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For Ravi Mirchandani





Welche Freude wird das sein, 
Wenn die Götter uns bedenken, 
Unsrer Liebe Kinder schenken, 
So liebe kleine Kinderlein!

How happy we will be 
If the gods are gracious 
And bless our love with children,
 With darling little children!

Die Zauberflöte
The Magic Flute
Mozart
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‘… and then my daughter-in-law told me that I should come in and tell you about it. I didn’t want to, and my husband told me I was an idiot to get involved with you because it would only lead to trouble, and he’s got enough trouble at the moment. He said it would be like the time when his uncle’s neighbour tapped into the ENEL line and started to steal his electricity, and he called to report it, and when they came, they told him he had to …’

‘Excuse me, Signora, but could we go back to what happened last month?’

‘Of course, of course, but it’s just that it ended up costing him three hundred thousand lire.’

‘Signora.’

‘My daughter-in-law said if I didn’t do it, she’d call you herself, and since I’m the one who saw it, it’s probably better that I come and tell you, isn’t it?’

‘Certainly.’

‘So when the radio said it was going to rain this morning, I put my umbrella and boots by the door, just in case, but then it didn’t, did it?’

‘No, it didn’t, Signora. But you said you wanted to tell me about something unusual that happened in the apartment opposite you?’

‘Yes, that girl.’

‘Which girl, Signora?’

‘The young one, the pregnant one.’

‘How young do you think she was, Signora?’

‘Oh, maybe seventeen, maybe older, but maybe younger. I have two boys, you know, so I could tell if she was a boy, but she was a girl.’

‘And you said she was pregnant, Signora?’

‘Yes. And right at the end of it. In fact, that’s why I told my daughter-in-law, and that’s when she told me I had to come and tell you about it.’

‘That she was pregnant?’

‘That she had the baby.’

‘Where did she have the baby, Signora?’

‘Right there, in the calle across from my place. Not out in the calle, you understand. In the apartment across the calle. It’s a little way down from my place, opposite the house next door, really, but because the house sticks out a little bit, I can see into the windows, and that’s where I saw her.’

‘Where is this exactly, Signora?’

‘Calle dei Stagneri. You know it. It’s near San Bortolo, the calle that goes down to Campo de la Fava. I live down on the right side, and she was on the left, on the same side as that pizzeria, only we’re both down at the end, near the bridge. The apartment used to belong to an old woman – I never knew her name – but then she died and her son inherited it, and he started to rent it out, you know, the way people do, by the week, to foreigners, or by the month.

‘But when I saw the girl in there, and she was pregnant, I thought maybe he’d decided to rent it like a real apartment, you know, with a lease and all. And if she was pregnant, she’d be one of us and not a tourist, right? But I guess there’s more money if you rent by the week, especially to foreigners. And then you don’t have to pay the …

‘Oh, I’m sorry. I suppose that isn’t important, is it? As I was saying, she was pregnant, so I thought maybe they were a young couple, but then I realized I never saw a husband in there with her.’

‘How long was she there, Signora?’

‘Oh, no more than a week, maybe even less. But long enough for me to get to know her habits, sort of.’

‘And could you tell me what they were?’

‘Her habits?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, I never saw too much of her. Only when she walked past the window and went into the kitchen. Not that she ever cooked anything, at least not that I saw. But I don’t know anything about the rest of the apartment, so I don’t know what she did, really, while she was there. I suppose she was just waiting.’

‘Waiting?’

‘For the baby to be born. They come when they want.’

‘I see. Did she ever notice you, Signora?’

‘No. I’ve got curtains, you see, and that place doesn’t. And the calle’s so dark that you can’t really see into the windows on the other side, but about two years ago, whenever it was, they put one of those new street lamps just across from her place, so it’s always light there at night. I don’t know how people stand them. We sleep with our shutters closed, but if you didn’t have them, I don’t know how you’d get a decent night’s sleep, do you?’

‘Not at all, Signora. You said you never saw her husband, but did you ever see any other people in there with her?’

‘Sometimes. But always at night. Well, in the evening, after dinner, not that I ever saw her cook anything. But she must have, mustn’t she, or someone must have taken her food? You have to eat when you’re pregnant. Why, I ate like a wolf when I was expecting my boys. So I’m sure she must have eaten, only I never saw her cook anything. But you can’t just leave a pregnant woman in a place and not feed her, can you?’

‘Certainly not, Signora. And who was it you saw in the apartment with her?’

‘Sometimes men would come in and sit around the table in the kitchen and talk. They smoked, so they’d open the window.’

‘How many men, Signora?’

‘Three. They sat in the kitchen, at the table, with the light on, and they talked.’

‘In Italian, Signora?’

‘Let me think. Yes, they spoke Italian, but they weren’t us. I mean they weren’t Venetian. I didn’t know the dialect, but it wasn’t Veneziano.’

‘And they just sat at the table and talked?’

‘Yes.’

‘And the girl?’

‘I never saw her, not while they were there. After they left, sometimes she would come out into the kitchen and maybe get a glass of water. At least, I’d see her at the window.’

‘But you didn’t speak to her?’

‘No, as I told you, I never had anything to do with her, or with those men. I just watched her and wished she’d eat something. I was so hungry when I was pregnant with Luca and Pietro. I ate all the time. But I was lucky that I never gained too much …’

‘Did the men eat, Signora?’

‘Eat? Why, no, I don’t think they ever did. That’s strange, isn’t it, now that you mention it? They didn’t drink anything, either. They just sat there and talked, like they were waiting for a vaporetto or something. After they left, sometimes she’d go into the kitchen, but she never turned the light on. That was the funny thing: she never turned the lights on at night, not anywhere in the apartment, at least anywhere I could see. I could see the men sitting there, but I saw her only during the day or, sometimes, when she walked past a window at night.’

‘And then what happened?’

‘Then one night I heard her calling out, but I didn’t know what she was saying. One of the words might have been “mamma,” but I’m not really sure. And then I heard a baby. You know the noise they make when they’re born? Nothing like it in the world. I remember when Luca was born …’

‘Was anyone else there?’

‘What? When?’

‘When she had the baby.’

‘I didn’t see anyone, if that’s what you mean, but there must have been someone. You can’t just leave a girl to have a baby on her own, can you?’

‘At the time, Signora, did you wonder why she was living in the apartment alone?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Maybe I thought her husband was away or that she didn’t have one, and then the baby came too fast for her to get to the hospital.’

‘It’s only a few minutes to the hospital from there, Signora, isn’t it?’

‘I know, I know. But it can happen, you know, that it comes on you very fast. My two boys took a long time, but I’ve known women who had only a half-hour, or an hour, so I figured that’s what happened with her. I heard her, and then I heard the baby, and then I didn’t hear anything.’

‘And then what happened, Signora?’

‘The next day, or maybe it was the day after that – I don’t remember – I saw another woman, standing at the open window and talking on the telefonino.’

‘In Italian, Signora?’

‘In Italian? Wait a minute. Yes, yes, it was Italian.’

‘What did she say?’

‘Something like, “Everything’s fine, We’ll see one another in Mestre tomorrow.”’

‘Could you describe this woman, Signora?’

‘You mean what she looked like?’

‘Yes.’

‘Oh, let me think a minute. She was about the same age as my daughter-in-law. She’s thirty-eight. Dark hair, cut short. Tall, like my daughter-in-law, but perhaps not as thin as she is. But, as I told you, I saw her only for a minute, when she was talking on the telefonino.’

‘And then?’

‘And then they were gone. The next day, there was no one in the apartment, and I didn’t see anyone there for a couple of weeks. They just vanished.’

‘Do you know if any of your neighbours noticed any of this, Signora?’

‘Only the spazzino. I saw him one day, and he said he knew there was someone in there because they left a garbage bag outside the door every morning, but he never saw anyone going in or out.’

‘Did any of the neighbours ever say anything to you about it?’

‘No, not to me. But I imagine some of them must have noticed that someone was in there, or heard something.’

‘Did you speak to anyone about this, Signora?’

‘No, not really. To my husband, but he told me not to have anything to do with it, that it wasn’t any of our business. If he knew I was here now, I don’t know what he’d do. We’ve never been involved with the police before, and it always leads to trouble … oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that, not really, but you know how it is, I mean, you know how people think.’

‘Yes, Signora, I do. Can you remember anything else?’

‘No, not really.’

‘Do you think you’d recognize the girl again if you saw her?’

‘Maybe. But we look so different when we’re pregnant, especially at the end like she was. With Pietro, I looked like a …’

‘Do you think you’d recognize any of the men, Signora?’

‘Maybe, maybe I would. But maybe I wouldn’t.’

‘And the woman?’

‘No, probably not. She was there, at the window, for only a minute and she was standing sort of sideways, like she was keeping her eye on something in the apartment. So no, not her.’

‘Can you think of anything else that might be important?’

‘No, I don’t think so.’

‘I’d like to thank you for coming to see us, Signora.’

‘I wouldn’t have if my daughter-in-law hadn’t made me. You see, I told her about it while it was going on, how strange it all was, with the men and no lights and all. It was something to talk about, you see. And then when she had the baby and then they all disappeared, well, my daughter-in-law told me I had to come and tell you about it. She said I might get into trouble if anything happened and you found out I saw her there and hadn’t come in to tell you. She’s like that, you see, my daughter-in-law, always afraid she’s going to do something wrong. Or that I will.’

‘I understand. I think she told you to do the right thing.’

‘Maybe. Yes, it’s probably a good thing I told you. Who knows what it’s all about, eh?’

‘Thank you again for your time, Signora. The Inspector will go downstairs with you and show you the way out.’

‘Thank you. Er …?’

‘Yes, Signora?’

‘My husband won’t have to find out that I’ve been here, will he?’

‘Certainly not from us, Signora.’

‘Thank you. I don’t want you to think anything bad of him, but he just doesn’t like us to get mixed up in things.’

‘I understand completely, Signora. You can be perfectly sure that he won’t find out.’

‘Thank you. And good morning.’

‘Good morning, Signora. Inspector Vianello, will you take the Signora to the front door?’




2

Gustavo Pedrolli lay on the edge of the sleep of the just, curled round the back of his wife. He was in that cloudy space between waking and sleeping, reluctant to trade his happiness for mere sleep. The day had brought him an emotion different from any he had ever known, and he refused to let himself drift away from the radiance of memory. He tried to remember when he had ever been this happy. Perhaps when Bianca had said she would marry him, or on the actual day of their wedding, the Miracoli filled with white flowers and Bianca stepping up to the landing from the gondola, as he hurried down the steps to take her hand and her into his care for ever.

He had known happiness, certainly – on completing his medical studies and finally becoming un dottore, on being appointed assistant chief of paediatrics – but those happinesses were far removed from the flooding joy he had felt just before dinner, when he finished giving Alfredo his bath. He had fastened both sides of the diaper with practised hands and pulled on the flannel bottoms of his son’s pyjamas. Then he slipped the duck-covered pyjama top over his head, and when it emerged, had played their usual game of hunting for the child’s hands before pulling them one at a time through the sleeves. Alfredo squealed with delight, as surprised as his father at the sight of his tiny fingers as they peeped through the open ends of the sleeves.

Gustavo picked him up by the waist, hefting him up and down as Alfredo waved his arms in the same rhythm. ‘And who’s a beautiful boy? And who’s his father’s darling?’ Gustavo asked. As always, Alfredo raised one of those clenched marvels, unfurled a finger, and placed it on his own nose. Dark eyes intent on his father’s, he pressed his broad nose flat to his face, then lifted his finger away, only to point to himself repeatedly, throwing his arms around and squealing all the while with delight.

‘That’s right, Alfredo is his papà’s darling, papà’s darling, papà’s darling.’ There followed more dangling, more lifting up, more waving. He did not toss the boy into the air: Bianca said the baby became too excited if they played like that before bedtime, so Gustavo merely raised him up and down repeatedly, occasionally drawing him close to kiss the end of his nose.

He took the boy into his bedroom and carried him over to the cot. Above it hung a galaxy of floating, turning shapes and animals; the top of the dresser was a zoo. He hugged the boy to his chest, careful to exert only the gentlest of pressure, well aware of the fragility of those ribs. Alfredo squirmed, and Gustavo buried his face in the soft folds of his son’s neck.

He moved his hands down and held the boy at arm’s length. ‘And who is Papà’s darling?’ he asked again in a singsong voice; he could not stop himself. Again Alfredo touched his own nose, and Gustavo felt his heart turn. The tiny fingers moved through the air until one of them rested on the tip of Gustavo’s nose, and the boy said something that sounded like ‘Papà’, waved his arms and gave a goofy, toothless smile.

It was the first time Gustavo had heard the boy say the word, and he was so moved that one of his hands flew to his own heart. Alfredo fell against his shoulder; luckily, Gustavo had the presence of mind, and enough experience with frightened children, to make a joke of it and ask, ‘And who is trying to climb into his papà’s sweater?’ Holding Alfredo against his chest, he pulled at one side of his cardigan and wrapped it around the boy’s back, laughing out loud to show what a wonderful new game this was.

‘Oh, no, you can’t try to hide in there. Not at all. It’s time to go to sleep.’ He lifted the boy and placed him on his back in the cot. He pulled up the woollen blanket, making sure his son’s chest was covered.

‘Sweet dreams, my little prince,’ he said, as he had said every night since Alfredo had begun to sleep in the cot. At the door he lingered, but only for a moment, so that the boy would not develop the habit of trying to delay his father’s exit from the room. He looked back at the tiny lump and found tears in his eyes. Embarrassed at the thought that Bianca would see them, he wiped them away as he turned from the open door.

When he reached the kitchen, Bianca had her back to him, just pouring the penne through the strainer. He opened the refrigerator and took a bottle of Moët from the bottom shelf. He put it on the counter, then took a pair of crystal flutes, from a set of twelve that Bianca’s sister had given them as a wedding present.

‘Champagne?’ she asked, as curious as she was pleased.

‘My son called me Papà,’ he said and peeled the golden foil from the cork. Avoiding her sceptical glance, he said, ‘Our son. But just this once, because he called me Papà, I want to call him my son for an hour, all right?’

Seeing his expression, she abandoned the steaming pasta and moved to his side. She picked up the glasses and tilted them towards him. ‘Fill both of these, please, so we can toast your son.’ Then she leaned forward and kissed him on the lips.

As in the first days of their marriage, the pasta grew cold in the sink, and they drank the champagne in bed. Long after it was gone, they went into the kitchen, naked and famished. Ignoring the dry pasta, they ate the tomato sauce on thick slices of bread, standing at the sink and feeding chunks to one another, then washed it down with half a bottle of Pinot Grigio. Then they went back to the bedroom.

He lay suspended in the afterglow of the evening and marvelled that, for some months now, he had feared that Bianca had somehow changed in her … in her what? It was natural – he knew this from his practice – for a mother to be distracted by the arrival of a new child and thus to seem less interested in or responsive to the father. But that night, with the two of them behaving like teenagers gone wild at the discovery of sex, had eliminated any uncertainties.

And he had heard that word: his son had called him Papà. His heart filled again and he slid himself closer to Bianca, half hoping she would wake and turn to him. But she slept on, and he thought of the morning, and the early train to Padova he had to catch, so he began to will himself towards sleep, ready now to drift off to that gentle land, perhaps to dream of another son, or a daughter, or both.

He became vaguely conscious of a noise beyond the door to the bedroom, and he forced himself to listen, to hear if it was Alfredo calling or crying. But the ringing noise was gone, and so he followed it, his lips curved in memory of that word.

As Doctor Gustavo Pedrolli sank into the first and most profound sleep of the night, the sound came again, but he no longer heard it, nor did his wife, sleeping beside him, naked and exhausted and satisfied. Nor did the child in the other room, sunk in happiness and dreaming, perhaps, of the wonderful new game he had learned that night, hidden and safe under the protection of the man he now knew was Papà.

Time passed, and dreams played in the minds of the sleepers. They saw motion and colour; one of them saw something that resembled a tiger; and all of them slept on.

The night exploded. The front door of the apartment burst inward and slammed against the wall: the handle gouged a hole in the plaster. A man leaped into the apartment: he wore a ski mask, something that resembled a camouflage uniform, and heavy boots; and he carried a machine-gun. Another masked man, similarly uniformed, followed him. Behind them came another man in a dark uniform but without a mask. Two more men in the same dark uniform remained outside the house.

The two masked men ran through the living room and down the hall towards the bedrooms. The man without a mask followed more cautiously. One of the masked men opened the first door, and seeing it was a bathroom, left it open and moved down the hallway towards an open door. He saw the cot, the mobiles moving slowly in the draught created by the open door.

‘He’s here,’ the man called out, making no attempt to keep his voice down.

The second masked man went to the door of the bedroom opposite. Still holding his machine-gun, he ran in, the other man close behind him. The two people in the bed sat up, startled by the light from the hallway: the third man had switched on the light before going into the room where the baby slept.

The woman screamed and pulled the covers up over her breasts. Dottor Pedrolli launched himself from the bed so suddenly that the first intruder was taken by surprise. Before he could react, the naked man was on him, one fist crashing down on his head, the other slamming into his nose. The intruder cried out in pain and went down as Pedrolli screamed to his wife, ‘Call the police, call the police!’

The second masked figure raised his gun and pointed it at Pedrolli. He said something, but the mask over his mouth distorted the words, and no one in the room could understand them. Pedrolli was beyond hearing him, anyway, and came at him, hands raised to attack. Instinctively, the masked man reacted. Raising the butt of his gun towards the head of the approaching figure, he caught him above the left ear.

The woman screamed, and from the other room the baby sent up an answering wail, that high keening noise of infant panic. She pushed back the covers and, driven by instinct and no longer conscious of her nakedness, ran towards the door.

She stopped abruptly when the man without a mask stepped into the doorway, blocking her escape. She raised her arms to cover her breasts in a gesture she was not conscious of making. Seeing the tableau in the room, he moved quickly to the side of the man with the rifle that pointed at the naked man who lay motionless at his feet. ‘You fool,’ he said and grabbed at the thick material of the other’s jacket. He pulled the man around in a semicircle and pushed him stumbling away. He turned back towards the woman and raised his hands, palms towards her. ‘The baby’s all right, Signora. Nothing will happen to him.’

She stood, frozen in panic, unable to scream.

The tension was broken by the masked man on the floor, who moaned and then struggled, as if drunkenly, to his feet. He put one gloved hand over his nose, and when he pulled it away he seemed shocked by the sight of his own blood. ‘He broke my nose,’ he said in a muffled voice, then pulled his mask over his face and let it fall to the floor. Blood continued to drip from his nose on to the front of his jacket. As he turned towards the man who appeared to be in charge, the woman saw the single word spelled out in iridescent letters on the back of his padded jacket.

‘“Carabinieri?”’ she asked, her voice barely audible over the continued screams of the baby.

‘Yes, Signora. Carabinieri,’ said the man who had spoken to her. ‘Didn’t you know we’d come, Signora?’ he asked, something close to sympathy in his voice.
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Guido Brunetti lay just on the edge of the sleep of the just, curled round the back of his wife. He was in that cloudy space between sleeping and waking, reluctant to let go of the happiness of the day. His son had casually mentioned at dinner how stupid one of his classmates was to fool around with drugs and had failed to see the look of relief that passed between his parents. His daughter had apologized to her mother for an angry remark made the previous day, and the words ‘Mohammad’ and ‘mountain’ sounded just at the edge of Brunetti’s consciousness. And his wife, his sweet wife of more than twenty years, had surprised him with an outburst of amorous need that had inflamed him as though those two decades had never passed.

He drifted, full of contentment and greedy to run each of the events through his mind again. Unsolicited repentance from a teenager: should he alert the press? What caused him to marvel even more was Paola’s assurance that this was not an attempt on Chiara’s part to achieve some quid pro quo in return for the seemly expression of sentiments proper to her age and station. Surely, Chiara was smart enough to realize how effective a ploy this would be, but Brunetti chose to believe his wife when she said that Chiara was fundamentally too honest to do that.

Was this the greatest delusion, he wondered, our belief in the honesty of our children? The question, unanswered, slipped away from him, and he drifted into sleep.

The phone rang.

It rang five times before Brunetti, in the thick voice of the drugged or mugged, answered it. ‘Sì?’ he muttered, his mind flashing down the hall but instantly comforted by the memory of having wished both of his children goodnight as they went to bed.

‘It’s Vianello,’ the familiar voice said. ‘I’m at the hospital. We’ve got a mess.’

Brunetti sat up and turned on the light. The urgency in Vianello’s voice, as much as the message, told him he would have no choice but to join the Inspector at the hospital. ‘What sort of mess?’

‘There’s a doctor here, one of the paediatricians. He’s in the emergency room, and the doctors are talking about possible brain damage.’ This made no sense to Brunetti, regardless of his fuddled state, but he knew Vianello would get to it quickly, so he said nothing.

‘He was attacked in his home,’ the Inspector continued. Then, after a long pause, he added, ‘By the police.’

‘By us?’ Brunetti asked, astonished.

‘No, the Carabinieri. They broke in and tried to arrest him. The captain who was in charge says he attacked one of them,’ Vianello said. Brunetti’s eyes narrowed as the Inspector added, ‘But he would say that, wouldn’t he?’

‘How many of them were there?’ Brunetti asked.

‘Five,’ Vianello answered. ‘Three in the house and two outside as backup.’

Brunetti got to his feet. ‘I’ll be there in twenty minutes.’ Then he asked, ‘Do you know why they were there?’

Vianello hesitated but then answered, ‘They went to take his son. He’s eighteen months old. They say he adopted the child illegally.’

‘Twenty minutes,’ Brunetti repeated and put the phone down.

It was only as he was letting himself out of the house that he bothered to check the time. Two-fifteen. He had thought to put on a jacket and was glad of it now, in the first chill of autumn. At the end of the calle he turned right and headed towards Rialto. He probably should have asked for a launch, but he never knew how long one would take, while he was sure to the minute how long it would take to walk.

He ignored the city around him. Five men to take an eighteen-month-old baby. Presumably, especially if the man was in the hospital with brain damage, they had not rung the doorbell and politely asked if they could come in. Brunetti himself had taken part in too many early morning raids to have any illusions about the panic they caused. He had seen hardened criminals whose bowels had loosened at the sound and sight of armed men bursting in upon them: imagine the reaction of a doctor, illegally adopted baby or no. And the Carabinieri – Brunetti had encountered too many of them who loved bursting in and imposing their sudden, terrifying authority, as if Mussolini were still in power and no one to say them nay.

At the top of the Rialto, he was too preoccupied with these thoughts to think of looking to either side but hurried down the bridge and into Calle de la Bissa. Why should they need five men and how would they get there? Surely they’d need a boat, and by whose authority were they carrying out an action like this in the city? Who had been informed, and if official notice had been given, why had nothing been said to him about it?

The portiere seemed to be asleep behind the window of his office: certainly he did not look up as Brunetti entered the hospital. Blind to the magnificence of the entrance hall though aware of the sudden drop in temperature, Brunetti worked his way right and left and then left again until he arrived at the automatic doors of the emergency room. They slid aside to let him enter. Inside the second set of doors, he pulled out his warrant card and approached the white-jacketed attendant behind the glass partition.

The man, fat and jolly-faced and far more cheerful than either the time or the circumstances warranted, glanced at Brunetti’s card, smiled at him and said, ‘Down to the left, Signore. Second door on the right. He’s in there.’

Brunetti thanked him and followed the directions. At the door, he knocked once and went in. Though Brunetti did not recognize the man in battle fatigues who lay on the examining table, he recognized the uniform of the man standing at the window. A woman in a white lab coat sat beside the man on the table, smoothing a strip of plastic tape across his nose. As Brunetti watched, she cut a second strip and placed it parallel to the other. They anchored a thick cotton bandage to the man’s nose; both nostrils were plugged with cotton. Brunetti noticed that there were already dark circles under his eyes.

The second man leaned comfortably against the wall, arms and legs crossed, observing. He wore the three stars of a captain and a pair of high black leather boots more appropriate for riding dressage than a Ducati.

‘Good morning, Dottoressa,’ Brunetti said when the woman looked up. ‘I’m Commissario Guido Brunetti, and I’d be very grateful if you could tell me what’s going on.’

Brunetti expected the Captain to interrupt him here, but was both surprised and disappointed by the man’s continued silence. The doctor turned back to her patient, pressing the ends of the tape a few times until they were secure on the man’s face. ‘Keep this in place for at least two days. The cartilage has been pushed to one side, but it should reattach itself without any trouble. Just be careful with it. Take the cotton out tonight before you go to bed. If the bandage comes loose, or if it starts to bleed again, see a doctor or come back in here. All right?’

‘Sì,’ the man agreed with rather more sibilance than might have been heard in his normal voice.

The doctor extended a hand, and the man took it. She held him steady as he lowered his feet to the ground and stood, his other hand propped on the examining table. He needed a moment to steady himself. The doctor crouched down and looked upwards, at the cotton wadding in the man’s nose, but evidently it did not trouble her, so she stood up and stepped back. ‘Even if nothing happens, come back in three days, all right, and I’ll take another look.’ The man gave a very cautious nod, and looked as if he wanted to say something, but she cut him off and added, ‘And don’t worry. It should be fine.’

The man glanced at the Captain, then turned back to the doctor. ‘I’m from Verona, Dottoressa,’ he said in a muffled voice.

‘In that case,’ she said briskly, ‘see your own doctor after three days or if it starts to bleed again. All right?’

He nodded and then turned to the Captain. ‘And work, sir?’

‘I don’t think you’d be much use to anyone with that,’ the Captain said, pointing at the bandage, then added, ‘I’ll call your sergeant and explain.’ He turned to the doctor and said, ‘If you’d give him some sort of letter, Dottoressa, he can go on sick leave for a few days.’

Something, perhaps nothing more than a sense of theatre or the habit of suspicion, made Brunetti wonder if the Captain would have been so gracious had he not been there as witness and if he had not introduced himself as a police officer. The doctor walked to the desk and pulled a pad towards her. She wrote a few lines, tore off the paper, and handed it to the injured man, who thanked her, then saluted the Captain and left the room.

‘I was told that another man came in with them, Dottoressa,’ Brunetti said. ‘Could you tell me where he is?’

She was young, he noticed now, far younger than a doctor had any right to be. She was not beautiful, but she had a pleasant face, the sort that would wear well through life, becoming more attractive as she grew older.

‘He’s a colleague of mine, the assistant chief of pediatria,’ she began, emphasizing the title as though offering it as sufficient proof that the Carabinieri had no business being involved with him. ‘I didn’t like the look of his injuries’ – this with a glance towards the Captain – ‘so I sent him up to neurologia and called the assistant primario at home.’ Brunetti was aware that she had the Captain’s attention as well as his own. ‘His pupils wouldn’t dilate, and he had trouble placing his left foot, so I thought someone from neurologia should take a look at him.’

At this, the Captain interrupted from his place against the wall. ‘Couldn’t it have waited until later, Dottoressa? There’s no need to get a doctor out of bed because a man’s hit his head, is there?’

She turned her attention to the Captain, and the look she gave him made Brunetti prepare for a barrage. Instead, she said in an entirely neutral voice, ‘I thought it wiser, Captain, as he seems to have hit his head against the butt of a rifle.’

So much for you, Captain, Brunetti thought. He caught the look the officer gave her in response and was surprised to see that the young man actually looked embarrassed.

‘He said that, Dottoressa?’ the Captain asked.

‘No. He didn’t say anything. Your man did. I asked what had happened to his nose, and he told me.’ Her voice remained neutral.

The Captain nodded and pushed himself away from the wall. He approached Brunetti and put out his hand. ‘Marvilli,’ he said as they shook hands. Then he turned to the doctor and said, ‘For what it’s worth, Dottoressa, he’s not my man. As he told you, he’s from the command in Verona. All four of them are.’ When neither Brunetti nor the doctor acknowledged this remark, the Captain revealed his youth and his uncertainty by explaining, ‘The officer who was supposed to come with them had to replace someone in Milano, so they assigned me to the operation because I’m stationed here.’

‘I see,’ the doctor said. Brunetti, who had no idea of the extent – even the nature – of the operation, thought it wisest to remain silent.

Marvilli seemed to have run out of things to say, so after a pause, Brunetti said, ‘I’d like to see this man, if I may, Dottoressa. The one in neurologia.’

‘Do you know where it is?’

‘Next to dermatologia?’ Brunetti asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Then I see no reason why you can’t go up,’ she said.

Wanting to thank her by name, Brunetti looked at the tag on her jacket. ‘Dottoressa Claudia Cardinale,’ he read to himself. She’d had to live with that, he supposed, but had some parents no sense at all?

‘Thank you, Dottoressa Cardinale,’ he said formally and held out his hand. She shook it, then surprised Brunetti by also shaking the Captain’s. Then she left them alone in the room.

‘Captain,’ Brunetti said in a neutral tone, ‘would it be possible for me to know what’s going on here?’

Marvilli raised his hand in a gesture that was curiously self-effacing. ‘I can tell you at least part of it, Commissario.’ When Brunetti said nothing, Marvilli went on, ‘What happened tonight is part of an investigation that’s been going on for some time: almost two years. Dottor Pedrolli,’ he said, mentioning what Brunetti could only assume was the name of the man in neurologia, ‘illegally adopted a baby eighteen months ago. In separate operations, he and a number of other people have been arrested tonight.’

Though curious about the number of people, Brunetti made no rejoinder, and Marvilli obviously thought no further explanation necessary.

‘Is that what he’s being accused of,’ Brunetti asked, ‘the illegal adoption of a child?’ and by so doing became involved in Gustavo Pedrolli’s exposure to the might and majesty of the law.

Marvilli said, ‘I imagine he’s also likely to be charged with the corruption of a public official, falsification of state documents, kidnapping of a minor, and illegal transfer of funds.’ He watched Brunetti’s face, and when he saw how sombre his expression grew, the Captain went on. ‘As the case continues, there will no doubt be further charges.’ With the toe of one of his elegant boots, he prodded at a bloody piece of gauze that lay at his feet, then looked up at Brunetti. ‘And I wouldn’t be at all surprised if resisting arrest and violence to a public official in performance of his duties were added.’

Brunetti chose to stay silent, aware of how very little he knew about what was going on. He opened the door and stood back to let Marvilli pass into the corridor. The Captain’s accent, though from the Veneto, was not Venetian, so Brunetti doubted he would be familiar with the labyrinth of the hospital. Silently, Brunetti led the other man through the empty corridors, turning left or right with little conscious thought.

They stopped
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