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For Maxim Emelyanychev





The good we wish for, often proves our bane.
I pray’d for children, and I gain’d a son,
And such a son, as all men hail’d me happy.
But who’d be now a father in my stead?
The blessing drew a scorpion’s tail behind.

Handel, Samson, Act I, Scene 3
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‘You know I don’t like to meddle in things,’ Conte Falier told Brunetti. ‘But since, in this case, he’s so close to me, I feel I don’t have a choice, not really.’ Brunetti, seated opposite his father-in-law in one of the overripe armchairs that filled Palazzo Falier, had been listening to the older man for some time, aware of how difficult il Conte was finding it to begin telling the story he obviously wanted Brunetti to hear.

Il Conte had called him that morning and asked if Brunetti would have time to stop by and have a drink on his way home from work because there was something he’d like to ask him about. Brunetti’s first response, given that it was a warm day in early spring, had been to calculate the easiest way to walk from the Questura to the palazzo without becoming entrapped in the by now normal migration paths of the herds of tourists. Because of the clear sky and benevolent temperature, walking up Riva degli Schiavoni would be impossible, crossing Piazza San Marco an act of madness. The vaporetti coming from the Lido, however, were generally no more than jammed, not too crowded to board, so he had accepted the invitation, tossing to the winds his usual reluctance to use public transportation when he could walk, and had taken the Number One to Ca’ Rezzonico and arrived early.

‘I don’t like gossip,’ il Conte insisted, recalling Brunetti’s attention. ‘Never have.’

‘Then you’re living in the wrong city,’ Brunetti replied mildly, smiling as he said it to remove the sting. ‘And probably should avoid speaking to other Venetians.’

The Count’s answering smile was broad and relaxed. ‘The first is not true, as you know,’ he told Brunetti. Then, his smile even warmer now, he continued, ‘The second might well be true, but if it is, there’s nothing I can do about it: it’s too late. I’ve known Venetians all my life.’

‘Is one of them the source of this gossip about Gonzalo?’ Brunetti asked, interested that his father-in-law would want to discuss gossip about his best friend and curious to know more.

‘Yes. And he’s a lawyer.’ Perhaps thinking that Brunetti would ask him who, il Conte held up a restraining hand and said, ‘It doesn’t matter who told me. It’s the story that’s important.’

Brunetti nodded in agreement. Like most Venetians, he was accustomed to swimming in the swirling froth of information and misinformation that flowed through so much of daily life; unlike most Venetians, however, he took little pleasure in it: long and tangled experience had shown him how unreliable most of it was. Brunetti the police commissario had heard tales so scabrous they reddened his cheeks, and Brunetti the reader was familiar with Suetonius’ descriptions of the pleasures of Tiberius. Brunetti the thinker, however, knew how prone Venetians were to exaggerate the deeds of those they’d never met, how careless of the consequences of what they blithely repeated, how fundamentally unreliable they were.

He was certainly interested in what people did, but he seldom believed they had actually done it until he had accumulated sufficient evidence. Thus whatever his father-in-law might have been told was, to Brunetti, a case to be proven, not a truth to be believed.

While he waited for il Conte to make up his mind about how to tell him, Brunetti’s own thoughts turned to a decision the family had been avoiding and postponing for years: what to do with the family villa near Vittorio Veneto, which il Conte and la Contessa no longer used and where Brunetti’s family had all but stopped going during the summer. As the family dithered, water had started to seep in under the north-facing windows, and the caretaker had announced he wanted a significant raise in salary.

As if he’d read Brunetti’s thoughts, il Conte said, ‘It’s not the villa I want to talk about, however much Gonzalo sometimes reminds me of it.’

Brunetti, surprised by the comparison, said, ‘I didn’t know he had water coming in under his head.’

Il Conte ignored Brunetti’s lack of seriousness and insisted on explaining his remark. ‘You got to know them both at about the same time, Guido; you had a lot of happy times in their company; and now both of them are showing the effects of time.’

His parents-in-law’s friend, Paola’s godfather and unofficial uncle, Gonzalo Rodríguez de Tejeda had been part of the Falier family for as long as Brunetti could remember. He had come from London for Brunetti and Paola’s tenth anniversary dinner, when he had given them a piece of twelfth-century Kufic pottery, desert-pale, about the size of a salad bowl, decorated with what they had always assumed was a Koranic inscription running up the inner sides. A prescient Gonzalo had had the bowl suspended inside a Plexiglas box that could be hung on the wall and thus help the bowl avoid the assaults and accidents that afflict any house with small children. It still hung on the wall of the living room, between the two windows that gave a distant view to the bell tower of San Marco.

In recent years, Brunetti and Gonzalo had occasionally met on the street, or in a shop, or a café, and they had always been happy, chatty times spent drinking un’ombra or a coffee. They’d met by chance some months before on the street near Campo Santi Apostoli. When he entered the campo, Brunetti saw Gonzalo coming towards him, a hand raised in salutation, and noticed that the older man’s hair had passed from iron to snow, although as he approached Brunetti, his back was as upright as a drill sergeant’s, and his glance still a piercing blue, perhaps the trace left behind by some Northern invader of Spain.

They’d embraced, said how glad they were to see one another, the older man adding – speaking in an Italian entirely devoid of accent – that he was late for an appointment and couldn’t stop to talk, but to say hello to Paola and the kids, and kiss them all for him.

He’d touched Brunetti’s cheek with his hand in a sign of affection he often used, then said he really had to go, turned and walked away quickly towards Fondamenta Nuove and the palazzo where he lived. Brunetti had stood still and watched him go, happy to have seen him, as he was always happy to see Gonzalo. He had resumed walking, and then, for no particular reason, paused and turned to look for the retreating back of the man making his way through the crowds. At first, looking for someone walking quickly, Brunetti had failed to see him, but then he’d noticed a tall form, moving away, but slowly, head bowed, elbow jutting out, one hand placed on his hip, as though to quell some secret pain. Brunetti glanced away immediately, as though he’d come upon the man doing something embarrassing and wanted not to see him do it.

Pulling himself back from his reverie, Brunetti saw that il Conte was watching him carefully. The older man asked, ‘When did you last see him?’

‘A couple of months ago, perhaps a bit more,’ Brunetti answered. ‘We met in Santi Apostoli but only for long enough to say hello.’

‘How did he seem to you?’

‘He seemed like his old self, I’d say,’ Brunetti answered, automatically defending one old man from having to hear that a friend had succumbed to the forces that were lying in wait for both of them.

Avoiding il Conte’s gaze, Brunetti studied the portrait of a young gentleman hanging on the far wall and felt his gaze returned. Vibrant with youth, muscles screaming to be freed of the stillness demanded by his pose, he stood with his left hand on his hip, the other on the pommel of his sword. No doubt he was an ancestor of Paola, some distant Falier who had died in battle, or of disease, or drink, leaving behind this image of himself to show what he had been when he had been.

Brunetti saw, perhaps fancifully, some traces of Paola’s face in the young man’s, though hundreds of years had softened the angles in hers, leaving only – at least in times of sudden anger – the hawk’s eye seeking its prey.

‘You really had no time to talk?’

Brunetti shook his head.

Il Conte lowered his glance, pressed both hands on his thighs and kept his eyes on them. What a handsome man he still was, Brunetti thought. He took the opportunity provided by il Conte’s obvious distraction to have a closer look at him and was surprised to realize that his father-in-law had grown smaller since the last time they’d met. No, since the last time he had paid attention to the older man’s appearance. Though his shoulders were narrower, il Conte’s jacket still held those thinner shoulders in a soft embrace. Perhaps he had had it altered, but then Brunetti noticed that it had that year’s lapels and so was new.

Il Conte continued to study the back of his hands, as if looking for an answer there, then he glanced across at Brunetti and said, ‘Your situation is always ambiguous, isn’t it, Guido?’

Was that a question, Brunetti asked himself, or a statement of the Conte’s opinion? Did it refer to the difference in rank between him, the son of a man from the lower classes whose life had been a series of defeats, and his wife, daughter of il Conte Falier and heiress to one of the largest fortunes in the city? Or perhaps between his professional responsibilities and the demands that friendship and love might make upon him? Or was it his situation as a commissario of police married into the family of this man before him, whose business dealings might not bear close examination?

Unwilling to ask to what part of his life il Conte was referring, Brunetti temporized by saying, ‘I think many of us lead ambiguous lives. The world we live in makes that necessary.’

The older man nodded and moved his hands to the arms of his chair, where they rested easily. ‘I remember, years ago, Paola came home for a visit while she was at university in England. Most of the time she was here, she was reading a book she had to write a paper about.’ His face softened at the memory of his only child, home from school, doing her homework.

Brunetti waited, familiar with the Conte’s narrative habits.

‘It wasn’t until the third day that she talked about the book and what she wanted to say in her essay.’

‘What did she tell you?’ Why, he wondered, are we always so interested in the past experiences of our best beloved?

‘That I should read it,’ the Conte revealed. ‘I tried to, but not until she’d gone back to England.’ He shook his head as if confessing something. ‘I’m not drawn to that sort of thing – it was a religious book – and I couldn’t read it.’

‘What book was it?’ Brunetti asked, curious about what Paola would have been reading while a student.

‘The Cloud of Unknowing,’ the Conte said and paused. ‘I’ve always thought it would be a wonderful title for an autobiography. For anyone.’ His smile widened, and Brunetti smiled in return.

Brunetti let a few moments pass and then decided that he wanted to know, no matter the consequences. ‘Weren’t we talking about Gonzalo?’

‘Yes.’

‘It sounds as though you’re worried about him.’

Il Conte nodded.

The older man’s hands tightened for a second and then slowly loosened. The tension, however, migrated to his face, narrowing his eyes. ‘Gonzalo’s my best friend. We were at boarding school together.’ He looked across at Brunetti and said, unable to restrain his surprise, ‘My God, it was more than sixty years ago.’

‘Where was it?’

‘In Switzerland,’ the Conte answered. ‘My father said he wanted me to live in another country for a time.’

‘For any particular reason?’ Brunetti asked, curious to learn something about his father-in-law’s past, to dip into the black hole that was il Conte’s life.

‘He said he wanted me to learn French and German. No one thought of English then,’ he explained. ‘But it was a ruse, I think. He wanted to remove me from the company I was spending time with.’

‘Why?’

Il Conte raised both hands, palms outward, as though trying to convince an attacker of his innocence. ‘I think he didn’t like the political ideas of some of my friends.’

Brunetti cast his historical memory back to the years before his birth but could think of no political unrest that might have affected the nobility. The Red Brigades had been in short pants then, and the financial boom was sweeping the country towards the future.

‘Did it work?’

Il Conte smiled and shifted his gaze to the window behind Brunetti. ‘I learned the languages. Other things, as well.’

‘You said you met Gonzalo there,’ Brunetti reminded him, curious about the connection.

Il Conte’s face softened in a smile. ‘He taught me how to ski,’ he said, and Brunetti thought that was all he was going to learn about the young Gonzalo. The smile dimmed a bit, then lit up again at some sudden memory. ‘He also taught me how to cheat at poker.’ Il Conte laughed with childlike delight. Before Brunetti could ask, he went on. ‘He said it was so that I could recognize it if anyone ever tried to do it to me.’

‘Did that ever happen?’ Brunetti asked.

‘Not with cards,’ Conte Falier answered and offered no further explanation. ‘But the signs Gonzalo taught me to look for show up in other games, as well.’

‘A useful skill,’ Brunetti said.

‘Far more useful than knowing how to ski,’ Il Conte observed, adding, ‘Especially in my business.’

Whatever that might be, Brunetti thought, but let it pass through his mind, leaving no trace in his expression. He remembered asking Paola, not too long after he had met her, what it was her father did. He had not known then that she had acquired her sense of humour from an English nanny and from four years of study at Oxford, so it was with some surprise that he heard her say, ‘He sits in his office on the piano nobile of the palazzo and makes phone calls.’ After he realized she was joking, but not joking – telling the truth but telling it slant – Brunetti had thought of his own father, who passed his days at home, sitting and waiting for someone to come by and offer him a day’s work at the docks, loading and unloading boats. Even then, at the beginning, he’d been conscious of the gulf that stood between her family and his own: her father a count, her mother the descendant of Florentine princes; Brunetti’s mother a woman who had left school at twelve, his father a hopeless dreamer ruined by years as a prisoner of war.

Brunetti studied his father-in-law’s face and was aware of how much of it was taken up by his nose. ‘How many years were you at school together?’ he asked, surprised to imagine that this man had ever been a teenager at school. Surprised, as well, to think he had once been a teenager.

The older man gave a deep sigh that was in no way melodramatic. ‘Four; from the time I was fifteen until I was nineteen and went to university.’ Il Conte had sunk lower in his chair as he spoke but suddenly pushed himself upright and looked at Brunetti sharply. ‘I’m turning into a garrulous old fool, aren’t I, Guido?’ he asked, sounding amused, not embarrassed.

‘Hardly, Orazio,’ Brunetti answered. ‘The past is always interesting.’

‘The distant past, perhaps,’ il Conte said and leaned forward to tap Brunetti’s knee to enforce his point.

Brunetti thought of the time, it seemed like ages ago, that he had bought a new suit to wear to his first meeting with this man, who had asked to speak to the young man who wanted to marry his daughter. Brunetti had spent what he considered an immoderate amount on the suit, so much so that he failed to buy new shoes to wear with it. Not yet a commissario di polizia, and with a widowed mother to support, he was a poor – in every sense of the word – marriage prospect. He’d known this, could not change it, but had still agreed to go to what he knew would be the doom of all his hopes.

He remembered going to the palazzo for the first time. The maid had actually curtsied to him before leading him to the first floor. Stopping outside a door, she knocked, then opened the door to allow Brunetti to enter.

He’d recognized il Conte instantly, a man with whom he’d spent many hours in the same room. He saw the grey hair, the brown eyes, and the unsmiling mouth. The other man, as surprised to recognize Brunetti as to be recognized, came forward and clasped his hand warmly. ‘You’re the young man who’s been reading about Hadrian,’ he’d said, putting his other hand on the back of Brunetti’s and pressing with evident warmth.

All Brunetti could do was stumble over the words, ‘Yes, sir,’ but then he’d had the presence of mind to ask, ‘How do you know what I’m reading?’

‘The librarian told me,’ was the Conte’s answer. ‘We’re old friends.’

‘What else did he tell you?’ Brunetti asked without thinking. About, perhaps, the way this man’s daughter had sat beside the same young man one afternoon, the two of them hand in hand, laughing at the difficulty of turning pages?

Conte Falier had turned away without answering and led Brunetti to a plump chair, sitting opposite him and waving to him to sit. When both were comfortable, il Conte said, ‘Nothing more than the books you’ve requested over the last few weeks.’ Brunetti ran his mind over the titles and hoped they would pass muster: Cassius Dio, The Augustan History, Philostratus and Pausanius. A copy of Fronto’s letters, with his ambiguous comments about Hadrian, seemed unfindable.

‘He told me,’ il Conte went on, ‘that you expressed great interest in Hadrian.’

Brunetti’s confusion deepened. He had come to talk about this man’s daughter, not about a second-century Roman emperor. He noticed that his palms were damp, but he couldn’t very well wipe them against the legs of his new suit. Instead, he’d said, ‘Do you find that interesting, Signor Conte?’

‘Of course,’ the older man answered seriously. ‘Could you tell me why you’re interested in him?’

‘Because of Paola,’ Brunetti had answered before he thought. Then, realizing this made little sense, he added, ‘She talked about him, and I thought she was being too enthusiastic.’ He had heard how much this sounded as though Paola had been talking about someone they both knew, a rival for her attentions, perhaps, and that he was reacting out of jealousy.

Hoping to amend this, he had added, ‘That is, if what I’ve read about him is true.’

‘Which is?’ il Conte asked.

Brunetti wanted to ask why he was being questioned about his judgement and whether what he answered would somehow serve as proof of his unsuitability as a husband for this man’s daughter. Instead, he decided simply to answer the question. ‘I’m a policeman, sir, so I’ve developed the habit of reading accounts of people’s behaviour as though they were police reports.’

‘I see,’ il Conte had said, smiling. ‘Is this true in the case of the Emperor Hadrian, as well?’ He had the grace to smile, although his interest did sound genuine.

Brunetti thought the question deserved a serious answer. ‘He’s known as one of the five good emperors, but it seems to me there’s something dodgy about the story of his last-minute adoption by Trajan and the whole process of his succession. Then there are those senators who were eliminated just after he became emperor, all men who opposed him or were said to be his enemies.’

Il Conte had nodded slowly, as if being asked to look at a familiar story in a new light. ‘Is that the only reason for your interest?’ he had asked.

Brunetti had hesitated, raised one hand to push at his lips, then glanced out of the window behind the older man. ‘Paola’s reading a book about Hadrian. A novel. An epistolary novel. And from what she’s told me about it, the hero sounds like a chatterbox mixture of Marcus Aurelius and Saint Francis. He’s always talking about how reluctant he is to go to war, but he’s always ready to send the troopers in to hack and burn.’ This was pretty much what he’d told Paola, though it had failed to lessen her enthusiasm for the book, or for Hadrian.

Il Conte had smiled and then laughed. ‘When she was young, we never tried to stop Paola from reading whatever she wanted, but now that she’s older, I find myself wishing she’d stick to the British novel and not waste her time with this nonsensical French drivel.’

‘You’ve read it?’ Brunetti had asked, unable to hide his surprise.

‘Ages ago, but only a few pages,’ il Conte had said, as though it had been the thirteenth labour of Hercules. ‘It’s completely ahistorical and pretentiously silly. The Augustan History is just as much a work of fiction, but far more entertaining and far more well written, don’t you think?’

As Brunetti tried to recall the exact words he’d said in reply, he heard a voice call his name. ‘Guido? Guido?’ He pulled himself back from the past’s consideration of the more distant past and looked across at the present. His father-in-law was leaning towards him, one hand extended.

Brunetti smiled and said, ‘Sorry, Orazio: I was thinking of our first conversation.’ He looked around the now-familiar room. ‘It was here, wasn’t it?’

Il Conte nodded.

‘I’m glad I passed the test,’ Brunetti said, having suspected all these years that it was the conversation about Hadrian, followed by coffee and idle talk he could no longer recall, that had been the first step towards his current happiness.

Il Conte smiled and opened his hands in a gesture of welcome. ‘As am I, Guido,’ he said. His expression suddenly changed, all softness disappeared, and he said ‘I’d like you to treat Gonzalo as you did Hadrian.’

Momentarily confused, Brunetti asked, ‘What does that mean?’

‘Think as a policeman.’
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‘Oddio,’ Brunetti exclaimed. ‘What’s he done?’

Il Conte raised his hands again, but this time to push away the idea. ‘No, it’s nothing like that. He hasn’t done anything.’

This answer left Brunetti confused as to why he was being asked to look at Gonzalo as a policeman and not as what he thought himself to be: something between a friend and a member of the family that had also taken Gonzalo in. ‘I don’t understand,’ he said.

Il Conte’s face hardened. ‘No one who knows him could.’

‘Tell me about it,’ Brunetti said.

Il Conte pulled his mouth tight and raised his eyebrows in an expression Brunetti could not read. ‘I don’t know what or who’s involved in it.’ After a moment’s reflection, he added, ‘I can’t even say for sure that anything’s going on.’

Brunetti quelled the impulse to inquire why, if that were the case, they were having this conversation. Instead, he asked, ‘Can you tell me what you’ve heard?’

Il Conte pushed himself to his feet, saying, ‘I think we need a drink.’ He went to the credenza, where he opened a bottle of whiskey without bothering to ask Brunetti what he’d like and brought back two short glasses, filled generously.

Brunetti took his, waited until his father-in-law was seated again, and raised the glass to his lips. How lucky he was that they kept nothing like this at home. How did a liquid this sharp and bitter manage to taste so wonderful?

‘His sister Elena called me,’ il Conte surprised Brunetti by saying. ‘She’s a retired doctor and lives in Madrid with her husband and son. Her other siblings and their children live there, too.’

‘You know her?’

Il Conte nodded. ‘We met a long time ago, the first time Gonzalo took me home with him when we were still in school. We’ve stayed in touch over the years.’

‘And the others?’ Brunetti asked, surprised to learn that Gonzalo had siblings and surprised that, in all the years they had known one another, no mention had been made of his family.

‘Another sister, María Pilar, and a brother, Francisco. Gonzalo doesn’t get on well with them, never has.’

‘Do you know them, too?’ Brunetti asked.

‘I’ve met them a few times.’

‘Tell me about them,’ Brunetti said.

‘There’s little enough to tell. The three of them own the company together. The other two married and each had one son.’ He smiled and then said, ‘Berets.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Well,’ il Conte clarified, ‘hats. But the major item has always been berets. Whenever you see anyone wearing one of those silly flat things, it was probably made by his family’s company. It’s one of the biggest in Spain.’ He reached for his glass and rolled it between his palms, staring at the surface before replacing it on the table without drinking. ‘And now their three sons work for the company and will inherit it.’

He picked up his glass and emptied it with one swallow, then sat, looking at the empty glass. ‘That’s what’s wrong,’ he finally said. ‘Gonzalo wants a son.’

‘What?’ Brunetti asked, raising his head involuntarily and spilling a bit of whiskey down the front of his shirt. He stared at the other man, as if he’d taken leave of his senses. ‘What did you say?’

‘He wants to adopt a son.’

‘He’s mad,’ said Brunetti, speaking before he heard anything more and thinking of similar cases, none of which had ended well. But he didn’t know what Gonzalo’s case was, did he? So he had no idea what it was similar to and should keep his mouth shut, shouldn’t he?

Il Conte gave him a level look and said, ‘You always were known for the moderation of your views, Guido.’

Brunetti’s face grew red. ‘I shouldn’t have said that.’ He wiped at his shirt with his handkerchief, wondering what Paola would think when he arrived home stinking of whiskey.

‘But you did say it,’ il Conte responded, adding, ‘And you’re probably right.’

Brunetti considered what he had just been told: adopting a son. ‘Who?’ he asked.

Il Conte shrugged and reached for his glass. Seeing that it was empty, he went to the sideboard again and came back with the bottle. He poured them each a little and took a small swallow before setting the bottle on the table between them. Ignoring Brunetti’s question, he went on. ‘It was Lodo Costantini who told me about it,’ he said, naming a man who was both one of his closest friends and one of his lawyers. ‘He told me Gonzalo asked him a few months ago if his law firm handled adoptions. When Lodo asked him why he wanted to know, he said that it was for a friend of his who wanted to adopt an adult.’ He put his fingers over his mouth and shook his head, as if in disbelief of what he was saying.

‘Lodo didn’t believe a word of it, said he was sure Gonzalo was asking for himself. Even though it was only a question, Lodo still thought he couldn’t express his opinion, but then he heard from someone – he wouldn’t tell me who it was – that Gonzalo was in the process of doing it. So he thought he could tell me because Gonzalo’s my friend.’ Ah, thought Brunetti, how wonderfully Jesuitical our lawyers are.

Il Conte continued. ‘As you know, the law decides where most of his estate will go, regardless of his wishes.’ Before Brunetti could summon to mind the relevant law, il Conte went on. ‘It stays in the family, goes to his siblings, no matter how he might feel about them, no matter what sort of Philistines they might be.’ So neutral was il Conte’s tone that he might as well have been reading the recipe for plum cake. Then, in the same calm tone, he remarked, ‘I suspect it’s a law made for the convenience of the rich.’

Had this man’s daughter been there to offer him support, Brunetti would have inquired, ‘Aren’t they all?’ but her absence enjoined him to discretion and he did no more than nod.

Il Conte went on. ‘If, however, by the time of his death, he has adopted someone, that person will inherit the entire estate, just as if he were a natural child.’ He paused for a moment, and then added, ‘Even the title might pass to him.’

Brunetti noticed that il Conte Falier, holder of one of the oldest titles in Venice, pronounced this last sentence with marked coolness. This being a problem with which Brunetti’s family had never been confronted, he contented himself with observing, ‘As you said, Orazio, this is a law made for the rich.’

‘If you and Paola hadn’t had children,’ il Conte said with audible patience, ‘it could eventually have been a problem for you.’ He glanced at Brunetti to see how he responded to this unwelcome truth before he added, ‘Your brother would inherit what you and Paola have.’ Brunetti was stunned by how casually his father-in-law spoke of him as joint owner of all that Paola would inherit. Il Conte gave Brunetti a chance to comment; when he did not, his father-in-law added, ‘He seems like a decent person, but if he weren’t, would you like it if he swooped it all up?’

Spoken by some other person, what il Conte had just said would surely have sounded irredeemably vulgar. Even as it was, Brunetti was tempted to reply that, being dead, he’d be unlikely to have an opinion on the worthiness of his brother to inherit the Falier fortune. The conversation had veered away from Gonzalo and into something close to superstition, which Brunetti had always thought was the reason people did not make wills.

‘Adoption’s enough?’ Brunetti asked.

‘Yes.’

Brunetti picked up his glass and held it to the light. He swished the remaining liquid from side to side, then around in a circle that rose towards the rim of the glass before he let it sink down again. Il Conte had said he didn’t like gossip, but everything Brunetti had just heard was on that level.

He took a sip and set the glass down. ‘Why are you telling me this, Orazio?’

Il Conte put his right hand to the side of his mouth and pushed the skin away and then did it twice more. The wrinkles played hide-and-seek each time, but always fell back into place. ‘I want to know,’ he finally said, ‘if he needs help of any sort, but I don’t know how to find out.’ He looked away from Brunetti and then back. ‘I thought you might know a way.’

‘Why don’t you simply ask him?’ Brunetti said, not because he was unwilling to help his father-in-law, but because asking Gonzalo directly seemed the easiest way to find out.

Il Conte raised his hands in protest, as at the suggestion of the unthinkable. ‘Gonzalo would be offended.’

‘At the idea of needing help?’

‘At the idea that I thought it.’

Brunetti was about to say that the time of luxury might be ending for Gonzalo. He was old and weak, and so there should be no loss of honour in being in need of help, but he realized in time that he was speaking to a man almost as old, though perhaps not as weak, as Gonzalo, who would certainly not like to hear any of this said.

‘What did you have in mind?’ Brunetti asked.

Il Conte was unable to disguise his confusion. ‘In mind for what?’

‘For me to find a way to help?’

Il Conte looked at him for a long time and then looked away. ‘I don’t know, Guido,’ he answered, obviously surprised by the question. ‘If I gave you the name of the young man?’

‘That he wants to adopt?’

‘Yes,’ il Conte answered. He picked up his glass and seemed surprised to see that it was empty again. He put it back on the table and turned to Brunetti. ‘Some years ago, perhaps ten, a young man lived with Gonzalo briefly.’

Brunetti pretended he was a piece of moss on a rock and sat and waited. Rain could fall, feet could walk past, animals might nibble at his edges. He would sit and wait. He did not cross his legs nor move his feet. His arms rested on those of the chair. His drink might well have been in a different room. Or on a different planet.

‘It was only a few months. Not here. In Rome.’

Brunetti stared at his feet and waited.

‘The young man was the son of a lawyer: good family, studied in France, seemed to have a great deal of money.’ Il Conte stopped suddenly, then said, ‘I know this sounds like more gossip, but it’s all true.’

He returned to his subject. ‘He was a wild person, this young man. He used drugs. He also sold them. To some of the people he met through Gonzalo. And then he was arrested at the airport in Bogotá with a suitcase full of cocaine.

‘The police let him call his father, but he refused to talk to him. The next morning, the father called Gonzalo and told him where the boy was. But by the time Gonzalo got in touch with the police, the young man had hanged himself in his cell.’ Il Conte paused here and studied Brunetti’s face before adding, ‘At least that was what the police said.’

Brunetti vaguely remembered the case and knew there had been no mention of Gonzalo, either in the newspapers or in anything official he’d ever read about the case.

‘How did he manage to stay out of it?’ he asked.

Il Conte gave the slightest of shrugs. ‘I don’t know. But it’s not hard to imagine, is it?’

No, not really, not for a man as well connected and wealthy as Gonzalo, Brunetti thought but did not say. One of the rules of his profession was never to reveal information to those with no official reason to know it. ‘We’ve never had a request – not from Rome or anywhere else – to keep an eye on Gonzalo. So whoever took care of him there did a good job.’

Il Conte picked up the bottle. Brunetti shook his head and put his hand over the top of his glass. Il Conte replaced the bottle and said, ‘I want to protect him from a similar mistake.’ Then, before Brunetti could ask, he said, ‘Yes, and I’m asking you to do it for me.’
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To stop the silence that expanded out after il Conte’s last remark, Brunetti asked, ‘Have any of your other friends said anything about him?’

‘No, not really.’

‘What does “really” mean?’

The question surprised the older man. ‘No one’s said anything to me about Gonzalo for some time. So far as I know, Lodo’s the only one he’s spoken to.’

‘Would his family know anything?’ Brunetti asked.

‘Elena’s the only one I could ask, and I’d rather not.’

‘Why not the others?’

‘They’re a family that’s grown very rich,’ il Conte said. ‘People like them don’t like trouble.’

Brunetti restrained the impulse to say that all families didn’t like trouble. ‘Conservative?’

Il Conte gave a sudden snort of laughter. ‘Gonzalo told me once his parents were worried I’d corrupt him.’

‘I beg your pardon,’ was the best Brunetti could think of to say.

‘Politically,’ il Conte clarified. ‘They’d heard rumours that neither my grandfather nor my father had been a Fascist.’

Brunetti lacked the courage to ask if that was true.

‘A few years after I was born, but before the war, my grandfather realized what was going to happen, so he had my father declared insane,’ il Conte began, speaking easily, as if it were the most normal thing for a parent to do. ‘He took us all to live in the villa in Vittorio Veneto,’ he continued, opening up an entire volume of Falier family history about which Paola had never spoken.

‘That way, with the suspicion that it might be a family trait, there was no more pressure on them to join. Nor for my father to fight. My grandfather was too old, my father was a declared lunatic, and I was still a boy.’ He considered that list and then said, ‘So we stayed there and were forgotten about, all three generations.’

‘Your father? What happened to him?’

‘He learned how much work it was to farm and take care of the land.’

‘Did all of you stay there until the end of the war?’

‘That was my grandfather’s plan, but my father had other ideas.’

‘Such as?’ asked Brunetti, intrigued.

‘He wanted to join the partisans,’ il Conte said. ‘I think he wanted to be a hero.’

‘Ah,’ Brunetti murmured.

Il Conte smiled. ‘We surrendered to the Allies in ’43, and my grandfather asked him to wait until things became clear before he did anything.’

‘Why?’

‘Probably because he was older and wiser and had fought in the last war and seen how people behaved.’

‘Did your father agree?’

Il Conte nodded. ‘Soon after the surrender, the partisans started to come to the farm to demand the animals that hadn’t been taken up into the hills. The workers had hidden most of the grain and corn and cheese, thank God, so there was something for us to eat.’ He broke into a sudden smile and said, ‘There was one old peasant woman – she must have been ninety – who refused to let any of them into her house. She had chickens in the attic: you could hear them from outside, but the partisans were afraid of her, so they left her alone.’ Voice sobering, he added, ‘The Germans came a year later. They took the chickens.’

To put an end to this talk of the past, il Conte said, ‘Gonzalo’s parents would not have approved of what my grandfather did.’

‘Do you?’ Brunetti surprised himself by asking.

‘Absolutely,’ il Conte said with no hesitation. ‘He saw to it that his son wasn’t forced to join the army and be sent off to fight in Russia or Albania or Greece or Libya. And saved his life.’ After a protracted pause when he seemed to disappear into those long-gone years, he said, ‘My grandfather was right: people behaved badly.’

‘You were still a little boy then. How did you learn about what happened?’

‘The people who run the farm now told me they grew up hearing stories from their parents and grandparents. Over the years, they’ve told them to me.’ Before Brunetti could ask, il Conte said, ‘Yes, that’s one of the reasons I can’t bring myself to sell the villa.’ Straightening himself in his chair, he added, ‘Besides, it’s the first place I remember, so I suppose it’s a case of imprinting: it’s home to me.’

‘And this isn’t?’ Brunetti asked, waving his hand at the wall, the beams in the ceiling, the view through the windows to the palazzi on the other side of the Canal Grande.

The older man’s face softened; he turned his eyes to follow Brunetti’s glance to the other side of the canal. ‘In a different way, it is,’ he said. After a long silence, he went on. ‘Doesn’t Saint Paul say something about having been a child and thinking like one? But now he is a man and has to put away childish things?’

Brunetti knew the lines, but had forgotten the source.

‘So the villa is my childhood. But all this,’ il Conte said, repeating Brunetti’s inclusive gesture, ‘is what came to me as a man.’

Brunetti stiffened with something approaching fear. Please don’t let him start banging on about how it will all pass to Paola one day, and then to Raffi and Chiara, he thought. I don’t want this to become a talk about the weight of centuries that is about to fall on our shoulders, the need to set an example to the hungry peasants and to treat them well. I don’t want to be reminded that I will not be the one to assure the future of my children, but that it will be this man and their mother.

‘Guido?’

Brunetti looked towards il Conte and saw real concern on his face.

He put on a smile and said, ‘Sorry, Orazio. I was thinking about something else.’ Then, realizing that his question would be the first step, he asked, ‘Will you tell me the young man’s name?’

Il Conte pulled his lips together into a grimace of resignation. He finally said, strangely serious, ‘You have to promise not to laugh.’

Struck by the thought of the possibilities that request suggested, Brunetti said, ‘Of course.’

‘Attilio Circetti, Marchese di Torrebardo.’

His promise not to laugh had been wise because the name struck Brunetti as faintly risible, as did so many of the noble names he’d heard and read during his lifetime.
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