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Dedication

As always, for my wife, Jamie, and my children, Lily and Nicholas

   


Epigraph

We all want things we can’t have. Being a decent human being is accepting that.

—John Fowles, The Collector

And remember: you must never, under any circumstances, despair. To hope and to act, these are our duties in misfortune.

—Boris Pasternak, Doctor Zhivago
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______

Amalfi

It was possible, Sofia Ravello would tell the Carabinieri later that day, to spend the majority of one’s waking hours in another man’s home, to prepare his meals and wash his sheets and sweep his floors, and to know absolutely nothing about him. The officer from the Carabinieri, whose name was Caruso, did not take issue with her statement, for the woman who had shared his bed for the last twenty-five years was at times a perfect stranger to him. He also knew a bit more about the victim than he had thus far revealed to the witness. The man was a murder waiting to happen.

Still, Caruso insisted on a detailed statement, which Sofia was all too happy to provide. Her day began as it always did, at the dreadful hour of 5:00 a.m., with the bleating of her old-fashioned digital alarm clock. Having worked late the previous evening—her employer had entertained—she had granted herself fifteen minutes of additional sleep before rising from her bed. She had brewed a pot of espresso with the Bialetti stovetop, then showered and dressed in her black uniform, all the while asking herself how it was that she, an attractive twenty-four-year-old graduate of the esteemed University of Bologna, worked as a domestic servant in the home of a wealthy foreigner rather than in a sleek office tower in Milan.

The answer was that the Italian economy, reputedly the world’s eighth largest, was gripped by chronically high unemployment, leaving the young and educated little choice but to go abroad in search of work. Sofia, however, was determined to remain in her native Campania, even if it required taking a job for which she was vastly overeducated. The wealthy foreigner paid her well—indeed, she earned more than many of her friends from university—and the work itself was hardly backbreaking. Typically, she spent a not insignificant portion of her day staring at the blue-green waters of the Tyrrhenian Sea or at the paintings in her employer’s magnificent art collection.

Her tiny apartment was in a crumbling building on the Via della Cartiere, in the upper reaches of the town of Amalfi. From there, it was a lemon-scented walk of twenty minutes to the grandly named Palazzo Van Damme. Like most seaside estates on the Costiera Amalfitana, it was hidden behind a high wall. Sofia entered the passcode into the keypad, and the gate slid open. There was a second keypad at the entrance of the villa itself, with a separate passcode. Usually, the alarm system emitted a shrill chirp when Sofia opened the door, but on that morning it was silent. She did not think it odd at the time. Signore Van Damme sometimes neglected to activate the alarm before turning in.

Sofia proceeded directly to the kitchen and engaged in the first task of her day, which was the preparation of Signore Van Damme’s breakfast—a pot of coffee, a pitcher of steamed milk, a bowl of sugar, toasted bread with butter and strawberry preserves. She placed it on a tray and at seven o’clock exactly placed the tray outside his bedroom door. No, she explained to the Carabinieri, she did not enter the room. Nor did she knock. She had made that mistake only once. Signore Van Damme was a precise man who demanded precision from his employees. Needless knocks on doors were discouraged, especially the door to his bedroom.

It was just one of the many rules and edicts that he had transmitted to Sofia at the conclusion of the hour-long interrogation, conducted in his magnificent office, that preceded her hiring. He had described himself as a successful businessman, which he had pronounced beezneezman. The palazzo, he said, served as both his primary residence and the nerve center of a global enterprise. He therefore required a smooth-functioning household, free of unnecessary noise and interruptions, as well as loyalty and discretion on the part of those who worked for him. Gossiping about his affairs, or about the contents of his home, was grounds for immediate dismissal.

Sofia soon determined that her employer was the owner of a Bahamas-based shipping company called LVD Marine Transport—LVD being the acronym of his full name, which was Lukas van Damme. She also deduced that he was a citizen of South Africa who had fled his homeland after the fall of apartheid. There was a daughter in London, an ex-wife in Toronto, and a Brazilian woman named Serafina who dropped in on him from time to time. Otherwise, he seemed unencumbered by human attachments. His paintings were all that mattered to him, the paintings that hung in every room and corridor in the villa. Thus the cameras and the motion detectors, and the nerve-jangling weekly test of the alarm, and the strict rules about gossip and unwanted interruptions.

The sanctity of his office was of paramount concern. Sofia was permitted to enter the room only when Signore Van Damme was present. And she was never, never, to open the door if it was closed. She had intruded on his privacy only once, through no fault of her own. It had happened six months earlier, when a man from South Africa was staying at the villa. Signore Van Damme had requested a snack of tea and biscuits to be delivered to the office, and when Sofia arrived, the door was ajar. That was when she learned of the existence of the hidden chamber, the one behind the movable bookshelves. The one where Signore Van Damme and his friend from South Africa were at that moment excitedly discussing something in their peculiar native language.

Sofia told no one about what she had seen that day, least of all Signore Van Damme. She did, however, commence a private investigation of her employer, an investigation conducted mainly from within the walls of his seaside citadel. Her evidence, based largely on clandestine observation of her subject, led Sofia to the following conclusions—that Lukas van Damme was not the successful businessman he claimed to be, that his shipping company was less than legitimate, that his money was dirty, that he had links to Italian organized crime, and that he was hiding something in his past.

Sofia harbored no such suspicions about the woman who had come to the villa the previous evening—the attractive raven-haired woman, mid-thirties, whom Signore Van Damme had bumped into one afternoon at the terrace bar of the Santa Catarina Hotel. He had given her a rare guided tour of his art collection. Afterward they had dined by candlelight on the terrace overlooking the sea. They were finishing the last of their wine when Sofia and the rest of the staff departed the villa at half past ten. It was Sofia’s assumption that the woman was now upstairs in Signore Van Damme’s bed.

They had left the remnants of their dinner—a few soiled dishes, two garnet-stained wineglasses—outside on the terrace. Neither glass bore any trace of lipstick, which Sofia found unusual. There was nothing else out of the ordinary save for the open door on the villa’s lowest level. The likely culprit, Sofia suspected, was Signore Van Damme himself.

She washed and dried the dishes carefully—a single water mark on a utensil was grounds for a reprimand—and at eight o’clock exactly headed upstairs to collect the breakfast tray from outside Signore Van Damme’s door. Which was when she noticed that it had not been touched. Not his typical routine, she would tell the Carabinieri, but not unprecedented, either.

But when Sofia found the tray undisturbed at nine o’clock, she grew concerned. And when ten o’clock came and went with no sign that Signore Van Damme was awake, her concern turned to alarm. By then two other members of the staff—Marco Mazzetti, the villa’s longtime chef, and groundskeeper Gaspare Bianchi—had arrived. Both were in agreement that the attractive young woman who had dined at the villa the previous evening was the most likely explanation for Signore Van Damme’s failure to rise at his normal hour. Therefore, as men, it was their solemn advice to wait until noon before taking action.

And so Sofia Ravello, twenty-four years old, a graduate of the University of Bologna, took up her bucket and mop and gave the floors of the villa their daily scrubbing—which in turn provided her with the opportunity to take inventory of the paintings and other objets d’art in Signore Van Damme’s remarkable collection. There was nothing out of place, nothing missing, no sign that anything untoward had occurred.

Nothing but the untouched breakfast tray.

It was still there at noon. Sofia’s first knock was tepid and received no answer. Her second, several firm blows delivered with the side of her fist, met with the same result. Finally, she placed a hand on the latch and slowly opened the door. A call to the police proved unnecessary. Her screaming, Marco Mazzetti would later say, could be heard from Salerno to Positano.
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Cannaregio

Where are you?”

“If I’m not mistaken, I’m sitting next to my wife in the Campo di Ghetto Nuovo.”

“Not physically, darling.” She placed a finger against his forehead. “Here.”

“I was thinking.”

“About what?”

“Nothing at all.”

“That’s not possible.”

“Wherever did you get an idea like that?”

It was a peculiar skill that Gabriel had honed in his youth, the capacity to silence all thoughts and memories, to create a private universe without sound or light or other inhabitants. It was there, in the empty quarter of his subconscious, that finished paintings had appeared to him, dazzling in their execution, revolutionary in their approach, and entirely absent of his mother’s domineering influence. He had only to awaken from his trance and swiftly copy the images onto canvas before they were lost to him. Lately, he had regained the power to clear his mind of sensory clutter—and with it the ability to produce satisfactory original work. Chiara’s body, with its many shapes and curves, was his favorite subject matter.

At present it was pressed tightly against his. The afternoon had turned cold, and a gusty wind was chasing around the perimeter of the campo. He was wearing a woolen overcoat for the first time in many months. Chiara’s stylish suede jacket and chenille scarf were inadequate to the conditions.

“Surely you must have been thinking about something,” she insisted.

“I probably shouldn’t say it aloud. The old ones might never recover.”

The bench upon which they were seated was a few paces from the doorway of the Casa Israelitica di Riposo, a rest home for aged members of Venice’s dwindling Jewish community.

“Our future address,” remarked Chiara, and dragged the tip of her finger through the platinum-colored hair at Gabriel’s temple. It was longer than he had worn it in many years. “Some of us sooner than others.”

“Will you visit me?”

“Every day.”

“And what about them?”

Gabriel directed his gaze toward the center of the broad square, where Irene and Raphael were engaged in a hard-fought contest of some sort with several other children from the sestiere. The apartment buildings behind them, the tallest in Venice, were awash with the sienna light of the declining sun.

“What on earth is the point of the game?” asked Chiara.

“I’ve been asking myself the same thing.”

The competition involved a ball and the campo’s ancient wellhead, but otherwise its rules and scoring system were, to a nonparticipant, indecipherable. Irene seemed to be clinging to a narrow advantage, though her twin brother had organized a furious counterattack among the other players. The boy had been cursed with Gabriel’s face and with his unusually green eyes. He also possessed an aptitude for mathematics and recently had begun working with a private tutor. Irene, a climate alarmist who feared that Venice would soon be swallowed by the sea, had decided that Raphael should use his gifts to save the planet. She had yet to choose a career for herself. For now, she enjoyed nothing more than tormenting her father.

An errant kick sent the ball bounding toward the doorway of the Casa. Gabriel hastened to his feet and with a deft flick of his foot sent the ball back into play. Then, after acknowledging the torpid applause of a heavily armed Carabinieri sentry, he turned to face the seven bas-relief panels of the ghetto’s Holocaust memorial. It was dedicated to the 243 Venetian Jews—including twenty-nine residents of the convalescent home—who were arrested in December 1943, interned in concentration camps, and later deported to Auschwitz. Among them was Adolfo Ottolenghi, the chief rabbi of Venice, who was murdered in September 1944.

The current leader of the Jewish community, Rabbi Jacob Zolli, was a descendant of Sephardic Jews from Andalusia who were expelled from Spain in 1492. His daughter was at that moment seated on a bench in the Campo di Ghetto Nuovo, watching over her two young children. Like the rabbi’s famous son-in-law, she was a former officer of Israel’s secret intelligence service. She now served as the general manager of the Tiepolo Restoration Company, the most prominent such enterprise in the Veneto. Gabriel, an art conservator of international renown, was the director of the firm’s paintings department. Which meant that, for all intents and purposes, he worked for his wife.

“What are you thinking now?” she asked.

He was wondering, not for the first time, whether his mother had noticed the arrival of several thousand Italian Jews at Auschwitz beginning in the terrible autumn of 1943. Like many survivors of the camps, she had refused to talk about the nightmare world into which she had been cast. Instead, she had recorded her testimony on a few pages of onionskin and locked it away in the file rooms of Yad Vashem. Tormented by the past—and by an abiding guilt over having survived—she had been incapable of showing her only child genuine affection for fear he might be taken from her. She had bequeathed to him her ability to paint, her Berlin-accented German, and perhaps a modicum of her physical courage. And then she had left him. With each passing year, Gabriel’s memories of her grew more diffuse. She was a distant figure standing before an easel, a bandage on her left forearm, her back forever turned. That was the reason Gabriel had momentarily detached himself from his wife and children. He had been trying, without success, to see his mother’s face.

“I was thinking,” he answered, glancing at his wristwatch, “that we ought to be leaving soon.”

“And miss the end of the game? I wouldn’t dream of it. Besides,” added Chiara, “your girlfriend’s concert doesn’t begin until eight.”

It was the annual black-tie gala to benefit the Venice Preservation Society, the London-based nonprofit organization dedicated to the care and restoration of the city’s fragile art and architecture. Gabriel had prevailed upon the renowned Swiss violinist Anna Rolfe, with whom he had once had a brief romantic entanglement, to appear at the fundraiser. She had dined the previous evening at the Allon family’s luxurious four-bedroom piano nobile della loggia overlooking the Grand Canal. Gabriel was only pleased that his wife, who had expertly prepared and served the meal, was once again speaking to him.

She stared straight ahead, a Mona Lisa smile on her face, as he returned to the bench. “Now is the point in the conversation,” she said evenly, “when you remind me that the world’s most famous violinist is no longer your girlfriend.”

“I didn’t think it was necessary.”

“It is.”

“She isn’t.”

Chiara dug a thumbnail into the back of his hand. “And you were never in love with her.”

“Never,” vowed Gabriel.

Chiara released the pressure and gently massaged the crescent-shaped indentation in his skin. “She’s bewitched your children. Irene informed me this morning that she’d like to begin studying the violin.”

“She’s a charmer, our Anna.”

“She’s a train wreck.”

“But an extremely talented one.” Gabriel had attended Anna’s rehearsal earlier that afternoon at Teatro La Fenice, Venice’s historic opera house. He had never heard her play so well.

“It’s funny,” said Chiara, “but she’s not as pretty in person as she is on the covers of her CDs. I suppose photographers use special filters when shooting older women.”

“That was beneath you.”

“I’m allowed.” Chiara issued a dramatic sigh. “Has the train wreck settled on her repertoire?”

“Schumann’s Violin Sonata No. 1 and the D-minor Brahms.”

“You always loved the Brahms, especially the second movement.”

“Who doesn’t?”

“I suppose she’ll make us sit through an encore of the Devil’s Trill.”

“If she doesn’t play it, there’s likely to be a riot.”

Giuseppe Tartini’s technically demanding Violin Sonata in G Minor was Anna’s signature piece.

“A satanic sonata,” said Chiara. “One can only imagine why your girlfriend would be drawn to a piece like that.”

“She doesn’t believe in the devil. Nor, for that matter, does she believe Tartini’s silly story about hearing the piece in a dream.”

“But you don’t deny that she’s your girlfriend.”

“I believe I’ve been quite clear on that point.”

“And you were never in love with her?”

“Asked and answered.”

Chiara leaned her head against Gabriel’s shoulder. “And what about the devil?”

“He’s not my type.”

“Do you believe he exists?”

“Why would you ask such a question?”

“It might explain all the evil in this world of ours.”

She was referring, of course, to the war in Ukraine, now in its eighth month. It had been another dreadful day. More missiles directed against civilian targets in Kyiv. Mass graves with hundreds of bodies discovered in the town of Izium.

“Men rape and steal and murder all on their own,” said Gabriel, his eyes fixed on the Holocaust memorial. “And many of the worst atrocities in human history were committed by those who were motivated not by their devotion to the Evil One but by their faith in God.”

“How’s yours?”

“My faith?” Gabriel said nothing more.

“Perhaps you should talk to my father.”

“I talk to your father all the time.”

“About our work and the children and security at the synagogues, but not about God.”

“Next subject.”

“What were you thinking about a few minutes ago?”

“I was dreaming of your fettuccine and mushrooms.”

“Don’t make a joke about it.”

He answered truthfully.

“You really don’t remember how she looked?”

“At the end. But that wasn’t her.”

“Perhaps this will help.”

Rising, Chiara made her way to the center of the campo and took Irene by the hand. A moment later the child was sitting on her father’s knee, her arms around his neck. “What’s wrong?” she asked as he hurriedly wiped a tear from his cheek.

“Nothing,” he told her. “Nothing at all.”
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San Polo

By the time Irene returned to the field of play, she had fallen into third place in the rankings. She lodged a formal protest and, receiving no satisfaction, withdrew to the sidelines and watched as the game dissolved into chaos and acrimony. Gabriel attempted to restore order, but to no avail; the contours of the dispute were Arab-Israeli in their complexity. Having no solution at the ready, he suggested a suspension of the tournament until the following afternoon, as the raised voices were liable to disturb the old ones in the Casa. The contestants agreed, and at half past four, peace returned to the Campo di Ghetto Nuovo.

Irene and Raphael, bookbags over their shoulders, scampered across the wooden footbridge on the southern edge of the square, with Gabriel and Chiara a step behind. A few centuries earlier, a Christian guard might have blocked their path, for the light was dwindling and the bridge would soon be sealed for the night. Now they strolled unmolested past gift shops and popular restaurants until they came to a small campo overlooked by a pair of opposing synagogues. Alessia Zolli, wife of the chief rabbi, waited outside the open doorway of the Levantine Synagogue, which served the community in winter. The children embraced their grandmother as though it had been untold months, not three short days, since they had seen her last.

“Remember,” explained Chiara, “they need to be at school tomorrow morning by eight o’clock at the latest.”

“And where is this school of theirs?” asked Alessia Zolli archly. “Is it here in Venice or on the mainland somewhere?” She looked at Gabriel and frowned. “It’s your fault she’s acting like this.”

“What have I done now?”

“I’d rather not say it aloud.” Alessia Zolli stroked her daughter’s riotous dark hair. “The poor thing has suffered enough already.”

“I’m afraid my suffering has only begun.”

Chiara kissed the children and set off with Gabriel toward the Fondamenta Cannaregio. While crossing the Ponte delle Guglie, they agreed that a light snack was in order. The recital was scheduled to conclude at 10:00 p.m., at which point they would repair to the Cipriani for a formal dinner with the director of the Venice Preservation Society and several deep-pocketed donors. Chiara had recently submitted bids to the group for a number of lucrative projects. She was therefore obliged to attend the dinner, even if it meant prolonging her exposure to her husband’s former lover.

“Where shall we go?” she asked.

Gabriel’s favorite bacaro in Venice was All’Arco, but it was near the Rialto Fish Market and their time was running short. “How about Adagio?” he suggested.

“A most unfortunate name for a wine bar, don’t you think?”

It was in the Campo dei Frari, near the foot of the campanile. Inside, Gabriel ordered two glasses of Lombardian white and an assortment of cicchetti. Venetian culinary etiquette demanded that the small, delectable sandwiches be consumed while standing, but Chiara suggested they take a table in the square instead. The previous occupant had left behind a copy of Il Gazzettino. It was filled with photographs of the rich and celebrated, including Anna Rolfe.

“My first evening alone with my husband in months,” said Chiara, folding the newspaper in half, “and I get to spend it with her, of all people.”

“Was it really necessary to further undermine my position with your mother?”

“My mother thinks you walk on water.”

“Only during an acqua alta.”

Gabriel devoured a cicchetto smothered in artichoke hearts and ricotta, and washed it down with some of the vino bianco. It was his second glass of the day. Like most male residents of Venice, he had consumed un’ombra with his midmorning coffee. For the past two weeks, he had been frequenting a bar in Murano, where he was restoring an altarpiece by the Venetian school artist known as Il Pordenone. In his spare time, he was chipping away at two private commissions, as the parsimonious wages paid to him by his wife were insufficient to keep her in the manner to which she was accustomed.

She was pondering the cicchetti, deliberating between the smoked mackerel and the salmon. Both lay on a bed of creamy cheese and were sprinkled with finely chopped fresh herbs. Gabriel settled the matter by snatching the mackerel. It paired beautifully with the flinty Lombardian wine.

“I wanted that one,” said Chiara with a pout, and reached for the salmon. “Have you given any thought as to how you’re going to react tonight when someone asks whether you’re that Gabriel Allon?”

“I was hoping to avoid the issue entirely.”

“How?”

“By being my usual unapproachable self.”

“I’m afraid that’s not an option, darling. It’s a social event, which means you’re expected to be sociable.”

“I’m an iconoclast. I flout convention.”

He was also the world’s most famous retired spy. He had settled in Venice with the approval of the Italian authorities—and with the knowledge of key figures in the Venetian cultural establishment—but his presence in the city was not widely known. For the most part, he dwelled in an uncertain realm between the overt and covert worlds. He carried a weapon, also with the approval of the Italian police, and maintained a pair of false German passports in the event he found it necessary to travel pseudonymously. Otherwise, he had shed the accoutrements of his previous life. Tonight’s gala, for better or worse, would be his coming-out party.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll be perfectly charming.”

“And if someone asks how it is you know Anna Rolfe?”

“I’ll feign sudden hearing loss and make a dash for the gents.”

“Excellent strategy. But then operational planning always was your strong suit.” A single cicchetto remained. Chiara nudged the plate toward Gabriel. “You eat it. Otherwise, I won’t be able to fit into my dress.”

“Giorgio?”

“Versace.”

“How bad is it?”

“Scandalous.”

“That’s one way to secure funding for our projects.”

“Trust me, it isn’t for the benefit of the donors.”

“You’re a rabbi’s daughter.”

“With a body that won’t quit.”

“Tell me about it,” said Gabriel, and devoured the final cicchetto.

_________

It was a pleasant ten-minute walk from the Campo dei Frari to their apartment. In the spacious master bathroom suite, Gabriel quickly showered and then confronted his reflection in the looking glass. He judged his appearance to be satisfactory, though marred by the raised, puckered scar on the left side of his chest. It was approximately half the size of the corresponding scar beneath his left scapula. His two other bullet wounds had healed nicely, as had the bite marks, inflicted by an Alsatian guard dog, on his left forearm. Unfortunately, he couldn’t say the same for the two fractured vertebrae in his lower back.

Faced with the prospect of a two-hour concert followed by a multicourse seated dinner, he swallowed a prophylactic dose of Advil before heading to his dressing room. His Brioni tuxedo, a recent addition to his wardrobe, awaited him. His tailor had not found it unusual when he requested additional room in the waistline; all his trousers were cut in that manner to accommodate a concealed weapon. His preferred handgun was a Beretta 92FS, a sizable firearm that weighed nearly two pounds when fully loaded.

Dressed, Gabriel wedged the gun into place at the small of his back. Then, turning slightly, he examined his appearance a second time. Once again, he was mostly pleased by what he saw. The elegantly cut Brioni jacket rendered the weapon all but invisible. Moreover, the fashionable double vent would likely reduce his draw time, which, despite his many bodily injuries, remained lightning-strike fast.

He strapped a Patek Philippe timepiece to his wrist and, switching off the lights, went into the sitting room to await the appearance of his wife. Yes, he thought as he surveyed his sweeping view of the Grand Canal, he was that Gabriel Allon. Once he had been Israel’s angel of vengeance. Now he was the director of the paintings department at the Tiepolo Restoration Company. Anna was someone he had encountered along the way. If the truth be told, he had tried to love her, but he wasn’t capable of it. Then he met a beautiful young girl from the ghetto, and the girl saved his life.

_________

The deep thigh slit and absence of shoulder straps notwithstanding, Chiara’s black Versace evening gown was by no means scandalous. Her shoes, however, were definitely a problem. Stiletto-heeled Ferragamo pumps, they added ten and a half desirable centimeters to her already statuesque frame. She gave Gabriel a discreet downward glance as they approached the pack of press photographers gathered outside Teatro La Fenice.

“Are you sure you’re ready for this?” she asked through a frozen smile.

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” he answered as a barrage of brilliant white flashes dazzled his eyes.

They passed beneath the blue-and-yellow Ukrainian flag hanging from the theater’s portico and entered the multilingual din of the crowded foyer. A few heads turned, but Gabriel received no excessive scrutiny. For the moment, at least, he was just another middle-aged man of uncertain nationality with a beautiful young woman on his arm.

She squeezed his hand reassuringly. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“The night is young,” murmured Gabriel, and surveyed the shimmering room around him. Faded aristocrats, magnates and moguls, a smattering of important Old Master dealers. Tubby Oliver Dimbleby, never one to miss a good party, had made the trip down from London. He was comforting a French collector of note who had been burned to a crisp by a recent forgery scandal, the one involving the late Phillip Somerset and his fraudulent art-based hedge fund, Masterpiece Art Ventures.

“Did you know he was coming?” asked Chiara.

“Oliver? I heard an alarming report to that effect from one of my many sources in the London art world. He’s under strict instructions to give us a wide berth.”

“What happens if he can’t help himself?”

“Pretend he has leprosy and walk away as quickly as possible.”

A reporter approached Oliver and solicited a comment, about what, heaven only knew. Several other journalists were gathered around Lorena Rinaldi, the minister of culture in Italy’s new coalition government. Like the prime minister, Rinaldi belonged to a far-right political party that could trace its lineage to the National Fascists of Benito Mussolini.

“At least she didn’t wear her armband,” said a male voice at Gabriel’s shoulder. It belonged to Francesco Tiepolo, owner of the prominent restoration company that bore his family’s famous name. “I only wish she’d had the decency not to show her photogenic face at an event like this.”

“Evidently, she’s a great admirer of Anna Rolfe.”

“Who isn’t?”

“Me,” said Chiara.

Francesco smiled. An enormous, bearlike man, he bore an uncanny resemblance to Luciano Pavarotti. Even now, more than a decade after the tenor’s death, autograph-seeking tourists flocked to Francesco on the streets of Venice. If he was feeling mischievous, which was usually the case, he indulged them.

“Did you see the minister’s interview on RAI last night?” he asked. “She vowed to purge Italian culture of wokeism. For the life of me, I hadn’t a clue what she was talking about.”

“Neither did she,” said Gabriel. “It was just something she overheard during her most recent visit to America.”

“We should probably take the opportunity to pay our respects.”

“Why on earth would we do that?”

“Because for the foreseeable future, Lorena Rinaldi will have the final say over all major restoration projects here in Venice, regardless of who’s footing the bill.”

Just then the lights in the foyer dimmed and a chime sounded. “Saved by the bell,” said Gabriel, and escorted Chiara into the theater. She managed to conceal her displeasure when settling into her VIP seat in the first row.

“How lovely,” she said. “I’m only sorry we’re not closer to the stage.”

Gabriel sat down next to her and made a small adjustment to the position of the Beretta. At length he said, “I think that went rather well, don’t you?”

“The night is young,” replied Chiara, and dug a thumbnail into the back of his hand.
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______

Cipriani

The Schumann was wondrous, the Brahms searchingly beautiful. But it was Anna’s incendiary performance of Tartini’s Devil’s Trill that brought the audience to its feet. Three dramatic curtain calls later, she bade them a final farewell. Most of the patrons filed into the Corte San Gaetano, but a select few were discreetly escorted to the theater’s dock, where a flotilla of gleaming motoscafi waited to ferry them to the Cipriani hotel. Gabriel and Chiara made the journey with a delegation of agreeable New Yorkers. None appeared to recognize the famous retired spy in their midst. The same was true of the attractive, clipboard-wielding hostess at Oro, the Cipriani’s celebrated restaurant.

“Ah, yes. Here you are, Signore Allon. Table number five. Signora Zolli is at table one. The head table,” the hostess added with a smile.

“That’s because Signora Zolli is much more important than I am.”

The hostess gestured toward the entrance of the restaurant’s private dining room, and Gabriel followed Chiara inside. “Please tell me they didn’t seat me next to her,” she said.

“The minister? I believe she had to rush off to a book burning.”

“I was referring to Anna.”

“Play nicely,” said Gabriel, and set off in search of his table. He arrived to find four of the New Yorkers from the water taxi. They were outliers, the Americans. The rest of the crowd was decidedly British.

Gabriel located his assigned seat and, resisting the urge to drop the place card into the nearest shredder, sat down.

“I didn’t catch your name earlier,” said one of the Americans, a ginger-haired specimen of perhaps sixty-five who looked as though he ate too much red meat.

“It’s Gabriel Allon.”

“Sounds familiar. What do you do?”

“I’m a conservator.”

“Really? I was afraid I would be the only one here.”

“Conservator,” repeated Gabriel, stressing the final syllable. “An art restorer.”

“Have you restored anything recently?”

“I did some work on one of the Tintorettos in the church of the Madonna dell’Orto not long ago.”

“I believe I paid for that entire project.”

“You believe?”

“Saving Venice is my wife’s hobby. To tell you the truth, art bores the shit out of me.”

Gabriel checked the place card to his right and was relieved to see that he had been seated next to the heiress to a British supermarket fortune who, if the London tabloids were to be believed, had recently tried to murder her philandering husband with a butcher’s knife. Curiously, the card corresponding to the seat on his left was blank.

Looking up, he spotted the heiress, a well-preserved woman in a striking red gown, approaching the table. Her chemically enhanced face displayed no trace of surprise—or any other emotion, for that matter—when he introduced himself.

“For the record,” she said, “it was only a paring knife. And the wound, such as it was, required no sutures.” Smiling, she took her seat. “Who are you, Mr. Allon? And what on earth are you doing here?”

“He’s a conservator,” interjected the American. “He restored one of the Tintorettos in Madonna dell’Orto. My wife and I paid for it.”

“And we’re all very grateful,” breathed the heiress. Then, turning to Gabriel, she said, “Who do I have to kill around here to get a Beefeater and tonic?”

Gabriel started to reply but fell silent when a swell of applause rose from the neighboring tables.

“The enchanting Madame Rolfe,” observed the heiress. “She’s mad as a hatter. At least that’s what they say.”

Gabriel allowed the remark to pass without comment.

“Her mother committed suicide, you know. And then there was that terrible scandal involving her father and those paintings that were looted by the Nazis during the war. Anna’s life went off the rails after that. How many failed marriages were there? Three? Or was it four?”

“Two, I believe.”

“And let’s not forget the accident that almost ended her career,” said the heiress, undeterred. “I’m afraid I can’t recall the details.”

“A hillside gave way in a rainstorm while she was hiking near her home on the Costa de Prata. Her left hand was crushed by a falling boulder. It took months of rehabilitation for her to regain use of it.”

“It sounds to me as though you’re an admirer, Mr. Allon.”

“You might say that.”

“Forgive me, I hope I haven’t spoken out of turn.”

“Oh, no,” said Gabriel. “I’ve never had the honor of actually meeting her.”

There seemed to be some confusion over where Anna was to sit. Each of the eight seats at the head table was occupied. So, too, was every other chair in the dining room—with one exception.

No, thought Gabriel, glancing at the blank place card. She wouldn’t dare.

“Well, well,” said the heiress as the world’s most famous violinist approached the table. “It looks as though this is your lucky night.”

“Imagine that,” replied Gabriel, and rose slowly to his feet.

Anna accepted his outstretched hand as though it belonged to a stranger, then smiled mischievously when he spoke his name. “Not that Gabriel Allon,” she said, and sat down.

_________

How did you manage this?”

“In lieu of my usual exorbitant appearance fee, I made a single nonnegotiable demand regarding the seating arrangements for tonight’s après-concert soiree.” She offered an overbright smile to a patron at a neighboring table. “God, but I hate these things. One wonders why I agreed to this.”

“Because you couldn’t resist the opportunity to cause problems in my home.”

“My intentions were honorable, I assure you.”

“Were they really?”

“Mostly.” Anna lowered her eyes apprehensively toward the plate that a white-jacketed waiter had placed before her. “What in God’s name is it?”

“Cuttlefish,” explained Gabriel. “A local delicacy.”

“The last time I ate an uncooked creature from the lagoon, I was paralyzed for a week.”

“It’s divine.”

“When in Rome,” said Anna, and tentatively sampled the dish. “How much money did we raise tonight?”

“Nearly ten million. But if you play footsie with that wealthy American on the other side of the table, twenty million isn’t out of the question.”

Presently, the wealthy American was staring wide-eyed at his phone.

“Does he know who you are?” asked Anna.

“I have a feeling he does now.”

“What do you suppose he’s thinking?”

“Why is the retired chief of Israeli intelligence sitting next to Anna Rolfe, of all people?”

“Shall we tell him?”

“I’m not sure he would believe the story.”

It began when Gabriel accepted what he thought was a routine commission to restore a painting at the Zurich residence of the immensely wealthy Swiss banker Augustus Rolfe. The tragic ending took place some months later, when Gabriel walked out of the villa in Portugal where Herr Rolfe’s famous daughter had taken refuge from her family’s deplorable past. He had always regretted his conduct that day—and the twenty years during which he and Anna had exchanged not a single phone call or email. Familial complications notwithstanding, he was pleased she was once again a part of his life.

“You might have warned me,” she said suddenly.

“About what?”

She directed her gaze toward the head table, where all eyes were on Chiara. “Your wife’s astonishing beauty. It was quite a shock last night when I met her for the first time.”

“I believe I mentioned a vague resemblance to Nicola Benedetti.”

“My dear friend Nicola wishes she looked like Chiara.” Anna sighed. “I suppose she’s perfect in every way.”

“She’s a much better cook than you. And better yet, she doesn’t practice the violin at all hours.”

“Has she ever hurt you?”

Gabriel pointed out the faint red mark on the back of his hand.

“I never stood a chance of getting you back, did I?”

“You made it abundantly clear when I left Portugal that you never wanted to speak to me again.”

“I suppose you’re referring to the lamp I accidently knocked from the end table.”

“It was a ceramic vase. And you hurled it directly at my head with your remarkably strong right arm.”

“Consider yourself lucky. The gentlewoman seated next to you would have come after you with something far more lethal.”

“She swears it was only a paring knife.”

“There were photographs.” Anna nudged her plate toward the center of the table.

“You don’t care for it?”

“I’m flying to London first thing. I’d rather not take a chance.”

“I thought you were staying in Venice for a few days.”

“Last-minute change in plan. I’m recording the Mendelssohn next week with Yannick Nézet-Séguin and the Chamber Orchestra of Europe, and I desperately need a few days of rehearsal.”

“The children will be disappointed, Anna. They adore you.”

“And I them. But I’m afraid it can’t be helped. Yannick was quite insistent I come to London straightaway. I’m thinking about having a disastrous affair while I’m there. Something that will get my name back in the gossip columns where it belongs.”

“You’ll only get hurt again.”

“But I’ll play better as a result. You know me, Gabriel. I never play well when I’m happy.”

“You were magnificent tonight, Anna.”

“Was I?” She squeezed his hand. “I wonder why.”
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Murano

It was Chiara, on something of a dare, who had suggested that Gabriel paint a copy of Reclining Nude, Modigliani’s controversial masterwork that in 2015 fetched $170 million at Christie’s auction house in New York. Pleased by his effort, he had then executed an altogether convincing pastiche of Modigliani’s original—a change of perspective, a subtle rearrangement of the woman’s pose—if only to demonstrate his ability, were he ever so inclined, to earn his living as an art forger. On the morning after the gala, he awoke to find both canvases awash in the morning light slanting through the tall windows overlooking the Grand Canal. It was dull and gray, the light, much like the pain between Gabriel’s eyes. It had nothing to do with the red wine he had drunk with his midnight supper, he assured himself. Rainy mornings in Venice always made his head ache.

He rose slowly, so as not to wake Chiara, and surveyed the damage from last evening’s postgala proceedings. A trail of hastily discarded Italian formalwear and other assorted furnishings stretched from the doorway to the foot of the bed. A Brioni tuxedo and shirt. A strapless evening gown with a deep thigh slit by Versace. Stiletto-heeled pumps and patent-leather Derby oxfords by Salvatore Ferragamo. Gold studs and cuff links. A timepiece by Patek Philippe. A 92FS 9mm pistol by Fabbrica d’Armi Pietro Beretta. The act had been completed swiftly, with little regard for preliminaries. Chiara had gazed down at Gabriel proprietarily throughout, a half smile on her face. The rival had been vanquished, the demon exorcised.

In the kitchen, Gabriel filled the automatico with Illy and bottled water, and reviewed the coverage of the gala in Il Gazzettino while waiting for the coffee to brew. The paper’s music critic had found much to admire in Anna’s recital, especially her encore, which had somehow managed to eclipse her legendary performance of the same piece two decades earlier at the Scuola Grande di San Rocco. In none of the accompanying photographs was there any evidence of Gabriel’s presence at the event, only a single image of his right shoulder, upon which rested the hand of Chiara Zolli, the dazzling general manager of the Tiepolo Restoration Company.

She was still sleeping soundly when Gabriel returned to the bedroom with two cups of coffee. Her position was unchanged; she was supine, with her arms above her head. Even unconscious, thought Gabriel, she was a work of art. He tugged at the duvet, exposing her heavy, rounded breasts, and took up his sketchpad. Ten minutes elapsed before the scratching of his charcoal pencil awakened her.

“Must you?” she groaned.

“I must.”

“I look awful.”

“I beg to differ.”

“Coffee,” she pleaded.

“It’s on your bedside table, but you can’t have it yet.”

“Don’t you have a painting to restore?”

“I’d rather sketch you.”

“You’re already behind schedule.”

“I’m always behind schedule.”

“Which is why I should fire you.”

“I’m irreplaceable.”

“This is Italy, darling. There are more art restorers in this country than waiters.”

“And the waiters earn better wages.”

Chiara reached for the duvet.

“Don’t move,” said Gabriel.

“I’m cold.”

“Yes, I can see that.”

Chiara returned to her original pose. “Did you ever paint her?”

“Anna? Never.”

“She refused to sit for you?”

“Actually, she begged me to paint her.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“I was afraid of what I might find there.”

“You don’t really believe she needs to rehearse the Mendelssohn violin concerto.”

“She can play it in her sleep.”

“So why is she leaving?”

“I’ll show you in a few minutes.”

“You have exactly ten seconds.”

Gabriel snapped her photograph with his Israeli-made Solaris phone, the world’s most secure.

“Reprobate,” said Chiara, and reached for her coffee.

_________

One hour later, showered and dressed and cloaked in oilskin coats against the gentle rain, they stood side by side on the imbarcadero of the San Tomà vaporetto stop. Chiara’s San Marco–bound Number 2 arrived first.

“Are you free for lunch?” asked Gabriel.

She fixed him with a stare of reproach. “You can’t be serious.”

“It was the sketch.”

“I’ll think about it,” she said, and boarded the vaporetto.

“Well?” he called out as the vessel drew away from the dock.

“I might be free at one.”

“I’ll pick up something to eat.”

“Don’t bother,” she replied, and blew him a kiss.

A Number 1 was approaching San Tomà from the direction of the university. Gabriel rode it to the Rialto, then hiked across Cannaregio to the Fondamente Nove, where he quickly downed a coffee at Bar Cupido before boarding his next vaporetto, a Number 4.1. It made a single stop along the western flank of San Michele, the island of the dead, then headed for Murano. Gabriel disembarked at Museo, the second of the island’s two stops, and walked past the glass shops lining the Fondamenta Venier to the church of Santa Maria degli Angeli.

There had been a Christian place of worship on the site since 1188, but the current structure, with its listing bell tower and khaki-colored brick exterior, dated to 1529. In the late eighteenth century, a philosopher and adventurer who associated with the likes of Mozart and Voltaire had regularly attended Mass there. It was not faith that drew the man to the church, for he had none. He came in hopes of a fleeting encounter with a beautiful young nun who resided in the adjoining convent. The man, whose name was Giacomo Casanova, had many such relationships—hundreds, in fact—though he carefully guarded the identity of his secret lover from the convent. In his memoirs, he identified the woman, rumored to be the daughter of a Venetian aristocrat, only as M.M.

There were others like her at the convent, daughters of the republic’s wealthiest citizens, so the abbess was rarely short of funds. She nevertheless balked when a popular painter who would one day be known as Titian demanded five hundred ducats for a depiction of the annunciation that he had produced for the church’s high altar. Offended, Titian gave the painting to Isabella, wife of Charles V, and the abbess hired Il Pordenone, a ruthlessly ambitious Mannerist who had been accused of hiring assassins to kill his brother, to produce a replacement. Pordenone undoubtedly leapt at the opportunity, for he viewed himself as Titian’s most serious artistic rival in Venice.

Titian’s original altarpiece disappeared without a trace during the Napoleonic Wars, but Pordenone’s lesser work survived. At present it was secured to a purpose-built wooden armature in the center of the nave. On the wall behind the high altar was a black rectangle of corresponding dimensions where once the canvas had hung—and where it would hang again when the extensive restoration of the ancient church was complete. Adrianna Zinetti, perched atop a towering scaffold, was removing a century’s worth of dust and grime from the ornate marble frame. She wore a zippered fleece jacket and fingerless gloves. The interior of the church was cold as a crypt.

“Buongiorno, Signore Delvecchio,” she sang as Gabriel switched on a portable space heater. It was the cover identity he had used during much of his previous life—Mario Delvecchio, the standoffish, temperamental genius who had served his apprenticeship in Venice with the great Umberto Conti and restored many of the city’s most famous paintings. Adrianna, a renowned cleaner of altars and statuary, had worked with Mario on several major projects. When not trying to seduce him, she had loathed him with a particular intensity. “I was beginning to worry about you,” she said. “You’re always the first to arrive.”

“Late night,” he replied, and scrutinized his work trolley. The telltales he had left behind the previous afternoon remained undisturbed. Still, one never knew. “You didn’t touch anything, did you?”

“Everything, Mario. I put my grubby little fingers all over your precious flasks and solvents.”

“You really have to stop calling me that, you know.”

“A part of me misses him.”

“I’m sure he feels the same about you.”

“And what if I had touched your things?” she asked. “Would the world have come to an end?”

“It might well have, yes.” He removed his coat. “To what shall we listen, Signora Zinetti?”

“Amy Winehouse.”

“How about Schubert instead?”

“Not the string quartets again. If I have to listen to Death and the Maiden one more time, I’ll jump.”

Gabriel inserted a disc into his paint-smudged CD player—Maurizio Pollini’s classic recording of Schubert’s late piano sonatas—and then wound a swatch of cotton wool around the end of a wooden dowel. Next he dipped the swab into a carefully calibrated mixture of acetone, methyl proxitol, and mineral spirits, and twirled it gently over the surface of the altarpiece. The solvent was strong enough to remove the yellowed varnish, but not Pordenone’s original work. The acrid smell invaded Adrianna’s workspace.

“You really should wear a mask,” she admonished him. “In all the years we’ve worked together, I’ve never once seen you put one on. I can’t imagine how many brain cells you’ve killed off.”

“My missing brain cells are the least of my problems.”

“Name one problem you have, Mario.”

“An altar cleaner who insists on talking while I’m trying to work.”

Gabriel’s swab had turned the color of nicotine. He discarded it and prepared another. A fortnight into the restoration, he had cleaned nearly the entire lower third of the painting. The losses were extensive but hardly catastrophic. It was Gabriel’s ambition to complete the final stage of the restoration, the retouching, in four months’ time, at which point he would turn his attention to the remaining works adorning the nave.

Antonio Politi, a longtime employee of the Tiepolo Restoration Company, had already begun work on one of the canvases, The Virgin in Glory with Saints by Palma il Giovane. It was nearly half past ten when he sauntered into the church.

“Buongiorno, Signore Delvecchio,” he called out.

From atop the high altar came the sound of laughter. Gabriel removed the disk from his CD player and inserted a recording of Schubert’s String Quartet No. 14 in D Minor. Then he pulled on his oilskin coat and, smiling, went into the damp morning.
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