
[image: Cover for the The Golden Egg]



[image: Penguin Random House]




About the Author

Donna Leon is author of the much-loved, bestselling series of novels featuring Commissario Brunetti and one of The Times’ 50 Greatest Crime Writers. Widely considered one of the best detective series ever, with admirers including Ursula K. Le Guin and Val McDermid, the Brunetti Mysteries have won numerous awards around the world and have been translated into thirty-five languages.



Also by Donna Leon

Commissario Brunetti Mysteries

Death at La Fenice

Death in a Strange Country

The Anonymous Venetian

A Venetian Reckoning

Acqua Alta

The Death of Faith

A Noble Radiance

Fatal Remedies

Friends in High Places

A Sea of Troubles

Wilful Behaviour

Uniform Justice

Doctored Evidence

Blood From A Stone

Through a Glass, Darkly

Suffer the Little Children

The Girl of His Dreams

About Face

A Question of Belief

Drawing Conclusions

Beastly Things

The Jewels of Paradise

By Its Cover

Falling in Love

The Waters of Eternal Youth

Earthly Remains

The Temptation of Forgiveness

Unto Us a Son Is Given

Trace Elements

Transient Desires

Give Unto Others

So Shall You Reap

A Refiner’s Fire

Wandering Through Life: A Memoir



PRAISE FOR DONNA LEON

‘One of the best European novelists around’

Amanda Craig

‘A splendid series … with a backdrop of the city so vivid you can smell it’

Sunday Telegraph

‘One of Donna Leon’s best’

Spectator

‘Donna Leon goes from strength to strength … Clever, vivid and wholly absorbing’

Observer

‘No one knows the labyrinthine world of Venice or the way favoritism and corruption shape Italian life like Leon’s Brunetti’

Time



Donna Leon



THE GOLDEN EGG

[image: Penguin Random House]




For Frances Fyfield




lasciate,

che al mio core, al mio bene

io porga almen gil ultimi baci. Ahi, pene!

leave me,

to give my beloved, my son,

one last kiss. Ah, what suffering!

Giulio Cesare

Handel
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It was a peaceful night at the Brunetti home, and dinner progressed in harmony. Brunetti sat at his usual place, his son Raffi beside him; opposite Brunetti sat his wife, Paola, and beside her their daughter, Chiara. A plate of fritto misto to which vegetables, particularly Chiara’s current favourite, carrots, had been added with a liberal hand had initiated the peaceful mood; the conversation had maintained it. School, work, a neighbour’s new puppy, the first Labradoodle to be seen in Venice: the topics flowed into and from one another, and then on to yet others, all of them tied in some way to the city in which they lived.

Though they were Venetian, the conversation took place in Italian rather than in Veneziano, Brunetti and Paola having decided that the children would learn the dialect anyway from their friends and on the street. This had indeed happened, and so the children spoke Veneziano as easily as did their father, who had been raised speaking it. Paola had picked it up – and it was perhaps to her credit that it embarrassed her to confess this – from the servants who had filled her family’s palazzo when she was growing up, rather than from her parents, and so she spoke it less fluently than the others. She felt no embarrassment – quite the contrary – in having achieved almost native fluency in English from her childhood nanny and was pleased that she had managed to pass the language on to both her children, though the transmission had been aided by classes with a private tutor and summer study in England.

Families, much in the manner of churches, have rituals and rules which puzzle non-members. They also place high value on things which members of other groups do not prize to the same degree. If the Brunettis had a religion, aside from a formal adherence to some of the outward, decorative manifestations of Christianity, it was language. Puns and jokes, crossword puzzles and teasers were to them what communion and confirmation were to Catholics. Bad grammar was a venial sin; deliberate corruption of meaning was mortal. The children had taken pride in reaching the stages of awareness where they, too, could partake in the progressively more serious sacraments; raised in this faith, they did not think to question its values.

Later, when the plates from which they had eaten the baked finocchio with rosemary were removed from the table, Chiara set her water glass down with a thump and said, ‘They all lived happily ever after.’

‘Clorinda’s eyes met Giuseppe’s, and together they gazed happily down at the baby,’ Paola said immediately in a voice she pumped full of emotion.

Raffi looked across at his sister and mother, tilted his chin and studied a painting on the other side of the room, and then said, ‘And so it was: the radical procedure left even the doctors who performed it astonished: indeed, for the first time in history, a baby had successfully been delivered from a man’s body.’

It took Brunetti but a moment to say, ‘As he was wheeled into the delivery room, Giuseppe had time to say, “She is nothing to me, my love. You are the only mother of my child.”’

Chiara, who had listened to the contributions of the others with growing interest, added, ‘Only the strongest of marriages could survive such an event, but Clorinda and Giuseppe knew a love that passed all understanding and leaped over every obstacle. Yet for a moment, Clorinda wavered. ‘“But with Kimberly? The friend of my heart?”’

Back to Paola, who said in the cool voice of the narrator, ‘In order to preserve the rock of honesty upon which their marriage was founded, it was necessary for Giuseppe to confess the lengths to which his desire for a child had driven him. “It was meaningless, my love. I did it for us.”’

‘“You brute,” Clorinda sobbed, “you betray me like this. What of my love? What of my honour?”’ This was Raffi’s second contribution, to which he added, ‘“And with my best friend.”’

Leaping at the opening this created, Chiara broke in out of turn and said, ‘He lowered his head in shame and said, “Alas, it is Kimberly’s child.”’

Paola banged her hand on the table to get their attention and demanded, ‘“But that’s impossible. The doctors told us we would never have children.”’

Incensed at having had his turn stolen – and by his wife – Brunetti broke in to say, doing his best to sound like a pregnant man, ‘“I am with child, Clorinda.”’

For a moment, no one spoke as they all ran their way backwards through the dialogue and accompanying narrative to see if they fulfilled the family requirement for a story filled with cheap melodrama, cliché and outrageous characterization. When it was clear that no one had anything to add to the beginning of the story, Paola got to her feet, saying, ‘There’s ricotta-lemon cake for dessert.’

Later, as they sat in the living room, having coffee, Paola asked Brunetti, ‘Do you remember the first time Raffi brought Sara here, and she thought we were all mad?’

‘Clever girl,’ Brunetti said. ‘Good judge of people.’

‘Oh, come on, Guido; you know she was shocked.’

‘She’s had years to get used to us,’ Brunetti said.

‘Yes, she has,’ Paola said, leaning back in the sofa.

Brunetti took her empty cup and set it on the table in front of them. ‘Is this grandmotherhood calling?’ he inquired.

Without thinking, she reached aside and poked him in the arm. ‘Don’t even joke about it.’

‘You don’t want to be a grandmother?’ he asked with feigned innocence.

‘I want to be the grandmother of a baby whose parents have university degrees and jobs,’ she answered, suddenly serious.

‘Are those so important?’ he asked, just as serious as she.

‘We both have them, don’t we?’ she asked by way of answer.

‘It is the usual custom to answer questions with answers, not with more questions,’ he observed, then got up and went into the kitchen, remembering to take the two cups with him.

He came back a few minutes later, carrying two glasses and a bottle of Calvados. He sat beside her, and poured them each a glass. He handed her one and took a sip of his own.

‘If they have degrees and jobs, it means they’ll be older when they have children. Perhaps wiser,’ Paola said.

‘Were we?’ Brunetti asked.

Ignoring his question, she went on. ‘And, if they get a decent education, they’ll know more, and that might help.’

‘And the jobs?’

‘They’re not so important, I think. Raffi’s bright, so he shouldn’t have trouble finding one.’

‘Bright and well-connected,’ Brunetti clarified, not thinking it polite to refer directly to the wealth and power of Paola’s family.

‘Of course,’ she said, able to admit to these things with him. ‘But bright’s more important.’

Brunetti, who agreed, confined himself to a nod and another sip of the Calvados. ‘The last thing he told me was that he wanted to study microbiology.’

Paola considered this, then said, ‘I don’t even know what it is they do.’ She turned to him and smiled. ‘Do you ever think about that, Guido, about all those disciplines we name every day: microbiology, physics, astrophysics, mechanical engineering. We mention them, we even know people who work at them, but I wouldn’t be able to tell you what it is they actually do. Would you?’

He shook his head. ‘It’s so different from the old ones – literature, philosophy, history, astronomy, mathematics – where it’s clear what they do or at least what the material is they’re working in. Historians try to figure out what happened in the past, and then they try to figure out why it happened.’ He put his glass between his palms and rubbed it like a lazy Indian making fire. ‘All I can figure out about microbiology is that they look at little growing things. Cells.’

‘And after that?’

‘God knows,’ Brunetti said.

‘What would you study if you had it to do all over? Law again?’

‘For fun or to get a job?’ he asked.

‘Did you study law because you wanted to get a job?’

This time, Brunetti ignored the fact that she had answered a question with a question and said, ‘No. I studied it because it interested me, and then I realized I wanted to be a policeman.’

‘And if you could study just for fun?’

‘Classics,’ he answered without a moment’s hesitation.

‘And if Raffi chose that?’ she asked.

Brunetti reflected on this for some time. ‘I’d be happy if that’s what he wanted to study. Most of our friends’ kids are unemployed, no matter what degrees they have, so he might as well do it for love as for any job it might get him.’

‘Where would he study?’ she asked, more a mother’s concern than a father’s.

‘Not here.’

‘Here Venice or here Italy?’

‘Here Italy,’ he said, not liking to have to say it, just as she didn’t like to hear it.

They turned and looked at one another, forced to confront this inevitability: kids grow up and kids leave home. If the phone rang after midnight, it would no longer be possible to take it down the hall and look into their rooms to have that immediate, corporeal assurance that they were there. Asleep, awake, reading under the covers with a flashlight; unconscious, sulking, happy or angry: none of this mattered in the face of the certainty that they were safe, at home, there.

What babies parents are. All it took was that ringing sound in the night to freeze their hearts, turn their knees to jelly. It didn’t matter if it turned out to be a drunken friend complaining about his wife or the Questura asking Brunetti to come in because a crime had been committed in the city and he was the man in charge. Even a call that ended with a sincere apology for having dialled a wrong number at that hour had the same battering effect on these hostages to fortune.

What the cost, then, of having one of their children in a foreign city in a foreign country? They were brave people, Guido Brunetti and Paola Falier, and they had often made fun of the streak of melodrama that ran through the centre of the Italian character, yet here they were, both of them, just one step short of pouring ashes on their heads at the thought that their son had begun his university career and might someday go off to some other city to study.

Paola suddenly leaned sideways against the arm of her husband. She placed her hand on his thigh. ‘We’ll never stop worrying about them, will we?’ she asked.

‘It wouldn’t be natural if we did,’ Brunetti said, smiling.

‘Is that meant to comfort me?’

‘Probably not,’ Brunetti admitted. Time passed and then he added, ‘It’s the best thing about us, the worrying.’

‘Us two or us humans?’

‘Us humans,’ Brunetti said. ‘Us two, as well.’ Then, because solemnity was not a dress either of them could wear for long, he added, ‘If he decided to become a plumber, he could study here and continue to live at home, you know.’

She leaned forward and picked up the bottle. ‘I think I’ll seek solace here,’ she said, pouring herself another glass.



2

As Brunetti walked to the Questura, he gave no thought to last night’s language game and remained impervious to the crisp autumn day; his mind was taken up with less diverting matters. An email had reached him just as he was leaving his office the previous evening, telling him that his immediate superior, Vice-Questore Giuseppe Patta, wanted to speak to him the following morning. In typical fashion, Patta had given no information about the topic of their meeting: Patta always liked to have the advantage of surprise, and he believed that not to reveal what he wanted to discuss would assure that. In this he failed to take into account the sense of fair play that lay deep in the heart of his secretary, Signorina Elettra Zorzi, who invariably gave a few minutes’ warning to the person she conducted to her superior’s office.

Brunetti had once commented on this to her, and she had replied that it was no more than telling the Christians in the Colosseo which door the lions were hiding behind.

This morning, it seemed, they were hiding behind the door to the offices of the Vigili Urbani, those unarmed officers whose job it was to see that city ordinances were obeyed. ‘It’s about the pavement in front of that mask shop in Campo San Barnaba,’ she said after she and Brunetti had exchanged polite greetings. ‘There’s been a complaint from one of the other shopkeepers in the campo. They’re paying taxes to put their tables outside and use the space as un plateatico, but the people in the mask shop aren’t, and they insist that there’s only one way that could happen.’

Brunetti often walked through the campo and knew the shop, and as he cast his memory back over the years he realized that, yes, the pavement in front had, as time passed, been increasingly covered by the amoeba-like extension of the tables on which the Made in China masks were displayed. Because this was a matter that did not concern the police, but only the vigili, Brunetti had ignored it. If paying for the vigili’s blindness was cheaper than paying the tax, what merchant would not opt for it?

‘But why is he concerned about something like that?’ Brunetti asked, indicating Patta’s door with a quick turn of his head.

‘He had a phone call late yesterday afternoon; a few minutes after, he came out and asked me to send you an email.’

‘Who called?’

‘The mayor.’

‘Aha,’ Brunetti said softly.

‘Aha, indeed,’ she echoed.

‘About the shop?’ he asked.

‘I’m working on …’ she began and then effortlessly transferred to a much cooler voice to finish the sentence, ‘in his office and waiting for you, Commissario.’

With Patta, Brunetti knew, there existed no lily that was not in need of gilding, and so he said, voice rich with passionate – however false – intensity, ‘I saw his mail a moment ago, so I came down immediately.’

Whereupon the door to Patta’s office was pushed fully open from the inside, and the Vice-Questore appeared. Brunetti often reflected that, in an opera, some sort of trumpet voluntary would sound at the appearance of this man. So handsome, so noble of bearing, so impeccably well dressed: one had no choice but to admire him, much as one would admire a well-wrought urn. Today, in acknowledgement of the approach of cooler weather, Patta wore a grey cashmere suit of such exquisite cut that, had they but known the final destination of their wool, scores of rare and endangered Kashmir goats would have fought to be the first to be shorn. The cotton of his shirt was blindingly white and served to reflect light up towards his still-tanned face.

As sometimes happened to him, Brunetti had to fight down the urge to tell Patta how beautiful he was. Conscious of how fraught his dealings with his superior already were and how prone Patta was to misinterpret what was said to him, Brunetti confined his enthusiasm to a smile and a pleasant ‘Good morning, Vice-Questore.’

With every show of utter uninterest in their conversation, Signorina Elettra returned to her computer, her bearing making it evident that she found it more absorbing. She seemed to disappear, as if she actually occupied less space in the room, a tactic which Brunetti both admired and envied.

Patta turned and went back into his office, saying over his shoulder, ‘Come in here.’

Brunetti’s sensibilities had grown a hard callus over the years, and he was now virtually invulnerable to Patta’s manner. Casual disregard, the absence of respect for anyone he considered an inferior: these things no longer caused Brunetti concern. Violence or its threat might have offended or angered him, but so long as Patta chose passive, rather than active, disrespect, Brunetti remained untroubled.

‘Sit,’ Patta said as he walked around his desk. As Brunetti watched, the Vice-Questore crossed his legs and then, as if remembering the crease in his trousers, immediately uncrossed them. He met his subordinate’s neutral glance. ‘Do you know why I want to talk to you?’

‘No, sir,’ Brunetti said with every evidence of ignorance.

‘It’s about something important,’ Patta said, glancing aside after he spoke. ‘The mayor’s son.’

Brunetti refrained from asking how the mayor’s son, whom Brunetti knew to be an untalented lawyer, could be important. Instead, he tried to look eager for the Vice-Questore’s revelations. He nodded with calculated neutrality.

Again, Patta crossed his legs. ‘Actually, it’s a favour for his son’s fiancée. The girl – young woman – owns a shop. Well, half owns a shop. She has a partner. And the partner has been doing something that might not be entirely legal.’ Patta stopped, either to draw breath or to search for a way to explain to Brunetti how something not ‘entirely legal’ might refer to the bribery of a public official. Clam-like, Brunetti sat in his safe place and waited to see what route Patta would choose.

The straight and narrow, as it turned out, at least in the fashion that term was understood by the Vice-Questore. ‘For some time, the partner has been persuading the vigili to ignore the tables outside the shop.’ Patta stopped, his use of the word ‘persuading’ proof that he had exhausted his store of frankness.

‘Where is this shop, Dottore?’ Brunetti asked.

‘In Campo San Barnaba. It sells masks.’

Brunetti closed his eyes and gave every appearance of searching through his memory. ‘Next to the shop with the expensive cheese?’

Patta raised his head quickly and stared at Brunetti, as though he’d caught him trying to steal his wallet. ‘How do you know that?’ he demanded.

Calmly, calmly, with an easy smile, Brunetti said, ‘I live near there, sir, so I pass through the campo often.’ When Patta said no more, Brunetti prodded, ‘I’m not sure I understand your involvement in this, Dottore.’

Patta cleared his throat and said, ‘As I mentioned, it’s her partner who’s been dealing with the vigili, and only now has this young woman realized that he might have been inducing them to ignore the space they use in front of the shop.’

In response to an intentionally dull look from Brunetti, Patta added, ‘It’s possible they don’t have all the permits to use that space.’

Hearing ‘inducing’ and ‘it’s possible’, Brunetti wondered what he would have to do to make Patta use the word ‘bribe’. Hold his hand over a flame? Threaten to rip off one of his ears? And had Patta any intention of revealing the identity of the partner?

‘You have friends who work there, don’t you?’ Patta asked.

‘Where, sir?’ Brunetti asked, unsure whether Patta meant the office that granted the permits and, if so, why the mayor couldn’t just walk down the hall in the Commune and do his son’s dirty work for him.

‘The vigili, of course,’ Patta said with a certain lack of patience. ‘They’re all Venetian, so you must know them.’ Though he had been working in Venice for more than a decade, Patta still thought of himself as a Sicilian, an opinion in which he was joined by everyone else at the Questura.

‘I do know some of them, Dottore,’ Brunetti said and then, suddenly tired of the conversation, asked, ‘What would you like me to do?’

Patta leaned forward and answered in a softer voice. ‘Speak to them.’

Brunetti nodded, hoping that his silence would be answered with further information.

Patta, perhaps realizing a certain lack of precision in his instructions, said, ‘I’d like you to find out if the vigili involved are trustworthy.’

‘Ah,’ Brunetti allowed himself to say, making no sign of the wild hilarity evoked in him by Patta’s choice of word. Trustworthy? Not to reveal that they had been accepting bribes from the business partner of the mayor’s future daughter-in-law? Trustworthy? Not to reveal that a request for information had come from a commissario of police? Trustworthy? Brunetti found it interesting that it seemed never to have occurred to Patta to wonder if the same thing could be said of the mayor, or his son, or his son’s fiancée.

A long silence settled on the room. A minute passed, quite a long time when two men are seated facing one another. A sudden obstinacy overcame Brunetti: if Patta wanted something from him, then he would have to ask him for it directly.

Some of this must have conveyed itself to Patta, for he finally said, ‘I want to know if there’s any danger this might become public, if this girl is going to cause him trouble.’ He shifted in his seat and added, ‘These are difficult times.’

So there it was: the girl might cause the mayor – who was to run for re-election the following year – trouble. This was not about law: it was about reputation and probably about re-election. In a land where no one was without sin, everyone feared the first hand that reached for a rock, especially if the hand emerged from the cuff of a uniform. Once that started, there was no knowing when the next hand reaching for a rock might emerge from the pale grey uniform sleeve of the Guardia di Finanza.

‘But how can I find out?’ Brunetti inquired politely, as if he were not already busy making a list of the various ways he could.

‘You’re Venetian, for God’s sake. You can talk to these people: they trust you.’ Then, aside, to some invisible Recorder of Injustices, Patta said, ‘It’s a secret club you have, you Venetians. You do things among yourselves, in your own way.’

This, Brunetti forbore to say, from a Sicilian.

‘I’ll see what I can find out,’ was all he said. He got to his feet and left the office.

When Brunetti stepped out of Patta’s office, Signorina Elettra glanced in his direction and raised one eyebrow. Brunetti doubled the gesture and made a circling gesture with one hand to tell her to come up to his office when she could. Face still bland, she turned back to the screen of her computer, and Brunetti left the room.

He stopped in the officers’ squad room and asked Pucetti to come upstairs with him. Inside, when the young officer was seated, Brunetti said, ‘You have much to do with the vigili?’

He watched Pucetti try to figure out the reason for the question and liked him for that. ‘My cousin Sandro is one, sir. So was his father until he retired.’

‘You close to them?’ Brunetti asked.

‘They’re family, sir,’ Pucetti said.

‘Close enough to ask them about bribes?’

Pucetti weighed this up before he answered. ‘Sandro, yes; my uncle, no.’

Curious, Brunetti asked, ‘Because you couldn’t ask him or because he wouldn’t tell you?’

‘A little bit of both, I think, sir. But mostly because he wouldn’t tell me.’

‘How long did he work for them?’

‘Forty years, sir. Until he retired.’

‘So you’re a police family?’ Brunetti asked with a smile.

‘I suppose you could say that, Dottore. Sandro’s brother Luca is in the Guardia Costiera.’

‘Anyone else?’

‘No, sir.’ Then, with a smile, Pucetti added, ‘My mother has a German Shepherd. Does that count?’

‘I’m afraid not, Pucetti. Not unless it’s been trained to smell bombs or drugs.’

Pucetti’s smile broadened. ‘I’m afraid all he can smell is food, Dottore.’ Then he asked, ‘What do you want to know about the vigili, sir?’

‘It’s about that mask shop in Campo San Barnaba. I’ve been told the vigili have been ignoring the plateatico they use.’

Pucetti glanced away, no doubt hunting for the shop in his route-walking memory. He looked back at Brunetti and said, ‘I’ll ask Sandro, sir.’

Brunetti thanked him and sent him back to the squad room. Glancing at his watch, he saw that it was well past the hour to go down to the bar at the bridge for a coffee. Signorina Elettra would come up in good time, he was certain.
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In order to distract himself from continuing to think about Patta’s request, Brunetti went downstairs and asked Vianello if he’d like to come for a coffee. The Inspector closed the file he was reading and got to his feet. They walked along the riva side by side, occasionally moving out of the way of the people walking towards them. Vianello talked about his vacation, which he had delayed until November and was now trying to organize.

Inside the bar, they exchanged pleasantries with Sergio, the owner, who now worked only a few days a week. They ordered two coffees; while they waited, Vianello pulled a pamphlet from his pocket and placed it on the counter in front of Brunetti. He saw a long expanse of white sand, the usual palm trees bending down towards it, and in the far distance the beaches, equally white, of small islands.

‘Where’s this?’ Brunetti asked, tapping a finger on one of the trees.

‘The Seychelles,’ Vianello answered just as Sergio brought them their coffees. Vianello ripped open a packet of sugar and poured it into his cup, then added, ‘Nadia wants to go there.’

‘You sound as if you don’t want to,’ Brunetti said as he stirred sugar into his own coffee.

‘I don’t,’ Vianello answered.

‘But you’ve got this,’ Brunetti said, licking his spoon clean and using it to tap the brochure.

‘Nadia got it,’ Vianello clarified.

‘And you’re carrying it around.’

Vianello took a sip of coffee, swirled the cup twice, and finished it. He set it on the saucer and said, ‘I’m carrying it around, but I’m also carrying around the receipt for the hotel in Umbria we’ve reserved for the first two weeks in November.’

‘Can you cancel the reservation?’ Brunetti asked.

Vianello shrugged. ‘I suppose I can. Nadia went to school with the owner, and he knows how crazy my schedule can be. But I wanted the kids to see it.’

‘Any particular reason?’ Brunetti asked.

‘Because it’s a working farm. Not one of those places where they keep a donkey in a field and sell you apples to give to it,’ Vianello said with contempt. ‘They’ve got cows and sheep and chickens, all those animals my kids think live inside the television.’

‘Come on, Lorenzo,’ Brunetti said with a smile, ‘they’re a little too old for that.’

Vianello smiled, ‘I know. But the animals might as well be on TV. How are city kids supposed to know what an animal is and what it does or what it’s like to work the land?’

‘You think that’s important?’ Brunetti asked.

‘Of course it’s important,’ Vianello said, perhaps too fiercely. ‘You know it is. Everyone’s always telling us we should respect nature, but if kids never see it, how are they going to respect it? All they get are some crazy ideas that television gives them.’

‘That’s television’s job, I think,’ Brunetti observed.

‘What is?’

‘Giving people crazy ideas,’ he said, then asked, ‘What are you going to do?’ He knew Vianello’s wife and was surprised that she’d had an idea like this. ‘Are you sure Nadia really wants to go to the Seychelles?’

Vianello asked Sergio for a glass of tap water and did not speak until the barman set it in front of him, when he said, ‘She got the brochure and said that it would be wonderful to get away from the cold.’ He drank the water, set the glass back down. ‘Doesn’t that sound like she wants to go?’ He did not look at Brunetti as he asked this.

‘Are you going to tell me the real reason?’ Brunetti surprised Vianello, and perhaps himself, by asking. ‘Why you don’t want to go?’ Before Vianello could protest, Brunetti said, ‘I know, I know, the kids need to be exposed to nature.’

Vianello picked up his glass and was surprised to find it empty. He put two Euros on the counter and turned towards the door.

Outside, they fell into step and started back to the Questura. Brunetti, content to have asked his question, waited for his friend to speak. A boat puttered past them, a mottled brown dog standing at the front, barking with the joy of the boat’s forward motion.

‘We shouldn’t do things like that,’ Vianello finally said.

‘Like what?’

‘Travel those distances,’ Vianello said. ‘Just to go and lie in the sand and look at the sea, I mean.’ The barking diminished, and Vianello went on. ‘If you’re a neurosurgeon and you have to go somewhere to save a life, then get on a plane and fly. But not to lie on the beach. It’s not right.’ Then, happy to think of further justification, Vianello added, ‘Besides, the sun’s bad for you.’

They walked a few more steps. ‘Right in an ecological sense?’ asked Brunetti, unable to resist the impulse to take a poke at Vianello’s growing enthusiasm.

Eventually Vianello said, ‘Yes.’

Brunetti slowed down and then stopped. He rested his forearms on the metal railing beside the canal and turned back towards the leaning tower of the Greek church. Another boat entered the canal from the right, passed them, then the Questura, and went on its way.

Brunetti stood there, watching the boat approach the far turn and thinking about Vianello’s use of the word ‘right’. It was a smallish boat, and there was no appearance of cargo in it, so the man might well be going down to Castello to meet his friends for a drink and a game of cards. Like all motors, however small, this one would leave a slick of oil on the water, adding to the pollution and thus to the eventual death of the laguna. So, under Vianello’s system of judgement, would the man’s trip be condemned as not ‘right’, or was there a factor of quantity to be considered? Or, as Vianello had stated, necessity? How much could we do before it became wrong?

The priests, he remembered, had taught him and his friends that gluttony was one of the cardinal sins, but Brunetti had never known what gluttony was. More accurately, though he had grasped that it meant eating too much, he had never understood where ‘too much’ began. How could wanting a second helping of his mother’s sarde in saor be wrong? Which sardine would push him over the edge from pleasure to sin? It was this perplexity that had led the young Brunetti to the realization of how strongly the priests associated pleasure with sin, and that had put an end to that.

‘Well?’ Vianello asked when the boat had disappeared and Brunetti had still not spoken.

‘I think you should go to Umbria.’

‘And my reason for wanting to go there?’ Vianello asked.

‘It’s a perfectly legitimate one,’ Brunetti answered and, pushing himself back from the railing, headed towards the Questura.

Vianello hung back; not hearing his footsteps, Brunetti stopped, turned to him and raised his chin interrogatively.

‘You think it’s legitimate or you agree with me?’ Vianello asked.

‘I think it’s legitimate and I agree with you,’ Brunetti said, walked back to Vianello, and clapped him on the shoulder. ‘I don’t know what good it’s going to do for the planet or for the universe …’ he said and his voice trailed away.

‘But?’ Vianello asked.

‘But if you don’t go, then you avoid doing something that’s harmful, and that’s a good thing.’

Vianello smiled and said, ‘I didn’t think of it that way. All I knew was that it wasn’t right.’ After a moment, he added, ‘Besides, I’ve always wanted to learn how to milk a cow.’

That stopped Brunetti in his tracks. He took a close look at Vianello to see if he was joking. Finally he said, ‘You’re serious, aren’t you?’

‘Of course,’ Vianello answered.

Turning back towards the Questura, Brunetti said over his shoulder, ‘You paid for the coffee, so I won’t tell Signorina Elettra you said that.’
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Since he would be passing her office, Brunetti decided to save Signorina Elettra the trip to his; besides, he was curious to learn whatever she might know about the reasons behind Patta’s request. Good as his word, he decided to say nothing to her about Vianello’s bucolic desires. The relaxed smile she gave him as he went in told Brunetti that the Vice-Questore had gone off on crusade against wrongdoing in some other location.

‘What have you managed to find about the mayor’s son?’ Brunetti asked, having no doubt that she had been in pursuit of that information.

She pushed back a vagrant curl and turned her screen towards him. ‘As you can see,’ she said, pointing to the printed form he saw there, ‘it took him eight years to finish university and another three before he passed the state exams.’

‘And now?’ Brunetti asked.

‘He works in the law office of a friend of his father’s.’

She scrolled down to another document and pointed to the screen. ‘He also has a job as a regional counsellor.’

‘Doing what?’ Brunetti asked, then, remembering that he was talking about a political position, changed it to, ‘Meant to be doing what?’

‘He has been appointed to serve as liaison between students and the regional department of sport.’ Her delivery was as neutral as Médecins sans Frontières.

‘What does that mean?’ Brunetti asked with curiosity he did not have to feign.

She typed in a few words
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