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Oh mio fiero Destin, perversa sorte!

Sparì mia vita e non mi date a morte.

Oh, my proud Destiny, perverse Fate!

To destroy my life, but not give me to death.

Agostino Steffani,

Niobe, Act 2, scene 5
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Caterina Pellegrini closed the door behind her and leaned her back and then her head against it. First came the slight trembling of her legs as tension began to relax its hold on her muscles, then the deep breaths that helped relieve the tightness in her chest. The desire to wrap her arms around herself in an expression of wild, uncontrollable glee was almost irresistible, but she beat down that temptation, as she had beaten down many in her life, and stood with her hands at her sides, leaning against the door and telling herself to relax.

It had taken great patience, but she had done it. She had put up with a pair of fools, smiled at their manifestations of cupidity, treated them with the deference they so evidently did not deserve, all the while manoeuvring them into giving her the job she wanted and which they held in their gift. They had no wit, but they had the power to decide; they had no grace of spirit, but they could say yes or no; they had little understanding of her qualifications and a badly disguised contempt for her learning, but she had needed them to choose her.

And they had, both of them, and none of the other applicants she had thought of – not without a wry consciousness of how much her language had been affected by the historical period in which she had spent her academic and professional life – as her rivals. As the youngest of five sisters, Caterina was endowed with a healthy sense of rivalry. Not unlike characters in a Goldoni play, the sisters were: Claudia the Beautiful; Clara the Happy; Cristina the Religious; Cinzia the Athletic; and, last born, Caterina, the Clever. Claudia and Clara had married fresh out of school; Claudia had divorced within a year and upgraded to a lawyer she seemed not to like very much, while Clara stuck to her first husband and was happy; Cristina had taken vows and renounced the world, then gone on to take advanced degrees in the history of theology; Cinzia had won some medals in diving at the national level, but then had married, borne two children, and grown fat.

Caterina, the clever one, had studied at the liceo where her father taught history and had consistently won the yearly prize in Latin and Greek translation while picking up Russian from her aunt. From there she had spent an ignominious year as a vocal student at the Conservatory, then two years studying law at Padova, which disappointed, and then bored, her. The lure of music returned then, and she had chosen to study musicology in Florence and then in Vienna, where her thesis advisor, learning of her fluency in Russian, had arranged a two-year research grant for her to accompany him to St Petersburg to help with his research on Paisiello’s Russian operas. That concluded, she returned to Vienna and finished a doctorate in Baroque opera, the degree and her possession of it sources of delight and pride to her family. This qualification, after only one year of trying to find a job, had earned her a sort of internal exile to the South in the form of a position as lecturer in counterpoint at the Conservatory of Music Egidio Romualdo Duni in Matera. Egidio Romualdo Duni. What scholar of Baroque opera would not recognize his name? Caterina had always thought of him as Duni Who Also Wrote, the man who had written operas with titles identical to those of more famous or more gifted composers: Bajazet, Catone in Utica, Adriano in Siria. Duni had left as little trace in Caterina’s memory as he had on current opera production.

A doctorate from the University of Vienna, and then a job lecturing first year conservatory students in counterpoint. Duni. There were entire weeks when she thought she might as well have been lecturing in mathematics, so far did this subject seem from the magic thrill of the singing voice. This dissatisfaction did not bode well, something she had known almost as soon as she arrived. But it had taken her two years to decide to leave Italy again, this time by accepting a position at Manchester, one of the best centres in Europe for the study of Baroque music, where she had spent four years as a research fellow and assistant professor.

Manchester had appalled Caterina by its physical ugliness, but she had been content enough at the university, digging into the music – and to a lesser degree, the lives – of a handful of eighteenth-century Italian musicians whose careers had prospered in Germany. Veracini, Handel’s great rival; Porpora, Farinelli’s teacher; the practically forgotten Sartorio; Lotti, a Venetian who, it appeared, had been everyone’s teacher. It was not long before she began to see the similarity between their destiny and her own: in search of the work and fame they had failed to find in Italy, they had emigrated north. Like some of them, she had found work, and like most of them, she had suffered homesickness and longed for the air, beauty, and possibility of joy offered by a country she realized, only now, that she loved.

Salvation had come, as is so often the case, by chance. Each spring, the wife of the head of her department gave a dinner for her husband’s colleagues. The Chairman always made it clear that it was a casual thing: come if you’re free. Older and wiser heads knew that the invitation had the same weight as a ukase from, say, Ivan the Terrible. Not to go was to cast aside all hope of advancement, though to attend was to sacrifice one evening of life to tedium so encompassing as almost to be fatal. Heated exchange of insult and vituperation, even blows, would have been a source of delight, but the dinner conversation was rigidly governed by caution and a tight-lipped politeness that failed to camouflage decades of rancorous familiarity and professional jealousy.

Caterina, aware of her own incapacity to be bland, avoided conversation and devoted herself to the study of the personal and sartorial peculiarities of her colleagues. Most of the people at the table appeared to be wearing the unwashed clothing of their larger-sized friends. The shoes appalled her. And then there was the food. Though she sometimes discussed the other subjects with Italian colleagues, none of them had the courage to mention the food.

Her saviour was a Romanian musicologist who had spent the last three years, so far as Caterina could judge, in an alcoholic stupor: the fact that he was drunk in the morning and drunk in the evening never prevented him, however, from smiling amiably at her when they passed in the corridors or library, a smile she always gladly returned. He was possibly sober and unquestionably brilliant during his classes, where his analysis of the metaphors in the libretti of Metastasio broke new ground, and his explication of the Viennese court poet Apostolo Zeno’s correspondence concerning the foundation of the Accademia degli Animosi was a source of wonder to his students. He often wore cashmere jackets that fitted him very well.

On the night of her salvation, the Romanian was seated across from her at the Chairman’s dinner, and Caterina found herself smiling back into his wine-dulled eyes if only because they could speak easily in Italian. Most of the other people at the table had learned Italian to facilitate their reading of opera libretti; thus few of her colleagues could hold a conversation in that language without descending into wild declarations of love, terror, remorse and, upon occasion, bloodlust. Caterina preferred to converse with them in English. While she considered the use of the language of opera libretti as dinner conversation, Caterina studied the people at the table. Revelation occurred: how well a phrase such as, Io muoio, io manco, expressed her current feelings. Even Traditore infame would not be far off as a description of many of her colleagues. And was not the Chairman himself Un vil scellerato?

The Romanian set down his glass – he didn’t bother with food so had no fork to set down – and broke his silence to ask, in Italian, ‘You want to get out of this place?’

Caterina’s answering glance was filled with curiosity, as was her voice. ‘Do you mean this dinner or this university?’

He smiled, took his wine glass, and looked around for another bottle. ‘This university,’ he said in a completely sober voice.

‘Yes.’ She picked up her glass, surprised to hear her own admission and struck by its force.

‘A friend has told me that La Fondazione Musicale Italo-Tedesca is looking for a scholar.’ He sipped, smiled. She liked his smile, though perhaps not his teeth.

‘La Fondazione Musicale Italo-Tedesca,’ she repeated. There was something with a similar name at home, she recalled, but she knew little about it. Dilettantes, amateurs. Surely he was speaking about something in the German-speaking world.

‘You know it?’

‘I’ve heard of it,’ she said in the tone she’d use if someone asked her if she’d heard about the infestation of bedbugs in New York hotels.

He finished the wine and held up his glass. Looking at it, he said, surprising her with the angry vehemence with which he spoke: ‘Italy.’ The glass was from Italy? The wine?

‘Money,’ he added in what she thought he intended to be a seductive voice. ‘Some.’ When he saw how little effect this had on her, his smile returned, as if she’d just agreed with him about something he had believed for a long time. ‘Research. New documents.’ He saw the jolt this gave her and glanced towards the head of the table, where the Chairman sat. ‘You want to end up like him?’

In a voice that slipped towards possibility, she smiled and said, ‘Tell me more.’

He ignored her and looked in vain at the bottles on the sideboard. Perhaps he had already reached the point where the trip back and forth was impossible for him.

He placed his empty glass next to that of the woman to his right, who had turned to her other neighbour. He switched glasses.

‘Idiots,’ he said in a suddenly loud voice. They were speaking Italian, so the slurring of his speech, though it did nothing to lower the volume of his voice, at least managed to disguise the hard dentals of that word. No one so much as glanced in his direction.

Taking his napkin he wiped methodically around the edge of his neighbour’s glass; only then did he take a long drink from it.

Seeing that he had all but emptied what had now become his glass, Caterina leaned across the table and poured her white wine into the small quantity of red at the bottom. He nodded.

His smile faded and he muttered, ‘I don’t want it. Maybe you’d like it?’

‘Why?’ she asked, confused. Did he mean her wine?

‘I told you,’ he answered, giving her a sharp look. ‘Aren’t you listening? It’s in Venice. I hate Venice.’

So it was the one at home: a job in the city. She didn’t know everything, but she knew a lot: how serious could this place be if she’d never heard anything about it save the name? Italians cared little for the Baroque. No: only Verdi, Rossini, and – God help us all, she thought, as a small shudder walked a descending cadence down her spine – Puccini.

‘You’re talking about Venice? The job’s in Venice?’ His eyes had continued their retreat from focus all the time he had been talking, and she wanted to be certain that this possibility existed before she opened her heart to hope.

‘Hateful place,’ he said, making a sour face. ‘Disgusting climate. Horrible food. Tourists. T-shirts. All those tattoos.’

‘You’ve said no?’ she asked with wide-eyed wonder that begged for explanation.

‘Venice,’ he repeated and swilled his wine to wash away the very sound of it. ‘I’d go to Treviso, Castelfranco. Friuli. Good wine.’ He looked into his glass, as if to ask the contents where they had come from. Finding no answer, he turned back to her. ‘Even Germany. I like beer.’

Having spent many years in the academic world, Caterina did not doubt that this would sufficiently explain his acceptance of a job.

‘Why me?’ she asked.

‘You’ve been nice to me.’ Did that mean half a glass of white wine or the fact that she had spoken to him with respect and had smiled at him occasionally during the last years? It didn’t matter. ‘And you’re blonde.’ That at least made sense.

‘Would you recommend me?’ she asked.

‘If you get me a bottle of red from the sideboard,’ he answered.
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Greater changes had resulted from stranger things, Caterina reflected, calling herself back from memory. The research job was hers, and she was back in Venice, though hired only to complete a single project. She looked around at the office where she was to wait for the Acting Director. If an office could be a small, high-ceilinged cubicle with two tiny windows, one behind the desk and one so close to the ceiling as to provide some light but no view, then this was an office. The desk and chair added to that possibility, though the absence of computer, telephone, and even paper and pen suggested more a monk’s cell than anything else. The location – in what had once been a two-floor apartment at the end of Ruga Giuffa – could be used to argue either case. But it was a cold day at the beginning of April, and the room was warm: it had to be an office that was meant to be in use.

What little she had been able to learn about the Foundation before applying for the job had prepared her for this dismal little room: nothing in it – and nothing not in it – surprised her. The internet had provided some information about the Foundation: it had been established twenty-three years before by Ludovico Dardago, a Venetian banker who had made a career in Germany and was a passionate lover of Baroque opera, both Italian and German. He had left money for the creation of a foundation to ‘disseminate and promote the performance of the music of composers who travelled and worked between Germany and Italy during the Baroque era’.

However modest the rooms, the location was propitious, only a ten-minute walk from the major collections of the Biblioteca Marciana, where manuscripts and scores were to be found.

When she thought about the events that had brought her to this room and viewed her situation in a certain way, Caterina concluded that she had been hired for a bit part in a bad nineteenth-century melodrama: The Rediscovered Trunks? The Rival Cousins? For more than a year, two cousins, descended from different sides of a mutual ancestor’s family, had been embroiled in dispute over the ownership of two recently rediscovered trunks that had once belonged to their mutual ancestor. Both possessed archival evidence proving their descent from the former owner, a cleric and musician who had died without issue. Unable to find legal redress, and with great reluctance, they had finally consulted an arbitrator, who suggested that, in light of their refusal to divide equally the still-unknown contents of the trunks, a neutral and competent researcher be hired, at their shared expense, to examine the historical record and any documents contained in the trunks for any evidence of a preference for one side of the family over the other. In the event that such a document was found, both agreed – in a contract drawn up by the arbitrator and signed in front of a notary – that the entire contents of the trunks would become the exclusive possession of the person whose ancestor was so favoured.

When the arbitrator, who had some weeks ago invited her to Venice for an interview, had explained all of this to her, Caterina had decided that he was joking or had taken leave of his senses, possibly both. She had, however, smiled and asked him to explain a bit more fully the particular circumstances, adding that this would help her more clearly to understand the duties the position might entail. What she did not tell him was how the sight and smell and feel of Venice had so overpowered her that she knew she wanted the job, regardless of the conditions, and to hell with Manchester.

Dottor Moretti’s explanation contained elements of myth, family saga, soap opera, and farce, though it contained no names. The deceased cleric, he told her, was a Baroque composer who would easily be within her competence; he had died almost three centuries before, leaving no will. His possessions had been disbursed, but two chests believed to contain papers and – perhaps – valuables had finally been found and brought to Venice. One undisputed element in all of this was the claimants’ descent from the relatives of the childless musician: both had produced copies of baptismal and marriage certificates going back more than two hundred years.

Here Caterina had interrupted to ask the name of the musician, a question that obviously startled Dottor Moretti by its rash impropriety. That would be revealed only to a successful candidate, and she was not yet to be considered that, was she? It was a small snap of the whip, but it was nevertheless a snap.

Would the candidate, she asked, be told the name of the musician before beginning to examine whatever papers might be found?

That, Dottor Moretti had explained, would depend upon the nature of what was found in the trunks. Another snap. The two heirs, he surprised her by saying, would interview all likely candidates. Separately. No longer able to contain herself, Caterina had interrupted again to ask Dottor Moretti if he were making this up. With a look as sober as his tie, the arbitrator had assured her that he was not.

Her task, he had gone on to say, would be to read through the documents that were believed to be in the trunks and that were likely to be in Italian, German, and Latin, though others might well be in French and Dutch, perhaps even English. Any passages referring to the deceased musician’s testamentary wishes or to his affection for or involvement with various members of his family were to be translated in full: those papers relating to music or other areas of his life did not have to be translated. The cousins would expect frequent reports on her progress. It seemed that Dottor Moretti experienced a certain embarrassment in having to say this. ‘If you send these reports to me, I will forward them.’

When Caterina expressed a certain difficulty in understanding why no one knew the contents of these trunks, Dottor Moretti told her that the seals appeared to be intact. Assuming this to be true, the chests had not been opened for centuries.

Caterina had the good sense to say that all of this sounded interesting, adding that, to a researcher, it was fascinating. As she spoke, she ran through the names of composers, but since she didn’t know either his nationality or where he had died – or lived, for that matter – there was little chance of identifying him.

She must have impressed Moretti, for he told her he would like her to speak that afternoon to two men he suggested she treat as gentlemen. He asked only one thing of her, he added: once she learned their family names, she could easily trace them back to the composer. He trusted she would not do so until the decision about the position had been made, then explained, before she could ask, that this was a request from the two presumptive heirs, ‘men with a certain fondness for secrecy’.

Caterina said she would begin research only if granted the job and would not pursue it in any way were she not chosen.

That same afternoon, she had met the contesting heirs, introduced to them, separately, by name. They met in ‘the library’, which turned out to be a room holding photocopies of the libretti and the scores of the operas and orchestral works of the dozen or so composers who had most delighted Signor Dardago. The library had a large table and bookshelves on which the photocopies no longer made the attempt to stand upright. There were just three or four books on the shelves, lying flat as though placed there in haste. She looked more closely and saw that one of them was a historical novel about a castrato.

Nothing either of the men said or did suggested that they were anything but gentlemen: the evidence that such an attribution was mistaken had come that evening from her parents, with whom she was staying and who, in the best Venetian way, told her what was common knowledge about each of them.

Franco Scapinelli was the owner of four shops selling glass in the area around San Marco. He was also – though nothing that happened during the interview would have suggested this – a convicted usurer who was forbidden from owning any business in the city. But who could forbid a man from giving his sons a hand in their shops? What sort of law would that be?

The other contender, Umberto Stievani, owned water taxis, seven of them, and declared, according to a friend of Caterina’s father – a friend who happened to work in the Guardia di Finanza – a yearly income of just over eleven thousand Euros. The combined income of his two sons who worked for him as pilots did not reach that of their father.

During the interviews, both men claimed great interest in the manuscripts and documents and whatever else might be contained in the chests, but as Caterina listened to them she realized their interest was not in any historical or musicological importance the purported documents might have. Both had asked if any manuscripts would have value, meaning would anyone want to buy them. Stievani, no doubt because of his time spent among taxi drivers, had used the elegance of their language to ask, ‘Valgono schei?’ Caterina wondered if money could be real to him only when named in Veneziano.

They must have approved of her, for here she was less than a month later, both her position and her apartment in Manchester abandoned, standing in an office at the Fondazione Italo-Tedesca, eager to begin work. And she was home again, her spirit salved by the sounds and smells of the city, by the enveloping familiarity.

She took a closer look around the room. Three small prints hung to the left of the window behind the desk. She moved across the room, not a difficult thing to do, and took a closer look at these bewigged men in their plastic Ikea frames. She recognized Apostolo Zeno by the length of his wig and the long white scarf popping out from his robes. Familiarity with prints of the bewigged Handel made it easy to recognize him. And farthest to the left was Porpora, looking as though he’d stolen his wig from Bach and his jacket from a naval commander. Poor old Porpora: to have been such a high flyer and then to have died in penury.

Caterina examined the window behind her. About the size of one of the prints, 15 x 20 centimetres, it had to be the smallest window she had ever seen. It might even be the smallest window in the city.

She put her face close to the glass and saw the shutters of the apartment on the other side of the calle: green, weather-stained, shut, as if the inhabitants were still asleep. It was ten in the morning, surely time that respectable people – hearing herself think it, gente per bene, she felt as though she were channelling her grandmother’s voice – would be up and about, off to the office, off to school, busy, doing, working.

Caterina, a victim of the work ethic, had always thought she must be a throwback to some Northern European invader, a blond-haired Goth whose genetically fuelled lust for industry had lain dormant for generations, centuries, only to burst into bloom with the birth of the last child of Marco Pellegrini and Margherita Rossi. How else explain the atavistic desire for serious work that had driven her even when she was a child? Or her response when offered a job as city counsellor for music education by the mayor, an old friend of her father? She saw no sense in diverting money from one school to another, nor in overseeing music instruction in schools that had no books, no musical instruments, and teachers of music who, though unable to read musical notation, found perfectly legible the intentions of the politicians who offered them the jobs. She had refused.

Thus her flight to Vienna and years of study, more digging through the archives in St Petersburg, and then her galley years in Matera after the desire to return to Italy had become too strong to resist. Then renewed flight to Manchester, and now this, whatever ‘this’ was.

A light knock at the door pulled her from these reflections. ‘Avanti,’ she called. Thinking it would be a friendly gesture to be seen approaching whoever was there, Caterina started towards the door just as it opened and a woman the age of her mother entered the room. Like her mother, this woman was short and tended to roundness, as did her soft-skinned face, above which rose a structure of intertwined braids and tresses that sent Caterina’s memory to a production of Cherubini’s Medea she had seen many years ago at the Teatro Massimo in Palermo, in which the costume designer had clearly confused Medea with Medusa and had topped the head of the soprano with a loose-fitting helmet of snakes, whose twining and twisting had done a great deal to aid her performance by distracting the attention of the audience from her singing. Unlike those of the singer, this woman’s serpents were motionless.

‘Dottoressa Pellegrini?’ the woman asked, and Caterina wondered if she had perhaps expected to find someone else in the room. The woman gave a very small smile and extended her hand. ‘I’m Roseanna Salvi, Acting Director of the Foundation.’ Caterina had been told that Dottor Asnaldi, the former Director, had left a year before, and his assistant was now in charge until a permanent replacement could be found.

‘How very kind of you to come and find me, Dottoressa Salvi,’ Caterina said, taking her hand. She addressed her both with her title and in the formal Lei.

The contact was fleeting, quite as if Dottoressa Salvi were fearful to entrust her right hand to this other woman for more than a second. She whipped her hand behind her back, embracing it safely with the other.

‘Would you care to take a seat?’ Caterina asked, deciding to act as though this had always been her office. She turned to her desk and only then realized that there was just the one chair in the room.

Caterina smiled, hoping for a mirror-smile on the other woman’s face. Nothing, only attentive politeness. ‘Dottoressa,’ she said, ‘perhaps you could take the chair.’

Her hands still hidden, the other woman said, ‘I’m afraid I have to correct you, Dottoressa.’

Here it came, Caterina thought. Territoriality, competition, beat down the newcomer, get the pecking order established: so much for female solidarity. Saying nothing, she smiled again.

‘There’s been a misunderstanding. I’m not a doctor. Not of anything.’ As she spoke, Not-Dottoressa Salvi’s face relaxed, and her hands came out from behind her back.

‘Ah,’ Caterina said, impulsively placing a hand on the other woman’s arm, as if to provide comfort. ‘No one told me. In fact, no one’s told me anything, really.’ Then, to ease the situation she said, ‘Call me Caterina, please. And no “Dottoressa”.’

Signora Salvi smiled, and the snakes surrounding her head turned into mere curls. ‘And I’m Roseanna,’ she said, avoiding the informal tu, no doubt leaving the decision to the Dottoressa.

‘Can we call one another “tu”?’ Caterina asked. ‘Since we’re working together.’ She didn’t know if that was precisely true, but at least they did work in the same place, and that was close enough for collegiality.

As usually happens when one person suggests grammatical informality, the mood of the conversation eased with the establishment of equality. Signora Salvi turned towards the door and said, ‘Let’s go to my office.’ Then, with a smile, she added, ‘At least it has two chairs.’

In Signora Salvi’s office, two doors away from her own, Caterina noticed that the second chair was almost the only difference; that and a larger window looking out to the courtyard behind the building. There was a table just as small as Caterina’s. No telephone here, either, but on the table stood something Caterina had not seen for more than a decade: a typewriter. Electric, assuredly, but still a typewriter. Caterina would have been no more astonished had she seen a woman on the street in a crinoline and bloomers. She drew closer and looked at the keyboard. Yes, the letters were all there.

Signora Salvi saw where her attention rested and said, her shoulders raised in a shrug of resignation or apology, ‘We don’t have a computer any more, so I’ve been using that.’ Remembering her role as hostess, she offered a chair to Caterina. She pulled her own to the side of her desk so that the typewriter was not between them, and sat down.

Each of them waited for the other to break the silence and set the mood until finally Caterina gave in to her simple curiosity – elementary school children did their homework on computers, people used them on trains. ‘How is it that an institution like this doesn’t have a computer?’

Signora Salvi looked at the typewriter, then at Caterina. ‘It was stolen.’

‘What happened?’

‘Someone broke in one night – it was about three months ago – and took the computer and the printer and some money that was in the drawer,’ she said, pointing towards the back of the desk.

‘How did they get in?’ Caterina asked, thinking of her own tiny window.

‘Through there,’ Signora Salvi said, indicating the considerably larger window at the back. ‘It must have been easy. All they had to do was get into the courtyard, prise open the shutter and break the glass. They didn’t take anything else, so far as I could tell. But that’s because they couldn’t get into the other offices. All of the doors were locked.’

‘Were the police here?’ Caterina asked.

‘Of course. I called them as soon as I saw what had happened.’

‘And?’

‘Oh, the usual,’ Signora Salvi said, as if dealing with the police were part of an annoying daily routine. ‘First they acted as though they thought I’d done it, and then they said it was kids stealing things to pay for drugs.’

‘Is that all?’

‘They told me to get the window fixed,’ Signora Salvi said with some evidence of disgust. ‘They didn’t bother to ask what kind of computer it was or to take fingerprints. Or to ask anything at all, for that matter.’ Then, sounding even more disgruntled, she added, ‘And they didn’t talk to anyone else in the building or to the others that share the courtyard.’ She shrugged to dismiss the police, then smiled again.

‘How do you get on without it?’ Caterina asked, looking at the typewriter as if it were a votive statue of the missing computer.

In a confessional tone, Roseanna said, ‘There was really very little in it. I keep the records of any new documents that are added to the collection and answer the letters we receive.’ She gave Caterina a very small smile and added, ‘The Foundation doesn’t really do much, you know. And I’m here only three hours a day. I have to be here in case anyone comes to ask for information.’ Her next smile showed signs of embarrassment as she said, ‘But no one ever does. Well, once in a while, but not to ask questions: just to use the library.’ She gave Caterina, who was busy trying to think of how anyone could possibly use such a library, a long, appraising look and then added in a softer voice. ‘They’re very peculiar.’

‘In what way?’

Signora Salvi shifted around in her seat, and Caterina wondered if she had been made nervous by her own impulsive confidence, or perhaps didn’t want to speak badly of the people who, in a sense, helped keep the Foundation running. Caterina smiled to encourage her.

‘They look like the people who go and sit in the Marciana all day. I think some of them come here only to keep warm. In the winter, that is, because we’re closer to wherever they live than the Marciana is.’

‘Do they ask about the music?’

‘Almost never. Most of them don’t know what the Foundation’s for. I don’t know how they hear about it, or what they hear: I suppose they tell one another that it’s warm and no one will bother them for three hours. But they come, and they sit there. Sometimes they bring a newspaper, or they find one that’s been left. Or they sleep.’ She gave Caterina a long look, as if assessing her trustworthiness, and then said, ‘Sometimes, when it’s very cold, I keep it open longer.’

‘What are you supposed to be doing?’ Caterina asked, curious to learn anything about this place where she was to carry out her research.

‘I think, at the beginning – I’ve worked here only three years – the Fondazione really did what Dottor Dardago wanted: it made contributions to support performances of operas, and it gave money to people who worked on scores and research.’ Here she gave a smile Caterina found quite engaging. ‘It’s all in the files: how much they gave and who they gave it to.’ She stopped. ‘Then things changed.’

‘What happened?’

‘The first Director made some bad investments, and the endowment shrank. So the people who are interested in grants stopped asking us for help because we had none to give. Dottor Asnaldi came twelve years ago, and things just kept getting worse. Then, two years ago, they had another big loss, and Dottor Asnaldi left.’

‘Leaving what behind?’ Caterina asked, though she had no right to do so.

Roseanna raised a hand and scratched beneath one of her curls, then said, ‘There’s an accountant who looks at the books every six months, and he says the endowment’s almost gone. He thinks there might be enough to keep the office open for another year, at best.’

‘And then?’

‘And then we close it, I suppose,’ Roseanna said and gave a small, disappointed shrug. ‘If there’s no more money …’ she began but did not finish the sentence.

‘Who decided this? Dottor Moretti?’

‘Oh, no. Another lawyer, Fanno, the one who’s in charge of the endowment.’ Caterina did not recognize the name and did not think it important enough to ask who he was. From the little she had learned and seen, it was evident that the Foundation was not long for this world, not with no computer and no telephone, and with that castrato novel on the shelf. Though she didn’t work for the Foundation, curiosity urged her to ask, ‘Are there records of the correspondence going back to the beginning?’

‘Oh yes,’ Signora Salvi said. ‘They’re upstairs.’ She pointed to the ceiling, as if to remove any possible uncertainty Caterina might have had about where upstairs might be.

‘Upstairs?’

‘In the Director’s office.’

‘I thought this was the Director’s office,’ she said.

‘Oh, no. I mean Dottor Asnaldi’s office – well, his ex-office.’ Then in a smaller voice, she added, ‘That’s where the chests are. In the storeroom. They’re safe there.’
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Like Lot’s wife, Caterina turned to salt; unlike the other woman, she turned immediately back into flesh and said, ‘But that’s im … ‘before she stopped herself, realizing that she had no idea at all where the chests were or could be, just as, in all of this, she had no idea of what was possible or not. The cousins had spoken of the chests as though they belonged in a bank vault, yet here they were, being kept in an apartment with rooms on the ground floor that had windows without bars. Further, it was an apartment thieves had already entered with no difficulty.

Caterina could not understand the Foundation’s involvement with the chests. What Roseanna called the endowment was almost finished, the offices could have been in Albania, the heat and access to a place to sit drew a number of not-quite-vagrants to the library, and yet the Foundation was somehow, however peripherally, involved.

Hoping that none of this was visible in her expression, she continued, as though she’d paused to consider the exact word. ‘… impressive, really impressive. To have them safe in a storeroom.’ It was the best she could do, and Roseanna smiled in response so Caterina went on, ‘How did that happen?’

‘The previous owners had the storeroom built into the wall; I don’t know why. It was here when the Foundation first rented the apartment: Dottor Asnaldi used to joke about it: sometimes he’d put his umbrella inside and close all the locks.’ Then, voice lower, Roseanna asked, ‘They told you some of this, didn’t they?’

‘Perhaps not all of it,’ Caterina answered. ‘There was a certain lack of background in what I was told, if I might call it that.’ Short of a direct request for information, Caterina could have given no clearer message.

‘Since you’re going to be working on the papers, I suppose you should know where they came from.’

Caterina thanked her.

‘One of the cousins called Dottor Asnaldi at home about four months ago. I don’t know how he got his number, and I don’t remember which one of them it was. He wanted to know if the Dottore would be interested in reading some documents and writing a report on them. All I know is that he met with the two men – the cousins – but he turned down their offer. I never knew why.’ Here Roseanna gave the smile/shrug combination that Caterina was beginning to recognize.

Caterina nodded, and Roseanna continued. ‘But he called me because he’d left me in charge and said it might be a good idea to keep the papers here, in the storeroom: that’s why they’re upstairs.’

‘I’m surprised they didn’t ask the Marciana or the Conservatory, even a bank. That is, if they think the papers might be valuable,’ Caterina said.

Absentmindedly, Roseanna ran her hand over the surface of her desk, as if feeling to see if it needed to be waxed. ‘It’s cheap,’ she finally said. ‘That is, cheaper.’

‘Than?’

‘Than the Marciana or the Conservatory or a bank. They offered to pay three hundred Euros a month, and that was in winter, when we had the heating bill to think about.’ She opened her hands in a gesture replete with resignation. ‘Dottor Asnaldi called me with the suggestion, and I agreed. The others would have cost much more.’

Given that the place had been broken into recently, a bank might also have been safer, though Caterina saw no reason to pass this idea on to Roseanna.

‘I was in charge, you see. As Acting Director, I had to sign the contract.’

She seemed so proud of the title that Caterina said ‘Complimenti’, in a low voice, which caused Roseanna to blush.

Feeling that Roseanna’s pause was a suggestion that she inquire, Caterina asked, ‘What happened then?’

‘Dottor Moretti convinced them they should find someone competent to read the papers.’

‘Did he think this would settle all their problems and end their dispute?’

‘Oh,’ Roseanna said with a laugh, ‘I don’t think the person exists who could do that.’

That lightened the mood and gave Caterina the courage to try to satisfy some of her curiosity. ‘Presumably, the trunks are safe up there.’

‘Of course. The storeroom is really just a small closet, but it has una porta blindata. If you think about it, it’s much more than most shops have.’ Then
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