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Prologue

I look down at mamma; and this tiny creature wrapped up in her bedding looks up at me. There’s confusion in her face for a moment but then her expression clears and she smiles.

I take her hand. ‘Mamma, it’s me. It’s—’

Her smile widens. ‘I know who you are,’ she says.

I keep hold of her hand as I look around the room. ‘It’s nice here, isn’t it?’ I say. I’ve brought in photographs and paintings from home, trying to make it look as familiar as possible. ‘If you go to the window, you’ll be able to see the canal outside,’ I continue, and then wince. There is no prospect of mamma spontaneously ‘going to the window’. There has been none of that for some years now. ‘I’m sure they’ll take you outside in the spring,’ I hastily add.

She continues to squeeze my hand. She’s struggling to speak. And then they come. The words I’ve been dreading.

‘Take me home.’

She continues to smile. That’s what makes it so hard. Even now, at the end of her life, she’s trying to be mamma and mamma would do anything – anything – to avoid upsetting her boy. She’s trying to be brave, and that’s the worst thing of all.

And if she’s trying to be brave, then so must I. I pat her hand and get to my feet. ‘I’m sorry, mamma. I can’t do that. You understand.’

The smile slips for a moment. ‘But we were managing. Weren’t we?’

I can think of nothing to say. So I just bend and kiss her forehead. ‘I’ll be back very soon, mamma. I promise.’

‘To take me home?’

It would be the easiest thing in the world to lie. To say, yes, of course, I’ll be back tomorrow and the two of us will go home and back to our old lives. But I will not lie to her. Neither can I bring myself to say, ‘This is home now, mamma.’

Home. These four walls. For however long it might be.

I kiss her once more and smile. ‘I’ll be back soon. I promise.’ She says nothing but her smile slowly fades and her grip on my hand slackens. Sleeping now. I gently remove my hand from hers and get to my feet.

‘Signore?’

It’s the same nurse who showed me in. There’s something about her accent that I can’t quite place. Not Italian. She looks over mamma, and then gently tucks her in, taking care not to wake her.

‘She’s doing very well, signore. All the staff love her already.’

‘That’s good. I’m so pleased.’ My voice is shaky. ‘Thank you for everything,’ I stammer out.

‘Did she say anything to you?’

I know what she means but pretend not to. ‘I’m not sure I understand.’

She doesn’t dance around her reply. ‘Did she say she wanted to leave?’

I consider lying. No. Why would she say such a thing? Mamma is very happy here. But I need to be brave, and honest. ‘Yes,’ I say, unable to look her in the face.

‘That’s quite common, signore. Most of our guests say that in their first few days with us. It will pass. I promise you. Your mother will be well looked after here. We will do our best to make her happy.’

‘That’s all I want. Thank you.’ I screw my eyes shut. ‘I’ve failed her, you know?’

She waits for my eyes to open, my vision blurring with tears.

‘You have done your best,’ she says.

Piazzale Roma is crowded as I make my way to the car park. Happy smiling tourists, besuited businessmen, young people chatting, flirting, smoking. Eating panini and drinking spritzes at banchetti.

I hate them all. Every last one of them. I hate their happy, blissfully uncomplicated lives.

I walk through the crowd and every face that looks back at me seems to bear the same expression.

Judgement.

I can barely remember where I left the car as I make my way up the multi-storey. The fob jangles in my shaking hand as the door clunks open and I slump inside. I pull the belt around me and then shake my head. Crazy to drive now. I’ll have an accident. Take five minutes.

Take me home.

The tears start to fall now, my body shaking with grief and guilt and disgust.

We were managing. Weren’t we?

‘I am sorry, mamma,’ I say, and cry until there are no tears left in me. Then I take a deep breath and start the engine.

I catch my expression in the rear-view mirror. The same expression as every face in the piazza.

Judgement.




Chapter 1

Friday, July 15th 2022

‘The thing about Redentore,’ Dario said, ‘is that it was always better last year. Wherever you are, whatever’s going on, there’ll always be someone there in the crowd, someone who shakes their head and says, “Yeah, well, it was better last year.” You could set light to an entire fireworks factory and,’ he snapped his fingers, ‘“Well, it was better last year.”’

‘I wonder what they said after the Pink Floyd gig? The Night of Wonders.’

‘That one?’ He grinned. ‘I wasn’t going to mention it.’

‘You absolutely were.’

I had first met Dario Costa at a record shop called Vinyl Destination, now sadly no more, approximately two days after my first arrival in Venice. He had nodded approvingly at my choice of the Pink Floyd Oh, By The Way box set and, as we fell into conversation, we could only agree that, yes, it was a perfectly rational thing to spend hard-earned money on a compilation of albums that we had both already bought multiple times before. It was inevitable, then, that he would become my best friend. Yet there was always something of a shadow across that friendship due to the fact that he – unlike me – had actually seen the Floyd live. And not just anywhere, but at the notorious Night of Wonders concert at the Festa del Redentore. And so, when he suggested pre-festa drinks at the Magical Brazilians bar with Federica and myself, I wondered how long it would be before the conversation turned Floyd-shaped.

‘Well, okay, maybe I was,’ said Dario. ‘I think they mainly said “someone’s gonna lose their job over this”, vecio.’

‘Was it that bad?’

‘They – the papers, the TV – said it was like a war zone.’

‘And was it?’

‘Vecio, I’ve been in war zones. It wasn’t like that.’ Then he frowned. ‘It wasn’t good, though.’

I turned to Fede. ‘What did you think?’

‘I was too young, as you well know.’

I frowned. ‘Well, it was 1989 and so you’d have been—’ I started counting the years on my fingers and saw the expression in her eyes. ‘No?’

She shook her head. ‘No.’

I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. ‘Look, any chance we can move inside? I’m catching the sun here.’

‘There’s about a millimetre of you in the sun, caro.’

‘Seriously, I’m dying here. I think the ice in my Negroni is melting.’

Fede looked at Dario and rolled her eyes. ‘Never marry a British man, my mother said.’

Eduardo emerged from the interior of the Magical Brazilians and immediately fanned his face with his hand. ‘Man, it’s hot out here.’

I looked at Fede. And then at Dario. And then at Ed. ‘Yes, we were just saying we might move inside.’ I got to my feet, scraping my chair back. It was Dario’s turn to roll his eyes, but he did the same, as did Fede.

The cool of the interior hit me like a merciful, icy blast and I sighed with pleasure.

‘Same again?’ said Ed.

‘I think so.’

‘Negronis?’ said Fede.

Dario shook his head. ‘Just a beer for me.’

I rubbed my chin. ‘You know, I’ll have a beer as well.’

They both stared at me.

‘You all right, caro?’

‘You all right, vecio?’

‘I’m fine. But it’s as hot as the blazing heart of the sun out there and if I have another Negroni I’m going to be both fast asleep and dehydrated by the time I reach the top of the stairs. Also, I have to stand in front of an oven and bake melanzane parmigiana tonight and so I think I’m going to need some fluid inside me.’

‘That’s very sensible, caro. I’m proud of you.’ Federica kissed me on the cheek.

‘It is? Are you? Gosh. Thanks.’

She looked over at Dario. ‘How long do you think he can keep it up? The sensible thing?’

‘A week?’

She nodded. ‘A week.’

I sighed and turned to Eduardo. ‘Two beers and a Negroni, Ed.’

‘What are the others having?’

‘Don’t you start.’

*

‘So, what are you doing for Redentore?’ I said to Dario.

‘One of the guys in the block has an altana. He’s invited us to a party.’

‘That’s nice.’ Then I frowned. ‘Hang on, are you going to be able to see anything from where you are?’

He shrugged. ‘I’m not sure, to be honest. But he’s kind of a pal, and I thought it would be a good neighbourly sort of thing to do.’ He smiled. ‘And also—’

‘Also?’

‘There comes a time in your life, vecio, when you realise you can stand in the sun for hours and hours and then wait till past midnight for a boat to come and take you and your kid back to the Zattere where you can then walk through crowds until you get back home in the small hours of the morning in the knowledge that in just a few hours’ time she’ll be waking you up because she wants to play.’

‘Aww. That’s kind of sweet.’

‘Yeah. Kind of.’ He smiled again. ‘How about you both?’

Fede patted my knee. ‘Oh, Mister Clever here has scored us two tickets to the event at the Guardia di Finanza. You know, the caserma on Giudecca?’

‘You’re going to a party at a police station?’

‘Technically, it’s a barracks. But, fair point, nothing says fun like an evening with the tax police, does it?’ I said. ‘Seriously, though, the views should be amazing.’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t get why the police would be doing this.’

‘Good publicity for them. We might be the scary financial police who can take all your stuff and put you in jail but, hey, we do fun things as well! They did an event a few years ago for the Queen’s birthday. Our Queen, that is. Don’t ask me why. Anyway, the Ambassador couldn’t make it for that one and so I had to fill in for him. And I guess I couldn’t have embarrassed myself too badly because they asked me back again.’

‘What about the Ambassador? Is he coming this time?’

‘I haven’t told him.’ I scratched my head. ‘Hmm. Perhaps I should have done. Ah well, he has people for that sort of thing. Somebody will have told him. At least I hope they have. He might be a bit cross otherwise.’

Dario finished his beer and patted me on the shoulder. ‘Well, have a great time. I’ll see you both when all the craziness is over and things are back to normal.’ He got to his feet and made his way to the bar. ‘I’ll get these, eh?’

Fede did her usual thing of pretending to protest and I did my usual thing of saying we’d cover it next time. Over the years, I was sure things had averaged out.

I pushed open the door to the flat.

‘Gramsci?’

There was no sound.

‘Strange, not like him.’ I bent to pick up the mail. ‘Must be asleep. If he wasn’t he’d have shredded the mail by now.’

‘Anything interesting?’

I shuffled through them. ‘Bill. Bill. Mail-order catalogue. Pizza delivery service.’ I smiled to myself. Pizza delivery in Venice was entirely dependent on young people with the ability to run fast. I looked down at the remaining envelope, cursed, and crumpled it in my fist.

‘Another bill?’

‘Worse.’

I passed it to her, and she smoothed it out. ‘Oh. This lot again.’

The envelope, with its thick white type against a burgundy red background was becoming familiar to us by now. Printed on heavy card, the Lion of San Marco in the top right corner gave it an official look, as if it might be an exclusive invite to the sorts of events that we didn’t usually get invited to.

Fede crumpled it again and passed it back to me. ‘They don’t give up, do they?’

I shook my head. ‘They don’t. Parasites.’

Petracca and Pavan were a real estate and service company based in Campo Santo Stefano and were just one of a number of similar companies seemingly hell-bent on making Venice unliveable.

In recent months there’d been a veritable plague of expensive-looking envelopes dropping through letter boxes throughout the city. The message was always the same: words to the effect of Sell your house to us and we’ll make you a big pile of cash.

And although people might shake their heads and tut at the long-term implications of this, the words big pile of cash were very hard to ignore. A very nice, detached house on the mainland could be acquired with the money raised from selling even the most modest apartment in Venice. And with that came choices. Such as the choice of not having to work as hard or retiring early or nice holidays. It was, even I had to admit, a difficult choice to make.

The other side of it, of course, was that Venice was running out of accommodation that people could afford to live in, and young people were bearing the brunt. Mamma and papà have sold your inheritance? Well, sorry, but it doesn’t look as if you’ll be living in Venice any time soon.

Now, Fede and I might have liked to say that we were made of stronger moral fibre and on no account, for any amount of money, would we do anything to jeopardise the long-term viability of the city in which we were fortunate enough to live. But the truth was more prosaic. We didn’t own our apartment and so destroying the flyers was an action taken partly as protest and partly to try and keep them out of the hands of our landlord. Perhaps he’d be a good guy, we thought. Or perhaps he’d opt for a big pile of cash, and we’d end up living with Fede’s mum in Chioggia; the history of the British Consular Service in Venice having ended ignominiously with me.

‘I bet Lucia Frigo has a few words to say about this,’ said Fede.

‘Oh, she does. Many words. All unrepeatable. She’s organising some sort of protest concert. Death-metallers against aggressive realtors. Something like that.’

‘Do we have to go?’

‘I said I’d give her a donation.’

‘Well done.’ She kissed my cheek. ‘Kind of all feels a bit hopeless, though, doesn’t it? I forget who it was who said you can’t buck the market.’

‘I’ve got a very similar quote and, surprisingly, it rhymes exactly with buck the market.’ I looked around. ‘Now, where’s Gramsci?’

‘I think he’s retired to his summer residence.’

‘His summer residence?’ I looked upwards. ‘Oh.’

Gramsci had worked out that the best place to spend the summer months was on top of the bookcase, directly underneath the air-conditioning unit. As an arrangement it suited us well, beyond the fact that Gramsci had proved himself a master at getting up there but less adept at getting down. Piteous mewling therefore ensued every time he decided he needed a feed – which was not infrequently – until one of us either risked severe injury by picking him up and lifting him down or arranging cushions from the sofa directly beneath him in order to provide him with a soft landing place when he plummeted to earth.

Neither of these solutions were welcome in the middle of the night.

I weighed the crumpled envelope in my hand and looked up at him.

‘Hey, Grams! Catch!’

I tossed the makeshift ball to him, and he idly swatted it away with a paw. To Fede’s surprise and certainly to my own, I managed to catch it.

‘How about that?’ I smiled. ‘We’ve got a new game.’

Gramsci threw a paw across his face and went back to sleep.




Chapter 2

I put a freshly ironed T-shirt on the bed and went to rummage through my sock drawer. By the time I returned, Gramsci was sitting on it, purring happily. I shooed him away, which necessitated putting down my rolled-up socks. These, he decided, would serve as a perfectly acceptable ball and he swatted them away, scampering after them into the dark corners of the living room.

I sighed and picked up my shirt. On the plus side, he’d kept it warm. On the negative side, it was now more than a little crumpled. I pulled out another and headed back to the ironing board.

‘How do I look?’ said Fede.

‘Lovely, as always.’

‘You weren’t even looking.’

‘I don’t need to, I just knew you’d look lovely. As always.’

She put her head to one side and, despite herself, smiled. Just a little. ‘Okay. That’ll do.’

‘How about me?’

‘Well, I’d put a shirt on. And trousers. Trousers would be good. But otherwise, acceptable as always.’

‘Wow. Now there’s a compliment. Do I have to wear a jacket?’

‘Caro, it’s a formal occasion. You’re there representing the Queen. I don’t think you can just pull on an old Hawkwind T-shirt.’

‘I suppose not. It’s going to be bloody hot, though.’

‘You’re a diplomat, caro. Nathan Sutherland, Honorary British Consul in Venice.’

‘And his lovely wife.’

‘Compliment unnecessary but accepted. I’m sure you’ll find a way to survive.’

Redentore was my second favourite plague-related festival. I generally preferred Salute. That had the advantage of being at the end of November. The city would be less crowded and, if one did happen to get caught outside in the cold and the rain, one could always retire to a bar or restaurant for a warming bowl of castradina, the great, spicy mutton broth that was a speciality of the festival.

But Redentore felt different, grander. Alvise Mocenigo, or Alvise I Mocenigo (Venice had four Mocenigos at differing periods), Doge of Venice at the time of the plague of 1576, had already lost Cyprus to the Turks. It seemed for a while that he was about to lose his entire city as well. But, it seemed, his prayers were answered, albeit with the loss of fifty thousand souls. In gratitude, Alvise commissioned the great Andrea Palladio to build the grandest of churches as an act of thanksgiving.

Alvise had never been the luckiest of doges. As well as Cyprus, the plague had been followed by an outbreak of malaria, and he suffered the loss of the Ducal Palace by fire in 1574. And while the loss of one Ducal Palace may look like bad luck, twice begins to seem like carelessness; given the same thing happened again in December 1577. By this time, however, Alvise was cold in his grave, and little mourned by his people.

Alvise bequeathed them uncertain times. But he also left them with one hell of a church. And one hell of a party to go with it.

One does not just throw up a church like the Redentore overnight. It took some fifteen years from the laying of the foundation stone to its consecration in 1592. Admittedly this compares favourably to Santa Maria della Salute, which took a good half-century.

Upon the laying of the foundation stone a temporary bridge of boats was built from the Zattere, across the Giudecca Canal, to the incipient church; where Doge Sebastian Venier, the hero of Lepanto, first stepped out to make pilgrimage and make homage to the Redeemer.

The bridge of boats is now no more, replaced by a pontoon bridge erected for the occasion. Look out upon the Giudecca Canal at the mid-point, however, try and ignore the petrochemical works of Marghera on the horizon, and you might just be able to convince yourself that perhaps the old place really hasn’t changed that much.

Venetians will line the Zattere and the fondamente on Giudecca as they always have. They’ll eat sarde in saor and the tiny snails called bovoletti and drink and make merry, and a surprising number of them will still make their way across the votive bridge in pilgrimage. But all this is just the prequel to the main event of the fireworks. After which, with heads ringing from the noise and heat and not a little wine, men of a certain age will smile and shake their heads and say, ‘Yeah, but it was better last year.’

Yes, there was still a magic to Redentore. Apart, perhaps, from the bovoletti. Preparation of them always seemed slightly icky, and with the best will in the world a snail doesn’t really compare to a steaming bowl of spicy mutton when it comes to sheer eating pleasure.

‘Daydreaming again, cara.’ Fede’s voice broke in on my thoughts. ‘What were you thinking about?’

‘Snails.’

‘Oh. About how they’re not really worth the trouble?’

‘Pretty much.’

‘Not to worry. I’m sure there’ll be other things to eat.’ She checked her watch. ‘And we’d better be on our way if we’re going to catch a boat.’

ACTV vaporetto services going out to Giudecca would be fine. At least until about seven o’clock. Then, post-party, post-fireworks, things would get more difficult as thousands queued to cram themselves on to the night boat services that would ferry them back to the centro storico, or the Lido, in search of the next party.

The vaporetto took us down the Grand Canal, past the Punta della Dogana and the Church of the Salute. In six months’ time they’d be building a temporary pontoon right there across the canal from San Marco to Dorsoduro.

‘Salute or Redentore?’ said Fede, breaking in on my thoughts.

‘Difficult call. No fireworks at Salute. On the other hand, great bowls of stewed lamb. And I’m not melting in the heat—’

‘Well, take your jacket off.’

‘Can’t. Don’t feel dressed without it. And, as you said, I’m there representing the Queen. I’m sure Her Majesty wouldn’t dress down and so neither will I.’

Fede sighed. ‘You really would have been a terrible loss to the diplomatic service, caro mio.’

‘What about you then?’

‘Me? Oh, Redentore. Fireworks, no castradina, nice and warm.’

‘Hmm. Amazing we got together, wasn’t it?’

We changed at San Zaccaria for the boat that took us across the bacino, past San Giorgio Maggiore and on to Redentore. Zitelle would have made more sense, but I wanted a proper look at the bridge that spanned the Giudecca Canal from the Zattere to the church. For fifty years, assembling it had been the job of the Italian army using a Bailey bridge that the British had obligingly left behind after the war. Nowadays, the original structure having been retired and declared a residuato bellico, it had been replaced by a more flexible model operated by a private company. It still looked impressive.

‘It must have been quite something,’ I said, ‘back in the day. Imagine walking over there for the first time. No bridge. Just a line of boats, one after the other.’

‘Half a kilometre, though. You’d have to be very steady on your feet.’

‘True. I suppose we remember the pilgrims who made their way over there. We don’t remember the ones who tried to make their way back after one glass too many.’

‘That wouldn’t have been us, of course?’

‘Of course not.’

We edged our way along the fondamenta and past the festival’s eponymous church, closed now but in readiness for the solemn mass that would follow tomorrow morning, bringing the festivities to an end.

The air was sticky and heavy and I felt that I had probably never looked more British as I shuffled and scusi-ed my way through the crowds. A small boy paused to offer me a snail on a toothpick, which I thought would be rude to refuse.

I was still chewing it when we reached Fondamenta San Giovanni.




Chapter 3

The Naval Station of the Guardia di Finanza, better known as the Italian Tax Police, lay at the very tip of Giudecca, separated by perhaps just thirty metres of water from the island of San Giorgio Maggiore. As to precisely why the Tax Police should be choosing to host a private event to celebrate the Festa del Redentore or, indeed, had once chosen to celebrate the Queen’s birthday, I could only conclude that even the police were entitled to enjoy a party.

The entrance lay behind a brick gatehouse, patrolled by bored-looking cops with guns. I wished they hadn’t looked bored. I preferred cops with guns to at least look like they were paying attention.

The Bacino di San Marco glittered with the lights of hundreds of boats in the twilight. That, I was sure, had to be the best way to see the spectacle properly. I’d never quite been able to wangle an invite to a party on board one. The nearest I’d managed was an evening standing outside the communist bar with Sergio and Lorenzo. Lorenzo had filled me in with every historical fact about the festival; whilst Sergio had grumbled and said, ‘It was better last year.’

To be out there on a boat, I thought, must be fun, although there had to be certain logistical problems to overcome. Being trapped on the open water for many hours, combined with the consumption of not a small amount of alcohol, would at some point create issues but the Venetians had proved themselves a resourceful people over the centuries. I was sure they’d worked it out.

A few cops on jet skis puttered about, weaving in and out of the boats. I couldn’t make out their faces behind their helmets but they, I assumed, were not bored. I mean, why would they be? From standing where I was, it looked like the best job in the world.

‘Penny for your thoughts, Nathan?’ a familiar dark-brown voice murmured.

‘Maxwell? Ambassador Maxwell? I mean, Excellency.’

He chuckled. ‘No need to stand on ceremony, Nathan. Mr Ambassador will do quite nicely. And this must be your lovely wife.’ He turned to smile at Federica. ‘I hope you’re keeping him in good order, signora. He seems to take a lot of looking after.’ He sniffed the air gently and looked at me. ‘Garlic, already?’

‘A bovoletto. It was sort of a present.’

‘Most generous.’ He turned and waved at a waiter. ‘Let me get you some more.’

‘It’s not necessary, really.’

He waved my protests away. ‘Not at all, can’t have you going hungry. Might be a long night. And I’m told they’re very traditional.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Have to say, can’t bear them myself, but it’s good to see at least one of us has gone properly native.’

The waiter returned with a plate laden with molluscs. I offered them to Federica but she shook her head. ‘You tuck in, tesoro. I’ll find something for myself,’ and she wandered away towards the trestle tables laden with food.

I winkled out the small fragment of flesh from within the shell. It’s not as if they were bad per se, more that one always felt that more calories were burned in the act of eating them than were actually consumed.

I did my best to smile through the garlic burn at Maxwell. ‘So, how have you been keeping?’

‘Not too bad, Nathan. Not too bad.’ The use of my first name was typically an indication that he was in a good mood. He lowered his voice again. ‘This might be the last time I’m up here, you know?’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘New regime in Number Ten. New fellow wants to make his mark. So I don’t think I’ll be long for Italy.’

‘Wow. They’re moving you on?’

‘I think they will be.’

‘Anywhere interesting?’

He sighed. ‘That’s the trouble, Nathan. Once you’ve been in Rome, there aren’t many places that could be considered a move up. Paris would be nice of course, but I don’t see that one coming up. The word is that Astana might be available.’

‘Er, I’m not sure I know where that is.’

‘Kazakhstan.’

‘Oh.’

‘Very beautiful country, I’m told.’

‘I’m sure it is.’

‘Astana’s the second coldest national capital in the world, that’s the only thing.’

‘Oh,’ I repeated.

‘Yes, it’s going to be a bit of a shock after all these years in Italy.’

‘I’m almost jealous. On days like this it’s hard to imagine ever being cold again.’

‘We could always swap jobs, you know?’

‘My Kazakh is terrible. I don’t think it would work.’

‘So is mine. But it’s surprising how quickly you pick these things up.’ He sighed again. ‘Still, there are lots of ifs and maybes. But it’s nice to be in Venice once again, even if it is to be the last time.’

‘Are you making a speech or anything?’

‘No, I don’t think it’s that sort of evening.’ He nodded towards a group of officers of the Guardia, immaculate in their uniforms. ‘I think the colonel will probably say a few words and that’ll be it. I understand there’s some entertainment laid on for before the fireworks. Traditional music, perhaps even a little bit of commedia dell’arte.’

‘Oh. Good.’

Federica returned with a plate heaving with fried prawns and calamari. ‘They told me the frittura is spettacolare. You should grab some.’ She looked at my plate. ‘Once you’ve finished the snails, of course.’

‘Of course.’ I winkled another one, somewhat unwillingly, out of its shell. ‘You see anyone you know?’

She shook her head. ‘Elton John. But he didn’t stop to say ciao. And a couple of university colleagues. But nobody I know very well.’

A chuckle came from behind us. ‘Oh good. I’m glad it’s not just us.’

Three people, two men and a woman. All expensively dressed. One of them, a man with a shock of white curly hair and a florid face that spoke of perhaps too comfortable a lifestyle, extended his hand.

‘Leonardo,’ he said, in a fruity English accent that even Ambassador Maxwell would have been hard-pressed to match. ‘My wife, Gilda. My friend, Walter.’ He stressed the V sound in Walter as if assuming we wouldn’t know the Italian pronunciation.

I shook his hand. ‘Nathan Sutherland,’ I said. ‘My wife, dottoressa Federica Ravagnan. And this gentleman is the British Ambassador, William Maxwell.’

Leonardo made a little O with his mouth and raised his eyebrows. He gave a little bow. ‘We’re honoured.’

Maxwell gave the little harrumph that he reserved for those occasions when he was trying to be modest but was secretly rather pleased. We exchanged handshakes and air kisses.

‘Would anybody like a snail?’ I asked, holding the plate forward.

Leonardo and Gilda seemed as if they were on the verge of shrinking back, but Walter smiled. ‘That would be lovely. Thank you.’ He speared one with a spare cocktail stick and popped it into his mouth, smiling with pleasure as he chewed.

‘So, what brings you here, Ambassador?’

Maxwell smiled. ‘I’m trying to keep the Honorary Consul out of trouble.’

Leonardo looked confused. ‘That’s me,’ I said, helpfully. He looked me up and down with a touch of surprise in his gaze that I found annoying. ‘No, really,’ I added.

‘I didn’t realise we still had those.’

‘Oh, we do. Lost passport, trouble with the police?’ I tapped my chest. ‘I’m your man.’

‘Fascinating. How long have you been doing this?’

‘Let me think. Just over ten years now. The previous consul was a friend of mine. I think he dropped my name into the conversation when he announced he was stepping back.’

‘It pays well then, I trust. I imagine it’d have to in a city like Venice.’

I tried not to laugh too hard. ‘Not as much as you might think. Which is to say, nothing at all. If it weren’t for my dazzling career translating lawnmower and assorted white goods manuals, finances would be under a bit of a strain.’

‘No money.’ He shook his head in wonderment. ‘So do you take a lot of looking after, then, Mr Sutherland?’

Federica smiled. ‘Oh, he does.’

Walter, I noticed, was now snail-less. I offered him mine. ‘Take the plate, please. Save you going up for more.’

‘Thanks.’ He speared another.

The party seemed to be in full swing around us. Music played, glasses clinked and small talk was exchanged. Occasionally, peals of laughter would ripple across the water. And yet, we seemed to be encased in a bubble of slightly awkward silence.

Maxwell looked at his watch.

‘I’m sorry, Ambassador, is there somewhere you need to be?’ said Leonardo.

Maxwell shook his head. ‘No. I was just wondering if there was time to go and get a drink before the fireworks.’

Leonardo frowned. ‘Oh, don’t do that.’ He snapped his fingers. Once. Twice. Then he looked around, irritation creeping across his face. ‘Waiter. Waiter.’

A young man on the edge of the crowd, in a white jacket, dropped a cigarette to the ground and scurried over. ‘Can I help you, sir?’

‘Yes. You can pay attention in future. And don’t smoke: it’s a disgusting habit and people can see you.’ He clapped Maxwell on the back, drawing a slight wince out of him. ‘There’s a very important man here and he needs a drink right now.’

The waiter turned to Maxwell.

‘Just a prosecco for me, please.’

‘Of course, sir.’

‘And for me as well, please,’ said Gilda.

Leonardo chuckled. ‘Always prosecco for you, isn’t it, my love?’ He turned to the rest of us. ‘I always say I’ll buy her a vineyard for her birthday. It’ll save me money in the long run. How about you, Walter?’

The other man shook his head. ‘Perhaps just sparkling water?’

‘Sparkling water for Mr Life and Soul here. What about the Honorary Consul?’

‘A Negroni, please.’

Fede nodded. ‘Make that two.’

‘Negronis. Not very Venetian, perhaps, but I think I’ll have one as well. So, three Negronis, two proseccos and a sparkling water. You sure that’s all you want, Walter?’

‘Quite sure, Leo.’

‘My goodness, the party never stops with you, does it?’ He turned to the young waiter. ‘You got that?’

‘Of course, sir.’

Maxwell cleared his throat. ‘Actually, do you mind if I change? Nathan here is always telling me just how good these Negroni things are. And, well, this might be one of my last chances to have one.’

‘Of course, sir. I’ll just be a couple of minutes.’

‘You’ll be one minute.’ Leonardo looked at his watch. ‘I’ll be counting.’ He smiled, but it was the smile of someone who knows they can behave like that just because they can.

The waiter smiled, nodded, and turned to walk away.

‘One minute,’ said Leonardo.

The young man’s back stiffened and for a moment I thought he was going to turn and cause a scene, but he just stepped out into a half-walk, half-run in the hope that this would preserve at least a scrap of dignity.

The awkward silence returned. Fede gave me her signature look that indicated she’d rather be anywhere other than here. Gilda looked at Walter, still picking away at the last remaining snails, and then at the receding figure of the waiter.

‘I’ll go and give him a hand,’ she said.

‘What?’

‘The poor boy looks stressed out. No wonder, being spoken to like that.’ She looked around her. ‘He’s probably been having to put up with that all night. I’ll go and help him.’

Leonardo half-laughed, half-snorted. ‘Well, if you think it improves the chances of our drinks coming back on time and in one piece. But not you. Walter.’

‘Me?’

‘Of course.’ Leonardo looked at Walter’s plate, with empty shells, flecks of oil and garlic fragments. ‘You can get yourself more of those – things – while you’re at it.’

Walter looked unsure for a moment, but Leonardo inclined his head, just ever so slightly, and he scurried off in search of our young waiter and more snails.

Gilda opened her mouth as if to say something but settled for merely shaking her head.

There had to be hundreds of people at this party. Hundreds. And we’d run into this lot. I wondered if perhaps Maxwell might have need of an assistant in Kazakhstan. I was British, after all. I’d get used to the cold.

I cleared my throat, desperately searching for something to talk about.

‘I have to say, Leonardo, your English is exceptional. Not a trace of an accent. That’s quite something.’

Gilda laughed and Leonardo flushed.

‘Sorry, did I say something wrong?’

She placed a hand on his arm. ‘Nothing wrong. Why don’t you tell them, darling?’

Leonardo reddened even further. In this heat, I thought, that was unwise.

‘He’s not Italian, Mr Sutherland. Leonardo is simply Leonard.’

I laughed and then wished I hadn’t. ‘Oh, I quite understand. I wondered about doing that myself when I moved here. But there’s not much you can do with a name like Nathan Sutherland.’

‘Oh, use your imagination. That’s what Leonard did. Leonard Peters became the rather more exotic Leonardo Petracca.’

Leonardo was verging on purple by now. He raised his hand and for a moment I feared he was about to slap her. But he merely tugged at his collar, which was now digging into his neck. ‘As I’ve said to you, Gilda, Petracca is my family name. When I moved back home I decided to start using it again.’

I nodded. ‘Fair enough.’ Fede looked round in the desperate hope that drinks might be arriving. Maxwell merely looked as if he wished he’d opted for any job other than the diplomatic service all those years ago.

Then a thought hit me. ‘Hang on,’ I said. ‘Petracca?’

Gilda nodded.

‘And your friend there. Walter. Walter—’

‘Pavan.’

I took a deep breath. Petracca and Pavan. It was going to be a long evening.




Chapter 4

Petracca stopped tugging at his collar. ‘You’ve heard of me, then?’ I wasn’t sure if his tone of voice held a touch of pride or a challenge.

‘We’ve heard of both of you,’ said Federica. ‘Petracca and Pavan. We get regular letters from you.’

‘You do? I hope they’re of interest.’

‘Well, my cat likes them,’ I said.

He either ignored that or pretended to misunderstand. ‘And were we able to tempt you?’

‘It wouldn’t make any difference if you had. We’re renting.’

‘Renting?’ It was as if he were trying to physically hold the word away from him. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t know. We don’t use a mailing list. We just pay to get them put through the doors in certain areas. Targeted areas, you might say.’

‘And even if we owned the place, why would we be interested?’

‘Can I ask where you live, Mr Sutherland?’ He smiled. ‘I’m sorry, I haven’t memorised the list by heart.’

‘The Street of the Assassins.’

‘Oh, I know where that is. In between Campo Manin and San’Anzolo, am I right?’ I nodded. ‘Good part of town. San Marco. Plenty of bars and restaurants. It’d be easy to sell.’ He paused. ‘If you were interested of course.’

‘My question would be, why?’ said Fede.

‘Well, money of course, signora.’

‘Yes, but what would we do with it?’

‘Relocate to the mainland. You can pick up something much cheaper there.’

‘Yes, but I work in Venice. And so does Nathan.’

‘Mmm. But I imagine the Honorary Consul can work anywhere?’

‘Technically, I can,’ I said. ‘But the thing about the people I deal with is that they tend to be visitors. So, if somebody needs help because they’ve been robbed or lost their passport, the last thing they want to do is get on a bus to Spinea or Zelarino.’

‘And the signora?’

‘The dottoressa works in art restoration.’

‘They’ve got art on the mainland, I imagine?’

We were interrupted – mercifully – by the sound of smashing glass and shouts. I looked over my shoulder, but the crowds made it impossible to see.

‘Something going on?’ said Maxwell.

I laughed. ‘You know, if this wasn’t Venice and if this wasn’t a police station, I’d swear there was a fight going on.’

Maxwell checked his watch. ‘My word. Bit early for that sort of thing, I’d have thought.’ He turned to Petracca. ‘Now, you were saying something about there being plenty of art on the mainland?’

I winced as Fede smiled her smile that she only ever used in order to give civilians time to get clear. Fortunately, Pavan arrived, not a moment too soon, with the drinks. ‘Sorry, took rather longer than I expected.’

Petracca looked at his watch. ‘You know, Walter, that was almost five minutes. If you’d been that little waiter I’d have shouted at you.’ He looked him up and down. ‘What happened to you? Have you been fighting?’

It was true. Pavan’s hair was ruffled, and his cheek was scratched. His immaculate powder-blue suit was also soaked through.

‘Let’s just say I had a little falling out with the waiter. It’s okay. You won’t be seeing him again.’

‘I asked you to bring us some drinks, Walter. Not wear them.’ Everyone laughed politely, and even Pavan managed to crack a smile.

Petracca turned back to Federica. ‘Seriously, have a think about it. Or chat to your landlord. If you want somewhere nice to rent in Venice, I’m sure I can find you somewhere.’

‘There’s one big thing I don’t understand,’ said Fede. ‘I’ve seen the figures on this. Forty per cent of properties in Venice are being bought by people who don’t live in the city full-time.’

‘I believe that’s so. Understandable. Venice is a very desirable place to live, after all.’

‘Of course. But that also means that forty per cent of those properties are standing empty for much of the year.’

‘Oh no. They’d be rented out, of course.’

‘Long term?’

He took a deep breath and shook his head. ‘That would be difficult. People like to know that their property will be available for them to use. So, we’re talking very short term, here. A few days, a few weeks, perhaps a month at most. And that’s something we help with.’

‘They’ll be going to tourists, not locals then.’

‘Well, that’s inevitable. No resident is going to want a lease of less than several years, and that’s not possible in the market we service.’

‘So, we have a huge chunk of the housing market owned by people who don’t live here, being rented out to people who don’t live here?’

‘As I said, that’s the sector of the market we service.’

‘And so where are young people going to live? Once their parents have sold up and moved out.’

‘Well, as I said, the mainland is significantly cheaper.’

‘You see, Mr Petracca, my university colleagues are starting to see the consequences of this already. Venice is beyond the reach of students now. It’s becoming impossible for young people to live in their own city.’

‘And I’m sorry about that. Really. But as I said—’

‘—it’s the market?’

‘I’m sorry, but it is. Like it or not, wealthy people will always want to live in this city. That means prices go up.’

‘Which is good for you, of course?’

‘I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t.’ He raised his glass. ‘Look, I think we’ll have to agree to disagree on this one. I didn’t realise the fireworks were going to be starting quite so early.’

He reached for the tray. ‘Prosecco for you, my sweet. Spark-ling water for our party animal, Walter. Negroni for Mr Ambassador. For the signora.’ Again, he ignored her honorific. ‘Which means these two must be for you and me, Mr Sutherland. Walter, could you just get rid of the tray for us, perhaps?’

Pavan nodded, and hastened away, glass of water in one hand, tray in the other.

Petracca made great play of clinking glasses with us all.

‘Cin cin.’

I had to say, it was a pretty good Negroni. I smiled with pleasure at the first punch of alcohol and nodded. ‘Oh yes.’

‘Good?’ said Petracca.

‘Very. How about you, Ambassador?’

Maxwell frowned as he sipped at his drink. ‘It’s – interesting,’ he said. ‘Was this something you had to acquire a taste for, Nathan?’

‘Not at all. I remember trying my first one and I fell upon it like a brother.’ I took another taste. Yes, there was the alcohol burn, but the chill of the ice was very welcome on a hot summer’s night. I swirled the liquid in the glass. ‘This really is good, you know. Nice bitter edge, so I don’t think it can be Select. Don’t think it’s Campari either. And I can’t identify the vermouth, for that matter.’ I took another sip. ‘Only one way to find out, I suppose. Further investigation needed.’

Fede looked over at Maxwell. ‘Yes. He is always like this.’

Maxwell smiled. ‘I’m afraid I can’t do any better than “quite nice”.’

Petracca cleared his throat. ‘Well, if I’m correct, the fireworks will be starting shortly. So, I suppose we’d all better find the best place to stand. It’s been nice meeting you all. And do think about what I said.’ He nodded at Gilda and Walter. There was no need to say anything. Leonardo Petracca was getting bored and moving on, and everybody else was expected to do the same.

Maxwell watched them depart and chuckled. ‘Nathan, perhaps I’ve been getting you wrong all these years. Evidently you’re more cut out for diplomacy than I ever thought.’

I shook my head. ‘Sometimes I wish I were as direct as Federica.’

She smiled. ‘That wouldn’t work, tesoro. You’d probably end up getting punched in the face.’

I rubbed my chin as if imagining it. ‘You know, I probably would. Okay, Leonardo or Lennie or Len was right about one thing. We should be finding a better place to stand.’ I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand. ‘Or even better, sit.’

Fede looked around her. ‘You all right, tesoro?’

I nodded. ‘Fine. I’m just never good in the heat. You know that by now.’

She took my hand and then drew hers back, concern in her eyes. ‘Let me see.’ She touched my forehead. ‘You’re all clammy. I think you’ve got something coming on.’

‘I’m fine really. But a sit-down would be good.’ I felt my knees tremble, ever so slightly, and clutched at Fede for support. ‘Something’s not right.’

‘Nathan? What is it? Do you need a doctor?’

‘I don’t know.’ I did my best to turn towards the entrance. ‘Can you just get me out of here?’

‘Why?’

‘Because I think I’m going to throw up, and I don’t want to do it in front of the VIPs.’

She threw an arm around me, whilst Maxwell took the other. ‘It’s okay, caro, you’ve just eaten something.’

I did my best to nod and screwed up my eyes in order to be able to see more clearly. ‘I know. Just get me out of here and I’ll find a place to sit. It’ll pass.’

They did their best to steer me out through the gatehouse but, even in my befuddled state, I could feel the stares of the crowd around me and the occasional whisper of ubriaco. Drunk. I didn’t feel able to explain.

They steered me, not without difficulty, against a tree.

‘Caro, I think you need a doctor. Just sit down for a moment.’

‘Yes. Just a moment.’ I was finding it hard to breathe now, and my heart was labouring in my chest. ‘Just a moment. I’m going to throw up. . .’

I staggered away from the tree and towards the edge of the canal, preparing to kneel and vomit over the side. And then the lights and the noise came upon me, and I was falling. . .




Chapter 5

I awoke feeling as well rested as I could remember.

Pyjamas.

I never wore pyjamas. Why was I wearing pyjamas? For that matter, where the hell was I?

I tried to sit up and felt something move beneath the jacket. I unbuttoned it, my fingers fumbling with the buttons.

Five adhesive pads, perhaps two inches across, were attached to my chest, whilst around my neck hung a device that resembled one of those devices you get on audio tours in museums.

I picked at one of the pads with a fingernail and then stopped. Better not to.

I got to my feet. Another bed, empty, was in the opposite corner of the room.

Hospital? I supposed that was better than the alternative. I wondered what had happened to my room-mate. I shook my head. Better not to think about that.

I moved across the room to the window, feeling weak and unsteady. Just one step at a time. I looked out across the lagoon to the cemetery island of San Michele. Which meant I must be looking out from somewhere on Fondamente Nove.

Of course. The Ospedale Civile SS Giovanni e Paolo. It really was a very fine view, although I imagined it could also lead to morbid thoughts.

There was a small mirror on the table at the side of my bed. Hopefully it wasn’t there to check if I was still breathing. I looked at my reflection. A growth of stubble, but it was still me. I
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