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For Megan and Martin Meyer


 

Ah, perché, oh Dio,

Perché non mi lasciasti
crudel, morir nell’acque, e mi salvasti?

Ah, why, oh God,

Did you not leave me, oh cruel One,
to drown in the waters, but saved me?

Radamisto
Handel


1

He had always hated formal dinners, and he hated being at this one. It made no difference to Brunetti that he knew some of the people at the long table, nor was his irritation lessened by the fact that the dinner was being held in the home of his parents-in-law and, because of that, in one of the most beautiful palazzi in the city. He had been dragooned into coming by his wife and his mother-in-law, who had claimed that his position in the city would add lustre to the evening.

Brunetti had insisted that his ‘position’ as a commissario di polizia was hardly one that would add lustre to a dinner held for wealthy foreigners. His mother-in-law, however, using the Border Collie tactics he had observed in her for a quarter of a century, had circled his heels, yipping and yapping, until she had finally herded him to the place where she wanted him to be. Then, sensing his weakness, she had added, ‘Besides, Demetriana wants to see you, and it would be a great favour to me if you’d talk to her, Guido.’

Brunetti had conceded and thus found himself at dinner with Contessa Demetriana Lando-Continui, who sat perfectly at ease at the end of a long table that was not her own. Facing her at the other end was the friend of her heart, Contessa Donatella Falier, the use of whose home she had requested in order to host this dinner. A burst pipe in the room above her own dining room, which had managed to bring down a good portion of the ceiling, had rendered the room unusable for the foreseeable future, and she had turned to her friend for help. Contessa Falier, although not involved in the foundation for which this benefit dinner was being given, was happy to oblige her friend, and thus they sat, two contessas, a bit like bookends, at either end of the table at which were seated eight other people.

A small woman, Contessa Lando-Continui spoke lightly accented English in a voice she had to strain to make carry down the entire table but seemed at ease speaking in public. She had taken care with her appearance: her hair was a cap of dull gold curls, cut short in a youthful style that seemed entirely natural to someone as small as she. She wore a dark green dress with long sleeves that allowed attention to be paid to her hands, long-fingered and thin and entirely unblemished by the spots of age. Her eyes were almost the same colour as the dress and complemented her choice of hair colour. As he studied her, Brunetti renewed his conviction that she must have been a very attractive woman a half-century before.

Tuning back into her conversation, Brunetti heard her say, ‘I had the good fortune to grow up in a different Venice, not this stage set that’s been created for tourists to remind them of a city where, in a certain sense, they’ve never been.’ Brunetti nodded and continued eating his spaghetti with shellfish, thinking of how much like Paola’s it was, probably because the cook who had prepared it was the same woman who had helped Paola learn to cook.

‘It is a cause of great sadness that the city administration does everything it can to bring more and more of them here. At the same time,’ the Contessa began and raised her eyes in a quick sweep of the faces before her, ‘Venetian families, especially young ones, are driven out because they cannot afford to rent or buy a home.’ Her distress was so palpable that Brunetti glanced across the table at his wife, Paola, and met her eyes. She nodded.

To the Contessa’s left sat a pale-haired young Englishman who had been introduced as Lord Something or Other. On his other side sat a famous English historian whose book about the Savoia family Brunetti had read, and liked. Professor Moore’s invitation had perhaps been prompted by her having made no mention in her book of the involvement of her hostess’ late husband’s family, the Lando-Continui, with Mussolini’s regime. On her left sat another Englishman who had been introduced to Brunetti as a banker and then, just opposite Brunetti, his own wife, sitting at her mother’s right hand.

Brunetti thus sat next to his mother-in-law and opposite his wife. He suspected this placement was somehow in violation of the rules of etiquette, but his relief at being near them put paid to his concern for politesse. On his left sat the banker’s companion, a woman who turned out to be a Professor of Law at Oxford, then a man Brunetti had seen on the streets over the years, and last, a German journalist who had lived in the city for years and who had arrived at a point of such cynicism as almost to make him an Italian.

Brunetti glanced back and forth between the two contessas and was struck, as he ever was when seeing them together, by what odd pairings life makes for us. Contessa Falier had inherited the other Contessa when the latter became a widow. Although they had been friends for years, the bond between them had grown stronger upon the death of Conte Lando-Continui, and they had passed from being fast friends to being true friends, a fact Brunetti pondered each time he met the second Contessa, so different was the sobriety of her person from that of his mother-in-law. Contessa Lando-Continui had always been polite to him, at times even warm, but he had always wondered if he were being treated as an appendage of his wife and mother-in-law. Did most wives feel this way? he wondered.

‘I repeat,’ Contessa Lando-Continui resumed, and Brunetti returned his full attention to her. While she was gathering her breath to fulfil that promise, she was interrupted by a flourish of the hand of the second man to her right, the one Brunetti had vaguely recognized. Dark-haired, somewhere close to forty, and with a beard and moustache much influenced by the style of the last Russian Tsar, he interjected, speaking loudly into the pause his gesture had created.

‘My dear Contessa,’ he said, getting slowly to his feet, ‘we’re all guilty of encouraging the tourists to come, even you.’ The Contessa turned towards him, apparently confused by this rare conjunction of the words ‘guilty’ and ‘you’, and perhaps nervous that this person might know some way they might legitimately be conjoined. She placed both hands, palms down and beginning to tighten, on either side of her plate, as if prepared to pull the tablecloth to the floor should the conversation veer towards that conjunction.

A confused hush fell on the table. The man smiled in her direction and entered the gap created by her silence. He was speaking in English in deference to the majority of the people at the table, over whom he swept his eyes. ‘For, as you all know, the largesse of our hostess in aiding the restoration of many monuments in the city has preserved much of the beauty of Venice and thus added without measure to its desirability as a destination for those who love it and appreciate its wonders.’ He looked around and smiled at his audience.

Because he was standing near to her and spoke clearly, the Contessa could not have missed the word ‘largesse’, at the sound of which her expression softened and she released her death grip on the tablecloth. She raised one hand, palm forward, in his direction, as if hoping to stop all and any praise. But, Brunetti reflected, the voice of truth was not to be gainsaid, and so the man took his glass and raised it in the air. Had he memorized his speech, Brunetti wondered, so easily had it flowed.

Then, leaning forward and seeing that the man was thick of body, Brunetti remembered he’d been introduced to him at a meeting of the Circolo Italo-Britannico some years ago. That would explain his ease with English. A small photo of his bearded face had appeared in an article in the Gazzettino a few weeks ago, reporting that he’d been appointed by the Fine Arts Commission to lead a survey of the carved marble wall plaques in the city. Brunetti had read the article because there were five such plaques over the door of Palazzo Falier.

‘My friends, and friends of La Serenissima,’ he went on, his smile growing warmer, ‘I would like to take the liberty to toast our hostess, Contessa Demetriana Lando-Continui, and I would like to thank her, personally as a Venetian and professionally as someone working to preserve the city, for what she has done to protect the future of my city.’ He looked towards the Contessa, smiled and added, ‘Our city.’ Then, raising his free hand to encompass the others and forestall any feeling that he had excluded the non-Venetians, he broadened his smile. ‘Your city. For you have taken Venice into your hearts and into your dreams and thus have become, along with us, Veneziani.’ This last was followed by applause that went on so long he finally had to set down his glass in order to raise both hands to push back the fervour of their response.

Brunetti wished he’d been seated beside Paola, for he wanted to ask her if they were in danger of being propelled into charm-shock; a quick glance in her direction showed him that she shared his concern.

When silence returned, the man went on, now speaking directly to the Contessa, ‘Please know that we members of Salva Serenissima are deeply grateful for your leadership in our efforts to see that the living fabric of this city that we love can remain an integral, inspiring part of our lives and hopes.’ He raised his glass again, but this time he waved it in an all-inclusive circle of praise.

The banker and his companion rose to their feet, as at the end of a particularly moving performance, but when they noticed that the others at the table remained in their chairs, the banker smoothed out a wrinkle in the knee of his trousers and sat down, while she carefully tucked her skirt under her, as if that were why she had risen to her feet.

Salva Serenissima, Brunetti thought, understanding the man’s connection to the Contessa. But before he could try to work out just what the speaker might be doing for the organization, a deep male voice boomed out in English, ‘Hear, hear,’ quite as if this were the House of Lords and His Lordship needed to express his approval. Brunetti put on a smile and joined the others in toasting, though he did not follow through by drinking. His eyes went back to Paola, now in three-quarter profile as she stared down the table to her mother’s friend. As if sensing his attention, Paola turned her head towards him and allowed her eyes to close and then open slowly, as though she’d been told that the Crucifixion had only just begun and there still remained a number of nails.

The man who had spoken, apparently having exhausted his store of praise, sat down and returned to his now-cold dinner. Contessa Lando-Continui did the same. The others attempted to resume their varied conversations. Within minutes the dinner continued to the tinkle of silver voices and silver cutlery.

Brunetti turned to his mother-in-law and found that the Border Collie had been called off, leaving behind a somnolent poodle, highly decorative but bored and inattentive. Contessa Falier, seeing that Paola was busy talking to the banker, set down her fork and moved back in her chair. Brunetti noticed that the woman on his left was busy speaking to the man who had proposed a toast to Contessa Lando-Continui, so he returned his attention to his mother-in-law, a woman whose opinions often surprised him, as did the far-flung sources she consulted in forming them.

Their talk veered to that week’s stories about the vast MOSE engineering project that was meant to protect the city from the danger of the advancing tides. Like many residents of the city, both of them had thought from the very beginning that the whole thing stank: everything that had happened in the last three decades had only increased the odour. Brunetti had heard and read too much to have any hope that the elaborate and pharaonically expensive system of enormous metal barriers intended to block the waters of the sea from entering the laguna would ever actually work. The only certainty was that the maintenance costs would increase every year. The ongoing investigation of the missing millions, perhaps wildly more, was chiefly in the hands of the Guardia di Finanza: the local police knew little more than what was printed in the papers.

At the first revelations of the depth and breadth of the pillaging of European money, the city authorities had grown red-faced with outrage that quickly turned to embarrassment as one high official first claimed his innocence, only to concede that perhaps some of the money intended for the MOSE project had indeed found its way to his election campaign. But, he insisted, he had never touched a euro of it for his personal use, apparently of the belief that buying an election was less reprehensible than buying a Brioni suit.

After a brief flirtation with indignation, Brunetti’s native good sense had asserted itself and he had dismissed disgust as an inappropriate response. Better to think like a Neapolitan and view it all as theatre, as farce, as our leaders at play, doing what they do best.

He felt the moment when both of them tired of the subject. ‘You’ve known her for ever, haven’t you?’ Brunetti asked, giving a quick glance to the head of the table, where Contessa Lando-Continui was speaking to the German journalist.

‘Since I got to Venice,’ she said. ‘Years ago.’ Brunetti wasn’t sure how pleased she sounded at that; she had never, in all these years, revealed very much about her feelings for the city for which she had left her native Florence, beyond her love of her family.

‘She can be the worst sort of battleaxe, I know, but she can also be generous and kind.’ Contessa Falier nodded in affirmation of what she had just said and added, ‘I’m afraid most people don’t see it. But then, poor thing, she doesn’t see many people.’

Contessa Falier glanced around the table before adding, in a quiet voice, ‘This is an exception. She’ll host these dinners with potential sponsors, but she doesn’t like to do it.’

‘Then why do it? Surely they must have an office for fund-raising.’

‘Because everyone loves a lord,’ she answered, lapsing into English.

‘Meaning?’

‘She’s a contessa, so people want to say they’ve eaten at her table.’

‘In this case,’ he said, glancing around the familiar dining room, ‘it’s not even her table, is it?’

The Contessa laughed.

‘So she invites them here and you feed them, and in return they contribute to Salva Serenissima?’ Brunetti asked.

‘Something like that,’ the Contessa admitted. ‘She’s dedicated to the work they do, and as she’s grown older, she’s become more and more intent on seeing that young Venetians can continue to live here and raise their families here. No one else bothers with that.’ She glanced around the table, then at Brunetti, and finally said, ‘I’m not sure the work Salva Serenissima did on the smaller mosaics on Torcello was all that good. In places, you can see which are the new tesserae. But they did some structural work, too, so it’s more good than bad.’

Because he had not been inside the church in years and had no more than a vague memory of sinners being sent to Hell and a great deal of pink flesh, Brunetti could only shrug and sigh, something he had taken to doing often in recent years.

Lowering his voice and moving away from the thought of sinners going to Hell, Brunetti asked, ‘The man who spoke? Who is he?’

Before she replied, Contessa Falier picked up her napkin and wiped at her lips, replaced it and took a sip of water. Both of them glanced at the man near the end of the table and saw that he was now speaking across the table to the historian, who appeared to be taking notes on a small piece of paper as she listened to him. Contessa Lando-Continui and the English lord were engaged in amiable conversation, he speaking in loud, heavily accented Italian.

Apparently feeling protected by the deep boom of his voice, his mother-in-law leaned towards Brunetti and said, ‘Sandro Vittori-Ricciardi. He’s a protégé of Demetriana’s.’

‘And he does what?’

‘He’s an interior designer and a restorer of stone and marble; he works for her foundation.’

‘So he’s involved in the things she’s doing for the city?’ Brunetti asked.

Her tone sharpened. ‘These things save the city about three million euros a year, please remember, Guido. As well as the money to restore the apartments that are rented to young families.’ Then, to emphasize the importance, she added, ‘It replaces money the government won’t give any more.’

Brunetti sensed a presence behind him and sat up straighter to allow a waiter to remove his plate. He paused until the Contessa’s had been removed, and said in a conciliatory voice, ‘Of course, you’re right.’

He knew that tonight’s dinner was meant to bring together potential foreign donors and native Venetians – he was one of those on offer. Come to the zoo and meet the animals that your donations help survive in their native habitat. Come at feeding time. Brunetti was not fond of the part of himself that entertained such thoughts, but he knew too much to stifle them.

Contessa Lando-Continui had been trying for years, he knew, to get her hand into Count Falier’s pocket. He had been both gracious and adamant in deflecting her every attempt. ‘If so much weren’t stolen, Demetriana, the city could pay for restorations, and if politicians’ families and friends didn’t get public housing, you wouldn’t have to ask people to help you restore the apartments,’ Brunetti had once heard the Conte tell her.

Unrebuffed by Count Falier’s remarks, she continued to invite him to her dinners – she had even invited him to this one in his own home – and each time she did, the Conte remembered a last-minute meeting in Cairo or a dinner in Milano; once he had begged off by mentioning the Prime Minister; tonight, for all Brunetti knew, it had been an appointment with a Russian arms dealer. Brunetti thought the Conte didn’t much care how believable his excuses were, so long as he could amuse himself by inventing stories that would agitate the Contessa.

So there they were in his absence, he and Paola and his mother-in-law, offered as a sop to the insistence of the Contessa and, perhaps, as a treat to the visitors: not only Contessa Lando-Continui but Contessa Falier, two real aristocrats for the price of one. And the next generation tossed in as lagniappe.

The dessert came, a ciambella con zucca e uvetta that delighted Brunetti, as did the sweet wine served with it. When the maid came around again to offer a second helping, Paola caught her husband’s eye. He smiled back and shook his head at the maid’s offer as if he had meant to do it, failing to persuade Paola but managing to convince himself.

That done, he felt entirely justified in accepting a small glass of grappa. He pushed his chair back a bit, stretched out his legs, and lifted his glass.

Contessa Falier, as if there had been no interruption, returned to their former subject and asked, ‘Are you curious because he works for her?’ She moved to one side the glass of grappa the waiter had left in front of her.

‘I’m curious about why he thinks it necessary to flatter her so,’ was the best answer Brunetti could provide.

The Contessa smiled and asked, ‘Is it being a policeman that makes you suspicious of human motives?’ She spoke naturally now that the conversation was more general and individual voices were covered by the others.

Before Brunetti could answer, Contessa Lando-Continui set down her spoon and, glancing at her friend at the other end of the table as if for permission, announced, ‘I think coffee will be served in the salone.’ Sandro Vittori-Ricciardi got immediately to his feet and moved around behind her chair to pull it back for her. The Contessa stood and nodded her thanks, allowed him to take her arm, and moved off towards the salone. She passed through the door that led from the dining room towards the front of the palazzo, the guests falling into a disorderly line behind her.

Palazzo Falier provided a view of what in Venice were considered not particularly distinguished palazzi on the other side of the Grand Canal. Some of the guests, unaware of their mediocrity, exclaimed at their beauty.

Brunetti took his mother-in-law’s arm as they walked to the other room, where they went to stand next to Paola. Brunetti saw the coffee, sitting on an inlaid onyx table. Sugar, he noted, but no milk, which might explain why only the Italians were drinking it.

Seeing that Vittori-Ricciardi was deep in conversation with the banker and his companion, Brunetti moved slowly over to one of the windows and stood just within hearing distance of them.

‘It’s another part of our heritage that’s being destroyed by time,’ the Venetian was saying.

‘If it’s such a small island, why’s it so important?’ the banker asked.

‘Because it’s one of the first places where people lived and built: the earliest ruins are from the seventh century. The church – the one with the mosaics – is older than most of the churches in Venice.’ From the energy with which Vittori-Ricciardi spoke, he could have been talking about events that had taken place last year, or last week.

‘And that’s what you’re asking us to restore?’ The banker sounded less than fully persuaded that this was a good idea.

‘To help restore; yes.’ The Venetian reached aside to set down his cup, turned back to the others and told them, ‘There’s a mosaic of the Last Judgement, and we’re afraid there’s water coming in somewhere behind it. We need to find the source of the water and stop it.’

‘What’s so special about it?’ the Englishman inquired.

The answer was a long time coming, and Brunetti read the pause as a sign of Vittori-Ricciardi’s exasperation with the question. No sign of that was audible, however, when he answered, ‘If we don’t intervene, it could be destroyed.’

‘You aren’t sure?’

Brunetti took a step away from them and set his cup and saucer down on a table, then turned back to the window to give his undivided attention to the study of the opposite façades.

‘Yes, we’re sure. But to prove it, we need to get behind the mosaic, into the structure of the wall, and it takes a long time to get permission for something like that. It has to come from Rome,’ Brunetti heard Vittori-Ricciardi say. A note of pained resignation slipped into his voice. ‘We’ve been waiting five years for an answer from Rome.’

‘Why does it take so long?’ the banker asked, making Brunetti wonder if this were his first visit to Italy.

‘There’s a commission – the Belle Arti – that has to approve restorations. You need their permission before you can touch anything as precious as this.’ Vittori-Ricciardi’s explanation made it sound like a sane system, Brunetti had to admit.

‘You’re not going to damage it: they ought to know that,’ the banker insisted. His tone demonstrated that he was struggling to understand.

‘Their job is to keep unauthorized people from damaging art objects,’ Vittori-Ricciardi told him.

‘Or stealing them?’ the woman asked, leading Brunetti to suspect she had spent more time in Italy than her companion.

Brunetti glanced aside just in time to see the thin moustache turn up at both ends as Vittori-Ricciardi gave a stiff smile. ‘It’s rather hard to steal a mosaic.’

‘So when will we be able to take a look at it?’ This from the banker.

‘If you’ll tell me when you’re free, we could go out this week.’

‘When can work begin?’ the Englishman asked, ignoring the previous exchange. Brunetti was curious about the expression with which the law professor’s face would greet her partner’s question, but he kept his attention directed across the Canal, quite as if these other people were speaking a language he did not understand.

‘As soon as we have the permission. We’re hoping to have it in a few months,’ Vittori-Ricciardi answered. The Englishman, Brunetti reflected, would hear ‘few months’ and not ‘we’re hoping’ and have no idea how much closer to the truth the second was than the first.

A silence fell. Vittori-Ricciardi linked his arm with the other man’s, trying but, Brunetti thought, failing to make it seem a spontaneous gesture and succeeding only in startling the other man, who pulled his arm free. They disappeared, followed slowly by the woman, through a door that led to the salone that held the painted beams, one of the architectural details for which the palazzo was known.

Paola and her mother surprised him by appearing almost immediately through the same door, Paola bringing with her the promise of escape. As she came towards him, she extended her right hand in a gesture rich in supplication. ‘Get us out of here, please, Guido. Tell Demetriana you have to go and arrest someone.’

‘I live to serve,’ said a modest Brunetti, and led them into the other room to say their farewells to Contessa Lando-Continui, whom they found standing alone in the middle of her friend’s salone as comfortably as if it had been her own. There followed an exchange of kisses; Paola and her mother left the room, leaving Brunetti alone with Contessa Lando-Continui.

Before he could thank her for the invitation, she placed a hand on his arm. ‘Donatella’s spoken to you?’

‘Yes, she has.’

‘I’d like to talk to you as a policeman and as a member of her family,’ she said, speaking slowly, as if to convey some special message.

‘I’ll try to do my best,’ Brunetti said. He thought she’d ask him which was more important, but she merely added pressure to his arm and asked, ‘Can you come to see me tomorrow?’ A contessa did not take the vaporetto and then walk along to the Questura.

‘Tomorrow afternoon?’ he suggested.

‘I’ll be at home.’

‘About five?’

She nodded, shook his hand, and turned to the lord, who had come to take his leave.

A few minutes later, Brunetti and Paola were at the bottom of the bridge in front of the university. ‘It’s good to walk after a meal,’ Brunetti said, hoping to deflect any discussion of the evening. He said nothing about his last conversation. They paused briefly at the top of the bridge to see what the firemen were up to. Nothing.

Summer had given way to autumn a few days before, and the flocks of tourists had begun their autumn migration. There was no one in Campo San Polo; all the bars were already shuttered; even the pizzeria over at the far end was closed.

‘What did the banker have to say?’ Brunetti asked.

‘Quite a lot,’ Paola answered. ‘After a time, I stopped listening and tried to nod when I thought it was necessary.’

‘Did he notice?’

‘Oh, no,’ Paola said simply. ‘They never do.’

‘They?’

‘Men who know everything. There’s quite a few of them. All a woman who has to listen to them needs to do is look interested and nod now and again. I use the time trying to remember poetry.’

‘Am I one of them?’ Brunetti asked.

Paola studied his face. ‘You know me all these years and you can still ask that question?’ When Brunetti did not answer, she said, ‘No, you are not one of them. You know a lot, but you never act like you know everything.’

‘And if I did?’

‘Oh,’ she said and started walking again. ‘Divorce is so troublesome, I’d probably look interested and nod at you all the time.’

‘And try to remember poetry?’

‘Exactly.’

They reached the calle that led to their home. For some reason, he thought of how Venice had been when they were children, when few people locked their doors: certainly his family never had. But then, he realized, his family had never had anything worth stealing. In front of the door he took out his keys. But before he opened the door, he put an arm around Paola’s shoulders and bent to kiss the top of her head.


2

The next morning, when Brunetti and Vianello went down to the bar at Ponte dei Greci for a coffee, Brunetti found himself telling the Inspector about some of the people at the dinner, first among them Contessa Lando-Continui herself. Brunetti recounted her comments about the sad changes to the city and then told Vianello how she had been struck silent by the flattery of one of her guests.

‘No one objects to the person who’s telling them how wonderful they are,’ Vianello observed, a sentiment to which the barman Bambola assented with a deep nod. After a moment’s thought, Vianello asked, ‘What’s between them? Is he a relative? An employee?’ The Inspector sipped at his coffee, having finished his brioche some time before, then continued. ‘Only someone who wants something would dare that sort of flattery. But he’d have to know her well.’

Brunetti had already considered this. Only someone who knows us well knows how best to flatter us, knows which virtues we’d like to have attributed to us and which not. Paola was deaf to compliments about her appearance but was a sucker for anyone who praised her for being quick-witted. And he knew that he himself was impervious to comments about the quality of his work, while praise of his understanding of history or taste in books was sure to please him.

‘He praised her generosity,’ Brunetti explained. ‘Her largesse,’ he added, putting the second word in audible quotation marks. He had no idea of the truth of this praise, for he knew little or nothing about the activities of the Contessa other than what had been said the night before. In fact, he knew very little about her at all. Largesse, however, was a quality seldom attributed to Venetians, noble or commoner.

‘You know anything about her, or the family?’ he asked Vianello.

‘Lando-Continui,’ Vianello repeated, leaning back against the bar to study the people going past towards the bridge that led to the Greek church. ‘There’s a notary in Mestre: a cousin of mine went to him when he sold his apartment.’ People crossed the bridge, either disappearing deeper into Castello or heading the opposite way, towards the bacino or San Marco.

‘There’s something else, but I can’t remember it,’ Vianello added, disappointed at his failure to recall the past. ‘If it’s important, you could ask Signorina Elettra.’ Her talents would surely surpass his memory. ‘It was something unpleasant, years ago, but I can’t remember what.’

‘I’ve known her for a long time,’ Brunetti said, ‘but I’ve never had more than a superficial conversation with her. Last night was the first time I had any real sense of her. She’s not as stiff as I thought she was.’ But then he added, ‘She does grumble, though.’

‘About?’

‘The way our fair city has been turned into a kasbah,’ Brunetti said in a sing-song voice. ‘No longer the city in which I played as a child.’ Then, returning to his normal voice, ‘Things like that.’

‘Doesn’t sound much different from what we say ourselves, does it?’ Vianello suggested. Bambola turned away, but not before Brunetti saw his smile.

After quelling his initial resentment at the comment, Brunetti said, ‘Maybe.’ Was it the unconscious recognition of his own lamentations that had made him not like the Contessa’s?

He reached into his pocket and put two euros on the counter. Bambola’s employer, Sergio, the owner of the bar, had raised the price of coffee to one euro, ten, but not for anyone who worked at the Questura. They would continue to pay one euro, ‘until’, as Sergio was wont to say, ‘they do away with the euro and we can go back to lire, when things will cost less’. No one at the Questura had the courage to dispute this with Sergio and all were happy to pay only one euro for coffee.

Back in his office, he found a sealed manila envelope on his desk, the signature of his colleague, Claudia Griffoni, scrawled across the flap.

He opened it and pulled from it six plastic folders containing the latest reports from those officers who were permitted to hire and pay informers. Brunetti knew that other officers had informal, sometimes not very licit, relationships with criminals, and would pay their contacts with favours or cigarettes or, he feared, confiscated drugs, should any be kept back when they fell into the hands of the police. The six officers, five men and one woman, whose reports he read every two months, however, passed to their contacts money from the Ministry of the Interior, receipts for which were clipped to their reports, every euro carefully recorded, though there was no way the sums on them could be verified.

Consider the first, a receipt from a restaurant for 63.40 euro, at the bottom of which was carefully penned in, ‘6.40 euro: tip’. Seventy euros was what it cost to learn, according to what was written in the report, that Afghan refugees were being carried into the country on trucks coming from Greece, information that could be picked up for free on any street corner in Mestre or, for that matter, read at least once a week in the pages of Il Gazzettino. The same officer reported that he had been told by a friend who owned a tobacco kiosk in Mogliano that a client, whose name was given, had offered to sell him some jewellery: the only condition of purchase was that he not reveal the source. This had cost twenty euros.

The other officers had little better to offer, though few of them had spent more than fifty euros. Brunetti was left uncomfortable at the thought that betrayal could be had for so little.

He went downstairs and into Signorina Elettra’s tiny office. He found her with both hands raised and motionless over the keyboard of her computer, a pianist about to begin the final movement of a sonata. The pause as she decided the precise attack extended as he watched. She read whatever was written on the screen, then her eyes moved up to study his face with no sign that she recognized him. Finally she lowered her hands, sat back and folded her arms across her chest.

He approached her desk. ‘Problems?’ he asked when she continued to ignore him.

She looked up but did not smile. Her right hand rose for a moment to place a contemplative forefinger on her lips, then returned to the keys and tapped at a few of them. She waited, tapped in further information, then sat back and studied the screen.

She remained motionless for so long that Brunetti was forced to escalate and asked, ‘Is it serious?’

She regarded the computer screen with unwonted wariness, as though it had just given a menacing growl. Then she propped her elbows on the desk and lowered her chin into her hands. Finally, she answered him. ‘Perhaps.’

‘Which means what?’

‘I read the Vice-Questore’s email this morning and found one with an attachment. The name of the sender was familiar, but the address was new. So I didn’t open the attachment.’

She stopped here. Since Brunetti had no idea what any of this could mean, he limited himself to saying, ‘Strange,’ which is what he thought she wanted him to say.

‘Indeed.’

‘What did you do instead?’

‘What anyone would,’ she said, leaving him wondering. After a pause, she added, ‘I marked it and the attachment as read, hoping that would be the end of it.’

She looked at Brunetti, as if to test how much he understood, and his expression must have displayed at least part of the truth, for she added, ‘That’s how they can hack into your system: if you open an attachment.’

‘Where did it come from?’ Brunetti asked.

‘I’ve traced it back to an address in the Ministry of the Interior,’ she said.

Her answer left Brunetti without words. For heaven’s sake, they worked for the Ministry of the Interior. Why should the sender need to get into their system, which was the Ministry’s own system, where there was an internal record of every email or SMS they sent or received?

Signorina Elettra lapsed again into contemplation of her computer screen, and Brunetti lapsed into the contemplation of possibilities. That there would be official surveillance of their correspondence and phone conversations didn’t surprise him in the least: he had come to believe that everybody was listened to by at least one uninvited person. Perhaps the fact that so many people were busy spying rather than working explained why it was so much more difficult, today, to get anything done. Brunetti was conscious of the Unseen Listener when he spoke on the phone and the Unseen Reader when he sent an email. Surely things were slowed by the constant need to consider the uninvited participants who read what they wrote or listened to what they said.

Spying at this level would be given into the hands of experts to do, wouldn’t it? A secretary sitting in the office of a Vice-Questore di Polizia in a small city like Venice shouldn’t be able so easily to detect the attempt at detection, should she? Adept spies would be less clumsy.

‘Do you know which office?’

She glanced out of the window behind him. Finally she shook away the question and said, ‘It was a fake address.’

‘And the real one?’

‘I have no idea,’ she confessed. ‘I’ve sent everything along to a friend of mine and asked him to have a look.’

Because he did not want to know the identity of the assuredly non-authorized friend she had asked to investigate the attempted penetration of a Ministry of the Interior email address by a fraudulent Ministry of the Interior email address – Brunetti felt exhausted by the mere process of working this out – he declined to ask which friend she’d sent it to.

He had to think carefully about how to phrase any questions he might ask so as not to reveal his ignorance. ‘What would they be after?’

‘My first guess is that it’s someone who hopes we use our office computers for our private emails. Once they get in, they can look at anything.’ Did she shudder?

‘I don’t have a private email address,’ Brunetti said.

‘You don’t have a private email?’ she repeated, quite as if he’d told her he didn’t know how to use a knife and fork.

‘No,’ he answered, with the same pose of innocence with which he used to tell people he didn’t have a telefonino. ‘I use Paola’s, but for anything official, I use the one I was given here,’ he said, waving his hand to indicate the entire Questura. ‘I promised Paola I’d never use one of the computers here to check her account.’

‘I see.’

‘I prefer to phone people, anyway,’ he added.

‘Of course,’ she answered, involuntarily raising her eyes to heaven at the very idea that a person existed who still believed that phones were safe.

‘What will you do?’ Brunetti asked.

The question seemed to energize her, as if having to give a response unleashed her to think and to act. ‘If my friend can tell me where the mail came from, then I’ll have some idea how to treat it. It might just be a case of innocent fishing; some hacker kid who wants to play policeman. I hope it’s that.’

Brunetti decided not to ask her what else it might be. Changing the subject, he said, ‘I have a favour to ask you.’ He took her glance for assent and continued. ‘Could you have a look at a Contessa Lando-Continui? Demetriana.’ To make his request clear, he nodded in the direction of the computer as he spoke.

Curiosity filled her face. ‘If I
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