


Contents

About the Book
About the Author
Also by Donna Leon
Title Page
Dedication
Epigraph
Map

Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19



Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25

Copyright



About the Book

Early one morning Guido Brunetti, Commissario of the
Venice Police, confronts a grisly sight when the body of a
young man is fished out of a fetid Venetian canal. All the
clues point to a violent mugging, but for Brunetti, robbery
seems all too convenient a motive. Then something very
incriminating is discovered in the dead man’s flat –
something which points to the existence of a high-level
cabal – and Brunetti becomes convinced that somebody,
somewhere, is taking great pains to provide a ready-made
solution to the crime . . .
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for Peggy Flynn



Volgi intorno lo squardo, oh sire, e vedi qual strage
orrenda nel tuo nobil regno, fa il crudo mostro. Ah mira
allagate di sangue quelle pubbliche vie. Ad ogni passo
vedrai chi geme, e l’alma gonfia d’atro velen dal corpo
esala.

Gaze around you, oh sire, and see what terrible
destruction the cruel monster has wrought in your noble
kingdom. Look at the streets swamped in blood. At
every step you see someone groaning, the spirit leaving
a corpse swollen with horrible poison.

Idomeneo





1

The body floated face down in the murky water of the canal.
Gently, the ebbing tide tugged it along towards the open
waters of the laguna that spread out beyond the end of the
canal. The head bumped a few times against the moss-
covered steps of the embankment in front of the Basilica of
Santi Giovanni e Paolo, lodged there for a moment, then
shifted free as the feet swung out in a delicate balletic arc
that pulled it loose and set it again drifting towards the open
waters and freedom.

Close by, the bells of the church chimed four in the
morning, and the waters slowed, as if ordered to do so by
the bell.

Gradually, they slowed even more, until they reached that
moment of utter stillness that separates the tides, when the
waters wait for the new tide to take over the day’s work.
Caught in the calm, the limp thing bobbed on the surface of
the water, dark-clad and invisible. Time passed in silence
and then was broken by two men who walked by, chatting in
soft voices filled with the easy sibilance of the Venetian
dialect. One of them pushed a low cart loaded with
newspapers which he was taking back to his newsstand to
begin the day; the other was on his way to work in the
hospital that took up one entire side of the vast open
campo.

Out in the laguna, a small boat puttered past, and the tiny
waves it raised rippled up the canal and toyed with the
body, shifting it back up against the embankment wall.



As the bells chimed five, a woman in one of the houses
that overlooked the canal and faced onto the campo flung
open the dark-green shutters of her kitchen and turned back
to lower the flaming gas under her coffee pot. Still not fully
awake, she spooned sugar into a small cup, flipped off the
gas with a practised motion of her wrist, and poured a thick
stream of coffee into her cup. Cradling it in her hands, she
walked back to the open window and, as she had every
morning for decades, looked across at the giant equestrian
statue of Colleoni, once the most fearsome of all Venetian
military leaders, now her nearest neighbour. For Bianca
Pianaro, this was the most peaceful moment of the day, and
Colleoni, cast into eternal bronze silence centuries ago, the
perfect companion for this precious, secret quarter-hour of
silence.

Glad of its sharp warmth, she sipped at her coffee,
watching the pigeons that had already begun to peck their
way towards the base of the statue. Idly, she glanced
directly below her, to where her husband’s small boat
bobbed in the dark-green water. It had rained in the night,
and she looked to see if the canvas tarpaulin that covered
the boat was still in place. If the tarpaulin had been pulled
free by the wind, Nino would have to go down and bail the
boat out before he went to work. She leaned out, providing
herself a clear view of the bow. At first, she thought it was a
bag of rubbish, swept from the embankment by the night’s
tide. But it was strangely symmetrical, elongated, with two
branches sweeping out on either side of the central trunk,
almost as if it were …

‘Oh, Dio,’ she gasped and let her coffee cup fall into the
waters below, not far from the strange shape floating face
down in the canal. ‘Nino, Nino,’ she screamed, turning back
towards their bedroom. ‘There’s a body in the canal.’

It was this same message, ‘There’s a body in the canal’,
that woke Guido Brunetti twenty minutes later. He shifted up



onto his left shoulder and pulled the phone onto the bed
with him. ‘Where?’

‘Santi Giovanni e Paolo. In front of the hospital, sir,’
answered the policeman who had called him as soon as the
call came into the Questura.

‘What happened? Who found him?’ Brunetti asked,
swinging his feet out from beneath the covers and sitting up
on the edge of the bed.

‘I don’t know, sir. A man named Pianaro called to report it.’
‘So why did you call me?’ Brunetti asked, making no

attempt to hide the irritation in his voice, the clear result of
the time indicated on the glowing face of the clock beside
the bed: five-thirty-one. ‘What about the night shift? Isn’t
anyone there?’

‘They’ve all gone home, sir. I called Bozzetti, but his wife
said he wasn’t home yet.’ As he spoke, the young man’s
voice grew more and more uncertain. ‘So I called you, sir,
because I know you’re working day shift.’ Which, Brunetti
reminded himself, began in two and a half hours. He said
nothing.

‘Are you there, sir?’
‘Yes, I’m here. And it’s five-thirty.’
‘I know, sir,’ the young man bleated. ‘But I couldn’t find

anyone else.’
‘All right. All right. I’ll go down there and have a look.

Send me a launch. Now.’ Remembering the hour and the
fact that the night shift had already gone off duty, he asked,
‘Is there anyone who can bring it?’

‘Yes, sir. Montisi just came in. Shall I send him?’
‘Yes, right now. And call the rest of the day shift. Tell them

to meet me there.’
‘Yes, sir,’ the young man responded, his relief audible at

having someone take charge.
‘And call Doctor Rizzardi. Ask him to meet me there as

quickly as he can.’
‘Yes, sir. Anything else, sir?’



‘No, nothing. But send the launch. Right now. And tell the
others, if they get there before I do, to close things off.
Don’t let anyone get near the body.’ Even as they spoke,
how much evidence was being destroyed, cigarettes
dropped on the ground, shoes scuffed across the pavement?
Without saying anything further, he hung up.

Beside him in the bed, Paola moved and looked up at him
with one eye, the other covered by a naked arm against the
invasion of light. She made a noise that long experience told
him was an inquisitive one.

‘A body. In a canal. They’re coming to get me. I’ll call.’ The
noise with which she acknowledged this was an affirmative
one. She rolled onto her stomach and was asleep
immediately, certainly the only person in the entire city
uninterested in the fact that a body had been found floating
in one of the canals.

He dressed quickly, decided not to spend the time
shaving, and went into the kitchen to see if there was time
for coffee. He opened the lid of the Moka Express and saw
about an inch of coffee left over from the night before.
Though he hated reheated coffee, he poured it into a
saucepan and put it on a high flame, standing over it and
waiting for it to boil. When it did, he poured the almost
viscous liquid into a cup, spooned in three sugars, and
downed it quickly.

The bell to the apartment sounded, announcing the arrival
of the police launch. He glanced at his watch. Eight minutes
before six. It must be Montisi; no one else was capable of
getting a boat here that quickly. He grabbed a wool jacket
from the cupboard by the front door. September mornings
could be cold, and there was always the chance of wind at
Santi Giovanni e Paolo, so near to the open waters of the
laguna.

At the bottom of the five flights of stairs, he pulled open
the door to the building and found Puccetti, a recruit who
had been with the police for fewer than five months.



‘Buon giorno, Signor Commissario,’ Puccetti said brightly
and saluted, making far more noise and motion than
Brunetti thought seemly at that hour.

Brunetti answered with a wave and headed down the
narrow calle on which he lived. At the edge of the water, he
saw the police launch moored to the landing, blue light
flashing rhythmically. At the wheel, he recognized Montisi, a
police pilot who had the blood of countless generations of
Burano fishermen in his veins, blood that must certainly
have been mixed with the waters of the laguna, carrying an
instinctive knowledge of the tides and currents that would
have allowed him to navigate the canals of the city with his
eyes closed.

Montisi, stocky and heavy-bearded, acknowledged
Brunetti’s arrival with a nod, as much an acknowledgement
of the hour as of his superior. Puccetti scrambled onto deck,
joining a pair of uniformed policemen already there. One of
them flicked the mooring cable free of the piling, and
Montisi backed the boat quickly out into the Grand Canal,
then swung it sharply around and back up towards the
Rialto Bridge. They swept under the bridge and swung into a
one-way canal on the right. Soon after that, they cut to the
left, then again to the right. Brunetti stood on the deck,
collar raised against the wind and the earlymorning chill.
Boats moored on either side of the canals bobbed in their
wake, and others, coming in from San Erasmo with fresh
fruit and vegetables, pulled to the side and hugged the
buildings at the sight of their flashing blue light.

Finally, they turned into the Rio dei Mendicanti, the canal
that flowed beside the hospital and out into the laguna, just
opposite the cemetery. The proximity of the cemetery to the
hospital was probably accidental; to most Venetians,
however, particularly those who had survived treatment at
the hospital, the location of the cemetery was a silent
comment upon the proficiency of the hospital staff.



Halfway down the canal, clustered on the right, Brunetti
saw a small group of people drawn up close to the edge of
the embankment. Montisi stopped the boat fifty metres from
the crowd in what Brunetti knew would be, by now, an
entirely vain attempt to keep any evidence at the site free
from the effects of their arrival.

One of the officers approached the boat and held out a
hand to Brunetti to help him climb ashore. ‘Buon giorno,
Signor Commissario. We got him out, but, as you can see,
we’ve already got company.’ He gestured to nine or ten
people crowding around something on the pavement, their
bodies obscuring it from Brunetti’s sight.

The officer turned back towards the crowd, saying as he
walked, ‘All right. Move back. Police.’ At the approach of the
two men, not at the command, the crowd pulled back.

On the pavement, Brunetti saw the body of a young man
lying on his back, eyes open to the morning light. Beside
him stood two policemen, uniforms soaked to their
shoulders. Both of them saluted when they saw Brunetti.
When their hands returned to their sides, water trickled to
the ground beneath them. He recognized them, Luciani and
Rossi, both good men.

‘Well?’ Brunetti asked, looking down at the dead man.
Luciani, the senior of the two, answered. ‘He was floating

in the canal when we got here, Dottore. A man in that
house,’ he said, pointing to an ochre building on the other
side of the canal, ‘called us. His wife saw him.’

Brunetti turned and looked across at the house. ‘Fourth
floor,’ Luciani explained. Brunetti cast his eyes up, just in
time to see a form pull back from the window. As he stared
at the building and at those beside it, he noticed a number
of dark shadows at the windows. Some retreated when he
looked at them, others did not.

Brunetti turned back to Luciani and nodded to him to
continue. ‘He was near the steps, but we had to go in and
pull him out. I put him on his back. To try to revive him. But



there was no hope, sir. It looks like he’s been dead a long
time.’ He sounded apologetic, almost as if his failure to
breathe life back into the young man had somehow added
to the finality of his death.

‘Did you check the body?’ Brunetti asked.
‘No, sir. When we saw that there was nothing we could do,

we thought it would be best to leave him for the doctor.’
‘Good, good,’ Brunetti muttered. Luciani shivered, either

with cold or the awareness of his failure, and small drops of
water fell to the pavement below him.

‘You two get yourselves off home. Have a bath, get
something to eat. And drink something against the chill.’
Both men smiled at this, grateful for the suggestion. ‘And
take the launch. Montisi will take you home, both of you.’

The men thanked him and pushed their way through the
crowd, which had grown larger in the few minutes Brunetti
had been there. He gestured to one of the uniformed men
who had come with him on the launch and told him, ‘Move
these people back, then get their names and addresses, all
of them. Ask them when they got here, if they heard or saw
anything strange this morning. Then send them home.’ He
hated the ghouls who always gathered at the scenes of
death and could never understand the fascination so many
of them had with it, especially in its more violent
manifestations.

He looked again at the face of the young man on the
pavement, now the object of so many pitiless stares. He was
a handsome man, with short blond hair made darker by the
water that still puddled around him. His eyes were a clear,
limpid blue, his face symmetrical, nose narrow and fine.

Behind him, Brunetti heard the voices of the police as
they began to move the crowd back. He called Puccetti over
to him, ignoring the new salute the young man gave him.
‘Puccetti, go over to that row of houses on the other side of
the canal and see if anyone heard or saw anything.’

‘For what time, sir?’



Brunetti thought for a moment, considering the moon. It
had been new two nights ago: the tides would not have
been strong enough to carry the body very far at all. He
would have to ask Montisi about last night’s tides. The
hands of the dead man were strangely shrivelled and white,
a sure sign he had been in the water for a long time. Once
he knew how long the young man had been dead, he’d
leave it to Montisi to calculate how far he could have drifted.
And from where. In the meantime, there was Puccetti. ‘Ask
them for any time last night. And get some barriers set up.
Send those people home if you can.’ Little chance of that,
he knew. Venice had few events like this to offer its citizens;
they would leave only reluctantly.

He heard the sound of another boat approaching. A
second white police launch, blue light pulsing round, pulled
into the canal and stopped at the same mooring Montisi had
used. This one also carried three men in uniform and one in
civilian clothing. Like sunflowers, the faces of the crowd
turned from the sun of their attention, the dead man, and
swirled around towards the men who jumped down from the
boat and approached the crowd.

At their head walked Doctor Ettore Rizzardi, the Coroner
for the city. Unperturbed by the stares he was receiving,
Doctor Rizzardi approached and extended his hand in a
friendly fashion to Brunetti. ‘Buon di, Guido. What is it?’

Brunetti stepped aside so that Rizzardi could see what lay
at their feet. ‘He was in the canal. Luciani and Rossi pulled
him out, but there was nothing they could do. Luciani tried,
but it was too late.’

Rizzardi nodded and grunted at this. The shrivelled skin of
the hands told him how late it had been for any help.

‘It looks like he’s been in there for a long time, Ettore. But
I’m sure you can tell me better.’

Taking this compliment as no more than his due, Rizzardi
turned his full attention to the corpse. As he bent over the
body, the whispers of the crowd grew even more sibilant. He



ignored them, placed his bag carefully in a dry spot near the
body, and stooped down over the corpse.

Brunetti wheeled around and walked towards the people
who stood in what had now become the front rank of the
crowd.

‘If you’ve given your names and addresses, you can go.
There’s nothing more to see. So you can go, all of you.’ An
old man with a grizzled beard bent sharply to the left to look
past Brunetti and see what the doctor was doing over the
body. ‘I said you can go.’ Brunetti spoke directly to the old
man. He straightened up, glanced at Brunetti with complete
lack of interest, then bent back down, interested only in the
doctor. An old woman yanked angrily at the leash of her
terrier and went off, visibly outraged by yet more evidence
of police brutality. The uniformed men moved slowly among
the crowd, turning them gently with a word or a hand on the
shoulder, gradually forcing them to move away, abandoning
the area to the police. The last to leave was the old man
with the beard, who moved only as far as the iron railing
enclosing the base of the statue of Colleoni, against which
he leaned, refusing to abandon the campo or his rights as a
citizen.

‘Guido, come here a moment,’ Rizzardi called from behind
him.

Brunetti turned and went to stand beside the kneeling
doctor, who held back the dead man’s shirt. About five
inches above his waist, on the left side, Brunetti saw a
horizontal line, jagged at the edges, flesh strangely greyish-
blue. He knelt beside Rizzardi in a chill pool of water to get a
closer look. The cut was about as long as his thumb and
now, probably because of the body’s long immersion, gaped
open, curiously bloodless.

‘This isn’t some tourist who got drunk and fell into a canal,
Guido.’

Brunetti nodded in silent agreement. ‘What could do
something like that?’ he asked, nodding towards the wound.



‘A knife. Wide-bladed. And whoever did it was either very
good or very lucky.’

‘Why do you say that?’ Brunetti asked.
‘I don’t want to poke around in there too much, not until I

can open him up and see it properly,’ Rizzardi said. ‘But if
the angle is right, and that’s indicated by what I can see
from here, then he had a clear path right to the heart. No
ribs in the way. Nothing. Just the least little push, the least
little bit of pressure, and he’s dead.’ Rizzardi repeated,
‘Either very good or very lucky.’

Brunetti could see only the width of the wound; he had no
idea of the path it would have followed within the body.
‘Could it have been anything else? I mean, other than a
knife?’

‘I can’t be sure until I get a closer look at the tissue inside,
but I doubt it.’

‘What about drowning? If it didn’t get his heart, could he
still have drowned?’

Rizzardi sat back on his heels, careful to pull the folds of
his raincoat under him to keep them from the water below.
‘No, I doubt it. If it missed the heart, there wouldn’t have
been enough damage to keep him from pulling himself out
of the water. Just look at how pale he is. I think that’s what
happened. One blow. The right angle. Death would have
been almost immediate.’ He pushed himself to his feet and
delivered the closest thing the young man was to get to a
prayer that morning. ‘Poor devil. He’s a handsome young
man, and he’s in excellent physical shape. I’d say he was an
athlete or at least someone who took very good care of
himself.’ He bent back over the body and, with a gesture
that seemed curiously paternal, he moved his hand down
across his eyes, trying to force them closed. One refused to
move. The other closed for a moment, then slowly slid open
and stared again at the sky. Rizzardi muttered something to
himself, took a handkerchief from his breast pocket, and
placed it across the face of the young man.



‘Cover his face. He died young,’ muttered Brunetti.
‘What?’
Brunetti shrugged. ‘Nothing. Something Paola says.’ He

looked away from the face of the young man and studied,
for the briefest of instants, the façade of the basilica and
allowed himself to be calmed by its symmetry. ‘When can
you tell me something exact, Ettore?’

Rizzardi gave a quick look at his watch. ‘If your boys can
take him out to the cemetery now, I can get to him later this
morning. Give me a call after lunch, and I’ll be able to tell
you exactly. But I don’t think there’s any doubt, Guido.’ The
doctor hesitated, not liking to have to tell Brunetti how to do
his job. ‘Aren’t you going to check his pockets?’

Though he had done it many times in his career, Brunetti
hated this first invasion of the privacy of the dead, this first
awful imposition of the power of the State on the peace of
the departed. He disliked having to go through their diaries
and drawers, to page through their letters, finger their
clothing.

But since the body had already been moved from where it
had been found, there was no reason to leave it untouched
until the photographer could record where it lay in the
precise posture of death. He squatted beside the young man
and reached a hand into his trouser pocket. At the bottom
he found a few coins and placed them beside the body. In
the other there was a plain metal ring with four keys
attached. Unasked, Rizzardi bent down to help shift the
body to its side so that Brunetti could reach into the back
pockets. One held a sodden yellow rectangle, clearly a train
ticket, and the other a paper napkin, equally sodden. He
nodded to Rizzardi, and they lowered the body back to the
ground.

He picked up one of the coins and held it out to the doctor.
‘What is it?’ asked Rizzardi.
‘American. Twenty-five cents.’ It seemed a strange thing

to find in the pocket of a dead man in Venice.



‘Ah, that could be it,’ the doctor said. ‘An American.’
‘What?’
‘Why he’s in such good shape,’ Rizzardi answered, entirely

unconscious of the bitter incongruity of the tense. ‘That
might explain it. They’re always so fit, so healthy.’ Together,
they looked at the body, at the narrow waist that showed
under the still-open shirt.

‘If he is,’ Rizzardi said, ‘the teeth will tell me.’
‘Why?’
‘Because of the dental work. They use different

techniques, better materials. If he’s had any dental work
done, I’ll be able to tell you this afternoon if he’s American.’

Had Brunetti been a different man, he might have asked
Rizzardi to take a look now, but he saw no need to hurry,
nor did he want to disturb that young face again. ‘Thanks,
Ettore. I’ll send a photographer out to take some pictures.
Do you think you can get his eyes closed?’

‘Of course. I’ll have him looking as much like himself as I
can. But you’ll want his eyes open for the pictures, won’t
you?’

Just by a breath, Brunetti stopped himself from saying he
never wanted those eyes open again and, instead,
answered, ‘Yes, yes, of course.’

‘And send someone to take the fingerprints, Guido.’
‘Yes.’
‘All right. Then call me about three.’ They shook hands

briefly, and Doctor Rizzardi picked up his bag. Without
saying goodbye, he walked across the open space towards
the monumental open portal of the hospital, two hours early
for work.

More officers had arrived while they were examining the
body, and now there must have been eight of them, formed
in an outward-facing arc about three metres from the body.
‘Sergeant Vianello,’ Brunetti called, and one of them
stepped back from the line and came to join him beside the
body.



‘Get two of your men to take him to the launch, then take
him out to the cemetery.’

While this was being done, Brunetti returned to his
examination of the front of the basilica, letting his eyes flow
up and around its soaring spires. His eyes shifted across the
campo to the statue of Colleoni, perhaps a witness to the
crime.

Vianello came up beside him. ‘I’ve sent him out to the
cemetery, sir. Anything else?’

‘Yes. Is there a bar around here?’
‘Over there, sir, behind the statue. It opens at six.’
‘Good. I need a coffee.’ As they walked towards the bar,

Brunetti began to give orders. ‘We’ll need divers, a pair of
them. Get them busy in the water where the body was
found. I want them to bring up anything that could be a
weapon: a knife, blade about three centimetres wide. But it
might have been something else, even a piece of metal, so
have them bring up anything that might have made a
wound like that. Tools, anything.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Vianello said, trying to write this in his notebook
while walking.

‘Doctor Rizzardi will give us a time of death this afternoon.
As soon as we have it, I want to see Montisi.’

‘For the tides, sir?’ Vianello asked, understanding
immediately.

‘Yes. And start calling the hotels. See if anyone is missing
from his room, especially Americans.’ He knew the men
disliked this, the endless calls to the hotels, pages and
pages of them on the police list. And after they’d called the
hotels, there remained the pensions and hostels, more
pages of names and numbers.

The steamy warmth of the bar was comforting and
familiar, as were the smells of coffee and pastry. A man and
woman standing at the counter glanced at the uniformed
man, then went back to their conversation. Brunetti asked
for espresso, Vianello for caffè corretto, black coffee with a



substantial splash of grappa. When the barman put their
coffees in front of them, both spooned in two sugars and
cradled the warm cups in their hands for a moment.

Vianello downed his coffee in one gulp, set the cup back
on the counter, and asked, ‘Anything else, sir?’

‘See about drug dealing in the neighbourhood. Who does
it, and where? See if there’s anyone in the neighbourhood
with a record of drug arrests or street crimes: selling, using,
stealing, anything. And find out where they go to shoot up,
any of those calle that dead-end into the canal, if there’s a
place where syringes turn up in the morning.’

‘You think it’s a drug crime, sir?’
Brunetti finished his coffee and nodded to the barman for

another. Without being asked, Vianello shook his head in a
quick negative. ‘I don’t know. It’s possible. So let’s check
that first.’

Vianello nodded and wrote in his notebook. Finished, he
slipped it into his breast pocket and began to reach for his
wallet.

‘No, no,’ Brunetti insisted. ‘I’ll get it. Go back to the boat
and call about the divers. And have your men set up
barricades. Get the entrances to the canal blocked off while
the divers work.’

Vianello nodded his thanks for the coffee and left. Through
the steamy windows of the bar, Brunetti saw the ebb and
flow of people across the campo. He watched as they came
down from the main bridge that led to the hospital, noticed
the police at their right, and asked the people standing
around what was going on. Usually, they paused, looking
from the dark uniforms that still milled around to the police
launch that bobbed at the side of the canal. Then, seeing
nothing at all out of the ordinary beyond that, they
continued about their business. The old man, he saw, still
leaned against the iron railing. Even after all his years of
police work, he could not understand how people could so
willingly place themselves near the death of their own kind.



It was a mystery he had never been able to penetrate, that
awful fascination with the termination of life, especially
when it was violent, as this had been.

He turned back to his second coffee and drank it quickly.
‘How much?’ he asked.

‘Five thousand lire.’
He paid with a ten and waited for his change. When he

handed it to Brunetti, the barman asked, ‘Something bad,
sir?’

‘Yes, something bad,’ Brunetti answered. ‘Something very
bad.’



2

Because the Questura was so near, it was easier for Brunetti
to walk to his office than go back on the launch with the
uniformed men. He went the back way, passing the
Evangelical church and coming up on the Questura from the
right side of the building. The uniformed man at the front
entrance opened the heavy glass door as soon as he saw
Brunetti, who headed for the stairway that would take him
to his office on the fourth floor, passing beside the line of
foreigners seeking residence and work permits, a line that
extended halfway across the lobby.

His desk, when he reached his office, was just as he had
left it the day before, covered with papers and files sprawled
across it in no particular order. The ones nearest to hand
contained personnel reports, all of which he had to read and
comment upon as part of the Byzantine process of
promotion through which all State employees had to go. The
second pile dealt with the last murder in the city, the brutal,
crazed beating to death of a young man that had taken
place a month ago on the embankment of the Zattere. So
savagely had he been beaten that the police were at first
sure it was the work of a gang. Instead, after only a day,
they had discovered that the killer was a frail wisp of a boy
of sixteen. The victim was homosexual, and the killer’s
father a known Fascist who had instilled in his son the
doctrines that Communists and gays were vermin who
deserved only death. So, at five one bright summer
morning, these two young men had come together in a



deadly trajectory beside the waters of the Giudecca Canal.
No one knew what had passed between them, but the
victim had been reduced to such a state that the family had
been denied the right to see his body, which had been
consigned to them in a sealed coffin. The piece of wood
which had been used to beat and stab him to death sat in a
plastic box inside a filing cabinet on the second floor of the
Questura. Little remained to be done, save to see that the
psychiatric treatment of the killer continued and he was not
allowed to leave the city. The State made no provision for
psychiatric treatment for the family of the victim.

Instead of sitting at his desk, Brunetti reached into one of
the side drawers and pulled out an electric razor. He stood
at his window to shave, staring out at the façade of the
church of San Lorenzo, still covered, as it had been for the
last five years, with the scaffolding behind which extensive
restoration was said to be taking place. He had no proof that
this was happening, for nothing had changed in all these
years, and the front doors of the church remained forever
closed.

His phone rang, the direct line from outside. He glanced at
his watch. Nine-thirty. That would be the vultures. He
switched off the razor and walked over to his desk to answer
the phone.

‘Brunetti.’
‘Buon giorno, Commissario. This is Carlon,’ a deep voice

said and went on, quite unnecessarily, to identify himself as
the Crime Reporter for the Gazzettino.

‘Buon giorno, Signor Carlon.’ Brunetti knew what Carlon
wanted; let him ask.

‘Tell me about that American you pulled out of the Rio dei
Mendicanti this morning.’

‘It was officer Luciani who pulled him out, and we have no
evidence that he was American.’

‘I stand corrected, Dottore,’ Carlon said with a sarcasm
that turned apology to insult. When Brunetti didn’t respond,



he asked, ‘He was murdered, wasn’t he?’ making little
attempt to disguise his pleasure at the possibility.

‘It would appear so.’
‘Stabbed?’
How did they learn so much, and so quickly? ‘Yes.’
‘Murdered?’ Carlon repeated, voice heavy with feigned

patience.
‘We won’t have any final word until we get the results of

the autopsy that Doctor Rizzardi is conducting this
afternoon.’

‘Was there a stab wound?’
‘Yes, there was.’
‘But you’re not sure the stab wound was the cause of

death?’ Carlon’s question ended with an incredulous snort.
‘No, we’re not,’ Brunetti replied blandly. ‘As I explained to

you, nothing will be certain until we have the results of the
autopsy.’

‘Other signs of violence?’ Carlon asked, displeased at how
little information he was getting.

‘Not until after the autopsy,’ Brunetti repeated.
‘Next, are you going to suggest he might have drowned,

Commissario?’
‘Signor Carlon,’ Brunetti said, deciding that he had had

enough, ‘as you well know, if he was in the water of one of
our canals for any length of time, then it is far more likely
that disease would have killed him than that he would have
drowned.’ From the other end, only silence. ‘If you’ll be kind
enough to call me this afternoon, about four, I’ll be glad to
give you more accurate information.’ It was Carlon whose
reporting had caused the story of the last murder to become
an exposé of the private life of the victim, and Brunetti still
felt enormous rancour because of it.

‘Thank you, Commissario. I’ll certainly do that. One thing –
what was the name of that officer again?’

‘Luciani, Mario Luciani, an exemplary officer.’ As all of
them were when Brunetti mentioned them to the Press.



‘Thank you, Commissario. I’ll make a note of that. And I’ll
be sure to mention your cooperation in my article.’ With no
further ado, Carlon hung up.

In the past, Brunetti’s dealings with the Press had been
relatively friendly, at times more than that, and at times he
had even used the Press to solicit information about a crime.
But in recent years, the ever-strengthening wave of
sensationalistic journalism had prevented any dealings with
reporters that were more than purely formal; every
speculation he might voice would be sure to appear the
following day as an almost direct accusation of guilt. So
Brunetti had become cautious, providing information that
was severely limited, however accurate and true reporters
might know it to be.

He realized that, until he heard from the lab about the
ticket in the man’s pocket or until he got the report on the
autopsy, there was very little he could do. The men in the
lower offices would be calling the hotels now, and they
would inform him if they turned up something.
Consequently, there was nothing for him to do but continue
to read and sign the personnel reports.

An hour later, just before eleven, the buzzer on his
intercom sounded. He picked up the receiver, knowing too
well who it would be. ‘Yes, Vice-Questore?’

Momentarily surprised at being directly addressed, having
hoped, perhaps, to have found Brunetti absent or asleep, his
superior, Vice-Questore Patta, took a moment to respond.
‘What’s all this about the dead American, Brunetti? Why
wasn’t I called? Have you any idea of what this will do to
tourism?’ Brunetti suspected that the third question was the
only one in which Patta took any real interest.

‘What American, sir?’ Brunetti asked, voice filled with
feigned curiosity.

‘The American you pulled out of the water this morning.’
‘Oh,’ Brunetti said, this time with polite surprise. ‘Is the

report back so soon? He was American, then?’



‘Don’t be cute with me, Brunetti,’ Patta said angrily. ‘The
report isn’t back yet, but he had American coins in his
pocket, so he’s got to be an American.’

‘Or a numismatist,’ Brunetti suggested amiably.
There followed a long pause which told Brunetti the Vice-

Questore didn’t know the meaning of the word.
‘I told you not to be smart, Brunetti. We’re going to work

on the assumption that he’s an American. We can’t have
Americans being murdered in this city, not with the state of
tourism this year. Do you understand that?’

Brunetti fought back the impulse to ask if it would be all
right to kill people of other nationalities – Albanians,
perhaps? – but, instead, said only, ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Well?’
‘Well what, sir?’
‘What have you done?’
‘Divers are searching the canal where he was found. When

we find out when he died, we’ll have them search the places
from where he might have drifted, assuming he was killed
somewhere else. Vianello is checking for drug use or dealing
in the neighbourhood, and the lab is working on the things
we found in his pockets.’

‘Those coins?’
‘I’m not sure we need the lab to tell us they’re American,

sir.’
After a long silence that said it would not be wise to bait

Patta any further, his superior asked, ‘What about Rizzardi?’
‘He said he’d have the report to me this afternoon.’
‘See that I’m sent a copy of it,’ he ordered.
‘Yes, sir. Will there be anything else?’
‘No, that’s all.’ Patta replaced his phone without saying

anything else, and Brunetti went back to reading the
reports.

When he finished with them, it was after one. Because he
didn’t know when Rizzardi would call, and because he
wanted to get the report as quickly as possible, he decided


