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A man and a woman deep in conversation approached the steps of Ponte dei Lustraferi, both looking hot and uncomfortable on this late July afternoon. The broad riva gave no quarter to anyone walking along it; the white surface of the stone worked in consort with the sun, flashing back into their faces the same sunlight that hammered down on their backs.

The man had refused to wear his jacket; instead, he carried it over his shoulder, one finger latched in the loop at the collar. The woman, blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail to keep it off her back, wore beige linen trousers and a white linen shirt with long sleeves against the sun. They stopped in their tracks at the foot of the bridge, staring at the enormous boat moored in the Rio della Misericordia, blocking other boats from entering Rio dei Lustraferi, which ran perpendicularly to the right. A wall of interlocking corrugated metal panels stretched from side to side of the smaller canal, creating a dam beyond which the water level had shrunk by half.

The disappearing water had exposed slopes of mud and nasty-looking black matter on both sides of a wide channel of oily black liquid that extended down the centre of the blocked canal. At the far end, perhaps fifty metres away, another wall of metal panels had been pounded into the mud, sealing off the canal. A boat with a yellow-bodied crane on a platform at the centre floated behind the far barrier, in front of it a hulk into which the crane emptied the sludge it dredged from the canal. A sudden gust of wind coming from the laguna dragged the smell of the mud ahead of it without disturbing the surface of the viscous fluid. A diesel motor on the boat whined as it sucked the remaining water through an enormous plastic hose draped over the metal panels and spewed it into the canal on the other side of the barrier.

‘Oddio,’ said Commissario Claudia Griffoni. ‘I’ve never seen this before.’

Guido Brunetti, her friend and colleague, stood motionless, his right foot poised above the first step of the bridge, transfixed, like stout Cortez staring at the Pacific. With wild surmise, he exclaimed, ‘I haven’t seen this for years.’

Griffoni laughed and waved at the sight before them. ‘I had no idea how it was done.’ She walked to the top of the bridge to get a better look at the metal barrier.

Brunetti followed and stood beside her. ‘Where’d they find the money for this?’ he asked, as though speaking to himself. That morning’s Gazzettino had printed a long article about the infrastructure projects diminished or cancelled for lack of funding. It listed the usual victims: the old, the young, residents who wanted to live in peace and quiet, students, teachers, even the firemen. Recalling it, Brunetti wondered how the mayor of the city, deus ex machina, had found the necessary funds in the city budget to begin the cleaning of the canals.

‘How kind of the mayor to toss the city some table scraps,’ Griffoni observed.

Brunetti ran his eyes down the slopes of the canal, where the mud and detritus of decades had been exposed. The black slime began just below the high-water mark, growing thicker as it slithered into deeper water. Dark, rotten, its smell strongly unpleasant, slippery and slick, it resembled nothing so much as human waste; it filled Brunetti with disgust almost as strong as horror. ‘How fitting that it would come from him,’ he said.

Despite the smell, they made no attempt to leave. Brunetti remembered how scenes like this had been a part of his youth, when cleaning had been done primarily by hand and with far greater frequency. He recalled the wooden walkways built on both sides of the canals and the cat-like ease of the workers moving about on them with their shovels and buckets.

Thunder pealed beyond them, and they raised their hands to protect their ears. It was the motor of the crane on the boat. A black metal jaw stood in the centre of the deck, neck bent, giant mouth closed and resting.

They saw, inside a glass booth towards the prow, a man in dark blue overalls, a cigarette hanging from one side of his mouth, both hands busy with the knobs and levers before him. Returned to childhood glee, Brunetti stood transfixed by the wonder of it and by the desire for a job like that, so very close to play, but with oh, such power. Griffoni seemed equally rapt, though Brunetti doubted she longed for the job. Besides, it was unlikely that the city would hire a Neapolitan, a far greater handicap than being a woman.

Without speaking, they walked to the other side of the bridge and watched, silent, as the clenched steel teeth of the crane rose from the deck and angled out over the water. They opened, creating a hideous black maw of jagged teeth, then slowly sank to the surface of the water and disappeared below.

The man’s hands moved, and the long steel arm shifted minimally to the right, paused and seemed to shake about under the water, then began to rise. As it broke the greasy surface, Brunetti saw pieces of plastic, rubber, and metal hanging from the teeth: it looked like a particularly large Rottweiler eating a bowl of spaghetti. The long arm lifted and held the jaws in the air while water cascaded back into the canal, then swung to the front of the boat, already heaped with mud-smeared rubbish. It stopped just above the pile of trash and sludge. Slowly the jaws pulled open, and the junk inside crashed and clanged down on to the pile. A few small motions of the worker’s hands shook the last fragments free, and then the jaws swung back and sank again into the water.

They had not noticed a second worker standing on the riva with a shovel in his hands. As soon as the metal jaws moved away, he stepped on to a board running across the boat and smoothed out the pile of debris, shifting rotting plastic bags filled with bottles to the sides, shoving at a decomposing radio, the wheel of a bicycle, and some other objects too decayed to be identifiable.

They watched in companionable silence for a long time, neither wanting to start walking again, each convinced that only the other person could understand the joint pleasure to be had in watching the machine at work. Neither spoke, united in a strange intimacy.

After ten minutes, the crane operator got to his feet suddenly, climbed down the short ladder from his chair to the deck, and hurried to the side of the boat. He leaned over the water and stared down, then put his hands above his forehead to block the glare of the sun and moved slightly to the right, still looking intently into the water. He went back up to the control panel and touched something that made the hum of the motor diminish. He called to the man with the shovel, then summoned him with a wave. Brunetti and Griffoni watched the man with the shovel jump on to the traverse board, almost immediately to be joined by the crane operator, who directed his attention to the same place in the water. The sound of the motor drowned out their voices; the urgency of what the first one said was evident in his gestures.

Brunetti was struck by how stiff the two men’s stance and motions had become. The man running the machine had been entirely at ease, but when he returned to his seat, he seemed awkward, and Brunetti had the strong sense that he was reluctant to continue.

Let it not be what I think it might be, Brunetti said to himself, unwilling to say anything to Griffoni for fear that he would seem foolish or be proven foolish by whatever the jaws might pull out of the water. He glanced down at his hands, grasping at the metal handrail attached to the edge of the bridge, and saw that his knuckles were white. He looked to his right and saw that Griffoni’s were, as well. He turned minimally to his friend and saw her rigid profile, the stiffness in the line of her jaw.

Brunetti looked back at the metal arm of the crane. At a certain point, the mechanic took his hands from the controls and jumped down again to the deck to peer over the side of the boat. He exchanged a look with his colleague, who had returned to stand on the riva, shrugged and walked back to his place at the controls.

The noise of the engine deepened, and both Griffoni and Brunetti shoved themselves away from the railing and stood straight, waiting for whatever was to rise from those waters. They turned at the same instant and exchanged a glance, then turned back to the canal.

They heard the change of gear and the grating of the chain inside its rigid protection. The arm rose from the water, and then the jaws at the end of the crane’s arm slipped up into the light.

Brunetti braced himself to look straight at it, whatever it was. Griffoni was a statue beside him.

The metal head swung away from them for a moment, and as it turned back it revealed the soiled white body of a refrigerator emerging from the waters of the canal. It was small, would barely have reached Brunetti’s waist had it been on the floor of a kitchen somewhere. As it was, the door that hung from one hinge gave it the look of something destroyed in battle.

Brunetti and Griffoni turned to look at one another again. It was she who smiled first, then Brunetti, who added a shrug. Not speaking, they turned away and started down the other side of the bridge.
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They walked in easy silence for some time until Griffoni finally asked, ‘What did you think it was going to be?’

Feeling not a little foolish, Brunetti said, ‘I was afraid – from the way the men behaved – that it was going to be a body.’

She stopped; Brunetti took two steps before he noticed, paused and turned to look at her.

‘Does that happen often?’ she asked, giving heavy emphasis to the last word.

Brunetti didn’t know whether to smile or not. ‘No, thank heaven. It doesn’t.’

Griffoni raised her chin and stared at nothing for a moment, then asked, ‘That murdered woman they found at Lido, when was it, six, seven years ago?’ Brunetti recalled it, and how it had shocked the city. ‘What were they, Bangladeshi?’ she asked.

‘Indian,’ he corrected her. ‘But that was before you came here.’

She nodded. ‘I read about it. Il Mattino went wild for it, like all the papers. There was a feeding frenzy about the whole thing, remember?’

Brunetti had been in Ljubljana at the time, persuading the authorities there to extradite an Italian who had fled the country after murdering his employer. By the time Brunetti returned to Venice, the case had been solved and the murderers arrested.

‘They found her in a canal on Lido, didn’t they?’ Griffoni asked. Then she added, ‘There was something about a suitcase.’ She shook her head when memory refused to function.

Brunetti tried to recall the lurid details of the case. ‘They brought her here in a suitcase, well, her body – they’d killed her in Milano – and took her out to the Lido and dumped her into a canal.’

‘It was an argument about money, wasn’t it?’ she asked.

‘Isn’t it always?’

‘I forget the rest,’ Griffoni said. ‘Something about a taxi.’

Brunetti stopped and plucked at his shirt to pull it away from his body. The heat had done nothing but increase over the last week, as had the humidity, although there was no talk of rain. The boats were crowded, breezes had died, tempers were short.

Brunetti gave a brief snort; he didn’t know if it was disgust or disbelief. ‘As I remember, they missed the last train to Milano, so they took a taxi from Piazzale Roma, paid I think it was five hundred Euros for it. They still had the empty suitcase with them. When the taxi driver read about the body the next day and thought about how nervous they had been, he called the Questura.’ He brushed his palms together and said, ‘It was over within a day.’

‘I never read anything more about it,’ Griffoni said. ‘Did you?’

‘No. They killed her in Milano, so that’s where the trial would have been held,’ Brunetti said and glanced at his watch. It was almost three, the time of their appointment at the Ospedale Fatebenefratelli to interview a patient in the hospice who had asked to speak to the police.

They knew her name and age: Benedetta Toso, 38, Venetian and resident in Santa Croce. They knew no more than that about her, although her presence as a patient in the hospice had persuaded them not to delay in going to see her. Brunetti had been contacted by Cecilia Donato, the doctor in charge of Signora Toso’s treatment, who had once worked with his brother, Sergio, an X-ray technician at the Ospedale Civile, and remembered that he had a brother who was a commissario.

She had called the Questura the day before and asked to speak to Brunetti. When she explained that she was chief doctor at the hospice at Ospedale Fatebenefratelli, the man answering the call had told her he would have to see if Commissario Brunetti was there; when she added that she was a friend of Brunetti’s brother, her call was transferred immediately.

The doctor would tell him no more than that Signora Toso was a patient under her care who, when asked if she would like to speak to a priest, had answered that she would like to speak to a policeman, preferably a female policeman.

And thus it was Griffoni who was chosen; Brunetti had come along to speak to Dottoressa Donato, hoping to capitalize on any trust she might have in his brother. He and Griffoni had discussed tactics, and she had suggested that he accompany her when she spoke to the patient, but show his submission to her.

They arrived at five minutes to three and went directly to the elevator. Brunetti had visited more than one friend who had passed through the hospice here on the way out of life, just as he had visited friends in the Ospedale Civile who found themselves at the same point. Should it be his fate to have to decide, he would want to come here.

They got out on the second floor, and Brunetti turned automatically to the left, down toward the nurses’ station. His experiences in hospitals, visiting patients, had usually been exercises in patience: waiting until the staff allowed visitors on to the wards; finding an empty chair in a room with usually two, and often four, patients; listening to the clang of meals being delivered to the wards and then to the rooms.

Here, however, the hallway was silent; the nurse at the desk was a young man with long fair hair pulled back in a braid. He wore jeans and a white T-shirt under a white lab jacket and smiled in welcome as they approached. He had a tag on his jacket with only ‘Domingo’ written on it. ‘Are you the police?’ he asked in lightly accented Italian, sounding pleased at their arrival.

Griffoni, ostensibly in charge, confirmed this. ‘Yes. Commissario Claudia Griffoni and’ – this with a wave towards Brunetti – ‘my colleague, Guido Brunetti.’

‘Welcome,’ the young man said with a smile. ‘Dottoressa Donato asked me to take you to her when you arrived.’ He got up and came around the counter, revealing a pair of white Converse sneakers. He reached out to shake their hands. ‘I’m glad you came. Signora Toso wants very badly to talk to you.’

Before they could ask about this, he turned and started down the hall. Brunetti noticed that the walls were decorated with black-and-white photos of beaches: straight or curved, surfless calm or raging waves, giant rocks or none. The only common element was the absence of human beings or human rubbish: no cans, plastic, chairs, boats; only space and water.

The young man stopped at the third door on the left, which stood open. From the doorway, he said, ‘Cecilia, the police are here for you.’

A voice said something Brunetti could not hear, and Domingo stepped away from the door and waved them to go in. Brunetti followed Griffoni into the room.

An enormously fat white-haired woman was struggling to push herself up from her chair as they came in and succeeded only when they were almost at her desk. She braced herself against the top of the desk with her left hand and extended her right to Griffoni and then to Brunetti.

The woman had a nametag similar to the young man’s, though hers bore her title and name: Dottoressa Cecilia Donato. She smiled and waved them to the chairs in front of her desk, then braced both hands on the arms of her own chair and lowered herself slowly into it.

Her face was pear-like, as was her body: thin on the top and ballooning out at the middle. Her forehead and eyes were those of a far smaller person, but below them, her cheeks widened and seemed to come to rest on the straight column of her neck, almost as wide as her jaws. Below her shoulders, her figure swelled out, then disappeared behind her desk.

Reluctant to be perceived as staring at her body, Brunetti turned his eyes to her hands. They were slim, smooth-skinned. A thin indentation separated them from her chubby wrists, as though pieces of string had been tied tight around them, the better to illustrate the separate parts of her body. She wore a gold wedding ring on her left hand.

‘Thank you both for coming, and please do sit down,’ Dottoressa Donato said in a contralto voice that resonated for an extra beat after she stopped speaking. She glanced down to examine some papers on her desk, exposing the thinning hair on the crown of her head, then looked up and said, speaking to Brunetti, ‘I explained Signora Toso’s request on the phone, Commissario, and can tell you no more than that.’

Brunetti nodded, thought for a moment and asked, ‘Does that mean you do know more, Dottoressa?’

She hesitated to consider this. She would be a bad liar, Brunetti thought. Then she finally said, ‘I don’t think it matters what or how much I know about Signora Toso. She’s my patient, so anything she’s told me is private.’ When Brunetti did not respond, she added, ‘I’m sure you’re aware of that, Commissario.’

‘Of course, Dottoressa. I’m merely curious to know if there’s anyone else who knows what she wants to tell the police.’

‘For what reason?’

‘To verify what she says. Should that become necessary,’ Brunetti answered.

‘And why would it?’

Brunetti spread his hands wide. ‘Because she’s here.’

Dottoressa Donato looked at Griffoni, as though interested in any contribution she might make, but Griffoni shook her head, so the doctor returned her attention to Brunetti, and said, ‘I understand.’

‘That way, there would be confirmation,’ Brunetti began, ‘of whatever she says.’

The doctor put her elbows on her desk, placed her palms together, and rested her chin against the tops of her fingers. ‘Why would that be necessary?’

Brunetti crossed his legs to suggest ease and said, ‘If I might be frank, Dottoressa, this is a dying woman who wants to speak to a policeman. So it’s … possible that whatever she says will concern a crime.’ He paused to give the doctor the chance to reply.

When she did not, he continued, ‘If you’ve been told what she tells us, Dottoressa, your confirmation would give greater credence to what she …’ His voice trailed off: he was unable to decide what tense was appropriate.

‘Chooses to say,’ the doctor supplied, and Brunetti nodded his thanks.

The woman shifted in her chair, and Brunetti could not stop himself from thinking about the effort she must have to put into moving that mass. He glanced aside at Griffoni but said nothing.

When Dottoressa Donato was settled into a new position farther forward in her chair, she continued. ‘This is a hospice, Commissario. My patients don’t go home again.’ She tightened her lips and gave him a level gaze. ‘It might be that, as her doctor, I can’t repeat what she’s told me even after she’s gone.’

Brunetti leaned forward in his chair long enough to pull his shirt away from his back. ‘It might be more helpful if we could speak to Signora Toso,’ he said.

Before he could get to his feet, Griffoni asked, ‘Do you have any idea how much longer Signora Toso might live, Dottoressa?’

The fat woman looked at Griffoni and gave a small smile, as though to show her relief that someone, finally, had displayed concern – or at least interest – in her patient. It was some time before she spoke. ‘A few weeks. At best. Perhaps much less. It’s in her bones now, and because of that, she needs sedation.’

‘Where did it start?’ Griffoni asked.

‘Her breast,’ Dottoressa Donato answered. ‘Five years ago.’

Griffoni failed to stifle her deep sigh. ‘Ah, poor woman.’

The doctor’s face softened at this and she said, ‘She was at CRO in Aviano for a time, began her treatment there some years ago. They thought they’d stopped it. She had radiation and chemo and was clear for a while, and then early this year she found a lump under her left arm.’

Brunetti was a stone. The women were intent on one another. ‘By that time, it had already passed to her bones. They tried again at Aviano, but nothing worked. And then, a bit more than three weeks ago, she came here.’

Griffoni folded her hands and leaned forward, elbows on her knees. She stared at her shoes and moved her upper body forward and back a few times, just the faintest motion.

‘She has children?’ she said by way of question.

‘Yes, two daughters. Livia’s twelve and Daria’s fourteen.’

‘Their father?’ Griffoni asked, one woman to another.

‘Her husband died about a week after she got here.’ The calm of the doctor’s voice was in sharp contrast to her face.

‘Oddio,’ Griffoni whispered. ‘What happened?’

The doctor seemed reluctant to add to the misery of the conversation but finally said, ‘He was killed in an accident.’

‘How?’

‘His motorcycle went off the road when he was coming home from work. The police said it was possible he lost control, even that un pirata della strada sideswiped him.’

‘And the driver?’ Brunetti asked. ‘Was he found?’

She looked at him with an expression that suggested he should know better than to ask such a question. ‘When have you ever known a driver to stop after hitting someone?’

‘Witnesses?’ he asked.

She shook her head. ‘You’ll have to ask the police about that,’ she said with no audible irony. ‘As I understand things, no one ever came forward. I imagine they checked the scene and the motorcycle, but I’ve heard nothing about that.’

Silence fell after this exchange, not to be broken until Griffoni said, ‘And Signora Toso?’ Suddenly she lost control and asked, ‘How can she bear it?’

Again, the doctor shifted her weight around in her chair in search of a more comfortable distribution of her bulk. This time it took her longer to find it, and when she did, she shook her head. ‘She has no choice.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Griffoni said, sounding honestly confused.

‘She has the girls. They need her to be strong.’

After pausing for a moment to see if either of them had something to say, the doctor went on. ‘Maria Grazia, her sister, came the day after it happened. And told her.’ Suddenly, she placed her palms flat on the desk in front of her and studied them. She used her thumb to turn the wedding ring around, watching it move.

‘I was on duty, and I heard her scream.’ She watched the ring as intently as if some other person were moving it, or it was turning by itself. Her eyes did not leave it as she said, ‘I went to her room and found her screaming at Maria Grazia, ‘I did it. I did it.’ She sighed and shook her head.

‘The girls didn’t come for two days after it happened, then Maria Grazia brought them again.’

‘How was that?’ Griffoni asked.

The doctor looked across at Griffoni and then Brunetti and went on. ‘After they left, Domingo and I went in to check on her. She’d pushed the covers down and was trying to get up.’ She looked at her fingers again. ‘He and I held her to keep her in the bed.’

She paused for a moment and then said, her surprise real, ‘It was very easy. All those things you read in books about the superhuman power of the dying: it’s not true. Domingo held her, and I went to get something to calm her. There was no strength left in her by the time I got back, but I gave her the injection anyway, and she slept through the night.’ She stopped speaking. Long experience told Brunetti that the story was near its end and that to ask anything might annoy her.

‘I mentioned his death some days later, only once,’ she said, her voice falling into a terminal cadence, ‘and told Benedetta how sorry I was. She ignored me and turned her face away.’ The doctor did much the same, looked away from them and again stopped speaking. She studied the tops of a thin row of pine trees that were visible from the window of her office.

Brunetti got to his feet. ‘I think it’s time we spoke with your patient, Dottoressa,’ he said. ‘If we may.’
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Griffoni stood. Dottoressa Donato pushed herself, not without effort, from her chair and moved towards the door. She paused there to wait for them, then opened the door and started back towards the nursing station. They followed silently, neither glancing at the other, eyes on the slow-moving bulk ahead of them.

The nurse’s desk was empty, the counter entirely free of papers or instruments. Dottoressa Donato passed it and turned into a corridor on the left. Here, the photos were in colour, same size, and all of single, lone trees. Brunetti recognized a birch, standing alone beside a river; a cherry in the centre of a field; a chestnut nestled up against a cliff; and an enormous maple perched on the top of a hill. In each case, the photo was a portrait that managed, in a way that Brunetti noticed but did not understand, to show the life the tree had had. The birch leaned towards and longed for the water; the cherry’s leaves were almost grey with thirst, no water in sight; the chestnut appeared frightened; while the maple claimed command of everything around it and looked as though it would somehow defend that claim.

The doctor stopped outside a door, turned to them, and said, ‘I’ll tell her about Dottoressa Griffoni first. I imagine you’ve planned to have her do the questioning, while you,’ she said, glancing at Brunetti with a neutral face, ‘try to remain meek and invisible.’

Griffoni laughed. She put her hand over her mouth, but too late to stifle the sound. Abandoning caution, she turned to the other woman and said, ‘I wish you were my doctor.’

Dottoressa Donato smiled and lowered her head at the compliment, then looked at Griffoni and said, ‘But then you’d be a patient here. And I wouldn’t wish that on you, my dear.’ Warmed by truth and sympathy, her voice resonated deeply in the space around the three of them.

The doctor tapped on the door, waited a moment, then tapped again. There was a noise from inside. She opened the door and stepped in. She turned to Griffoni and Brunetti, held up her right hand and patted at the air. Turning back, she went into the room and closed the door.

Neither of them moved, nor did they speak. Griffoni took a step backwards and leaned against the wall, crossed her ankles and folded her arms. She looked as though she were waiting for a bus or a vaporetto and had all the time in the world.

Brunetti stuffed his hands in his pockets and walked to the window. He saw the row of pine trees and bent closer to the glass; the earth under them was raked clean. Flowers grew in no particular order around the trunks. He realized that the patients could see flowers if they stood by the window. If, he hastened to tell himself, they could manage to get to a window.

An elderly man came down the corridor towards them, leading an even more elderly dog, a fuzzy beige mass that walked sedately at his side. ‘Come on, Eglantine, only a little bit and we’ll see your mamma.’ At the word the dog looked up at the man. ‘That’s right, sweetheart. You know where she is.’ Saying that, he reached down and released the dog. Tossing away the years, the dog scampered down the hall, yipping in excitement, and disappeared into the last room on the right.

Her entrance was answered by human squeals, equal in delight. The old man wrapped up the lead and stuffed it in the pocket of his jacket. Woollen jacket, Brunetti noticed in amazement. The man excused himself for walking in front of them, went slowly down the hall and into the same room, where voices welcomed his arrival.

The door where Brunetti and Griffoni stood opened; Dottoressa Donato emerged and pulled the door almost closed behind her. ‘She said she’d like to talk to you both.’

Griffoni pushed herself from the wall, asking, ‘Would you prefer to be with us, Dottoressa?’

The older woman’s face softened, but she said, ‘No. I think it’s better if there are only the two of you.’ Seeing Griffoni’s expression, the doctor explained, ‘It takes her some time to understand what she’s told. It would be better for her – and for you – to keep things quiet and calm and as simple as possible.’ She saw the look Brunetti and Griffoni exchanged, and added, speaking very softly, ‘She’s still lucid; don’t worry about that. She’s not taking as much as she should to stop the pain.’ When neither of them spoke, she continued, ‘I think it’s like having a television on loud all the time. She has to concentrate very hard to understand.’ Again, she paused, then added, very quietly, ‘It’s bad, when it’s in the bones.’

Saying nothing further, she turned back to the door and pushed it open. Silently, Griffoni and Brunetti passed in front of her, and the doctor closed the door from the outside.

A bed projected from the wall at the right of the door. Although a hand-knitted red blanket lay across it, there was no disguising the fact that this was a hospital bed: metal railings on both sides, lowered now; an outlet and mask for oxygen in the wall behind it. Two plastic bags containing liquid, one transparent and one orange, hung from a metal stand on the far side of the bed. The liquids dripped into plastic tubes that ran down and disappeared under the covers.

The head of the woman who lay there was covered with greying stubble that accentuated the hollows above her ears. She appeared to have been tossed or dropped on to the pillows that propped up her back and head, leaving her body tilted to the right. She nodded towards them but did not smile. Griffoni approached the bed and stopped beside the single chair next to it. The woman nodded again, and Griffoni sat. Brunetti walked to a second red chair that stood in front of the window but found the seat so hot that he sat upright, reluctant to press his back against the plastic panel that had been in the sun all morning.

No one spoke for at least a minute, then Griffoni started. ‘Signora Toso, we came because of Dottoressa Donato’s call. She said you wanted to see the police.’

The woman looked at Griffoni, then Brunetti, and then back at Griffoni. She nodded. She could have been thirty, or she could just as easily have been fifty. The flesh had fled her face, leaving behind the bones and the skin. The perfection of both still showed amidst the ruins of her beauty. The darkest of brown eyes looked at them as if from caverns. Grey circles surrounded them, reminding Brunetti of the eyes of lemurs he had seen in a television documentary years ago. Her nose, although still straight and fine, had been honed into a beak, its surface scabby and dry. Only her mouth retained its old beauty: lush, red, full, and now rigid in the grip of some spasm Brunetti did not want to consider.

Griffoni did not speak, and Brunetti did not move. He noticed two small lumps under the red blanket, a bit below where her waist must be. Not wanting to be seen staring at her face, he stared at the lumps while he waited for one of the women to speak. Could there be some medical apparatus hidden there? Some means of injecting and removing fluids – what a horrible word – from her body? The size of apples, they lacked that fruit’s roundness and were covered with what looked like large bumps, on one of them lined up in a row, on the other fewer and larger. The silence remained in the room, as did his eyes on the lumps.

One moved. It stopped before Brunetti was sure of what he had seen, but he was certain it had moved. And then the other. The bumps seemed to undulate and then grew still again. Then, alarmingly, one began to move towards the other, scuttling across her body and yanking a noise from the horrified Brunetti. It was only then, as one lump was covered and absorbed by the other, that he realized they were her hands. He closed his eyes. When he opened them, one of her hands was on top of the covers.

‘Signora?’ he heard, and Griffoni’s voice drew him back to normality. ‘Signora?’ she repeated.

‘Sì?’ the woman in the bed whispered with an almost imperceptible nod.

‘We’ve come to hear what you want to tell us.’

Brunetti looked at Signora Toso, whose eyes were closed. Her chest rose once, twice, and then she opened her eyes. ‘The money,’ she finally said.

‘What about the money?’ Griffoni asked calmly, as though they were two old friends meeting for a coffee and a chat about their children.

‘He said yes,’ she gasped. Then, perhaps seeing their confusion, ‘He took it.’

‘When was that, Benedetta?’ Griffoni asked.

Signora Toso shook her head minimally. ‘I don’t remember,’ she began and then took two deep breaths before adding, ‘time.’

‘I see,’ Griffoni said, leaning forward. ‘It must be hard. To remember.’

Signora Toso looked at the other woman. Her lips moved; Brunetti had no idea if she was trying to smile or to speak. Finally she managed to say, ‘Birthday.’

‘I see,’ Griffoni said amiably, then asked, as if from mere politeness, ‘Yours?’

Signora Toso nodded again, though with less energy. Brunetti watched her hands contracting and expanding.

‘What was it for, Benedetta?’ Griffoni asked.

‘Clinic.’ The sound of the word was followed by an intake of breath that forced Brunetti to clench his teeth.

Griffoni looked around the room. ‘This clinic, do you mean?’

‘No. Before.’

‘Before you came here?’

Signora Toso’s hands relaxed. ‘Sì. Sì.’

‘That’s good, that he found the money,’ Griffoni said and placed her hand lightly on Signora Toso’s, as if to enforce her approval.

Signora Toso stared at her but said nothing. Her breathing grew heavy, painful to hear, and then slowed and grew normal again. Brunetti saw her hand turn upwards and reach for Griffoni’s.

‘Did he tell you where he got it?’ Griffoni asked with real interest and not a little admiration.

‘Work.’

‘What work did he do?’ she asked. Somehow, Brunetti realized, Griffoni had become this woman’s oldest, closest friend and now spoke with the liberty earned by secrets exchanged, promises made and kept all through their lives.

Again, that minimal shake of the head.

‘Wouldn’t he tell you?’ When Signora Toso didn’t answer, Griffoni went on instantly, ‘My husband’s like that, too. You know how men are: they never trust us about money.’ It was only now that Brunetti noticed the pure Veneto cadence in Griffoni’s voice, the scarcity of ‘l’s’, and that she’d tossed the ‘r’ out of the word marito. How did she do it?

‘Bad,’ Signora Toso whispered so softly that Brunetti wasn’t sure he’d heard her correctly.

‘Bad not to tell you?’ Griffoni asked.

‘Bad money.’ Saying that, Signora Toso’s mouth fell open, her power of speech replaced by a rough snoring noise.

Still holding the other woman’s hand, Griffoni leaned back in her chair, turned to Brunetti and raised her chin in silent interrogation. He patted the air with his palm and put his finger to his lips.

Brunetti realized only then how hot he was. He tried to lift his right leg, but it was glued to the chair by sweat. More sweat ran down his back, sucked out of him by the heat radiating from the plastic. He braced his palms on the sides of the seat and started to push himself to his feet, his trousers slobbering as they pulled free. He stood and pinched the cloth at the sides of both legs and pulled until he felt it loosen from the back of his thighs.

Signora Toso whipped her head to the left, perhaps in an attempt to escape from questions, or from pain. Brunetti sat down, fearing she would open her eyes and see him looming over the bed. What was ‘bad money’? he wondered.

Someone opened the door without knocking, and Domingo came into the room. He smiled and nodded to both Griffoni and Brunetti, then walked over to the bed. He replaced the now-empty bottle of clear liquid with a full one. Seeing that Griffoni was holding Signora Toso’s hand, he reached under the covers to find her other wrist and held it long enough to take her pulse. When he was finished, he left her hand on top of the covers, made a note on the chart at the foot of the bed, picked up the empty bottle, and left the room as silently as he had entered it.

Brunetti and Griffoni sat, both staring at the sleeping woman, waiting to see what would happen. Neither risked speaking. The door opened again; Domingo came in with two glasses of water on a tray. He offered one to Griffoni, who thanked him softly, then one to Brunetti, who did the same. Both of them drank quickly and set the glasses back on the tray. The young man took them silently and left the room.

When Brunetti glanced back at the woman on the bed, her eyes were open again and she was staring at him. He forced his face to soften and nodded in her direction. Because he was no more than an assistant, he turned his attention towards the person in charge, Griffoni. Signora Toso, he noted, did the same.

Quite as if there had been no intermission in their conversation, Griffoni asked, ‘Why was it “bad money”, Benedetta?’ Listening to her mild voice, Brunetti gave thanks that it was Griffoni who was doing the questioning, not he, with his masculine impatience and unexamined assumption that his questions had to be answered.

Implicit in Griffoni’s tone was the understanding that she was not a police officer gathering information but a friend trying to find a way to understand so as perhaps to be of help.

Signora Toso stopped moving her head from side to side and gave Griffoni a steady look. Brunetti watched her mouth contract, as if she were straining at a heavy burden. Her eyes closed with the effort, but when she opened them again, they seemed clearer and better focused.

‘It was bad money. I told him no,’ she said in a clear voice. It was her first fully lucid moment, and Brunetti had seen the struggle it took her to achieve it.

He hoped Griffoni would not give in to the impulse to ask questions, but she was already saying, ‘Poor man. But he had to, didn’t he?’ When Signora Toso did not respond, Griffoni asked, ‘You’d do it for him, wouldn’t you?’ Then, upping the ante, she added, ‘Or for your girls.’

‘But …’

Griffoni cut the other woman off sharply. ‘If it gave you more time with the girls, then there’s no “but”, Benedetta.’

Brunetti glanced at his colleague and saw her leaning towards the dying woman, one hand embracing Signora Toso’s, the other anchored to her chair. Her hair had come loose and fell close to the other woman. Signora Toso lifted her hand free of Griffoni’s and placed her fingers around one of the strands. She had time only to smile as she rubbed it between thumb and fingers before her hand fell.

She looked at Griffoni, then at Brunetti, and back towards Griffoni. ‘They killed him,’ she said in a completely normal voice, as if she were commenting on the weather.

‘Who?’ Griffoni asked, unable to hide her surprise but not making it clear whether she was asking about the victim or one of the killers.

‘Vittorio,’ she said. Suddenly her eyes closed and her head fell to one side; then her entire body began to slide from the pillows towards Griffoni. She began to moan and pulled her arms tight to her chest.

Brunetti leaped to his feet and took two steps towards the bed. He grabbed the railing and yanked it up into place, then leaned over the bars and opened his hands to block the motion of the woman in the bed and stop her from crashing against the metal rails.

But Griffoni had been faster and had her hands braced against Signora Toso’s shoulder and ribs. She pulled out one of the pillows and stuffed it between Signora Toso and the railing. The woman didn’t move.

‘I’ll get someone,’ Griffoni said, starting towards the door.

Brunetti remained beside the woman, ready to help her, if he only knew how. He looked away and then back at her. Emaciated, lined, devoured by the disease that was soon to take her, she looked older than he, although he knew she was not yet forty. He longed to provide some comfort, to offer her some solace for all she was about to leave. He wanted to promise that he would see that her children were kept safe, that Vittorio’s killers would be found, that she would soon be at peace, but he wasn’t certain about any of those things. All he knew was that soon she would die, but not before she had suffered even more.

She made another moaning noise and opened her eyes. Brunetti met her glance and tried to smile, wanted to speak. Her eyes wandered and then closed, and she was asleep again, although it was restless sleep, filled with intermittent whimpers.

‘I’ll do what I can,’ he said to the sleeping woman. Because she was asleep, he assumed she had not heard or understood. But he had promised, and that would have to suffice.
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