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for Cecilia Bartoli





Da qual tremore insolito
Sento assalir gli spiriti!
Dond’escono quei vortici
Di foco pien d’orror?

What strange fear
Assails my spirits!
Where do they come from,
Those horrible whirlwinds of flame?

Don Giovanni
Mozart
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BRUNETTI STOOD AT his window and flirted with springtime. It was there, just on the other side of the canal, evident in the shoots he saw popping up from the earth. Over the last few days, someone – in all these years, he had never seen a person working in the garden – had raked the earth, though he noticed it only now. Tiny white flowers were visible amidst the grass, and those fearless little ones that hugged themselves close to the ground, the names of which he could never remember – the little yellow and pink ones – sprouted from the freshly turned earth.

He opened the windows and felt fresh air flood into his overheated room. It brought with it the scent of new growth or rising sap or whatever it was that led to spring fever and an atavistic urge towards happiness. Birds, he noticed, were busy on the ground, no doubt pleased to discover that the worms had somehow been lured to the surface. Two of them squabbled over something, then one flew away, and Brunetti watched it disappear to the left of the church.

‘Excuse me,’ he heard someone say behind him. He wiped away his smile before he turned. It was Vianello, wearing his uniform and looking far more serious than he should on such a lovely day. From the expression on the Inspector’s face and the stiffness of his body, Brunetti wondered if he should address him with the formal Lei, a grammatical formality they had abandoned on Vianello’s promotion to inspector. ‘Yes, what is it?’ Brunetti asked in a friendly tone while evading the grammatical issue.

‘I wondered if you had a moment,’ Vianello said, using the familiar tu and not referring to Brunetti as ‘sir’, thus increasing the likelihood that this would be an informal conversation.

Further to relax the atmosphere, Brunetti said, ‘I was just looking at those flowers across the way –’ gesturing with his head towards the garden – ‘and wondering what we were doing inside on a day like this.’

‘First day you begin to feel it’s spring,’ Vianello agreed, smiling at last. ‘I always used to play hooky.’

‘Me, too,’ said Brunetti, who had not. ‘What did you do?’

Vianello sat in the chair on the right, his usual chair, and said, ‘My older brother delivered fruit to Rialto, so that’s where I’d go. Instead of going to school, that is. I’d go over to the market and meet him and help him carry crates of fruit and vegetables all morning, and then go home for lunch at the same time I usually got home from school.’ He smiled again and then he laughed. ‘My mother always knew. I don’t know how she did, but she always asked me how things were at Rialto and why I hadn’t brought her any artichokes.’ Vianello shook his head at the memory. ‘And now Nadia is the same with the kids: it’s like she can read their minds and always knows when they haven’t gone to school or have done something they shouldn’t.’ He looked at Brunetti. ‘You have any idea how they do it?’

‘Who? Mothers?’

‘Yes.’

‘You said, it, Lorenzo. They read minds.’ Brunetti judged that the atmosphere was sufficiently relaxed and so asked, ‘What was it you wanted?’

His question restored all of Vianello’s nervousness. He uncrossed his legs and brought his feet together, sitting up straighter. ‘It’s about a friend of mine,’ he said. ‘He’s in trouble.’

‘What kind of trouble?’

‘With us.’

‘The police?’

Vianello nodded.

‘Here? In Venice?’

Vianello shook his head and said, ‘No. In Mestre. That is, in Mogliano, but they were taken to Mestre.’

‘Who?’

‘The people who were arrested.’

‘Which people?’

‘The ones outside the factory.’

‘The paint factory?’ Brunetti asked, recalling an article he had seen in that morning’s paper.

‘Yes.’

The Gazzettino had devoted the front page of its second section to a report of the arrest of six people during a ‘No Global’ protest in front of a paint factory in Mogliano Veneto the previous day. The factory had been repeatedly fined for its failure to observe regulations on the disposal of toxic waste but had continued to operate regardless, choosing to pay the derisory fines rather than invest in changes to its production methods. The protesters were demanding that the factory be closed and had tried to prevent the workers from entering. This had led to a confrontation between the protesters and the workers, during which the police had intervened and arrested seven people.

‘Is he a worker or a “No Global”?’ Brunetti asked.

‘Neither,’ Vianello answered, then qualified his response by adding, ‘Well, not a real “No Global,” that is. Any more than I am.’ This sounded, apparently even to Vianello himself, like a dead end as an explanation, so he took a breath and began again. ‘Marco and I were at school together, but then he went to university and became an engineer. He’s always been interested in ecology: that’s how we know one another, from meetings and things. Once in a while we have a drink together, after a meeting.’

Brunetti chose not to inquire about these meetings. The Inspector continued. ‘He’s very concerned about what’s going on at that factory. And in Marghera. I know he’s been at the protests there, too, but he’s never been involved in anything like this.’

‘Like what?’

‘When things get violent.’

‘I didn’t know that was the case,’ Brunetti said. The paper had reported only that people had been arrested; there had been no mention of violence. ‘What happened?’ he asked. ‘Who started it?’ He knew how people always answered this question, whether for themselves or for their friends: it was always the other guy.

Vianello sat back in his chair and crossed his legs again. ‘I don’t know. I only spoke to his wife. That is, she called me this morning and asked me if I could think of some way to help him.’

‘Only this morning?’ Brunetti asked.

Vianello nodded. ‘She said he called her last night, from the jail in Mestre, and he asked her to call me, but not until the morning. She got hold of me just as I was leaving for work.’ Vianello returned to Brunetti’s question. ‘So I don’t know who started it. It could have been the workers, or it could have been some of the “No Globals”.’

Brunetti was surprised to hear Vianello admit this as a possibility. The Inspector went on, ‘Marco’s a peaceful guy: he wouldn’t start anything. I know that, but some of the people who go to these things, well, I think they use it as a way to have some fun.’

‘That’s a strange choice of word: “fun”.’

Vianello raised a hand and let it fall to his lap. ‘I know it is, but that’s the way some of these people look at it. Marco’s talked about them, says he doesn’t like them and doesn’t like it when they join a protest, because it increases the risk of trouble.’

‘Does he know who the violent ones are?’ Brunetti asked.

‘He’s never said, only that they make him nervous.’

Brunetti decided to bring the conversation back to its original purpose. ‘But what did you want to ask me?’

‘You know the people in Mestre. Better than I do. And the magistrates, though I don’t know who this has been given to. So I wondered if you could call and see what you could find out.’

‘I still don’t understand why you don’t do it,’ Brunetti said, making this sound like what it was – a request for information – and not what it was not, a suggestion that Vianello take care of it himself.

‘I think it would be better if the inquiry came from a commissario.’

Brunetti considered this for a moment and then said, ‘Yes; maybe. Do you know what the charge is?’ he asked.

‘No. Probably causing a disturbance or resisting a public official in pursuit of his duties. Marco’s wife didn’t say. I told her not to do anything until I had time to talk to you. I figured you, or we, might be able to do something … well, informally. It would save him a lot of trouble.’

‘Did she tell you anything at all about what happened?’

‘Just what Marco told her: that he was standing there with a placard, along with the other people from his group: about a dozen of them. Suddenly there were three or four men they didn’t know, shouting at the workers and spitting at them, and then someone threw a rock.’ Before Brunetti could ask, Vianello said, ‘No, he didn’t know who did it; he said he didn’t see anything. Someone else told him about the rock. And then the police were there, and he got thrown to the ground and then they put him in a truck and took him to Mestre.’

None of this surprised Brunetti in any way. Unless someone had been there with a video camera, they would never know who had thrown the first punch, or rock, so it really was anyone’s guess what the charges would be and whom they would be brought against.

After a brief pause, Brunetti said, ‘You’re right, but we’d better do this in person.’ If nothing else, Brunetti caught himself thinking, it would be an excuse to get out of his office. ‘You ready to go?’

‘Yes,’ said Vianello, getting to his feet.
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AS THEY LEFT the Questura, Brunetti saw one of the launches approaching. The new pilot, Foa, stood at the wheel and he gave Brunetti a smile and Vianello a wave as he pulled up to the dock. ‘Where are you going?’ Foa asked, and then added, ‘sir’, to make it clear whom he was addressing.

‘Piazzale Roma,’ Brunetti said. He had called the sub-station there and asked that a car be ready for them. Because there had been no launch visible from his window, he had assumed that he and Vianello would have to take the vaporetto.

Foa looked at his watch. ‘I don’t have to be anywhere until eleven, sir, so I could easily take you there and get back.’ Then to Vianello, ‘Come on, Lorenzo: the weather’s perfect today.’

They needed no more to lure them on to the deck, where they remained while Foa took them up the Grand Canal. At Rialto, Brunetti turned to Vianello and observed, ‘First day of spring, and we’re both playing hooky again.’

Vianello laughed, not so much at what Brunetti had said but at the perfect day, the certain slant of light on the water in front of them, and at the joy of playing hooky on the first day of spring.

As the boat slipped into one of the taxi ranks at Piazzale Roma, both men thanked the pilot and stepped up on to the dock. Beyond the ACTV building, a police car waited, engine running, and as soon as they got in, it pulled out into the traffic leading across the causeway to the mainland.

At the Mestre headquarters, Brunetti quickly learned that the case of the detained protesters had been assigned to Giuseppe Zedda, a commissario he had worked with some years before. A Sicilian and almost a head shorter than Brunetti, Zedda had impressed him then with his rigorous honesty. They had not become friends, but as colleagues they had shared a mutual respect. Brunetti trusted Zedda to see that things were done fairly and well and that none of the people arrested would be prevailed upon to give statements they might later retract.

‘Could we speak to one of them?’ Brunetti asked, after he and Vianello had turned down Zedda’s offer to have a coffee in his office.

‘Which one?’ Zedda asked, and Brunetti realized he knew nothing more about the man under arrest than that his name was Marco and he was a friend of Vianello’s.

‘Ribetti,’ Vianello supplied.

‘Come with me,’ Zedda said. ‘I’ll put you in one of the interrogation rooms and get him for you.’

The room was like every interrogation room Brunetti had ever known: the floor might have been washed that morning – it might have been washed ten minutes ago – but grit crunched underfoot, and two plastic coffee cups lay on the floor beside the wastepaper basket. It smelled of smoke and unwashed clothing and defeat. Entering it, Brunetti wanted to confess to something, anything, if only it would get him out of there quickly.

After about ten minutes Zedda came back, leading a man taller than himself yet at least ten pounds lighter. Brunetti often noticed that people who were arrested or held overnight in police custody quickly came to shrink inside their clothing: such was the case here. The bottoms of the man’s trousers touched the ground, and his shirt bunched up and overflowed his buttoned jacket. He had apparently not been able to shave that morning, and his hair, thick and dark, stuck up on one side. His ears jutted out and gave him an ungainly look that went with the outsize clothing. He looked at Brunetti without expression, but on seeing Vianello he smiled with relief and pleasure, and when his face softened Brunetti saw that he was younger than he had first seemed, perhaps in his mid-thirties.

‘Assunta found you?’ the man asked, embracing Vianello and clapping him on the back.

The Inspector seemed surprised at the warmth of the greeting but returned Ribetti’s embrace and said, ‘Yes, she called me before I left for work and asked if there was anything I could do.’ He took a step back and turned to Brunetti. ‘This is my commander, Commissario Brunetti. He offered to come with me.’

Ribetti put out his hand and shook Brunetti’s. ‘Thank you for coming, Commissario.’ He looked at Vianello, at Brunetti, then back to Vianello. ‘I didn’t want to …’ he left the sentence unfinished. ‘That is, I didn’t want to cause you so much trouble, Lorenzo.’ And to Brunetti, ‘Or you, Commissario.’

Vianello walked over to the table, saying, ‘It’s no trouble, Marco. It’s what we do all the time, anyway: talk to people.’ He pulled out two of the chairs on one side of the table and then the one at the head, which he held for Ribetti.

When they were all seated, Vianello turned to Brunetti, as if handing over to him. ‘Tell us what happened,’ Brunetti said.

‘Everything?’ Ribetti asked.

‘Everything,’ Brunetti answered.

‘We’ve been out there for three days,’ Ribetti began, looking at the two men to see if they knew about the protest. When both nodded in acknowledgement, he said, ‘Yesterday there were about ten of us. With placards. We’ve been trying to convince the workers that what they’re doing is bad for all of us.’

Brunetti had few illusions as to how willing workers would be to give up their jobs when told that what they were doing was bad for countless people they didn’t know, but he nodded again.

Ribetti folded his hands on the table and looked at his fingers.

‘What time did you get there?’ Brunetti asked.

‘It was in the afternoon, about three-thirty,’ he answered, looking at Brunetti. ‘Most of us on the committee have jobs, so we can go out only after lunch. The workers come back at four, and we like them to see us, maybe even listen to us or talk to us, when they go in.’ A look of great perplexity came over his face, reminding Brunetti of his son, as Ribetti said, ‘If we can make them understand what the factory is doing, not only to them, but to everyone, then maybe …’

Again, Brunetti kept his thoughts to himself. It was Vianello who broke the silence by asking, ‘Does it do any good, talking to them?’

Ribetti answered this with a smile. ‘Who knows? If they’re alone, sometimes they listen. If there’s more than one of them, though, they just walk past us, or sometimes they say things.’

‘What sort of things?’

He looked at the two policemen, then at his hands. ‘Oh, they tell us they aren’t interested, they have to work, they have families,’ Ribetti answered, then added, ‘or they get abusive.’

‘But no violence?’ Vianello asked.

Ribetti looked at him and shook his head. ‘No, nothing. We’ve all been trained not to react, not to argue with them, never to do anything that could provoke them.’ He continued to look at Vianello, as if to convince him of the truth of this by the sincerity of his expression. ‘We’re there to help them,’ he said, and Brunetti believed he meant it.

‘But this time?’ Brunetti asked.

Ribetti shook his head a few times. ‘I have no idea what happened. Some people came up to us – I don’t know where they came from or whether they were with us or were workers – they started to shout, and then the workers did, too. Then someone pushed me and I dropped the placard I was carrying, and after I picked it up, it looked like everyone had suddenly gone crazy. People were shoving and pushing one another, then I heard the police sirens, and then I was on the ground again. Two men pulled me up and put me in the back of a van, and they brought us here. It wasn’t until almost midnight that a woman in uniform came into the cell and said I could call someone.’ He hurried through this summary, his voice sounding as confused as the events he described.

He turned back and forth between Brunetti and Vianello, then said to the latter, ‘I called Assunta and told her where I was, what had happened, and then I thought of you. And I asked her to see if she could find you and tell you what had happened.’ His voice changed as he asked, ‘She didn’t call you then, did she?’ he asked, forgetting that Vianello had already told him.

Vianello smiled. ‘No, not until this morning.’ Brunetti noticed that Ribetti seemed relieved to hear this.

‘But you didn’t have to come all the way out here for me,’ Ribetti said, using the plural. ‘Really, Lorenzo: I don’t know what I was thinking of when I asked her to call you. I guess I panicked. I thought you could make a phone call to someone here or something, and everything would be all right.’ He raised a hand in Vianello’s direction and said, ‘Really, it never occurred to me that you’d have to come out here.’ Then, to Brunetti, ‘Or that you’d have to come, Commissario.’ He looked at his hands again. ‘I didn’t know what to do.’

‘Have you ever been arrested before, Signor Ribetti?’ Brunetti asked.

Ribetti looked at him with an astonishment he could not disguise: Brunetti might as well have slapped him. ‘Of course not,’ he said.

Vianello interrupted to ask, ‘Do you know if any of the others have ever been arrested?’

‘No, never,’ Ribetti said, voice rising with the force of his insistence. ‘I told you: we’re trained not to cause trouble.’

‘Isn’t a protest like yours a form of trouble?’ Brunetti asked.

Ribetti paused, as if he were playing the question back in his mind to check for sarcasm. Apparently finding none, he said, ‘Of course it is. But it’s non-violent, and all we’re trying to do is make the workers understand how dangerous what they do is. Not only for us, but for themselves even more.’

Brunetti noticed that Vianello accepted this, so he asked, ‘What dangers, Signor Ribetti?’

Ribetti looked at Brunetti as though he had just asked the sum of two plus two, but he wiped the expression away and said, ‘The solvents and chemicals they work with, more than anything else. At least at the paint factory. They spill them and splash them on themselves and breathe them in all day. And that’s not even to mention all the waste they have to get rid of. Somewhere.’

Brunetti, who had been hearing this kind of thing from Vianello for some time, avoided the Inspector’s glance. He asked, ‘And do you think your protests will change things, Signor Ribetti?’

Ribetti threw his open hands in the air. ‘God knows. But at least it’s something, some little protest. And maybe other people will see that it’s possible to protest. If we don’t,’ he said, his voice mournful and filled with conviction, ‘they’ll kill us all.’

Precisely because he had had this kind of conversation with Vianello many times, Brunetti did not have to ask Ribetti who ‘they’ were. Brunetti realized how much he too had come to believe, how much he had been converted, in recent years, and not only because of Vianello’s ecological conscience. He increasingly noticed articles about global warming, about the ecomafia and their unbridled dumping of toxic waste all over the South; he had even come to believe that there was a connection between the murder of a RAI television journalist in Somalia some years before and the dumping of toxic waste in that poor afflicted country. What surprised him was that there were people who could still believe that protesting against such things, in their small way, would make some difference. And, he confessed to himself, he did not like to admit that it surprised him.

‘But to more practical matters,’ Brunetti said abruptly. ‘If you’ve never had any trouble with the police before, then it might be possible for us to do something.’ He looked at Vianello. ‘If you stay here, I’ll go and talk to Zedda and have a look at the report. If no one’s been hurt and if no charges have been brought, then I see no reason why Signor Ribetti has to remain in custody.’

Ribetti cast him a glance of mingled fear and relief. ‘Thank you, Commissario,’ he said, and then quickly added, ‘Even if you can’t do anything or if nothing happens, still, thank you.’

Brunetti stood up. He went to the door and was glad to find it unlocked. Out in the corridor, he asked for Zedda, whom he found in his office, an office only a quarter the size of his own, with one window that looked out over a parking lot.

Even before Brunetti could ask, Zedda said, ‘Take him home, Brunetti. Nothing’s going to come of this. No one got hurt, no one has made a denuncia, and we certainly don’t want any trouble with them. They’re a pain in the ass, but they’re harmless. So just pack up your friend and take him home.’

A younger Brunetti might have thought it necessary to make it clear that Ribetti was Vianello’s friend and not his, but after so many years working with the Inspector, Brunetti could no longer make this distinction, so he thanked Zedda and asked if there were any forms to be signed. Zedda waved him away, saying that it had been good to see Brunetti again, and came around his desk to shake hands.

Brunetti returned to the interrogation room, told Ribetti that he was free to go and could come with them if he chose, then led the others out to the waiting police car.
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THE THREE OF them emerged from the main entrance of the Mestre Questura and started down the steps. Vianello put an arm around Ribetti’s shoulder and said, ‘Come on, Marco, the least we can do is give you a ride back to Piazzale Roma.’ Ribetti smiled and thanked him. He wiped a hand over his eyes and drew it down one side of his face, and Brunetti could almost feel it graze across his unshaven cheek. As they continued down the steps towards the waiting car, a taxi pulled up and a short, squat man with white hair got out. He leaned in to hand money to the driver and turned to look up at the building. And saw them.

He gave a savage shove to the door of the taxi, slamming it shut behind him. ‘You stupid bastard!’ he shouted, starting across the pavement. The taxi drove off. The old man stopped, one hand raised, waving it at them. ‘You stupid bastard,’ he shouted again and started up the steps towards them. Brunetti and the others stopped halfway down, frozen with astonishment.

The man’s face was distorted with anger and livid with years of drink. So short he would not reach Brunetti’s shoulder, he was almost twice as broad, with a thick torso that was moving downward as muscle turned to paunch. ‘You and your animals and your trees and your nature, nature, nature. Go out there and cause trouble and get arrested and get your name in the paper. Stupid bastard. You never had any sense. Now those bastards at the Gazzettino are calling me.’

Brunetti placed himself between the old man and Ribetti. ‘I’m afraid there’s been some misunderstanding, Signore. Signor Ribetti has not been arrested. Quite the contrary: he’s here to help the police with their inquiries.’ Brunetti had no idea why he lied. There would be no investigation, so there was no way Ribetti could help with it, but the old man needed to be stopped, and usually people of his age were most easily stopped by mention of the forces of order.

‘And who the hell do you think you are?’ the old man demanded, tilting his head back to stare up at Brunetti. Without waiting for an answer, he tried to step around Brunetti, who moved to the left and then to the right to stand in his way.

The old man stood still and raised a finger to the height of his own shoulder and poked Brunetti in the chest, saying, ‘Look, you bastard, get out of my way. I don’t want any interference from strangers.’ He took a half-step to the left, but Brunetti blocked him again. ‘I said get out of my way!’ the old man shouted, this time putting his hand on Brunetti’s arm. It could not be said that the old man grabbed Brunetti’s arm, nor that he pulled at it, but it was certainly not the casual contact of a man trying to get his friend’s attention to make a point.

Vianello came down two steps and stood to the old man’s left. ‘I think you’d better take your hand off the Commissario, Signore.’

The old man, however, had been carried beyond hearing by his fury. He tore his hand from Brunetti’s arm and pointed at Vianello. ‘And don’t you think you can get in my way, either, you bastard.’ His face had grown puce, and Brunetti wondered if he would have some sort of seizure: he had seldom seen a man so easily catapult himself into rage. Sweat stood on the old man’s forehead, and Brunetti saw his hands tremble. Spittle had collected at the corners of his mouth, and his eyes, small and dark, appeared to have grown even smaller.

From behind him, Brunetti heard Ribetti say, ‘Please, Commissario; he won’t cause any trouble.’

Vianello could not hide his surprise, and Brunetti’s was apparent to the old man. ‘That’s right, Signor Commissario whoever you are: I won’t cause any trouble. He’s the one who causes trouble. Stupid bastard.’ He turned his glance from Brunetti to Ribetti, who now stood to Brunetti’s left. ‘He knows me because he married that fool, my daughter. Went right where he knew the money was and married her. And then filled her with his shitty ideas.’ The old man made as if to spit at Ribetti but changed his mind. ‘And gets himself arrested,’ he added, looking at Brunetti to make it clear that he did not believe what he had been told.

Ribetti caught Brunetti’s attention by placing his hand on his arm. ‘Thank you, Commissario,’ he said, and then to Vianello, ‘And you, too, Lorenzo.’ Ignoring the old man completely, he moved off to the left and started down the steps. When he reached the sidewalk, Brunetti saw him look at the parked police car, but he continued past it, walked to the next corner, and disappeared around it.

‘Coward,’ the old man shouted after him. ‘You’re brave enough when you try to save your goddamn animals or your goddamn trees. But when you have to face a real man …’ Suddenly the old man ran out of abuse. He looked at Vianello and Brunetti as if he wanted to commit their faces to memory, then pushed past them and went up the steps and into the Questura.

‘Well?’ Brunetti asked.

‘I’ll tell you about it on the way back,’ Vianello said.

The story that Vianello told Brunetti on the way back to Venice was one he had followed during the six months that a former classmate of his had worked as a maestro in the glass factory of Giovanni De Cal, the old man on the steps, before quitting and moving to a different fornace. It began as a typical story of romance and marriage. She dropped a bag full of oranges at Rialto, and a stranger turned around from buying shrimp to chase the oranges and try to collect them for her. She laughed and thanked him, offered him a coffee for his help, and they talked for an hour over the coffee. He walked her to her boat, took her telefonino number, subsequently called and asked her if she wanted to see a film, and four months later they were living together. Her father, Giovanni De Cal, objected, insisted the young man was a fortune hunter. No longer young, never very pretty, the only job Assunta had ever had was in her father’s factory … who’d want a woman like that if not for her money? Behind this was the less publicly expressed question of who would look after him if she married and left him, a widower, alone in a ten-room house, too busy running his business to be able to take care of it himself.

Reader, she married him. Worse was in store when the young man’s principles and politics, his concern for the environment and suspicion of the current government, came into conflict with his father-in-law’s philosophy: it’s a dog-eat-dog world, and workers are meant to work, not to lie around collecting money from their employers for doing nothing; growth and progress are always good, and more is better.

Even worse, from the old man’s point of view, were the young man’s education and profession. Not only was he a university graduate and thus one of those useless ‘dottori’ who had studied everything and yet knew nothing; he compounded the fault by working as an engineer for the French company that had won the contract to build garbage dumps in the Veneto, for which he conducted site analyses of location, proximity to rivers and ground water, and soil composition. He wrote reports that obstructed the building of garbage dumps, wrote further reports that made their construction more expensive, and all paid for by money taken from the pockets of people like factory owners, who paid taxes so that the lazy and weak could suck off the public tit and engineers could force cities to spend money just so that some fish and animals wouldn’t get dirty or sick.

Ribetti and his wife, Assunta De Cal, lived in a house on Murano that had been left to her by her mother. Caught between father and husband, she tried to keep both peace and house: because she worked in her father’s factory all day, neither task was easy. De Cal, as Brunetti and Vianello had observed, was a choleric man, the owner of a glass factory on Murano that had been in his family for six generations.

Vianello paused at this point in the story and said, ‘You know, hearing myself tell you all this, I’m not sure why I know this much about them. It’s not as if Pietro told me all this while he was working there. I mean, even though Marco and I went to school together, we lost touch until about three years ago, so it doesn’t make any sense that I know all this. It’s not like we’re close friends or anything, and he’s never talked about the old man.’ Vianello was sitting in the back seat of the car taking them across the Ponte della Libertà, so as he spoke, he saw Brunetti’s head framed by the smokestacks of Marghera.

It occurred to Brunetti that Vianello might still, after all this time, not realize the full extent of his ability to draw people into conversation and then into confidence with him. Perhaps it was a natural gift, like perfect pitch or the ability to dance, and those who had it were incapable of seeing it as in any way unusual.

Vianello recaptured Brunetti’s attention by waving at the Marghera factories and saying, ‘You know I agree with him, don’t you?’

‘About the protests?’

‘Yes,’ Vianello answered. ‘I can’t join them, not with this job, but that doesn’t stop me from thinking they should protest and hoping that they continue to do it.’

‘What about De Cal?’ Brunetti asked, realizing that they would reach Piazzale Roma in a few minutes and eager to prevent Vianello from launching into another discussion about the fate of the planet.

‘Oh, he’s a bastard,’ Vianello said, ‘as you saw. He’s fought with everyone on Murano: over houses, over salaries, over … well, over anything people can fight about.’

‘How does he manage to keep his workmen?’ Brunetti asked.

‘Well, he does and he doesn’t,’ Vianello said. ‘At least that’s what I’ve heard.’

‘From Ribetti?’

‘No, not from him,’ Vianello answered. ‘I told you he doesn’t talk about the old man, and he doesn’t have anything to do with the fornace. But I’ve got relatives on Murano, and a couple of them work in the fornaci. And everyone knows everybody’s business.’

‘What do they say?’

‘He’s kept the same two maestri for the last couple of years,’ Vianello said, then added, ‘That’s something of a record for him, even if they’re not very good. Not that it matters so much, I suppose.’

‘Why not?’ Behind Vianello’s head Brunetti saw the side of the Panorama bus: they would soon be there.

‘All they make is that tourist crap. You know, the porpoises leaping up out of the waves. And toreadors.’

‘With the capes and the black pants?’ Brunetti asked.

‘Yes, can you believe it, like we had toreadors here. Or porpoises, for that matter.’

‘I thought they were all made in China or Bohemia by now,’ Brunetti said, repeating something he had heard frequently, and from people who should know.

‘Lots of it is,’ Vianello said, ‘but they still can’t do the big pieces, at least not yet. Wait five years and it’ll all be coming from China.’

‘And your relatives?’

Vianello turned his palms up in a gesture of hopelessness. ‘Either they’ll learn how to do something else, or everyone will end up like your wife says we will: dressing in seventeenth-century costumes and walking around, speaking Veneziano, to amuse the tourists.’

‘Even us?’ Brunetti asked. ‘The police?’

‘Yes,’ Vianello answered. ‘Can you imagine Alvise with a crossbow?’

Laughter put an end to their conversation, and the matter lapsed, merging into the stream of gossip that flowed through Venice, much of it no cleaner than the water that flowed in the canals.

When they were back at the Questura, Brunetti went to Signorina Elettra’s office to see if the staffing list had been prepared for the Easter holiday. ‘Ah, Commissario,’ she said as he entered the office, ‘I’ve been looking for you.’

‘Yes?’ he asked.

‘It’s the lottery, you see,’ she said easily, as if he should know what she was talking about. ‘I wondered if you’d like to buy a ticket.’

Even before he considered what sort of a lottery she was referring to, whether related to Easter or to one of Vianello’s green projects, he answered, ‘Of course’, reached into his back pocket and took out his wallet. ‘How much?’

‘Only five Euros, sir,’ she said. ‘We figured we’d sell so many tickets that we could keep the price down.’

‘Fine, then,’ he said, taking out a note, only half listening.

She thanked him and drew a block of notepaper towards her. ‘What date would you like, sir?’ She looked around her desk, hunting for a pen, then looked up at him again. ‘Any time after the first of May, sir.’

For a moment, Brunetti toyed with the idea of choosing the tenth of May, Paola’s birthday, and not inquiring further, but curiosity overcame him and he said, ‘I don’t think I understand, Signorina.’

‘You have to choose a date, sir. The person who gets the right date wins everything that’s been bet.’ She smiled, adding, ‘And yes, you can choose more than one date, so long as you pay five Euros for each one.’

‘All right,’ Brunetti said. ‘I confess. I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

Signorina Elettra put her hand to her mouth, and he thought he saw a faint blush cross her cheeks. ‘Ah …’ she let escape a long sigh, as though she were a soccer ball and someone had let the air out of her. He watched the play of expressions on her face, saw her toy with the idea of lying, then opt for the truth. Brunetti knew all of this, but didn’t know why or how he knew it.

‘It’s about the Vice-Questore, sir,’ she said.

‘What about him?’ Brunetti asked without impatience.

‘About the Interpol job.’

‘You mean he applied?’ Brunetti asked, unable to contain his surprise that Patta had actually done it. It is perhaps more accurate to say that he was surprised that he had not been told that Patta had applied for the position – at Patta’s level, jobs were called positions.

‘Yes, sir. Four months ago.’

Brunetti could no longer remember the precise nature of the position his superior had been interested in. He had a vague memory that it involved working with – or, as people with positions said, ‘liaising’ with – the police of some other nation the language of which Patta did not speak, but he could no longer recall which one.

Into his silence, she supplied the answer. ‘In London, sir. With Scotland Yard, as their expert on the Mafia.’

As so often happened when he learned of developments in Patta’s professional life, Brunetti found himself without suitable words. ‘And the lottery?’ he finally asked.

‘The date he gets the rejection letter,’ she said, voice implacable.

He cared nothing for the details, but he wanted to know. But how to put it? ‘You seem rather certain of that outcome, Signorina.’ Yes, that was how to put it.

‘I am,’ she said but offered no explanation. Smiling, she waved the pen over the block of paper. ‘And the date, sir?’

‘May the tenth, please.’

She wrote the date on the top of a small sheet of paper, tore it off, and handed it to him. ‘Don’t lose it, sir.’

‘In the case of a tie?’ he asked as he slipped the paper into his wallet.

‘Oh, that’s already decided, sir. There are a few dates a
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