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To the Portuguese people,
who gave me many of my earliest memories.









Chapter 1


SAINT ANTHONY’S FEAST


A young woman slouched in the back corner of the Café Luís de Camões, sipping indolently on a galão—three quarters milk, one quarter coffee. Up until early afternoon, she would have ordered a meia-de-leite, half milk, half coffee. She had been tempted to do so even now when it was pushing five o’clock because it was Saint Anthony’s Feast, June 13, and Lisbon would be bright for hours to come and pulsating for hours after that. But she was on the job, and too much caffeine could make her giddy. So galão it was.


On the other hand, Lacey Papparin never had a problem with sugar, either giddiness or diet, so an enormous bola de Berlim, sprinkled with coarse sugar and bursting with golden crème pâtissière, sat half eaten in front of her. When Lacey had gotten the Lisbon assignment, she had spent an hour reading the food section of the Fodor’s Travel Guide before turning to headings like “culture” or “attractions.” There was a good deal too much about codfish—bacalao—and such a mess of pork preparations that Lacey judged it a culinary obsession suggestive of a compromised national character. But the promise of delectable pastries—custard tarts dropped into flaky pastry shells, white bean and almond cakes dusted with powdered sugar, egg yolks spun in sugar nestled in rice paper casings, and enormous balls of fried dough exploding with crème—had more than sealed the deal. So, Lisbon it was.


Now duty called; the crème pâtissière would have to learn patience. Reluctantly, Lacey shifted her focus from the bola and glanced across the café. It was nestled in a tidy room with fifteen small glass tables and a serving bar in the rear. Terracotta floors reflected the bright June sunlight that streamed in through the storefront facing the Praca Camões. A solitary waiter brooded behind the bar, scowling at the seven patrons and daring them to pray for his attention. In her week in Lisbon, Lacey had learned—the hard way—that Lisbonese waiters considered it the patron’s humble duty to supplicate for service.


The patrons: When she had entered the café fifteen minutes before, Lacey had quickly assessed and created mental files on all of them. There was the university student, probably studying marketing, judging from the book he was reading, and dateless for at least three months, judging from the greasy hair, dirty jeans, and the fact that he used the café’s cloth napkin as a handkerchief. The older couple had been married for at least thirty years and had spent the morning at the beach, although the husband had gotten out of the sun earlier because he had a history of melanomas (and secretly planned to grab a beer) and the wife resented him for leaving her to get sunburned. He was now explaining in no uncertain terms that her sunburn wasn’t his fault. This was clear, even though Lacey couldn’t hear what they were saying and, in any event, spoke no Portuguese. The portly businessman from Porto was in Lisbon overnight and was treating himself to two—two—pastries, because his wife wasn’t there to nag him and would ask no questions about his travel diet once he told her that he had closed the deal on the municipal water pumps. So much for the background noise.


It was the two men seated at the table farthest from Lacey and farthest from the exit that commanded her attention. The older of the two was pushing fifty and hailed ethnically from somewhere in the southern Caucasus region. He sported a gray, double-breasted suit and a paisley tie that might have been fashionable in Paris ten years ago. He also had ordered a bola and was trying to eat it politely while carrying on an intense conversation with the younger man. That, of course, was impossible. Grains of coarse sugar and flecks of crème pâtissière lodged in his Stalinesque black mustache, creating a vivid contrast. From time to time he discreetly flicked them away with his white cloth napkin.


The younger man was probably not yet thirty, but he had already seen something of the world, and the world had seen something of him. He was thick of neck, square of jaw, bearded, and bovine—evocative of the extinct European aurochs—and might have outdone the sunburned woman for beach time. A white linen shirt was open three buttons down from the collar, revealing a corded gold chain and a crucifix the size of Jerusalem bobbing against the man’s painfully scarlet chest. The words of Lacey’s Bible college chaplain suddenly came to mind: “There is an inverse correlation between the size of religious jewelry and the piety of the person wearing it.” As if to confirm this maxim, the younger man’s right hand fidgeted nervously with an expensive cigarette lighter as he spoke.


From across the café, Lacey could not hear any of the men’s conversation, although when she had walked to the bar to claim the galão and bola that the surly waiter had seemed uninterested in delivering, she overheard snippets of English and a word or two in French. From the interlocutors’ frequent use of hand gestures, Lacey surmised that they were not comfortable in the same language. And they were arguing about something. Whatever the something was, it had an immediate physical instantiation in the form of a leather briefcase sitting on the glass table between the older man’s shrinking bola and the younger man’s fidgeting cigarette lighter. When the men’s gesticulations were not directed against each other, they were directed at the briefcase.


Lacey stretched her legs under the table. Soon it would be time to act. At any moment, the men might wind up their conversation and leave, taking the briefcase with them. And it was for the briefcase that Lacey had come. The briefcase was everything. Nip it, and a fifty-thousand-dollar commission was hers, plus first-class travel expenses. Let it slip, and it was youth hostels until she could book a three-leg return flight to New York—probably in the baggage compartment.


Casually, Lacey turned her gaze from her target to the only escape route—a zigzag gauntlet between seven tables, past Senhor Municipal Water Pump’s expanding girth, out the glass door, and onto the street adjoining the Praca Camões. She gave the square a harder look as a yellow and white tram ambled by, laden with gaping tourists. Pedestrian traffic was thick and increasing as the workday ended, and people walked briskly along to join the Santo António festivities. Across the cobblestone street, past the trollies, the plaza’s white and black marble glinted in the late afternoon sun.


Lacey had inspected the square closely before entering the café, Fodor’s in hand. The square’s center formed an octagonal ring surrounding a layered octagonal pedestal supporting the cast bronze figure of Luís Vaz de Camões, Portugal’s sixteenth-century poet laureate. His back was turned to Lacey now, but earlier she had seen that his right hand gripped a sword and his left hand his epic poem Os Lusíadas, which Lacey had tried to read in translation on the flight over and eventually given up in favor of a Brazilian science fiction movie poorly dubbed in English. Camões’s sculptor had made no attempt to conceal the poet’s maimed right eye, a gift from the Moors. Lacey had taken a long and critical stare at the eye socket sunken into bronzed shadow. Her uncle had lost an eye in a combine accident and, yep, that’s about what it looked like.


Nothing material had changed about the escape route, which Lacey had been over ten times, so she returned her gaze to the restaurant. As her eyes passed over the glass storefront, she caught a glimpse of her own reflection. But it was not really hers. The blond whose eye she caught, that middle-aged Euro-chic tourist wearing too much makeup, was only her creation. If this attempt failed, there might be an opportunity to try again in different character.


One more time over the plan. Commotion: Topple remains of the galão. (Note to self: no need for much spillage, fine to take a few last swigs.) Distraction: Waiter will not come out quickly to clean up mess; start demanding loudly in accented English that he take care of it immediately; he will dawdle even more. Escalation: Draw men with briefcase into argument with waiter. Execution: Nip briefcase from table; slip out the door. Culmination: Run.


Now or never. Lacey exhaled slowly, took a deep breath, and tensed her muscles. She raised the galão for a last drink before she dashed the glass mug to the floor. Just then, the phone in her pocket jingled. Instinctively, she slipped it out and took a look. A text had appeared from Daisy Papparin.


Hi honey. What are you up to? Studying hard for the bar exam?


Lacey sighed and started to put the phone back into her pocket. Then she paused, sighed again, and gave the men with the briefcase a furtive glance. Their intense discussion continued unabated. Quickly, Lacey typed a response.


Hi Mom. Everything’s fine. Studying hard for the bar exam. Gotta keep going now.


The phone was barely back in her pocket when it jingled again. Lacey looked hard at her pocket, then hard at the galão. Then she took an overly hasty swig and checked her phone again.


Study hard then!


A pregnant pause. Then, inevitably:


Maybe I’ll come out to Boston to see you next weekend.


Out of the corner of her eye, Lacey noticed that the briefcase men seemed to be winding up. Mr. Stalin Moustache was gesturing to the waiter for the check and Mr. Gaudy Crucifix had stopped fiddling with his cigarette lighter. The briefcase still sat between them, unclaimed, but the window was about to close. Lacey fumbled the phone into position and typed:


Not so soon. Bar exam. Love.


She jammed the phone back into her pocket. Mr. Stalin Moustache handed the waiter a twenty Euro bill. The waiter surveyed it skeptically, as if certain it was counterfeit or carried the plague. Then he slouched off in the direction of the bar to fetch change. Now! Pretending to reach for her napkin, Lacey knocked the galão to the floor. It shattered on the terracotta tiles with a satisfying death shriek.


Momentarily, time went into slow motion. The dateless marketing student shot Lacey a conniving look, wondering if this might afford an opportunity to come riding to a damsel’s rescue. The quarreling couple didn’t even bother looking because they had grandchildren and this happened all of the time. The businessman from Porto gaped at Lacey’s half-eaten bola de Berlim, tempted beyond reason to order one. Mr. Stalin Moustache, whose back had been turned to Lacey, nearly jumped out of his skin in surprise. Mr. Gaudy Crucifix glared at Lacey like a wounded aurochs. The waiter ducked behind the bar, pretending he hadn’t heard anything.


And then, deus ex machina. The café’s door swung open and a bearded young man wearing a black leather jacket and sunglasses walked in. He strode purposefully across the room as if headed for the bar. The moment he came within reach of the table where Mr. Gaudy Crucifix sat, he grabbed the briefcase, turned heel, and fled along Lacey’s carefully planned escape route: zig-zag gauntlet between seven tables, past Senhor Municipal Water Pump’s expanding girth, out the glass door, and onto the street adjoining the Praca Camões. Lacey’s ticket home had vanished into the hands of another thief.


Lacey froze in place. She had considered many contingencies and this one had not made the list. Her Rube Goldberg scheme, refined in hours of planning, was suddenly out the window. The cheeky interloper had just walked in and taken the briefcase.


But no time for feelings of wounded pride. The action accelerated from slow motion to warp speed. Crucifix and Moustache were plunging out of the café, bellowing in rage. The other patrons were on their feet, chattering excitedly, except for the businessman who was trying to get the waiter’s attention to order a bola. Lacey hesitated no more. Leaving a five Euro note on the table, she quietly slipped out the door after the pursuers, the shattered galão forgotten by all.


She recovered her wits in the seconds it took to exit the café. Fortunately, Crucifix and Moustache had been too slow out of the café to see the thief’s direction once he vanished into the increasingly bustling Praca Camões. They had split up on the plaza and were stopping passersby, evidently to ask if anyone had seen the thief. For the moment, they seemed to have lost the scent.


Seconds more, and any chance Lacey might have to pick up the scent herself would vanish. She buzzed through her mental files. Though new to the city, she had done her homework thoroughly, walking the Chiado district for hours to plot her escape route. Eight different streets intersected the Praca Camões, and within a few meters they corresponded with dozens of other streets and alleys flowing into Chiado’s byzantine quarters. Lacey’s planned objective upon dashing from the café with the briefcase had been to make a sharp turn onto a busy street that could not be viewed directly from the square and melt away from pursuing eyes. That ruled out turning west toward the Bairro Alto along the main thoroughfares that continued in the plaza’s line of sight, or east past the baroque church of The Lady of Incarnation and neo-classical Lady of Loreto and into the metro station. Turning south would have brought her to the confining riverfront within a few blocks. That left one clear choice—making a hard left from the plaza’s east side to run north up the steep Rua da Misericórdia. Thieves might think alike. Trying hard to avoid Crucifix and Moustache’s attention, Lacey scrambled toward the Rua da Misericórdia.


The street was crowded. Cars jockeyed with trollies and pedestrians trying to hold a place on the cobblestone sidewalks and avoid being bumped into the road. A row of five-story apartment buildings with brightly tiled facades and street-level shops and cafés lined the street. Glancing back down toward the Rua do Alcerim, Lacey caught a glimpse of the river’s sparkling blueness, but none of the black leather jacket. She took off up the Rua da Misericórdia at a near sprint, dodging brusquely through the pedestrians and scanning up the street. Not a moment too soon she spied her quarry. A black leather jacket was just disappearing around the first right turn off the main street.


Lacey swerved across the street, narrowly dodging two black and green taxies heading in opposite directions. Their horns were still blaring as she rounded the corner onto the Largo da Trinidade, an alley that dead-ended momentarily into the Rua Nova da Trinidade. Lacey saw the black jacket turn right again and disappear from view. By the time she had dashed through the alley and reached the next street, the jacket had vanished. But Lacey had now seen enough to guess her quarry’s mind. He was heading toward the Carmo Convent to hop the Santa Justa lift, the fastest way to drop from the old quarter to the Baixa, forty-five meters below.


Lacey sped down the Rua da Trinidade toward the Largo de Carmo, the quaint plaza that fronted the ruins of Lisbon’s famed Carmelite convent. The streets were growing more crowded with early evening revelers, and the pungent aroma of roasting sardines drifted from little charcoal grills set outside houses and storefronts. Through the wafting smoke and thickening crowds, Lacey could see barely a few meters ahead. Twice she almost collided with pedestrians and once with a moped as she scrambled to reclaim a bead on Black Jacket. She arrived at the Largo de Carmo breathing hard, eyes stinging from the smoke, and sweating in the warm evening air. Black Jacket must be sweating even more underneath that thick leather, but where was he? Across the plaza, the convent’s red gates stood resolutely shut underneath frowning Gothic arches. Behind the gates rose the arches of the convent’s former roof propped on naked pillars of stone, the skeletal ribs left standing when the roof came crashing down on the congregation assembled for mass during the great earthquake of 1755.


The convent’s doors were locked. Black Jacket could not enter the convent unless he had inside help. Lacey scurried on toward the covered skyway that fed into Santa Justa. The day before, she had ridden the Neo-Gothic iron elevator from Rossio Square, fixated on the views of the Castelo de São Jorge rising on the heights across the orange roofs of the Alfama. Now, the castle forgotten, she swept the skyway for any sign of the briefcase thief. A line of people formed to ride the lift snaked back halfway across the skyway. And there was her thief, jostling with irate tourists to cut the line. Cornered. But now she faced the problem of the dog chasing the fire truck—what to do if it succeeded. It would not be as simple as grabbing the briefcase as he had done from its owners. He was on alert.


Lacey joined the back of the line and surveyed the developing situation fifteen people in front of her. Providentially—or so her mother would have said—a bottleneck of burly blond Norwegians with folded arms, unwilling to be cut in on, had formed up ahead. A few extra moments to improvise a plan. Black Jacket made one more attempt at jumping the Norwegians in line. The Norwegians would not be moved. They stood their ground, shoulder-to-shoulder, remonstrating in impeccable English: “Hey man, what are you doing? Wait your turn!” Black Jacket muttered imprecations in Portuguese, then looked back anxiously over his shoulder. Lacey averted her gaze, but too late. Recognition flashed through his dark eyes. The girl from the café. He whirled about, left the line, and jostled back toward Lacey. She read menace on his scowling face, but, like the Norwegians, she stood her ground. Standing in the middle of the line, in the middle of a scene, she was protected. In any event, there was nowhere to go. Black Jacket swept by her, roughly clutching the briefcase, and snarled a word she did not know but could guess. Then he took off at a run again down the skyway back toward the Carmo Convent.


She was on his heels again. Now that he knew she was following him, it would be dangerous to get too close. For the moment, she must keep him in view and hope to see where he ended his escape. He was headed up the Calçada do Carmo, but not for long. Without warning, he veered off to the right between two buildings into a tight alleyway. Lacey ran after him and made the turn. The alley fell toward the Rossio square in a narrow canyon of cobblestone flights sandwiched between shops and apartment buildings. Brightly colored streamers and awnings fastened from building to building formed a fluttering ceiling unable to contain the greasy smoke of a thousand roasting sardines. Revelers crowded the alley, scrunched in outdoor chairs drinking beer at hole-in-the-wall cafés, dancing gaily to accordions, or flipping sardines on grills. There was no way to see Black Jacket through the crowds and smoke. If he decided to duck into a café and hide out, it would be game over. She could only hope that he had lost his head and kept running. In that case, he had nowhere to go but down.


Lacey plunged into the mass of festive humanity. Agile and slight of build despite the pastries, she slid down the slick cobblestone terraces, weaving through people and furniture like a slalom skier. Once she narrowly missed capsizing a low-lying grill by leaping over it at the last second, much to the amusement of its minder, who tried to offer her a glass of port. That set off a band of giggling girls in blue and white silk dresses, who chased her nearly to the bottom of the steps. Feeling nothing but the thrill of the chase, Lacey paid them no heed.


The steep descent ended suddenly. Lacey spilled out into a wide, flat alley running into the Rossio square. The smoke and humanity cleared just enough to reveal a black jacket dodging across the street into the expanse of baroque monuments and fountains that formed the heart of Lisbon. Her feet touched down on the square in moments and she found that the plaza’s cobblestones, lapping in waves of dark and light, seemed to roll her forward toward her quarry. He was moving quickly, clutching the briefcase now in both hands, and casting anxious glances back as he ran. But she was gaining, and he appeared not to have seen her. Once he reached the far side of the plaza and joined the Byzantine streets of the Alfama, she would have cover again.


But before that could happen, Lacey heard urgent shouting over the din of the crowd. She glanced behind, in the direction of Santa Justa, and saw, on the far side of the square, a man gesturing wildly to two police officers toward Black Jacket. It was Crucifix. Leaving him panting for breath, the officers took off after the thief, wielding batons and calling out words that Lacey did not recognize, but clearly meant “stop” and had the effect of making Black Jacket do just the opposite. He clutched the briefcase in his right hand and took off at a sprint, the satchel banging violently against his right thigh.


Lacey stopped running and melted away into the throngs of revelers. Pursuing the chase in tandem with the police, with Crucifix and possibly Moustache wheezing up behind, was too risky. They might remember the Euro-chic lady who spilled coffee from the café and suspect she was in league with Black Jacket. The briefcase was gone. For today.


Since the chase had passed into the Alfama, Lacey would have to buy some time before heading back to her Airbnb apartment. She remembered a quiet café not far away in the Baixa where another galão might soothe her woes and give her time to think. Or, now that the job had ended in failure, maybe she could even up the caffeine dosage and order a meia-de-leite. Maybe even another bola de Berlim. It had been that kind of a day.


But neither coffee nor pastry brought the relief she hoped. She sat for a while in the back of the café, admiring the round perfection of the bola and the play of light in the sugar crystals clinging to its crisp brown surface, coffee untouched. Black Jacket. Who could he be? Who else besides her client knew about the briefcase or the rendezvous at the Praca Camões? And what to do now? Let her client know, of course, but he would either fire her on the spot or ask for her next plan. And that was something that she did not have. Not yet.


After half an hour, the cigarette smoke became unbearable. Smoking was prohibited inside the café, yet half the patrons were pulling on cigarettes, and no one seemed to mind. Growing up in rural Iowa, she had hardly ever seen someone smoke, much less inside a building. Lacey opened her mental file on infirmities of national character and added tobacco to excessive pork preparations.


The streets of the Alfama were throbbing with gaiety as she trudged up the hill. If Chiado rocked for Saint Anthony, the Alfama rolled. The oldest neighborhood in the city, its labyrinth of crooked streets had watched with equanimity the comings and goings of Christians and Moors, of armies and earthquakes. Tonight, inebriated tourists took turns leaping over bonfires between its whitewashed walls, the singed victors rewarded with briny little fish laced with spindly bones. Songs and laughter clattered through the medieval alleys, rising to reverberate among the flowerpots, bird cages, and drying laundry cramming the wrought-iron balconies. The Alfama had long been the neighborhood of the poor, but tonight it was rich in light and simple joy. For a moment, Lacey almost wished that she could release her cares and join the festivities, but the thought vanished before it cohered. Failure was an unfamiliar and unpleasant sensation. Amends must be made.


Lacey arrived at a four-story apartment building and unlocked the front gate. A brick patio adorned with potted geraniums and a rickety marble table with two folding wooden chairs ushered her into a ground-floor studio apartment. Upon arriving a week before, she had been amused that the ground level was denominated floor zero in the Portuguese custom. Floor zero seemed perfect for someone who didn’t want to be known. The door opened into a spare, low-ceiling room with stark, white walls. There was a wicker chair, a bed, a kitchenette, a miniature bathroom, and nothing more. The advertisement guaranteed fast and reliable internet. The rest was icing.


A moment later, a blond wig and a Euro-chic blouse and jeans were strewn on the bed. Lacey sat in the wicker chair in a long T-shirt, phone in hand. She still had not come up with Plan B, but the call could no longer be avoided. It was midnight in New Jersey, but he had said to call as soon as it was over. He would be waiting. She rang.


“Do you have it?” It was a quiet male voice on the other end.


“No.” She paused. “They were there, as you said they would be. With the briefcase. I was just about to take it when... when someone else showed up. A young guy with a beard, wearing a black leather jacket. He just walked in, grabbed the briefcase, and ran out. I shadowed him for a while until the police caught up. Then I called it off. I don’t think they got him. No idea who he was.” The last sentence was half part question.


There was a long silence. Lacey wondered what it would be like living in a youth hostel in Lisbon. That hadn’t been in Fodor’s.


Finally, he said: “Interesting. Very interesting.” Another pause. “Anything else about the thief?”


“I got a close look at his face at Santa Justa. I’d recognize him again. I think he called me... something that rhymes with witch.”


The man chuckled. “You’re the only person in your field who won’t even repeat swear words when quoting others. You’re something else, Mouse.”


She waited for him to go on, but it became apparent that he expected her to go next. Since Plan B still had not sprung to mind, all she could say was: “What next?”


“Ah, you mean are you fired?” He chuckled again, but not unkindly. “Not yet. This... this development has given me new directions to consider. You will get another chance. But the next round will be much more delicate than snatching a briefcase in a restaurant. This will require... what is it you always call it?”


“My trade secrets.”


“Yes, yes. How ironic of me to forget, in this of all circumstances. Yes, your trade secrets. Now take down this address.”


Hours later, in what should have been the dead of night, Lacey was still sitting up in bed, staring through the opaque glass window in the door leading out into the patio. It wasn’t jetlag, which she had gotten over after three days, or even the raucous reverberations of revelry still echoing through the Alfama in honor of the patron saint of lost things. Lacey was awake because she had been given an impossible task, and it’s hard to sleep when one is ecstatic.









Chapter 2


MADEMOISELLE GERTRUDE LECLERC FROM GENEVA


Leonor Fatima Esmeralda da Silva sat properly at the mahogany desk in the second-floor reception area of 255 Avenida da Liberdade. Through the window, she could just catch a glimpse of Sebastião José de Carvalho e Melo, the first Marquês de Pombal, standing astride a bronze lion and surveying the city he had famously rebuilt after the earthquake. Leonor shook her salt-and-pepper head grievously and made the sign of the cross over the small silver crucifix resting on the folds of her black sweater. It vexed Leonor’s soul to pass underneath the Marquês’ baleful shadow every day on the short walk from the metro station to the office. To be held in such honor after all he had done to the Society of Jesus! Over three centuries later, it was still a scandal.


It was nine-thirty on Wednesday morning, June 15, and there was little for Leonor to do at the reception desk. Donna Maria had asked her to look over a batch of invoices for silk rugs shipping from Mumbai, but that had taken all of fifteen minutes. Leonor could have walked back and asked one of the others if they needed help with anything, but the others seemed mostly interested in nursing lingering headaches from Saint Anthony’s feast, two nights past. Leonor herself was a light drinker—only two glasses of Medeira and a Super Bock pale lager to wash down the sardines—so her own recovery was now complete. She drummed her fingers on the mahogany desk and rehearsed the familiar roster of venues in hell reserved for the Marquês.


At 9:35 the tedium broke when the elevator bell sounded a jaunty ding, and a woman stepped out onto the marble corridor. With an air of diffidence, Leonor observed the interloper’s advance toward the glass doors etched with the words Casa Fonseca. Thirty, maybe thirty-two, with austere, brown hair cut at the shoulder, just a little mascara flanking an unfortunately large nose bridged by thick glasses, an unsmiling gray business suit, low heels, and a ponderous briefcase built for accountants, actuaries, and auditors in some grim Nordic factory. Clearly foreign, not a client, and not a friend.


“Can I help you?” asked Leonor in passable posh English, trying to avoid eye contact.


The new arrival said nothing but pushed a business card briskly across the mahogany. Leonor looked down and read: Mademoiselle Gertrude LeClerc, Inspector First Class, Association of Importers and Exporters International, Geneva. A Geneva street address was given. There was no more. Leonor waited patiently for an explanation, and when none was forthcoming, realized with mounting apprehension that she would have to make eye contact. The azure eyes she met bore down fiercely on her own.


“Yes, do you have an appointment with someone?” asked Leonor, knowing full well that the answer was no, since she kept the master calendar for the office.


Unexpectedly, Mademoiselle Gertrude LeClerc giggled, flashing a row of polished white teeth with overly pronounced canines, and said, with a heavy French accent: “But of course not! I am here to execute a dawn raid.”


“Excuse me?”


“A dawn raid. Voila.” Mademoiselle LeClerc produced a severe-looking stack of papers from her briefcase, flipped through them, and pulled out a sheet entitled “Powers of inspection—dawn raids.” Mademoiselle LeClerc gesticulated triumphantly at the paper. “You see here. It says the commission may enter any premises to examine books and records and interview members of the staff. Take it to your bosses, if you don’t believe me.” She slammed the paper down on the desk.


Leonor needed no further invitation to flee the front line and summon greater forces to repel the invader. Grabbing the business card and the paper, she scurried back into the corridor leading to the adjoining offices where Donna Maria and Inês presided. Both women were in their offices, pretending to answer emails. Upon Leonor’s urgent summons, they slouched out to the corridor.


“Nossa Senhora!” exclaimed Leonor, clutching her salt-and-pepper mane and continuing in Portuguese. “It’s an official from the European Commission, and she says that she will execute a dawn raid.”


“What commission?” demanded Inês, a plump young woman with flashing dark eyes that seemed, iris for iris, an even match for Mademoiselle LeClerc’s. She took the business card and paper from Leonor’s hand, perused them, then snorted derisively.


“Can’t you read, Tia? She’s from some association in Geneva, not the European Commission. Switzerland isn’t even in the European Union. I can’t imagine what she said that’s got you into this tizzy.”


“She says it’s a dawn raid,” insisted Leonor, trying to snatch the paper back from Inês, who hid it behind her back.


A young man wearing a lavender sport shirt sauntered up from around the corner. “What’s this racket?” he demanded. “It’s making my head hurt.”


“Your head’s been hurting for two days because you drank too much with those floozies, Rui,” retorted Donna Maria tartly, grabbing him by the ear with a mean twist. The boy laughed. “They were the nicest girls, mamãe. But what’s this nonsense that Tia Leonor is saying?”


“It’s a dawn raid,” repeated Leonor emphatically. “They’ve come for our books and records.”


“What poppycock!” Rui twirled his finger around his temple. “Where do you get these ideas, Tia? Anyway, what is a dawn raid?”


“Enough talking!” Donna Maria snapped. “Inês, your English is the best. You take care of this.”


“Yes, mamãe. I’ll take care of it. Come, Tia; show me to the front. And try to maintain some dignity.”


Inês and her aunt now made their way to the reception area with Leonor clutching at her crucifix while Inês, whispering furiously, kept trying to slap the icon out of her aunt’s hand. Mademoiselle LeClerc awaited their arrival behind the desk in the ramrod pose of a Prussian sentinel, her heavy bosom jutting like the battleship Bismarck.


Inês smiled professionally. “Good morning, Mademoiselle. There appears to be some confusion here. My aunt thinks that you are from the European Commission.”


Mademoiselle LeClerc did not reciprocate the smile. “Certainly not! The Association of Importers and Exporters International is not—I repeat, not—the European Commission.”


Leonor dropped the crucifix and sat down weakly at her desk, looking both confused and relieved. But Mademoiselle LeClerc had not finished. “It is not the European Commission, and it has never been the European Commission. But it does have the same inspection powers as the European Commission. This is what the Casa Fonseca agreed to in its Contract of Affiliation.”


Inês raised her penciled eyebrows and purposefully locked the Swiss inspector in a stare. “What contract? What are you talking about?”


Mademoiselle LeClerc reached for her grim stack of papers, shuffled about for a moment, and then triumphantly produced a five-page document. “Voila again. Contract of Affiliation between the Association of Importers and Exporters International and the Casa Fonseca, dated May 10, 2014, signed by one Ricardo Nunes Fonseca. He is the boss, yes? Why don’t you run along and fetch him?”


Leonor crossed herself twice and reached for the crucifix. Inês’s face grew very white. She spoke slowly, in a low and dangerous voice. “I cannot fetch my father because he is dead. Does that please you, Mademoiselle Gertrude LeClerc from Geneva?”


Mademoiselle LeClerc showed no sign of remorse or dismay. “Then if he is gone, who is the boss now? I cannot wait all day to begin the dawn raid.”


“No indeed,” said Inês, some color returning to her face. “Especially since it is long past dawn.” She shot Leonor a brief glance, but her aunt seemed to be lost in prayer. Then slowly, Inês took the contract and read it over carefully. Alas, there seemed to be little doubt about it. In 2014, her father had joined this trade association in Geneva. Exactly what the association did or why he had decided to join was far from clear. But that was certainly his signature, affixed just a few months before... Inês tried to stop the thought there. As Mademoiselle LeClerc claimed, the contract seemed to give the association the right to conduct unannounced inspections of members’ books and records to ensure that they were complying with association policies.


The question was now how to get rid of this annoying person as quickly as possible. “Come, Mademoiselle LeClerc; let me show you to an empty office where you can make yourself comfortable.” Inês gestured down the hallway. Mademoiselle LeClerc collected her papers and briefcase and marched stiffly after her unwilling hostess.


Ricardo’s old office still sat dusty and unused next to Donna Maria’s. Inês wondered whether it would be disrespectful to her father’s memory to park this rude foreigner there, but no other office was available, so she unlocked the door and motioned for the unwelcome guest to go in. “Now where would you like to start, Mademoiselle LeClerc?”


“As per our protocols, the first stage is the interviews. I will start with the current head of the firm. Who is that?”


“My mother, Maria Louisa Fonseca.”


“Very well. And while I am interrogating her, you can begin collecting all of the documents I will need to see. I’ve prepared a list.”


Inês was handed a typed sheet of paper on the letterhead of The Association of Importers and Exporters International and gaped at the list of demands: bank records, tax filings, corporate registrations, supply contracts, bills of lading, commercial invoices, liens, securitization instruments, export packing lists, airway bills, certificates of origin, dangerous goods certificates, insurance policies; the list went on and on. “Mademoiselle, you will be here all day!” she exclaimed.


“Yes, and for several more days, I expect,” she replied tartly.


“That’s many dawns,” said Inês, mostly under her breath.


Mademoiselle LeClerc took no notice. “But I’m sure that you have many of these records in the computer, so just supply me with the necessary passwords and authorizations. I can do the rest.”


Inês looked momentarily ready to reinitiate hostilities, but then checked herself and asked: “I’ll be back soon. While you are waiting, can I get you some coffee?”


“Yes, that would be proper. I take it with two sugars and some milk.” For the first time, Mademoiselle LeClerc hesitated. “And do you happen to have any of those little custard tarts in pastry shells?”


Inês pursed her lips. “Pastéis de nata. Yes, I suppose that can be arranged.”


“Thank you, Mademoiselle Fonseca!” exclaimed Mademoiselle LeClerc with unexpected enthusiasm. “Now be off. We have a long day ahead of us.”


Inês was off, but not to fetch a pastry, a coffee, or her mother. Rounding the corner out of sight of the imperious Swiss, she burst into Rui’s office. “Rui, Rui, get your head up off your desk! We need to look up this association now, on the computer. Maybe it’s all a sham.”


Rui groaned but took Mademoiselle LeClerc’s business card. He typed stiffly at his keypad and then pointed to the screen. “There it is: the Association of Importers and Exporters International in Geneva. Droga, but they are an ugly bunch.”


Inês peered into the monitor screen and sighed. On the homepage, underneath a banner with the association’s name, was a picture of thirteen unsmiling men and women clad in unsmiling business suits, standing at the edge of Lake Geneva. On the far edge of the group, almost pushed into the water, stood none other than Mademoiselle LeClerc, holding the very same battle briefcase that she wielded for her assault on the Casa Fonseca.


Inês snapped her fingers. “I have an idea. Papai joined this confounded association. I don’t know why, so let’s unjoin it. Quick, Rui, go to that tab about membership and see how we resign.”


Almost as if someone had anticipated great demand for resigning, it was all too easy to locate the instructions for terminating membership in the Association of Importers and Exporters International. Indeed, if Rui and Inês had not been in such a hurry to read the rules for unjoining, they might have been surprised to note that there were no rules for joining. But there it was, a big banner in English: Rules for Termination of Membership. Inês eagerly scrolled through the seven paragraphs of boilerplate specifying all of the odd reasons that the association could terminate a member—criminal syndicalism, conveyance of infectious diseases across state lines, acquiring a reputation for debauchery, acceptance of emoluments from foreign princes or potentates, consorting with warlocks—before coming at last to the solitary paragraph on voluntary resignation by a member. Her shoulders fell. It read: “Members may resign membership at any time, upon three months’ written notice. Termination with less than three months’ notice shall be available for a fee of 100,000 Francs. Failure to pay the termination fee in advance shall result in a penalty of an additional 100,000 Francs.”


“How much is a Franc?” asked Rui.


Inês slapped him on top of the head and stalked out.


Fifteen minutes later, Donna Maria Louisa Fonseca entered the office of her late husband. She did not knock. She did not smile. She did not introduce herself. She sat across from Mademoiselle LeClerc in the stiff leather chair Ricardo had reserved for his business clients and folded her arms.


Mademoiselle LeClerc looked up, then returned to the pastel de nata that Rui had brought her, along with the coffee. He had tried to loiter and flirt, not because he found her attractive but to annoy Inês and rile his mother, but the inspector first class had dispatched him with a wave of the hand. Now, she finished her pastry, took a deep drink of coffee from a steamy glass mug, and turned to business.


“So, you are the head of the firm?” She asked it with a hint of incredulity.


“So I am.” Donna Maria’s English was better than her sister Leonor’s—less stylized and more practiced—but her Luso accent was deeper than her daughter’s and more evocative of transactional experience than fine grooming in the classroom.


“What happened to your husband?”


“Mademoiselle LeClerc, I do not see what that has to do with the business of the Association, whatever that may be.”


“Very well, Madame Fonseca. I will say in my report that you did not wish to discuss your husband. That is noted. That is very noted. That is noted in italics. Now tell me about the financial condition of your business. Are you profitable?”


“Yes, we are doing passably well.”


“We will see. Your accounting records will tell. Now let us review your import activities in the last six months. Textiles—are you doing good business in textiles?”


“Yes, some from China and India. And cotton from Mozambique.”


“Furniture?”


“Yes, again, China and Vietnam.”


“Do you travel much then?”


“Often.”


“Computers?”


“No, those distribution channels have become too specialized.”


“Toys?”


“Some. Mostly from a supplier in Malaysia.”


Donna Maria relaxed as the interview settled into an easy back-and-forth cadence. Mademoiselle LeClerc seemed to be checking the boxes without taking much interest in the answers. Types of goods, sources, inventories, customs issues—the rhythm lulled into tedium. But, fifteen minutes in, an astute observer might have detected a subtle increase in the temperature when Mademoiselle LeClerc asked, without looking up, what business the Casa Fonseca did in pharmaceuticals. Donna Maria looked up sharply, seemed to catch herself, and then responded that the house did no business in pharmaceuticals because they were so bureaucratically regulated by the Serviço Nacional de Saúde. Mademoiselle LeClerc jotted down a perfunctory note and moved on to perfumes and spices.


After half an hour, Rui entered without knocking, carrying a carton of papers. “Your papers, Senhorita,” he said in broken English, and then allowed the box to land on the desk with a percussive thud. 


“Malandreco!” exclaimed his mother, reaching for his ear to exact punishment. But the young man had already escaped out the door.


“Ah, the first batch of documents,” said Mademoiselle LeClerc, caressing the stack with evident pleasure. “Now we will see if you have been telling me everything, Madame Fonseca.”


The matron of the Casa Fonseca snorted and rose brusquely to her feet. “You will find everything quite in order. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a business to run.”


For the next several hours, Mademoiselle LeClerc sat at the big desk of the late Ricardo Fonseca and sifted through stacks of paper. From time to time, Rui or one of the office boys would bring in more cartons. Mademoiselle LeClerc would nod curtly and return to her document review. Or so it would have seemed to a fly on the wall. On the other hand, a fly on the desk might have noticed something different—that Mademoiselle LeClerc was not reviewing the documents at all but ingeniously using them as a cover as she texted away on her phone. The texts she sent and received during those two hours included the following:


I’m in. No dirt yet. They haven’t given me anything good, of course. Looking for the chance to dig.


To this she received the immediate reply: Dig then.


To a different virtual interlocutor, Mademoiselle LeClerc wrote: Hi Mom. It’s after five so I know you must be up. Still studying hard for the bar here. Are T and G leaving you alone? Don’t let them take advantage of you.


The reply came in fifteen minutes: Hi sweetie. Don’t overwork yourself! Remember to stop and smell the flowers. And don’t worry about your brother and Glennis. You know how busy they are.


Both the fly on the desk and the fly on the wall would have heard Mademoiselle LeClerc snort loudly as she banged back on her phone: So they are still taking advantage of you. Don’t take it, Mom. The kids are theirs, not yours.


A minute later, the response came back in the form of a string of emojis. Mademoiselle LeClerc sniggered and wrote back: Um, Mom, did you mean to say, “Little children are so tasty”?


Mom replied at once: Good gosh, is that what I said? I meant to say that your nieces and nephews are so sweet.


At a quarter to one, Inês knocked on the door and then entered without waiting for an answer. Mademoiselle LeClerc looked up imperiously from underneath a heap of bills of lading as if certain her visitor was coming to confess grave transgressions to the Association of Importers and Exporters International’s Rules of Member Conduct. But Inês had merely come to announce that the office was closing for lunch, that the entire staff was leaving, and that Mademoiselle LeClerc was invited to call again at two.


“No, no,” said Mademoiselle LeClerc, gesturing at the bills of lading. “I’m far too busy for lunch. You do as you please. I’ll stay here and work.”


“The office will be closed and locked,” said Inês pointedly.


“Then your papers will be all the more secure while I review them,” rejoined Mademoiselle LeClerc.


In the end, Inês unhappily relented on the inspector staying to work over lunch but informed her that Rui would also be staying “in case anything else is required.” She did not specify by whom anything else might be required.


At ten minutes after one, when the office had settled into a dull quiet punctuated only by the muffled sound of reggae coming from Rui’s office, Mademoiselle LeClerc sallied forth and banged loudly on Rui’s door. The young man, who had been slumped over his desk, jumped to his feet and scurried to his door with an apologetic leer.


“Monsieur Fonseca, would you be so kind as to fetch me a ham sandwich with cucumbers?” She thrust a ten Euro bill in his direction.


“What is this?” asked Rui, looking befuddled.


“It’s money,” she said acidly. “Take it and buy me a ham sandwich. With cucumbers. It must have cucumbers. Very fresh ones.”


“But, but...” He looked around, as if trying to see whether anyone else had returned to the office. “But... I do not know where to find such a sandwich.”


“I do.” She held up her phone. “You see, it’s on the menu of the Deleite do Marquês café, Rua Barata Salgueiro.”


“But that’s...”


“A ten-minute walk. So I expect to see you back in no more than twenty-five minutes. And the change should be three Euros thirty.”


At that fatal moment, Rui’s marginal English failed him, as he found himself lacking the idiomatic power to say, “But I promised my sister I would stay” or “But I must stay here to monitor you” or even that most primal of locutions, “No, I won’t.” Seeing victory evidently won on the uneven playing field of language, Mademoiselle LeClerc whirled about and marched back to her office. Rui remained at his desk for a moment, nursing his still-throbbing temples and wondering whether staying or going would result in a greater escalation of pain before finally relenting and leaving, ten Euro bill held limply in hand.


No sooner had the unfortunate Rui exited his family’s place of business than Mademoiselle LeClerc embarked on a ruthless expedition. With the efficiency of a Swiss train conductor, she shuttled about the Casa Fonseca, methodically assaulting every nook and cranny capable of concealing the firm’s secrets. Filing cabinets, drawers, and closets received full body cavity examinations, while a wooden umbrella from the reception area was commandeered into the service of tapping walls and prying at loose wall panels. Nimble fingers flipped through files, papers, binders, envelopes, and boxes underneath the mantle of a furrowed brow and aquiline eyes. If the flies on the wall and desk had followed Mademoiselle LeClerc in her search, they would have observed her several times react with interest to various artifacts—especially small boxes—pulled from desk drawers or cabinets, before discarding the objects after close examination. In fifteen minutes, she had rifled through every space, carefully leaving everything as she had found it.


It was for Inês’s office that the inspector saved her most rigorous inspection. Entering, she immediately noticed that this office stood aloof from the baroque cosmopolitanism of the others. There was no porcelain vase or ivory statute, no patina of the Orient or of Africa, nothing alerting the visitor that this was an import-export house. It was a Portuguese room. Walls of simple white framed a solitary window peeking through red linen curtains toward the Praca Marquês de Pombal. A knotted pile wool rug with brightly colored bird and flower motifs graced the floor in front of the only piece of furniture, an antique desk of olive wood. One wall was covered with a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf stocked with books.


Mademoiselle LeClerc did not stop to peruse the titles because her eye was drawn to the opposite wall where three ceramic tile panels hung. She stepped closer for a better look. Each panel was composed of four square tiles presenting a continuous geometrical pattern of dark blue and green motifs against an orange background. Mademoiselle LeClerc ran a finger along one of the surfaces and found that the exquisite patterns were etched in bas-relief. In the window’s dappled light, their chipped and worn arabesques reflected the antiquity of an older Portugal when Christians and Moors uneasily shared Iberia. Mademoiselle LeClerc lingered for a long moment at the tiles before turning to the desk.


Ten minutes later, she retreated empty-handed to her assigned office with an air of disappointment. A few minutes after that, the Casa Fonseca’s staff trickled back into the office, still looking bleary and none too cheerful to see their visitor still at work in the late Ricardo’s office. But she was not finished. At a quarter past two, it was Inês’s turn to receive a summons for an interview, delivered by a rueful Rui who had already endured miserable tongue lashings from his mother and sister for abandoning his post to fulfill Mademoiselle LeClerc’s craving for fresh cucumbers.


“Tell her it will have to be in my office,” said Inês, filing her fingernails vigorously.


“I don’t know if she will...”


“My office.” Inês swiveled away from her brother, and that was the end of the discussion.


Surprisingly, Mademoiselle LeClerc obliged without complaint. Indeed, she seemed positively conversational.


“Such lovely tiles, Mademoiselle Fonseca,” she said, gazing at the wall. “Do you import such antiques as well?”


Inês looked like she had swallowed a persimmon laced with chili pepper. “Those are Portuguese tiles, Mademoiselle. Portuguese. Sixteenth-century azulejos. You will not find anything like them elsewhere in the world.”


“A-zu-le-jos.” Mademoiselle LeClerc articulated each syllabus distinctly, as if charmed by the taste of a new food. Then, seeming suddenly self-conscious, she added: “Ah, so you are a collector.”


“It runs in the family. Now, shall we get down to business?”


“Yes, of course. Tell me about your competitors.”


“Which ones? We have many.”


“Many, but perhaps not so many. Tell me about,” Mademoiselle LeClerc looked down to a legal pad in her lap, “the Casa Têxtile Importação e Exportação. Did I say that correctly?”


Inês’s eyes narrowed. “CATIE? Perhaps you would like to conduct a dawn raid on them next.”


“Yes? Maybe I shall. And what do you think I would find?”


“Fools, lies, and skeletons.”


“You know,” said Mademoiselle LeClerc leaning forward, “I’m beginning to find you interesting.” For a moment, her English did not sound very accented.


Inês looked on the verge of replying when Rui once again entered to announce that a client had arrived to see Inês. Surprisingly, Mademoiselle LeClerc made no objection to terminating the interview so soon. As she left Inês’s office, her eyes lingered thoughtfully over the azulejos on the wall.


The remainder of the afternoon produced no more drama at the Casa Fonseca. At 3:30, Mademoiselle LeClerc announced that she had concluded for the day and would resume her inspection the following morning. Leonor saw the Swiss inspector to the elevator and weakly tried to warn her about the moral risks of walking under the Marqueses’ shadow on the way to the metro. Mademoiselle LeClerc shouldered her briefcase without comment and disappeared into the elevator.


A few minutes later, from a quiet café along the Avenida da Liberdade, the following text message sallied forth into the ethersphere: Still no dirt. If anyone has it, it’s Inês Fonseca. Daughter of the family. Wears the pants. Going back in tomorrow. One more place I want to check.


Again, the reply came nearly instantaneously: Do that, but watch yourself. Developments on this end. May have things to report tomorrow. Be ready to get out fast.


The following morning, Mademoiselle LeClerc’s appearance at the Casa Fonseca could hardly have been mistaken for a dawn raid. She stepped off the elevator at 10:30 and advanced at a sedulous pace unlikely to alarm even the perturbable Leonor. Neither Donna Maria, Inês, nor Rui came out to meet her. She closeted herself in the late Ricardo’s erstwhile haunt and, to all appearances, busied herself at the computer reviewing files. No demands for further interviews were forthcoming.


At a quarter to one, Inês once again appeared to inform the inspector that everyone was leaving for lunch, including Rui. Mademoiselle LeClerc was welcome to stay, ahem, especially if that meant that she might finish her work sooner. Mademoiselle LeClerc expressed her pleasure to remain and continue her work but gave no indication of any intention to conclude her audit.


By a few minutes after one, the Casa Fonseca was as still as a convent at vespers. Like the day before, Mademoiselle LeClerc quietly left her office, this time carrying her briefcase. She did not look set to return. Around the corner and into Inês’s office she swept with an air of familiarity and expectation. Straight to the azulejos she went, dropping her briefcase on the floor and setting quickly to work. The first tile panel slid off its hook. She lowered it gently to the floor and stepped forward to examine the space it had enclosed. There was nothing, apart from a nail hook and the tile’s dull silhouette on the paint. Mademoiselle LeClerc ran her fingers along the silhouette. Then she placed her ear to the wall and tapped. The search yielded nothing; she removed the second tile from the wall and conducted the same search. Again, nothing. For the third tile set, she moved more quickly, as though aware of a ticking clock. This time, her search revealed a hairline crack in the plaster along the perimeter of the tile’s enclosure. Taking a deep breath, Mademoiselle LeClerc pushed the panel. There was a quiet popping sound like the release of a latch, and a door the size of a dinner plate swung out from the wall.


With a triumphant smile, Mademoiselle LeClerc reached into the dark recess and withdrew its contents. Her smile faded as she surveyed the cache. It was evidently not what she had expected. There was a wad of official-looking documents typed in Portuguese on paper yellowed with age, and an equally worn postcard with a faded, handwritten scrawl. And there was a peculiar object—a chipped, three-by-three-inch tile fragment picturing the tips of human toes.


Just then, a vibration emitted from Mademoiselle LeClerc’s pocket. She started, then swiftly pulled out a phone, unlocked the screen, and read a text message. It said: We got our guy. Lab tech in Atlanta. Sample secured. Sent you on a wild goose chase. Will reimburse. Pull out immediately.
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