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‘The realms of thought, philosophy and the spirit break up and shatter against the unnameable, myself.’

Max Stirner, The Unique and his Property


1

MORRIS RAN SOFT fingertips along the silk finish of coffee-coloured tiles designed by Valentino. It was almost the only room in the flat he felt unreservedly happy about. The polished walnut fittings were particularly attractive, he thought, holding here a fleshy beige soap dish, there the thick white towels that made such a change from the skin-scraping variety he had grown up with. What’s more, the babble of radios, televisions and raised voices from the other households in the condominium rarely penetrated this sanctum – some trick of modern construction methods, some unplanned relief. So that here one could shave in peace, admire the clean line of one’s jaw, the perfect complexion of two cheeks exactly poised between youth and maturity, the neat cut of still-thick hair above clear blue eyes . . . and dream of a life in which one had made different decisions.

For Paola had been a mistake of course.

Having straightened his tie beneath the freshly pink chin, this successful property owner walked around his sunken bath to a window tastefully double-glazed in a frame of orange pine. Enjoying the simple movements, the feel of the brushed steel handle, the still-new smell of resiny wood and paint, he pulled open the window, and unlatched the shutter. But there was rust on the black varnished metalwork here; that was something he would have to talk to the builder about. Morris scratched with manicured nails at a series of blisterings. Sometimes it seemed you had hardly settled down to enjoy some luxury detail of the place before you were finding a fault, a blemish, some niggling little thing that made you feel you couldn’t settle down and relax. Morris examined. Clearly the builder had been accepting junk from cheap suppliers and banking on the fact that the purchaser couldn’t possibly notice everything in the couple of quick inspections he’d be granted before being told that if he didn’t pay up (in cash!) then someone else was more than willing to. No, he had been taken for a ride there. Taken for a ride by a provincial, tax-evading shark. And the thing about being taken for a ride of course was to face up to it, admit it, take it square on the chin. Never, never tell yourself things were all right when they weren’t.

Things were definitely not all right with Paola.

Pushing back the shutter revealed an oppressively grey winter dawn, hatching out the uninspired silhouette of the next ‘luxury’ condo the same builder was now throwing up on an area of land that only six months ago he had promised would be forever part of their beautiful cross-country view. Morris shivered in the cold air but forced himself to look, to savour this little defeat, so eloquent of his failure to really grasp the Italian character. For it was not enough to have got hold of a fortune, one would have to learn how to defend it. It occurred to him how smug that man must feel every time their cars crossed along the avenue, how confident of Morris’s humiliation!

Still, it was fitting weather for the Day of the Dead: icy, a touch of fog. Good. There would be the dressing up, which he always enjoyed, the family gathering, the procession of cars to the cemetery, the flowers, the poignancy of seeing Massimina’s photograph by the family tomb. Morris liked these traditions. He liked the way they framed your experience and gave it rhythm. Certainly Father had never visited the rose tree where Mother’s ashes were deposited. Next time he went home he must make a point of getting out there to show the man what civilisation and respect were all about.

Having closed the window, Morris again stopped and gazed in the mirror: the Armani cardigan, the Versace tie, the shirt by Gianfranco Ferre – there could be no denying the elegance of all this. Just that now one had it, one realised it wasn’t enough. One wanted more. One wanted art and culture and dignity and one wanted to live with people who appreciated such values and cultivated them. Which was why his marriage had been such a tragic, such a stupid mistake. If there was time this afternoon he would visit Forbes . . .

‘Paola!’ Morris stepped out into the corridor. ‘Paola, it’s past eight-thirty!’ There was no reply. He looked into the bedroom. His wife was luxuriously sprawled under the goosedown quilt. Expensively permed chestnut hair bubbled over pink pillows. But there wasn’t that girlishness, the radiant innocence and ingenuousness her sister Massimina had had. What’s more, Massimina, in the brief halcyon month of their elopement, had always been up and about at a decent hour.

He sat down at the bedside and stared at the creature he had so hastily joined his life to. At some point or other he was going to have to impose himself. Otherwise one would find oneself just another weak husband providing the wherewithal for a simpering woman to waste her time exactly as she wished. Eventually, without opening her eyes, Paola enquired: ‘How come you’re not off to work this morning, Mo?’

He disliked being called Mo.

‘Sono i morti,’ he said. ‘The Dead.’

‘Giusto. Why did you get up then? We don’t have to be at the cem till elevenish. Come back to bed and play.’

Morris said stiffly: ‘There are the flowers to collect for Massimina. Anyway I thought you had your big exam tomorrow.’

‘Oh, what a bore! Come to bed, Mo, come on, do what you did last night. I can’t wait.’ She groaned and made a rude gesture.

Trying to put kindness and encouragement into his voice, he said: ‘Every hour counts the day before an exam, you’ll regret it tomorrow.’

The young woman sat up sharply in a night-dress of such creamily thin silk her nipples beneath seemed Cadbury’s chocolate buttons Mother had tucked in his Christmas stocking twenty years before. She had smaller breasts than Massimina, but more pert and, he was aware, fashionable. Pouting, she reached across the bed, found a pack of Rothmans and lit up with a lighter, apparently of brushed silver. Along with the discothèques, the punkishly showy clothes in the poorest taste and the moronic if locally well-placed circle of friends, this smoking of hers was another habit which Morris now realised was out of line with the vision of a better life that had always been his inspiration.

Anyway, his father had smoked Rothmans.

‘Well?’

‘Oh, I don’t think I’m going to do it.’

He opened his mouth to object. Was she going to throw away the possibility of a career, he protested, just for fear of the very last exam?

‘Well, you know, Mo, I was thinking, what do I really want with a degree in architecture in the end? Do you see what I mean?’ She cocked her head to one side. ‘The fact is we’ve already got money. Another couple of months and Mamma will be joining Mimi under the old angel anyway. You get to run the company and it’s plain sailing.’

The angel was a reference to the somewhat pompous monument that topped the family tomb.

Wincing at the crudity of this, Morris observed that quite apart from the money, which was always a plus, a career in architecture would offer her a path to self-realisation.

‘Oh, Morris




















































Read on for the first chapter of the next Morris Duckworth novel Painting Death


CHAPTER ONE

MORRIS WOULD ARRIVE late for the ceremony. That was appropriate for someone of his importance. It was in his honour after all. But not so late as to be disrespectful; if one disrespects those doing the honouring, one diminishes the recognition. He watched in the mirror as steady hands pushed a Tonbridge School tie tight into the still-firm skin of his strong neck. He would look smart, without being obsequious; neither formal, nor casual. These were fine lines to tread and that he could do so with ease was one of the rewards of maturity. Ease: that was the word. Morris would appear at ease with the world, at ease with himself, his scarred face, his thinning hair; at ease with his wealth, his wife, his fine family, fabulous palazzo and now, at long last, this distinction conceded in extremis. All’s well that ends well. You’re a happy man, Morris Duckworth, he told himself out loud, and he smiled a winning smile. No, a winner’s smile; not a single niggle that nagged, not a prick of the old resentment. Thank you, Mimi, he mouthed to the mirror, admiring the brightness in blue British eyes. Thank you so much!

‘Cinque minuti,’ sang a voice from below. It might have been the dear dead girl herself!

‘Con calma!’ Morris called cheerfully. After all, they lived only a stone’s throw from the centre of civic power. If he had one regret, it was that this was only Verona, la misera provincia; Piazza Bra, not Piazza di Spagna. But then think how dirty Rome was. How chaotic. And how grey, grim and gauche Milan. This prim little town is your destiny, Morris. Be happy.

As he left the bathroom, the flick of a Ferragamo cuff revealed a Rolex telling him it was indeed time. Le massime autorità would be waiting.

The maximum authorities! For Morris!

‘Papà!’ came the voice again. His daughter’s wonderful huskiness, so like dear Mimi of old. She was impatient. All the same, Morris couldn’t resist and stepped into The Art Room for a moment of intimacy with his most recent acquisition.

The heavy old frame rested on a chair. Morris hadn’t quite decided where to hang it yet. He ran a finger down its mouldings. How austere they were! The gilt had gone gloomily dark, from candle smoke, no doubt. It was a pleasure to think of sombre old interiors made somehow darker by their flickering candles. But in the painting itself the two women were walking down a bright street. It was the Holy Land, millennia ago: two bulky figures, seen from behind, in voluminous dresses. Between them, trapped by hand against hip, the woman on the right held a broad basket. It was partially covered, but the white cloth had slipped a little to reveal, to the viewer, unbeknown to the two ladies as they sauntered away, not a loaf of bread, not a heap of washing, not a pile of freshly picked grapes but, grimacing and astonished, a bearded male face: General Holofernes! His Assyrian head severed.

‘Papà, for Christ’s sake!’

Now there came a deeper voice, ‘Morrees! You mustn’t keep the mayor waiting.’

Morris frowned, why did he feel so drawn to this painting? Two women carrying a severed head. But the scene was so calm and their gait so relaxed it might as well have been the morning’s shopping.

‘Dad!’

In her impatience, Massimina switched to English. Morris turned abruptly on a patent-leather heel and strode to the broad staircase. As he skipped down stone steps, running a freshly washed hand along the polished curve of the marble banister, his two women presented themselves in all their finery: Antonella magnificently matronly in something softly maroon; Massimina willowy in off-white, and both generously bosomed in the best Trevisan tradition. Morris smiled first into one face, then the other, pecking powdered cheeks and catching himself mirrored in the bright windows of four hazel eyes. Only his son had inherited the grey Duckworth blue.

‘Where’s Mauro?’ Morris asked, pulling back from his wife. Her gold crucifixes still galled, but he had learned not to criticise. He was not a control freak.

Antonella was already making for the door where the ancient Maddalena stooped with her mistress’s mink at the ready. Antonella pushed her arms into sumptuous sleeves. ‘The cardinal will be there,’ she was saying, ‘and Don Lorenzo. We’re late.’

‘But where’s Mauro? We can’t go without Mauro.’

Morris couldn’t understand why his wife wasn’t taking the problem more seriously. Or why the decrepit maid wasn’t wearing a starched white apron over her black dress, as specifically instructed. This was an occasion for family pride.

‘I don’t think Mousie came home last night,’ Massimina said.

‘Don’t think?’ Morris stopped on the threshold. ‘Home from where? Haven’t you phoned him?’ He was not happy with the thought that a son of his could be nicknamed Mousie.

‘I’m sure he’ll meet us there,’ Antonella said complacently. She was standing in the courtyard now where threads of water splashed across the stony buttocks of a young Mercury apparently leaping into flight from a broad bowl of frothy travertine. All around, vines climbed the ochre stucco between green-shuttered windows while just below the roof a sundial took advantage of the crisp winter weather to alert anyone still capable of reading such things that Morris was now seriously late for the ceremony that would grant him honorary citizenship and the keys to the city of Verona.

‘He went to the game.’

‘What?’

‘Brescia away. I called him, but his phone is off.’

‘He knows when the ceremony is, caro.’ Antonella hurried back and took her husband’s arm. ‘We were chatting about it yesterday.’ Her manner, if only Morris had had the leisure to contemplate it, was a charming mix of anxiety and indulgence. She treated her husband as a troublesome boy, which rather let their obstreperous son off the hook. ‘I’m sure we’ll find him there before us. But we mustn’t keep the mayor waiting. In the end, the only person who really counts today is you, Morrees.’

This was such a pleasant thought that Morris allowed himself to be pulled along, outside the great arched gate and into the designer-dressed bustle of Via Oberdan. All the same, he hadn’t begged his boy two days’ truancy from one of old England’s most expensive schools, and paid a BA flight to boot, to have the lout abscond at this moment of his father’s glory. For some reason the word ‘coronation’ came to mind: Morris was to be crowned King of Verona. He frowned to chase the thought away; one mustn’t lose one’s head.

‘By the way, who won?’ Antonella asked. Morris’s wife had a magnanimous air; it was the mink’s first outing this season.

Massimina took her father’s arm on the other side. ‘Alas, Brescia,’ she sighed. ‘Own goal in injury time.’

Comfortable between them, though it was disconcerting that his daughter was so tall, Morris marvelled that his lady-folk should be aware of such trivial things. What was injury time in the end? He had never really understood. Dad had not wanted company when he set off to Loftus Road and anyway his son would not have been seen dead with a man wearing a green and white bobble cap.

‘But if he didn’t come home,’ he protested, ‘where did he spend the night? And why wasn’t I told?’

There was no time to hear an answer, for on emerging from Via Oberdan into the wide open space of one of Italy’s largest squares, it was to discover that Piazza Bra was not, right now, wide open at all. They had chosen this of all mornings to erect the stalls for the mercatino di Santa Lucia. Damn. From the majestic Roman arena, right along the broad Liston, past Victor Emmanuel on bronze horseback and as far as the Austrian clock, palely illuminated above the arch of Porta Nuova, the whole cobbled campo was chock-a-block with gypsies, extra-comunitari and assorted exempla of Veneto pond life scrambling together prefabricated stalls for the overpriced sale of torroni, candy floss and other vulgar, sugar-based venoms. It was a dentist’s Promised Land, which fleetingly reminded Morris that this was another area in which his son was proving an expensive investment.

Through clouds of diesel from trucks unloading trifles and baubles of every bastard variety, not to mention the construction of a merry-go-round, Palazzo Barbieri on the far side of the square, solemn seat of the Veronese comune, suddenly seemed impossibly distant. Morris almost panicked. What if they called the event off? What if they mistook his belated arrival for a deliberate snub? One could hardly blame the traffic, living only 300 yards away. Morris began to hurry, at first dragging his women with him, then freeing his arms to dive between a wall of panettoni and their leering vendor, the kind of squat, swarthy figure one associates with black markets the world over. It was a disgrace! He would say something to the mayor.

‘Da-ad!’ his daughter protested. ‘Why do you always have to be in such a rush?’ Only now did Morris realise the girl had put on four-inch heels, to cross a sea of cobbles. The original Massimina, who had been half her height, would have known better. And he had thought his first love dumb!

Antonella laughed. ‘This way, Mr Nonchalant,’ she said and pulled her husband to the left, out of the throng and down the small street that ran behind the arena. Here, almost immediately, the way was clear and though the change of route had added a hundred yards or so to their walk, Morris understood at once there would be no problem. Thank God he had married such a practical soul! So much more sensible than her dear departed sisters. Nevertheless, he kept up a brisk pace, past beggars and chestnut vendors, just in case something else should come between him and his overdue due. The complacency of ten minutes before now seemed a fool’s paradise and Morris knew from bitter experience that there was nothing to be gained from seeking to retrieve it. It took carefree weeks and important art acquisitions to consolidate a mood as positive as that; or at least an afternoon’s revelling with Samira. For a moment, then, passing on one side a café advertising hot chocolate with whipped cream and on the other the arena ticket office promising the world’s largest display of Nativity scenes – from the Philippines to the Faroe Islands! – Morris found himself struggling to relate two apparently remote but peremptory thoughts: first the memory of how he had ignominiously scuttled through these same streets thirty years ago, a wretched language teacher hurrying head down from one private lesson to another, always at the tight-fisted beck and call of people richer and stupider than himself (dear Massimina among them, it had to be said); and second, the reflection that his son was hardly likely to have taken his Tonbridge School uniform to a winter evening football game; so that even if the boy did make it to this morning’s ceremony after a night slumming with thugs in foggy suburbs, he was not going to be sporting a burgundy and black striped tie that matched his own. Only now, still striding along in the shadow of the Roman amphitheatre with Antonella panting to keep pace in her furs, did Morris realise how much he had been looking forward to that little touch of father–son complicity; it was the kind of quietly significant detail he liked to think a fashion-conscious Veronese public would register with a twinge of envy: style the Italians might have in abundance, but never the sober solidity of a great British educational institution. In which case, come to think of it, the ungrateful boy might just as well not turn up for the ceremony at all. Perhaps I should pull him out of Tonbridge, Morris wondered, save myself thirty grand a year, and have the boy eke out a living teaching English, as I once had to. There! Realising that the two apparently separate thoughts had after all found a very evident and purposeful link – his spoiled son needed reminding what was what – Morris suddenly felt pleased again: whatever happened this particular morning, or any other morning for that matter, he would always have his wits, his wit. Hadn’t he, in the end, Morris Duckworth, got himself to Cambridge University from Shepherd’s Bush Comprehensive, the first and very likely the last pupil ever to do so? Let Mauro ‘Mother’s Boy’ Duckworth do the same!

‘I asked, have you prepared a speech?’ Antonella was saying. ‘Morrees! Eih, pronto? Aren’t you listening?’

They had arrived at the bottom of the grand steps. The columned facade was above them.

‘Of course,’ Morris said, realising as he spoke that he had left the thing at home: three sheets of A4 on the windowsill beside the loo. He had allowed himself to be distracted by Judith and Holofernes.

His wife reached up to straighten the lapels of his jacket. Very quietly, she said: ‘Just be careful not to say anything stupid.’

Morris was taken aback.

‘Like the time at the Rotary.’

The English husband felt a dangerous heat flood his loins. ‘It will be fine,’ he said abruptly.

‘Only trying to help,’ she explained, brushing something off his shoulder. But he knew she was laughing.

‘I was drunk,’ he insisted.

‘I know,’ she smiled.

‘The punch was too strong. They should have been gaoled for poisoning.’

‘We’re late, Morrees,’ she said calmly. ‘Come on.’

Right. But now where was his daughter? Son or no son, at least the three of them could ascend the town hall steps together. Morris turned but couldn’t find her. The ridiculous Verona trenino was passing, a fake electric steam locomotive, bright red, with an open carriage behind and piped Christmas music deafening the dumb tourists on board. ‘Hark the Herald’. How anybody could have imagined introducing such an atrocious eye-and-ear sore into the centuries-long sobriety of the city’s ancient piazzas was beyond Morris. Had anyone ever sung ‘Hark the Herald’ in Italy? ‘Late in time behold Him come!’ Indeed. Just as Morris fought off a fleeting memory of his carol-singing mother (he himself had solo-ed ‘Once in Royal David’s’ at St Bartholomew’s, Acton) the train lurched forward with the clanging of a bell and Massimina emerged from behind, swaying impressively as she stepped out to cross the road, closely watched, Morris noticed, by three motorcycle louts smoking outside the wine bar at the corner. The girl was too attractive by half, too present and alive for her own good. Those heels would have to come down an inch or three. Confident nevertheless that his daughter was still a virgin, otherwise he would surely have known, Morris held out his hand as if to draw his child toward him. They would cut a fine figure entering the corridors of power side by side. Except that now an ancient gypsy woman reached up from the pavement – Grazie, grazie she wheedled – she must have imagined the wealthy man’s outstretched arm held an offering of change. Irritated, Morris was about to shoo the crone away when he caught his wife’s quick intake of breath. They were in full view of a dozen dignitaries and newspaper photographers standing under the portico at the top of the steps. Morris reached into his pocket and found the fifty-cent coin one had to keep ready for such occasions, because to open your wallet was always a mistake.

For the next fifteen minutes, it would have been hard to imagine a more gratifying occasion. On the door they were greeted by the faithful Don Lorenzo, for many years the family’s spiritual adviser, who took them into the first reception room to meet Cardinal Rusconi, gorgeous in stiff scarlet. Morris kissed a puffy hand and agreed that, for all the commercial exploitation, Christmas never quite lost its magic, while Antonella spoke of the importance of sponsoring Nativity scenes in the poorer suburbs where the camels and shepherds created a much needed sense of festive spirit. Glasses of bubbly in hand, nobody seemed to have noticed how late they had arrived and Morris couldn’t decide whether this was wonderful or irritating. He might just as well have been on time, which certainly came more naturally, in which case he could have enjoyed feeling superior to the latecomers. A radio journalist wanted him to explain yet again the circumstances that had led to this honour, but under the prelate’s approving if somewhat haughty gaze, and nodding to a fellow Rotarian across the room, Morris demurely told the sycophant that it would hardly be appropriate for him to sing his own praises: the mayor, he said, would no doubt put forward the motivazione during his presentation. Massimina, he noticed from the corner of an ever observant eye, was chatting to Beppe Bagutta, son of the man who ran the Verona Trade Fair and quite a few other things beside; decent results at art college were all very well, but a little more would be required if the girl was to make her Duckworth mark on the world. Nearer at hand, there was a pleasant buzz of mutual congratulation with the ascetic Don Lorenzo telling the corpulent cardinal how much he had appreciated his article ‘A Eucharist for Our Times’ – he and Antonella had studied it together, he said – and the cardinal actually deigning to ask Morris how he thought Italy might come out of the present financial crisis; a subtle way of fishing for some kind of donation perhaps. Why else would such a powerful man have bothered to turn up for a ceremony of no religious significance? Old acquaintances and business partners, gallery owners and building contractors waved their hellos but Morris decided he would be best served standing beside the ecclesiastical red, so similar, it suddenly crossed his mind now, to the Father Christmas outfit Dad had donned to hand out half-bottles of Teacher’s to shop-floor friends on Christmas Eve. Was Samira here, perhaps? That was an exciting thought. He hadn’t invited her, but you never knew. The girl was clearly infatuated. Or even inspectors Marangoni and Fendsteig, from the old days? That too would be oddly exciting. But the meddling policemen must have retired long ago, Morris reflected. Just as well, with all this DNA wizardry they’d recently come up with. He smiled at the cardinal who smiled back as though they had been friends for ages, and Morris was just rummaging through the clutter of his mind to see if there was some favour he could ask of the prelate before the prelate asked whatever it was he planned to ask of him, when, at the blast of a trumpet, four extravagantly befeathered Bersaglieri raised four ceremonial flags to form an arch of honour at the door to his right: there were Europe’s circle of quarrelling stars, Italy’s bureaucratic tricolour, the razzmatazz of the dear old Union Jack and finally, white on red, the ladder of Cangrande della Scala, erstwhile Duke of Verona. Morris bowed his head as he stepped beneath these proud symbols into the great Sala degli Arazzi and that world of honoured tradition he had always, after his rather particular Duckworth fashion, aspired to.

So it was mildly irritating, having reached the inner sanctum, to find that the mayor hadn’t bothered with a tie. ‘I’m afraid we’ll have to get moving,’ the younger man said, hurrying between elegant chairs to give Morris his hand and then immediately withdraw it. He wore a white shirt, open at the neck, black blazer and denim jeans, so that if it weren’t for the red and green mayoral sash across his chest it would have been hard to imagine why he was in such solemn surroundings at all. A delegation of Arab businessmen was expected for eleven o’clock, he explained. One couldn’t be late for the Arabs. ‘Our new masters, alas!’

Morris had always despised the Northern League and chided himself for having expected anything better of Verona’s local hero, first separatist mayor of this exquisitely Italian town.

‘We were waiting for my son,’ Morris said frostily. ‘I’m afraid his flight’s been delayed.’

They took seats behind a polished table while a crowd of seventy or so settled in rows beneath Paolo Farinati’s huge Victory of the Veronese over Barbarossa covering half the wall to the left, a great oil-brushed tumble of bodies, blood and heraldry with some fine fabrics and polished armour tossed in for good measure among neighing horses and silken banners. Oh to have a palazzo big enough to house such splendour, Morris thought. A whole war in your front room! But with undue haste the mayor was already jumping to his feet and plucking one of the microphones from its stand.

‘Buon giorno a tutti!’ he began, even before people had had time to take their seats. ‘We are here as you know to honour a man who has been among us for many years, indeed who arrived in this town the very season our beloved Hellas Verona won the Scudetto. You brought good luck, Meester Dackvert!’ the mayor smiled down on his guest. ‘We are extremely grateful.’

This shameless crowd-pleaser of an opening, which immediately raised a shout of applause – even Antonella and Massimina clapped enthusiastically – wasn’t actually true, since Morris had arrived in Verona in 1983, not ’85. But the Northern League people, he remembered, were invariably Hellas fans, theatrically rough and tough, the town’s would-be bad boys. Mauro surely wasn’t messing with the league, Morris hoped. Even the Communists dressed better.

‘Not, alas, a success we are likely to see repeated in the near future,’ the mayor added with pantomime gloom, ‘or not if last night’s abject performance is anything to go by.’

The public sighed.

‘Though the disturbances after Brescia’s late goal, if I may say so in parenthesis, and I know because I was there, were certainly not initiated by Hellas fans.’

‘Verissimo!’ a voice called from the back.

What on earth, Morris wondered, did all this have to do with honouring Cittadino Duckworth?

‘Actually,’ the young mayor laughed, ‘for a while the terraces looked rather like our old painting here.’ He gestured to the raised swords, rearing horses and trampled corpses in Farinati’s Victory. ‘Though I personally was unarmed of course.’

Another laugh. This was infuriating. But Morris had learned over the years to keep calm, if not exactly cool, especially when in full public view. Sitting tight, his body steaming with angry heat, he consoled himself with the reflection that he was very likely the only one in this room who had ever had the courage to raise a weapon in anger and kill a man, or woman for that matter (on the very weekend Verona had won the championship if he was not mistaken), hence the only one here who could really understand the heat, horror and wild elation experienced in Farinati’s magnificent painting. What was a scuffle at a vulgar football match compared to real killing? His knowledge went deeper than theirs, Morris told himself, inches of steel deeper, though come to think of it he’d never used a knife. Reaching to pour himself a glass of water, Morris noticed his wife in the front row trying to catch his eye and shaking her head slightly. Was he doing something wrong? He hadn’t opened his mouth yet. And who was the man on her right who looked so oddly familiar?

‘Aside from that magnificent achievement,’ the mayor paused – he had a thrusting jaw and close-set, merry eyes in pasty skin – ‘Verona having been, as I shall never tire of repeating, the last provincial team ever to be CHAMPIONS OF ITALY’ – again he waited for the obedient applause to die down – ‘aside, as I said, from that alas unrepeatable exploit’ – he pronounced the word à la française and turned to grin complacently at his guest – ‘Meester Dackvert’s first years in Verona were not entirely happy, peripherally involved as he so sadly was in the murderous tragedies that beset two of the town’s finest old families, the Trevisans of Quinzano, and the Posenatos of San Felice.’

Again there was applause, but subdued this time, as many present would remember the violent deaths of three prominent citizens, unaware of course that these were precisely the occasions when Morris had been obliged to learn the lethal skills celebrated by Paolo Farinati on the magnificent canvas beside them. Sipping his glass of water, the Englishman began to wonder whether it had really been wise to accept this invitation and, glancing towards Antonella, saw that she had lowered her face, perhaps to shed a tear over her dead sisters, or even, however misguidedly, her first husband, while the man sitting to her right patted her shoulder with surprising familiarity. Suddenly Morris found himself alert. It couldn’t be Stan Albertini, could it? Stan had left Verona decades back.

‘There was also, as friends of the family will recall, an unfortunate incident with a German shepherd, which, er, rearranged, as they say, our English guest’s rosy-cheeked physiognomy, obliging him to rely henceforth on brain rather than beauty!’

How inexcusably clumsy and insensitive these remarks were! But since Morris’s old scars had at that very moment begun to sing and burn in cheeks and temples, the English guest (guest, after thirty years!) was grateful for any supposed embarrassment that offered cover. If there was one person who possessed the facts to bury him, if only it ever occurred to the halfwit to string them all together, it was Stan.

‘But the English are a resilient race,’ the mayor continued, ‘as we Italians know to our cost.’ Speaking without notes, he raised and lowered the microphone, swinging his shoulders from side to side with the panache of a stand-up comedian. Clearly his audience loved him, for they never failed to titter. ‘In short there are many reasons for our decision to honour Meester Dackvert today.’ Again he looked indulgently down on his guest as if the fifty-five-year-old multiple murderer had just been born in a stable under a sparkling comet. ‘Having married the beautiful Antonella Trevisan, surely an indication of the best possible taste’ – the tasteless remark raised a storm of cheers; if there was one quality Antonella did not have, Morris thought, and had never remotely claimed to have, it was beauty; unless of course you considered a sort of exemplary piety beautiful – ‘Meester Dackvert single-handedly turned the family’s traditional old wine company into one of the dominant economic forces in our town, offering employment to scores of Veronese and even larger numbers of African and Slav immigrants, who, it has to be said, without the precious resource of paid work, might well have become a danger to our community.’

The mayor paused, apparently unaware of anything offensive in this reflection. This time there was no applause. ‘He very astutely developed the older vineyards to build a fine new luxury housing estate on the hills above Parona – Villaggio Casa Mia – offering a chance to many of our youngsters to buy their first properties. And, together with his splendid and most Veronese wife, he has been over many years a generous sponsor of the university, the arts and the Church, always ready to help out when some worthy project runs into rough financial waters.’

Again the mayor paused, again there was no response from the crowd. But now the man seemed to relish the silence, as if it was exactly what he intended. He hadn’t mentioned, Morris noted, that Fratelli Trevisan SRL also made regular contributions to all political parties that polled more than five per cent in local elections, not to mention a wide range of minor and indeed major officials in the customs and tax offices. Only now, however, did it occur to Morris that what he really should have sponsored was Hellas Verona Football Club.

‘But the immediate reason for our decision to extend this honour to Meester Dackvert’ – suddenly the mayor’s voice slowed to something pondered and solemn, as if all the preamble about championships, murder mysteries and Morris’s astonishing entrepreneurial skills were the merest patter to settle the public’s mood – ‘is his generous and completely unsolicited response to the vicious media attack that has been launched on our town and on this administration in particular.’

There was much muttering and scraping of chairs. Nothing, as Morris well understood, was taken more seriously in Verona than the town’s national and international reputation. Far more important than any concrete reality, was the business of what people thought of you.

‘As you know the attempt to paint our fair city as a den of backwardness and brutal authoritarianism has been going on since the time of the Second War and the Republic of Salò. Entirely unfounded, it forms part of a squalid game of political conditioning by which our envious rivals – and I need not tell you who they are – seek to cut us off from what very little funding is available for urban development in these hard times.’

The murmurs of assent now began again.

‘But if this propaganda war was bad before, it has become even more aggressive since the Northern League took over the governance of the town and brought some order to the chaos and cronyism that had been going on for far too long. It is clear that even our supposed political allies in Rome, not to mention the hopeless band of ex-Communists who occupied and abused these same public offices not so long ago, have been running a smear campaign that now extends beyond the national to the international press, culminating in the libellous article that appeared in a British newspaper a few months ago. I shall not repeat the gross accusations that were made there. They shall never sully my lips.’

At this point there was such a roar of applause that the mayor, who was checking his watch with embarrassing frequency, had to raise his arms to quieten the crowd and hurry on. ‘What I intend to do instead, as sole and sufficient motivation for our conferring on Morrees Dackvert THE FREEDOM OF OUR CITY’ – and here the mayor picked up from the tabletop, and quickly put down again, a parchment scroll and open, navy blue gift box containing a large silver key – ‘is to read out the letter that our excellent friend wrote in reply to those accusations in the same newspaper. And I shall read it, amici miei,’ he raised his solid jaw and grinned, ‘in Eengleesh, yes, to remind our envious neighbours – their names shall never be mentioned – of the level that education has reached in this proud province.’

Morris was startled. The man was going to read his letter to the Telegraph. In English! When he couldn’t even pronounce Duckworth properly! Morris wanted to grab the mike from his hand and read the thing himself, if read it had to be, though at this point he began to wonder whether the double-barrelled snob who had carried out his hack’s hatchet job on the ancient town – the offensive article that Morris had responded to – didn’t perhaps have a point after all. For at last it dawned on him that this whole ceremony had been organised, not to reward Morris Duckworth for being a fine citizen at all, but as the merest PR for the Northern League. The separatists had a British intellectual on their side!

‘Unlaiykk,’ the mayor waved a scrap of newsprint, ‘yor mendaayshuuus correespondent who publeeshed VERONA: CAAPEETAL OF KIIITSCH . . .’

It had all begun some months ago at Samira’s place. She and Morris had made love in the usual lavish fashion on the mattress under the ochre tapestry, then, while she was preparing one of her excellent herb teas – and there was still frankincense smoking in the corner – her brother had come out of his room and started talking about wanting to do a Masters in economics in London. Tarik was a very respectful young man and showed none of the disapproval one might have feared from a jealous brother raised in a backward Moslem community, though that might have been, of course, because Morris was paying the siblings’ not insignificant rent. But what was to be gained from being cynical? There was nothing bunga-bunga-ish about what went on between Morris and Samira, it was genuine affection, and of course now that he had found the girl a six-month work-experience in the local council’s Heritage Department she would be more than worth the price of her two-bedroom flat in San Zeno. If nothing else she had access to the files of all paintings possessed by churches in the province.

Always ready to help, and save a friend a costly mistake, Morris had pulled his MacBook Air from his Armani attaché case and sat down at the glass table with the two young Libyans each side of him. They had browsed a few university sites, compared curriculums and requirements, and considered whether it would be wiser to apply now, before Tarik had finished at Verona, or wait till he had the Italian degree in the bag, at the expense of having to take a gap year. ‘I could find something for you to do,’ Morris had smiled, ‘if it’s a question of filling the time. I can always use a smart young man.’ It seemed important to have Tarik understand that Morris’s affection for Samira extended, overflowed rather, to her nearest and dearest. Tarik frowned, asking his sister’s benefactor to explain again – his Italian was excellent but his English still shaky – the mysterious workings of UCAS, and as Morris clicked back and forth, enjoying his expertise these days with all things bureaucratic, he suddenly became intensely aware of their three pairs of legs side by side under the stylish glass tabletop: Samira’s, to his left, wonderfully young and vulnerable as she distractedly opened and closed honey thighs in a black bathrobe; his own solid and steady in sober grey flannel, and, to his right, in tattered jeans, casually crossed at the bare brown ankles, this fine young Arab’s. ‘I love them both.’ Morris suddenly found himself saying these words inside his head. ‘I love sister and brother both!’ and he felt a surge of energy and excitement such as he had not experienced these twenty years and more.

Then, intending to show Tarik where to read the economic news in the English press, Morris opened the Telegraph’s home page, and there it was. ‘Verona: Capital of Kitsch’, by Boris Anderton-Dodds. Who the hell was he? So extraordinary did it seem to open an English national newspaper and find an article on the small Italian town they lived in, that the threesome read it at once. Nicolas Sarkozy was planning to take his pregnant Carla on holiday to the town of Romeo and Juliet. It was typical of the French president’s abysmal taste. Over recent years the once elegant Veneto town had seen no better way to solve its self-inflicted economic problems than to become Italy’s dumb Disneyland of romantic slush and sleaze. Tourists were met at airport and railway station by pesky guides pressuring them into Love Tours of Romeo’s house and Juliet’s balcony where cohorts of Korean businessmen had themselves photographed with hands cupping the bare breast of a bronze nymphet before being hauled off to karaoke evenings where they learned ‘O sole mio’ and ‘Santa Lucia’, hardly Veronese tunes. The Renaissance palazzo housing Juliet’s tomb – though of course no one knew whether it had really been Juliet’s tomb, as no one knew whether it had really been Juliet’s balcony – had become an upmarket registrar’s office luring sentimental suckers from five continents to empty their wallets for overpriced ceremonies and third-rate costume jewellery. It was the globalisation of vulgarity; everywhere you looked the city was choked with cheesy cliché, the hotels advertising ‘consummation’ suites (and sheets!) for honeymooning couples and the mayor himself offering his services as registrar at a special price to milk the cash cow to the last drop. This was the same xenophobic Northern League mayor who pursued a racist policy against kebab outlets, denied Moslems a place to build a mosque and introduced fascist regulations that prevented people from sleeping on park benches or eating sandwiches on the steps of public monuments, and all in a town where the church pretended to be charitable but in fact kept hundreds of apartments empty (without paying any property tax) rather than rent them to poor Africans. Every year, towards Valentine’s Day, lovers all over the world were invited to write a Letter to Juliet, alias the town council, with a prize for those who managed the best homage to love. A prize judged by whom? Boris Anderton-Dodds demanded. What did the city’s administrators know about love? If they had any respect at all for the myth of romantic love they would return the town to its ancient dignity and remember that the quality most alien to romance was greed, the quality most akin, charity. A modern Romeo and Juliet would not be about the Montagues and Capulets, let alone the Sarkozys and Brunis; it would be the thwarted love between the son of a Northern League official and the chadored daughter of a dusky kebab vendor.

What pious nonsense! Morris was aghast that a reputable British newspaper, one, he would never forget, that had turned down at least three job applications from a certain Morris Arthur Duckworth thirty and more years ago, should stoop to such disgraceful misrepresentation. ‘But Verona is a fantastic town!’ he shouted; the thought that his UKIP father might very easily end up reading this nonsense and enjoy a chuckle at Morris’s expense was immensely irritating. Then he noticed that his young friends were smiling.

‘What’s there to smirk about?’ he demanded.

‘It’s true the city’s racist,’ Samira said.

‘You bet,’ Tarik agreed.

‘What’s that got to do with it? Just because a place is racist you can’t say it’s the capital of kitsch. Verona must be one of the most beautiful cities on earth. The English haven’t got anything to hold a candle to it.’

‘I wouldn’t know,’ Tarik said. ‘I just think the racist accusation is the one that matters. Who cares if we call it kitsch or not?’

‘I care!’ Morris fumed. ‘Everywhere’s racist. You think Milan isn’t racist? And Rome? You think London isn’t racist? Why are they rioting? Blacks are always rioting in London. They have their good reasons. Calling a place racist is like calling a spade a spade, or telling me grass is green. But calling it tasteless when it’s one of the most beautiful places on earth is sheer envy. It’s vandalism! Imagine the number of people who’d lose their jobs if the Brits stopped coming to Verona because of a criminal article like this. Think of the museums they’d have to close. The restaurants and hotels giving work to people without papers or permits. Albanians and Pakistanis and Moroccans.’

‘Come on Mo, darling,’ Samira laughed and leaned a head on his shoulder. ‘Don’t take it so seriously.’ Morris caught the wink she sent to her brother under his nose. Literally.

‘How are you two discriminated against?’ he demanded. ‘Tell me. Is there any problem finding a kebab? No. I’d eat them myself if I wasn’t a vegetarian. Do you need a bench to sleep on?’

‘There is no mosque to worship in,’ Samira said.

‘For heaven’s sake, you’re in a Christian country.’

‘We have trouble getting a permesso di soggiorno,’ Tarik said, ‘finding a landlord who will rent to Moslems.’

‘But I sorted out your permessi! And I found you the apartment!’

Morris remembered in the past certain young immigrants who had been more grateful when he helped them.

‘But if they didn’t have these immigration laws, we wouldn’t need . . .’ Tarik stopped himself and put his face in his hands.

‘I’m going to reply to this,’ Morris announced importantly. ‘Talk about getting away with murder!’

He opened Word and began to type. He was furious with the kids, but also aware that, at least partly, he was writing to impress them, to show them that Morris Duckworth was the kind of man who could see the wood for the trees, and get his name into print in the process. In the end, they were young; like Mauro, they needed to be taught a thing or two.

‘Dear Sirs,’ he typed, ‘Unlike your mendacious correspondent who published “Verona: Capital of Kitsch”, I actually—’

‘What does mendacious mean?’ Samira asked.

‘Someone who lies all the time. Mendace.’

‘Ah.’

Tarik said a few words in Arabic and they both burst out laughing.

‘Now what are you sniggering about?’ Morris was incensed. He liked them. Liked them both. He loved their fine young features, black eyes, and snake-smooth skin. But not if they were planning to gang up and treat him like an old fogey.

‘Don’t be so sensitive, Mo.’

‘But what did you say?’

‘Tarik said you should come to Tripoli if you want to see what beauty is.’

Morris didn’t believe for one moment this was what had been said; how could Tripoli possibly surpass an Italian town in beauty and why would the remark have created so much amusement, at his expense? But he let it go. Or rather, he let the anger flow from his fingertips:

Unlike your mendacious correspondent who published ‘Verona: Capital of Kitsch’, I actually live in this town and have done so for almost three decades; well, I can assure your readers that Verona remains one of the finest and most elegant city centres the world over, a forward-looking and vigorous community where the rumour of Romeo and Juliet exists only as a pleasant background murmur of antique romance, its few scattered and very beautiful shrines, apocryphal or otherwise, attracting the same tourists who flock to see the London Dungeons or the execution place of Anne Boleyn; frankly amour, however clichéd, seems preferable to the bloody glamour of Anglo-Saxon vulgarity.

Pork scratchings, lager louts, race riots, football hooliganism, vomit on street corners and stinking public urinals, such are the English charms the judicious traveller is spared in the shaded piazzas and stuccoed sobriety of this Renaissance gem. No wonder romance seems credible here. Your article, the journalistic equivalent, if I may be so bold, of a contract killing (since clearly Mr Anderton-Dodds had viewed no more than a blurred photograph of his victim prior to pulling the trigger), simply aligns your newspaper with those enemies of sentiment who once brought the lives of two young lovers to tragedy. Shame on you! Shame on you too for putting at risk the jobs of those whose honest endeavours on behalf of Verona’s tourist industry gives work to thousands, many of them refugees from the Third World, people who can barely believe their luck to find themselves in this Italian paradise. All power to President Sarkozy and his splendid Italian signora for choosing the perfect place to renew their love before the long, hard slog of parenthood.

Morris Arthur Duckworth

The Duckworth Foundation

Via Oberdan

Verona

Just like that! It had come out just like that: The Duckworth Foundation! Without a thought, without forewarning of any kind. This was what it meant, Morris thought, to be creative. Suddenly, from nowhere, an idea came into being. Most definitely he should have been a writer, an artist. He copied the passage and pasted it into the comment box below the offending article. Then not satisfied, because it really was such a well-written letter, he emailed it to the editors as well. Damn them. Let them see who was the better polemicist, Mr Anderton-Dodds (Boris!) or Morris Arthur Duckworth. It was years since he’d signed off with his second name; it had always worried him that people would spot the obvious acronym. But this time it felt right. If the Telegraph needed a man in Verona, MAD was definitely better than BAD.

‘Morrees!’ Samira breathed.

Entranced by the eloquence of his indignation, Morris had not registered the growing incredulity of the two young people beside him.

‘I never knew you could be so romantic!’

The Englishman smiled and turned to kiss his girl on her dark lips.

‘What is the Duckworth Foundation?’ Tarik asked cautiously, and with new respect, Morris hoped. Speaking off the top of his head, the rich lover launched into a very promising explanation, and only four days later received a call from the town hall. The city council wished to express its gratitude.

‘. . . the long, ard zlog ov paarent-hhud,’ the mayor concluded with a flourish. ‘Morrees Artoor Dackvert! The Dackvert Fowndayshoon!’

There was a moment’s bewildered silence from a public who understood only that they were supposed to approve. Nobody seemed sure whether the reading was over or not, until, with a whooped Californian cry of ‘Way to go, Morris, man!’ the balding figure beside Antonella began to pound his hands in enthusiastic applause. It was Stan. From top to toe Morris thrilled with shivery sweat. Christ! Why? As the Italians politely clapped their ignorant ovation, while his wife and daughter, he noticed, seemed to be studying him with the rapt apprehension of one who has found a brightly coloured mould on a bidet towel, the Freeman of Verona jumped to his feet and, invited or no, snatched the microphone from the mayor’s unsuspecting grasp.

‘Grazie, grazie!’

He felt a little unsteady on his feet in front of so many people. The Tonbridge tie seemed to tighten round his neck. Undecided whether to sit or not, the mayor quite brazenly tapped on his watch. Morris was having none of it. Seize the day. There is a tide in the affairs of men. He hesitated, looking out across the well-groomed scalps of the city’s applauding elite to where, in the piazza beyond, he could just glimpse the balcony from which 150 years before Garibaldi had exhorted ‘Roma o morte!’ In his cheeks and above his eye, the scars that had robbed him of his youthful beauty had stepped up their song to a fierce descant. Or perhaps it was a battle cry. His face was throbbing. Once again, in the most adverse circumstances, Morris must launch himself into the fray.

‘Signore e signori.’

The clapping abruptly stopped and a fascinated silence fell on the crowd; most of them knew Morris as a respectable and quietly obsequious businessman, almost more Italian than the Italians themselves in his understanding of what must be said and what left unsaid, what paid, whether under or over the table, and what, with grace and aplomb, evaded; a man who in twenty years had turned a second-string family vintner’s into a major business concern, becoming a key figure in the local consortium of industrialists and, of course, the Rotary Club. But now, rather disconcertingly, there was a flash of fear in this sedate man’s face, something wild and perhaps even dangerous had surfaced from beneath the dark scars and pale shining eyes, while his posture, oddly contracted and unsteady, betrayed the kind of hunted, animal-at-bay anxiety that would have reminded some present that this man had once stood trial for murder.

But Morris had been acquitted of course and the moment passed. He straightened up, filled his lungs and squared his shoulders. His face relaxed in a broad smile. Get a grip. Speak your best Italian. Stan was just an old friend visiting the haunts of his youth. Not the man who could put him in gaol.

‘Signori, grazie. I had prepared, I should tell you, a long and generous speech in praise of the city of Verona, a city that has given me, to be blunt, all that I have. But I shall leave it aside. You have already heard my little letter, so movingly read by our excellent mayor. My feelings will be clear enough, even to those very few who don’t know me either as a business partner or a member of the many organisations in which we are all involved. I am told that we are running late and that the mayor must meet a delegation of Arab businessmen; the last thing I would wish is to compromise a chance to bring fresh investment to our town.’

There were murmurs of approval. Seeing Antonella’s relieved smile, Morris enjoyed the awareness that when it really counted he always got it dead right. And in perfect Italian.

‘So I shall just say thanks to you all for coming here today. It’s a great pleasure, in particular, to see a face I haven’t seen for twenty years and more. Welcome back to Verona, Stan Albertini!’

Apparently there were no limits to Morris’s magnanimity. Stan, of course, stood up and bowed to laughter and applause. It was the man’s baldness and the absence of the old goatee, Morris realised now, that had delayed his recognition.

‘But I will, if I may, take this opportunity to explain just one thing. At the end of my letter, the mayor read the signature, Morris Duckworth, the Duckworth Foundation.’

The mayor, who had sat down, reassured that his guest would be brief, now gripped the arms of his chair and half stood again. Morris motored on:

‘It was precisely on reading that cowardly attack in the British press, and with a profound awareness of all that Verona means to me, that I decided I must give something back. That something, far more than any letter, is the Duckworth Foundation. Its capital will be made up, in part, of the considerable art collection I have had the good fortune to build up over the years, some eighty canvases, which, on my death I shall gratefully bequeath to the city’s museums.’

As the crowd burst into applause, a door to the right opened and an elderly official hurried in, scuttling along the wall and behind the polished table to whisper in the mayor’s ear.

‘To celebrate,’ Morris continued, determined to score all the points he could in the very brief time at his disposal, ‘I have proposed a major exhibition of these paintings together with other old masters from all over the world at a grand summer show in Castelvecchio, on the theme, I am pleased to announce . . .’

Here Morris stopped a moment; for he wondered if he really had the courage to pronounce the idea that had come into his head literally this instant. He hesitated. This was seriously mad. What an idea! The audience waited. The mayor fidgeted. Do it? Don’t do it? The truth was that however much Morris schemed and planned, it was only his moments of pure extemporary genius that had ever really got him anywhere or reconciled him, for that matter, to the unhappy destiny of being his father’s son – God loves those who love themselves, he thought and raised his voice – ‘. . . a show entitled, I was saying: Painting Death: The Art of Assassination from Caravaggio to Damien Hirst. An innovative show, signori e signore, that will put the town of Verona on the postmodern map and silence our critics for years to come. Thank you, everybody, thank you.’

Sitting down – and he had spoken for only two minutes, for Christ’s sake – Morris smiled benignly into the alarmed eyes of his wife in the front row.

The mayor was on his feet.

‘I’m afraid we shall have to call it a day, ladies and gentlemen. Our Arab delegation has arrived. There are important matters of trade and investment to discuss. Let me just say, because I’ve received a piece of news this very moment, that there is one member of the Dackvert family who hasn’t been able to be with us today. Now I understand why. I have just been informed that young Mauro Dackvert, son of Morrees, and a great fan of our beloved Hellas Verona, was amongst those arrested, scandalously and without justification, after last night’s game in Brescia. I would like to take this opportunity to assure the Dackvert family that they have all our sympathy and will receive our utmost support to ensure the rapid release of their courageous boy from unjust imprisonment. For this too is part of the same implacable campaign against our happy community.’

The young mayor turned and with genuine affection embraced the irate Englishman as he stumbled to his feet.
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