta’s office but stopped in amazement when he entered the anteroom. For years the room had held only a chipped porcelain umbrella stand and a desk covered with outdated copies of the sort of magazines generally found in dentists’ offices. Today, the magazines had vanished, replaced by a computer console attached to a printer that stood on a low metal table to the left of the desk. In front of the window, in place of the umbrella stand, stood a small table, this one of wood, and on it rested a glass vase holding an enormous bouquet of orange and yellow gladioli.



Either Patta had decided to give an interview to Architectural Digest or the new secretary had decided that the opulence Patta believed fitting for his office should trickle out to where the lower orders worked. As if summoned by Brunetti’s thoughts, she came into the office.

“It looks very nice,” he said, smiling and gesturing around the small area with a wave of his hand.

She crossed the room and set an armful of folders on her desk, then turned to face him. “I’m glad you like it, Commissario. It would have been impossible to work in here the way it was. Those magazines,” she added with a delicate shudder.

“The flowers are beautiful. Are they to celebrate your arrival?”

“Oh, no,” she replied blandly. “I’ve given a permanent order to Fantin; they’ll deliver fresh flowers every Monday and Thursday from now on.” Fantin, the most expensive florist in the city. Twice a week. A hundred times a year? She interrupted his calculations by explaining, “Since I’m also to prepare the Vice-Questore’s expense account, I thought I’d add them in as a necessary expense.”

“And will Fantin bring flowers for the Vice-Questore’s office, as well?”

Her surprise seemed genuine. “Good heavens, no. I’m certain the Vice-Questore could afford them himself. It wouldn’t be right to spend the taxpayers’ money like that.” She walked around the desk and flipped on the computer. “Is there anything I can do for you, Commissario?” she asked, the issue of the flowers apparently settled.

“Not at the moment, Signorina,” he said as she bent over the keys.

He knocked on Patta’s door and was told to enter. Although Patta sat where he always did, behind his desk, little else was the same. The surface of the desk, usually clear of anything that might suggest work, was covered with folders, reports, even a crumpled newspaper lay to one side. It was not Patta’s usual L’Osservatore Romano, Brunetti noticed, but the just-short-of-scurrilous La Nuova, a paper whose large readership numbers seemed to be based on the joint proposition that people not only would do base and ignoble things but that other people would want to read about them. Even the air-conditioning in this, one of the few offices to have it, seemed not to be working.

“Sit down, Brunetti,” the Vice-Questore commanded.

As if Brunetti’s glance were contagious, Patta looked at the papers on his desk and began to gather them up. He piled them one on top of the other, edges every which way, pushed them aside, and sat, his hand forgotten on top of them.

“What’s happening in Mestre?” he finally asked Brunetti.

“We haven’t identified the victim yet, sir. His picture has been shown to many of the transvestites who work there, but none of them has been able to recognize him.” Patta said nothing. “Two of the men I questioned said that the man looked familiar, but neither could give a definite identification, so it could mean anything. Or nothing. I think another one of the men I questioned recognized him, but he insisted that he didn’t. I’d like to talk to him again, but there might be problems in doing that.”

“Santomauro?” Patta asked and, for the first time in the years they had worked together, succeeded in surprising Brunetti.

“How do you know about Santomauro?” Brunetti blurted out and then added, as if to correct his sharp tone, “sir.”

“He’s called me three times,” Patta said, and then added in a voice he made lower but which was definitely intended for Brunetti to hear, “the bastard.”

Immediately on his guard at Patta’s unwonted, and carefully planned, indiscretion, Brunetti, like a spider weaving its web, began to run his memory over the various strands that might connect these two men. Santomauro was a famous lawyer, his clients the businessmen and politicians of the entire Veneto region. That, if nothing else, would ordinarily have Patta groveling at his feet. But then he remembered it: Holy Mother Church and Santomauro’s Lega della Moralità, the women’s branch of which was under the patronage and direction of none other than the absent Maria Lucrezia Patta. What sort of sermon about marriage, its sanctity, and its obligations had accompanied Santomauro’s phone calls to the Vice-Questore?

“That’s right,” Brunetti said, deciding to admit to half of what he knew, “he’s Crespo’s lawyer.” If Patta chose to believe that a commissario of police found nothing strange in the fact that a lawyer of the stature of Giancarlo Santomauro was the lawyer of a transvestite whore, then it was best to allow him that belief. “What has he told you, sir?”

“He said you harassed and terrified his client, that you were, to use his words, ‘unnecessarily brutal’ in trying to force him to divulge information.” Patta ran one hand down the side of his jaw, and Brunetti realized it looked as though the Vice-Questore had not shaved that day.

“I told him, of course, that I would not listen to this sort of criticism of a commissario of police, that he could come in and file an official complaint if he wanted to.” Ordinarily a complaint of this sort, from a man of Santomauro’s importance, would have Patta promising to have the offending officer disciplined, if not demoted and transferred to Palermo for three years. And Patta would usually have done this even before asking for details. Patta continued in his role as defender of the principle that all men are equal before the law. “I will not tolerate civilian interference with the workings of the agencies of the state.” That, Brunetti was sure, could loosely be translated to read that Patta had a private ax to grind with Santomauro and would be a willing partner in any attempt to see the other man lose face.

“Then do you think I ought to go ahead and question Crespo again, sir?”

No matter how great his immediate anger at Santomauro might be, it was too much to expect Patta to overcome the habit of decades and order a policeman to perform an action that opposed the will of a man with important political connections. “Do whatever you think is necessary, Brunetti.”

“Is there anything else, sir?”

Patta didn’t answer, so Brunetti got to his feet. “There is one other thing, Commissario,” Patta said before Brunetti had turned to walk away.

“Yes, sir?”

“You have friends in the publishing world, don’t you?” Oh, good lord, was Patta going to ask him to help? Brunetti looked past his superior’s head and nodded vaguely. “I wonder if you would mind getting in touch with them.” Brunetti cleared his throat and looked at his shoes. “I find myself in an embarrassing situation at the moment, Brunetti, and I would prefer that it go no farther than it has already.” Patta said no more than that.

“I’ll do what I can, sir,” Brunetti said lamely, thinking of his “friends in the publishing world,” two writers on financial affairs and one political columnist.

“Good,” Patta said and paused. “I’ve asked that new secretary to try to get some information on his taxes.” It was not necessary for Patta to explain whose taxes he meant. “I’ve asked her to give you anything she finds.” Brunetti was too surprised by this to do anything but nod.

Patta bent his head over the papers and Brunetti, reading this as a dismissal, left the office. Signorina Elettra was no longer at her desk, so Brunetti wrote a note and left it for her. “Could you see what your computer tells you about the dealings of Avvocato Giancarlo Santomauro?”

He went back upstairs to his office, conscious of the heat, which he felt expanding, seeking out every corner and crevice of the building, ignoring the thick walls and the marble floors, bringing thick humidity with it, the sort that caused sheets of paper to turn up at the corners and cling to any hand that touched them. His windows were open, and he went to stand by them, but they did no more than bring new heat and humidity into the room, and now that the tide was at its lowest, the stench of corruption that always lurked beneath the water penetrated even here, close to the broad expanse of open water in front of San Marco. He stood by the window, sweat soaking all the way through his slacks and shirt to his belt, and he thought of the mountains above Bolzano and of the thick down comforters under which they slept during August nights.

He went to his desk and called down to the main office, told the officer who answered to ask Vianello to come up. A few minutes later, the older man came into the office. Usually tanned by this time of year to the ruddy brown of bresaola, the air-dried beef fillet that Chiara loved so much, Vianello was still his normal pale, winter self. Like most Italians of his age and background, Vianello had always believed himself immune to statistical probability. Other people died from smoking, other people’s cholesterol rose from eating rich food, and it was only they who died of heart attacks because of it. He had, every Monday for years, read the “Health” section in the Corriere della Sera even though he knew that all those horrors were consequent upon the behavior only of other people.

This spring, however, five precancerous melanomas had been dug out of his back and shoulders, and he had been warned to stay out of the sun. Like Saul on the road to Damascus, Vianello had experienced conversion, and, like Paul, he had tried to spread his particular gospel. Vianello had not, however, counted on one of the qualities basic to the Italian character: omniscience. Everyone he spoke to knew more than he did about this issue, knew more about the ozone layer, about chlorofluorocarbons and their effects upon the atmosphere. What is more, all of them, and this to a man, knew that this talk of danger from the sun was just another bidonata, another swindle, another trick, although no one was quite certain just what this swindle was in aid of.

When Vianello, still filled with Pauline zeal, had attempted to argue from the scars on his back, he was told his particular case proved nothing, that all of the statistics were false; besides, it wouldn’t happen to them. And he had then come to realize that most remarkable of truths about Italians: no truth existed beyond personal experience, and all evidence that contradicted personal belief was to be dismissed. And so Vianello had, unlike Paul, abandoned his mission, and had, instead, bought a tube of Protection 30, which he wore on his face all year long.

“Yes, Dottore?” he asked when he came into the office. Vianello had left his tie and jacket downstairs and wore a short-sleeved white shirt and his dark blue uniform pants. He had lost weight since the birth of his third child last year and had told Brunetti that he was trying to lose more weight and get into better shape. A man in his late forties with a new baby, he explained, had to be careful, take better care of himself. In this heat and this humidity, with the memory of those down comforters fresh in his mind, Brunetti didn’t want to think about health in any way, not his own and not Vianello’s.

“Have a seat, Vianello.” The officer took his usual chair, and Brunetti went around to sit behind his desk.

“What do you know about this Lega della Moralità?” Brunetti asked.

Vianello looked up at Brunetti, narrowed his eyes in an inquisitive glance but, getting no further information, sat and thought about the question for a moment, then answered.

“I don’t know all that much about them. I think they meet at one of the churches—Santi Apostoli? No, that’s the catecumeni, those people who have guitars and too many babies. La Lega meets in private homes, I think, and in some of the parish houses and meeting rooms. They’re not political, so far as I’ve heard. I’m not sure what they do, but from their name, it sounds like they probably sit around and talk about how good they are and how bad everyone else is.” His tone was dismissive, indicative of the contempt he would have for such foolishness.



“Do you know anyone who’s a member, Vianello?”

“Me, sir? I should certainly hope not.” He smiled at this, then saw Brunetti’s face. “Oh, you’re serious, eh, sir? Well, then, let me think for a minute.” He did this for the minute he named, hands clasped around one knee and face raised toward the ceiling.

“There’s one person, sir, the woman in the bank. Nadia knows her better than I do. That is, she has more to do with her than I do since she takes care of the banking. But I remember one day Nadia said that she thought it was strange that such a nice woman would have anything to do with something like that.”

“Why do you think she said that?” Brunetti asked.

“What?”

“Assume that they weren’t good people?”

“Well, just think about the name, sir. Lega della Moralità, as if they’d invented the stuff. They’ve got to be a bunch of basibanchi if you ask me.” With that word, Veneziano at its most pure, scoffing at people who knelt in church, bowed so low as to kiss the pew in front of them, Vianello gave yet more proof of their dialect’s genius and his own good sense.

“Do you have any idea of how long she’s been a member or how she came to join?”

“No, sir, but I could ask Nadia to find out. Why?”

Brunetti quickly explained about Santomauro’s presence at Crespo’s apartment and his subsequent phone calls to Patta.

“Interesting, isn’t it, sir?” Vianello asked.

“Do you know him?”

“Santomauro?” Vianello asked, unnecessarily. Crespo was hardly someone he’d be likely to know.

Brunetti nodded.

“He used to be my cousin’s lawyer, before he became famous. And expensive.”

“What did your cousin say about him?”

“Not all that much. He was a good lawyer, but he was always willing to push the law, to make it do what he wanted it to do.” A common enough type in Italy, Brunetti thought, where law was often written but was seldom clear.

“Anything else?” Brunetti asked.

Vianello shook his head. “Nothing I can remember. It was years ago.” Before Brunetti could ask him to do it, Vianello said, “I’ll call my cousin and ask. He might know other people Santomauro worked for.”

Brunetti nodded his thanks. “I’d also like to see what we can find out about this Lega—where they meet, how many of them there are, who they are, and what it is they do.” When he stopped to think about it, Brunetti found it strange that an organization so well known that it had become a common reference point for humor should, in truth, have managed to reveal so little about itself. People knew about the Lega, but if Brunetti’s own experience was anything to go by, no one had a clear idea of what the Lega did.

Vianello had his notebook in his hand now and took this all down. “Do you want me to ask questions about Signora Santomauro, as well?”

“Yes, anything you can find.”

“I think she’s from Verona originally. A banking family.” He looked across at Brunetti. “Anything else, sir?”

“Yes, that transvestite in Mestre, Francesco Crespo. I’d like you to put the word out here and see if anyone knows him or if the name means anything.”

“What has Mestre got on him, sir?”

“Nothing more than that he was arrested twice for drugs, trying to make a sale. The boys in Vice have him on their list, but he lives in an apartment on Viale Ronconi now, a very nice apartment, and I suppose that means he’s moved beyond Via Cappuccina and the public gardens. And see if Gallo has come up with names for the manufacturers of the dress and the shoes.”



“I’ll see what I can find out,” Vianello said, making notes for himself. “Anything else, sir?”

“Yes. I’d like you to keep an eye on any missing person reports that come in for a man in his early forties, same description as the dead man. It’s in the file. Maybe the new secretary can do something about it on her computer.”

“From what region, sir?” Vianello asked, pen poised over the page. The fact that he didn’t ask about the secretary was enough to tell Brunetti that word of her arrival had already spread.

“If she can do it, for the entire country. Also missing tourists.”

“You don’t like the idea of a prostitute, sir?”

Brunetti remembered that naked body, so terribly like his own. “No, it’s not a body anyone would pay to use.”
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On Saturday morning, Brunetti accompanied his family to the train station, but it was a subdued group that got onto the number one vaporetto at the San Silvestro stop. Paola was angry that Brunetti would not leave what she had taken to calling “his transvestite” to come up to Bolzano at least for the first weekend of the vacation; Brunetti was angry that she wouldn’t understand. Raffaele regretted leaving the virginal charms of Sara Paganuzzi behind, although he took some comfort from the fact that they would be reunited in one week’s time—besides, until then, there would be fresh mush-rooms to hunt for in the woods. Chiara, as was so often the case, was entirely unselfish in her regret, for she wished that her father, who always worked too hard, could get away and have a real vacation.

Family etiquette dictated that everyone carry their own bag, but since Brunetti would be going only as far as Mestre, and hence had no bag, Paola took advantage of him to carry her large suitcase while she carried only her handbag and The Collected Letters of Henry James, a volume so formidable in size as to convince Brunetti that she wouldn’t have had time for him anyway. Because Brunetti carried Paola’s suitcase, the domino theory was immediately made manifest, and Chiara stuffed some of her books into her mother’s suitcase, thus leaving space in her own for Raffi’s second pair of mountain boots. Whereupon his mother insisted that he use that space to carry her copy of The Sacred Fount, having decided that this was the year she would finally have enough time to read it.

They all climbed into the same compartment of the 8:35, a train that would get Brunetti to Mestre in ten minutes and them to Bolzano in time for lunch. No one had much to say during the short trip across the laguna; Paola made sure he had the phone number of the hotel in his wallet, and Raffaele reminded him that this was the same train Sara was to take next Saturday, leaving Brunetti to wonder if he was supposed to carry her bag, too.

At Mestre, he kissed the children, and Paola walked down the corridor to the door with him. “I hope you can come up next weekend, Guido. Even better, that you get this settled and can come up even sooner.”

He smiled, but he didn’t want to tell her how unlikely that was; after all, they didn’t even know who the dead man was yet. He kissed her on both cheeks, got down from the train, and walked back toward the compartment where the children were. Chiara was already eating a peach. As he stood on the platform, gazing at them through the window, he saw Paola come back into the compartment and, almost without glancing at her, pull out a handkerchief and hand it to Chiara. The train began to move just as Chiara turned to wipe her mouth and, turning, saw him on the platform. Her face, half of it still gleaming with peach juice, lit up with pure delight and she leaped to the window. “Ciao, Papà, ciao, ciao,” she shouted over the sound of the engine. She stood on the seat of the train and leaned out, waving Paola’s handkerchief at him madly. He stood on the platform and waved until the tiny white flag of love disappeared in the distance.

When he got to Gallo’s office at the Mestre Questura, the sergeant met him at the door. “We’ve got someone coming out to take a look at the body,” he said with no prelude.



“Who? Why?”

“Your people had a call this morning. From a,” and here he looked down at a piece of paper in his hand, “from a Signora Mascari. Her husband is the director of the Venice office of the Bank of Verona. He’s been gone since Saturday.”

“That’s a week ago,” Brunetti said. “What’s taken her this long to notice he’s missing?”

“He was supposed to go on a business trip. To Messina. He left Sunday afternoon, and that’s the last she heard of him.”

“A week? She let a week go by before she called us?”

“I didn’t speak to her,” Gallo said, almost as if Brunetti had been accusing him of negligence.

“Who did?”

“I don’t know. All I have is a piece of paper that was put on my desk, telling me that she’s going to Umberto Primo this morning to take a look at him and hoped to get there by nine-thirty.”

The men exchanged a look; Gallo pushed up his sleeve and glanced at his watch.

“Yes,” Brunetti said. “Let’s go.”

There ensued a muddle that was almost cinematic in its idiocy. Their car found itself in heavy early-morning traffic; the driver decided to cut around it and come at the hospital from the rear, only to meet even heavier traffic, which got them to the hospital after Signora Mascari had not only identified the body as that of her husband, Leonardo, but had left in the same taxi that had brought her out from Venice, heading toward the Mestre Questura, where, she was told, the police would answer her questions.

All of this meant that Brunetti and Gallo got back to the Questura to find that Signora Mascari had been waiting for them for more than a quarter of an hour. She sat, upright and entirely alone, on a wooden bench in the corridor outside Gallo’s office. She was a woman whose dress and manner suggested, not that her youth had fled, but that it had never existed. Her suit, a midnight blue raw silk, was conservative in cut, the skirt a bit longer than was then fashionable. The color of the cloth contrasted sharply with her pallid skin.

She looked up as the two men approached, and Brunetti noticed that her hair was that standard red so popular with women of Paola’s age. She wore little makeup, and so he was able to see the small lines at the corners of the eyes and mouth, lines brought on either by age or worry, Brunetti couldn’t tell which. She stood and took a step toward them. Brunetti stopped in front of her and held out his hand. “Signora Mascari, I’m Commissario Brunetti from the Venice police.”

She took his hand and gave it no more than the quickest of light touches. He noticed that her eyes seemed very bright, but he couldn’t tell if this was caused by unshed tears or the reflection from the glasses she wore.

“I extend my condolences, Signora Mascari,” he said. “I understand how painful and shocking this must be for you.” She still made no acknowledgment that he had spoken. “Is there someone you would like us to call and have come here to be with you?”

She shook her head at this. “Tell me what happened,” she said.

“Perhaps we could step into Sergeant Gallo’s office,” Brunetti said, reaching down to open the door. He allowed the woman to pass in front of him. He glanced back at Gallo, who raised his eyebrows in interrogation; Brunetti nodded, and the sergeant came into the office with them. Brunetti held a chair for Signora Mascari, who sat and looked up at him.

“Is there something we could get you, Signora? A glass of water? Tea?”

“No. Nothing. Tell me what happened.”

Sergeant Gallo took his place quietly behind his desk; Brunetti sat in a chair not far from Signora Mascari.



“Your husband’s body was found in Mestre on Monday morning. If you’ve spoken to the people at the hospital, you know that the cause of death was a blow to the head.”

She interrupted him. “There were blows to the face, as well.” After she said this, she looked away and stared down at her hands.

“Do you know of anyone who might have wanted to harm your husband, Signora? Can you think of anyone who has ever menaced him or with whom he had a serious argument?”

She shook her head in immediate negation. “Leonardo had no enemies,” she said.

Brunetti’s experience suggested that a man did not get to be the director of a bank without making enemies, but he said nothing.

“Did your husband ever mention difficulties at his work? Perhaps an employee he had to fire? Someone who was turned down for a loan and who held him responsible?”

Again, she shook her head. “No, nothing like that. There’s never been any trouble.”

“And your family, Signora? Has your husband ever had difficulties with anyone in your family?”

“What is this?” she demanded. “Why are you asking me these questions?”

“Signora,” Brunetti began, making what he hoped was a calming gesture with his hands. “The manner of your husband’s death, the very violence of it, suggests that whoever did it had reason to hate your husband a great deal, and so, before we can begin to look for that person, we have to have some idea of why he might have done what he did. So it is necessary that these questions be asked, painful as I know them to be.”

“But I can’t tell you anything. Leonardo had no enemies.” After repeating this, she looked across at Gallo, as if to ask him to verify what she said or to help her persuade Brunetti to believe her.



“When your husband left the house last Sunday, he was on his way to Messina?” Brunetti asked. She nodded. “Do you know the purpose of his trip, Signora?”

“He told me it was for the bank and that he would be back on Friday. Yesterday.”

“But he didn’t mention what the trip was about?”

“No, he never did. He always said his work wasn’t very interesting, and he seldom discussed it with me.”

“Did you hear anything from him after he left, Signora?”

“No. He left for the airport on Sunday afternoon. He had a flight to Rome, where he had to change planes.”

“Did your husband call you after that, Signora? Did he call you from Rome or from Messina?”

“No, but he never did. Whenever he went on a business trip, he’d simply go wherever he was going and then come home, or he’d call me from his office in the bank if he went directly there when he got back to Venice.”

“Was this usual, Signora?”

“Was what usual?”

“That he would go away on business and not get in touch with you?”

“I just told you,” she said, her voice becoming a bit sharp. “He traveled a bit for the bank, six or seven times a year. Sometimes he would send me a postcard or bring me a gift, but he never called.”

“When did you begin to become alarmed, Signora?”

“Last night. I thought he would go to the bank in the afternoon, when he got back, and then come home. But when he wasn’t home by seven, I called the bank, but it was closed. I tried to call two of the men he worked with, but they weren’t home.” She paused here, took a deep breath, and then continued, “I told myself I’d got the day wrong or the time, but by this morning, I couldn’t fool myself anymore, so I called one of the men who works at the bank, and he called a colleague in Messina, and then he called me back.” She stopped talking here.

“What did he tell you, Signora?” Brunetti asked in a low voice.

She put one knuckle to her mouth, hoping, perhaps, to keep the words from coming out, but she had seen the body in the morgue, and so there was no use in that. “He told me that Leonardo had never been to Messina. And so I called the police. Called you. They told me . . . when I gave them a description of Leonardo . . . they told me that I should come out here. So I did.” Her voice had grown increasingly ragged as she explained all of this, and when she finished, her hands were clutched desperately together in her lap.

“Signora, are you sure there’s no one you’d like to call or have us call to come here to be with you? Perhaps you shouldn’t be alone at this time,” Brunetti said.

“No. No, there’s no one I want to see.” Abruptly, she stood. “I don’t have to stay here, do I? Am I free to leave?”

“Of course, Signora. You’ve been more than kind to answer these questions.”

She ignored this.

Brunetti made a small gesture to Gallo as he stood and followed Signora Mascari to the door. “We’ll have a car take you back to Venice, Signora.”

“I don’t want anyone to see me arrive in a police car,” she said.

“It will be an unmarked car, Signora, and the driver won’t be in uniform.”

She made no acknowledgment of this, and the fact that she didn’t object probably meant that she would accept the ride to Piazzale Roma.

Brunetti opened the door and accompanied her toward the stairs at the end of the corridor. He noticed that her right hand had a death grip on her purse, and the left was jammed into the pocket of her jacket.



Downstairs, Brunetti went out onto the steps of the Questura with her, out into the heat that he had forgotten. A dark blue sedan waited at the foot of the steps, motor running. Brunetti bent down and opened the door for her, held her arm as she stepped into the car. Once seated, she turned away from him and looked out the window on the other side, although all she saw was traffic and the bleak facade of office buildings. Brunetti closed the door softly and told the driver to take Signora Mascari back to Piazzale Roma.

When the car disappeared into the flow of traffic, Brunetti went back to Gallo’s office. As he went in, he asked the sergeant, “Well, what did you think?”

“I don’t believe in people who have no enemies.”

“Especially middle-aged bank managers,” Brunetti added.

“And so?” Gallo asked.

“I’ll go back to Venice and see if there’s anything I can find out there from my people. Now that we’ve got a name, we at least have a place to begin to look.”

“For what?” Gallo asked.

Brunetti’s answer was immediate. “First, we’ve got to do what we should have been doing from the beginning, find out where the clothing and the shoes he was wearing came from.”

Gallo took this as a reproach and answered just as quickly, “Nothing on the dress yet, but we’ve got the name of the manufacturer of the shoes and should have a list by this afternoon of the stores that sold them.”

Brunetti had not intended his remark as a criticism of the Mestre branch, but he let it stand. It could do no harm to spur Gallo and his men into finding out where Mascari’s clothing had come from, for surely those shoes and that dress were not the sort of thing a middle-aged banker wore to the office.
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If Brunetti thought he was going to find people working on a Saturday morning in August, the staff of the Questura thought otherwise; there were guards at the door, even a cleaning woman on the stairs, but the offices were empty, and he knew there was no hope of getting anything done until Monday morning. For a moment, he thought of getting on a train to Bolzano, but he knew it would be after dinner before he got there, just as he knew he would spend all day tomorrow eager to be back in the city.

He let himself into his office and opened the windows, although he was aware there was no good to be done by that. The room became more humid, perhaps even minimally hotter. No new papers lay on his desk, no report from Signorina Elettra.

He reached down into his bottom drawer and pulled out the telephone book. He flipped it open and turned to the L’s, but there was no listing for Lega della Moralità, although that didn’t surprise him. Under the S’s, he found Santomauro, Giancarlo, aw. and an address in San Marco. The late Leonardo Mascari, he learned by using the same system, lived in Castello. This surprised him; Castello was the least prestigious sestiere of the city, a zone primarily inhabited by solid working-class families, an area where children could still grow up speaking nothing but dialect and remain entirely ignorant of Italian until they began elementary school. Perhaps it was the Mascari family home. Or perhaps he had made a lucky deal on an apartment or house. Apartments in Venice were so hard to find, and those found so outrageously priced, either to buy or to rent, that even Castello was becoming fashionable. Spending enough money on restoration could perhaps provide respectability, if not for the entire quartiere, then at least for the individual address.

He checked the listings in the yellow pages for banks, and found that the Bank of Verona was listed in Campo San Bartolomeo, the narrow campo at the foot of the Rialto where many banks had their offices; this surprised him, for he could not remember ever having seen it. More out of curiosity than anything else, he dialed the number. The phone was picked up on the third ring, and a man’s voice said, “Si?” as though he were expecting a call.

“Is this the Bank of Verona?” Brunetti asked.

There was a moment’s pause, and then the man said, “I’m sorry, you’ve reached a wrong number.”

“Sorry to trouble you,” Brunetti said.

The other man replaced the phone without saying anything else.

The vagaries of SIP, the national telephone service, were such that having reached a wrong number would strike no one as in any way strange, but Brunetti was certain he had dialed the number correctly. He dialed the number again, but this time it rang unanswered twelve times before Brunetti replaced the receiver. He looked at the listing again and made a note of the address. Then he checked the phone book for Morelli’s pharmacy. The addresses were only a few numbers apart. He tossed the phone book back into the drawer and kicked it shut. He closed the windows, went downstairs, and left the Questura.

Ten minutes later, he walked out from the sottoportico of Calle della Bissa and into Campo San Bartolomeo. His eyes went up to the bronze statue of Goldoni, perhaps not his favorite playwright but certainly the one who could make him laugh the hardest, especially when the plays were presented in their original Veneziano dialect, as they always were here in the city that filled his plays and that loved him enough to put up this statue. Goldoni was in full stride, which made this campo the perfect place for him to be, for here, everyone rushed, always on their way somewhere: across the Rialto Bridge to go to the vegetable market; from the Rialto to either the San Marco or the Cannaregio district. If people lived anywhere near the heart of the city, its geography would pull them through San Bartolomeo at least once a day.

When Brunetti got there, foot traffic was at its height as people rushed to the market before it closed or hurried home from work, the week finally over. Casually, he walked along the east side of the campo, looking at the numbers painted above the doors. As he had expected, the number was painted above an entranceway two doors to the right of the pharmacy. He stood for a moment in front of the panel of bells beside the door and studied the names. The Bank of Verona was listed, as were three other names with bells beside them, probably private apartments.

Brunetti rang the first bell above the bank. There was no answer. The same happened with the second. He was about to ring the top bell when he heard a woman’s voice behind him, asking in purest Veneziano, “May I help you? Are you looking for someone who lives here?”

He turned away from the bells and found himself looking down at a small old woman with an enormous shopping cart leaning against her leg. Remembering the name on the first bell, he said, answering in the same dialect, “Yes, I’m here to see the Montinis. It’s time for them to renew their insurance policy, and I thought I’d stop by and see if they wanted to make any changes on the coverage.”



“They’re not here,” she said, looking into an enormous handbag, hunting for her keys. “Gone to the mountains. Same with the Gasparis, except they’re at Jesolo.” Abandoning her hope of touching or seeing the keys, she took the bag and shook it, bent on locating them by sound. It worked, and she pulled out a bunch of keys as large as her hand.

“That’s what all this is,” she said, holding the keys up to Brunetti. “They’ve left me their keys, and I go in and water the plants, see the place doesn’t fall down.” She looked up from the keys and at Brunetti’s face. Her eyes were a faded, pale blue, set in a round face covered with a tracery of fine lines. “Do you have children, Signore?”

“Yes, I do,” he responded immediately.

“Names and ages?”

“Raffaele’s sixteen, and Chiara’s thirteen, Signora.”

“Good,” she said, as though he had passed some sort of test. “You’re a strong young man. Do you think you could carry that cart up to the third floor for me? If you don’t, then I’ll have to make at least three trips to get it all up there. My son and his family are coming to lunch tomorrow, so I’ve had to get a lot of things.”

“I’d be very glad to help you, Signora,” he said, bending down to pick up the cart, which must have weighed fifteen kilos. “Is it a big family?”

“My son and his wife and their children. Two of them are bringing the great-grandchildren, so there’ll be, let’s see, there’ll be ten of us.”

She opened the door and held it open while Brunetti slipped past her with the cart. She pushed on the timed light and started up the steps ahead of him. “You wouldn’t believe what they charged me for peaches. Middle of August, and they’re still charging three thousand lire a kilo. But I got them anyway; Marco likes to cut his up in red wine before lunch and then have it as dessert. And fish. I wanted to get a rombo, but it cost too much. Everyone likes a good boiled bosega, so that’s what I got, but he still wanted ten thousand lire a kilo. Three fish and it cost me almost forty thousand lire.” She stopped at the first landing, just outside the door to the Bank of Verona, and looked down at Brunetti. “When I was a girl, we gave bosega to the cat, and here I am, paying ten thousand lire a kilo for it.”

She turned and started up the next flight. “You’re carrying it by the handles, aren’t you?”

“Yes, Signora.”

“Good, because I have a kilo of figs right on the top, and I wouldn’t want them to be crushed.”

“No, they’re all right, Signora.”

“I went to Casa del Parmigiana and got some prosciutto to go with the figs. I’ve known Giuliano since he was a boy. He’s got the best prosciutto in Venice, don’t you think?”

“My wife always goes there, Signora.”

“Costs I’ira di dio, but it’s worth it, don’t you think?”

“Yes, Signora.”

They were at the top. She still carried the keys, so she didn’t have to hunt for them again. She opened the single lock on the door and pushed it open, letting Brunetti into a large apartment with four tall windows, closed and shuttered now, that opened onto the campo.

She led the way through the living room, a room familiar from Brunetti’s youth: fat armchairs and a sofa with horsehair stuffing that scratched at whoever sat down; massive dark brown credenzas, their tops covered with silver candy bowls and silver-framed photos; the floor of poured Venetian pavement that glistened even in the dim light. He could have been in his grandparents’ house.

The kitchen was the same. The sink was stone, and an immense cylindrical water heater sat in one corner. The kitchen table had a marble surface, and he could see her both rolling out pasta and ironing on that surface.



“Just put it there, by the door,” she said. “Would you like a glass of something?”

“Water would be nice, Signora.”

As he knew she would, she pulled down a silver salver from the top of the cabinet, placed a small round lace doily in the center, then set a Murano wineglass on top of it. From the refrigerator, she took a bottle of mineral water and filled the glass.

“Grazie infinite” he said before he drank the water. He set it down carefully on the center of the doily and refused her offer of more. “Would you like me to help you unpack it all, Signora?”

“No, I know where everything is and where it all goes. You’ve been very kind, young man. What’s your name?”

“Brunetti, Guido.”

“And you sell insurance?”

“Yes, Signora.”

“Well, thank you very much,” she said, placing his glass in the sink and reaching into the cart.

Remembering what his real job was, he asked, “Signora, do you always let people into the apartment with you like this? Without knowing who they are?”

“No, I’m not a fool. I don’t let just anyone in,” she replied. “I always see if they have children. And, of course, they have to be Veneziano.”

Of course. When he thought about it, her system was probably better than a lie detector or a security check. “Thank you for the water, Signora. I’ll let myself out.”

“Thank you,” she said, bent over her cart, hunting for those figs.

He went down the first two flights of stairs and stood on the landing above the door of the Bank of Verona. He heard nothing at all, although occasionally a voice or a shout would float up from the campo. In the dim light that filtered in through the small windows of the staircase, he looked at his watch. A little after one. He stood for another ten minutes and still heard nothing except odd, disjointed sounds from the campo.

He walked slowly down the stairs and stood outside the door to the bank. Feeling not a little ridiculous, he bent his head and put his eye against the horizontal keyhole of the metal porta blin-data. From behind it he could make out the faintest trace of light, as if someone had forgotten to turn off a light when they closed the shutters on Friday afternoon. Or as if someone were working inside on this Saturday afternoon.

He went back up the steps and leaned against the wall. After about ten minutes, he took his handkerchief from his pocket and spread it on the second step above him, hiked up his pants, and sat down. He leaned forward, put his elbows on his knees and his chin on his fists. After what seemed a long time, he got up, moved the handkerchief closer to the wall, and sat down again, now leaning against the wall. No air circulated, he had eaten nothing all day, and the heat battered at him. He glanced down at his watch and saw that it was after two. He determined that he would stay there until three and not a minute later.

At 3:40, still there but now determined to leave at 4:00, he heard a sharp sound from below. He stood and backed up onto the second step. Below him, a door opened, but he remained where he was. The door closed, a key turned in the lock, and footsteps sounded on the stairs. Brunetti stuck his head out and looked down after the retreating figure. In the dim light he made out only a tall man in a dark suit carrying a briefcase. Short dark hair, a starched white collar just visible at the back of his neck. The man turned and started down the next flight of stairs, but the dim light of the stairwell revealed little about him. Brunetti moved silently down behind him. At the door to the bank, Brunetti glanced in through the keyhole, but it was now dark inside.

From below, he heard the sound of the front door being opened and closed, and at the sound Brunetti ran down the remaining steps. He paused at the door, opened it quickly, and stepped out into the campo. For a moment, the bright sun blinded him, and he covered his eyes with his hand. When he took it away, he swept his eyes across the campo, but all he saw were pastel sports clothes and white shirts. He walked to the right and looked down Calle della Bissa, but there was no dark-suited man there. He ran across the campo and looked down the narrow calle that led to the first bridge, but he didn’t see the man. There were at least five other calli that led off the campo, and Brunetti realized the man would be long gone before he could check them all. He decided to try the Rialto embarcadero; perhaps he had taken a boat. Dodging past people and pushing others out of his way, he ran to the water’s edge and then up toward the embarcadero of the number eighty-two. When he got there, a boat was just leaving, heading toward San Marcuola and the train station.

He pushed his way through a gaggle of Japanese tourists until he got to the edge of the canal. The boat sailed past him, and he ran his eyes over the passengers standing on the deck and those sitting inside. The boat was crowded, and most of the people on it wore casual clothing. Finally Brunetti saw, on the other side of the deck, a man in a dark suit and white shirt. He was just lighting a cigarette and turned aside to flip the match into the canal. The back of his head looked the same, but Brunetti knew he couldn’t be certain about this. When the man turned back, Brunetti stared at his profile, trying to memorize it. And then the boat slipped under the Rialto Bridge, and the man was gone.
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Brunetti did what any sensible man will do when he has known defeat—he went home and called his wife. When he was put through to Paola’s room, Chiara answered the phone.

“Oh, ciao, Papà, you should have been on the train. We got stuck outside Vicenza and had to sit there for almost two hours. No one knew what happened, but then the conductor told us that a woman had thrown herself under a train between Vicenza and Verona, so we had to wait and wait. I guess they had to clean it up, eh? When we finally got going, I stayed right at the window all the way to Verona, but I didn’t see anything. You think they got it cleaned up so fast?”

“I suppose so, cara. Is your mother there?”

“Yes, she is, Papà. But maybe I was looking out the wrong side of the train and all the mess was on the other side. Do you think that might be it?”

“Perhaps, Chiara. Could I talk to Mamma?”

“Oh, sure, Papà. She’s right here. Why do you think someone would do that, throw themselves under a train?”

“Probably because someone wouldn’t let them talk to the person they wanted to, Chiara.”

“Oh, Papà, you’re always so silly. Here she is.”

Silly? Silly? He thought he had sounded entirely serious.



“Ciao, Guido,” Paola said. “You’ve just heard? Our child is a ghoul.”

“When did you get there?”

“About a half hour ago. We had to have lunch on the train. Disgusting. What have you been doing? Did you find the insalata di calamari

“No, I just got in.”

“From Mestre? Did you have lunch?”

“No, there was something I had to do.”

“Well, there’s insalata di calamari in the refrigerator. Eat it today or tomorrow; it won’t keep very long in this heat.” He heard Chiara’s voice in the background, and then Paola asked, “Are you coming up tomorrow?”

“No, I can’t. We’ve identified his body.”

“Who is he?”

“Mascari, Leonardo. He’s the director of the Banca di Verona here. Do you know him?”

“No, never heard of him. Is he Venetian?”

“I think so. The wife is.”

Again, he heard Chiara’s voice. It went on for a long time. Then Paola was back. “Sorry, Guido. Chiara’s going for a walk and couldn’t find her sweater.” The very word made Brunetti more conscious of the heat that simmered in the apartment even with all the windows open.

“Paola, do you have Padovani’s number? I looked in the phone book here, but it’s not listed.” He knew she wouldn’t ask why he wanted the number, so he explained, “He’s the only person I could think of to answer questions about the gay world here.”

“He’s been in Rome for years, Guido.”

“I know, I know, Paola, but he comes up here every couple of months to review art shows, and his family’s still here.”

“Well, maybe,” she said, managing to sound not at all convinced. “Wait a second while I get my address book.” She set down the phone and was gone long enough to convince Brunetti that the address book was in another room, perhaps another building. Finally she was back. “Guido, it’s 5224404. I think it’s still listed under the name of the people who sold him the house. If you talk to him, please say hello for me.”

“Yes, I will. Where’s Raffi?”

“Oh, he was gone the minute we set down the bags. I don’t expect to see him until dinnertime.”

“Give him my love. I’ll call you this week.” With mutual promises of calls and another admonition about the insalata di calamari, they hung up, and Brunetti thought about how strange it was for a man to go away for a week and not call his wife. Perhaps if there were no children it made a difference, but he thought not.

He rang Padovani’s number and got, as was increasingly the case in Italy these days, a machine telling him that Professore Padovani was not able to come to the phone at the moment but would return the call as soon as possible. Brunetti left a message asking Professore Padovani to call, and hung up.

He went into the kitchen and pulled the now famous insalata from the refrigerator. He peeled back the plastic wrap from the top and picked out a piece of squid with his fingers. Chewing on it, he pulled a bottle of Soave from the refrigerator and poured himself a glass. Wine in one hand, insalata in the other, he went out onto the terrace and set them both down on the low glass table. He remembered bread, went back into the kitchen to grab a panino, and while there, remembering civilization, he took a fork from the top drawer.

Back on the terrace, he broke off a piece of the bread, put a piece of squid on top of it, and popped it into his mouth. Certainly banks had work to be done on Saturday—no holiday for money. And certainly whoever was working on the weekend wouldn’t want to be disturbed by a phone call, so he’d say it was a wrong number and then not answer the next call. So as not to be disturbed.



The salad had rather more celery than he liked, so he pushed the tiny cubes to the side of the bowl with his fork. He poured himself more wine, and he thought of the Bible. Somewhere, he thought it was in Mark, there was a passage about Jesus’s disappearance when he was going back to Nazareth after he’d first been taken up to Jerusalem. Mary thought he was with Joseph, traveling with the men, and that sainted man believed the boy to be with his mother and the women. It wasn’t until their caravan stopped for the night that they spoke to one another and discovered that Jesus was nowhere to be found; it turned out that he was back in Jerusalem, teaching in the Temple. The Bank of Verona believed Mascari to be in Messina; hence, the office in Messina must have believed him to be somewhere else or they would surely have called to check.

He went back into the living room and found one of Chiara’s notebooks on the table, left there in a muddle of pens and pencils. He flipped through the notebook; finding it empty and liking the picture of Mickey Mouse on the cover, he took it and one of the pens out to the terrace.

He began to jot down a list of things to do on Monday morning. Check the Bank of Verona to see where Mascari was supposed to go and then call that bank to see what reason they’d been given for his failure to arrive. Find out why there had been no progress on finding where the shoes and dress came from. Start digging into Mascari’s past, both personal and financial. And take another look at the autopsy report for any mention of those shaved legs. He also had to see what Vianello had managed to learn about the Lega and about Avvocato Santomauro.

He heard the phone ring and, hoping it would be Paola at the same time he knew it couldn’t be, he went inside to answer it.

“Ciao, Guido, it’s Damiano. I got your message.”

“Professore?” Brunetti asked.

“Oh, that,” the journalist answered dismissively. “I liked the sound of it, so I’m trying it on my message machine this week. Why? Don’t you like it?”

“Of course I like it,” Brunetti found himself saying. “It sounds wonderful. But what are you a professor of?”

A long silence emanated from Padovani’s end of the phone. “I once gave a series of classes in painting in a girls’ school, back in the seventies. Do you think that counts?”

“I suppose so,” Brunetti admitted.

“Well, perhaps it’s time to change the message. How do you think Commendatore would sound? Commendatore Padovani? Yes, I think I like that. Would you like me to change the message, and you call me back?”

“No, I don’t think so, Damiano. I’d like to talk to you about something else.”

“Just as well. It takes me forever to change the message. So many buttons to push. The first time I did it, I recorded myself swearing at the machine. No one left a message for a week, until I thought the thing wasn’t working and called myself from a phone booth. Shocking, the language the machine used. I dashed home and changed the message immediately. But it’s still very confusing. Are you sure you don’t want to call me back in twenty minutes?”

“No, I don’t think so, Damiano. Do you have time to talk to me now?”

“For you, Guido, I am, as an English poet says in an entirely different context, ‘as free as the road, as loose as the wind.’”

Brunetti knew he was supposed to ask, but he didn’t. “It might take a long time. Would you be willing to meet me for dinner?”

“What about Paola?”

“She’s taken the kids up to the mountains.”

There was a moment’s silence from Padovani, a silence which Brunetti could not help but interpret as entirely speculative. “I’ve got a murder case here, and the hotel’s been reserved for months, so Paola and the kids have gone up to Bolzano. If I get through with this on time, I’ll go up as well. That’s why I called you. I thought you might be able to help me.”

“With a murder case? Oh, how very exciting. Since this AIDS business, I’ve had so little to do with the criminal classes.”

“Ah, yes,” Brunetti said, momentarily at a loss for a suitable rejoinder. “Would you like to meet for dinner? Any place you like.”

Padovani considered this for a minute, then said, “Guido, I’m leaving to go back to Rome tomorrow, and I’ve got a house full of food. Would you mind coming here to help me finish it up? It won’t be anything fancy, just pasta and whatever else I find.”

“That would be fine. Tell me where you live.”

“I’m down in Dorsoduro. Do you know the Ramo dietro gl’ Incurabili?”

It was a small campo with a running fountain, just back from the Zattere.

“Yes, I do.”

“Get the fountain in back of you, looking at the little canal, and it’s the first door on the right.” Far clearer than any giving of number or street name, this would get any Venetian to the house with no difficulty.

“Good, what time?”

“Eight.”

“Can I bring anything?”

“Absolutely not. Anything you bring, we just have to eat, and I’ve already got enough here for a football team. Nothing. Please.”

“All right. I’ll see you at eight. And thanks, Damiano.”

“My pleasure. What is it you want to ask me about? Or would I say, ‘whom’? This way, I can sort through my memory, or I might even have time to make a few phone calls.”

“Two men. Leonardo Mascari.”

“Never heard of him,” Padovani interrupted.



“And Giancarlo Santomauro.”

Padovani whistled. “So you people finally tumbled to the saintly Avvocato, eh?”

“I’ll see you at eight,” Brunetti said.

“Tease,” Padovani said with a laugh and hung up.

At eight that evening, Brunetti, freshly showered and shaved and carrying a bottle of Barbera, rang the bell to the right of the small fountain in the Ramo dietro gl’ Incurabili. The front of the building, which had only one bell and which, consequently, was probably that greatest of all luxuries, a separate house owned by only one person, was covered by jasmine plants which trailed up from two terra-cotta pots on either side of the door and filled the air around them with perfume. Padovani opened the door almost immediately and extended his hand to Brunetti. His grip was warm and firm and, still holding Brunetti’s hand, he pulled him inside. “Get out of the heat. I’ve got to be out of my mind to go back to Rome in the midst of this, but at least my apartment there is air-conditioned.”

He released Brunetti’s hand and stepped back. Inevitably, like any two people who have not seen one another for a long time, they tried, without being obvious about it, to see what changes had taken place. Was he thicker, thinner, grayer, older?

Brunetti, seeing that Padovani still appeared to be the thickset ruffian he very clearly was not, turned his eyes to the room in which they stood. The central part of it soared up two floors to a roof inset with skylights. This open space was surrounded on three sides by an open loggia reached by a wooden staircase. The fourth side was closed in and must hold the bedroom.

“What was it, a boathouse?” Brunetti asked, remembering the little canal that ran just outside the door. Boats brought for repair could easily have been dragged inside.

“Good for you. Yes. When I bought it, they were still working on boats in here, and there were holes in the roof the size of watermelons.”

“How long have you had it?” Brunetti asked, looking around and giving a rough estimate of the quantity of work and money that must have gone into the place to make it look the way it did now.

“Eight years.”

“You’ve done a lot. And you’re lucky not to have neighbors.” Brunetti handed him the bottle, wrapped in white tissue paper.

“I told you not to bring anything.”

“It won’t spoil,” Brunetti said with a smile.

“Thank you, but you shouldn’t have,” Padovani said, although he knew it was as impossible for a dinner guest to show up without a gift as it was for the host to serve chaff and nettles. “Make yourself at home and look around while I go and take a look at the dinner,” Padovani said, turning toward a door with a stained glass panel that led to the kitchen. “I put ice in the bucket in case you’d like a drink.”

He disappeared behind the door, and Brunetti heard the familiar noises of pots and lids and running water. He glanced down and saw that the floor was a dark oak parquet; the sight of a charred semicircle of floor that stood in front of the fireplace made Brunetti uncomfortable because he couldn’t decide whether he approved of the placing of comfort over caution or disapproved of the ruining of such a perfect surface. A long wooden beam had been set into the plaster above the fireplace, and along it danced a multicolored parade of ceramic Commedia dell’Arte figurines. Paintings filled two walls; there was no attempt to order them into styles or schools: they hung on the walls and fought for the viewer’s eye. The keenness of the competition gave evidence of the taste with which they had been selected. He spotted a Guttoso, a painter he had never much liked, and a Morandi, whom he did. There were three Ferruzzis, all giving joyous testimony to the beauty of the city. Then, a little to the left of the fireplace, a Madonna, clearly Florentine and probably fifteenth century, looked adoringly down at yet another ugly baby. One of the secrets Paola and Brunetti never revealed to anyone was their decades-long search for the ugliest Christ child in western art. At the moment, the title was held by a particularly bilious infant in room thirteen of the Pinacoteca di Siena. Although the baby in front of Brunetti was clearly no beauty, Siena’s title was not at risk. Along one wall ran a long shelf of carved wood that must once have been part of a wardrobe or cabinet. On top of it rested a row of brightly colored ceramic bowls whose strict geometric designs and swirling calligraphy clearly marked them as Islamic.

The door opened and Padovani came back into the room. “Don’t you want a drink?”

“No, a glass of wine would be good. I don’t like to drink when it’s so hot.”

“I know what you mean. This is the first summer I’ve been here in three years, and I’d forgotten how awful it can be. There are some nights, when the tide is low, and I’m anywhere on the other side of the canal, that I think I’ll be sick with the smell.”

“Don’t you get it here?” Brunetti asked.

“No, the Canale della Giudecca must be deeper or move more quickly, or something. We don’t get the smell here. At least not yet. If they continue to dig up the channels to let in those monster tankers—what are they called, super tankers?—then god alone knows what will happen to the laguna.”

Still talking, Padovani walked over to the long wooden table set for two and poured out two glasses from a bottle of Dolcetto that stood there, already opened. “People think the end of the city will come in some major flood or natural disaster. I think the answer is much easier,” he said, coming back to Brunetti and handing him a glass.

“And what is that?” Brunetti asked, sipping at the wine, liking it.



“I think we’ve killed the seas, and it’s only a question of time before they begin to stink. And since the laguna is just a gut hanging off the Adriatic, which is itself a gut hanging from the Mediterranean, which . . . well, you get the idea. I think the water will simply die, and then we’ll be forced either to abandon the city or else fill in the canals, in which case there will no longer be any sense in living here.”

It was a novel theory and certainly no less bleak than many he had heard, than many he himself half believed. Everyone talked, all the time, of the imminent destruction of the city, and yet the price of apartments doubled every few years, and the rents for those available continued to soar ever higher above what the average worker could pay for one. Venetians had bought and sold real estate through the Crusades, the plague, and various occupations by foreign armies, so it was probably a safe bet that they would continue to do so through whatever ecological holocaust awaited them.

“Everything’s ready,” Padovani said, sitting in one of the deep armchairs. “All I’ve got to do is throw in the pasta. But why don’t you give me an idea of what you want so I’ll have something to think about while I’m stirring?”

Brunetti sat on the sofa facing him. He took another sip of his wine and, choosing his words carefully, began. “I have reason to believe that Santomauro is involved with a transvestite prostitute who lives and, apparently, works in Mestre.”

“What do you mean by ‘involved with?” Padovani asked, voice level.

“Sexually,” Brunetti said simply. “But he also claims to be his lawyer.”

“One does not necessarily exclude the other, does it?”

“No. Hardly. But since I found him in the company of this young man, he has tried to prevent me from investigating him.”

“Which him?”

“The young man.”



“I see,” Padovani said, sipping at his wine. “Anything else?”

“The other name I gave you, Leonardo Mascari, is the name of the man who was found in the field in Mestre on Monday.”

“The transvestite?”

“So it would seem.”

“And what’s the connection here?”

“The young man, Santomauro’s client, denied recognizing Mascari. But he knew him.”

“How do you know that?”

“You’ll have to believe me here, Damiano. I know. I’ve seen it too many times not to know. He recognized his picture and then pretended he didn’t.”

“What was the young man’s name?” Padovani asked.

“I’m not at liberty to say.” Silence fell.

“Guido,” Padovani finally said, leaning forward, “I know a number of those boys in Mestre. In the past, I knew a large number of them. If I’m to serve as your gay consultant in this”— he said it entirely without irony or rancor—“then I’m going to have to know his name. I assure you that nothing you tell me will be repeated, but I can’t make any connection unless I know his name.” Brunetti still said nothing. “Guido, you called me. I didn’t call you.” Padovani got to his feet. “I’ll just put the pasta in. Fifteen minutes?”

While he waited for Padovani to come back from the kitchen, Brunetti looked at the books that filled one wall. He pulled down one on Chinese archaeology and took it back to the sofa, glanced through it until he heard the door open and looked up to see Padovani come back into the room.

“A tavola, tutti a tavola. Mangiamo,” Padovani called. Brunetti closed the book, set it aside, and went over to take his place at the table. “You sit there, on the left,” Padovani said. He set the bowl down and started immediately to heap pasta onto the plate in front of Brunetti.

Brunetti looked down, waited until Padovani had served himself, and began to eat. Tomato, onion, cubes of pancetta, and perhaps a touch of pepperoncino, all poured over penne rigate, his favorite dried pasta.

“It’s good,” he said, meaning it. “I like the pepperoncino.”

“Oh, good. I never know if people are going to think it’s too hot.”

“No, it’s perfect,” Brunetti said and continued to eat. When he had finished his helping and Padovani was putting more onto his plate, Brunetti said, “His name’s Francesco Crespo.”

“I should have known,” said Padovani with a tired sigh. Then, sounding far more interested, he asked, “You sure there’s not too much pepperoncino?”

Brunetti shook his head and finished his second portion, then held out his hands to cover his plate when Padovani reached for the serving spoon.

“You better. There’s hardly anything else,” Padovani insisted.

“No, really, Damiano.”

“Suit yourself, but Paola’s not to blame me if you starve to death while she’s away.” He picked up their two plates, set them inside the serving bowl, and went back into the kitchen.

He was to emerge twice before he sat down again. The first time, he carried a small roast of ground turkey breast wrapped in pancetta and surrounded by potatoes, and the second a plate of grilled peppers soaked in olive oil, and a large bowl of mixed salad greens. “That’s all there is,” he said when he sat down, and Brunetti suspected that he was meant to read it as an apology.

Brunetti helped himself to roast and potatoes and began to eat.

Padovani filled their glasses and helped himself to both turkey and potatoes. “Crespo came originally from, I think, Mantova. He moved to Padova about four years ago to study pharmacy. But he quickly learned that life was far more interesting if he followed his natural inclination and set himself up as a whore, and he soon discovered that the best way to do that was to find himself an older man who would support him. The usual stuff: an apartment, a car, plenty of money for clothes, and in return all he had to do was be there when the man who paid the bills was able to get away from the bank, or the city council meeting, or his wife. I think he was only about eighteen at the time. And very, very pretty.” Padovani paused with his fork in the air. “In fact, he reminded me then of the Bacchus of Caravaggio: beautiful, but too knowing and just on the edge of corruption.”

Padovani offered some peppers to Brunetti and took some himself. “The last thing I know about him firsthand was that he was mixed up with an accountant from Treviso. But Franco could never keep himself from straying, and the accountant threw him out. Beat him up, I think, and threw him out. I don’t know when he started with the transvestism; that sort of thing has never interested me in the least. In fact, I suppose I don’t understand it. If you want a woman, then have a woman.”

“Maybe it’s a way to deceive yourself that it is a woman,” Brunetti suggested, using Paola’s theory but thinking, now, that it made sense.

“Perhaps. But how sad, eh?” Padovani moved his plate to the side and sat back. “I mean, we deceive ourselves all the time, about whether we love someone, or why we do, or why we tell the lies we do. But you’d think we could at least be honest with ourselves about who we want to go to bed with. It seems little enough, that.” He picked up the salad and sprinkled salt on it, poured olive oil liberally over the leaves, then added a large splash of vinegar.

Brunetti handed him his plate and accepted the clean salad plate he was given in its place. Padovani pushed the bowl toward him. “Help yourself. There’s no dessert. Only fruit.”

“I’m glad you didn’t have to go to any trouble,” Brunetti said, and Padovani laughed.

“Well, I really did have all of this in the house. Except for the fruit.”



Brunetti took a very small portion of salad; Padovani took even less.

“What else do you know about Crespo?” Brunetti asked.

“I heard that he was dressing up, calling himself Francesca. But I didn’t know he’d finished on Via Cappuccina. Or is it the public parks in Mestre?” he asked.

“Both,” Brunetti answered. “And I don’t know that he has finished there. The address he gave is a very nice one, and his name was outside the door.”

“Anyone’s name can be on the door. Depends on who pays the rent,” Padovani said, apparently more practiced in these things.

“I suppose you’re right,” Brunetti said.

“I don’t know much more about him. He’s not a bad person, at least he wasn’t when I knew him. But sneaky and easily led. Things like that don’t change, so he’s likely to lie to you if he sees any advantage in doing so.”

“Like most of the people I deal with,” Brunetti said.

Padovani smiled and added, “Like most of the people we all deal with all of the time.”

Brunetti had to laugh at the grim truth of this.

“I’ll get the fruit,” Padovani said, stacking their salad plates and taking them from the table. He was back quickly with a pale blue ceramic bowl that held six perfect peaches. He passed Brunetti another of the small plates and set the bowl in front of him. Brunetti took one of the peaches and began to peel it with his knife and fork.

“What can you tell me about Santomauro?” he asked as he peeled the peach, keeping his eyes on that.

“You mean the president, or whatever he calls himself, of the Lega della Moralità?” Padovani asked, making his voice richly somber as he pronounced the last words.

“Yes.”

“I know enough about him to assure you that, in certain circles, the announcement of the Lega and its purpose was met with the same sort of peals of delight with which we used to watch Rock Hudson make his assault upon the virtue of Doris Day or with which we now watch some of the more belligerent film appearances of certain living actors, both our own and American.”

“You mean it’s common knowledge?”

“Well, it is and it isn’t. To most of us it is, but we still respect the rules of gentlemen, unlike the politicians, and we do not tell tales out of school about one another. If we did, there’d be no one left to run the government or, for that matter, the Vatican.”

Brunetti was glad to see the real Padovani resurfacing, well, the airy chatterer that Brunetti had been led to believe was the real Padovani.

“But something like the Lega? Could he get away with something as blatant as that?”

“That’s an excellent question. But, if you look back into the history of the Lega, I believe you will find that in the days of its infancy Santomauro was no more than the eminence grise of the movement. In fact, I don’t think his name was associated with it, not in any official capacity, until two years ago, and he didn’t become prominent until last year, when he was elected hostess or governess, or whatever their leader is called. Grand priore? Something pretentious like that.”

“But why didn’t anyone say something then?”

“I think it’s because most of us prefer to treat the Lega as a joke. I think that’s a very serious mistake.” There was a note of uncharacteristic seriousness in his voice.

“Why do you say that?”

“Because I think the political wave of the future is groups like the Lega, groups which aim at fragmenting larger groups, breaking larger units into smaller. Just look at Eastern Europe and Yugoslavia. Look at our own political lege, wanting to chop Italy back up into a lot of smaller, independent units.”



“Could you be making too much of this, Damiano?”

“Of course I could be. The Lega della Moralità could just as easily be a bunch of harmless old ladies who like to get together and talk about how good the old times were. But who has an idea of how many members they have? What their real goal is?”

In Italy, conspiracy theories are sucked in with mother’s milk, and no Italian is ever free of the impulse to see conspiracy everywhere. Consequently, any group that was in any way hesitant to reveal itself was immediately suspected of all manner of things, as had been the Jesuits, as are the Jehovah’s Witnesses. As the Jesuits still are, Brunetti corrected himself. Conspiracy certainly bred secrecy, but Brunetti was not willing to buy the proposition that it worked the other way, and secrecy necessitated conspiracy.

“Well?” Padovani prodded him.

“Well what?”

“How much to you know about the Lega?”

“Very little,” Brunetti admitted. “But if I had to be suspicious of them, I wouldn’t look to their goals; I’d look to their finances.” During twenty years of police work, Brunetti had come to form few rules, but one of them was surely that high principles or political ideals seldom motivated people as strongly as did the desire for money.

“I doubt that Santomauro would be interested in anything as prosaic as money”

“Dami, everyone is interested in money, and most people are motivated by it.”

“Regardless of motive or goal, you can be sure that if Gian-carlo Santomauro is interested in running it, it stinks. That’s little enough, but it’s certain.”

“What do you know about his private life?” Brunetti asked, thinking of how much more subtle “private” sounded than “sexual,” which is what it meant.

“All I know is what has been suggested, what has been implied in remarks and comments. You know the way it is.” Brunetti nodded. He certainly did. “Then what I know, which, I repeat, I don’t really know —though I know—is that he likes little boys, the younger the better. If you check his past, you’ll see that he used to go to Bangkok at least once a year. Without the ineffable Signora Santomauro, I hasten to add. But for the last few years he has not done so. I have no explanation for this, but I do know that tastes such as his do not change, they do not disappear, and they cannot be satisfied in any way other than by what they desire.”

“How much of that is, um, available here?” Why was it so easy to talk to Paola about some things, so difficult with other people?

“A fair bit, although the real centers are Rome and Milano.

“ Brunetti had read about this in police reports. “Films?”

“Films, certainly, but the real thing, as well, for those who are prepared to pay. And I was about to add, who are willing to take the risk, but there really cannot be said to be any risk, not today.”

Brunetti looked down at his plate and saw that his peach lay there, peeled but untouched. He didn’t want it. “Damiano, when you say, ‘little boys,’ is there an age you have in mind?”

Padovani suddenly smiled. “You know, Guido, I have the strangest sensation that you are finding all of this terribly embarrassing.” Brunetti said nothing. “’Little’ can be twelve, but it can also be ten.”

“Oh.” There was a long pause, and then Brunetti asked, “Are you sure about Santomauro?”

“I’m sure that’s his reputation, and it’s not likely to be wrong. But I have no proof, no witnesses, no one who would ever swear to it.”

Padovani got up from the table and went across the room to a low sideboard with bottles crowded together on one side of its surface. “Grappa?” he asked.

“Please.”



“I’ve got some lovely pear-flavored. Want to try it?”

“Yes.”

Brunetti joined him on that side of the room, took the glass Padovani offered him, and went to sit again on the sofa. Padovani went back to his chair, taking the bottle with him.

Brunetti tasted it. Not pears, nectar.

“It’s too weak,” Brunetti said.

“The grappa?” Padovani asked, honestly confused.

“No, no, the connection between Crespo and Santomauro. If Santomauro likes little boys, then Crespo could just be his legal client and nothing more.”

“Entirely possible,” Padovani said in a voice that said he thought it wasn’t.

“Do you know anyone who could give you more information about either of them?” Brunetti asked.

“Santomauro and Crespo?”

“Yes. And Leonardo Mascari, as well, if there’s some connection between them.”

Padovani looked down at this watch. “It’s too late to call the people I know.” Brunetti looked at his watch and saw that it was only ten-fifteen. Nuns?

Padovani had noticed his glance and laughed. “No, Guido, they’ll all have gone out for the evening, the night. But I’ll call them from Rome tomorrow and see what they know or can find out.”

“I’d prefer that neither of the men know that questions are being asked about them.” It was polite, but it was stiff and awkward.

“Guido, it will be as if gossamer had been floated in the air. Everyone who knows Santomauro will be delighted to spread whatever they know or have heard about him, and you can be equally certain that none of this will get back to him. The very thought that he might be mixed up in something nasty will be a source of tingly delight to the people I’m thinking of.”



“That’s just it, Damiano. I don’t want there to be any talk, especially that he might be mixed up in anything, especially anything nasty.” He knew he sounded severe when he said it, so he smiled and held out his glass for another grappa.

The fop disappeared and the journalist took his place. “All right, Guido. I won’t play around with it, and perhaps I’ll call different people, but I ought to be able to have some information about him by Tuesday or Wednesday.” Padovani poured himself another glass of grappa and sipped at it. “You should look into the Lega, Guido, at least into its membership.”

“You’re really worried about it, aren’t you?” Brunetti asked.

“I’m worried about any group that assumes its own superiority, in any way, to other people.”

“The police?” Brunetti asked with a smile, trying to lighten the other man’s mood.

“No, not the police, Guido. No one believes they’re superior, and I suspect that most of your boys don’t believe it either.” He finished his drink but poured himself no more. Instead, he put both glass and bottle on the floor beside his chair. “I always think of Savonarola,” he said. “He started by wanting to make things better, but the only way he could think of to do that was to destroy anything he disapproved of. In the end, I suspect zealots are all like him, even the ecologisti and the feministi. They start out wanting a better world, but they end up wanting to get it by removing anything in the world around them that doesn’t correspond to their idea of what the world should be. Like Savonarola, they’ll all end up on the pyre.”

“And then what?” Brunetti asked.

“Oh, I guess the rest of us will somehow manage to muddle through.”

It wasn’t much in the way of philosophical affirmation, but Brunetti took it as a sufficiently optimistic note on which to end the evening. He got to his feet, said the necessary things to his host, and went home to his solitary bed.
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Another reason Brunetti had been reluctant to go to the mountains was that this was his Sunday to visit his mother; he and his brother Sergio alternated weekends or went in the other’s place when necessary. But this weekend Sergio and his family were in Sardinia, so there was no one but Brunetti to go. It made no difference, of course, whether he went or not, but still he went or Sergio went. Because she was in Mira, about ten kilometers from Venice, he had to take a bus and then either a taxi or a long walk to get to the Casa di Riposo.

Knowing that he was to go, he slept badly, kept awake by memory, heat, and the mosquitoes that could not be kept out. He finally woke at about eight, woke to the same decision that he had to make every second Sunday: whether to go before or after lunch. Like the visit itself, this made no difference whatsoever and today was influenced only by the heat. If he waited until the afternoon, it would only be more infernal, so he decided to go immediately.

He left the house before nine, walked to Piazzale Roma, and was lucky to get there only minutes before the bus for Mira left. Because he was one of the last people to get on, he stood, rocked from side to side as the bus crossed the bridge and entered onto the maze of overpasses that carried traffic above or around Mestre.



Some of the faces on the bus were familiar to him; often some of them would share a taxi from the station in Mira or, in better weather, walk together from the station, seldom talking about anything more than the weather. Six people climbed down from the bus at the main station; two of them were women familiar to him, and the three of them quickly agreed to share the taxi. Because the taxi was not air-conditioned, they could talk about the weather, all of them glad of that distraction.

In front of the Casa di Riposo, each pulled out five thousand lire. The driver used no meter; everyone who made the trip knew the fare.

They went inside together, Brunetti and the two women, still expressing the hope that the wind would change or that rain would come, all protesting that they had never known a summer like this one, and what would happen to the farmers if it didn’t rain soon?

He knew the way, walked to the third floor, the two women going their separate way on the second floor, where the men were kept. At the top of the stairs, he saw Suor’ Immacolata, his favorite of the sisters who worked here.

“Buon giorno, Dottore,” she said, smiling and coming across the corridor toward him.

“Buon giorno, Sister,” he said. “You look very cool, as if the heat doesn’t bother you at all.”

She smiled at this, as she did every time he joked with her about it. “Ah, you Northerners, you don’t know what real heat is. This is nothing, just a taste of springtime in the air.” Suor’ Immacolata was from the mountains of Sicily, had been transferred here by her community two years before. In the midst of the agony, madness, and misery which engulfed her days, the only thing she minded was the cold, but her remarks about it were always wry and casually dismissive as if to say that, exposed to real suffering, it was absurd to discuss her own. Seeing her smile, he saw again how beautiful she was: almond-shaped brown eyes, a soft mouth, and a thin, elegant nose. It made no sense. Worldly, believing himself to be a man of the flesh, Brunetti could see only the renunciation and could make nothing of the desires that might have animated it.

“How is she?” he asked.

“She’s had a good week, Dottore.” That could, to Brunetti, mean only negative things: she hadn’t attacked anyone, she hadn’t destroyed anything, she had done no violence to herself.

“Is she eating?”

“Yes, Dottore. In fact, on Wednesday she went and had lunch with the other ladies.” He waited to learn what disaster that might have brought, but Suor’ Immacolata said nothing more.

“Do you think I could see her?” he asked.

“Oh, certainly, Dottore. Would you like me to come with you?” How beautiful, the grace of women, how soft their charity.

“Thank you, Sister. Perhaps she would be more comfortable if she could see you with me, at least when I first go in.”

“Yes, that might take away the surprise. Once she gets accustomed to another person, she’s usually all right. And once she senses that it’s you, Dottore, she’s really quite happy.”

This was a lie. Brunetti knew it, and Suor’ Immacolata knew it. Her faith told her it was a sin to lie, and yet she told this lie to Brunetti and his brother each and every week. Later, on her knees, she prayed to be forgiven for a sin she could not help committing and knew she would commit again. In the winter, after she prayed and before she slept, she would open the window of her room and remove from her bed the single blanket she was allowed. But, each week, she told the same lie.

She turned and led the way, the well-known way, down toward room 308. On the right side of the corridor, three women sat in wheelchairs pushed up against the wall. Two of them beat rhythmically against the arms of their wheelchairs, muttering nonsense, and the third rocked back and forth, back and forth, a mad human metronome. As he passed, the one who always smelled of urine reached out and grabbed at Brunetti. “Are you Giulio? Are you Giulio?” she asked.

“No, Signora Antonia,” Suor’ Immacolata said, leaning down and stroking back the old woman’s short white hair. “Giulio was just here to see you. Don’t you remember? He brought you this lovely little animal,” she said, taking a small chewed teddy bear from the woman’s lap and putting it into her hands.

The old woman looked at her with puzzled, eternally confused eyes, eyes from which only death could remove the confusion, and asked, “Giulio?”

“That’s right, Signora. Giulio gave you the little orsetto. Isn’t he beautiful?” She held out the tiny bear to the old woman, who took it from her, then turned back toward Brunetti and asked, “Are you Giulio?”

Suor’ Immacolata took his arm and led him away, saying, “Your mother took Communion this week. That seemed to help her a great deal.”

“I’m sure it did,” Brunetti said. When he thought about it, it seemed to Brunetti that what he did when he came here was similar to what a person who was going to experience physical pain—an injection, exposure to sharp cold—did with his body: he tensed his muscles and concentrated, to the exclusion of all other sensation, on resisting that anticipated pain. But, instead of tightening his muscles, Brunetti found himself, if such a thing could be said to be, tightening his soul.

They stopped at the door of his mother’s room, and memories of the past crowded around and beat at him like Furies: glorious meals filled with laughter and singing, his mother’s clear soprano rising up above them all; his mother breaking into angry, hysterical tears when he told her he wanted to marry Paola, then coming into his room that same night to give him her gold bracelet, her only remaining gift from Brunetti’s father, saying that it was for Paola, for the bracelet was always supposed to belong to the wife of the eldest son.



A twist of his will, and all memory fled. He saw only the door, the white door, and the white back of Suor’ Immacolata’s habit. She opened the door and went in, leaving the door open.

“Signora,” she said, “Signora, your son is here to see you.” She moved across the room and went to stand near the bent old woman sitting by the window. “Signora, isn’t that nice? Your son’s come to visit you.”

Brunetti stood by the door. Suor’ Immacolata nodded to him, and he stepped inside, leaving the door open behind him as he had learned to do.

“Good morning, Dottore,” the nun said loudly, enunciating clearly. “I’m so glad you could come to see your mother. Isn’t she looking well?”

He came a few more steps into the room and stopped, holding his hands well away from his body. “Buon di, Mamma,” he said. “It’s Guido. I’ve come to see you. How are you, Mamma?” He smiled.

The old woman, never taking her eyes off Brunetti, grabbed at the nun’s arm, pulled her down, and whispered something in her ear.

“Oh, no, Signora. Don’t say such things. He’s a good man. It’s your son, Guido. He’s come to see you and see how you are.” She stroked the old woman’s hand, knelt down to be closer to her. The old woman looked at the nun, said something else to her, then looked back at Brunetti, who hadn’t moved.

“He’s the man who killed my baby,” she suddenly shouted. “I know him. I know him. He’s the man who killed my baby.” She pushed herself from side to side in her chair. She raised her voice and began to shout, “Help, help, he’s come back to kill my babies.”

Suor’ Immacolata put her arms around the old woman, held her tight, and whispered in her ear, but nothing could contain the woman’s fear and wrath. She pushed the nun away with such force that she fell sprawling on the ground.



Suor’ Immacolata quickly pushed herself to her knees and turned to Brunetti. She shook her head and made a gesture toward the door. Brunetti, keeping his hands clearly visible in front of him, backed slowly out of the room and closed the door. From inside, he heard his mother’s voice, screaming wildly for long minutes, then gradually growing calmer. Under it, in low counterpoint, he heard the softer, deeper voice of the young woman as she soothed, calmed, and gradually removed the old woman’s fear. There were no windows in the corridor, and so Brunetti stood outside the door and looked at it.

After about ten minutes, Suor ‘Immacolata came out of the room and stood beside him. “I’m sorry, Dottore. I really thought she was better this week. She’s been very quiet ever since she took Communion.”

“That’s all right, Sister. These things happen. You didn’t hurt yourself, did you?”

“Oh, no. Poor thing, she didn’t know what she was doing. No, I’m all right.”

“Is there anything she needs?” he asked.

“No, no, she has everything she needs.” To Brunetti, it seemed like his mother had nothing she needed, but maybe that was only because there was nothing she needed any longer and never would again.

“You’re very kind, Sister.”

“It’s the Lord who is kind, Dottore. We merely do His service.”

Brunetti found nothing to say. He put out his hand and shook hers, kept her hand in his for long seconds, and then wrapped his other hand around it. “Thank you, Sister.”

“God bless you and give you strength, Dottore.”
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A week had passed, so the story of Maria Lucrezia Patta was no longer the sun around which the Questura of Venice revolved. Two more cabinet ministers had resigned over the weekend, each vociferous in his protestations that his decision had nothing whatsoever to do with and was in no way related to his having been named in the most recent scandals about bribery and corruption. Ordinarily, the staff of the Questura, like all of Italy, would yawn over this and turn to the sports page, but as one of them happened to be the Minister for Justice, the staff took a special interest, if only to speculate about what other heads would soon be seen rolling down the steps of the Quirinale.

Even though this was one of the biggest scandals in decades— and when had there ever been a small scandal?—popular opinion held that it would all be insabbiata, buried in sand, hushed up, just as had happened with all of the other scandals in the past. Once any Italian got this particular bit between his teeth, he was virtually unstoppable, and there usually followed a list of the cases that had been effectively covered up: Ustica, PG2, the death of Pope John Paul I, Sindona. Maria Lucrezia Patta, no matter how dramatic her exit from the city had been, could hardly be expected to keep company at such dizzy heights, and so life drifted back to normal, the only news being that the transvestite found in Mestre last week had turned out to be the director of the Banca di Verona, and who would have expected that, a bank director, for God’s sake?

One of the secretaries in the passport office up the street had heard in her bar this morning that this Mascari was pretty well known in Mestre and that it had been an open secret for years what he did when he went away on his business trips. Furthermore, it was learned at another bar, his marriage wasn’t a real marriage, just a cover for him because he worked in a bank. Here someone interjected that he hoped his wife had at least worn the same size clothing; why else marry her? One of the fruit vendors at the Rialto had it on very good authority that Mascari had always been like this, even when he was at school.

By late morning it was necessary for public opinion to pause for breath, but by the afternoon, common knowledge had it that Mascari was dead not only as a result of the “rough trade” he pursued, even against the warnings of those few friends who knew of his secret vice, but that his wife was refusing to claim his body and give it a Christian burial.

Brunetti had an appointment with the widow at eleven and went to it ignorant of the rumors swirling around the city. He called the Banca di Verona and learned that, a week before, their office in Messina had received a phone call from a man identifying himself as Mascari, explaining that his visit would have to be delayed, perhaps for two weeks, perhaps a month. No, they had not bothered to confirm this call, having no reason to suspect its validity.

The Mascari apartment was on the third floor of a building one block back from Via Garibaldi, the main thoroughfare of Castello. When she opened the door for Brunetti, the widow looked much the same as she had two days before, save that her suit today was black, and the signs of weariness around her eyes were more pronounced.

“Good morning, Signora. It’s very kind of you to speak to me today.”



“Come in, please,” she said and stepped back from the door. He asked permission, then walked into the apartment and, for a moment, he felt a complete dislocation, a strange sense that he had already been here. It was only after he looked around that he realized the source of this feeling: the apartment was almost identical to the apartment of the old woman in Campo San Bartolomeo and had the look of a place in which the same family had lived for generations. An identical heavy credenza stood against the far wall, and the velvet upholstery on the two chairs and sofa was the same vaguely patterned green. Curtains were also pulled closed in front of these windows, to keep out either the sun or the eyes of the curious.

“Can I get you something to drink?” she asked, an offer that was clearly formulaic.

“No, please, nothing, Signora. I would like only a bit of your time. There are some questions we have to ask you.”

“Yes, I know,” she said and moved back into the room. She sat in one of the overstuffed chairs, and Brunetti took the other. She removed a small piece of thread from the arm of the chair, rolled it into a ball, and put it carefully in the pocket of her jacket.

“I don’t know how much you’ve heard of the rumors surrounding your husband’s death, Signora.”

“I know he was found dressed as a woman,” she said in a small, choking voice.

“If you know that, then you must realize that certain questions must be asked.”

She nodded and looked down at her hands.

He could make the question sound either brutal or awkward. He chose the latter. “Do you have any or did you have any reason to believe that your husband was involved in such practices?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said, although it must be clear what he meant.

“That your husband was involved in transvestism.” Why not just say the word, “transvestite,” and have done with it?

“That’s impossible.”

Brunetti didn’t say anything, waiting for her.

All she did was repeat, stolidly, “That’s impossible.”

“Signora, has your husband ever received strange phone calls or letters?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Has anyone ever called and spoken to him, after which he seemed worried or preoccupied? Or perhaps a letter? Or had he seemed worried lately?”

“No, nothing like that,” she said.

“If I might return to my original question, Signora, did your husband ever give any indication that he might have been drawn in that direction?”

“Toward men?” she asked, voice high with disbelief, and with something else. Disgust?

“Yes.”

“No, nothing. That’s a horrible thing to say. Revolting. I won’t let you say that about my husband. Leonardo was a man.” Brunetti noticed that her hands were drawn into tight fists.

“Please be patient with me, Signora. I am merely trying to understand things, and so I need to ask you these questions about your husband. That does not mean that I believe them.”

“Then why ask them?” she asked, voice truculent.

“So that we can find out the truth about your husband’s death, Signora.”

“I won’t answer any questions about that. It’s not decent.”

He wanted to tell her that murder wasn’t decent, either, but instead asked, “During the last few weeks, had your husband seemed different in any way?”

Predictably, she said, “I don’t know what you mean.”

“For example, did he say anything about his trip to Messina? Did he seem eager to go? Reluctant?”

“No, he seemed like he always did.”



“And how was that?”

“He had to go. It was part of his job, so he had to do it.”

“Did he say anything about it?”

“No, just that he had to go.”

“And he wouldn’t call you during these trips, Signora?”

“No.”

“Why was that, Signora?”

She seemed to sense that he wasn’t going to let this one go, so she answered, “The bank wouldn’t allow Leonardo to put personal calls on his expense account. Sometimes he’d call a friend at the office and ask him to call me, but not always.”

“Ah, I see,” Brunetti said. Director of a bank, and he wouldn’t pay for a phone call to his wife.

“Do you and your husband have any children, Signora?”

“No,” she answered quickly.

Brunetti dropped that and asked, “Did your husband have any special friends at the bank? You mentioned a friend you called; could you give me his name?”

“Why do you want to talk to him?”

“Perhaps your husband said something at work, or perhaps he gave some indication of how he felt about the trip to Messina. I’d like to speak to your husband’s friend and see if he noticed anything unusual about your husband’s behavior.”

“I’m sure he didn’t.”

“I’d nevertheless like to speak to him, Signora, if you could give me his name.”

“Marco Ravanello. But he won’t be able to tell you anything. There was nothing wrong with my husband.” She shot Brunetti a fierce glance and repeated, “There was nothing wrong with my husband.”

“I don’t want to trouble you any more, Signora,” Brunetti said, getting to his feet and taking a few steps toward the door. “Have the funeral arrangements been made?”

“Yes, the mass is tomorrow. At ten.” She didn’t say where it was to be held, and Brunetti didn’t ask. That information was easily enough obtained, and he would attend.

At the door, he paused. “Thank you very much for your help, Signora. I’d like to extend my personal condolences, and I assure you that we will do everything in our power to find the person responsible for your husband’s death.” Why did “death” always sound better than “murder”?

“My husband wasn’t like that. You’ll find out. He was a man.”

Brunetti did not extend his hand, merely bowed his head and let himself out the door. As he went down the steps, he remembered the last scene of The House of Bernardo Alba, the mother standing on stage, screaming at the audience and at the world that her daughter had died a virgin, died a virgin. To Brunetti, only the fact of their deaths mattered; all else was vanity.

At the Questura, he asked Vianello to come up to his office. Because Brunetti’s was two floors higher, it was more likely to catch whatever wisp of breeze was available. When they got inside and Brunetti had opened the windows and taken off his jacket, he asked Vianello, “Well, did you get anything on the Legal”

“Nadia expects to be put on the payroll for this, Dottore,” Vianello said as he sat down. “She spent more than two hours on the phone this weekend, talking to friends all over the city. Interesting, this Lega della Moralità”

Vianello would tell the story in his own way, Brunetti knew, but he thought he’d sweeten the process and said, “I’ll stop at the Rialto tomorrow morning and get her some flowers. Will that be enough, do you think?”

“She’d rather have me home next Saturday,” Vianello said.

“What are you scheduled for?” Brunetti asked.

“I’m supposed to be on the boat that brings the Minister of the Environment in from the airport. We all know he’s not going to come to Venice, that he’s going to cancel at the last minute. You think he’d dare come here in August, with the algae stinking up the city, and talk about their great new environmental projects?” Vianello laughed scornfully; interest in the new Green Party was another result of his recent medical experiences. “But I’d like not to have to waste the morning going out to the airport, only to get there and be told he isn’t coming.”

His argument made complete sense to Brunetti. The minister, to use Vianello’s words, wouldn’t dare present himself in Venice, not in the same month when half the beaches on the Adriatic coast were closed to swimming because of high levels of pollution, not in a city that had recently learned that the fish that made up a major part of its diet contained dangerously high levels of mercury and other heavy metals. “I’ll see what I can do,” Brunetti said.

Pleased with the prospect of something better than flowers, although he knew Brunetti would bring them, as well, Vianello pulled out his notebook and began to read the report compiled by his wife.

“The Lega was started about eight years ago, no one quite knows by whom or for what purpose. Because it’s supposed to do good works, things like taking toys to orphanages and meals to old people in their homes, it’s always had a good reputation. Over the years, the city and some of the churches have let it take over and administer vacant apartments; it uses them to give cheap, sometimes free, housing to the elderly and, in some cases, to the handicapped.” Vianello paused for a moment, then added, “Because all of its employees are volunteers, it was allowed to organize itself as a charitable organization.”

“Which,” Brunetti interrupted him, “means that it is not obliged to pay taxes and that the government will extend the usual courtesy to it, and its finances will not be examined closely, if at all.”

“We are two hearts that beat as one, Dottore.” Brunetti knew Vianello’s politics had changed. But his rhetoric as well?



“What is very strange, Dottore, is that Nadia wasn’t able to find anyone who actually belongs to the Lega. Not even the woman at the bank, as it turns out. Lots of people said they knew someone who they thought was a member, but, after Nadia asked, it turned out that they weren’t sure. Twice she spoke to the people who were said to be members, and it turned out that they weren’t.”

“And the good works?” Brunetti asked.

“Also very elusive. She called the hospitals, but none of them had ever had any contact with the Lega. I tried the social service agency that takes care of old people, but they’ve never heard of anyone from the Lega doing anything for the old people.”

“And the orphanages?”

“She spoke to the mother superior of the order that runs the three largest ones. She said she had heard of the Lega but had never had any help from them.”

“And the woman in the bank. Why did Nadia think she was a member?”

“Because she lives in an apartment the Lega administers. But she’s never been a member, and she said she didn’t know anyone who was. Nadia’s still trying to find someone who is.” If Nadia put this time down, as well, Vianello would probably end up asking for the rest of the month off.

“And Santomauro?” Brunetti asked.

“Everyone seems to know he’s the boss, but no one seems to know how he became it. Nor, interestingly enough, does anyone have any idea of what it means to be boss.”

“Don’t they have meetings?”

“People say they do. In parish houses or private homes. But, again, Nadia couldn’t find anyone who had ever actually been to one.”

“Have you spoken to the boys in Finance?”

“No, I thought Elettra would take care of that.” Elettra? What was this, the informality of the converted?



“I’ve asked Signorina Elettra to put Santomauro into her computer, but I haven’t seen her yet this morning.”

“She’s down in the archives, I think,” Vianello explained.

“What about his professional life?” Brunetti asked.

“Success and success and nothing else. He represents two of the biggest building firms in the city, two city counsellors, and at least three banks.”

“Is one of them the Bank of Verona?”

Vianello looked down at his notebook and flipped back a page. “Yes. How did you know that?”

“I didn’t know it. But that’s where Mascari worked.”

“Two plus two makes four, doesn’t it?” Vianello asked.

“Political connections?” Brunetti asked.

“With two city counsellors as clients?” Vianello asked by way of answering the question.

“And his wife?”

“No one seems to know much about her, but everyone seems to believe she’s the real power in the family.”

“And is there a family?”

“Two sons. One’s an architect, the other a doctor.”

“The perfect Italian family,” Brunetti observed, then asked, “And Crespo? What did you find out about him?”

“Have you seen his record from Mestre?”

“Yes. Usual stuff. Drugs. Trying to shake down a customer. Nothing violent. No surprises. Did you find out anything else?”

“Not much more than that,” Vianello answered. “He was beaten up twice, but both times he said he didn’t know who did it. The second time, in fact,” Vianello began, flipping a few pages ahead in his notebook, “here it is. He said he was ‘set upon by thieves.’”

“’Set upon’?”

“That’s what it said in the report. I copied it down just like it was.”

“He must read a lot of books, Signor Crespo.”



“More than is good for him, I’d say.”

“Did you find out anything else about him? Whose name is on the contract for the apartment where he lives?”

“No. I’ll check and see.”

“And see if you can get Signorina Elettra to find anything there might be about the finances of the Lega, or Santomauro, or Crespo, or Mascari. Tax returns, bank statements, loans. That sort of information should be available.”

“She’ll know what to do,” Vianello said, noting it all down. “Will there be anything else?”

“No. Let me know as soon as you hear anything or if Nadia finds someone who’s a member.”

“Yes, sir,” Vianello said, getting to his feet. “This is the best thing that could have happened.”

“What do you mean?”

“Nadia’s getting interested in this. You know how she’s been for years, not liking it when I have to work late or on the weekends. But once she got a taste of it, she was off like a bloodhound. And you should have heard her on the phone. She could get people to tell her anything. It’s too bad we don’t hire freelancers.”
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If he hurried, Brunetti could get to the Bank of Verona before it closed, that is, if an office that functioned from the second floor and appeared to have no place in which to fulfill the public functions of a bank bothered to observe regular hours. He arrived at 12:20 and, finding the downstairs door closed, rang the bell next to the simple brass plate that bore the bank’s name. The door snapped open, and he found himself back in the same small lobby where he had stood with the old woman on Saturday afternoon.

At the top of the stairs, he saw that the door to the bank’s office was closed, so he rang a second bell at its side. After a moment, he heard steps approach the door, and then it was pulled open by a tall blonde man, clearly not the one he had seen go down the steps on Saturday afternoon.

He took his warrant card from his pocket and held it out to him. “Buon giorno, I’m Commissario Guido Brunetti from the Questura di Venezia. I’d like to speak to Signor Ravanello.”

“Just one moment, please,” the man said and closed the door so quickly that Brunetti didn’t have time to stop him. At least a full minute passed before the door was opened again, this time by another man, he neither tall nor blonde, although neither was he the man Brunetti had seen on the stairs. “Yes?” he asked Brunetti, as though the other man had been a mirage.



“I’d like to speak to Signor Ravanello.”

“And who shall I say is here?”

“I just told your colleague. Commissario Guido Brunetti.”

“Ah, yes, just a moment.” This time Brunetti was ready, had his foot poised above the ground, ready to jam it into the door at the first sign the man might try to close it, a trick he had learned from reading American murder mysteries but which he had never had the chance to try.

Nor was he to get the chance to try it now. The man pulled the door back and said, “Please come in, Signor Commissario. Signor Ravanello is in his office and would be happy to see you.” It seemed a lot for the man to assume, but Brunetti allowed him the right to his own opinion.

The main office appeared to occupy the same area as did the old woman’s apartment. The man led him across a room that corresponded to her living room: the same four large windows looked out on the campo. Three men in dark suits sat at separate desks, but none of them bothered to look up from his computer screen as Brunetti crossed the room. The man stopped in front of a door that would have been the door to the old woman’s kitchen. He knocked and entered without waiting for an answer.

The room was about the same size as the kitchen, but where the old woman had a sink, this room had four rows of filing cabinets. In the space where she had her marble-topped table, there was a broad oak desk, and behind it sat a tall, dark-haired man of medium build who wore a white shirt and dark suit. He did not have to turn around and show the back of his head for Brunetti to recognize him as the man who had been working in the office on Saturday afternoon and whom he had seen on the vaporetto.

He had been at some distance, and he had been wearing dark glasses when Brunetti saw him, but it was the same man. He had a small mouth and a long, patrician nose. This, coupled with narrow eyes and heavy dark eyebrows, succeeded in pulling all attention to the center of his face so that the viewer tended at first to ignore his hair, which was very thick and tightly curled.

“Signor Ravanello,” Brunetti began, “I’m Commissario Guido Brunetti.”

Ravanello stood behind his desk and extended his hand. “Ah, yes, I’m sure you’ve come about this terrible business with Mascari.” Then, turning to the other man, he said, “Thank you, Aldo. I’ll speak to the commissario.” The other man left the office and closed the door.

“Please, have a seat,” Ravanello offered and came around the desk to turn one of the two straight-backed chairs that stood there so that it was more directly facing his own. When Brunetti was seated, Ravanello went back to his own chair and sat down. “This is terrible, terrible. I’ve been speaking to the directors of the bank in Verona. None of us has the least idea what to do about this.”

“About replacing Mascari? He was the director here, wasn’t he?”

“Yes, he was. But, no, our problem isn’t about who will replace him. That’s been taken care of.”

Although Ravanello clearly meant this as a pause before he got to the real business of the bank’s concern, Brunetti asked, “And who replaced him?”

Ravanello looked up, surprised by the question. “I have, as I was assistant director. But, as I said, this is not the reason for the bank’s concern.”

To the best of Brunetti’s knowledge—and experience had never interfered to prove him wrong—the only reason for a bank’s concern about anything was how much money it made or lost. He smiled a curious smile and asked, “And what is that, Signor Ravanello?”

“The scandal. The awful scandal. You know how discreet we have to be, bankers, you know how careful.”

Brunetti knew they couldn’t be seen in a casino, couldn’t write a bad check or they could be fired, but these hardly seemed onerous demands to place upon someone who, after all, had in trust the money of other people.

“Which scandal are you talking about, Signor Ravanello?”

“If you’re a police commissario, then you know the circumstances in which Leonardo’s body was found.”

Brunetti nodded.

“That, unfortunately, has become common knowledge here and in Verona. We have already had a number of calls from our clients, from people who dealt with Leonardo for a number of years. Three of them have asked to transfer their funds from this bank. Two of those represent substantial losses for the bank. And today is only the first day.”

“And you believe these decisions are the result of the circumstances in which Signor Mascari’s body was found?”

“Obviously. I should think that would be self-evident,” Ravanello said, but he sounded worried, not angry.

“Do you have reason to believe that there will be more withdrawals as a result of this?”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. In those cases, the real losses, we can trace them directly to Leonardo’s death. But we are far more worried about the immeasurable loss to the bank.”

“Which would be?”

“People who choose not to invest with us. People who hear about this or read about this and, as a result, choose to entrust their finances to another bank.”

Brunetti thought about this for a while, and he also thought about the way bankers always avoided using the word “money,” thought of the broad panoply of words they’d invented to replace that crasser term: funds, finances, investments, liquidity, assets. Euphemism was usually devoted to crasser things: death and bodily functions. Did that mean there was something fundamentally sordid about money and that the language of bankers attempted to disguise or deny this fact? He pulled his attention back to Ravanello.



“Have you any idea of how much this might be?”

“No,” Ravanello said, shaking his head as at the mention of death or serious illness. “There’s no way to calculate it.”

“And what you call the real losses, how great have they been?”

Ravanello’s look became more guarded. “Could you tell me why you want that information, Commissario?”

“It’s not a case of my wanting that information, Signor Ravanello, not specifically. We are still in the opening stages of this investigation, and so I want to acquire as much information as possible, from as many sources as possible. I’m not sure what will prove important, but we won’t be able to make that determination until we have acquired all of the information there is to be had regarding Signor Mascari.”

“I see, I see,” Ravanello said. He reached out and pulled a folder toward him. “I have those figures here, Commissario. I was just looking at them.” He opened the folder and ran his finger down a computer printout of names and numbers. “The combined worth of the liquidated assets, just from the two depositors I mentioned—the third hardly matters—is roughly eight billion lire.”

“Because he was wearing a dress?” Brunetti said, intentionally exaggerating his response.

Ravanello disguised his distaste at such levity, but just barely. “No, Commissario, not because he was wearing a dress. But because that sort of behavior is suggestive of a profound lack of responsibility, and our investors, perhaps rightly, are concerned that this same lack of responsibility might have characterized his professional as well as his personal life.”

“So people are bailing out before it’s discovered that he’s bankrupted the bank by spending it all on stockings and lace underwear?”

“I see no reason to treat this as a joke, Commissario,” Ravanello said in a voice that must have brought countless creditors to their knees.



“I am merely attempting to suggest that this is an excessive response to the man’s death.”

“But his death is very compromising.”

“For whom?”

“For the bank, certainly. But far more so for Leonardo himself.”

“Signor Ravanello, however compromising Signor Mascari’s death may seem to be, we have no definite facts regarding the circumstances of that death.”

“Is that supposed to mean that he was not found wearing a woman’s dress?”

“Signor Ravanello, if I dress you in a monkey suit, that does not mean you are a monkey.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Ravanello asked, no longer attempting to disguise his anger.

“It’s supposed to mean exactly what it does mean: the fact that Signor Mascari was wearing a dress at the time of his death does not necessitate the fact that he was a transvestite. In fact, it does not necessitate the fact that there was the least irregularity in his life.”

“I find that impossible to believe,” Ravanello said.

“Apparently so do your investors.”

“I find it impossible to believe for other reasons, Commissario,” Ravanello said and looked down at the folder, closed it, and set it to the side of the desk.

“Yes?”

“This is very difficult to talk about,” he said, taking the folder and shifting it to the other side of the desk.

When he said nothing more, Brunetti urged in a softer voice, “Go on, Signor Ravanello.”

“I was a friend of Leonardo’s. Perhaps his only close friend.” He looked up at Brunetti, then down again at his hands. “I knew about him,” he said in a soft voice.

“Knew what, Signor Ravanello?”



“About the dressing up. And about the boys.” His color rose as he said this, but he kept his eyes steadily on his hands.

“How did you know it?”

“Leonardo told me.” He paused here and took a deep breath. “We’ve worked together for ten years. Our families know each other. Leonardo is my son’s godfather. I don’t think he had other friends, not close ones.” Ravanello stopped talking, as if this was all he could say.

Brunetti allowed a moment to pass and then asked, “How did he tell you? And what did he tell you?”

“We were here, working on a Sunday, just the two of us. The computers had been down on Friday and Saturday, and we couldn’t begin to work on them until Sunday. We were sitting out at the terminals in the main office, and he just turned to me and told me.”

“What did he say?”

“It was very strange, Commissario. He just looked over at me. I saw that he had stopped working, thought he wanted to tell me something or ask me something about the transaction he was recording, so I stopped and looked at him.” Ravanello paused, conjuring up the scene. “He said, ‘You know, Marco, I like boys.’ Then he bent down over the computer and continued to work, just as if he’d given me a transaction number or the price of a stock. It was very strange.” Brunetti allowed silence to emanate out from this for a while, and then he asked, “Did he ever explain the remark or add to it?”

“Yes. When we finished working that afternoon, I asked him what he meant, and he told me.”

“What did he say?”

“That he liked boys, not women.”

“Boys or men?”

“Raggazzi. Boys.”

“Did he say anything about the dressing?”

“Not then. But he did about a month later. We were on the train, going out to the main office in Verona, and we passed a few of them on the platform in Padova. He told me then.”

“How did you respond to what he told you?”

“I was shocked, of course. I never suspected Leonardo was that way.”

“Did you warn him?”

“About what?”

“His position at the bank?”

“Of course. I told him that if anyone learned about it his career would be ruined.”

“Why? I’m sure many homosexuals work in banks.”

“No, it’s not that. It was the dressing up. And the whores.”

“He told you that?”

“Yes. He told me that he used them and that he would do the same sometimes.”

“Do what?”

“Whatever you call it—solicit? He would take money from men. I told him that this could destroy him.” Ravanello paused for a moment and then added, “And it did destroy him.”

“Signor Ravanello, why haven’t you told the police any of this?”

“I’ve just told you, Commissario. I’ve told you everything.”

“Yes, but I came here to question you. You didn’t contact us.”

“I saw no reason to destroy his reputation,” Ravanello finally said.

“It would seem, from what you’ve told me about your clients, that there isn’t much left to destroy.”

“I didn’t think it was important.” Seeing Brunetti’s look, he said, “That is, everyone seemed to believe it already. So I saw no reason to betray his confidence.”

“I suspect there’s something you aren’t telling me, Signor Ravanello.”

The banker met Brunetti’s gaze and quickly looked away. “I also wanted to protect the bank. I wanted to see if Leonardo had been, if he had been indiscreet.”

“Is that bankers language for ‘embezzle’?”

Again, Ravanello’s lips expressed his opinion of Brunetti’s choice of words. “I wanted to be sure that the bank had been in no way affected by his indiscretions.”

“Meaning what?”

“All right, Commissario,” Ravanello said, leaning forward and speaking angrily. “I wanted to see that his accounts were in order, that nothing was missing from any of the clients or institutions whose funds he handled.”

“You’ve had a busy morning, then.”

“No, I came in this weekend to do it. I spent most of Saturday and Sunday at the computer, checking through his files, going back three years. That’s all I had time to check.”

“And what did you find?”

“Absolutely nothing. Everything is perfectly as it should be. However disorderly Leonardo’s private life might have been, his professional life is perfectly in order.”

“And if it had not been?” Brunetti asked.

“Then I would have called you.”

“I see. Can copies of these records be made available to us?”

“Of course,” Ravanello agreed, surprising Brunetti by the speed with which he did so. In his experience, banks were even more reluctant to disclose information than to give money. Usually, it was available only with a court order. What a pleasant, accommodating gesture for Signor Ravanello to make.

“Thank you, Signor Ravanello. One of our finance people will be down to get them from you, perhaps tomorrow.”

“I’ll have them ready.”

“I’d also like you to think of anything else Signor Mascari might have confided in you about his other, his secret, life.”

“Of course. But I think I’ve told you everything.”



“Well, perhaps the emotion of the moment might be preventing you from remembering other things, minor things. I’d be very grateful if you’d make a note of anything that comes to mind. I’ll be in touch with you in a day or two.”

“Of course,” Ravanello repeated, perhaps made amiable by the clear sense that the interview was soon to end.

“I think that will be all for today,” Brunetti said, getting to his feet. “I appreciate both your time and your candor, Signor Ravanello. I’m sure this time is very difficult for you. You’ve lost not only a colleague, but a friend.”

“Yes, I have,” Ravanello said, nodding.

“Again,” Brunetti said, extending his hand, “let me thank you for your time and your help.” He paused a moment and then added, “And your honesty.”

Ravanello looked up sharply at this but said, “You’re welcome, Commissario,” and came around the desk to lead Brunetti to the door. He went out of his office with Brunetti and accompanied him to the door of the main office. They shook hands again there, and Brunetti let himself out onto those same steps down which he had followed Ravanello Saturday afternoon.
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Because he was near the Rialto, it would have been easy for Brunetti to go home for lunch, but he neither wanted to cook for himself nor risk the rest of the insalata di calamari, now in its fourth day and hence suspect. Instead, he walked down to Corte dei Milion and had an adequate lunch in the small trattoria that crouched in one corner of the tiny campo.

He got back to his office at three and thought it might be wise to go down and talk to Patta without having to be summoned. Outside the Vice-Questore’s office, he found Signorina Elettra standing by the table that stood against the wall of her tiny office, pouring water from a plastic bottle into a large crystal vase that held six tall calla lilies. The lilies were white, but not so white as the cotton of the blouse she wore with the skirt of her purple suit. When she saw Brunetti, she smiled and said, “It’s remarkable, how much water they drink.”

He could think of no adequate rejoinder, so he contented himself with returning her smile and asking, “Is he in?”

“Yes. He just got back from lunch. He’s got an appointment at four-thirty so if you want to talk to him, you better do it now.”

“Do you know what kind of appointment it is?”

“Commissario, are you asking me to reveal a confidence about the Vice-Questore’s private life?” she asked, managing to sound properly shocked, then continued, “The fact that his appointment is with his lawyer is one I do not feel myself at liberty to reveal.”

“Ah, yes,” Brunetti said and looked down at her shoes, the same purple as her skirt. She had worked for Patta for little more than a week. “Then perhaps I better see him now.” He stepped a bit to the side and knocked on Patta’s door, waited for the “Avanti” that answered his knock, and went in.

Because he sat behind the desk in Patta’s office, the man had to be Vice-Questore Giuseppe Patta. But the man Brunetti saw sitting there resembled the Vice-Questore in much the same way a police photo resembled the person it depicted. Usually bronzed to a light mahogany by this time of the summer, Patta was still pale, but it was a strange kind of paleness that had been laid down under a superficial coating of tanned skin. The massive chin, which Brunetti could not glimpse without calling to mind photos of Mussolini seen in history books, had lost its jutting firmness and had grown soft, as if it needed only another week to begin to sag. Patta’s tie was neatly knotted, but the collar of the suit under which it sat looked as though it needed to be brushed. The tie was just as bare of tiepin as the lapel was of flower, creating the strange impression that the Vice-Questore had come to his office in a state of undress.

“Ah, Brunetti,” he said when he saw the other man come in. “Have a seat. Please have a seat.” In the more than five years Brunetti had worked for Patta, this, he was certain, was the first time he had heard the Vice-Questore say “please,” other than to strain the word through tightly clenched teeth.

Brunetti did as he was asked and waited to see what new marvels were in store.

“I wanted to thank you for your help,” Patta began, looking at Brunetti for a second and then glancing away, as if following a bird that had flown across the room behind Brunetti’s shoulder. Because Paola was gone, no copies of Gente or Oggi were in the house, so Brunetti could not be sure of the absence of stories about Signora Patta and Tito Burrasca, but he assumed that this was the reason for Patta’s gratitude. If Patta wanted to credit that fact to Brunetti’s supposed connections with the world of publishing rather than to the relative inconsequence of his wife’s behavior, Brunetti saw no sense in disillusioning the man.

“It was nothing, sir,” he said, quite truthfully.

Patta nodded. “What about this business in Mestre?”

Brunetti gave him a brief account of what he had learned so far, concluding with his visit to Ravanello that morning and the man’s assertion that he knew of Mascari’s inclinations and tastes.

“Then it would seem that his murderer has got to be one of his, what do you call them, ‘tricks’?” Patta said, showing his unerring instinct for the obvious.

“That is, sir, if you think men of our age are sexually attractive to other men.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Commissario,” Patta said, returning to a tone with which Brunetti was more familiar.

“We’re all assuming that he was either a transvestite or a whore and was killed as a result of that, yet the only evidence we have is the fact that he was found in a dress and the statement of the man who took his job.”

“That man is also the director of a bank, Brunetti,” Patta said with his usual reverence for such titles.

“Which job he has as a result of the other man’s death.”

“Bankers do not kill one another, Brunetti,” Patta said with the rock-solid certainty so characteristic of him.

Too late Brunetti realized the danger here. Patta had only to see the advantage of attributing Mascari’s death to some violent episode in his deviant private life, and he would be justified in leaving it to the Mestre police to search for the person responsible and legitimately remove Brunetti from any involvement with the case.



“You’re probably right, sir,” Brunetti conceded, “but this is not the time when we can risk a suggestion in the press that we have not explored every possible avenue in this case.”

Like a bull at the slightest flip of the cape, Patta responded to this reference to the media. “What are you suggesting then?”

“I think we should, of course, concentrate all efforts on an examination of the world of the transvestites in Mestre, but I think we should at least go through the motions of examining the possibility of some connection to the bank, however remote we both know that to be.”

Almost with dignity, Patta said, “Commissario, I’m not that far gone yet. If you want to pursue this idea that there might be some connection between his death and the bank, you are free to do so, but I want you to bear in mind whom you are dealing with and treat them with the respect due to their position.”

“Certainly, sir.”

“I’ll leave it to you, then, but I don’t want you to do anything involving the bank without checking with me first.”

“Yes, sir. Will that be all?”

“Yes.”

Brunetti got to his feet, pushed the chair closer to the desk, and left the office without another word. He found Signorina Elettra in the outer office, leafing through the papers in a file.

“Signorina,” he began, “have you managed to get any of that financial information?”

“About which one?” she asked with a small smile.

“Eh?” Brunetti asked, entirely at a loss.

“Avvocato Santomauro or Signor Burrasca?” So preoccupied had Brunetti been by his involvement with Mascari’s death that he had forgotten that Signorina Elettra had been given the task of finding out everything she could about the film director, as well.

“Oh, I’d forgotten all about that,” Brunetti admitted. The fact that she mentioned Burrasca made it clear to Brunetti that she wanted to talk about him. “What did you find out about him?”



She lay the file to one side of her desk and looked up at Brunetti as if surprised by his question. “That his apartment in Milano is for sale, that his last three films lost money, and that the villa in Monaco has already been taken over by his creditors.” She smiled. “Would you like more?”

Brunetti nodded. How on earth did she do it?

“Criminal charges have been brought against him in the United States, where they have a law against using children in pornographic films. And all copies of his last film have been confiscated by the police in Monaco; I can’t find out why.”

“And his taxes? Are those copies of his returns you’re looking through?”

“Oh, no,” she answered, voice heavy with disapproval, “You know how difficult it is to get any information from the tax people.” She paused and added, as he suspected she might, “Unless you know someone who works there. I won’t have them until tomorrow.”

“And then will you give it all to the Vice-Questore?”

Signorina Elettra favored him with a fierce look. “No, Commissario. I’m going to wait at least a few more days before I do that.”

“Are you serious?”

“I do not joke about the Vice-Questore.”

“But why make him wait?”

“Why not?”

Brunetti wondered what minor indignities Patta had heaped on this woman’s head during the last week to have made him be so soon repaid in this way “And what about Santomauro?” he asked.

“Ah, the Avvocato is an entirely different case. His finances couldn’t possibly be in better condition. He’s got a portfolio of stocks and bonds that must be worth more than half a billion lire. His yearly income is declared at two hundred million lire, which is at least double what a man in his position would normally declare.”



“What about taxes?”

“That’s what’s so strange. It seems that he declares it all. There’s no evidence that he’s cheating in any way.”

“You sound like you don’t believe it,” Brunetti said.

“Please, Commissario,” she said, giving him another reproachful look, although less fierce than the last. “You know better than to believe that anyone tells the truth on their taxes. That’s what’s so strange. If he’s declaring everything he earns, then he’s got to have another source of money that makes his declared income so insignificant he doesn’t have to cheat on it.”

Brunetti thought about it for a moment. Given the tax laws, no other interpretation was possible. “Does your computer give you any indication of where that money might be coming from?”

“No, but it does tell me that he’s the president of the Lega della Moralità. So that would seem the logical place to look.”

“Can you,” he asked, speaking in the plural and nodding at the screen in front of her, “see what you can find out about the Lega?”

“Oh, I’ve already begun that, Commissario. But the Lega, so far, has been even more elusive than have Signor Burrasca’s tax returns.”

“I have confidence you’ll see your way clear of every obstacle, Signorina.”

She bowed her head, taking it as no more than her due.

He decided to ask. “How is it that you’re so familiar with the computer network?”

“Which one?” she asked, looking up.

“Financial.”

“Oh, I worked with it at my last job,” she said and glanced back down at the screen.

“And where was that, if I might ask?” he said, thinking of insurance agencies, perhaps an accountant’s office.

“For the Banca d’ltalia,” she said, as much to the screen as to Brunetti.



He raised his eyebrows. She glanced up and, seeing his expression, explained. “I was an assistant to the president.”

One didn’t have to be a banker or a mathematician to work out the drop in salary that a change like this meant. Further, for most Italians, a job in a bank represented absolute security; people waited years to be accepted on the staff of a bank, any bank, and Banca d’ltalia was certainly the most desirable. And she was now working as a secretary for the police? Even with flowers twice a week from Fantin, it made no sense. Given the fact that she would work, not just for the police, but for Patta, it seemed an act of sovereign madness.

“I see,” he said, although he didn’t. “I hope you’ll be happy with us.”

“I’m sure I will be, Commissario,” Signorina Elettra said. “Is there any other information you’d like me to find?”

“No, not at the moment, thank you,” Brunetti said and left her to go back to his office. Using the central line, he dialed the number of the hotel in Bolzano and asked to speak to Signora Brunetti.

Signora Brunetti, he was told, had gone for a walk and was not expected to be back at the hotel before dinner. He left no message, merely identified himself and hung up.

The phone rang almost immediately. It was Padovani, calling from Rome, apologetic about the fact that he had succeeded in learning nothing further about Santomauro. He had called friends, both in Rome and in Venice, but everyone seemed to be away on vacation, and he had done no more than leave a series of messages on answering machines, requesting that his friends call him but not explaining why he wanted to speak to them. Brunetti thanked him and asked him to call if he did learn anything further.

After he hung up, Brunetti pushed the papers on his desk around until he found the one he wanted, the autopsy report on Mascari, and read through it again carefully. On the fourth page he found what he was looking for. “Some scratches and cuts on the legs, no sign of epidermal bleeding. Scratches no doubt caused by the sharp edges on,” and here the pathologist had done a bit of showing off by giving the Latin name of the grass in which Mascari’s body had been hidden.

Dead people can’t bleed; there is no pressure to carry the blood to the surface. This was one of the simple truths of pathology that Brunetti had learned. If those scratches had been caused by, and here he repeated out loud the orotund syllables of the Latin name, then they would not have bled, for Mascari was dead when his body was shoved under those leaves. But if his legs had been shaved by someone else, after he was dead, then they would not have bled either.

Brunetti had never shaved any part of his body except his face, but he had, for years, been witness to this process as performed by Paola as she attempted to run a razor over calf, ankle, knee. He had lost count of the times that he had heard muttered curses from the bathroom, only to see Paola emerge with a piece of toilet paper sticking to some segment of her limb. Paola had been shaving her legs regularly since he knew her; she still cut herself when she did it. It seemed unlikely that a middle-aged man could achieve this feat with greater success than Paola and shave his legs without cutting them. He tended to believe that, to a certain degree, most marriages were pretty similar. Hence, if Brunetti were suddenly to begin to shave his legs, Paola would know it immediately. It seemed to Brunetti unlikely that Mascari could have shaved his legs and not have his wife notice, even if he didn’t call her while away on business trips.

He glanced at the autopsy report again: “No evidence of bleeding on any of the cuts on victim’s legs.” No, regardless of the red dress and the red shoes, regardless of the makeup and the underwear, Signor Mascari had not shaved his own legs before he died. And so that must mean that someone had done it for him after he was dead.
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He sat in his office, hoping that a late afternoon breeze would spring up and bring some relief, but the hope proved to be as futile as his hope that he would begin to see some connection between all these random factors. It was clear to him that the whole business of the transvestism was an elaborate posthumous charade designed to pull attention away from whatever the real motive had been for Mascari’s death. That meant that Ravanello, the only person to have heard Mascari’s “confession,” was lying and probably knew something about the murder. But although Brunetti found no difficulty in believing that bankers did, in fact, kill people, he couldn’t bring himself to believe that they would do it merely as a shortcut to promotion.

Ravanello had been in no way reluctant to admit to having been in the bank’s office that weekend; in fact, he had volunteered the information. And with Mascari just identified, his reason made sense—what any good friend would do. Moreover, what any loyal employee would do.

Still, why hadn’t he identified himself on the phone on Saturday, why kept it secret, even from some unknown caller, that he was in the bank that afternoon?

His phone rang and, still musing on this, still dulled with the heat, he gave his name. “Brunetti.”

“I need to talk to you,” a man’s voice said. “In person.”



“Who is this?” Brunetti calmly asked.

“I’d rather not say,” answered the voice.

“Then I’d rather not talk to you,” Brunetti said and hung up.

This response usually stunned callers so much that they felt they had no option but to call back. Within minutes, the phone rang again, and Brunetti answered in the same way.

“It’s very important,” the same voice said.

“So is it that I know who I’m talking to,” Brunetti said quite conversationally.

“We talked last week.”

“I talked to a lot of people last week, Signor Crespo, but very few of them have called me and said they wanted to see me.”

Crespo was silent for a long time, and Brunetti feared for a moment that it might be his turn to hang up, but instead the young man said, “I want to meet you and talk to you.”

“We are talking, Signor Crespo.”

“No, I have some things I want to give you, some photos and some papers.”

“What sort of papers and what sort of photos?”

“You’ll know when you see them.”

“What does this have to do with, Signor Crespo?”

“With Mascari. The police got it all wrong about him.”

Brunetti was of the opinion that Crespo was correct about this, but he thought he’d keep that opinion to himself.

“What have we got wrong?”

“I’ll tell you when I see you.”

Brunetti could tell from Crespo’s voice that he was running out of courage or whatever other emotion had led him to make the call. “Where do you want to meet me?”

“How well do you know Mestre?”

“Well enough.” Besides, he could always ask Gallo or Vianello.

“Do you know the parking lot at the other side of the tunnel to the train station?”

It was one of the few places where someone could park for free in the vicinity of Venice. All anyone had to do was park in the lot or along the tree-lined street that led to the tunnel and then duck into the entrance and up onto the platforms for the trains to Venice. Ten minutes by train, no parking fee, and no waiting in line to park or pay at Tronchetto.

“Yes, I know it.”

“I’ll meet you there, tonight.”

“What time?”

“Not until late. I’ve got something to do first, and I don’t know when I’ll be finished.”

“What time?”

“I’ll be there by one this morning.”

“Where will you be?”

“When you come up out of the tunnel, go down to the first street and turn left. I’ll be parked on the right side in a light blue Panda.”

“Why did you ask about the parking lot?”

“Nothing. I just wanted to know if you knew about it. I don’t want to be in the parking lot. It’s too well-lit.”

“All right, Signor Crespo, I’ll meet you.”

“Good,” Crespo said and hung up before Brunetti could say anything more.

Well, Brunetti wondered, who had put Signor Crespo up to making that particular call? He did not for an instant believe that Crespo had made the call for his own purposes or designs— someone like Crespo would never have called back—but that in no way diminished his curiosity to know what the call had really been about. The most likely conclusion was that someone wanted to deliver a threat, or perhaps something stronger, and what better way to do that than to lure him out onto a public street at one in the morning?

He phoned the Mestre Questura and asked to speak to Sergeant Gallo, only to be told that the sergeant had been sent to Milan for a few days to give evidence in a court case. Did he want to speak to Sergeant Buffo, who was handling Sergeant Gallo’s work? Brunetti said no and hung up.

He called Vianello and asked him to come up to his office. When the sergeant came in, Brunetti asked him to sit down and told him about Crespo’s call and his own to Gallo. “What do you think?” Brunetti asked.

“I’d say they’re, well, somebody’s trying to get you out of Venice and into an open space where you’re not well protected. And if there’s any protecting to be done, it’s going to have to be done by our boys.”

“What means would they use?”

“Well, it could be someone sitting in a car, but they’d have to know we’ll have people there. Or it could be a car or a motorcycle that came by, either to run you down or to take a shot at you.”

“Bomb?” Brunetti asked, shivering involuntarily at the memory of the photos he’d seen of the wreckage left by the bombs that had destroyed politicians and judges.

“No, I don’t think you’re that important,” Vianello said. Cold comfort, but comfort nevertheless.

“Thanks. I’d say it will probably be someone who will drive by.”

“So what do you want to do?”

“I’d like people in at least two of the houses, one at the beginning and one at the end of the street. And, if you can get someone to volunteer for it, someone in the backseat of a car. It’ll be hell being inside a closed car in this heat. That’s already three people. I don’t think I can assign more than that.”

“Well, I won’t fit in a backseat, and I don’t think I’d much like just sitting in a house and having to watch, but I think I might park around the corner if I can get one of the women officers to come with me and make love for a while.”

“Perhaps Signorina Elettra would be willing to volunteer,” Brunetti said and laughed.



Vianello’s voice was sharp, as sharp as it had ever been. “I’m not joking, Commissario. I know that street; my aunt from Treviso always leaves her car there when she comes to visit, and I always take her back. I often see people in cars there, so one or two more won’t make any difference.”

Brunetti had it on his lips to ask how Nadia would view this, but he thought better of it and instead said, “All right, but she has to be a volunteer for this. If there’s any danger, I don’t like the idea of a woman’s being involved.” Before Vianello could object, Brunetti added, “Even if she is a police officer.”

Did Vianello raise his eyes to the ceiling at that? Brunetti thought so but didn’t ask. “Anything else, Sergeant?”

“You have to be there at one?”

“Yes.”

“There’s no train that late. You’ll have to take the bus out and walk down from the station and through the tunnel.”

“What about getting back to Venice?” Brunetti asked. “Depends on what happens, I suppose.”

“Yes, I suppose.”

“I’ll see if I can find anyone who wants to be in the back of the car,” Vianello said.

“Who’s on night duty this week?”

“Riverre and Alvise.”

“Oh,” Brunetti said simply, but the sound spoke volumes.

“That’s who’s on the roster.”

“I guess you better put them in the houses.” Neither one of them wanted to say that if put in the back of a car, either one of them would simply fall asleep. Of course, there was the equal possibility of that if they were put in a house, but perhaps the owners would be sufficiently curious so as to help keep them awake.

“What about the others? Do you think you’ll be able to get volunteers?”

“There’ll be no trouble,” Vianello assured him. “Rallo will want to come, and I’ll ask Maria Nardi. Her husband’s on some sort of training program in Milano for a week, so she might like to do it. Besides, it’s overtime. Isn’t it?”

Brunetti nodded, then added, “Vianello, make it clear to them that there might be some danger involved.”

“Danger? In Mestre?” Vianello asked with a laugh, dismissing the idea, then added, “Do you want to carry a radio?”

“No, I don’t think so, not with four of you so close.”

“Well, two of us, at any rate,” Vianello corrected him, saving Brunetti the embarrassment of having to speak slightingly of the lower orders.

“If we’re going to be up all night with this, then I suppose we ought to be able to go home for a while,” Brunetti said, looking at his watch.

“Then I’ll see you there, sir,” Vianello said and stood.

Just as Vianello had said, there was no train that would get Brunetti to the Mestre station at that hour, so he contented himself with taking the number one bus and getting out, the only passenger at that hour, across from the Mestre train station.

He walked up the steps into the station, then down again through the tunnel that cut under the train tracks and came up on the other side of the station. He emerged on a quiet, tree-lined street, in back of him the well-lit parking lot, filled now with cars parked there for the night. The street in front of him was lined on both sides with parked cars; light filtered down onto them from the few streetlights above. Brunetti stayed on the right side of the street, where there were fewer trees and, consequently, more light. He walked up to the first corner and paused, looking all around him. About four cars down, on the other side of the street, he saw a couple in a fierce embrace, but the man’s head was obscured by the woman’s, so he could not tell if it was Vianello or some other married man having a stolen hour.



He looked down the street to the left, studying the houses that lined it on both sides. About halfway down the block the dim gray light of a television filtered out through the lower windows at the front of one; the rest were dark. Riverre and Alvise would be at the windows of two of those houses, but he felt no desire to look in their direction; he was afraid they might take it as a signal of some sort and come rushing to his aid.

He turned into the street, looking for a light blue Panda on the right-hand side. He walked to the end of the street, seeing no car that fit that description, turned, and came back. Nothing. He noticed that, up at the corner, there was a large rubbish bin, and he crossed to the other side, thinking again of those pictures he had seen of what little remained of Judge Falcone’s car. A car turned into the road, coming from the traffic circle, and slowed, heading toward Brunetti. He backed between the protection of two parked cars, but the car drove past and went into the parking lot. The driver got out, locked his door, and disappeared into the tunnel to the station.

After ten minutes, Brunetti walked down the same street again, this time looking into each of the parked cars. One of them had a blanket on the floor in back, and, conscious of how hot it was even out here in the open, Brunetti felt a surge of sympathy for whoever was under that blanket.

A half hour passed, at the end of which Brunetti decided that Crespo wasn’t going to show up. He went back to the cross street and turned left, down toward where the couple in the front seat were still engaged in their exchange of intimacies. When he got to the car, Brunetti rapped with his knuckles on the hood, and Vianello pulled himself away from a red-faced Officer Maria Nardi and got out of the car.

“Nothing,” Brunetti said, looking down at his watch. “It’s almost two.”

“All right,” Vianello said, his disappointment audible. “Let’s go back.” He ducked his head into the car and said to the female officer, “Call Riverre and Alvise and tell them to follow us back.”

“What about the man in the car?” Brunetti asked.

“Riverre and Alvise drove out with him. They’ll just come out of the houses and meet at the car and drive it away.”

Inside the car, Officer Nardi spoke on the radio, telling the two other officers that no one had shown up, and they were going back to Venice. She looked up at Vianello. “All right, Sergeant. They’ll be out in a few minutes.” Saying that, she got out of the car and opened the back door.

“No, stay there,” Brunetti said. “I’ll sit in back.”

“That’s all right, Commissario,” she said with a shy smile, then added, “Besides, I’d like the chance to have a bit of distance between me and the sergeant.” She got in and closed the door.

Brunetti and Vianello exchanged a glance over the roof of the car. Vianello’s smile was sheepish. They climbed in. Vianello leaned forward and turned the key. The engine sprang to life and a small buzzer sounded.

“What’s that?” Brunetti asked. For Brunetti, as for most Venetians, cars were alien territory.

“Seat belt warning,” Vianello said, pulling his down across his chest and latching it by the gear shift.

Brunetti did nothing. The buzzer continued to sound.

“Can’t you turn that thing off, Vianello?”

“It’ll go off by itself if you’ll put your seat belt on.”

Brunetti muttered something about not liking to have machines tell him what to do, but he latched his seat belt, and then he muttered something about this being more of Vianello’s ecological nonsense. Pretending not to hear, Vianello put the car in gear, and they pulled away from the curb. At the end of the street, they waited a few minutes until the other car drew up behind them. Officer Riverre sat at the wheel, Alvise beside him, and when Brunetti turned to signal to them, he could see a third form in the back, head leaning against the seat.

The streets were virtually empty at this hour, and they were quickly back onto the road that led to the Ponte della Libertà.

“What do you think happened?” Vianello asked.

“I thought it had been set up to threaten me in some way, but maybe I was wrong and Crespo really wanted to see me.”

“So what will you do now?”

“I’ll go see him tomorrow and see what kept him from coming tonight.”

They pulled onto the bridge and saw the lights of the city ahead of them. Flat black water stretched out on either side, on the left speckled by lights from the distant islands of Murano and Burano. Vianello drove faster, eager to get to the garage and then home. All of them felt tired, let down. The second car, following close behind them, suddenly pulled out into the center lane, and Riverre sped past them, Alvise leaning out the window and waving happily to them.

Seeing them, Officer Nardi leaned forward and put her hand on Vianello’s shoulder and started to speak. “Sergeant,” she began and then stopped abruptly as her eyes were pulled up to the rearview mirror, in which a pair of blinding lights had suddenly appeared. Her fingers tightened on his shoulder and she had time only to shout out, “Be careful,” before the car behind them swerved to the left, pulled abreast and then ahead of them, and then quite deliberately crashed into their left front fender. The force of the impact hurled them to the right, slamming them into the guardrail at the side of the bridge.

Vianello pulled the wheel to the left, but he reacted too slowly, and the rear of the car swung out to the left, carrying them into the middle of the road. Another car coming from behind them at an insane velocity cut to their right and slipped between them and the space now opened up between their car and the guardrail, and then their rear slammed into the guardrail on the left and they were spun in another half circle, coming to rest in the middle of the road, facing back toward Mestre.

Dazed, not aware of whether he was in pain or not, Brunetti stared through the shattered windshield and saw only the radiant refraction of the headlights that approached them. One set swished past them on the right and then another. He turned to the left and saw Vianello slumped forward against his seat belt. Brunetti reached down and released his own, shifted around in his seat, and grabbed Vianello’s shoulder. “Lorenzo, are you all right?”

The sergeant’s eyes opened and he turned to face Brunetti. “I think so.” Brunetti leaned down and unsnapped the other seat belt; Vianello remained upright.

“Come on,” Brunetti said, reaching for the door on his side. “Get out of the car or one of those maniacs will slam into us.” He pointed through what was left of the windshield at the lights that kept approaching from the direction of Mestre.

“Let me call Riverre,” Vianello said, leaning forward toward the radio.

“No. Cars have passed. They’ll report it to the Carabinieri in Piazzale Roma.” As if to prove his words, he heard the first whine of a siren from the other end of the bridge and saw the flashing blue lights as the Carabinieri sped down the wrong side of the bridge to reach them.

Brunetti got out and leaned down to open the back door. Officer Junior Grade Maria Nardi lay on the backseat of the car, her neck bent at a strange and unnatural angle.
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The aftermath of the incident was both predictable and depressing. Neither of them had noticed what kind of car hit them, not even the color or general size, although it must have been a large one to have thrust them to the side with such force. No other cars had been close enough to them to see what happened, or, if they had been, no one reported it to the police. It was clear that the car, after hitting them, had merely continued into Piazzale Roma, turned, and sped back across to the mainland even before the Carabinieri had been alerted.

Officer Nardi was pronounced dead at the scene, her body taken to the ospedale civile for an autopsy that would merely confirm what was clearly visible from the angle at which her head rested.

“She was only twenty-three,” Vianello said, avoiding Brunetti’s glance. “They’d been married six months. Her husband’s away on some sort of computer training course. That’s all she kept talking about in the car, how she couldn’t wait until Franco got home, how much she missed him. We sat like that for an hour, face to face, and all she did was talk about her Franco. She’s just a kid.”

Brunetti could find nothing to say.

“If I had made her wear her seat belt, she’d still be alive.”

“Lorenzo, stop it,” Brunetti said, voice rough, but not with anger. They were back in the Questura by then, sitting in Vianello’s office while they waited for their reports of the incident to be typed out so that they could sign them and go home. “We can go on all night like that. I shouldn’t have gone to meet Crespo. I should have seen that it was too easy, should have been suspicious when nothing happened in Mestre. Next we’ll be saying we should have come back in an armored car.”

Vianello sat beside his desk, looking past Brunetti. There was a large bump on the left side of his forehead, and the skin around it was turning blue. “But we did what we did, or we didn’t do what we didn’t do, and still she’s dead,” Vianello said in a flat voice.

Brunetti leaned forward and touched the other man’s arm. “Lorenzo, we didn’t kill her. The men or the man in that car did. There’s nothing we can do except try to find them.”

“That’s not going to help Maria, is it?” Vianello asked bitterly.

“Nothing on God’s earth can ever help Maria Nardi again, Lorenzo. We both know that. But I want the men in that car, and I want whoever sent them.”

Vianello nodded, but he had nothing to say to this. “What about her husband?” Vianello asked.

“What about him?”

“Will you call him?” There was something other than curiosity in Vianello’s voice. “I can’t.”

“Where is he?” Brunetti asked.

“At the Hotel Impero in Milano.”

Brunetti nodded. “I’ll call him in the morning. There’s no sense in calling him now and adding time to his suffering.”

A uniformed officer came into the office carrying the originals of their statements and two xeroxed copies of each. Both men sat patiently and read through the typescripts and then each signed the original and both copies and handed them back to the officer. When he was gone, Brunetti got to his feet and said, “I think it’s time to go home, Lorenzo. It’s after four. Did you call Nadia?”



Vianello nodded. He had called her from the Questura an hour before. “It was the only job she could get. Her father was a policeman, so someone pulled strings for her, and she got the job. Do you know what she really wanted to do, Commissario?”

“I don’t want to talk about this, Lorenzo.”

“Do you know what she really wanted to do?”

“Lorenzo,” Brunetti said in a low voice, warning him.

“She wanted to be an elementary school teacher, but she knew there were no jobs, so she joined the police.”

All this time they had been walking slowly down the steps and now walked across the lobby toward the double doors. The uniformed officer on guard, seeing Brunetti, saluted. The two men stepped outside, and from across the canal, from the trees in Campo San Lorenzo, came the almost deafening chorus of birds as they courted the dawn. It was no longer the full dark of night, but the light was so far only a suggestion, one that turned the world of thick impenetrability into one of infinite possibility.

They stood on the edge of the canal, looking over toward the trees, their eyes drawn by what their ears perceived. Both had their hands in their pockets and both felt the sudden chill that lay in the air before dawn.

“This shouldn’t happen,” Vianello said. Then, turning off to the right and his way home, he said, “Arrivederci, Commissario,” and walked away.

Brunetti turned the other way and started back toward the Rialto and the streets that would take him home. They’d killed her as though she were a fly, stretched out their hands to crush him and, instead, had snapped off her life. Just like that. One minute she was a young woman, leaning forward to say something to a friend, hand placed lightly, confidently, affectionately on his arm, mouth poised to speak. What had she wanted to say? Was it a joke? Did she want to tell Vianello she had been kidding back there, when she got into the car? Or had it been something about Franco, some final word of longing? No one would ever know. The fleeting thought had died with her.

He would call Franco, but not yet. Let the young man sleep now, before great pain. Brunetti knew that he couldn’t, not now, tell the young man of Maria’s last hour in the car with Vianello; he couldn’t bear to say it. Later, Brunetti would tell him, for it was then that the young man would be able to hear it, only then, after great pain.

When he got to the Rialto, he looked off to the left and saw that a vaporetto was approaching the stop, and it was that coincidence that decided him. He hurried to the stop and got onto the boat, took it to the train station, and caught the morning’s first train across the causeway. Gallo, he knew, would not be at the Questura, so he took a taxi from the Mestre station, giving the driver Crespo’s address.

The daylight had come when he wasn’t paying attention, and with it had come the heat, perhaps worse here in this city of pavement and cement, roads and high-rise buildings. Brunetti almost welcomed the mounting discomfort of the temperature and humidity; it distracted him from what he had seen that night and from what he was beginning to fear he would see at Crespo’s apartment.

As it had been the last time, the elevator was air-conditioned, already necessary even at this hour. He pushed the button and rose quickly and silently to the seventh floor. He rang Crespo’s doorbell, but this time there was no response from beyond it. He rang again and then again, holding his finger on the bell for long seconds. No footsteps, no voices, no sound of life.

He took out his wallet and removed from it a small sliver of metal. Vianello had once spent an entire afternoon teaching him how to do this, and, even though he hadn’t been an especially good pupil, it took him less than ten seconds to open Crespo’s door. He stepped across the threshold, saying, “Signor Crespo? Your door is open. Are you in here?” Caution never hurt.

No one was in the living room. The kitchen glistened, fastidiously clean. He found Crespo in the bedroom, on the bed, dressed in yellow silk pajamas. A piece of telephone wire was knotted around his neck, his face a horrible, stuffed parody of its former beauty.

Brunetti didn’t bother to look around or examine the room; he went to the apartment next door and knocked on the door until a sleepy, angry man opened it, shouting at him. By the time the laboratory crew arrived from the Mestre Questura, Brunetti had also had time to call Maria Nardi’s husband in Milano and tell him what had happened. Unlike the man at the door, Franco Nardi didn’t shout; Brunetti had no idea if this was better or worse.

Back at the Questura in Mestre, Brunetti told a just-arrived Gallo what had happened and turned the examination of Crespo’s apartment and body over to him, explaining that he had to go back to Venice that morning. He did not tell Gallo that he had to return in order to attend Mascari’s funeral; the atmosphere already swirled with too much death.

Even though he came back to the city from a place of violent death, came back in order to be present at the consequences of another, he could not stop his heart from contracting at the sight of the bell towers and pastel facades that swept into view as the police car crossed the causeway. Beauty changed nothing, he knew, and perhaps the comfort it offered was no more than illusion, but still he welcomed that illusion.

The funeral was a miserable thing; empty words were spoken by people who were clearly too shocked by the circumstances of Mascari’s death to pretend to mean what they said. The widow sat through it all rigid and dry-eyed and left the church immediately behind the coffin, silent and solitary.

The newspapers, as was only to be expected, went wild at the scent of Crespo’s death. The first story appeared in the evening edition of La Notte, a paper much given to red headlines and the use of the present tense. Francesco Crespo was described as “a transvestite courtesan.” His biography was given, and much attention was given to the fact that he had worked as a dancer in a gay discoteca in Vicenza, even though his tenure there had lasted less than a week. The writer of this article drew the inevitable link to the murder of Leonardo Mascari less than a week before and suggested that the similarity in victims indicated a person who was exacting a deadly vengeance against transvestites. The writer did not seem to believe it necessary to explain why this might be.

The morning papers picked up this idea. The Gazzettino made reference to the more than ten prostitutes who had been killed just in the province of Pordenone in recent years and attempted to draw a line between those crimes and the murders of the two transvestites. Il Manifesto gave the crime two full columns on page four, the writer using the opportunity to refer to Crespo as “yet another of the parasites who cling to the rotting body of Italian bourgeois society.”

In its magisterial discussion of the crime, Il Corriere della Sera veered quickly from the murder of a relatively insignificant prostitute to that of a well-known Venetian banker. The article made reference to “local sources” who reported that Mascari’s “double life” had been an item of common knowledge in certain quarters. His death, therefore, was simply the inevitable result of the “spiral of vice” into which his weakness had transformed his life.

Interested by this revelation of “sources,” Brunetti put a call through to the Rome office of that newspaper and asked to speak to the writer of the article. That person, when contacted and learning that Brunetti was a commissario of police wanting to know to whom he had spoken when writing the article, said that he was not at liberty to reveal the source of his information, that the trust that must exist between a journalist and those who both speak to and read him must be both implicit and absolute. Further, to reveal his source would go against the highest principles of his profession. It took Brunetti at least three full minutes to realize that the man was serious, that he actually believed what he was saying.

“How long have you worked for the newspaper?” Brunetti interrupted.

Surprised to be cut off in the full flood of his exposition of his principles, goals, and ideals, the reporter paused a moment and then answered, “Four months. Why?”

“Can you transfer this call back to the switchboard, or do I have to dial again?” Brunetti asked.

“I can transfer you. But why?”

“I’d like to speak to your editor.”

The man’s voice grew uncertain, then suspicious, at this, the first real sign of the duplicity and underhanded dealings of the powers of the state. “Commissario, I want to warn you that any attempt to suppress or call into question the facts I have revealed in my story will quickly be revealed to my readers. I’m not sure if you realize that a new age has dawned in this country, that the people’s need to know can no longer be—” Brunetti pushed down the button on his receiver and, when he got a new dial tone, redialed the central number of the newspaper. Not even the Questura should have to pay to listen to that sort of nonsense, and certainly not at long distance rates.

When he was finally connected with the editor of the news section of the paper, he turned out to be Giulio Testa, a man with whom Brunetti had dealt in the past, when both of them had been suffering exile in Naples.

“Giulio, it’s Guido Brunetti.”

“Ciao, Guido, I heard you were back in Venice.”

“Yes. That’s why I’m calling. One of your writers,” Brunetti looked down at the byline and read out the name, “Lino Cavaliere, has an article this morning about the transvestite who was murdered in Mestre.”

“Yes. I read it over last night. What about it?”

“He talks about ‘local sources’ who say the other one, Mascari, who was murdered last week, was known by people here to have been leading a ‘double life.’” Brunetti paused for a moment and then repeated the words “double life.” “Nice phrase, Giulio, ‘double life.’”

“Oh, Christ, did he put that in?”

“It’s all right here, Giulio—’local sources. Double life.’”

“I’ll have his balls,” Testa shouted into the phone and then repeated the same thing to himself.

“Does that mean there are no local sources’?”

“No, he had some sort of anonymous phone call from a man who said he had been a customer of Mascari’s. Client, whatever you call them.”

“What did he say?”

“That he had known Mascari for years, had warned him about some of the things he did, some of the customers he had. He said it was a well-known secret up there.”

“Giulio, the man was almost fifty.”

“I’ll kill him. Believe me, Guido, I didn’t know anything about this. I told him not to use it. I’ll kill the little shit.”

“How could he be that stupid?” Brunetti asked, although he well knew the reasons for human stupidity to be legion.

“He’s a cretin, hopeless,” Testa said, voice heavy, as though he had daily reminders of that fact.

“Then what’s he doing working for you? You still do have the reputation of being the best newspaper in the country.” Brunetti’s phrasing of this was masterful; his personal skepticism was evident, but it didn’t flaunt itself.

“He’s married to the daughter of that man who owns that furniture store, the one who puts in the double-page ad every week. We had no choice. He used to be on the sports page, but then one day he mentioned how surprised he was to learn that American football was different from soccer. So I got him.” Testa paused and both men reflected for a moment. Brunetti found himself strangely comforted to know that he was not the only man to be burdened with the likes of Riverre and Alvise. Testa apparently found no such comfort and said only, “I’m trying to get him transferred to the political desk.”

“Perfect choice, Giulio. Good luck,” Brunetti said, thanked him for the information, and hung up.

Although he had suspected something very much like this, it still surprised him by its obvious clumsiness. Only by some stroke of extraordinary good fortune could the “local source” have found a reporter gullible enough to repeat the rumor about Mascari without bothering to check to see if there was any basis in fact. And only someone who was very rash—or very frightened—would have tried to plant the story, as if it could keep the elaborate fiction of Mascari’s prostitution from unraveling.

The police investigation of Crespo’s murder, so far, had been as unrewarding as the press coverage. No one in the building had known of Crespo’s profession; some thought he was a waiter in a bar, while others believed him to be a night porter at a hotel in Venice. No one had seen anything strange during the days before his murder, and no one could remember anything strange ever happening in the building. Yes, Signor Crespo had a lot of visitors, but he was extroverted and friendly, so it made sense that people came to visit him, didn’t it?

The physical examination had been clearer: death had been caused by strangulation, his murderer taking him from behind, probably by surprise. No sign of recent sexual activity, nothing under his nails, and enough fingerprints in the apartment to keep them busy for days.

He had called Bolzano twice, but once the hotel’s phone was busy, and the second time Paola had not been in her room. He picked up the phone to call her again but was interrupted by a knock on his door. He called “Avanti” and Signorina Elettra came in, carrying a file, which she placed on his desk.

“Dottore, I think there’s someone downstairs who wants to see you.” She saw his surprise at her bothering to tell him, indeed, at her even knowing this, and hastened to explain. “I was bringing some papers down to Anita, and I heard him talking to the guard.”

“What did he look like?”

She smiled. “A young man. Very well-dressed.” This, coming from Signorina Elettra, who was today wearing a suit of mauve silk that appeared to have been made by especially talented worms, was high praise indeed. “And very handsome,” she added, with a smile that suggested regret that the young man wanted to speak to Brunetti and not to her.

“Perhaps you could go down and bring him up,” Brunetti said, as much to hasten the possibility of meeting this marvel as to provide Signorina Elettra with an excuse to talk to him.

Her smile changed back into the one she appeared to use for lesser mortals, and she left his office. She was back in a matter of minutes, knocked, and came in saying, “Commissario, this gentleman would like to speak to you.”

A young man followed her into the office, and Signorina Elettra stepped aside to allow him to approach Brunetti’s desk. Brunetti stood and extended his hand across the desk. The young man shook it; his grip was firm, has hand thick and muscular.

“Please make yourself comfortable, Signore,” Brunetti said, turning aside and saying to Signorina Elettra, “Thank you, Signorina.”

She looked at Brunetti and gave him a vague smile, then looked at the young man in much the same way Parsifal must have looked at the Grail as it disappeared from him. “Yes, yes,” she said. “If you need anything, sir, just call.” She gave the visitor one last look and left the office, closing the door softly behind her.

Brunetti sat and glanced across the desk at the young man. His short dark hair curled down over his forehead and just covered the tops of his ears. His nose was thin and fine, his brown eyes widely spaced and almost black in contrast with his pale skin. He wore a dark gray suit and a carefully knotted blue tie. He returned Brunetti’s gaze for a moment and then smiled, showing perfect teeth. “You don’t recognize me, Dottore?”

“No, I’m afraid I don’t,” Brunetti said.

“We met last week, Commissario. But the circumstances were different.”

Suddenly Brunetti remembered the bright red wig, the high-heeled shoes. “Signor Canale. No, I didn’t recognize you. Please forgive me.”

Canale smiled again. “Actually, it makes me very happy that you didn’t recognize me. It means my professional self really is a different person.”

Brunetti wasn’t sure just what this was supposed to mean, so he chose not to respond. Instead, he asked, “What is it I can do for you, Signor Canale?”

“Do you remember, when you showed me that picture, I said that the man looked familiar to me?”

Brunetti nodded. Didn’t this young man read the newspapers? Mascari had been identified days ago.

“When I read the story in the papers and saw the photo of him, what he really looked like, I remembered where I had seen him. The drawing you showed me really wasn’t very good.”

“No, it wasn’t,” Brunetti admitted, choosing not to explain the extent of the damage that had made that drawing so inaccurate a reconstruction of Mascari’s face. “Where was it that you saw him?”

“He approached me about two weeks ago.” When he saw Brunetti’s surprise at this, Canale clarified the remark. “No, it wasn’t what you’re thinking, Commissario. He wasn’t interested in my work. That is, he wasn’t interested in my business. But he was interested in me.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I was on the street. I’d just gotten out of a car—from a client, you know—I hadn’t gotten back to the girls, I mean the boys, yet, and he came up to me and asked me if my name was Roberto Canale, and if I lived at Viale Canova Thirty-five.

“At first I thought he was police. He had that look.” Brunetti thought it better not to ask, but Canale explained anyway. “You know, a tie and a suit and very eager that no one misunderstand what he was doing. He asked me, and I told him that I was. I still thought he was police. In fact, he never told me he wasn’t, but let me go on thinking that he was.”

“What else did he want to know, Signor Canale?”

“He asked me about the apartment.”

“The apartment?”

“Yes, he wanted to know who paid the rent. I told him I did, and then he asked me how I paid it. I told him I deposited the rent in an account in the owner’s name at the bank, but then he told me not to lie, that he knew what was going on, so I had to tell him.”

“What do you mean, ‘knew what was going on’?”

“How I pay the rent.”

“And how is that?”

“I meet a man in a bar and I give him the money.”

“How much?”

“A million and a half. In cash.”

“Who is he, this man?”

“That’s exactly what he asked me. I told him he was just a man that I met every month, met at a bar. He calls me during the last week of the month and tells me where to meet him, and I do, and I give him a million and a half, and that’s that.”

“No receipt?” Brunetti asked.

Canale laughed outright at this. “Of course not. It’s all cash.” And consequently, they both knew, it went unreported as income. And untaxed. It was a common enough dodge; enormous numbers of tenants probably did something similar to this.



“But I do pay another rent,” Canale added.

“Yes?” Brunetti asked.

“One hundred and ten thousand lire.”

“And where do you pay it?”

“I deposit it in a bank account, but the receipt I get doesn’t have a name on it, so I don’t know whose account it is.”

“What bank?” Brunetti asked, although he thought he knew.

“Banca di Verona. It’s in—”

Brunetti cut him short. “I know where it is.” Then he asked, “How big is your apartment?”

“Four rooms.”

“A million and a half seems a lot to pay.”

“Yes, it is, but it includes other things,” Canale said, then shifted about in his chair.

“Such as?”

“Well, I won’t be bothered.”

“Bothered while you work?” Brunetti asked.

“Yes. And it’s hard for us to find a place to live. Once people know who we are and what we do, they want us out of the building. I was told that this wouldn’t happen while I lived there. And it hasn’t. Everyone in the building thinks I work on the railway; they think that’s why I work nights.”

“Why do they think this?”

“I don’t know. They just sort of all knew it when I moved in.”

“How long have you lived there?”

“Two years.”

“And you’ve always paid your rent like this?”

“Yes, since the beginning.”

“How did you find this apartment?”

“One of the girls on the street told me.”

Brunetti permitted himself a small smile. “Someone you’d call a girl or someone I’d call a girl, Signor Canale?”

“Someone I’d call a girl.”

“What’s his name?” Brunetti asked.



“No use my telling you. He died a year ago. Overdose.”

“Do your other friends—colleagues—have similar arrangements?”

“A few of us, but we’re the lucky ones.”

Brunetti considered this fact and its possible consequences for a minute. “Where do you change, Signor Canale?”

“Change?”

“Into your,” Brunetti began and then paused, wondering what to call them, “into your working clothes? If people think you work on the railway, that is.”

“Oh, in a car or behind the bushes. After a while, you get to be very fast at it; doesn’t take a minute.”

“Did you tell all of this to Signor Mascari?” Brunetti asked.

“Well, some of it. He wanted to know about the rent. And he wanted to know the addresses of some of the others.”

“Did you give them to him?”

“Yes, I did. I told you, I thought he was police, so I told him.” “Did he ask you anything else?”

“No, only about the addresses.” Canale paused for a moment and then added, “Yes, he asked one more thing, but I think it was just sort of, you know, to show that he was interested in me. As a person, that is.”

“What did he ask?”

“He asked if my parents were alive.”

“And what did you tell him?”

“I told him the truth. They’re both dead. They died years ago.”

“Where?”

“In Sardinia. That’s where I’m from.”

“Did he ask you anything else?”

“No, nothing.”

“What sort of reaction did he have to what you told him?”

“I don’t understand what you mean,” Canale said.

“Did he seem surprised by anything you said? Upset? Were these the answers he was expecting to get?”



Canale thought for a moment and then answered. “He seemed a little surprised at first, but then he kept asking me questions as if he didn’t even have to think about them. As if he had a whole list of them ready.”

“Did he say anything to you?”

“No, he thanked me for the information I gave him. That was strange, you know, because I thought he was a cop, and usually cops aren’t very ... “ He paused, hunting for the proper expression. “They don’t treat us very well.”

“When did you remember who he was?”

“I told you—when I saw his picture in the paper. A banker. He was a banker. Do you think that’s why he was so interested in the rents?”

“I suppose it could be, Signor Canale. It’s certainly a possibility we will check.”

“Good. I hope you can find the man who did it. He didn’t deserve to die. He was a very nice man. He treated me well, decently. The way you did.”

“Thank you, Signor Canale. I wish only that my colleagues would do the same.”

“That would be nice, wouldn’t it?” Canale said with a winsome smile.

“Signor Canale, could you give me a list of the same names and addresses you gave him? And, if you know it, when your friends moved into their apartments.”

“Certainly,” the young man said, and Brunetti passed a piece of paper and pen across the desk to him. He bent over the paper and began to write and, as he did, Brunetti watched his large hand, holding the pen as though it were a foreign object. The list was short, and he was quickly finished with it. When he was done, Canale set the pen down on the desk and got to his feet.

Brunetti got up and came around his desk. He walked with Canale to the door, where he asked, “What about Crespo? Do you know anything about him?”



“No, he’s not someone I worked with.”

“Do you have any idea of what might have happened to him?”

“Well, I’d have to be a fool not to think it’s related to the other man’s murder, wouldn’t I?”

This was so self-evident that Brunetti didn’t even nod.

“In fact, if I had to guess, I’d say he was killed because he talked to you.” Seeing Brunetti’s look, he explained. “No, not to you, Commissario, but to the police. I’d guess he knew something about the other killing and had to be eliminated.”

“And yet you came down here to talk to me?”

“Well, he spoke to me like I was just a regular person. And you did too, didn’t you, Commissario? Spoke to me like I was a man, just like other men?” When Brunetti nodded, Canale said, “Well, then, I had to tell you, didn’t I?”

The two men shook hands again, and Canale walked down the corridor. Brunetti watched as his dark head disappeared down the steps. Signorina Elettra was right, a very handsome man.
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Brunetti went back into his office and dialed Signorina Elettra’s number. “Would you come up to my office, please, Signorina?” he asked. “And could you bring anything you’ve discovered about those men I asked you to look into this week?”

She said she would be delighted to come up; he had every confidence that this was true. Brunetti was, however, prepared for her disappointment when she knocked, came in, and looked around, only to find the young man gone.

“My visitor had to leave,” Brunetti said in answer to her unspoken question.

Signorina Elettra recovered herself immediately. “Ah, did he?” she asked, voice level with lack of interest, and handed two separate files to Brunetti. “The first is Avvocato Santomauro.” He took it from her hand, but even before he could open it, she said, “There’s nothing whatsoever worthy of comment. Law degree from Ca’ Foscari; a Venetian born and bred. He’s worked here all his life, is a member of all the professional organizations, married in the church of San Zaccaria. You’ll find tax returns, passport applications, even a permit to put a new roof on his home.”

Brunetti glanced through the file and found exactly what she described, nothing more. He turned his attention to the second, which was considerably thicker.



“That’s the Lega della Moralità” she said, making Brunetti wonder if everyone who spoke those words did so with the same heavy sarcasm or if this perhaps was no more than an indication of the kind of people he spent his time with. “The file is more interesting, but I’ll let you take a look through it and see what I mean,” she said. “Will there be anything else, sir?”

“No, thank you, Signorina,” he said and opened the file.

She left and he spread the file flat on his desk and began to read through it. The Lega della Moralità had been incorporated as a charitable institution nine years before, its charter proclaiming it an organization seeking to “improve the material condition of the less fortunate so that the lessening of their worldly cares would lead them more easily to turn their thoughts and desires toward the spiritual.” These cares were to be lessened in the form of subsidized houses and apartments which were owned by various churches in Mestre, Marghera, and Venice and which had passed into the administration of the Lega. The Lega would, in its turn, assign these apartments, at minimal rents, to parishioners of the churches of those cities who were found to meet the standards established by the joint agreement of the churches and the Lega. Among those requirements were regular attendance at mass, proof of baptism of all children, a letter from their parish priest attesting that they were people who maintained the “highest moral standards,” and evidence of financial need.

The charter of the Lega placed the power to select applicants in the hands of the board of directors of the Lega, all of whom, to remove any possibility of favoritism on the part of church authorities, were to be laymen. They were themselves, as well, to be of the highest moral character and were to have achieved some prominence in the community. Of the current board of six, two were listed as “honorary members.” Of the remaining four, one lived in Rome and another in Paris, while the third lived on the monastery island of San Francesco del Deserto. The only active member of the board living in Venice, therefore, was Avvocato Giancarlo Santomauro.

The original charter provided for the transfer of fifty-two apartments to the administration of the Lega. At the end of three years, the system had been judged to be so successful, this on the basis of letters and statements from tenants and from parish officials and priests who had interviewed them, that six other parishes were led to join, passing another forty-three apartments into the care of the Lega. Much the same thing happened three years after that, when another sixty-seven apartments, most of them in the historic center of Venice and the commercial heart of Mestre, were passed to the Lega.

Since the charter under which the Lega operated and which gave it control of the apartments it administered was subject to renewal every three years, this process, Brunetti calculated, was due to be repeated this year. He flipped back and read the first two reports of the evaluation committees. He checked the signatures on both: Avvocato Giancarlo Santomauro had served on both boards and had signed both reports, the second as chairman. It was shortly after that report that Avvocato Santomauro had been appointed president—an unpaid and entirely honorary position—of the Lega delta Moralità.

Attached to the back of the report was a list of the addresses of the one hundred sixty-two apartments currently administered by the Lega, as well as their total area and the number of rooms in each. He pulled the paper Canale had given him closer and read through the addresses on it. All four appeared on the other list. Brunetti liked to think of himself as a man of broad views, relatively free of prejudice, yet he wasn’t sure whether he could credit five transvestite prostitutes as being people of the “highest moral standards,” even if they were living in apartments which were rented for the specific purpose of helping tenants “turn their thoughts and desires to the spiritual.”

He turned back from the list of addresses and continued reading through the body of the report. As he had expected, all of the tenants of Lega apartments were expected to pay their rents, which were no more than nominal, to an account at the Venice office of the Banca di Verona, which bank also handled the contributions the Lega made to the “relief of widows and orphans,” donations paid out of the funds raised from the minimal rents paid on the apartments. Even Brunetti found himself surprised that they would dare a rhetorical flourish like this—“the relief of widows and orphans”—but then he saw that this particular form of charitable work was not undertaken until Avvocato Santomauro had assumed the leadership of the Lega. Flipping back, Brunetti saw that the five men on Canale’s list had all moved into their apartments after Santomauro became president. It was almost as if, having achieved that position, Santomauro felt himself free to dare anything.

Brunetti stopped reading here and went and stood at the window of his office. The brick facade of San Lorenzo had been free of scaffolding for the last few months, but the church still remained closed. He looked at the church and told himself that he was committing an error against which he warned other police: he was assuming the guilt of a suspect even before he had a shred of tangible evidence to connect the suspect with the crime. But just as he knew that the church would never be reopened, not in his lifetime, he knew that Santomauro was responsible for Mascari’s murder and for Crespo’s, and for that of Maria Nardi. He, and probably Ravanello. One hundred sixty-two apartments. How many of them could be rented to people like Canale or to others who were willing to pay their rent in cash and ask no questions? Half? Even a third would give them more than seventy million lire a month, almost a billion lire a year. He thought of those widows and orphans, and he wondered if Santomauro could have been led so to overreach himself that they, too, were part of it, and even the minimal rents that reached the coffers of the Lega were then turned around and paid out to phantom widows and invented orphans.

He went back to his desk and paged through the report until he found the reference to the payments made to those found worthy of the charity of the Lega: yes, payments were made through the Banca di Verona. He stood with both hands braced on the desk, head bent down over the papers, and he told himself again that certainty was different from actual proof. But he was certain.

Ravanello had promised him copies of Mascari’s accounts at the bank, no doubt the records of the investments he oversaw or the loans he approved. Clearly, if Ravanello was willing to supply those documents, then whatever Brunetti was looking for would not be among them. To have access to the complete files of the bank and of the Lega, Brunetti would need an order from a judge, and that could come only from a power higher than Brunetti had at his disposition.

Patta’s “Avanti” came through the door, and Brunetti entered his superior’s office. Patta looked up, saw who it was, and bent down again over the papers in front of him. Much to Brunetti’s surprise, Patta seemed actually to be reading them, not using them as props to suggest his own industry.

“Buon giorno, Vice-Questore,” Brunetti said as he approached the desk.

Patta looked up again and waved to the chair in front of him. When Brunetti was seated, Patta asked, pushing a finger at the papers in front of him, “Do I have you to thank for this?”

Since Brunetti had no idea what the papers were and didn’t want to lose a tactical advantage by admitting this, he had only the Vice-Questore’s tone to guide his answer. Patta’s sarcasm was usually broad, but there had been no trace of it. Because Brunetti was entirely unfamiliar with Patta’s gratitude, indeed, could only speculate as to its existence much in the way a theologian would think of guardian angels, he could not be certain that this was the sentiment which underlay Patta’s tone.

“Are they the papers Signorina Elettra brought you?” Brunetti ventured, playing for time.

“Yes,” Patta said, patting them much as a man would pat the head of a favored dog.

That was enough for Brunetti. “Signorina Elettra did all the work, but I did suggest a few places to look,” he lied, casting his eyes down in false humility to suggest that he dare not seek praise for doing something so natural as being of use to Vice-Questore Patta.

“They’re going to arrest him tonight,” Patta said with savage delight.

“Who are, sir?”

“The finance people. He lied on his application for citizenship in Monaco, so that’s not valid. That means he’s still an Italian citizen and hasn’t paid taxes here for seven years. They’ll crucify him. They’ll hang him up by his heels.”

The thought of some of the tax dodges which former and current ministers of state had managed to get away with led Brunetti to doubt that Patta’s dreams would be realized, but he thought this not the moment to demur. He didn’t know how to ask the next question and sought to do so delicately. “Will he be alone when he’s arrested?”

“That’s the problem,” Patta said, meeting his glance. “The arrest is secret. They’re going in at eight tonight. I know about it only because a friend of mine in Finance called to tell me about it.” As Brunetti watched, Patta’s face clouded with preoccupation. “If I call her and warn her, she’ll tell him, and then he’ll leave Milano and won’t be arrested. But if I don’t call her, she’ll be there when they arrest him.” And then, he didn’t have to say, there was no way her name could be kept from the press. And then, inevitably, Patta’s. Brunetti watched Patta’s face, fascinated by the emotions that played upon it as he was torn between vengeance and vanity.

As Brunetti knew it would, vanity won. “I can’t think of a way to get her out of there without warning him.”

“Perhaps, sir, but only if you think it’s a good idea, you could have your lawyer call her and ask her to meet him in Milano this evening. That would get her out of, er, where she is when the police arrive.”

“Why would I want my lawyer to talk to her?”

“Perhaps he could say you were willing to discuss terms, sir? It would serve to get her someplace else for the evening.”

“She hates my lawyer.”

“Would she be willing to talk to you, sir? If you said you were going to Milano to meet her?”

“She . . . “ Patta began but pushed himself back from his desk and stood without finishing the thought. He walked over to his window and began his own silent inspection of the facade of San Lorenzo.

He stood there for a full minute, saying nothing, and Brunetti realized the peril of the moment. Should Patta turn around and confess to some sort of emotional weakness, confess that he loved his wife and wanted her back, he would never forgive Brunetti for having been there to hear it. Worse, should he give some physical sign of weakness or need and Brunetti see it, Patta would be relentless in exacting vengeance upon the witness.

Voice level and serious, as though Patta and his personal problems were already dismissed from his mind, Brunetti said, “Sir, the real reason I came down was to discuss this Mascari business. I think there are some things you ought to know.”

Patta’s shoulders moved up and down once as he took a deep breath, and then he turned around and came back to his desk. “What’s been happening?”

Quickly, voice dispassionate and interested only in this matter, Brunetti told him about the file on the Lega and the apartments it had in its care, one of which was Crespo’s, then told him about the sums which were given out each month to the deserving poor.

“A million and a half a month?” Patta said when Brunetti finished telling him about Canale’s visit. “What rent is the Lega supposed to be collecting?”

“In Canale’s case, a hundred and ten thousand a month. And no one on the list pays more than two hundred thousand, sir. That is, the Lega’s books say they collect no more than that for any one apartment.”

“What are the apartments like?”

“Crespo’s was four rooms, in a modern building. It’s the only one I’ve seen, but from the addresses I saw on the list, at least the addresses here in the city, and the number of rooms, I’d say they would have to be desirable apartments, many of them.”

“Do you have any idea of how many of them are like Canale’s, and the tenant pays the rent in cash?”

“No, sir, I don’t. At this point, I need to speak to the people who live in the apartments and find out how many of them are involved in this. I must see the bank records for the Lega. And I need the list of the names of these widows and orphans who are supposed to be getting money every month.”

“That means a court order, doesn’t it?” Patta asked, his native caution seeping into his tone. To move against someone like Canale or Crespo was perfectly all right, and no one to care about how it was done. But a bank, a bank, that was a different matter entirely.

“I’m assuming, sir, that there is some tie-in here with Santomauro and that any investigation of Mascari’s death will lead us to him.” Perhaps if Patta was not to have vengeance against Santomauro’s wife, then he would settle for Santomauro himself.

“I suppose that’s possible,” Patta said, wavering.

At the first sign of the weakness of a truthful explanation, Brunetti was, as ever, willing to turn to mendacity. “It’s probable that the bank records are in order and that the bank has had nothing to do with this, that it has been manipulated by Santomauro alone. Once we eliminate the possibility of irregularity at the bank, then we’ll be free to move against Santomauro.”

Patta needed no more than this to be tipped over the edge. “All right, I’ll request that the instructing judge give us an order to sequester the bank records.”

“And the documents of the Lega, as well,” Brunetti risked, thought for a moment about naming Santomauro again, but resisted.

“All right,” Patta agreed, but in a voice that made it clear that Brunetti would get no more.

“Thank you, sir,” Brunetti said, getting to his feet. “I’ll start now, getting some of the men to talk to the people on the list.”

“Good, good,” Patta said, no longer much interested. He bent down over the papers on his desk again, ran a hand affectionately across their surface, then looked up as if surprised to see Brunetti standing there. “Is there anything else, Commissario?”

“No, sir, no. That’s all,” Brunetti said and went across to the door. When he let himself out, Patta was reaching for the phone.

Back in his own office, he put through a call to Bolzano and asked to speak to Signora Brunetti.

After some clicks and pauses, Paola’s voice came across the line to him. “Ciao, Guido, come stail I tried to get you at home Monday night. Why haven’t you called?”

“I’ve been busy, Paola. Have you been reading the papers?”

“Guido, you know I’m on vacation. I’ve been reading the master. The Sacred Fount is wonderful. Nothing happens, absolutely nothing.”

“Paola, I don’t want to talk about Henry James.”

She had heard the words before, but never with that tone. “What’s wrong, Guido?”

Immediately, he remembered that she never read the papers while on vacation and regretted not having made more of an effort to call her sooner. “There’s been some trouble here,” he said, trying to make little of it.

Instantly alert, she asked, “What sort of trouble?”

“An accident.”

Voice softer, she said, “Tell me about it, Guido.”

“I was coming back from Mestre, and someone tried to run us off the bridge.”

“Us?”

“I was with Vianello,” he said, then added, “and Maria Nardi.”

“The girl from Canareggio? The new one?”

“Yes.”

“What happened?”

“Our car was hit and we crashed into the guardrail. She wasn’t wearing a seat belt, and she was tossed against the door. It broke her neck.”

“Ah, the poor girl,” Paola whispered. “Are you all right, Guido?”

“I was shaken up, and so was Vianello, but we’re all right.” He tried for a lighter tone. “No broken bones.”

“I’m not talking about broken bones,” she said, voice still very soft, but quick, either with impatience or concern. “I’m asking if you’re all right.”

“Yes, I think I am. But Vianello blames himself. He was driving.”

“Yes, Vianello would blame himself. Try to talk to him, Guido. Keep him busy.” She paused and then asked, “Do you want me to come back?”

“No, Paola, you barely got there. I just wanted you to know I was all right. In case you read it in the papers. Or in case anyone asked you about it.” He heard himself talking, heard himself trying to blame her for not having called, for not having read the papers.

“Do you want me to tell the children?”

“I guess you better, in case they hear about it or read something. But play it down, if you can.”



“I will, I will, Guido. When’s the funeral?”

For a moment, he didn’t know which one she meant—Mascari’s, Crespo’s, Maria Nardi’s? No, it could be only hers. “I think it’s Friday morning.”

“Will you all go?”

“As many of us as can. She’d only been on the force a short time, but she had a lot of friends.”

“Who was it?” she asked, not needing to explain the question.

“I don’t know. The car was gone before we realized what happened. But I’d just been in Mestre to meet someone, one of the transvestites, so whoever it was knew where I was. It would have been easy to follow us. There’s only the one road back.”

“And the transvestite?” she asked. “Have you spoken to him?”

“Too late. He’s been killed.”

“Same person?” she asked in that telegraphic style they’d had two decades to develop.

“Yes. Has to be.”

“And the first one? The one in the field?”

“It’s all the same thing.”

He heard her say something to someone else, then her voice came back, and she said, “Guido, Chiara’s here and wants to say hello.”

“Ciao,Papà, how have you been? Do you miss me?”

“I’ve been fine, angel, and I miss you terribly. I miss you all.”

“But do you miss me most?”

“I miss you all the same.”

“That’s impossible. You can’t miss Raffi because he’s never home anyway And Mamma just sits and reads that book all day, so who’d miss her? That means you’ve got to miss me most, doesn’t it?”

“I guess that’s right, angel.”

“See, I knew it. You just had to think about it a little bit, didn’t you?”

“Yes. I’m glad you reminded me.”



He heard noises on Chiara’s end of the phone, then she said, “Papá, I’ve got to give you back to Mamma. You tell her, will you, to come for a walk with me? She just sits here on the terrace all day and reads. What sort of vacation is that?” With that complaint, she was gone, replaced by Paola.

“Guido, if you’d like me to come back, I can.”

He heard Chiara’s howl of protest at the suggestion and answered, “No, Paola, it’s not necessary. Really. I’ll try to get up there this weekend.”

She had heard similar promises many times before, so she didn’t ask him to clarify it. “Can you tell me more about it, Guido?”

“No, Paola, I’ll tell you when I see you.”

“Here?”

“I hope so. If not, then I’ll call you. Look, I’ll call you either way, whether I’m coming or not. All right?”

“All right, Guido. For God’s sake, please be careful.”

“I will, Paola. I will. You be careful, too.”

“Careful? Careful of what, up here in the middle of paradise?” “Careful you don’t finish your book, the way you did in Cortina that time.” Both laughed at the memory. She had taken The Golden Bowl with her but had finished it in the first week, leaving her with nothing to read and, consequently, nothing to do for the second week except walk in the mountains, swim, loaf in the sun, and chat with her husband. She had loathed every minute of it.

“Oh, that’s all right. I’m already eager to finish it so that I can begin it all over again immediately.” For a moment, Brunetti pondered the possibility that his failure to be promoted to vice-questore might be accounted for by the fact that it was common knowledge he was married to a madwoman. No, probably not.

With mutual abjurations toward caution, they took their leave of one another.
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He called down to Signorina Elettra, but she was not at her desk, and her phone rang unanswered. He dialed Vianello’s extension and asked him to come up to his office. After a few minutes, the sergeant came in, looking much as he had two mornings ago when he had walked away from Brunetti in front of the Questura.

“Buon di, Dottore,” he said as he took his usual place in the chair facing Brunetti’s desk.

“Good morning, Vianello.” To avoid a return to their discussion of the other morning, Brunetti asked, “How many men have we got free today?”

Vianello gave this a moment’s thought, then answered, “Four, if we count Riverre and Alvise.”

Nor did Brunetti want to discuss them, so he said, passing Vianello the first list from the file on the Lega, “This is a list of names of people who rent apartments from the Lega della Moralità. I’d like you to select the addresses here in Venice and divide it up among the four of them.”

Vianello, glancing down the names and addresses on the list, asked, “What for, sir?”

“I want to find out who they pay their rent to, and how.” Vianello gave him a glance replete with curiosity, and Brunetti explained what Canale had told him about paying the rent in cash and about his friends who did the same. “I’d like to know how many of the people on this list pay their rent in the same way and how much they pay. More important, I want to know if any of them know the person or persons to whom they actually give the money.”

“So that’s it?” Vianello asked, understanding at once. He paged through the list. “How many are there, sir? Far more than a hundred, I’d say.”

“One hundred sixty-two.”

Vianello whistled. “And you say this Canale’s paying a million and a half a month?”

“Yes.”

Brunetti watched Vianello repeat the same calculation he had made when he first saw the list. “Even if it’s only a third of them, it would be well more than half a billion a year, wouldn’t it?” Vianello asked, shaking his head, and again Brunetti couldn’t tell if his response was astonishment or admiration for the enormity of the thing.

“Do you recognize any of the names on the list?” Brunetti asked.

“One of them sounds like the man who owns the bar on the corner near my mother’s house: same name, but I’m not sure if it’s the right address.”

“If it is, then perhaps you could talk to him casually.”

“Not wearing my uniform, you mean?” Vianello asked with a smile that seemed more like his old one.

“Or send Nadia,” Brunetti joked, but as soon as he said it, he realized this might not be a bad idea. The appearance of uniformed policemen to question people who were, to some degree, in illegal possession of apartments was sure to affect any answers they gave. Brunetti was certain that all of the accounts would be in order, sure that proof would exist that the rents had been paid into the proper bank account each month, and he had no doubt that proper receipts would exist. If Italy was nothing else, it was a place where documented evidence always existed, and that in abundance; what was often illusory was the reality it was meant to reflect.

Vianello saw it as quickly as he did, and said, “I think there might be a more casual way to do this.”

“Asking neighbors, you mean?”

“Yes, sir. I think people would be reluctant to tell us if they were involved in anything like this. It could mean they’d lose their apartments, and anyone would lie to avoid that.” Vianello, he had no doubt, would lie to save his apartment. After sober reflection, Brunetti realized he would, too, as any Venetian would.

“Then I suppose it’s better to ask around in the neighborhoods. Send women officers to do it, Vianello.”

Vianello’s smile was one of pure delight.

“And take this. It should be easier to check,” Brunetti said, pulling the second list from the file and handing it to him. “These are people who are receiving monthly payments from the Lega. See if you can find out how many of them live at the addresses listed for them, and then see if you can find out if they’re among what used to be called the deserving poor.”

“If I were a betting man,” Vianello, who was, said, “I’d bet ten thousand lire that most of them don’t live at the addresses given here.” He paused a moment, flipped at the list with the tips of his fingers, and added, “And I’d make another one that many of them are neither deserving nor poor.”

“No bet, Vianello.”

“I didn’t think there would be. What about Santomauro?”

“According to everything Signorina Elettra could find, he’s clean.”

“No one’s clean,” Vianello shot back.

“Careful, then.”

“That’s better.”

“There’s something else. Gallo spoke to the manufacturer of the shoes that were found with Mascari, and he gave him a list of the stores in the area where the shoes were sold. I’d like you to get someone to go around to the stores on the list and see if they can find anyone who remembers selling them. They’re size forty-one, so it’s possible that whoever sold them might remember who they sold them to.”

“What about the dress?” Vianello asked.

Brunetti had received the report two days before, and the results were just as he had feared. “It’s one of those cheap things you can buy at the open-air markets anywhere. Red, some sort of cheap synthetic material. Couldn’t have cost more than forty thousand lire. The tag’s been ripped out of it, but Gallo’s trying to trace it back to the manufacturer.”

“Any chance of that?”

Brunetti shrugged. “There’s a much better chance with the shoes. At least we know the manufacturer and the stores where they were sold.”

Vianello nodded. “Anything else, sir?”

“Yes. Call the Finance Police and tell them we’re going to need one of their best people, more than that if they’ll let us have them, to take a look at whatever papers we get from the Banca di Verona and from the Lega.”

Surprised, Vianello asked, “You actually got Patta to ask for a court order? To make a bank give up papers?”

“Yes,” Brunetti said, managing neither to smile nor to preen. “This business must have upset him more than I thought. A court order.” Vianello shook his head at the marvel of it.

“And could you ask Signorina Elettra to come up here?”

“Of course,” Vianello said, getting to his feet. He held up the lists. “I’ll divide up the names and get them to work.” He walked over to the door, but before he left he asked the same question Brunetti had been asking himself all morning, “How could they risk something like this? All it needs is one person, one leak, and the whole thing would come tumbling down.”



“I have no idea, well, none that makes sense.” To himself he reflected that it might be no more than yet another manifestation of a kind of group madness, a frenzy of risk taking that had abandoned all sane limits. In recent years, the country had been shaken by arrests and convictions for bribery at all levels, from industrialists and builders to cabinet ministers. Billions, tens of billions, hundreds of billions of lire had been paid out in bribes, and so Italians had come to believe that corruption was the normal business of government. Hence the behavior of the Lega della Moralità and the men who ran it could be seen as absolutely normal in a country run mad with venality.

Brunetti shook himself free from this speculation, looked toward the door, and saw that Vianello was gone.

He was quickly replaced by Signorina Elettra, who came through the door that Vianello had left open. “You wanted to see me, Commissario?”

“Yes, Signorina,” he said, waving her to the seat beside his desk. “Vianello just went downstairs with the lists you gave me. It seems a number of the people on one of them are paying far more in rent than what the Lega is declaring, so I want to know if the people on the second list are really getting the money the Lega says it’s giving them.”

As he spoke, Signorina Elettra wrote quickly, head bent down over her notebook.

“I’d like to ask you, if you aren’t busy with anything else— what is it you’re working on down in the Archives this week?” he asked.

“What?” she asked and half rose to her feet. Her notebook fell to the floor, and she bent to pick it up. “I beg your pardon, Commissario,” she said when she had the notebook open on her lap again. “In the Archives? I was trying to see if there was anything there about Avvocato Santomauro or perhaps Signor Mascari.”

“And what luck have you had?”



“None, unfortunately. Neither of them has ever been in trouble with the police. Absolutely nothing.”

“No one in the building has any idea of the way things are filed down there, Signorina, but I’d like you to see what you can find about the people on those lists.”

“On both, Dottore?”

She had prepared them, so she knew that they contained more than two hundred names. “Perhaps you could begin with the second one, the people who receive money. The list has their names and addresses, so you can check at city hall and find out which of them are registered here as residents.” Although it was a holdover from the past, the law which required all citizens to register officially in the city where they resided and to inform the authorities of any change in address made it easy to trace the movements and background of anyone who came under official scrutiny.

“I’d like you to check the people on that list, find out if any of them have criminal records, either here or in other cities. Even other countries, although I have no idea of what you’ll be able to find.” Signorina Elettra nodded as she took notes, suggesting that all of this was child’s play. “Also,” he continued, “once Vianello finds out who’s paying rent under the table, then I’d like you to take those names and do the same.” She looked up a few seconds after he finished speaking. “Do you think you could do this, Signorina? I have no idea what happened to the old files after we began to switch over to computers.”

“Most of the old files are still down there,” she said. “They’re a mess, but some things are still to be found in them.”

“Do you think you could do this?” She had been here less than two weeks, and already it seemed to Brunetti that she had been here for years.

“Certainly. I find myself with a great deal of time on my hands,” she said, leaving an opening wide enough for Brunetti to herd sheep through.



He gave in to the impulse and asked, “What’s happening?”

“They’re having dinner tonight. In Milano. He’s having himself driven out there this afternoon.”

“What do you think will happen?” Brunetti asked, although he knew he shouldn’t.

“Once Burrasca’s arrested, she’ll be on the first plane. Or perhaps he’ll offer to drive her back to Burrasca’s after dinner—he’d enjoy that, I think, driving up with her and finding the cars from the Finance Police. She’ll probably come back with him tonight if she sees them.”

“Why does he want her back?” Brunetti finally asked.

Signorina Elettra glanced up at him, puzzled by his density. “He loves her, Commissario. Surely you must realize that.”
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The heat usually robbed Brunetti of all appetite, but tonight he found himself really hungry for the first time since he had eaten with Padovani. He stopped at the Rialto on the way home, surprised to find some of the fruit and vegetable stalls still open after eight. He bought a kilo of plum tomatoes so ripe the vendor warned him to carry them carefully and not put anything on top of them. At another stall, he bought a kilo of dark figs and got the same warning. Luckily, each warning had come with a plastic bag, so he arrived at home with a bag in each hand.

When he got inside, he opened all the windows in the apartment, changed into loose cotton pants and a T-shirt, and went into the kitchen. He chopped onions, dropped the tomatoes in boiling water, the more easily to peel them, and went out on the terrace to pick some leaves of fresh basil. Working automatically, not really paying attention to what he was doing, he prepared a simple sauce and then put water on to cook the pasta. When the salted water rose to a rolling boil, he threw half a package of penne rigate into the water and stirred them around.

As he did all of this, he kept thinking of the various people who had been involved in the events of the last ten days, not trying to make any sense of the jumble of names and faces. When the pasta was done, he drained it in a colander, tossed it into a serving bowl, then poured the sauce on top of it. With a large spoon, he swirled it around, then went out to the terrace, where he had already taken a fork, a glass, and a bottle of Cabernet. He ate from the bowl. Their terrace was so high up that the only people close enough to see what he was doing would have to be in the bell tower of the church of San Polo. He ate all of the pasta, wiping the remaining sauce up with a piece of bread, then took the bowl inside and came out with a plate of freshly washed figs.

Before he started on them, he went back inside and picked up his copy of Tacitus’s Annals of Imperial Rome. Brunetti picked up where he had left off, with the account of the myriad horrors of the reign of Tiberius, an emperor for whom Tacitus seemed to have an especial distaste. These Romans murdered, betrayed, and did violence to honor and to one another; how like us they were, Brunetti reflected. He read on, learning nothing to change that conclusion, until the mosquitoes began to attack him, driving him inside. On the sofa, until well after midnight, he read on, not at all troubled by the knowledge that this catalogue of crimes and villainies committed almost two thousand years ago served to remove his mind from those that were being committed around him. His sleep was deep and dreamless, and he awoke refreshed, as if he believed that Tacitus’s fierce, uncompromising morality would somehow help him through the day.

When he got to the Questura that morning, he was surprised to discover that Patta had found time, before he left for Milano the previous day, to request of the instructing judge a court order that would provide them with the records of both the Lega della Moralità and the Banca di Verona. Not only that, but the order had been delivered to both institutions that morning, where the officials in charge had promised to comply. Both institutions insisted that it would take some time to prepare the necessary documents, and both had been imprecise about just how long that would be.

By eleven there was still no sign of Patta. Most of the people who worked in the Questura bought a newspaper that morning, but in none of them was there mention of Burrasca’s arrest. This fact came as no surprise, neither to Brunetti nor the rest of the staff, but it did a great deal to increase the eagerness, to make no mention of the speculation, about the results of the Vice-Questore’s trip to Milano the evening before. Rising above all of this, Brunetti contented himself with calling the Guardia di Finanza to ask if his request for the loan of personnel to check the financial records of both the bank and the Lega had been granted. Much to his surprise, he learned that the instructing judge, Luca Benedetti, had already called and suggested that the papers be examined by the Finanza as soon as they were produced.

When Vianello came into his office shortly before lunch, Brunetti was sure he had come to report that the papers had not arrived or, more likely, that some bureaucratic obstacle had suddenly been discovered by both the bank and the Lega, and delivery of the papers would be delayed, perhaps indefinitely.

“Buon giorno, Commissario,” Vianello said when he came in.

Brunetti looked up from the papers on his desk and asked, “What is it, Sergeant?”

“I’ve got some people here who want to talk to you.”

“Who?” Brunetti asked, placing his pen down on the papers in front of him.

“Professore Luigi Ratti and his wife,” Vianello answered, offering no explanation save the terse, “from Milano.”

“And who are the professore and his wife, if I might ask?”

“They’re the tenants in one of the apartments in the care of the Lega, have been for a little more than two years.”

“Go on, Vianello,” Brunetti said, interested.

“The professor’s apartment was on the part of the list I had, so I went to speak to him this morning. When I asked him how he had come by the apartment, he said that the decisions of the Lega were private. I asked him how he paid his rent, and he explained that he paid two hundred twenty thousand lire into the Lega’s account at the Banca di Verona every month. I asked him if I might take a look at his receipts, but he said he never kept them.”

“Really?” Brunetti asked, even more interested now. Because there was never any telling when some agency of the government would decide that a bill had not been paid, a tax not collected, a document not issued, no one in Italy threw out any official form, least of all proof that some sort of payment had been made. Brunetti and Paola, in fact, had two complete drawers filled with utility bills that went back a decade and at least three boxes filled with various documents stuffed away in the attic. For a person to say he had thrown away a rent receipt was either an act of sovereign madness or a lie. “Where is the professor’s apartment?”

“On the Zattere, with a view across to the Giudecca,” Vianello said, naming one of the most desirable areas in the city. Then he added, “I’d say it’s six rooms, the apartment, though I saw only the entrance hall.”

“Two hundred twenty thousand lire?” Brunetti asked, thinking that this was what Raffi had paid for a pair of Timberlands a month before.

“Yes, sir,” Vianello said.

“Why don’t you ask the professor and his wife to come in, then, Sergeant? By the way what is the professor a professor of?”

“I don’t think of anything, sir.”

“I see,” Brunetti said and screwed the cap back onto his pen.

Vianello went over to the door and opened it, then stepped back to allow Professor and Signora Ratti to come into the office.

Professor Ratti might have been in his early fifties, but he was keeping that fact at bay to the best of his ability. He was aided in the attempt by the ministrations of a barber who cut his hair so close to the scalp that the grey would be mistaken for blonde. A Gianni Versace suit in dove grey silk added to the youthful look, as did the burgundy silk shirt which he wore open at the throat. His shoes, which he wore without socks, were the same color as the shirt, made of woven leather that could have come only from Bottega Veneta. Someone must once have warned him about the tendency of the skin under his chin to wattle, for he wore a knotted white silk cravat and held his chin artificially high, as if compensating for a careless optician who had put the lenses of his bifocals in the wrong places.

If the professor was fighting a holding action against his age, his wife was engaged in open combat. Her hair bore an uncanny resemblance to the color of her husband’s shirt, and her face had the tautness that came only from the vibrancy of youth or the skill of surgeons. Blade thin, she wore a white linen suit with a jacket left open to display an emerald green silk shirt. Seeing them, Brunetti wondered how they managed to walk around in this heat and still look fresh and cool. The coolest part of them was their eyes.

“You wanted to speak to me, Professore?” Brunetti asked, rising from his chair but making no attempt to shake hands.

“Yes, I did,” Ratti said, motioning to his wife to sit in the chair in front of Brunetti’s desk and then going, unasked, to pull a second from where it stood against the wall. When they were both comfortable, he continued, “I’ve come to tell you how much I dislike having the police invade the privacy of my home. Even more, I want to complain about the insinuations that have been made.” Ratti, like so many Milanesi, elided all of the r’s in his speech, ‘a sound which Brunetti could not help associating with actresses of the more pneumatic variety.

“And what insinuations are those, Professore?” Brunetti asked, resuming his seat and signaling to Vianello to stay where he was, just inside the door.



“That there is some irregularity pertaining to my tenancy.”

Brunetti glanced across at Vianello and saw the sergeant raise his eyes toward the ceiling. Not only the Milano accent but now big words to go with it.

“What makes you believe this insinuation has been made, Professore?” Brunetti asked.

“Well, why else would your police push their way into my apartment and demand that I produce rent receipts?” As the professor spoke, his wife was busy running her eyes around the office.

“’Push,’Professore?” Brunetti asked in a conversational voice. ‘"Demand?” Then, to Vianello, “Sergeant, how did you gain access to the property to which the professor has,” he paused, “tenancy?”

“The maid let me in, sir.”

“And what did you tell the maid who let you in, Sergeant?”

“That I wanted to speak to Professore Ratti.”

“I see,” Brunetti said and turned his attention back to Ratti. “And how was the ‘demand’ made, Professorel”

“Your Sergeant asked to see my rent receipts, as if I’d keep such things around.”

“You are not in the habit of keeping receipts, Professore?”

Ratti waved a hand, and his wife gave Brunetti a look of studied surprise, as if to suggest what an enormous waste of time it would be to keep a record of a sum so small.

“And what would you do if the owner of the apartment were ever to claim that you had not paid the rent? What proof would you offer?” Brunetti asked.

This time, Ratti’s gesture was meant to dismiss the possibility of that ever happening, while his wife’s look was meant to suggest that no one would ever think of questioning her husband’s word.

“Could you tell me just how you pay your rent, Professore?’

“I don’t see how that is any business of the police,” Ratti said belligerently. “I’m not used to being treated like this.”



“Like what, Professore?” Brunetti asked with real curiosity.

“Like a suspect.”

“Have you been treated like a suspect before, by other police, and would this have made you familiar with what it feels like?”

Ratti half rose in his seat and glanced over at his wife. “I don’t have to put up with this. A friend of mine is a city counsellor.” His wife made a slight gesture with her hand, and he slowly sat back down.

“Could you tell me how you pay your rent, Professore Ratti?”

Ratti looked directly at Brunetti. “I deposit the rent at the Banca di Verona.”

“At San Bartolomeo?”

“Yes.”

“And how much is that rent, Professore?”

“It’s nothing,” the professor said, dismissing the sum.

“Is two hundred twenty thousand lire the sum?”

“Yes.”

Brunetti nodded, “And the apartment, how many square meters is it?”

Signora Ratti interrupted here, as if driven past her power to put up with such idiocy. “We have no idea of that. It’s adequate for our needs.”

Brunetti pulled the list of the apartments held in trust by the Lega toward him and flipped to the third page, then ran his finger down the list until he came to Ratti’s name. “Three hundred and twelve square meters, I think. And six rooms. Yes, I suppose that would be adequate for most needs.”

Signora Ratti was on him in a flash. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

Brunetti turned a level glance on her. “Just what I said, Signora, and no more. That six rooms ought to be adequate for two—there are only two of you, aren’t there?”

“And the maid,” she answered.

“Three, then,” Brunetti agreed. “Still adequate.” He turned away from her, face unchanged, and returned his attention to her husband. “How was it that you came to be given one of the apartments of the Lega, Professore?”

“It was very simple,” Ratti began, but it seemed to Brunetti that he had begun to bluster. “I applied for it in the normal fashion, and I was given it.”

“To whom did you apply?”

“To the Lega della Moralità, of course.”

“And how did you happen to learn that the Lega had apartments which it rented?”

“It’s common knowledge here in the city, isn’t it, Commissario?”

“If it is not now, then it soon will be, Professore.”

Neither of the Rattis said anything to this, but Signora Ratti glanced quickly at her husband and then back at Brunetti.

“Do you remember anyone in particular who told you about the apartments?”

Both of them answered instantly, “No.”

Brunetti allowed himself the bleakest of smiles. “You seem very sure of that.” He made a meaningless squiggle against their names on the list. “And did you have an interview in order to obtain this apartment?”

“No,” Ratti said. “We filled out the paperwork and sent it in. And then we were told that we had been selected.”

“Did you receive a letter, or perhaps a phone call?”

“It was so long ago I don’t remember,” Ratti said. He turned for confirmation to his wife, and she shook her head.

“And you’ve been in this apartment for two years now?”

Ratti nodded.

“And you haven’t saved any of the receipts for the rent you’ve paid?”

This time his wife shook her head.

“Tell me, Professore, how much time do you spend in the apartment each year?”



He thought about this for a moment. “We come for Carnevale.”

His wife finished his sentence with a firm, “Of course.”

Her husband continued, “Then we come for September, and sometimes for Christmas.”

His wife broke in here and added, “We come for the odd weekend during the rest of the year, of course.”

“Of course,” Brunetti repeated. “And the maid?”

“We bring her with us from Milano.”

“Of course,” Brunetti nodded and added another squiggle to the paper in front of him.

“May I ask you, Professore, if you are familiar with the purposes of the Lega? With its goals?”

“I know that it aims at moral improvement,” the professor answered in a tone that declared there could never be too much of that.

“Ah, yes,” Brunetti said, then asked, “but beyond that, to its purpose in renting apartments?”

This time, it was Ratti who glanced at his wife. “I think their purpose was to attempt to give the apartments to those they considered worthy of them.”

Brunetti continued, “Knowing this, Professore, did it at any time seem strange to you that the Lega, which is a Venetian organization, had given one of the apartments it controls to a person from Milano, a person who would, moreover, make use of the apartment only a few months of the year?” When Ratti said nothing, Brunetti urged him, “Surely you know how difficult it is to find an apartment in this city?”

Signora Ratti chose to answer this. “I suppose we believed that they wanted to give an apartment like this to people who would know how to appreciate it and care for it.”

“By that are you suggesting that you would be better able to care for a large and desirable apartment than would, for example, the family of a carpenter from Cannaregio?”

“I think that goes without saying,” she answered.



“And who, if I might ask, pays for repairs to the apartment?” Brunetti asked.

Signora Ratti smiled and answered, “So far, there has been no need to make any repairs.”

“But surely there must be a clause in your contract—if you were given a contract—which makes clear who is responsible for repairs.”

“They are,” Ratti answered.

“The Legal” Brunetti asked.

“Yes.”

“So then maintenance is not the responsibility of the people who rent?”

“No.”

“And you are there for,” Brunetti began and then glanced down at the paper in front of him, as though he had the number written there, “for about two months a year?” When Ratti said nothing, Brunetti asked, “Is that correct, Professorel”

His question was rewarded with a grudging “Yes.”

In a gesture he made consciously identical to the one used by the priest who taught catechism to his grammar school class, Brunetti folded his hands neatly in front of him, just short of the bottom of the sheet of paper on his desk, and said, “I think it is time to begin making choices, Professore.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Then perhaps I can explain it to you. The first choice is that I have you repeat this conversation and your answers to my questions into a tape recorder or that we have a secretary come in and take it down in shorthand. Either way, I would ask you to sign a copy of that statement, ask both of you to sign it, since you are telling me the same thing.” Brunetti paused long enough for that to register. “Or you could, and I suggest this is by far the wiser course, begin to tell me the truth.” Both feigned surprise, Signora Ratti going so far as to add outrage.

“In either case,” Brunetti added calmly, “the least that will happen to you is that you will lose the apartment, although that might take some time to happen. But you will lose it; that is little, but it is certain.” He found it interesting that neither demanded that he explain what he was talking about.

“It is clear that many of these apartments have been rented illegally and that someone associated with the Lega has been collecting rents illegally for years.” When Professore Ratti began to object, Brunetti raised a hand for an instant, then quickly folded his fingers back together. “Were it only a case of fraud, then perhaps you would be better advised to continue to maintain that you know nothing about all of this. But, unfortunately, it is far more than a case of fraud.” He paused here. He’d have it out of them, by God.

“What is it a case of?” Ratti asked, speaking more softly than he had since he entered Brunetti’s office.

“It is a case of murder. Three murders, one of them a member of the police. I tell you this so that you will begin to realize that we are not going to let this go. One of our own has been killed, and we are going to find out who did that. And punish them.” He paused a moment to let that sink in.

“If you persist in maintaining your current story about the apartment, then you will eventually become involved in a prosecution for murder.”

“We know nothing about murder,” Signora Ratti said, voice sharp.

“You do now, Signora. Whoever is in back of this plan to rent the apartments is also responsible for the three murders. By refusing to help us discover who is responsible for renting you your apartment and collecting your rent each month, you are also obstructing a murder investigation. The penalty for that, I need not remind you, is far more severe than for being evasive in a case involving fraud. And I add, but quite at the personal level, that I will do everything in my power to see that it is imposed upon you if you continue to refuse to help us.”



Ratti got to his feet. “I’d like some time to speak to my wife. In private.”

“No,” Brunetti said, raising his voice for the first time.

“I have that right,” Ratti demanded.

“You have the right to speak to your lawyer, Signor Ratti, and I will gladly allow you to do that. But you and your wife will decide that other matter now, in front of me.” He was way beyond his legal rights, and he knew it; his only hope was that the Rattis did not.

They looked at one another for so long that Brunetti lost hope. But then she nodded her burgundy head and they both sat back down in their chairs.

“All right,” Ratti said, “but I want to make it clear that we know nothing about this murder.”

“Murders,” Brunetti said and saw that Ratti was shaken by the correction.

“Three years ago,” Ratti began, “a friend of ours in Milano told us he knew someone he thought could help us find an apartment in Venice. We had been looking for about six months, but it was very difficult to find anything, especially at that distance.” Brunetti wondered if he was going to have to listen to a series of complaints. Ratti, perhaps sensing Brunetti’s impatience, continued, “He gave us a phone number we could call, a number here in Venice. We called and explained what we wanted, and the person on the other end asked us what sort of apartment we had in mind and how much we wanted to pay.” Ratti paused, or did he stop?

“Yes?” Brunetti urged, voice just the same as that priest’s had been when the children had some question or uncertainty about the catechism.

“I told him what I had in mind, and he said he’d call me back in a few days. He did, and said he had three apartments to show us, if we could come to Venice that weekend. When we came, he showed us this apartment and two others.”



“Was he the same man who answered the phone when you called?”

“I don’t know. But it was certainly the same man who called us back.”

“Do you know who the man was? Or is?”

“It’s the man we pay the rent to, but I don’t know his name.”

“And how do you do that?”

“He calls us in the last week of the month and tells us where to meet him. It’s usually a bar, though sometimes, during the summer, it’s outside.”

“Where, here in Venice or in Milano?”

His wife interrupted. “He seems to know where we are. He calls us here if we’re in Venice or Milano if we’re there.”

“And then what do you do?”

Ratti answered this time. “I meet him and I give him the money.”

“How much?”

“Two and a half million lire.”

“A month?”

“Yes, though sometimes I give him a few months in advance.”

“Do you know who this man is?” Brunetti asked.

“No, but I’ve seen him on the street here a few times.”

Brunetti realized there would be time to get a description later and let that pass. “And what about the Lega? How are they involved?”

“When we told this man that we were interested in the apartment, he suggested a price, but we bargained him down to two and a half million.” Ratti said this with ill-disguised self-satisfaction.

“And the Lega?” Brunetti asked.

“He told us that we would receive application forms from the Lega and that we were to fill them out and return them, that we would be able to move into the apartment within two weeks of that.”



Signora Ratti broke in here. “He also told us not to tell anyone about how we had gotten the apartment.”

“Has anyone asked you?”

“Some friends of ours in Milano,” she answered, “but we told them we found it through a rental agency.”

“And the person who gave you the original number?”

Ratti broke in. “We told him the same thing, that we had used an agency.”

“Do you know how he got the number?”

“He told us someone had given it to him at a party.”

“Do you remember the month and year when you made that original call?” Brunetti asked.

“Why?” Ratti asked, immediately suspicious.

“I’d like to have a clearer idea of when this began,” Brunetti lied, thinking that he could have their phone records checked for calls to Venice at that time.

Although he looked and sounded skeptical, Ratti answered, “It was in March, two years ago. Toward the end of the month. We moved in here at the beginning of May”

“I see,” said Brunetti. “And since you’ve been living in the apartment, have you had anything to do with the Lego?”

“No, nothing,” Ratti said.

“What about receipts?” Brunetti asked.

Ratti shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “We get one from the bank every month.”

“For how much?”

“Two hundred twenty thousand.”

“Then why didn’t you want to show it to Sergeant Vianello?”

His wife broke in again and answered for him. “We didn’t want to get involved in anything.”

“Mascari?” Brunetti suddenly asked.

Ratti’s nervousness seemed to increase. “What do you mean?”

“When the director of the bank that sent you the receipts for the rent was killed, you didn’t find it strange?”



“No, why should I?” Ratti said, putting anger into his voice. “I read about how he died. I assumed he was killed by one of his, what do you call them, ‘tricks’?” Brunetti was fairly certain that everyone, today, knew what they were called, but he didn’t answer the question.

“Has anyone been in touch with you recently about the apartment?”

“No, no one.”

“If you should happen to receive a call or perhaps a visit from the man you pay the rent to, I expect you to call us immediately.”

“Yes, of course, Commissario,” Ratti said, restored to his role as irreproachable citizen.

Suddenly sick of them, their posing, their designer clothes, Brunetti said, “You can go downstairs with Sergeant Vianello. Please give him as detailed a description as you can of the man you pay the rent to.” Then, to Vianello, “If it sounds like anyone we might know, let them take a look at some pictures.”

Vianello nodded and opened the door. The Rattis both stood, but neither made any effort to shake Brunetti’s hand. The professor took his wife’s arm for the short trip to the door, then stood back to allow her to pass through it in front of him. Vianello glanced across at Brunetti, allowed himself the smallest of smiles, and followed them out of the office, closing the door after them.
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His conversation with Paola that night was short. She asked if there was any news, repeated her suggestion that she come down for a few days; she thought she could leave the children alone at the hotel, but Brunetti told her it was too hot even to think of coming to the city.

He spent the rest of the evening in the company of the Emperor Nero, whom Tacitus described as being “corrupted by every lust, natural and unnatural.” He went to sleep only after reading the description of the burning of Rome, which Tacitus seemed to attribute to Nero’s having gone through a marriage ceremony with a man, during which ceremony the emperor shocked even the members of his dissolute court by “putting on the bridal veil.” Everywhere, transvestites.

The next morning, Brunetti, ignorant of the fact that the story of Burrasca’s arrest appeared in that morning’s Corriere, a story that made no mention of Signora Patta, attended the funeral of Maria Nardi. The Chiesa dei Gesuiti was crowded, filled with her friends and family and with most of the police of the city. Officer Scarpa from Mestre attended, explaining that Sergeant Gallo could not get away from the trial in Milan and would be there for at least another three days. Even Vice-Questore Patta attended, looking somber in a dark blue suit. Although he knew it was a sentimental and no doubt politically incorrect view, Brunetti could not rid himself of the idea that it was worse for a woman to die in the course of police duty than a man. When the mass was finished, he waited on the steps of the church while the coffin was carried out by six uniformed policemen. When Maria Nardi’s husband emerged, weeping brokenly and staggering with grief, Brunetti turned his eyes to the left and looked out across the waters of the laguna toward Murano. He was still standing there when Vianello came up to him and touched him on the arm.

“Commissario?”

He came back. “Yes, Vianello?”

“I’ve got a probable identification from those people.”

“When did that happen? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t know until this morning. Yesterday afternoon they looked at a number of pictures, but they said they weren’t sure. I think they were but wanted to talk to their lawyer. In any case, they were back in this morning, at nine, and they identified Pietro Malfatti.”

Brunetti gave a silent whistle. Malfatti had been in and out of their hands for years; he had a record for violent crimes, among them rape and attempted murder, but the accusations seemed always to dissipate before Malfatti came to trial; witnesses changed their minds or said that they had been wrong in their original identification. He had been sent away twice, once for living off the earnings of a prostitute, and once for attempting to extort protection money from the owner of a bar. The bar had burned down during the two years Malfatti was in jail.

“Did they identify him positively?”

“Both of them were pretty sure.”

“Do we have an address for him?”

“The last address we had was an apartment in Mestre, but he hasn’t lived there for more than a year.”

“Friends? Women?”

“We’re checking.”



“What about relatives?”

“I hadn’t thought of that. It ought to be in his file.”

“See who he’s got. If it’s someone close, a mother or a brother, get someone into an apartment near them and watch for him. No,” he said, remembering what little he knew of Malfatti’s history, “get two.”

“Yes, sir. Anything else?”

“The papers from the bank and from the Lega?”

“Both of them are supposed to give us their records today.”

“I want them. I don’t care if you have to go in there and take them. I want all the records that have to do with the payments of money for these apartments, and I want everyone in that bank interviewed to see if Mascari said anything to them about the Lega. At any time. If you have to ask the judge to go with you to get them, then do it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“When you go to the bank, try to find out whose job it was to oversee the accounts of the Lega.”

“Ravanello?” Vianello asked.

“Probably.”

“We’ll see what we can find out. What about Santomauro, sir?”

“I’m going to speak to him today.”

“Is that ...” Vianello stopped himself before asking if that was wise and instead asked, “is that possible, without an appointment?”

“I think Avvocato Santomauro will be very interested in talking to me, Sergeant.”

And so he was. The avvocato’s offices were in Campo San Luca, on the second floor of a building within twenty meters of three different banks. How fitting that proximity was, Brunetti thought, as Santomauro’s secretary showed him into the lawyer’s office only a few minutes after his arrival.

Santomauro sat at his desk, behind him a large window that looked out on the campo. The window, however, was tightly sealed, and the office cooled to an almost uncomfortable degree, especially in view of what could be seen below: naked shoulders, legs, backs, arms all passed across the campo, yet here it was cool enough for a jacket and tie.

The lawyer looked up when Brunetti was shown in but didn’t bother to smile or stand. He wore a conservative grey suit, dark tie, and gleaming white shirt. His eyes were wide-spaced and blue and looked out on the world with candor. He was pale, as pale as if it were mid-winter: no vacations for those who labor in the vineyards of the law.

“Have a seat, Commissario,” he said. “What is it you want to see me about?” He reached out and moved a photo in a silver frame slightly to the right so as to provide himself with a clear view of Brunetti and Brunetti with a clear view of the photo. In it stood a woman about Santomauro’s age and two young men, both of whom resembled Santomauro.

“Any one of a number of things, Avvocato Santomauro,” Brunetti replied, sitting opposite him, “but I’ll begin with La Lega della Moralità.”

“I’m afraid you’ll have to ask my secretary to give you information about that, Commissario. My involvement is almost entirely ceremonial.”

“I’m not sure I understand what you mean by that, Avvocato.”

“The Lega always needs a figurehead, someone to serve as president. But as I’m sure you’ve already ascertained, we members of the board have no say in the day-to-day running of the affairs of the Lega. The real work is done by the bank director who handles the accounts.”

“Then what is your precise function?”

“As I explained,” Santomauro said, giving a minimal smile, “I serve as a figurehead. I have a certain—a certain, shall I say stature?—in the community, and so I was asked to become president, a purely titular post.”



“Who asked you?”

“The authorities at the bank which handles the accounts of the Lega.”

“If the bank director attends to the business of the Lega, then what are your duties, Avvocato?”

“I speak for the Lega in those cases when a question is put to us by the press or when the Lega’s view is sought on some issue.”

“I see. And what else?”

“Twice a year I meet with the bank official charged with the Lega’s account to discuss the financial status of the Lega.”

“And what is that status? If I might ask.”

Santomauro lay both palms on the desk in front of him. “As you know, we are a nonprofit organization, so it is enough to us that we manage, as it were, to keep our head above water. In the financial sense.”

“And what does that mean? In the financial sense, that is.”

Santomauro’s voice grew even calmer, his patience even more audible. “That we manage to collect enough money to allow us to continue to bestow our charitable bequests upon those who have been selected to receive them.”

“And who, if I might ask, decides who will receive them?” “The official at the bank, of course.”

“And the apartments which the Lega has in its care, who is it that decides to whom they will be given?”

“The same person,” Santomauro said, permitting himself a small smile, then adding, “the board routinely approves his suggestions.”

“And do you, as president, have any say in this, any decision-making power?”

“If I were to choose to use it, I suppose I might have. But, as I’ve already told you, Commissario, our positions are entirely honorary.”

“What does that mean, Avvocato?”

Before he answered, Santomauro placed the very tip of his finger on his desk and picked up a small speck of dust. He moved his hand to his side and shook it, removing the speck. “As I said, my position is merely titular. I do not feel that it would be correct, knowing as many people in the city as I do, for me to attempt to select those who might profit in any way from the charity of the Lega. Nor, I am sure, and if I might take the liberty of speaking for them, would my fellow members of the board.”

“I see,” Brunetti said, making no attempt to disguise his skepticism.

“You find that hard to believe, Commissario?”

“It would be unwise of me to tell you what I find hard to believe, Avvocato,” Brunetti said and then asked, “And Signor Crespo. Are you handling his estate?”

It had been years since Brunetti had seen a man purse his lips, but that is precisely what Santomauro did before he answered. “I am Signor Crespo’s lawyer, so of course I am handling his estate.”

“Is it a large estate?”

“That is privileged information, Commissario, as you, having taken your degree in law, should know.”

“Ah, yes, and I suppose the nature of whatever dealings you might have had with Signor Crespo is similarly privileged?”

“I see you do remember the law, Commissario,” Santomauro said and smiled.

“Could you tell me if the records of the Lega, the financial records, have been given to the police?”

“You speak of them as though you were no part of the police, Commissario.”

“The records, Signor Santomauro? Where are they?”

“Why, in the hands of your colleagues, Commissario. I had my secretary make copies of them this morning.”

“We want the originals.”

“Of course it’s the originals I’ve given you, Commissario,” Santomauro said, measuring out another small smile. “I took the liberty of making copies for myself, just in case something should get lost while they are in your care.”

“How cautious of you, Avvocato,” Brunetti said, but he didn’t smile. “But I don’t want to take any more of your time. I realize how precious time is to someone who has your stature in the community. I have only one more question. Could you tell me who the bank official is who handles the accounts of the Legal I’d like to speak to him.”

Santomauro’s smile blossomed. “I’m afraid that will be impossible, Commissario. You see, the Lega’s accounts were always handled by the late Leonardo Mascari.”
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He went back to his office, marveling at the skill with which Santomauro had suggested Mascari’s guilt. It all rested on such fragile premises: that the papers in the bank now looked like Mascari had been in charge of them; that people at the bank would not know or could be induced not to remember if anyone else had ever handled the accounts of the Lega; that nothing would be discovered about the murders of Mascari or Crespo.

At the Questura, he discovered that the papers of both the Banca di Verona and the Lega had been given to the police who went to collect them, and a trio of men from the Guardia di Finanza were even then going over them in search of any indication of who had overseen the accounts into which rents were paid and out of which checks were written for the charity of the Lega.

Brunetti knew that nothing was to be gained by going down and standing over them while they worked, but he couldn’t stop himself from wanting to at least walk past the room in which they had been placed. To prevent this, he went out for lunch, deliberately choosing a restaurant in the Ghetto, even though this meant a long walk there and back in the worst heat of the day. When he got back, after three, his jacket was soaked through, and his shoes felt as though they had been melted to his feet.

Vianello came into his office only minutes after Brunetti had gotten back. Without preamble he said, “I’ve been checking the list of the people who receive checks from the Lega.”

Brunetti recognized his mood. “And what have you found?”

“That Malfatti’s mother has remarried and taken the name of her new husband.”

“And?”

“And she’s receiving checks under that name and under her former name. What’s more, her new husband is also receiving a check, as are two of his cousins, but it looks like each of them is getting them under two separate names.”

“What does that make the total for the Malfatti family?”

“The checks are all about five hundred thousand a month, so it makes it close to three million a month.” Involuntarily, the question sprang from Vianello’s mouth, “Didn’t they ever think they’d be caught?”

Brunetti thought that too obvious to answer and so, instead, asked, “What about the shoes?”

“No luck here. You talk to Gallo?”

“He’s still in Milano, but I’m sure Scarpa would have called me if they found anything. What are those men from Finance doing?”

Vianello shrugged. “They’ve been in there since the morning.”

“Do they know what they’re supposed to be looking for?” Brunetti asked, unable to keep the impatience out of his voice.

“Some sign of who handled it all, I think.”

“Would you go down there and ask them if they’ve found anything? If Ravanellos involved, I want to move on him as soon as possible.”

“Yes, sir,” Vianello said and left the office.

While he waited for Vianello to come back, he rolled up the sleeves of his shirt, more for something to do with his hands than from any hope that it would make him feel any cooler.



Vianello came in, and the answer was written on his face. “I just spoke to their captain. He said that, so far, from what they can tell it looks like Mascari was in charge.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Brunetti snapped.

“It’s what they told me,” Vianello said very slowly, voice level, and then added after a long pause, “sir.” Neither spoke for a moment. “Perhaps if you were to speak to them yourself, you’d get a clearer idea of what it means.”

Brunetti looked away and rolled down his sleeves. “Let’s go downstairs together, Vianello.” It was as close as he could come to an apology, but Vianello seemed to accept it. Given the heat in the office, it was probably all he was going to get.

Downstairs, Brunetti went into the office where three men in the grey uniforms of the Guardia di Finanza were working. The men sat at a long desk covered with files and papers. Two small pocket calculators and a laptop computer stood on the desk, one man in front of each. In concession to the heat, they had removed their woolen jackets, but they still wore their ties.

The man at the computer looked up when Brunetti came in, peered over his glasses for a moment, then looked back down and tapped some more information into the keyboard. He looked at the screen, glanced down at one of the papers beside the keyboard, punched some more keys, then looked at the screen again. He picked up the sheet of paper from the pile to the right of the computer, placed it face down on the left, and started to read more numbers from the next sheet of paper.

“Which of you is in charge?” Brunetti asked.

A small, redheaded man looked up from one of the calculators and said, “I am. Are you Commissario Brunetti?”

“Yes, I am,” Brunetti answered, coming to stand beside him and extending his hand.

“I’m Captain de Luca.” Then less formally, taking Brunetti’s hand, he added, “Beniamino.” He waved his hand over the papers. “You wanted to know who was in charge of all of this at the bank?”



“Yes.”

“It looks, right now, like it was all handled by someone named Mascari. His keycodes have been tapped into all of the transactions, and what look like his initials appear on many of the documents we’ve got here.”

“Could that have been faked?”

“What do you mean, Commissario?”

“Could someone else have changed these documents to make it look like Mascari had handled them?”

De Luca thought about this for a long time, then answered, “I suppose so. If whoever did it had a day or two to work on the files, I suppose he could have done it.” He considered this for a while, as if working out an algebraic formula in his head. “Yes, anyone could have done it, if he knew the keycodes.”

“In a bank, how private are those access codes?”

“I would imagine they aren’t private at all. People are always checking one another’s accounts, and they need to know the codes in order to get into them. I would say it could be very easy.”

“What about the initials on the receipts?”

“Easier to forge than a signature,” de Luca said.

“Would there be any way to prove that someone else did it?”

Again, de Luca considered the question for a long time before he answered. “With the computer entries, not at all. Maybe the initials could be shown to be false, but most people just scribble them on things like this; often it’s difficult to tell them apart or, for that matter, to recognize your own.”

“Could a case be made that the records had been changed?”

De Luca’s look was as clear as his answer. “Commissario, you might want to make that case, but you wouldn’t want to make it in a courtroom.”

“So Mascari was in charge?”

De Luca hesitated this time. “No, I wouldn’t say that. It looks like it, but it is entirely possible that the records were changed to make it look like he was.”



“What about the rest of it, the process of selection for apartments?”

“Oh, it’s clear that people were chosen to get apartments for reasons other than need and, in the case of those who received money, that poverty didn’t have much to do with a lot of the grants.”

“How do you know that?”

“In the first case, the letters of application are all here, divided into two groups—those who did get apartments and those who were turned down.” De Luca paused for a moment. “No, I’m overstating the case. A number of the apartments, a large number of them, went to people who seemed to have real need, but the letters of application for almost a quarter of the applications come from people who aren’t even Venetian.”

“The ones who were accepted?” Brunetti asked.

“Yes. And your boys haven’t even finished checking on the complete list of tenants.”

Brunetti glanced toward Vianello, who explained, “They’ve gone through about half of the list, and it looks like a lot of them are rented to young people who live alone. And who work nights.”

Brunetti nodded. “Vianello, when you have a complete report on everyone on both lists, let me have it.”

“It’s going to take at least another two days, sir,” Vianello said.

“There’s no longer any need to hurry, I’m afraid.” Brunetti thanked de Luca for his help and went back up to his office.

It was perfect, he reflected, about as perfect as anyone could hope. Ravanello had spent his weekend all to good purpose, and the records now showed that Mascari had been in charge of the accounts of the Lega. What better way to explain those countless millions that had been pilfered from the Lega than to lay them at the feet of Mascari and his transvestites? Who knew what he had gotten up to when he traveled for the bank, what orgies he had not engaged in, what fortunes he had not squandered, this man who was too frugal to make a long-distance call to his wife? Malfatti, Brunetti was sure, was far from Venice and would not soon reappear, and he had no doubt that Malfatti would be recognized as the man who collected the rents and who had arranged that a percentage of the charity checks be given back to him as a condition of their being granted in the first place. And Ravanello? He would reveal himself as the intimate friend who, out of mistaken loyalty, had not betrayed Mascari’s sinful secret, never imagining what fiscal enormities his friend had engaged in to pay for his unnatural lusts. Santomauro? No doubt there would be a first wave of ridicule as he was revealed to have been such a gullible tool of his banker friend, Mascari, but, sooner or later, popular opinion was bound to see him as the selfless citizen whose instinct to trust had been betrayed by the duplicity to which Mascari was driven by his unnatural lust. Perfect, absolutely perfect, and not the slightest fissure into which Brunetti could introduce the truth.
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That night, the high moral purpose of Tacitus provided Brunetti with no consolation, nor did the violent destinies of Messalina and Agrippina serve as vindications of justice. He read the grim account of their much-merited deaths but could not rid himself of the realization that the evil spawned by these malevolent women endured long beyond their passing. Finally, well after two, he forced himself to stop reading and spent what remained of the night in troubled sleep, assailed by the memory of Mascari, of that just man, dispatched before his time, his death even more sordid than those of Messalina and Agrippina. Here, as well, evil would long endure his passing.

The morning was suffocating, as though a curse had been laid upon the city, condemning it to stagnant air and numbing heat, while the breezes abandoned it to its fate and went elsewhere to play. As he passed through the Rialto Market on his way to work, Brunetti noticed how many of the produce vendors were closed, their usual spots in the ordered ranks of stalls gaping open like missing teeth in a drunkard’s smile. No sense trying to sell vegetables during Ferragosto; residents fled the city, and tourists wanted only panini and acqua minerale.

He arrived early at the Questura, reluctant to walk through the city after nine, when the heat grew worse and the streets even more crowded with tourists. He turned his thoughts from them. Not today.

Nothing satisfied him, not the thought that the illegal dealings of the Lega would now be stopped, and not the hope that de Luca and his men might still find some thread of evidence that would lead them to Santomauro and Ravanello. Nor did he have any hope of tracing either the dress or the shoes Mascari had been wearing; too much time had already passed.

In the midst of this grim reverie, Vianello burst into his office without knocking and shouted, “We’ve found Malfatti!”

“Where?” Brunetti asked, getting up and moving toward him, suddenly filled with energy.

“At his girlfriend’s, Luciana Vespa, over at San Barnaba.”

“How?”

“Her cousin called us. He’s on the list, been getting a check from the Lega for the last year.”

“Did you make a deal?” Brunetti asked, not at all disturbed by the illegality of this.

“No, he didn’t even dare ask. He told us he wanted to help.” Vianello’s snort told how much faith he put in this.

“What did he tell you?” Brunetti asked.

“Malfatti’s been there for three days.”

“Is she in the file?”

Vianello shook his head. “Just the wife. We’ve had someone in the apartment next to hers for two days, but there’s been no sign of him there.” While they spoke they walked down the stairs toward the office where the uniformed branch worked.

“Did you call a launch?” Brunetti asked.

“It’s outside. How many men do you want to take?”

Brunetti had never been directly involved with any of Malfatti’s many arrests, but he had read the reports. “Three. Armed. And with vests.”

Ten minutes later, he and Vianello and the three officers, these last ballooned out and already sweating from the thick bullet-proof vests they wore over their uniforms, climbed aboard the blue and white police launch that stood, motor running, in front of the Questura. The three officers filed down into the cabin, leaving Brunetti and Vianello on deck to try to catch what little breeze was created by their motion. The pilot took them out into the bacino of San Marco, then turned right and headed up toward the entrance to the Grand Canal. Glory swept past on both sides as Brunetti and Vianello stood, heads together, talking against the force of the wind and the roar of the motor. They decided that Brunetti would go to the apartment and try to make contact with Malfatti. Since they knew nothing about the woman, they had no idea what her involvement with Malfatti might be, and so her safety had to be their chief concern.

At that thought, Brunetti began to regret having brought the officers along. If passersby saw four policemen, three of them heavily armed and standing near an apartment, a crowd was sure to form, and that was sure to draw the attention of anyone in the building.

The launch pulled up at the Ca’ Rezzonico vaporetto stop, and the five men filed off, much to the surprise and curiosity of the people waiting for the number one boat. Single file, they walked down the narrow calle that led to Campo San Barnaba and then out into the open square. Although the sun had not yet reached its zenith, heat radiated up from the paving stones and seared them from below.

The building they sought was at the far right corner of the campo, its door just in front of one of the two enormous boats that sold fruit and vegetables from the embankment of the canal running alongside the campo. To the right of the door was a restaurant, not yet open for the day, and beyond it a bookstore. “All of you,” Brunetti said, conscious of the stares and comments the police and their machine guns were causing among the people around them, “get into the bookstore. Vianello, you wait outside.”

Awkwardly, seeming too big for it, the men trooped through the door of the store. The owner stuck her head out, saw Vianello and Brunetti, and ducked back into the shop without saying anything.

The name “Vespa” was written on a piece of paper taped to the right of one of the bells. Brunetti ignored it and rang the one above it. After a moment, a woman’s voice came across the intercom. “Si?”

“Posta, Signora. I have a registered letter for you. You have to sign for it.”

When the door clicked open, Brunetti turned back to Vianello. “I’ll see what I can find out about him. Stay down here, and keep them off the street.” The sight of the three old women who now surrounded him and Vianello, shopping carts parked beside them, made him regret even more having brought the other officers with him.

He opened the door and went into the entrance, where he was greeted by the heavy, thudding sound of rock music spilling down toward him from one of the upper floors. If the bells on the outside corresponded to the location of the apartments, Signorina Vespa lived one floor above, and the woman who let him in on the floor above her. Brunetti walked quickly up the stairs and passed the door to the Vespa apartment, from which the music blasted.

At the top of the next flight of steps, a young woman with a baby balanced on her hip stood at the door of an apartment. When she saw him, she stepped back and reached for the door. “One moment, Signora,” Brunetti said, stopping where he was on the steps so as not to frighten her. “I’m from the police.”

The woman’s glance, beyond him and down the steps, to the source of the music that thundered up the stairs behind him, suggested to Brunetti that she might not be surprised by his arrival. “It’s about him, isn’t it?” she asked, pointing with her chin toward the source of the heavy bass that continued to flow up the stairs.

“Signorina Vespa’s friend?” he asked.

“Si. Him,” she said, spitting out the syllables with such force that Brunetti wondered what else Malfatti had done in the time he had been in the building.

“How long has he been here?” Brunetti asked.

“I don’t know,” she said, taking another step back into her apartment. “The music’s been on all day, ever since early morning. I can’t go down and complain.”

“Why not?”

She pulled her baby closer to her, as if to remind the man in front of her that she was a mother. “The last time I did, he said terrible things to me.”

“What about Signorina Vespa, can’t you ask her?”

Her shrug dismissed the usefulness of Signorina Vespa.

“Isn’t she there with him?”

“I don’t know who’s with him, and I don’t care. I just want that music to stop so my baby can get to sleep.” On that cue, the baby, which had been heavily asleep in her arms, opened his eyes, drooled, and went immediately back to sleep.

The music gave Brunetti the idea, that and the fact that the woman had already complained to Malfatti about it.

“Signora, go inside,” he said. “I’m going to slam your door and then go down and talk to him. I want you to stay inside. Stay in the back of your apartment and don’t come out until one of my men comes up and tells you that you can.”

She nodded and stepped into the apartment. Brunetti bent forward, reached into the apartment, and grabbed the door by its handle. He pulled it toward him violently, crashing it shut with a sound that rang out in the stairway like a shot.

He turned and slammed his way down the steps, pounding his heels as hard as he could, creating a torrent of noise that momentarily obscured the music. “Basta con quella musica” he screamed in a wild voice, a man driven beyond the limits of patience. “Enough of that music,” he screamed again. When he got to the landing below, he pounded on the door from behind which the music came, screaming as loud as he could, “Turn that goddamned music down. My baby’s trying to sleep. Turn it down or I’ll call the police.” At the end of each sentence, he banged, then kicked, at the door.

He must have been at it for a full minute before the volume of the music suddenly became lower, although it was still fully audible through the door. He forced his voice up into a higher register, shouting now as though he had finally lost all control of himself, “Turn the goddamned music off. Turn it off or I’ll come in there and turn it off for you.”

He heard quick footsteps approaching and braced himself. The door was pulled back suddenly, and a stocky man filled the doorway, a short metal rod gripped in his hand. Brunetti had only an instant, but in that instant he recognized Malfatti from his police photos.

Holding the rod down at his side, Malfatti took one step forward, bringing himself halfway through the door. “Who the hell do you—” he began but stopped when Brunetti lunged forward and grabbed him, one hand on his right forearm and the other on the cloth of his shirt. Brunetti swiveled, turned on his hip, and swung out with all his strength. Caught completely off guard, Malfatti was pulled forward and off balance. For an instant, he balked at the top of the stairs, trying vainly to shift his weight and pull himself backward, but then he lost his balance and toppled forward down the steps. As he fell, he dropped the iron bar and wrapped both arms around his head, turning himself into an acrobatic ball that tumbled down the steps.

Brunetti scrambled down the stairs after him, screaming Vianello’s name as loudly as he could. Halfway down the steps, Brunetti stepped on the iron bar and slipped to his side, crashing against the wall of the stairway. When he looked up, he saw Vianello pushing open the heavy door at the bottom of the steps. But by that time Malfatti had scrambled to his feet and was standing just behind the door. Before Brunetti could shout a warning, Malfatti kicked the door, slamming it into Vianello’s face, knocking the gun from his hand and him out into the narrow calk. Malfatti pulled the door open and disappeared into the sunlight beyond.

Brunetti got to his feet and ran down the steps, drawing his pistol, but by the time he got to the street, Malfatti had disappeared, and Vianello lay against the low wall of the canal, blood streaming from his nose onto his white uniform shirt. Just as Brunetti bent over him, the three other officers piled out of the bookstore, machine guns pointed in front of them but no one to point them at.
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Vianello’s nose was not broken, but he was badly shaken. With Brunetti’s help, he got to his feet and wove unsteadily for a moment, wiping at his nose with his hand.

People crowded around them, old women demanding to know what was happening, the fruit vendors already explaining to their newest customers what they had seen. Brunetti turned away from Vianello and almost tripped over a metal grocery cart filled to the top with vegetables. He kicked it aside angrily and turned to the two men who worked on the nearest boat. They had a clear view of the door to the building and must have seen everything.

“Which way did he go?”

Both pointed down toward the campo, but then one pointed to the right, in the direction of the Accademia Bridge, while the other pointed to the left and toward the Rialto.

Brunetti signaled to one of the officers, who helped him lead Vianello toward the boat. Angrily, the sergeant pushed their hands away, insisting he could walk by himself. From the deck of the boat, Brunetti radioed the Questura with a description of Malfatti, asking that copies of his photo be distributed to all the police in the city and that his description be radioed to everyone on patrol.

When the officers were aboard, the pilot backed the boat toward the Grand Canal, then swung it around and headed toward the Questura. Vianello went down into the cabin and sat with his head tilted back to stop the bleeding. Brunetti followed him. “Do you want to go to the hospital?”

“It’s only a bloody nose,” Vianello said. “It’ll stop in a minute.” He wiped at it with his handkerchief. “What happened?”

“I banged on his door, complaining about his music, and he opened it. I pulled him out and threw him down the stairs.” Vianello looked surprised. “It was all I could think of,” Brunetti explained. “But I didn’t think he’d recover so quickly.”

“What now?” Vianello asked.

“What do you think he’ll do?”

“Try to get in touch with Ravanello and Santomauro, I’d say.”

“Do you want to warn them?”

“No,” Brunetti answered immediately. “But I want to know where they are, and I want to see what they do. I want them watched.” The launch swung into the canal that led to the Questura, and Brunetti climbed back on deck. When they pulled up to the small dock, he jumped ashore and waited while Vianello followed him. As they passed through the front door, the officers on guard stared at the sergeant’s bloody shirt but said nothing. When the other officers came off the boat, the guards crowded around and asked for an explanation.

At the second landing, Vianello went off toward the bathroom at the end of the corridor, and Brunetti went up to his own office. He called the Banca di Verona and, using a false name, asked to speak to Signor Ravanello. When the man he spoke to asked him what this was in regard to, Brunetti explained that it was about the estimate the banker had asked for on a new computer. He was told that Signor Ravanello was not in that morning but could be reached at home. Asked, the man supplied the banker’s home number, and Brunetti dialed it immediately, only to find it busy.

He found the number of Santomauro’s office, dialed it, and, giving the same false name, asked if he could speak to Avvocato Santomauro. The lawyer, his secretary explained, was busy with another client and could not be disturbed. Brunetti said he would call back and hung up.

He dialed Ravanello’s number again, but it was still busy. He pulled the phone book from his bottom drawer and looked up Ravanello’s name, curious to find the address. From the listing, he guessed that it would have to be in the vicinity of Campo San Stefano, not far from Santomauro’s office. He considered how Malfatti would get there; the obvious answer was the traghetto, the public gondola that plied the waters back and forth between Ca’ Rezzonico and Campo San Samuele on the opposite side of the Grand Canal. From there it was only minutes to Campo San Stefano.

He dialed the number again, but it was still busy. He called the operator and asked her to check the line and, after waiting less than a minute, was told that the line was open although not in contact with any other number, which meant that the phone was either out of order or had been left off the hook. Even before he hung up, Brunetti was mapping out the fastest way to get there; the launch was best. He went down the stairs and into Vianello’s office. The sergeant, wearing a clean shirt, looked up when Brunetti came in.

“Ravanello’s phone is off the hook.”

Vianello was out of his chair and on the way to the door before Brunetti said anything else.

Together, they went downstairs and out into the blanketing heat. The pilot was hosing down the deck of the launch but, seeing the two men come running out the front door, he tossed the hose to the sidewalk and jumped to the wheel.

“Campo San Stefano,” Brunetti called to him. “Use the siren.”

Klaxon shouting out its double-noted call, the boat pulled away from the dock and once again out into the bacino. Boats and vaporetti slowed to allow it to speed past them, only the elegant black gondolas paying it no heed; by law, all boats had to defer to the slow passage of the gondola.

Neither of them spoke. Brunetti went down into the cabin and consulted a city guide to see where the address was located. He was right: the apartment was directly opposite the entrance to the church that gave the campo its name.

As the boat neared the Accademia Bridge, Brunetti went back on deck and told the pilot to cut the siren. He had no idea what they would find at San Stefano, but he would like their arrival there to go unannounced. The pilot switched the siren off and pulled the boat into the Rio del Orso and over to the landing stage on the left side. Brunetti and Vianello climbed up onto the embankment and walked quickly through the open campo. Lethargic couples sat at tables in front of a café, hunched over pastel drinks; everyone walking in the campo looked to be carrying the heat like a palpable yoke across their shoulders.

They quickly found the door, between a restaurant and a shop that sold patterned Venetian paper. Ravanello’s bell was on the top right of the two rows of names. Brunetti rang the one below it, then, when there was no answer, the one under that. When a voice answered, asking who it was, he declared, “Polizia,” and the door snapped open immediately.

He and Vianello went into the building, and, from above them, a high, querulous voice called out, “How did you get here so fast?”

Brunetti started up the stairs, Vianello close behind him. On the first floor, a grey-haired woman, little taller than the bannister over which she leaned, called down again, “How did you get here so fast?”

Ignoring her question, Brunetti asked, “What’s wrong, Signora?”

She moved back from the bannister and pointed above her. “Up there. I heard shouting from Signor Ravanello’s, and then I saw someone run down the steps. I was afraid to go up.”

Brunetti and Vianello swept past her, taking the stairs two at a time now, both of them with their pistols in their hands. At the top, light spilled out of the apartment onto the broad landing in front of the open door. Brunetti crouched low and moved to the other side of the door, but he moved too quickly to be able to see anything inside. He looked back at Vianello, who nodded. Together they burst into the apartment, both bent low. As soon as they were through the door, they moved to either side of the room, making of themselves two separate targets.

But Ravanello was not going to shoot at them: one glance at him was enough to show that. His body lay across a low chair that had fallen to its side in the fight that must have taken place in this room. He lay on his side, facing the door, staring with unseeing eyes, eternally removed from any curiosity about these men who had burst suddenly and without invitation into his home.

Not for an instant did Brunetti suspect that Ravanello might still be alive; the marmoreal weight of his body rendered that impossible. There was very little blood; that was the first thing Brunetti noticed. Ravanello appeared to have been stabbed twice, for there were two bold red patches on his jacket, and some blood had spilled to the floor beneath his arm, but hardly enough to suggest that its passing had taken his life with it.

“Oh Dio,” he heard the old woman gasp behind him, turned and found her at the door, one fist clenched in front of her mouth, staring across at Ravanello. Brunetti moved two steps to his right and into her line of vision. She looked up at him with chilled eyes. Could it be that she was angry with him for having blocked her sight of the body?

“What did he look like, Signora?” he asked.

She shifted her eyes to his left but couldn’t see around him.

“What did he look like, Signora?”

Behind him, he heard Vianello moving around, going off into another room of the apartment, then he heard the phone being dialed and Vianello’s voice, soft and calm, reporting to the Questura what had happened, asking for the necessary people.

Brunetti walked directly toward the woman and, as he had hoped, she retreated before him out into the corridor. “Could you tell me exactly what you saw, Signora?”



“A man, not very tall, running down the steps. He had a white shirt. Short sleeves.”

“Would you know him if you saw him again, Signora?”

“Yes.” So would Brunetti.

Behind them, Vianello appeared from the apartment, leaving the door open. “They’ll be here soon.”

“Stay here,” Brunetti said, moving toward the stairs. “Santomauro?” Vianello asked.

Brunetti waved his hand in acknowledgment and ran down the steps. Outside, he turned left and hurried up toward Campo San Angelo and, beyond it, Campo San Luca and the lawyer’s office.

It was like wading through a heavy surf, pushing his way through the late morning crowds of people who gawked in front of shop windows, paused to talk to one another, or stood in the momentary relief of a cool breeze escaping from an air-conditioned shop. Down through the narrow confines of Calle della Mandorla he raced, using his elbow and his voice, careless of the angry stares and sarcastic remarks created by his passing.

In the open space of Campo Manin, he broke into a trot, although every step brought sweat pouring out onto his body. He cut around the bank and into Campo San Luca, crowded now with people meeting for a drink before lunch.

The downstairs door that led up to Santomauro’s office was ajar; Brunetti pushed himself through it and took the steps two at a time. The door to the office was closed, the light below it gleaming out into the dim hallway. He took out his gun and pushed the door open, moving quickly to the side in a protective crouch, just as he had when entering Ravanello’s office.

The secretary screamed. Like a character in a comic book, she covered her mouth with both hands and let out a loud shriek, then pushed herself backward and toppled from her chair.

Seconds later the door to Santomauro’s office opened, and the lawyer came rushing from his office. In a glance, he took it all in—his secretary cowering behind her desk, butting her shoulder repeatedly against the top as she tried, vainly, to crawl under it, and Brunetti, rising to his feet and putting his gun away.

“It’s all right, Louisa,” Santomauro said, going to his secretary and kneeling down beside her. “It’s all right, it’s nothing.”

The woman was incapable of speech, beyond thought or reason. She sobbed, turned toward her employer and stretched out her hands to him. He put an arm around her shoulder and she pressed her face against his chest. She sobbed deeply and gasped for breath. Santomauro bent over her, patting her on the back and speaking softly to her. Gradually, the woman calmed and after a moment pushed herself back from him. “Scusi, Avvocato,” was the first thing she said, her formality restoring full calm to the room.

Silent now, Santomauro helped her to her feet and toward a door at the back of the office. When he closed it behind her, Santomauro turned to face Brunetti. “Well?” he said, voice calm but no less lethal for being calm.

“Ravanello’s been killed,” Brunetti said. “And I thought you’d be next. So I came here to try to stop it.”

If Santomauro was surprised at the news, he gave no sign of it. “Why?” he asked. When Brunetti didn’t answer, he repeated the question. “Why would I be next?”

Brunetti didn’t answer him.

“I asked you a question, Commissario. Why would I be next? Why, in fact, would I be in any danger at all?” In the face of Brunetti’s continuing silence, Santomauro continued. “Do you think I’m somehow involved in all of this? Is that why you’re here, playing cowboys and Indians and terrifying my secretary?”

“I had reason to believe he would come here,” Brunetti finally explained.

“Who?” the lawyer demanded

“I’m not at liberty to tell you that.”

Santomauro bent down and picked up the secretary’s chair. He righted it and pushed it into place behind her desk. When he looked back at Brunetti, he said, “Get out. Get out of this office. I am going to make a formal complaint to the Minister of the Interior. And I am going to send a copy of it to your superior. I will not be treated as a criminal, and I will not have my secretary terrified by your Gestapo techniques.”

Brunetti had seen enough anger in his life and in his career to know that this was the real thing. Saying nothing, he left the office and went down into Campo San Luca. People pushed past him, rushing home for lunch.
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Brunetti’s decision to return to the Questura was an exercise in the power of the will over that of the flesh. He was closer to home than to the Questura, and he wanted only to go home, shower, and think about things other than the inescapable consequences of what had just happened. Unsummoned, he had violently burst into the office of one of the most powerful men in the city, terrorizing his secretary and making it clear, by his explanation of his behavior, that he assumed Santomauro’s guilty involvement with Malfatti and the manipulation of the accounts of the Lega. All the goodwill he had, however spuriously, accumulated with Patta during the last weeks would be as nothing in the face of a protest from a man of Santomauro’s stature.

And now, with Ravanello dead, all hope of a case against Santomauro had vanished, for the only person who might implicate Santomauro was Malfatti; his guilt in Ravanello’s death would render worthless any accusation he might make against Santomauro. It would come, Brunetti realized, to a choice between Malfatti’s and Santomauro’s stories; he needed neither wit nor prescience to know which was stronger.

When Brunetti got to the Questura, he found it in tumult. Three uniformed officers huddled together in the lobby, and the people in the long line at the Ufficio Stranieri crowded together in a babble of different languages. “They brought him in, sir,” one of the guards said when he saw Brunetti.

“Who?” he asked, not daring to hope.

“Malfatti.”

“How?”

“The men waiting at his mother’s. He showed up at the door about a half hour ago, and they got him even before she could let him in.”

“Was there any trouble?”

“One of the men who was there said that he tried to run when he saw them, but as soon as he realized there were four of them, he just gave up and went along quietly.”

“Four?”

“Yes, sir. Vianello called and told us to send more men. They were just arriving when Malfatti showed up. They didn’t even have time to get inside, just got there and found him at the door.”

“Where is he?”

“Vianello had him put in a cell.”

“I’ll go see him.”

When Brunetti went into the cell, Malfatti recognized him immediately as the man who had thrown him down the steps, but he greeted Brunetti with no particular hostility.

Brunetti pulled a chair away from the wall and sat facing Malfatti, who was lying on the cot, back propped up against the wall. He was a short, stocky man with thick brown hair, features so regular as to make him almost immediately forgettable. He looked like an accountant, not a killer.

“Well?” Brunetti began.

“Well what?” Malfatti’s voice was completely matter of fact. “Well, do you want to do this the easy way or the hard way?” Brunetti asked imperturbably, just the way the cops on television did.

“What’s the hard way?”

“That you say you know nothing about any of this.”



“About what?” Malfatti asked.

Brunetti pressed his lips together and glanced up at the window for a moment, then back at Malfatti.

“What’s the easy way?” Malfatti asked after a long moment.

“That you tell me what happened.” Before Malfatti said a word, Brunetti explained, “Not about the rents. That’s not important now, and it will all come out. But about the murders. All of them. All four.”

Malfatti shifted minimally on the mattress, and Brunetti had the impression that he was going to question that number, but he did not.

“He’s a respected man,” Brunetti continued, not bothering to explain whom he meant. “It’s going to come down to his word against yours unless you’ve got something to link him to you and to the murders.” He paused here, but Malfatti said nothing. “You’ve got a long criminal record,” Brunetti continued. “Attempted murder and now murder.” Before Malfatti could say a word, Brunetti continued in an entirely conversational voice, “There’s not going to be any trouble proving that you killed Ravanello.” In answer to Malfatti’s surprised glance, he explained, “The old woman saw you.” Malfatti looked away.

“And judges hate people who kill police, especially policewomen. So I don’t see it any other way but as a conviction. The judges are bound to ask me what I think,” he said, pausing to be sure he had Malfatti’s complete attention. “When they do, I’ll suggest Porto Azzurro.”

All criminals knew the name of this prison, the worst in Italy and one from which no one had ever escaped; even a man as hardened as Malfatti could not disguise his shock. Brunetti waited a moment, but when Malfatti said nothing, he added, “They say no one knows which are bigger, the cats or the rats.” Again, he paused.

“And if I do talk to you?” Malfatti finally asked.

“Then I’ll suggest to the judges that they take that into consideration.”



“That’s all?”

“That’s all.” Brunetti hated people who killed police too.

Malfatti took only a moment to decide. “Va bene,” he said, “but I want it on the record that I volunteered this. I want it put down that, as soon as you arrested me, I was willing to give you everything.”

Brunetti got to his feet. “I’ll get a secretary,” he said and went to the door of the cell. He signaled to a young man who sat at a desk at the end of the hall, who came into the room with a tape recorder and a pad.

When they were ready, Brunetti said, “Please give your name, date of birth, and present residence.”

“Malfatti, Pietro. Twenty-eight September, 1962. Castello 2316.”

It went on like this for an hour, Malfatti’s voice never displaying any greater involvement than it did when answering that original question, although the story that emerged was one of mounting horror.

The original idea could have been Ravanello’s or Santomauro’s; Malfatti had never cared enough to ask. They had gotten his name from the men on Via Cappuccina and had contacted him to ask if he would be willing to make the collections for them every month in return for a percentage of the profit. He had never been in doubt as to whether he would accept their offer, only about the percentage he would get. They had settled on twelve, although it had taken Malfatti almost an hour of hard bargaining to get them to go that high.

It was his hope of increasing his own take that had led Malfatti to suggest that some of the legitimate earnings of the Lega be paid out in checks to people whose names he would supply. Brunetti cut off Malfatti’s grotesque pride in this scheme by asking, “When did Mascari find out about this?”

“Three weeks ago. He went to Ravanello and told him something was wrong with the accounts. He had no idea that Ravanello knew about it, thought that it was Santomauro. Fool,” Malfatti spat in contempt. “If he had wanted, he could have gotten a third out of them, an easy third.” He looked back and forth between Brunetti and the secretary, asking them to share his disgust.

“And then?” Brunetti asked, keeping his own disgust to himself.

“Santomauro and Ravanello came to my place about a week before it happened. They wanted me to get rid of him, but I knew what they were like, so I told them I wouldn’t do it unless they helped. I’m no fool.” Again, he looked at the other men for approval. “You know what it’s like with people like that. You do a job for them, you’re never free of them. The only way to be safe is to make them get their hands dirty, too.”

“Is that what you told them?” Brunetti asked.

“In a way. I told them I’d do it but that they’d have to help me set it up.”

“How did they do that?”

“They had Crespo call him and say he’d heard he was looking for information about the apartments the Lega rented and that he lived in one of them. Mascari had the list, so he could check. When Mascari told him he was leaving for Sicily that evening— we knew that—Crespo told him he had other information to give him, that he could stop on the way to the airport.”

“And?”

“He agreed.”

“Was Crespo there?”

“Oh, no,” Malfatti said with a snort of contempt. “He was a delicate little bastard. Didn’t want to have anything to do with it. So he took off—probably went and hit the pavements early. And we waited for Mascari. He showed up at about seven.”

“What happened?”

“I let him in. He thought I was Crespo, didn’t have any reason not to. I told him to sit down and offered him a drink, but he said he had a plane to catch and was in a hurry. I asked him again if he wanted a drink, and when he said no, I said I wanted one and walked behind him to the table where the drinks were. That’s when I did it.”



“What did you do?”

“I hit him.”

“With what?”

“An iron bar. The same one I had today. It’s very good.”

“How many times did you hit him?”

“Only once. I didn’t want to get blood on Crespo’s furniture. And I didn’t want to kill him. I wanted them to do that.”

“And did they?”

“I don’t know. That is, I don’t know which one of them did it. They were in the bedroom. I called them and we carried him into the bathroom. He was still alive then; I heard him groan.”

“Why the bathroom?”

Malfatti’s glance showed that he had begun to suspect he’d overestimated Brunetti’s intelligence. “The blood.” There was a long pause, and when Brunetti didn’t say anything, Malfatti continued, “We lay him down on the floor, and then I went back and got the iron bar. Santomauro had been saying that we needed to destroy his face—we’d planned it all, put it together like a puzzle, said he had to be unrecognizable so there would be enough time to change the records in the bank. Anyway, he kept saying that we had to destroy his face, so I gave him the bar and told him to do it himself. Then I went back into the living room and had a cigarette. When I came back, it was done.”

“He was dead?”

Malfatti shrugged.

“Ravanello and Santomauro killed him?”

“I’d already done my share.”

“Then what?”

“We stripped him and shaved his legs. Jesus, what a job that was.”

“Yes, I imagine so,” Brunetti permitted himself. “And then what?”

“We put the makeup on him.” Malfatti paused a moment in thought. “No, that’s wrong. They did that before they hit his face. One of them said it would be easier. Then we put his clothes back on him and carried him out, like he was drunk. But we didn’t have to bother; no one saw us. Ravanello and I took him down to Santomauro’s car and drove him out to the field. I knew about what goes on out there, and I thought it would be a good place to dump him.”

“What about the clothes? Where did you change them?”

“When we got there, out in Marghera. We pulled him out of the backseat and stripped him. Then we put those clothes on him, that red dress and everything, and I carried him over to a place at the other side of the field and left him there. I stuffed him under a bush so it would take longer for him to be found.” Malfatti paused for a moment, summoning memory. “One of his shoes came off and Ravanello stuffed it into my pocket. I dropped it beside him. They were Ravanello’s idea, the shoes, I think.”

“What did you do with his clothes?”

“I stopped on the way back to Crespo’s place and put them in a garbage can. It was all right; there was no blood on them. We were very careful. We wrapped his head in a plastic bag.”

The young officer coughed but turned his head away so the sound wouldn’t register on the tape.

“And afterwards?” Brunetti asked.

“We went back to the apartment. Santomauro had cleaned it up. That was the last I heard of them until the night you came out to Mestre.”

“Whose idea was that?”

“Not mine. Ravanello called me and explained things to me. I think they hoped the investigation would stop if we could get rid of you.” Malfatti sighed here. “I tried to tell them things don’t work that way, that it wouldn’t make any difference, killing you, but they didn’t want to listen. They insisted that I help them.”

“So you agreed?”

Malfatti nodded.

“You have to give an answer, Signor Malfatti, or the tape doesn’t register it,” Brunetti explained coolly.

“Yes, I agreed.”



“What made you change your mind and agree to do it?”

“They paid enough.”

Because the young officer was there, Brunetti didn’t ask how much his life was worth. It would come out in time.

“Did you drive the car that tried to push us off the road?”

“Yes.” Malfatti paused for a long time and then added, “You know, I don’t think I would have done it if I’d known there was a woman in the car with you. It’s bad luck to kill a woman. She was my first.” It hit him then and he looked up. “See, it is bad luck, isn’t it?”

“Probably more for the woman than for you, Signor Malfatti,” Brunetti answered, but before Malfatti could react, Brunetti asked, “What about Crespo? Did you kill him?”

“No, I didn’t have anything to do with that. I was in the car with Ravanello. We left Santomauro with Crespo. When we got back there, it was finished.”

“What did Santomauro tell you?”

“Nothing. Not about that. He just told us it had happened, and then he told me to stay out of sight, if possible to get out of Venice. I was going to, but now I guess I won’t get the chance to.”

“And Ravanello?”

“I went there this morning, after you came to my place.” Malfatti stopped here, and Brunetti wondered what lie he was preparing.

“What happened?” Brunetti prodded him.

“I told him that the police were after me. I said I needed money to get out of the city and go somewhere. But he panicked. He started shouting that I had ruined everything. That’s when he pulled the knife.”

Brunetti had seen the knife. A switchblade seemed a strange thing for a banker to carry on his person, but he said nothing.

“He came at me with it. He was completely wild. We fought over it, and I think he fell on it.” He did, Brunetti remarked to himself. Twice. In the chest.

“And then?”



“Then I went to my mother’s. That’s where your men found me.” Malfatti stopped speaking, and the only sound in the room was the soft humming of the tape recorder.

“What happened to the money?” Brunetti asked.

“What?” Malfatti said, surprised by this sudden change of pace.

“The money. That was made from all the rents.”

“I spent mine, spent it every month. But it was nothing compared to what they got.”

“How much was it you got?”

“Between nine and ten million.”

“Do you know what they did with theirs?”

Malfatti paused for a moment, as though he had never speculated about this. “I’d guess Santomauro spent a large part of his on boys. Ravanello, I don’t know. He looked like one of those people who invest money.” Malfatti’s tone turned this into an obscenity.

“Have you anything else to say about this or your involvement with these men?”

“Only that the idea to kill Mascari was theirs, not mine. I went along with it, but it was their idea. I didn’t have much to lose if anyone found out about the rents, so I didn’t see any reason to kill him.” It was clear that, had he believed he had anything to lose, he would have felt no hesitation in killing Mascari, but Brunetti said nothing.

“That’s all,” Malfatti said.

Brunetti rose and signaled to the young officer to come with him. “I’ll have this typed up and you can sign it.”

“Take your time,” Malfatti said and laughed. “I’m not going anywhere.”
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An hour later, Brunetti took three copies of the typed statement down to Malfatti, who signed them without bothering to read the statement over. “Don’t you want to know what you’re signing?” Brunetti asked him.

“It doesn’t matter,” Malfatti replied, still not bothering to raise himself from the cot. He waved the pen Brunetti had given him at the paper. “Besides, there’s no reason to think anyone’s going to believe that.”

Since the same thing had occurred to Brunetti, he didn’t argue the point.

“What happens now?” Malfatti asked.

“There’ll be a hearing within the next few days, and the magistrate will decide if you should be offered the chance of bail.”

“Will he ask your opinion?”

“Probably.”

“And?”

“I’ll argue against it.”

Malfatti moved his hand along the barrel of the pen and then reversed his hold on it and offered it to Brunetti.

“Will someone tell my mother?” Malfatti asked.

“I’ll see that someone calls her.”

Malfatti shrugged his acknowledgment, moved himself lower on the pillow, and closed his eyes.



Brunetti left the cell and went up two flights of stairs to Signorina Elettra’s alcove. Today she was dressed in a shade of red seldom seen beyond the confines of the Vatican, and Brunetti found it strident and out of tune with his mood. She smiled, and his mood lightened a bit.

“Is he in?” Brunetti asked.

“He got here about an hour ago, but he’s on the phone and he told me not to interrupt him, not for anything.”

Brunetti preferred it this way, didn’t want to be with Patta while he read Malfatti’s confession. He placed a copy of the confession on her desk and said, “Would you give him this as soon as he’s finished with the call?”

“Malfatti?” she asked, looking at it with open curiosity.

“Yes.”

“Where will you be?”

When she asked that, Brunetti suddenly realized that he was completely displaced, had no idea what time it was. He glanced at his watch and saw that it was five, but the hour meant nothing to him. He didn’t feel hungry, only thirsty and miserably tired. He began to consider how Patta was likely to respond; that increased his thirst.

“I’ll go get something to drink and then I’ll be in my office.”

He turned and left; he didn’t care if she read the confession or not, found that he didn’t care about anything except his thirst and the heat and the faint grainy texture of his skin, where salt had been evaporating all day. He raised the back of his hand to his mouth and licked it, almost glad to taste the bitterness.

An hour later, he went into Patta’s office in response to his summons, and at the desk Brunetti found the old Patta: he looked like he had shed five years and gained five kilos overnight.

“Have a seat, Brunetti,” Patta said. Patta picked up the confession and tapped the bottoms of its six pages on his desk, aligning them neatly.

“I’ve just read this,” Patta said. He glanced across at Brunetti and lay the papers flat on his desk. “I believe him.”



Brunetti concentrated on demonstrating no emotion. Patta’s wife was somehow involved with the Lega. Santomauro was a figure of some political importance in a city where Patta hoped to rise to power. Brunetti realized that justice and the law were not going to play any part in whatever conversation he was about to have with Patta. He said nothing.

“But I doubt that anyone else will,” Patta added, beginning to lead Brunetti toward illumination. When it became clear that Brunetti was going to say nothing, Patta continued, “I’ve had a number of phone calls this afternoon.”

It was too cheap a shot to ask if one of them had been from Santomauro, and so Brunetti did not ask.

“Not only did Avvocato Santomauro call me, but I also had long conversations with two members of the city council, both of whom are friends and political associates of the Avvocato.” Patta pushed himself back in his chair and crossed his legs. Brunetti could see the tip of one gleaming shoe and a narrow expanse of thin blue sock. He looked up at Patta’s face. “As I said, no one is going to believe this man.”

“Even if he is telling the truth?” Brunetti finally asked. “Especially if he’s telling the truth. No one in this city is going to believe that Santomauro is capable of what this man accuses him of doing.”

“You seem to have no trouble believing it, Vice-Questore.”

“I am hardly to be considered an objective witness when it comes to Signor Santomauro,” Patta said, dropping in front of Brunetti, as casually as he had placed the papers on his desk, the first bit of self-knowledge he had ever demonstrated.

“What did Santomauro tell you?” Brunetti asked, although he had already worked out what that would have to have been.

“I’m sure you’ve realized what he would say,” Patta said, again surprising Brunetti. “That this is merely an attempt on Malfatti’s part to divide the blame and minimize his responsibility in all of this. That a close examination of the records at the bank will surely show that it was all Ravanello’s doing. That there is no evidence whatsoever that he, Santomauro, was involved in any of this, not the double rents and not the death of Mascari.”

“Did he say anything about the other deaths?”

“Crespo?”

“Yes, and Maria Nardi.”

“No, not a word. And there’s nothing that links him to Ravanello’s.”

“We have a woman who saw Malfatti running down the stairs at Ravanello’s.”

“I see,” Patta said, uncrossing his legs and leaning forward. He placed his right hand on Malfatti’s confession. “It’s worthless,” he finally said, just as Brunetti knew he would.

“He can try to use it at his trial, but I doubt that the judges would believe him. He’d be better off presenting himself as Ravanello’s ignorant tool.” Yes, that was probably true. The judge didn’t exist who could see Malfatti as the person behind this. And the judge who would see Santomauro as having any part in this couldn’t even be imagined.

“Does that mean you’re going to do nothing about that?” Brunetti asked, nodding his chin at the papers that lay on Patta’s desk.

“Not unless you can think of something to do,” Patta said, and Brunetti listened in vain for sarcasm in his voice.

“No, I can’t,” Brunetti said.

“We can’t touch him,” Patta said. “I know the man. He’s too cautious ever to have been seen by any of the people involved in this.”

“Not even the boys in Via Cappuccina?”

Patta’s mouth tightened in distaste. “His involvement with those creatures is entirely circumstantial. No judge would listen to evidence presented about that. However distasteful his behavior is, it’s his private business.”

Brunetti began considering possibilities: if enough of the prostitutes, those who rented apartments from the Lega, could be found to testify that Santomauro had used their services. If he could find the man who was in Crespo’s apartment when he went to see him. If evidence could be found that Santomauro had interviewed any of the people who were paying the double rent.

Patta cut all this short. “There’s no proof, Brunetti. Everything rests on the word of a confessed murderer.” Patta tapped the papers. “He talks about these murders as though he were going out to get a pack of cigarettes. No one is going to believe him when he accuses Santomauro, no one.”

Brunetti suddenly felt himself overcome by exhaustion. His eyes watered, and he had to fight to keep them open. He brought one hand to his right eye and made as if to remove a speck of dust, closed them both for a few seconds, and then rubbed them with one hand. When he opened them again, he saw that Patta was looking at him strangely. “I think you ought to go home, Brunetti. There’s nothing more to be done about this.”

Brunetti pushed himself to his feet, nodded to Patta, and left the office. From there he went directly home, bypassing his own office. Inside the apartment, he pulled the phone jack from the wall, took a long, hot shower, ate a kilo of peaches, and went to bed.
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Brunetti slept twelve hours, deep and dreamless sleep that left him refreshed and alert when he woke. The sheets were sodden, although he had not been aware of sweating during the night. In the kitchen, as he filled the coffeepot, he noticed that three of the peaches he had left in the bowl the night before were covered with soft green fuzz. He tossed them into the garbage under the sink, washed his hands, and put the coffee on the stove.

Whenever he found his mind turning to Santomauro or to Malfatti’s confession, he pulled away and thought, instead, of the approaching weekend, vowing to go up to the mountains to join Paola. He wondered why she hadn’t called last night, and that thought struck a resonant chord of self-pity: he sweltered in this fetid heat while she romped in the hills like that moron in The Sound of Music. But then he remembered disconnecting the phone and was jabbed by shame. He missed her. He missed them all. He’d go up as soon as he could.

Spirits buoyed by this resolve, he went to the Questura, where he read his way through the newspaper accounts of Malfatti’s arrest, all of which mentioned Vice-Questore Giuseppe Patta as their chief source of information. The Vice-Questore was variously quoted as having “overseen the arrest” and having “obtained Malfatti’s confession.” The papers placed the blame for the Banca di Verona scandal at the feet of its most recent director, Ravanello, and left no doubt in the readers’ minds that he had been responsible for the murder of his predecessor before becoming himself the victim of his vicious accomplice, Malfatti. Santomauro was named only in the Corriere della Sera, which quoted him as expressing shock and sorrow at the abuse which had been made of the lofty goals and high principles of the organization he felt himself so honored to serve.

Brunetti called Paola and, even though he knew the answer would be no, asked if she had read the papers. When she asked what was in them, he told her only that the case was finished and that he would tell her about it when he got there. As he knew she would, she asked him to tell her more, but he said it could wait. When she allowed the subject to drop, he felt a flash of anger at her lack of perseverance; hadn’t this case almost cost him his life?

Brunetti spent the rest of the morning preparing a five-page statement in which he set forth his belief that Malfatti was telling the truth in his confession; he went on to present his own exhaustively detailed and closely reasoned account of everything that had happened from the time Mascari’s body was found until the time Malfatti was arrested. After lunch, he read it through twice and was forced to see how all of it rested on no more than his own suspicions: there was not a shred of physical evidence linking Santomauro to any of the crimes, nor was it likely that anyone else would believe that a man like Santomauro, who looked down upon the world from the empyrean moral heights of the Lega, could be involved in anything as base as greed or lust or violence. But still he typed it out on the Olivetti standard typewriter that stood on a small table in a corner of his room. Looking at the finished pages, the whited-out corrections, he wondered if he should put in a requisition slip for a computer for his office. He found himself caught up in this, planning where it could go, wondering if he could get his own printer or if everything he typed would have to be printed out down in the secretaries’ office, a thought he didn’t like.



He was still considering this when Vianello tapped at his door and came in followed by a short, deeply tanned man in a wrinkled cotton suit. “Commissario,” the sergeant began in the formal tones he adopted when addressing Brunetti in front of civilians. “I’d like to present Luciano Gravi.”

Brunetti approached Gravi and extended his hand. “I’m pleased to meet you, Signor Gravi. In what way may I be of help to you?” He led the man over to his desk and pointed to a chair in front of it. Gravi looked around the office and then took the chair. Vianello sat in the chair beside him, paused a moment to see if Gravi would speak and, when he did not, began to explain.

“Commissario, Signor Gravi is the owner of a shoe store in Chioggia.”

Brunetti looked at the man with renewed interest. A shoe store.

Vianello turned to Gravi and waved a hand, inviting him to speak. “I just got back from vacation,” Gravi began, speaking to Vianello but then, when Vianello turned to face Brunetti, turning his attention toward him. “I was down in Puglia for two weeks. There’s no sense in keeping the store open during Ferragosto. No one wants to shop for shoes. It’s too hot. So we close up every year for three weeks, and my wife and I go on vacation.”

“And you just got back?”

“Well, I got back two days ago, but I didn’t go to the store until yesterday. That’s when I found the postcard.”

“Postcard, Signor Gravi?” Brunetti asked.

“From the girl who works in my shop. She’s on vacation in Norway, with her fiance. He works for you, I think, Giorgio Miotti.” Brunetti nodded; he knew Miotti. “Well, they’re in Norway, as I said, and she wrote to tell me that the police were curious about a pair of red shoes.” He turned back to Vianello. “I have no idea what they must have been talking about for them to think of that, but she wrote on the bottom of the card that Giorgio said you were looking for someone who might have bought a pair of women’s shoes, red satin, in a large size.”



Brunetti found that he was holding his breath and forced himself to relax and breathe it out. “And did you sell those shoes, Signor Gravi?”

“Yes, I sold a pair of them, about a month ago. To a man.” He paused here, waiting for the policemen to remark on how strange it was that a man would buy those shoes.

“A man?” Brunetti asked obligingly.

“Yes, he said he wanted them for Carnevale. But Carnevale isn’t until next year. I thought it strange at the time, but I wanted to sell the shoes because the satin was torn away from the heel on one of them. The left one, I think. Anyway, they were on sale, and he bought them. Fifty-nine thousand lire, reduced from a hundred twenty. Really a bargain.”

“I’m sure it was, Signor Gravi,” Brunetti agreed. “Do you think you’d recognize the shoes if you saw them again?”

“I think so. I wrote the sale price on the sole of one of them. It might be there.”

Turning to Vianello, Brunetti said, “Sergeant, could you go and get those shoes back from the lab for me? I’d like Signor Gravi to take a look at them.”

Vianello nodded and left the room. While he was gone, Gravi talked about his vacation, describing how clean the water in the Adriatic was, so long as you went far enough south. Brunetti listened, smiling when he thought it required, keeping himself from asking Gravi to describe the man who bought the shoes until Gravi had identified them.

A few minutes later Vianello was back, carrying the shoes in their clear plastic evidence bag. He handed the bag to Gravi, who made no attempt to open it. He moved the shoes around inside the bag, turning first one and then the other upside down and peering at the sole. He held them closer, smiled, and held the bag out to Brunetti. “See, there it is. The sale price. I wrote it in pencil so whoever bought it could erase it if they wanted to. But you can still see it, right there.” He pointed to faint pencil markings on the sole.



At last Brunetti permitted himself the question. “Could you describe the man who bought these shoes, Signor Gravi?”

Gravi paused for only a moment and then asked, voice respectful in the face of authority, “Commissario, could you tell me why you’re interested in this man?”

“We believe he can provide us with important information about an ongoing investigation,” Brunetti answered, telling him nothing.

“Yes, I see,” Gravi answered. Like all Italians, he was accustomed not to understand what he was told by the authorities. “Younger than you, I’d say, but not all that much. Dark hair. No mustache.” Perhaps it was hearing himself say it that made Gravi realize how vague his description was. “I’d say he looked pretty much like anyone else, a man in a suit. Not very tall and not short either.”

“Would you be willing to look at some photos, Signor Gravi?” Brunetti asked. “Perhaps that would help you recognize the man?”

Gravi smiled broadly, relieved to find it all so much like television. “Of course.”

Brunetti nodded to Vianello, who went downstairs and was quickly back with two folders of police photos, among which, Brunetti knew, was Malfatti’s.

Gravi accepted the first folder from Vianello and lay it on top of Brunetti’s desk. One by one, he leafed through the photos, placing them face down on a separate pile after he had looked at them. As Vianello and Brunetti watched, he placed Malfatti’s picture face down with the others and continued until he reached the bottom of the pile. He looked up. “He’s not here, not even someone who looks vaguely like him.”

“Perhaps you could give us a clearer idea of what he looked like, Signore.”

“I told you, Commissario, a man in a suit. All these men,” he said, pointing to the pile of photos that lay before him, “well, they all look like criminals.” Vianello stole a look at Brunetti. There had been three photos of police officers mixed in with the others, one of them of Officer Alvise. “I told you, he wore a suit,” Gravi repeated. “He looked like one of us. You know, someone who goes to work every day. In an office. And he spoke like an educated man, not a criminal.”

The political naivete of that remark caused Brunetti to wonder, for a moment, if Signor Gravi was really an Italian. He nodded to Vianello, who picked up the second folder from where he had set it on the desk and handed it to Gravi.

As the two policemen watched, Gravi leafed through a smaller stack of photos. When he got to Ravanello’s, he paused and looked up at Brunetti. “That’s the banker who was killed yesterday, isn’t it?” he asked, pointing down at the photo.

“He’s not the man who bought the shoes, Signor Gravi?” Brunetti asked.

“No, of course not,” Gravi answered. “If it had been, I would have told you when I came in.” He looked at the photo again, a studio portrait that had appeared in a brochure which carried photos of all of the officers of the bank. “It’s not the man, but it’s the type.”

“The type, Signor Gravi?”

“You know, suit and tie and polished shoes. Clean white shirt, good haircut. A real banker.”

For an instant, Brunetti was seven years old, kneeling beside his mother in front of the main altar of Santa Maria Formosa, their parish church. His mother looked up at the altar, crossed herself, and said, voice palpitant with pleading and belief, “Maria, Mother of God, for the love of your Son who gave His life for all of us unworthy sinners, grant me this one request, and I will never ask a special grace of you in prayer for as long as I may live.” It was a promise he was to hear repeated countless times in his youth, for, like all Venetians, Signora Brunetti always placed her trust in the influence of friends in high places. Not for the first time in his life, Brunetti regretted his own lack of faith, but it didn’t stop him from praying that Gravi would recognize the man who bought the shoes if he saw him.

He returned his attention to Gravi. “Unfortunately, I don’t have a photo of the other man who might have bought these shoes from you, but if you could come with me, perhaps you could help us by taking a look at him in the place where he works.”

“You mean literally take part in the investigation?” Gravi’s enthusiasm was childlike.

“Yes, if you’d be willing.”

“Certainly, Commissario. I’d be glad to help you in any way I can.”

Brunetti stood, and Gravi jumped to his feet. As they walked toward the center of the city, Brunetti explained to Gravi what he wanted him to do. Gravi asked no questions, content only to do as he was told, a good citizen helping the police in their investigation of a serious crime.

When they got to Campo San Luca, Brunetti pointed out the doorway that led up to Santomauro’s office and suggested to Signor Gravi that he have a drink in Rosa Salva and allow Brunetti five minutes before he came upstairs.

Brunetti went up the now-familiar stairway and knocked on the door to the office. “Avanti,” the secretary called out, and he went in.

When she looked up from her computer and saw who it was, she couldn’t resist the impulse that brought her halfway out of her chair. “I’m sorry, Signorina,” Brunetti said, putting both hands up in what he hoped was an innocent gesture. “I’d like to speak to Avvocato Santomauro. It’s official police business.”

She seemed not to hear him, looked at him with her mouth open in a widening O of either surprise or fear; Brunetti had no idea which. Very slowly, she reached forward and pressed a button on her desk, keeping her finger on it and getting to her feet but staying safely behind her desk. She stood there, finger still on the button, staring at Brunetti, silent.



A few seconds later, the door was pulled open from inside, and Santomauro came into the outer office. He saw his secretary, silent and still as Lot’s wife, then saw Brunetti by the door.

His rage was immediate and fulminant. “What are you doing here? I called the Vice-Questore and told him to keep you away from me. Get out, get out of my office.” At the sound of his voice, the secretary backed away from her desk and stood against the wall. “Get out,” Santomauro said again, almost shouting now. “I will not be subjected to this sort of persecution. I’ll have you ... “ he began but stopped as another man came into the office behind Brunetti, a man he didn’t recognize, a short man in a cheap cotton suit.

“The two of you, get back to the Questura where you came from,” Santomauro shouted.

“Do you recognize this man, Signor Gravi?” Brunetti asked. “Yes, I do.”

Santomauro stopped at this, although he still didn’t recognize the little man in the cheap suit.

“Could you tell me who he is, Signor Gravi?”

“He’s the man who bought the shoes from me.”

Brunetti turned away from Gravi and looked across the office at Santomauro, who seemed now to have recognized the little man in the cheap suit. “And what shoes were they, Signor Gravi?”

“A pair of red women’s shoes. Size forty-one.”
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Santomauro fell apart. Brunetti had observed the phenomenon often enough to recognize what was happening. The arrival of Gravi when Santomauro believed himself to have triumphed over all risk, when the police had not responded to the accusations in Malfatti’s confession, had fallen so suddenly, from the very heavens themselves, that Santomauro had neither the time nor the wit to create some sort of story to explain his purchase of the shoes.

At first he had shouted at Gravi, telling him to get out of his office, but when the little man insisted that he would know Santomauro anywhere, knew that he was the man who had bought those shoes, Santomauro collapsed sideways against his secretary’s desk, arms wrapped around his chest, as if he could that way protect himself from Brunetti’s silent gaze and from the puzzled faces of the other two.

“That’s the man, Commissario. I’m sure of it.”

“Well, Avvocato Santomauro?” Brunetti asked and signaled with his hand for Gravi to remain silent.

“It was Ravanello,” Santomauro said, his voice high and tight and close to tears. “It was his idea, all of it. About the apartments and the rents. He came to me with the idea. I didn’t want to do it, but he threatened me. He knew about the boys. He said he’d tell my wife and children. And then Mascari found out about the rents.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. Records at the bank. Something in the computer. Ravanello told me. It was his idea to get rid of him.” None of this made any sense to two of the people in the room, but neither of them said anything, riveted by Santomauro’s terror.

“I didn’t want to do anything. But Ravanello said we had no choice. We had to do it.” His voice had grown softer as he spoke, and then he stopped and looked up at Brunetti.

“What did you have to do, Signor Santomauro?”

Santomauro stared at Brunetti and then shook his head, as if to clear it after a heavy blow. Then he shook it again but this time in clear negation. Brunetti knew these signs, as well. “I am placing you under arrest, Signor Santomauro, for the murder of Leonardo Mascari.”

At the mention of that name, both Gravi and the secretary stared at Santomauro as though seeing him for the first time. Brunetti leaned over the secretary’s desk and, using her phone, called the Questura and asked that three men be sent to Campo San Luca to pick up a suspect and escort him back to the Questura for questioning.

Brunetti and Vianello questioned Santomauro for two hours, and gradually the story came out. It was likely that Santomauro was telling the truth about the details of the scheme to profit from the Lega apartments; it was unlikely that he was telling the truth about whose idea it was. He continued to maintain that it was all Ravanello’s doing, that the banker had approached him with all of the details worked out, that it was Ravanello who had introduced Malfatti to the scheme. All of the ideas, in fact, had been Ravanello’s: the original plan, the need to get rid of the honorable Mascari, running Brunetti’s car into the laguna. All of this had come from Ravanello, the product of his consuming greed.

And Santomauro? He presented himself as a weak man, a man made prisoner to the evil designs of another because of the banker’s power to ruin his reputation, his family, his life. He insisted that he had not taken part in Mascari’s murder, had not known what was going to happen that fatal night in Crespo’s apartment. When he was reminded of the shoes, he said at first that he had bought them to wear during Carnevale, but when he was told that they had been identified as the shoes that were found with Mascari’s body, he said that he had bought them because Ravanello had told him to and that he had never known what the shoes were going to be used for.

Yes, he had taken his share of the rents from the Lega apartments, but he had not wanted the money; he had wanted only to protect his good name. Yes, he had been in Crespo’s apartment the night that Mascari was killed, but it had been Malfatti who did the killing; he and Ravanello had then had no choice but to help in disposing of the body. The plan? Ravanello’s. Malfatti’s. As to Crespo’s murder, he knew nothing about it and insisted that the murderer must have been some dangerous client Crespo had taken back to his apartment with him.

He unfailingly presented the picture of a man much like many others, led astray by his lusts, then dominated by fear. Who could fail to feel some sympathy or compassion for a man such as this?

And so it went for two hours, Santomauro maintaining his innocent complicity in these crimes, insisting that his only motivation had been concern for his family and a desire to spare them from the shame and scandal of his secret life. As Brunetti listened, he heard Santomauro become more and more convinced of the truth of what he was saying. And at that, Brunetti called off the questioning, sickened by the man and his posturing.

By the evening, Santomauro’s lawyer was with him, and the next morning bail was set and he was released, although Malfatti, a confessed killer, remained in jail. Santomauro resigned his presidency of the Lega delta Moralità that same day, and the remaining members of the board of directors called for a thorough investigation of his mismanagement and misconduct. So it was at a certain level of society, Brunetti mused: sodomy became misconduct, murder mismanagement.

That afternoon Brunetti walked down to Via Garibaldi and rang the bell of the Mascari apartment. The widow asked who it was, and he gave his name and rank.

The apartment was unchanged. The shutters still kept out the sun although they seemed to trap the heat inside. Signora Mascari was thinner, her attention more withdrawn.

“It’s very kind of you to see me, Signora,” Brunetti began when they were seated, facing one another. “I’ve come to tell you that all suspicion has been removed from your husband. He was not involved in any wrongdoing; he was a blameless victim of a vicious crime.”

“I knew that, Commissario. I knew that from the beginning.”

“I’m sorry there had to exist even a minute’s suspicion about your husband.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Commissario. And I had no suspicions.”

“I still regret it. But the men responsible for his death have been found.”

“Yes, I know. I read it in the papers,” she said, paused, and then added, “I don’t think it makes any difference.”

“They will be punished, Signora. I can promise you that.”

“I’m afraid that’s not going to be of any help. Not to me and not to Leonardo.” When Brunetti began to object, she cut him off and said, “Commissario, the papers can print as much as they want about what really happened, but all people are ever going to remember about Leonardo is the story that appeared when his body was first discovered, that he was found wearing a dress and was believed to be a transvestite. And a whore.”

“But it will become clear that that was not true, Signora.”

“Once mud has been thrown, Commissario, it cannot ever be fully washed off. People like to think badly of other people; the worse it is, the happier it makes them. Years from now, when people hear Leonardo’s name, they will remember the dress, and they will think whatever dirty thoughts they want to think.”

Brunetti knew she was right. “I’m sorry, Signora.” There was nothing else he could say.

She leaned forward and touched the back of his hand. “No one can apologize for human nature, Commissario. But I thank you for your sympathy.” She took her hand away. “Is there anything else?”

Knowing dismissal when he heard it, Brunetti said there was not and took his leave of her there, leaving her in the darkened house.

That night a tremendous thunderstorm swept across the city, tearing off roof tiles, hurling pots of geraniums to the ground, uprooting trees in the Public Gardens. It rained down wildly for three solid hours, filling storm gutters and sweeping bags of garbage into the canals. When the rain stopped, a sudden chill swept behind it, creeping into bedrooms and forcing sleepers to huddle together for warmth. Brunetti, alone, was forced to get up at about four and pull a blanket from the closet. He slept until almost nine, decided then that he would not go to the Questura until after lunch, and forced himself to go back to sleep. He got up well after ten, made himself coffee, and took a long shower, glad of the hot water for the first time in months. He was standing on the terrace, dressed, hair still damp, with a second coffee in his hand when he heard a sound behind him coming from the apartment. He turned, cup to his lips, and saw Paola. And then Chiara, and then Raffaele.

“Ciao, Papà,” Chiara cried with wild glee, hurling herself toward him.

“What happened?” he asked, holding her close but seeing only her mother.

Chiara pulled herself back and grinned up at him. “Look at my face, Papà.”



He did, and had never seen a lovelier. He noticed that she had been out in the sun.

“Oh, Papà, don’t you see?”

“Don’t I see what, darling?”

“I’ve got measles and they threw us out.”

Although the chill of early autumn remained in the city, that night Brunetti needed no blanket.
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On the last Tuesday in September, snow fell for the first time in the mountains separating northern Italy from Austria, more than a month before it could ordinarily be expected. The storm arrived suddenly, carried by fat clouds that swept in from nowhere and with no warning. Within half an hour, the roads of the pass above Tarvisio were slick and deadly. No rain had fallen for a month, and so the first snow lay upon roads already covered with a glistening layer of oil and grease.

The combination proved deadly to a sixteen-wheeled truck bearing Romanian license plates and carrying a cargo manifest for ninety cubic meters of pine boards. Just north of Tarvisio, on a curve that led down to the entrance to the autostrada and thus into the warmer, safer roads of Italy, the driver braked too hard on a curve and lost control of the immense vehicle, which plunged off the road moving at fifty kilometers an hour. The wheels gouged out huge trenches in the not yet frozen earth, while the body of the truck caromed off trees, snapping them and hurling them about in a long swath that led to the bottom of the gully, where the truck finally smacked into the rock face of a mountain, smashing open and scattering its cargo in a wide arc.

The first men on the scene, drivers of other heavy-transport trucks who stopped without thinking to help one of their own, went first to the cabin of the truck; but there was no hope for the driver, who hung in his seat belt, half-suspended from the cabin, one side of his head battered in by the branch that had ripped off the driver’s door as the truck careened down the slope. The driver of a load of pigs being brought down to Italy for slaughter climbed over what remained of the hood of the truck, peering through the shattered windshield to see if there was another driver. The seat was empty, and so the searchers, who had by then gathered, began to look for the other driver, thrown free of the truck.

Four drivers of trucks of varying sizes began to stumble down the hill, leaving a fifth up on the roadway to set out warning flares and use his radio to summon the polizia stradale. Snow still fell heavily, so it was some time before one of them spotted the twisted body that could be seen a third of the way down the slope. Two of them ran toward it, they too hoping that at least one of the drivers had survived the accident.

Slipping, occasionally falling to their knees in their haste, the men struggled in the snow that the truck had crashed through so effortlessly. The first man knelt beside the motionless form and began to brush at the thin layer of white that covered the supine figure, hoping to find him still breathing. But then his fingers caught in the long hair, and when he brushed the snow away from the face, he exposed the unmistakably delicate bones of a woman.

He heard another driver cry out from below him. Turning in the still falling snow, he looked back and saw the other man kneeling over something that lay a few meters to the left of the scar torn by the truck as it had plunged down the hill.

“What is it?” he called, placing his fingers softly against her neck to feel for life in the oddly positioned figure.

“It’s a woman,” the second one cried. And then, just as he felt the absolute stillness of the throat of the woman below him, the other called up to him, “She’s dead.”

Later, the first driver to explore behind the truck said that he thought, when he first saw them, that the truck must have been carrying a cargo of mannequins, you know, those plastic women they dress up and put in the windows of shops. There they were, at least a half dozen of them, lying scattered over the snow behind the shattered rear doors of the truck. One even seemed to have gotten caught in the lumber that had been tossed about inside the truck and lay there, half-hanging from the back platform, legs pinned down by stacks of boards so securely wrapped that the impact of the truck against the mountain had not been sufficient to break them open. But why would mannequins be dressed in overcoats, he remembered wondering. And why that red in the snow all around them?
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It took the polizia stradale more than half an hour to respond to the call, and when they finally arrived at the scene of the accident, they were forced to set out flares and deal with the kilometer-long rows of traffic that had backed up on both sides of the accident, as drivers, already made cautious by road conditions, slowed even more to gape down through the wide hole in the metal railing, down to where the body of the truck lay. Among the other bodies.

As soon as the first officer, unable to understand what the truck drivers shouted to him, saw the broken forms around the wreckage of the truck, he climbed back up the hill and put in a radio call to the carabinieri station in Tarvisio. His call was answered quickly, and soon the traffic was worsened by the arrival of two cars carrying six black-uniformed carabinieri. They left their cars parked on the shoulder of the highway and lurched down the slope toward the truck. When they found that the woman whose legs were pinned under the boards inside the truck was still alive, the carabinieri abandoned any interest they might have had in the traffic.

There followed a scene so confused that it might have been comic had it not been so grotesque. The piles of lumber pinning the woman’s legs to the bottom of the truck were at least two meters high; they could easily be moved with a crane, but no crane could get down the slope. Men could shift them, surely, but to do so they would have to climb up and walk upon them, adding to the weight.

The youngest of the officers crouched at the back of the truck, shivering in the bitter cold of the descending Alpine night. His regulation down parka lay tucked around the visible portion of the body of the woman pinned to the floor of the truck. Her legs disappeared at the thighs, straight into a solid pile of wood, as though the subject of a particularly whimsical Magritte.

He could see that she was young and blond, but he could also see that she had grown visibly paler since his arrival. She lay on her side, cheek pressed down on the corrugated floor of the truck. Her eyes were closed, but she seemed still to breathe.

From behind him, he heard the sharp sound of something heavy falling onto the floor of the truck. The other five, antlike, crawled up the sides of the pile, pulling, shoving at the neat packages of wooden beams, working them loose from the top. Each time they tossed one to the floor of the truck, they jumped down after it, picked it up, and heaved it out the open back, passing the girl and young Monelli as they did.

Each time they walked past Monelli, they could see that the puddle of blood seeping out from under the boards was closer to his knees; still they tore at the beams, ripping their hands open on them, gone temporarily mad with the need to break the girl free. Even after Monelli had pulled his jacket over the girl’s face and gotten to his feet, two of them continued to rip boards from the pile and hurl them out into the growing darkness. They did this until their sergeant went to each of them in turn and placed his hands on their shoulders, telling their bodies that they could now stop. They grew calm then and returned to the routine investigation of the scene. By the time they finished that and called back down to Tarvisio for ambulances to carry the dead away, more snow had fallen, full night had come, and traffic was effectively tied up all the way back to the Austrian border.

Nothing more could be done until the following day, but the carabinieri were careful to post two guards, knowing the fascination the locus of death exerts over many people and afraid that evidence would be destroyed or stolen if the wreck were left unattended through the night.

As so often happens at that time of year, the next morning dawned rosy-fingered, and by ten the snow was no more than a memory. But the wrecked truck remained, as did the deep scars leading down to it. During the day it was emptied, the wood stacked in low piles in an area well clear of the wreckage. As the carabinieri worked, grumbling at the weight, the splinters, and the mud that churned under their boots, a forensics team began a careful investigation of the truck’s cab, dusting surfaces and slipping all papers and objects into clearly labeled and numbered plastic bags. The driver’s seat had been ripped from its frame by the force of the final impact; the two men working in the cab loosened it further and then peeled back its plastic and cloth cover, looking for something they did not find. Nor did they find anything in any way suspicious behind the plastic paneling of the cabin.

It was only in the back of the truck that anything at all unusual was found: eight plastic bags, the sort given out by supermarkets, each holding a change of women’s clothing and, in one case, a small prayer book printed in what one of the technicians identified as Romanian. All of the labels had been removed from the clothing in the bags, as turned out to be true of the clothing worn by the eight women killed in the crash.

The papers found in the truck were no more than what should have been there: the driver’s passport and license, insurance forms, customs papers, bills of lading, and an invoice giving the name of the lumberyard to which the wood was to be delivered. The driver’s papers were Romanian, the customs papers were in order, and the shipment was on its way to a wood mill in Sacile, a small city about a hundred kilometers to the south.

Nothing more was to be learned from the wreckage of the truck, which was finally, with great difficulty and with enormous disruption of traffic, hauled up to the roadside by winches attached to three tow trucks. There, it was lifted onto a flatbed truck and sent back to its owner in Romania. The wood was eventually delivered to the wood mill in Sacile, which refused to pay the extra charges imposed.

The strange death of the women was picked up by the Austrian and Italian press, where stories about The Truck of Death appeared in articles variously entitled “Der Todeslaster” and “II Camion della Morte.” Somehow, the Austrians had managed to get hold of three photos of the bodies lying in the snow and had printed them with the story. Speculation was rife: economic refugees? illegal workers? The collapse of communism had removed what would once have been the almost certain conclusion: spies. In the end, the mystery was never resolved, and the investigation died somewhere amid the failure of the Romanian authorities to answer questions or return papers and the Italians’ fading interest. The women’s bodies, as well as that of the driver, were returned by plane to Bucharest, where they were buried under the earth of their native land and under the even greater weight of its bureaucracy.

Their story quickly disappeared from the press, driven off by the desecration of a Jewish cemetery in Milan and the murder of yet another judge. It did not disappear, however, before it was read by Professoressa Paola Falier, assistant professor of English literature at the University of Cà Pesaro in Venice and, not incidental to this story, wife of Guido Brunetti, commissario of police in that city.
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o “[A] wonderful cookbook.”

—JANET RUDOLPH,
DYING FOR CHOCOLATE

In Brunettis Cookbook, Donna Leon's best friend and favorite
cook brings to life these fabulous Venetian meals from the
best-selling novels. Eggplant crostini, orrechiette with asparagus,
pumpkin ravioli, roasted artichokes, pork ragu with porcini—
these are just a few of the over ninety recipes, which are joined
by excerpts from the novels, four-color illustrations, and original
essays by Donna Leon on food and life in Venice.
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llow Commissario Guido Brunetti, star of Donna Leon’s
internationally best-selling mystery series, on over a dozen
walks that lead readers down ca/li, over canali, and through
campi. Important locations from the best-selling novels are
highlighted, all accompanied by maps and poignant excerpts
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“Despite the serious
issues they raise, Leon’s
books shimmer in the
grace of their setting

and are warmed by the
charm of their characters.”
—THE NEWYORK TIMES
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he body of a man is found in a canal, damaged by the tides,

and carrying no wallet. The autopsy show that the victim
suffered from a rare, disfiguring disease. Commissario Guido
Brunetti follows a trail that will lead him onto the mainland
in Mestre, outside his usual sphere, as he struggles to identify
the man and find out why someone wanted him dead.
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in for a sensual treat.”
—STERN (GERMANY)

n Handel’s Bestiary, Donna Leon, a lover of the operas of

George Frideric Handel, explores the animals in the com-
poser’s works. Twelve chapters trace twelve animals through
history, mythology, and Handel’s arias. Each is joined by
original illustrations by German painter Michael Sowa, and
an accompanying CD includes each aria, expertly recorded
by Il Complesso Barocco.
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“[Leon has] never failed to give us
vivid portraits of people and of Venice.”
—THE NEWYORK TIMES BOOK REVIEW

In anintroduction and seven essays, Donna Leon recounts some
of Venice’s most intriguing tales: an elephant seeks refuge in
a church, the city employs prostitutes to fight homosexuality, a
gambler bets the family palazzo. This charming illustrated book
comes with an accompanying CD of music by Antonio Vivaldi
expertly recorded by Il Complesso Barocco.
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eBook ISBN: 978-0-8021-9711-5 (STARRED REVIEW)

n the middle of the hot Venetian summer Commissario

Guido Brunetti is prevented from going on vacation after a
folder of court reports lands on his desk. It looks like there is
a sinister motive behind a local court’s notorious inefficiency,
and Brunetti’s faith in his country’s legal system is put to the
test as some judges become suspect.
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—BOOKLIST

“[Brunetti] seems almost as
much an institution as the
city’s venerable buildings.”

—THE WALL STREET
JOURNAL

eBook ISBN: 978-0-8021-9562-3 —THE NEWYORK TIMES
BOOK REVIEW

ate one night, Commissario Guido Brunetti is called away

from dinner to investigate the death of a widow in her
modest apartment. Though there are some signs of a struggle,
the medical examiner rules that she died of a heart attack.
But Brunetti he can't shake the feeling that someone may have
deliberately caused it.
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“As heartfelt and moving
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—KIRKUS REVIEWS

“One of her finest;

a cunning novel of
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—THE BOSTON GLOBE
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eBook ISBN: 978-1-55584-903-0

W‘hen a priest and friend of Commissario Guido Bru-
netti’s brother asks for his help with an American-style
Christian sect, Brunetti suspects the man has hidden motives.
Then the body of a little girl is found in the Grand Canal and
Brunetti must delve into the secretive world of her people, the
gypsies, who exist on the fringes of Venetian society.
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“As detective work goes,
it’s a tiny masterpiece
of analysis.”

—THE NEWYORK TIMES
BOOK REVIEW

“Deeply satisfying.”

—THE SEATTLE TIMES

“Superb plotting and
engaging dialog,
but also captures
the atmosphere of
Venetian dailylife ...
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Highly recommended.”

—LIBRARY JOURNAL
(STARRED REVIEW)

eBook ISBN: 978-0-8021-9998-0

At a dinner party, Commissario Guido Brunetti meets
an intriguing woman with an odd, cosmetically altered
face. He starts to work on a murder case involving the illegal
disposal of garbage, while his father-in-law asks him for a
favor. The investigations become increasingly perilous, both
leading Brunetti back to that unforgettable face.

‘www.donnaleon.net





ops/images/Dressed_for_Death_page0010.jpg
Also by Donna Leon
WINNER OF THE GERMAN

DO N N A #  CORINE PRIZE FOR FICTION

“Wholly engrossing.”
—THE EVENING
STANDARD (UK)

Willf Behavior

—THE TIMES (UK)

“Leon introduces you to
the Venice insiders know.”
Book ISBN: 978-0-8021-9899-0 —USATODAY

‘ )‘ Jhen one of his wife’s students comes to visit him with
an interest in investigating the possibility of a pardon
for a crime committed by her grandfather many years ago,
Commissario Brunetti thinks little of it. Then the girl is found
stabbed to death. Soon, another corpse and an extraordinary
art collection will lead Brunetti to long-buried secrets of Nazi
collaboration, secrets that few in Italy want revealed.
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“Silky and complex.”

—THE PLAIN DEALER
(CLEVELAND)

—THE BALTIMORE SUN

“Superb ...

An outstanding book,
deserving of the
widest audience possible,
a chance for American
readers to again
experience a master
practitioner’s art.”

€eBook ISBN: 978-1-55584-908-5 —PUBLISHERS WEEKLY
(STARRED REVIEW)

runetti faces an unsettling case when a young cadet has

been found hanged, a presumed suicide, in Venice’s exclu-
sive military academy. As he pursues his inquiry, he is faced
with awall of silence and finds himself caught up in the strange
and stormy politics of his country’s powerful elite.
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“A smart and stylish,
fast-paced case of
intrigue and corruption,

written with wit, affection,

and authority ...

Impressive
—LOS ANGELES TIMES

“A superb evocation
oflife in Venice
I struggle to think of

{ WS other series authors who
‘“‘1}‘.‘1':}“”‘"\‘:", T are as dependable as the
e i excellent Leon......”

—THE PHILADELPHIA
INQUIRER

eBook ISBN: 978-1-55584-907-8

he body of a night watchman is found in front of a blazing

furnace at De Cal's glass factory on Murano. Lying next
to him is an annotated copy of Dante’s Inferno. Commissario
Guido Brunetti wonders if the book might contain the clues
he needs to solve the murder, and find out who is ruining the
waters of Venice’s lagoon.
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—THE NEW YORK TIMES.
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“Written in a manner
that eliminates the
extraneous without

becoming showily stoic.”
—BLOOMBERG.COM

Al

—THE PROVIDENCE
JOURNAL
eBook ISBN: 978-1-55584-906-1

In the middle of the night, men who claim to be Carib-
inieri, break into the apartment of a pediatrician and his
wife, violently assaulting the doctor and terrifying his wife
and infant. Commissario Guido Brunetti investigates and is
drawn into a murky world of unethical medical practice, and
human trafficking.
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“A smart and stylish fast-
paced case of intrigue and
corruption, which Leon.....
brings to her pages with wit,
affection, and authority.”

—S$AN FRANCISCO
CHRONICLE
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=t interpational bestelling author of

—THE MIAMI HERALD
eBook ISBN: 978-1-55584-899-6

wealthy, unpleasant elderly woman is murdered. Soon after,

her Romanian maid is hit by a train while trying to leave
Italy with a large amount of money and forged papers. The case
appears to be solved. Then, a neighbor provides evidence that
the maid was not guilty of the murder and Commissario Guido
Brunetti is compelled to investigate.
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“Subtle and
sophisticated.”
—THE NEW YORK TIMES
BOOK REVIEW

—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY
(STARRED REVIEW)

“[A] wonderful addition to
one of the most
exquisite and subtle
detective series ever.”
—THE WASHINGTON POST

€eBook ISBN: 978-1-55584-896-5

n illegal immigrant from Senegal who sold fake designer

handbags is found dead. At first, the crime seems like a
simple clash between rival vendors, but as Commissario Guido
Brunetti probes more deeply, he begins to suspect that this
murder was the work of a professional. And another question
nags him: why does his boss want him off the case?
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“Every fan’s first-

pick Brunetti novel.”

“Music and art mingle
delightfully with
murder and mayhem
in the course of this
very engaging story.”
—PITTSBURGH POST-
GAZETTE

eBook ISBN: 978-1-55584-895-8

As Venice braces for a winter tempest and the onslaught
of acqua alta—the rising waters of seasonal floods—
Commissario Guido Brunetti finds out that an old friend
has been savagely beaten at the palazzo home of an opera
diva, and he must wade through the chaos to solve one of
his deadliest cases.
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eBook ISBN:
978-1-55584-897-2

truck crashes on a treacherous mountain road in the

Ttalian Dolomites, spilling the bodies of eight women.
Meanwhile, a prominent international lawyer is found dead
in the carriage of a train. It’s up to Commissario Guido
Brunetti to find out who is responsible and whether the
crimes are connected.
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‘macabre grave is found at the foot of the Italian Dolomites.
A signet ring helps determine that the body is that of the
only son and heir of one Venice’s oldest, most aristocratic families.
Commissario Guido Brunetti must move in the highest circles of

power and corruption to unravel the mystery behind the young
man's disappearance and murder.
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eBook ISBN: 978-1-55584-905-4

ommissario Guido Brunetti comes to the aid of a young nun
who is leaving her convent and position as a nurse following
the unexpected death of five patients. Either the nun is simply
creating a smoke screen to justify abandoning her vocation, o
she has stumbled onto something very real and very sinister—
something that puts her life and others in imminent danger.
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“Leon tells the story as if
she loves Venice as much
as her detective does,
warts and all. The plot and
subplots unfold elegantly;
bepauty and the E:asty
march hand in hand,
and the result is rich

eBook ISBN: 978-1-55584-902-3 entertainment.”
—THE SUNDAY TIMES (UK)

Commissario Brunetti is visited by a young bureaucrat inves-
tigating the lack of official approval for the construction of
Brunetti’s apartment years before. When the bureaucrat is later
found dead after a mysterious fall from a scaffold, Brunetti begins
an investigation involving drug abuse and loan sharking. What
started as a red-tape headache ends up being far more deadly:
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“A masterly tale
... Don't miss this
intriguing,
fast-moving,
and beautifully
crafted book!”
—THE HERALD (UK)

‘A ncatlf/
devious plot.”
—THE EVENING
STANDARD (UK)

eBook ISBN: 978-1-55584-901-6

A n act of vandalism is committed in the early hours and
runetti is shocked to find that his passionate, university
professor wife s responsible. Meanwhile, he must solve a daring
robbery with connections to a suspicious death. Could the two
crimes be related? And will Brunetti be able to prove his family’s
innocence before it’s too late?
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“Clever, vivid, and
wholly absorbing.”
—THE OBSERVER (UK)

“Brunetti is hard to
beat ... the subplots
and underlying
themes are every bit
as intriguing as the
main quest.”

—TIMES LITERARY
SUPPLEMENT (UK)

“Brunetti is a marvel.”

- g —THE WASHINGTON POST
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'he murder of two fishermen off an island on the Venetian
lagoon draws Commissario Brunetti into its close-knit
community. When Signorina Elettra volunteers to visit and help
advance the investigation, Brunetti finds himself torn between

his duty to solve the murders, and his complicated concerns for
her safety.
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“As she did in Death at
La Fenice, Ms. Leon
lures us away from

the glittering Rialto

and into the working-
class heart of Venice.”

—THE NEW YORK TIMES.
BOOK REVIEW

—KIRKUS REVIEWS

eBook ISBN: 978-1-55584-898-9.

'he body of a young American is fished out of a fetid

Venetian canal. At first, all the signs point to a violent
mugging. But when somebody plants cocaine at the victim's
apartment, Commissario Guido Brunetti begins to suspect
the existence of a high-level conspiracy.
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Death at Fenice

—RITA MAE BROWN
eBook ISBN: 978-0-8021-9413-8

—TONY HILLERMAN

uring a performance of La Traviata at La Fenice, a

world-renowned (and notoriously nasty) conductor is
found dead, apparently poisoned by a cup of coffee. Suspects
abound, but Commissario Guido Brunetti is determined to
find out the truth about the death.
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