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Christopher Jones (Jonesey) is a retired artist, illustrator, cartoonist, graphic designer “working from home”, ex - teacher, driving instructor – and butler. He now lives with his wife, Maria in a village near Larnaca, Cyprus where he continues to write and learn Greek.

Capriccio

In painting, a capriccio is an architectural fantasy but it can also be used to describe a piece of music or, as in this case, a novel. Once again, some of the people and places in our story actually existed but I have used a little artistic licence, nonetheless. 

I have tried to be as true as possible to the chronology of actual events and the topography of real places, using Lodovico Ughi’s 1729 map of Venice as a reference for part two. Although I do not mention all of the minor thoroughfares, squares and rivulets by name, follow in the footsteps of the characters and you will find the scenes of the action, be they real or imagined. I do apologise now, however, for adding a street here, moving a building there and for mixing real people, and places with those of my imagination.

The reader of Italian will find that some words appear to be spelt incorrectly. (Siór, as opposed to Signór, for example) I can assure you that this is not the case as I have, where appropriate, used the words of central Venet: the tongue of the Serenissima. Explanations of which, can be found in the Glossary at the end of the book.

As you read this story, you might like to study the Venetian scenes painted by Canaletto*, Guardi, Longhi, Bellotto and their contemporaries. The National Gallery’s website is an excellent resource.

* Campo S. Vidal and Santa Maria della Carità (“The Stonemason’s Yard”) about 1725 

https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/canaletto-the-stonemason-s-yard

* Two Views of Piazza San Marco.

www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/canaletto-venice-piazza-san-marco

And remember – the “Shamaletto”...
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​THE SERENISSIMA: THE SERENE REPUBLIC OF VENICE

First Half of the Settecento: the Eighteenth Century
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‘Sono morti!’ wailed Donata. ‘They are dead!’ ‘I know it! They have been murdered!’ Rocking back and forth on the kitchen stool, the housekeeper was hysterical despite Fasiaçci’s attempts to console her.

It was now past midday. Ellie and Lenore had not returned from their evening at the theatre and the Ridotto. The Irregulari had been dispatched to search the city, their leader Nicòlo having gone to Palazzo Smith in order to see if they had been taken there.

At the large pine table, Arthur White and “Tony” Canaletto drank wine and smoked, whilst playing a form of dominoes known as “bones”. Outside in the campo, on the steps of the narrow waterway James and Jimmy raced paper boats opposite the marble Church of the Miracles. Unaware of the adults’ concern, they whooped encouragement at their folded creations as the swell from the passing gondolas helped them along their way.

‘Fazzi,’ Arthur called over to his factotum, ‘Take Donata out into the courtyard for some fresh air. I want to have a word with Tony. And take a couple of cups of wine too.’

‘Very well, Maìstro.’

Fasiaçci led the sobbing woman out of the kitchen and down the steps into the sunlit yard where they sat by the fountain.

‘Tony – I have to tell you something,’ announced Arthur after closing the door. The artist gave a perturbed look. ‘I feel very guilty and I am going to be in a lot of trouble but...’
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​PART ONE
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​​1: A DEVIL IN THE TEÀTRO
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On the previous evening, Ellie, Lenore and their two “gentlemen in attendance”, Erìco and Tomà had travelled by the Smiths’ gondola to the Teàtro San Luca. Turning off the Canàl Grande into the Rio di San Salvadore, the gondola stopped at the Ponte del Lovo by a short flight of steps. After arranging to meet their barcari, Marco and Teodoro in the small hours, the four travellers alighted and climbed up to the narrow street. On their arrival the alleyway and theatre courtyard were alight with lanterns and brimming with people of all types. The air was filled with the sounds of singing, laughter, arguments and barrel organs. Jugglers and fire eaters encircled by onlookers competed for attention with the inevitable fritter sellers, and candied fruit vendors as the cries from the little illuminated lottery stalls mingled with those of the boatmen on the nearby rio.

Erìco approached a portly man dressed in the establishment’s shabby livery and presented a card. A pair of assistants escorted them through the main foyer where hundreds of people were purchasing cooked pears, oranges, fritters and fruit, leading them up several flights of stairs to one of the private boxes known as a palchéto on the fourth level.

The auditorium was cavernous, with four tiers of boxes flanking the proscenium with a long row of candles lining the foot of the stage. It was not the grand, ornate interior that Ellie was expecting as they sat beneath the large, dimly lit roof. They had their own lanpadàrio, or chandelier but the lighting was sparse to say the least. Gazing down to the pit below they could see small figures bustling about, fighting for space on the benches and bartering with the wine, meat and yes, more fritter vendors. The whole vast place reeked of fried food and human sweat, punctuated by the odour of the canals that wafted in from the open doors. As Ellie leaned forward over the box’s rail, she gasped in disbelief on seeing a man relieving himself unashamedly in the third row.

‘What is it, Signora Scolpire?’ asked Tomà, craning forward to see what had alarmed her.

‘Look!’ she answered. ‘Down there! That man, he’s...’ 

‘It is only natural Signora. One must – orìna.’

Ellie was to learn that the action on the stage took second place to the goings on in the stalls, boxes and even the corridors. There was little provision for hygiene except a special trough between the first row and the stage so that after indulging in the various comestibles, those natural bodily functions could be attended to, regardless of social rank or indeed, seating position.

‘So,’ whispered Ellie to her companion with disgust. ‘That’s what Uncle meant when he said we had to “go”. Thank God we did, that’s all I can say.’

‘There is a space out in the corner of the corridor,’ cut in Erìco. ‘Which you may use – should you require it.’

‘Ugh!’

A discrete cough from the curtain behind them signalled the arrival of a round-faced man in his late thirties with rosy cheeks and a cupid’s bow of a smile. Bewigged and slightly pot-bellied, he bowed to the ladies with a flourish.

‘Ah,’ he said, taking Ellie’s hand and kissing it. ‘The beautiful Signora Scolpire from England. The famous véra Venexiàna biónda of whom I have heard little else in the past month. I am Carlo Goldoni, author of la famiglia dell’antiquario, ossia la suocera e la nuora or, as you would say in your country, “The Antiquarian’s Family, or The Mother-in-law and the Daughter”. How I have longed to meet you my dear – and how is your good uncle?’

‘He is very well Siór Goldoni,’ replied Ellie, motioning to the woman sitting next to her. ‘And this is my best friend, Signorina Eleanora Bianchi from Milano – ward of Mister Joseph Smith and his wife.’

‘Your reputation at the Incurabili precedes you, Signorina,’ said Goldoni, brushing Lenore’s hand with his lips. ‘Signora Smith tells me that you rival the talents of even La Zabaletta herself. I hope to have the honour of hearing you play and sing at the masque ball of Siór and Signora Smith.’

‘Thank you Maìstro,’ replied Lenore. ‘I hope that I can live up to your expectations.’

‘I am sure that you will, bèla fìa. And now, you must excuse me for my Countess Isabella is refusing to go on and I cannot begin without her. I have a pageboy standing in the coridór and he will avail you of anything you desire – fruit, wine, sweets, meats and, of course – fritters. Until later then, ladies...’

The musicians started to play and a group of acrobats began their tumbling on stage, while the audience continued with the job of settling onto the benches. For those who did not have seats, leaning against the walls was the greatest comfort that they would enjoy. Erìco and Tomà explained to Ellie’s incredulity that the play was about Count Anselmo, a gullible antiques collector who is tricked by Arlecchino (Harlequin) into paying a fortune for worthless articles. As she listened, her mind reeled to the days in London before the war and the antique business that her father had lost. Was this comedy that would be played out in front of her art imitating life? Or was it the other way around?

Patience in the pits was running ragged as pieces of orange peel and worse, were thrown around the auditorium, and onto the stage. A fanfare from the musicians signified that the Countess had been placated and the action on the stage began. Erìco whispered the basics of the plot to Ellie as the crowd below them laughed, bawled and brawled to the protestations of the occupants of the boxes. All manner of objects flew through the air as the heat and stench grew worse. Ellie handed round a small pot of her uncle’s “filtrum filter” and the page was despatched to bring the wine vendor, and fruit seller to them.

The play, though only three acts in length was, nonetheless, going to last for a good five hours due to the shenanigans of the crowd. The sets were a blaze of colour, as were the performers’ costumes and the characters were all set by years of tradition. The Dottore and Pantaleone in particular, were two old men who would cough and splutter but who would be resurrected in the presence of pretty young girls, and be the objects of confidence tricks by the Count’s servant, Brighella, and Arlecchino himself.

Artful ladies’ maids, villains and simpletons would come and go as their parts decreed, while the entire troupe would meander in and out of the author’s original text. No two performances were the same and they relied for their laughs on a merry-go-round of buffoonery, parody, sexual innuendo and arse-kicking. Instantly recognisable in his tight black and red diamond pattern costume, Arlecchino cartwheeled and somersaulted over the stage to the applause of the crowd. Ellie and Lenore whispered and giggled behind their fans at the fact that he had obviously stuffed something large and round into his codpiece.

As if the antics on stage were not explicit enough, with the actors miming intercourse and the actresses barely able to restrain their bosoms, noises from nearby caused Ellie to lean over the parapet. A curtain was drawn across the adjacent box but there was an audible sound of grunting, groaning, panting and moaning.

‘What on Earth is going on in there?’ she exclaimed, craning her neck as Lenore joined her.

‘Pay no heed Signora Scolpire,’ said Tomà. ‘I believe it is only the famous courtesan, Zulietta in the throes of orgàsmo.’

‘What! You mean to tell me that they’re...?’

‘But of course, Signora. Is it not also common to fornicare in the theatres of England?’

Shocked, Ellie sat back in her seat and having decided not to answer that question, continued to try to make sense of the riotous action unfolding before her. They indulged in some stewed pears and several glasses of refosco, which Ellie noticed seemed to be having an effect on her friend who was laughing heartily at the spectacle below. After several minutes, Ellie noticed that Lenore was looking a little pale.

‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

‘Pardon?’ came the reply. ‘Oh – yes. I er, I must...’ Lenore rose from her seat. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, pulling the curtain aside. ‘I shall only be a few moments.’

‘I think that the Signorina may have taken a surfeit of liquid,’ Tomà whispered behind his hand as the woman in green slipped out into the corridor.

Several minutes passed and the shenanigans on the stage, and in the stalls continued as Ellie gazed around the theatre at the tiers of boxes opposite. Observing that most of the spectators wore masks, the most common for men being the bauta and the volto, she felt an unexpected chill when her attention was drawn to one box in particular, its occupant barely discernible in the shadows.

The figure, which was wearing the ubiquitous black tabàro and tricorne, sat motionless, not watching the players but seemingly staring across at her. The dead holes in its white mask fixed their gaze on her and did not waver for one moment. Watching this individual, she became aware of another presence looming over it in the darkness, when she realised that her friend had been gone for some time.

She was just about to ask one of her escorts to find Lenore, when they were startled by a man’s voice shouting from a nearby box. Leaning forward, they were in time to see a bony finger pointing at the apparitions in the palchéto opposite.

‘Sasìn! Sasìn! Diàvoło! Inganatór!’
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​​2: THE OLD MAN
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The entire auditorium turned, to see an elderly, white haired man being restrained by a woman of about the same age. Ellie looked back over to the opposite side of the theatre but the phantom was no longer there.

‘Assassin!’ he yelled again in Venetian, as theatre attendants rushed along the corridor to see what the commotion was. ‘Devil! Deceiver!’ the man screamed, still pointing when a pair of burly calafàti, who were moonlighting from the Arsenàl, subdued him.

Ellie and her two guardians stepped out from their box and were just in time to see the man being pinned against the wall of the passageway, the woman screaming and pleading for help. About seventy years old, the man’s yellow teeth were clenched and his eyes bulged from the deep sockets of his parchment coloured skin. For all of his years, the calafàti had trouble controlling him and as he struggled, Lenore slipped past them from the far end of the corridor and joined her companions. The man froze when the two women removed their masks and, looking into his jaundiced eyes, Ellie felt a sense of recognition as he returned her puzzled gaze.

‘Vardàrse – Él òmo,’ he wheezed, pointing a skeletal finger at her. ‘Vardàrse él Bavéxeła!’

Exhausted, the old man slumped and the two caulkers from the shipyard eased him onto a nearby settle. Ellie and Lenore approached them as the woman sat next to her aged companion, holding his hand and stroking his hair. Within another minute, the playwright himself had arrived on the scene.

‘What in the name of heaven is occurring here?’ he asked, speaking in Venetian and puffing out his chest.

‘I apologise, Siór Goldoni,’ replied one of the Arsenàlotti. ‘This gentleman has had some kind of seizure and we were worried that he might fall from the balcony.’

‘No, no,’ said the old man, straightening himself up on the bench. ‘I am sorry. I do not know what came over me. I shall be myself again presently and...’

As he spoke, Ellie and Lenore had brought a decanter and a glass from their box where Tomà and Erìco stood observing by the curtain. Pouring a generous measure of refosco, Ellie handed the glass to the white haired man.

‘Gràsie, Signora,’ he responded, taking the drink.

After exchanging several words with the woman, Goldoni turned to Ellie. ‘This gentleman has been ill of late,’ he explained. ‘And this lady, who is his wife, tells me that he has recently developed a habit of shouting and cursing at strangers. This is the second time it has happened in a month and since the two terrible slayings, he has become obsessed with anyone wearing the bauta, which as you can imagine can be very wearisome in a city of so many masks.’

‘I hope he’ll recover quickly,’ Ellie replied, regarding the man as he drank and shook. What was it about him that seemed so familiar?

The elderly couple retained their composure and were escorted from the theatre, whereupon they assured their concerned Samaritans that they did not live far away, and would be quite able to hail a gondola. On returning to the box, Ellie and her companions found that the play was back in full swing, the incident having been overshadowed by a subsequent fight in the stalls. The slapstick was bawdy and there were many amusing moments both on stage, and off but the humidity was beginning to take its toll. Erìco suggested that they sneak out of the theatre and make their way to the Ridotto.

†
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Walking through the narrow streets arm in arm with their handsome bodyguards, the two women, anonymous in their small tricornes and masks, still drew attention from the bustling throng. Conversation was pointless as the sounds of singing, music, street vendors’ cries and caged birds’ song from the balconies, assaulted the senses.

On reaching the open air of Campo San Moisè, they stopped to buy hot roasted chestnuts outside the “frightful façade” of the church, where a group of excited people were gathered around a ragged looking man by a lantern-lit stall. A small dog at his feet was rooting about in a wicker basket and pulling out shreds of paper.

‘It is a lottery stall, Signora,’ explained Tomà on noticing Ellie’s puzzled expression. ‘The dog is predicting the winning numbers. I would not bother buying a ticket from that scarecrow, however, as one can see from his raiment that the dog is an utter failure!’

‘Erìco?’ said Ellie, smiling at her duenna and blowing on a chestnut to cool it. ‘What was the old man at the theatre saying? Who was he shouting at?’

‘I do not know to whom he was directing his tirade Signora, but the words were Venexiàn. He was calling someone “murderer”, “devil”, “deceiver” and when he pointed at you and Signorina Bianchi, he said “beware the man” and something about the Bavéxeła! – a soft wind – a Zephyr. What could he have meant?’

The West Wind perhaps? “The sweet breath of the Zephyr”...?

†
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Gambling had been a part of the fabric of Venice for centuries. It was more than just a pastime; it was a way of life. A consuming passion. “First of all Venetians – then Christians”, as Arthur had said on the day that she had met Lenore. The prevailing addiction to betting and the lip service to religion were summed up in one of the many proverbial rhymes of the day:

“A little trip to morning Mass,

A little hand at cards, to pass

After luncheon hours, until

A little woman, later still.”

The Venetians, be they patrician or commoner would bet on anything and games of cards, and dice were common in the streets, especially around the well-heads. The authorities attempted to ban it due to the amount of cheating that took place, but only succeeded in driving it underground, thus creating the ridotti, or private rooms. Realizing the futility of the legislation, the state decided to licence play under proper control and so opened an official establishment in 1628.

“The Ridotto”, as it was known was the first and most famous of these gaming salóns from which all other ridotti took their name. Situated a stone’s throw from the Piazza San Marco in a palace near the church of San Moisè, the building had to be refurbished more than once to accommodate the burgeoning custom. Stakes here were very high, which excluded the ordinary man in the street although anyone wearing a mask would be admitted. As maritime trade declined, the patricians turned their attention increasingly to the gaming tables. When they ran out of money, they would sell off furniture, paintings and objet d’art so that even some of the grander palaces in the city were practically empty. When all was exhausted, they would be seen begging at the money lenders’ for the wherewithal to eat or, as was more likely to return to the tables.

Erìco and Tomà approached the palazzo and rapped on the large ornate door, which was opened by a footman wearing the Ridotto’s livery. On producing Joseph Smith’s business card, they ushered their charges through into the androne, a long parquet floored entrance hall. Following the guide, they made their way along the dimly lit atrium, which was flanked by large flags and marble columns supporting busts of various Roman emperors. The sumptuous gaming rooms were on the top floor of the four-storey palace and climbing the wide staircase, Ellie could hear soft music and hushed voices echoing through the labyrinth of chambers.

Shocked at the sights and smells that emanated from some of the antechambers, Ellie clasped her hand to her mouth, as clients could be glimpsed cavorting, semi naked in the flickering candlelight. On beds and couches they debauched, to the sounds of laughter, music, grunting and panting.
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​​3: GAMBLING AND THE LOSS OF VIRGINITY
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Once inside the Ridotto itself, Ellie and Lenore were surprised to see how busy it was as they moved slowly through its six interconnecting rooms. Richly decorated with wall tapestries, paintings, frescoes and lumière of Murano glass, there was hardly enough room to stand, let alone sit at the tables.

In each chamber stood a screen behind which, sat trios and quartets of musicians: girls from the Ospedàli who played and sang the latest songs. Masked Patrician and commoner alike sat at gaming tables laughing, and drinking as they placed bets, and threw down their cards. Waiters dodged here and there, with golden trays of food and drink, attempting to complete their task without knocking over the large display of flowers that adorned the rooms. These, and the perfumed, powdered ladies gave Ellie and Lenore their first reprieve from the stench of the canals, and rubbish tips outside.

After several minutes of squeezing through the throng of admirers, they reached a large round table, which had been reserved for Catherine. The table itself had been set with a heavy tasseled cloth upon which, was laid bowls of fresh and candied fruit, decanters of wine and brandy along with gold goblets, plates and knives. Over the next hour, Ericò and Tomà taught their ladies the rudiments of faro, basetta and biribiso to the strains of laughter and music, while sounds of fornication, and flatulence emanated from the side chambers.

†
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As the bronze Moors on the Toro dell’Orologio struck three past midnight, the tired and slightly inebriated gamblers decided to break even and leave the Ridotto. Having eaten and drunk far too much, they were escorted by their chaperones through the Procuratie and into the Piazza, which was ablaze with lanterns, torches and ferai. Hordes of revellers bustled about alongside the street entertainers and vendors wearing all manner of outrageous, and colourful costumes, masks and feathers. There were dozens of magic lantern shows known as Teàtri del Móndo or “Theatres of the World”, showing illuminations of exotic beasts, freaks and erotic shenanigans. A group of drunken young men were gallivanting around the square, bawling and swearing loudly, and knocking off the hats of passers-by.

‘The Bravi, said Ericò with contempt. ‘A group of louts who earn their keep as bodyguards to the rich and go on the rampage at night. Pah!’

‘It could be worse Signora,’ Tomà cut in on seeing Ellie’s concern. ‘The Bravi used to be hired assassins until recent years. Now they are just posturing sghèri. Thugs!’

Eventually reaching the Piazzetta, they scanned the shimmering, moonlit waterfront’s sea of nodding boats for the Smiths’ richly decorated gondola. Across the water, the dome and campanile of San Giorgio Maggiore seemed to sway in the shifting moonlight as iron- grey flying clouds sailed past. Teodoro and Marco waved from the wharf by Pónte de la Paglia at the east end of the Ducal Palace, and the four tired revellers shuffled towards their black and gold floating haven. The caveliere serventi helped their two giddy charges into the félse and following them, gave the order to the oarsmen to cast off for the warmth of hearth and home.

But whose home?

†
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The next day, Lenore awoke with the first hangover she had ever experienced in her life, her head jangling with the cacophony of local church bells. With eyes half closed and a mouth as dry as sand, she raised herself onto her elbows.

‘What in Heaven are all of those bells for?’ she muttered.

It was well past noon and despite the sun being high, she felt a chill. Realising that she was completely naked and in a strange bedroom, she was about to get up when an arm wrapped itself around her waist.

‘Ellie?’ she said, turning over. To her horror, she found herself lying face to face with Erìco. At the same moment that she let out a shriek, the blurry-eyed face of her best friend appeared behind the naked man’s shoulder as Tomà appeared at the door, equally unclothed.

‘Oh my God!’ Ellie groaned, rubbing her head. ‘What on Earth did we do last night?’

‘Santa Maria, Madre di Dio!’ exclaimed Lenore, the tears welling up in her eyes as she clasped the bedsheet to her chin. ‘What am I to do? What will Arturo – I mean, Siór Smith think of me? Yesterday I was a virgin and now...’

The two women washed, dressed and were escorted by Erìco, and Tomà to a fondamenta outside the house in which they had spent the night. No words were spoken as the gondola slid along the narrow channels towards Ca´ Scolpire and a confrontation with the master of the house.  

†
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‘Another game, Tony?’ asked Arthur, spreading the spotted tiles on the table and pouring two cups of wine.

‘Why not? We might as well keep ourselves occupied while we wait for the storm that is to come.’

Ten minutes passed when a scream was heard from the courtyard. Another few moments passed and then an ecstatic Donata burst into the kitchen followed by Faciaçci and two very hung over yet determined women.

‘They are back, Maìstro!’ she chirped, clapping her hands. ‘I make lunch now!’ Hugging the two women and then burying her face in her apron, the housekeeper ran into the pantry in tearful relief.

‘I could strangle you both!’ Ellie remonstrated, waving her finger at Arthur and Tony in admonishment.

The men laughed uproariously at the two women, who looked on with arms folded and faces like thunder. James and Giacomo regarded the scene in bewilderment as they entered through the courtyard door.

‘I thought that my reputation and my future happiness had been ruined for ever,’ Lenore scolded. ‘Can you imagine what Mister and Mrs. Smith would have said – and what of Vincenzo?’

‘You were perfectly safe you know,’ spluttered Tony, raising his head from the table, where he had buried it in his arms. ‘You’re onór is intriégo my dear. You are still a vèrxene.’  

‘Uncle says you went out with a pair of Queens last night, Mum,’ James commented. ‘Where are they Queens of?’

‘James!’ came the curt reply. ‘You and Jackie go out and play in the courtyard. I want to have a private word with your uncle and Tony. I’ll call you in when lunch is ready.’

‘But, Mum...’

‘Outside – now!’

The boys left the adults in the parlour, two still laughing, and two not.

Arthur managed to control his laughter long enough to catch his breath. ‘They may be a pair of Regìne girl,’ he coughed. ‘But they’re as hard as nails in a scrap.’

‘I must admit,’ the painter added, ‘that I did not know. But when your uncle told me I could barely contain myself.’

‘You don’t think I’d have let you be chaperoned by a couple of gigolos do you?’ Arthur added in his defence. ‘What do you take me for?’

‘Ooh – you...!’ replied Ellie, glancing sideways at her companion, half smiling. ‘But you could have told us...’

‘What, and spoil all this fun? Anyhow, you had a good time didn’t you?’

‘Yes – but that’s not the point!’

‘And you woke up with two handsome young men, your honour still unquestionable?’

‘Ooh! You’re terrible!’ she replied again, picking up a dishcloth and throwing it in her uncle’s face. Noting that Lenore was now sniggering behind her hand, she laughed. ‘Well, it might’ve been worse I suppose – you could have sent us out on the town with Casanova.’

Tony and Lenore looked at one other with puzzled expressions.

‘You’re forgetting your history,’ commented Arthur. ‘He’s only a child at the moment.’

‘Oh yes, said Ellie with a sigh. ‘I hadn’t thought about that. What a pity – I was rather hoping I’d get to meet him.’

‘But you have met him,’ Arthur answered.
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​​4: A LOTHARIO IN WAITING
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‘What! When?’

Arthur took his niece by the arm and led her over to a window that opened into the courtyard.

‘Who d’you think Zanetta’s boy is, then?’

‘What? Little Jackie?’

‘Yes – Giacomo. Little Jack Newhouse. His dad was Gaetano Casanova – an actor. Well, we think he was the father. It could’ve been Goldoni – or even the Prince of Wales. Anyhow, Farussi is Zanetta’s maiden name – the one she uses professionally.’

‘I do not understand,’ cut in Tony.

‘It is a mystery to me also,’ added Lenore.

Ellie thought of her first meeting with the boy she had taken for a servant as her uncle gave his two guests an enigmatic wink. Of his rather long, lingering kiss of her hand and the way that he had looked into her eyes.

‘Well, I’ll be...’ she exclaimed.

‘If we’re still here in ten or twelve years’ time – you probably will be!’

‘UNCLE!’

†
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Lenore was expected at Palazzo Smith, to rehearse for a recital the following evening in the grounds of the newly completed Villa Pisani on the Mainland. Some of the other young ladies from the Ospedàle, with whom she was to play would also be in attendance.

‘What’s wrong, Lenore?’ asked Ellie, noticing her friend’s sombre expression as they sat in the courtyard drinking lemonade to ease their sore heads.

‘It is the recital tomorrow on the Teraférma,’ came a sigh of resignation. ‘The Villa Pisani – it is in Stra, where I was incarcerated in the convent. Where they...’

‘Oh, I see. Well, if you want, I’ll come with you – and keep you company.’

‘No – no. I cannot ask you to do that. In any case, when we are not performing, the rest of the time is taken up with rehearsals so you would be on your own for much of the time. Do not concern yourself about me. The convent is over a mile away so I will not have to see it – and the musicians have been given a charming rented house in the town itself. No, I shall be quite all right, Ellie. Truly I will.’

‘Is it really that bad over there?’

‘No, Stra is a very pleasant town and the villa, and its gardens are particularly beautiful – on the Brenta Riviera. It is simply that I am worried that I might encounter someone that...’

‘It’ll be fine, you’ll see – and when you get back, we’ve got all sorts of things to look forward to. The Smith’s masque ball, the Fèsta della Sènsa...’

‘You are right,’ Lenore said with a look of determination. ‘We are going to have great fun together, you and I.’

Despite her excitement at the approaching ball, Ellie could still not help feeling that there was something else troubling her friend as she regarded the pensive expression on Lenore’s face.

†
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Tony escorted Lenore home by gondola and then double-backed to Pónte de la Malvasia, walking the short distance to his own house. While Ellie took care of her ablutions, Arthur was clearing the lunch plates when Fasiaçci appeared at the door, a worried look on his face.

‘Maìstro,’ he whispered, looking around the kitchen to make sure no one could hear him. ‘Have you heard the news?’

‘Have they finally elected a Doge?’

‘No, Maìstro – not news from the Conclave. I did not wish to alarm the children and Signora Ellie but there has been another killing early this morning, near the Ridotto.’

Arthur dried his hands, sat down at the table and sighed. ‘Yes, I was afraid there would be. And it won’t be the last either, my friend.’

‘Won’t be the last what, Uncle,’ enquired Ellie, who had appeared at the parlour door.

‘It’s happened again. Another murder – in San Moisè,’ replied Arthur, turning to quiz his factotum. ‘Who is it, Fazzi?’

‘I do not know, Maìstro – but the people are saying that it is another wealthy patrician. A member of the Grand Council, no less. There is something else too. I tried to see Siór Grimaldi on my way here but his Visio, that little rat Gennaro said that the Missier Grande is going away on business. He – Gennaro – is now acting Captain Grande and would speak to me no more.’

‘That is worrying,’ replied Arthur, filling his pipe. ‘I wonder where Leo’s going at such short notice?’

Ellie sat down beside her uncle, whereupon Fasiaçci joined them. ‘Oh my God,’ she moaned covering her face. ‘Last night! The poor man must have been killed just yards from where we were at the casino. It’s all coming true, Uncle and it’s happening right in front of us. Isn’t there anything we can do?’

‘I know it’s bad but like I say, the consequences of interfering could be catastrophic.’

‘I shall mobilise the Irregulari,’ Fasiaçci interjected. ‘So that we may glean as much information as possible. I do not trust our friend the Visio – I feel that we should know his every movement. If I receive any news of Siór Grimaldi, I will send word to you. Meanwhile, needs must I be about my business.’

‘Right-o,’ replied Arthur. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, if not before. There’s a big fair in Piazza San Marco and I’ve promised to take James and Jackie for chocolate, and ices. We’ll be there mid-morning if the crowds aren’t too bad.’

After Fasiaçci had left, Arthur and his niece sat for a few moments, without speaking.

‘How come he doesn’t ask why you know so much, Uncle?’ Ellie asked, breaking the silence.

‘Ah well – there’s a question. As I said when you first arrived, Fazzi’s a remarkable character and not to be underestimated. I think that despite his never having asked me about my past, deep down he knows more than he lets on. I don’t know how or why, but in this whole blessed rigmarole, I would trust him above everyone else with all our lives.’

‘How many more killings do you think there’ll be?’

‘I’ve no idea. You know as much as I do. I think we’d better just let things take their course and leave the investigation to Leo and Fazzi. If we get any more involved well, who knows...’

Ellie leaned across the table, took her uncle’s hands and squeezed them as her hazel eyes met his.

‘I get the feeling that you know more than you’re admitting to as well.’

‘Oh, I don’t know, it’s all just too far-fetched. I mean the mere fact that we’re here in the first place – it’s madness isn’t it. But I’ve got this awful niggling thought about...’ 

‘What is it you’re not telling me, Uncle?’

Arthur would not be drawn further on the subject and so, tired from the rigours of the day, Ellie retired to an uneasy sleep. As she watched the moon’s unseasonable copper corona through the smoke of the fireworks, a soft breeze drifted from the open window. The sweet breath of the Zephyr whispering from far away.

When will the next murder be – and could we prevent it? Should we?

The questions rang in her head as she drifted off into the arms of Morpheus.
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​​5: DEATH IN THE PIAZZA
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The following day, Arthur and his niece waited silently in the kitchen while James washed and dressed. Excited at the thought of the afternoon’s entertainment in the Piazza, he still felt sad at the imminent departure of Giacomo for Padua.

Despite there still having been no decision from Conclave, preparations had, nonetheless been made for the inauguration and the ensuing festivities, and for the ceremony of the Spoxałìsio có Mar: the Marriage to the Sea. The Golden Barge had already been fitted out and was ready to sail at a moment’s notice but even the shipwrights, carpenters and caulkers of the Arsenàl had downed tools for the beginning of the many celebrations.

After breakfast, Ellie, Arthur and James walked from Cannaregio towards Saint Mark’s where they found the young rake-to-be, Giacomo sitting on one of the marble lions with Pasqualina. Arthur and the boys were not masked but like Pasqualina, Ellie had decided to wear a columbina, with a fan to cover her lower face. She was nonetheless recognised, as murmurs of ‘Signora Scolpire’ and ‘strabèła’ floated on the light breeze.

The Piazza, with its canopy of clear blue sky was a riot of colour and sound, the air filled with the smells of canals, fritùra, coffee and sugared almonds. It was a paradise for pickpockets and perverts, the anonymous realm of Siór Vólto: “Mister Mask”. Tumblers, jugglers, musicians and magic-makers performed their finest tricks, and songs, surrounded in their cramped little patches of pavement by hundreds of cheering carnival celebrants dressed as Pedrolino, Il Capitano and Brighella. The ubiquitous fritter sellers and flower girls worked the crowd as the prestidigitators played sleight-of-hand, and “find the lady” with gullible gamblers willing to bet their last sòldi on a turn of the cards. The occultist Cagliostro, like young Giacomo Casanova was still only a boy but even then, those revellers who were not interested in acrobats and balladeers were still drawn to the soothsayers, cabbalists, fortune-tellers and hucksters with their elixirs of life.
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