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Chapter 1: Everybody’s Talking About the Fear of God
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Arrigio Fioravanti stood listening to a sergeant explain how they’d found Mr Matsumoto’s corpse in an alleyway five minutes from La Fenice. In the background, a clutch of police officers awaited the paramedics. The Bora and the Sirocco – the bad-tempered winds that arrived from different points of the compass each year – rushed through the Venetian streets and bothered its waters. Alleyways moaned, the crowds became more impatient, the sea slopped harder against the canal walls.

Finally, a clutch of six carabinieri, till then honing their theory that the Japanese tourist was the latest victim of a killer with three previous murders to his credit, transferred the dead body to an ambulance boat. Mr Matsumoto’s mobile had supplied his details – where he was staying, who with, for how long, even where he was going at the time of the murder – and five hundred metres away, an officer buzzed to say they’d found his wife, standing on the fondamente looking irritably into the crowds. They recognised her from the phone’s photos and because, like her husband, she was dressed all in cream.

Fioravanti was fifty-seven, stout, with a cloud of white hair squashed under a homburg. He held a cane and sucked on a pipe filled with English-brand tobacco. He’d been out to dinner with friends, luckily just a stone’s throw away, when the call came through. Right now, he was anxious to scotch the serial killer theory before it spread. He waited till the sergeant finished speaking, then said, “What’s your overall verdict? Just out of interest?” 

“Nothing’s been taken, Ispettore, as far as we can tell.”

“What did he have on him?”

“His mobile of course, passport, money - ”

“How much?”

“Two hundred euros.”

Fioravanti nodded. “So not a robbery. Any guesses as to the motive?”

“Only the most obvious.”

“And so Mr Matsumoto makes four, is that what you’re saying?”

The sergeant frowned. “You asked me to guess. I’m not an investigator.”

“Someone’s murdering tourists for fun.”

“Looks like it. But hey - ”

“Not your average serial killer, though. Not as if he uses the same weapon, or leaves a signature, or even gets in touch.”

The frown became a grimace. “You wanted to know if I had a theory. True, I’m only a sergeant and probably not worth listening to except to bounce your ‘reflections’ off, but if you want to know what I think, I’ll tell it like it is. And there’s more where that came from.”

“I thought there might be.”

“It’s not just me. Everyone at the station thinks it.”

“I won’t hang, draw and quarter you, or ‘report’ you, or whatever it is you’re worried about. Tell me.”

“We think it’s something to do with - Giuditta Cancellieri.”

Fioravanti’s pipe went out. He tapped it on his heel to empty the ash, and put it in his pocket. “You think a fine artist’s doing the murders.”

“Not her personally. Someone she brought with her. Friend or foe.” He nodded approval of his own words. “Given what she’s threatening. For what it’s worth, I think we should throw her out. I mean, speaking as a Venetian, not a policeman.”

“We’ve already offered her money to withdraw,” another officer said on his way past. “Lots, they say.”

“From what I’ve read,” Fioravanti replied, “the people she’s allegedly brought from the mainland are camorristi, gangsters. They don’t do anything, including killing, for no money.”

“Maybe there’s some connection between the victims. Something we’re missing.”

“There comes a point at which you have to say maybe you’re ‘missing’ that something because it doesn’t exist, Sergeant. Perhaps Mr Matsumoto’s death will change things, but I doubt it.” 

The darkness was almost complete. This was supposed to be the most beautiful city in the world, but right here it could be any urban slum. Fioravanti tried to find the stars above the rooftops but couldn’t. Time to be conciliatory maybe.

“I won’t say Giuditta Cancellieri’s involvement hasn’t occurred to me,” he said. “But well, that’s how you do think when your city’s under threat.”

11am, Central London. A twenty-six year-old male research officer strode along a top-floor corridor that stretched the entire back of the SIS Building. Five foot ten, dark hair, narrow eyes, and the pallid, sunken cheeks of unsought weight-loss, he was on his way to a one-on-one meeting whose precise agenda he’d been unable to discover. A rain-stained landscape window to his right framed the Albert Embankment and, beyond that, the railway line. He fastened the middle button on his suit jacket, changed his mind – too formal - and undid it again. 

Number 44. The door stood open. A middle-aged woman with blonde bunned hair and a leopard-print scarf glared over her glasses in response to his tap. She half stood up. “Mr ...?”

“Is that Gavin Freedman?” came a phlegmatic male voice from the office beyond. “Send him in and pour me some tea, Chloe, would you?”

So far, roughly what he’d expected. White was supposed to be unbearably fusty, the kind of place you went to work if you liked being – in the words of The Prisoner - pushed, filed, stamped, indexed, briefed, debriefed and numbered. Its head was reputed to be the king of filing cabinets. 

He refastened the middle button on his jacket and walked into the adjoining office. “Shall I close the door or ...?”

Sir Christopher Dunn sat behind his desk, flipping an iPad. He didn’t look up. “As you probably heard, Mr Freedman, I’m having tea in a moment. Sit down and tell me about yourself, I suppose, in the meantime. Close the door then, yes. Would you like some, er, tea as well?”

“I’ve just had an espresso,” Gavin said.

Sir Christopher screwed up his face slightly as if espressos were unheard of here. Fifty-three, thin and tall with a coating of dyed black hair, he exuded an air of existing chiefly to model suits from sales. He’d been a university lecturer before becoming head of White and the consensus among his critics was that he was a fish out of water here. His office was cord carpeted with a grey desk, a PC and the obligatory picture of the Queen, this version in full coronation regalia.

Gavin sat down. “I’ve been sent over here from Red. I was told it was important. I assumed Ms Parker would have sent my files over.”

Sir Christopher leaned forward and made eye-contact. “I understand your wife died last year in a car crash. Sorry to be blunt, but it’s important I know how you’re coping with that.”

He wasn’t expecting to be thrown in so brutally at the deep end, but this was MI7 after all, not Scottish Widows. “I’m functioning just as before. The grief doesn’t dissipate, but you learn to cope with it.”

“And that’s your own personal self-evaluation?”

“I’ve been assessed by - ”

The door opened and Chloe came in on casters and put a cup of tea on Sir Christopher’s desk. He didn’t thank her, and she didn’t seem to expect it. If she knew she’d interrupted a conversation, she didn’t show it, but then it was hardly her fault. She closed the door behind her.

“You were about to say you’ve been assessed by one of our psychologists,” Sir Christopher said, opening a folder full of documents. “Here we are. Top of the pile. Passed with flying colours, I see.”

“Can I ask why I’m here? Sorry to be blunt, sir.”

“We’re sending you on an assignment, I hope. Into the field. Do you think you’re ready?”

Gavin sat up. He’d assumed he was being ‘moved sideways’ as the euphemism had it, and was half-ready to tell Sir Christopher to stick his bloody job. Suddenly he had something to gain. That altered everything. 

“That’s – that’s for you to judge of course,” he replied. “I can’t say until I know what it is.”

“The reason you’ve been chosen – as usual in these sorts of cases – is a combination of good luck and professional aptitude. You’ve a first in Italian and Linguistics from Balliol, I understand. And your aunt owns a small house in Venice.”

“In Cannaregio ... It’s an administrative district within Venice,” he added, to dispel Sir Christopher’s blank look.

“What does the name ‘Giuditta Cancellieri’ mean to you? Anything?”

He had a dull sensation of falling at the first hurdle. “Should it?”

“Not unless you follow the rather deranged field of modern art. Inside-out houses made of concrete, dead sharks in giant fish tanks, that kind of thing. Anyway, over the next few days, you’re going to become the world number one expert on her.” He passed a slim collection of photographs across the desk. A thin woman with a V-shaped face, dark, kohl-lined eyes, hollow cheeks and skin so translucent you could almost see the bone beneath it. Her red hair, descending in tiny ringlets, was offset by a perfect bald rectangle stretching from the front to the back of her scalp. The overall impression was of a barely controlled hostility to everything and everyone. Yet it wasn’t clear where it came from: looked at objectively, these were just stills of a face in virtual repose.

“Unusual hairstyle,” Gavin said. “What’s she supposed to have done?”

“We’ll come to that presently. The other reason you’ve been chosen for this job is you were involved in the Kramski case.”

He felt his eyebrows rise. A prestigious contemporary artist and a subversive Russian cabal. They didn’t fit into any coherently recognisable relation. “Only in a very minor capacity.”

“Specifically, as regards Constantine stroke Constantius Slope.”

“Ah. Yes, I questioned Lionel Edgeware, the Labour MP for Hayes and Harlington, about him. But without achieving anything much, I’m afraid.”

Sir Christopher smiled thinly. “Indeed. Nevertheless, you met someone who allegedly met him, which is the closest we’ve ever been.”

“What’s this got to do with Giuditta...”

“Cancellieri. She gave an interview to L’Europo a month ago in which she claimed to be Sopa’s lover. It only came to our attention by chance.”

“How old is she?”

“Born in 1987. About your age.”

“Because Constantius Sopa’s supposed to be a nonagenarian. At least.”

Sir Christopher folded his hands. “She’s an artist, Mr Freedman. She’s not necessarily on the same ‘spiritual plane’ as the rest of us. I’m no expert, but I imagine there are lots of ways a ‘true artist’ can find satisfaction in even the most anaemic of liaisons. Keep an open mind. Of course, she may be lying. She could be a fantasist. That too is the hallmark of the ‘true artist’.”

Gavin smiled. “I take it you’re not a fan of the art world.”

“I like Michelangelo and Constable and the Impressionists. When it comes to Jackson Pollock and Andy Warhol, I tend to recall the emperor’s new clothes. But then so do we all, just not everyone says so.” He smiled. “But history will. Contrary to what most people imagine, the fat lady’s still several centuries from singing.” 

“Presumably you’re not keen on Ms Cancellieri’s works either.”

“Since you’ve asked, and since you’ll probably be able to work it out from what’s still to come of our conversation, I think she’s a talentless self-publicist.  But you should probably form your own judgement. For all I know, you might quite appreciate her. Are you interested in contemporary art?”

“Some. I’m certainly not opposed to it as a matter of policy. What are we after Sopa for? Are we still mopping up after the Kramski case or is there more to it than that?”

“Not exactly. In its aftermath, Blue released certain files to Red showing he was involved in the production of biological weapons in the 1990s, possibly with the collusion of HM Government, which is why Blue was spying on Grey.”

Gavin took a breath. “Sorry, you’ll have to say that again ... a little more slowly.”

Sir Christopher smirked. “I thought you’d had an espresso.”

“Perhaps I should have had two.”

“Very well. Grey Division may have been colluding with Sopa a decade or so ago. Blue found out about it and quietly monitored the situation, but didn’t intervene. The Grey-Sopa collaboration – if there really was one – ended long before the Kramski case began. But Sopa’s name popping up in that case prompted Blue to release the written account of its investigation to Red, the next level up. Does that help?”

“And what persuaded Red to pass it up to you?”

“It hasn’t. Yet. We know about it, that’s all. We don’t know precisely what it says. Except ... Sopa was creating chemical and biological weapons, then overnight his whole plant closed down and he went missing. And so did all his findings.”

“Maybe he died. Or someone killed him.”

“The Kramski case militates against that. Although we never found proof of his involvement, we can’t afford to take chances. If he’s out there, he’s worth finding.” 

“So we can do what? Kill him? Or strike a new deal with him? Red can’t be keen on the latter, surely?”

“Certainly not. He may have been useful to us as a pet monkey. Released into the wild, he’s the very opposite. The aim is to ‘take him out’ as the Americans say.”

Gavin frowned. “Look, I don’t know much about that part of the world, but obviously there’s probably more than one Constantius Sopa out there. It might be as common a name as ‘John Smith’ in some places. Put that together with the unlikelihood of anyone of Ms Cancillieri’s age – however artistic – hooking up with a ninety-something for a fling, and isn’t it possible we’re on a wild goose chase?”  

“What’s the matter with you, Mr Freedman? Don’t you want to go to Italy?”

“I’m just trying to save MI7 time and money.”

“We’ve got the money and we’ve got the right man. The point is, we may not have the time. The likelihood is she’ll be dead in a few months, if not sooner. It’s possible only her involvement with Sopa’s kept her going this long, I don’t know, I’m speculating. Anyway, a few months isn’t long. And we can’t afford to leave stones unturned, even little ones.”

“Er, back a bit, please. Dead? How?”

Sir Christopher scowled as if he suddenly realised he’d divulged too much. “I shouldn’t really be the one briefing you in minute detail, we’ve got research officers to do that. But I suppose...” He sighed. “Okay, too late now. Look, her first exhibition was in Milan, about a year ago. It was a series of variations on Auguste Levêque – there’s someone else to research for your homework: a nineteenth century Belgian who specialised in painting Bacchanalias - which showed Italian men having sex with footballs. To make things ten times worse, it was called ‘Forza Italia’, the name of Italy’s biggest political party as well as its national football chant. It ran for a week before she was chased out of town.”

Gavin laughed. “Seven days seems quite a long time, considering.”

“Not at all. And it’s not funny. It seems she’d encoded certain bits of information in her work, and it took that long for the critics to twig. There were specific, unsubstantiated references to illegal transactions, including individuals, locations and dates. The exhibition was closed down by the prosecutor’s office, the paintings were destroyed and the gallery was forced to pay a considerable sum in compensation to the injured parties.”

“Was there any truth in her allegations?”

“Let’s just say there are things everyone in Italy ‘knows’ but no one ‘knows’ how to prove. I probably don’t need to tell you that.”

“But even so, that was a year ago. If someone was going to kill her - ”

“She’s survived two murder attempts since then. But her stock’s gone through the roof, both artistically and commercially. She’s like an Italian... What do they call that Russian pop group? all women?”

“Pussy Riot.”

“Them, yes. In any case, it got her an invitation to the Venice Biennale. Big mistake by the organisers, as they’re now fully aware, more fool them. The Cancellieri exhibition was scheduled to open in the Corderie in August. Since then it’s been paralysed by red tape. Once it became clear there was going to be trouble, the Venetian authorities took out the equivalent of an injunction to stop it. Her lawyers responded with a raft of counter-measures. So the canvases sit there, doing nothing. No one’s even seen them except the artist herself. And in fact, there’s good reason to think they’re all blank.”

“Blank? Why?”

“Have you ever heard of an ‘installation’? I don’t mean the sort where a few workmen drill a hole in your wall and put in a pipe for a downstairs toilet. I mean contemporary art.”

“I read the papers, I watch TV; I’ve heard of the Turner Prize.”

“Ah yes, the wretched Turnip. Well, let’s imagine for a moment that what’s currently under wraps in the Corderie is merely a set of plain-woven fabrics stretched over rectangular wooden frames. It doesn’t matter a jot. Their real point is the ‘installation’, which is the fear they’ve established in the city of Venice as a whole, not just the Corderie. Whatever they really are cancels out of the equation.”

“I must say, that’s pretty ingenious. Whether it’s moral or not - ”

“Of course it isn’t. It’s a con trick.”

“You’re suggesting, I take it, that she planned the entire thing so it would be impossible for the exhibition ever to open or anyone to see her paintings. And that’s somehow the point of it. You’ve got to admit, that must have taken some preparation.”

“Which I think is completely irrelevant.”

“What are people afraid of?”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“If there’s fear, people must be frightened of something.” 

“They’re quite naturally scared that, since she’s basically a one-trick pony, she’s going to rehash her little Milanese gimmick. Except this time, directed against the Camorra. Or at least that’s the rumour, probably spread by her. Officially, she’s keeping schtum.”  

Gavin whistled. “Brave woman, by my reckoning. I can’t understand what you’ve got against her.”

“Oh, come on. All these artistic types love the thought of martyrdom. A few of them actually need it, because they’ve no talent and it’s their only hope of being remembered. I should imagine the attraction’s doubly acute in her case, incidentally, because she’s got AIDS. She can either expire miserably in a hospital bed, or she can go out with a bang, a sacrificial victim to the noble cause of aesthetic enterprise with a capital A and E. Tell me, if you had an ego the size of the Piazza San Marco, which option would you choose?”

“So she’s got AIDS?”

“Didn’t I say that? Sorry, I thought I had.” 

“Is there anything else I should know about her? With respect, sir, you did introduce the fact that she’s got a terminal medical condition – as that she’ll probably be dead in a few months – almost as a conversational aside.”

Sir Christopher frowned. “You don’t need my input anyway. There are such things as files to be read and digested at home. Chloe’s putting them in order for you as we speak. However, while we’re on the subject, here’s another ‘aside’. As a student of Italian, you probably know all about ‘Repubblica Veneta’. ”

“The vote’s supposed to be sometime in December.”

“The twenty-first. And according to reliable estimates, about eighty per cent of people in the region favour independence from Italy. They’re definitely giving more to Rome in taxes than they’re getting back in investment – to the tune of several billion euros.”

“That’s how countries sometimes work. Given enough time, the pendulum usually swings the other way.”

“Yes, yes. But you see my point. The current situation would provoke strong passions at the best of times, but add Giuditta Cancellieri into the mix and you’ve a potential time bomb.”

“How am I supposed to get close to her? Presumably, she’s got round the clock protection?”

“That’s why you’re with White. You’ll be back in Red Division in a just under two months and I’d like you to take a favourable impression of our little outfit back with you. Now, as a permanent part of our remit, we run a number of shell corporations done up to look like advertising agencies. Britain has some of the biggest businesses in the world and one condition of their inclusion in the various trade missions undertaken by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office is that they sign up to one or more of our corporations as ‘customers’. So if a dubious regime or individual needs a little PR – and most of them can at least be persuaded it’s in their interests at some point – one of our corporations is often first in the queue to supply it. Who’s not going to trust the people whose job it is to sell HSBC Holdings, or Barclays?”

“She doesn’t sound like the kind of woman who much cares what people think of her.”

“My thought too. You probably won’t get within a mile of her. But she’ll have ‘people’, they all do - PA’s, legal advisers, shoppers, press secretaries, hangers-on – and they’ll be another matter. Henceforth, you’re ‘Colin Roper’ and you’re with ‘Artmad’ – ‘mad’ as in eccentric, and short for ‘made’, as in ‘I’ve just made an inside-out house from concrete’: I’ve no idea who comes up with these things: not me – and you’ve done work for Clive McCrumb, Daisy M Fardle and Betsy Clarke, so you’ve got pedigree.”  

“And if any of those people are asked - ”

“They’ll sing your praises. Now it may be that none of Giuditta Cancellieri’s team know anything about her association with Sopa, but if they can’t get you access to her, they should be able to gain you access to her apartment. In the confusion that ensues after she’s killed, you need to keep a clear head and access all areas. Then get out asap. Because after she’s gone, there’s going to be a bloodbath, take it from me.” The intercom on his desk buzzed and he leaned in and pressed the button.

Chloe’s voice: “The document-wallet’s complete and ready for taking away, sir.” 

He stood up to indicate the interview was over. “Read her files. They’ll tell you everything.”

Gavin rose and they shook hands. “What’s her exhibition called, by the way? They usually have names.”

Sir Christopher smiled sardonically. “It’s called Il Timore di Dio, the Fear of God.”

Gavin arrived home late after an afternoon being briefed by a female research officer with long fingernails, a winning smile and a habit of beginning her sentences with ‘So’. ‘So I understand you’re leaving for Venice tomorrow’, ‘So that’ll be a welcome change’, ‘So let’s have a look at your remit’, ‘So this is the lady who’s creating such a minor sensation’.

He switched on the lights in the kitchen and the living room, and looked around, as he always did, at the deceased-wife-impregnated furniture: the green sofa, the re-covered armchair, the table lamp, the antique pine chest with the TV on. All chosen by Leah, mostly on impulse. 

Suddenly he felt her presence. She’d been dead for over a year but even so he often spoke to her, sometimes forgetting she’d gone, otherwise in the hope that maybe the dead lived on somewhere. He never felt anything much in return, only a redoubling of grief. 

But, he realised now with a slight shock, that that was because she’d still been around. 

She was only leaving now, that was why he could sense her. 

Or rather, he was leaving her. He’d come a long way in the past thirteen months – immersing himself in work, training for some future mission that might as well be fiction, nothing really mattered except making it from one day to the next – and he thought he’d changed and become harder and less outgoing, but now he welled up and, to his surprise, found himself sobbing onto the kitchen table. 

Not that it meant much. It was always easier when no one concrete was watching.

He went to the fridge and got himself a ready meal – coq au vin with pommes frites and baby peas, why did they never do basic stuff? – and wiped his eyes. But he knew she was still here. She’d be here till morning. She’d remain in the house a little while even after he’d gone. But that would be the end. When they next met, in the afterlife, if there was such a thing, she’d be able to tell him, ‘I didn’t leave you, you left me’. Which was bitterly unfair.

He put the meal in the microwave, keyed in 500 and pressed start.

“I love you,” he told her, as the chicken breast and chips whirred round. “I’ll always love you, Leah, always. I’ll never stop.”

Was he really talking to himself? He almost laughed as he remembered Sir Christopher Nonentity’s words: Passed with flying colours, I see. The truth was subtly different. He’d passed because psychologists had their rules of interpretation, and those rules were in the public domain. He’d Googled them and behaved accordingly. Which meant he was an even bigger con artist than Giuditta Cancellieri: he’d convinced everyone he was still sane. His reward? He was on his way to meet someone possibly screwier than he was.

So, she was born in 1987 in Scampia, a rather rough area of Naples. Father shot dead in a ‘territorial’ war over drugs markets in 1995, mother gang-raped and murdered in ‘96, two brothers, both with extensive criminal records. So brother number two’s in prison for women trafficking. So Giuditta was ‘rescued’ by a Roman Catholic priest who discovered her talent for art. Sponsored by a local businessman ...

He scoffed the coq au vin from the tray and had an idea. He’d done it at the proper time a month ago, but he took out Leah’s Yahrzeit candle from the cupboard above the oven and lit it. He repeatedly told her he loved her, and convinced himself she couldn’t realistically claim he’d left her. 

The exhibition in Milan was interpreted as her comment on Italian sexism, the vacuity of football, the moral bankruptcy of the then Prime Minister and the declining birth rate in the peninsula generally. It upset ‘everyone’ - except the church. As one prominent critic put it, the creator of Forza Italia was “vastly more courageous than those poseurs whose idea of a perspicuous comment is to take a cross and do something dirty with it”. Technically, it was outstanding, although probably intended from the outset to be destroyed. It probably helps to remember she’s a devout Roman Catholic. Which isn’t to say she’s not handy with a knife or a gun when the occasion demands. Remember her background.

An hour passed, then another. The candle burned down to the window sill. The wick flared and went out, leaving a momentary glow and a string of smoke. Gavin went to bed.

​
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Chapter 2: The Art Collector
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Fioravanti blew out a mouthful of smoke, then put his pipe in a tin and transferred it to his pocket. He entered the Hotel Poveglia with his assistant, Sergente Cornaro, a twenty-five year old ex-soldier with a touch of a beard and sideburns thinner than matchsticks. 

The uniformed receptionist was little more than a teenager, stout with blond hair in a ponytail. He stood behind a narrow counter equipped with a guest book and a desk bell, and looked at them as if gauging how friendly to be. He half-smiled and, as an extra precautionary measure – just in case they were tourists looking for directions, presumably, in which case he’d be unsympathetic - turned to examine the keys on hooks behind him. He discreetly switched the piped music up. Miracolo A Venezia by Francesco de Gregori. Guaranteed to repel unwelcome visitors.

Fioravanti got the measure of the situation even before his partner and rang the bell and held up his card in a single gesture. “Police. We need to ask you some questions.”

The receptionist swivelled and blanched. He pointed at himself. “M - me?”

“Are you in charge of registering arrivals and departures at this hotel?”

“I – yes, sometimes, yes. We work in shifts.”

“Is the manager around?”

“What have I done wrong, please?”

“We just want to ask some questions. You’re not in trouble, as far as I know. In fact, if you can bring us the manager, we probably won’t need you around at all.”

The receptionist nodded quickly as if he knew they were lying. He picked up the phone, then thought better of it and unhooked the exit door and walked past Fioravanti and Cornaro. “I’ll go and get her. I won’t be a minute. Just stay there. Make yourselves at home.”

Fioravanti looked around. There was nothing to sit on.

“What do you think he was scared of?” Cornaro whispered.

“God knows.” 

Your typical three-star. Pretentious chandelier, scuffed red patterned carpet with about five years’ life in it and a tropical tree in a pot. An American couple emerged from the stairway in front of them, arguing about the price of coffee in San Marco. 

The receptionist returned with a middle-aged woman in an apron, drying her hands on a tea-towel. She gestured for the visitors to come into the back, and told the receptionist – ‘Alessandro’ - to get back to work.

The policemen followed her into a side-room with four hard-backed chairs and a picture of the Madonna slightly too high on the wall. She closed the door behind them. “Sit down. I know why you’re here. It’s Mr and Mrs Schaeuble, isn’t it?”

“They claim they were ejected from their room yesterday. I’m Ispettore Arrigo Fioravanti. This is Sergente Lucio Cornaro. And you’re ...?”

“I’m the manageress. There isn’t a manager. My husband left me ten years ago.”

“I meant your name, Signora,” Fioravanti said.

“Sorry, of course. Mariastella Frassoni. Two S’s, one N.”

“This is important,” he went on. “You’re not in trouble. We just need to know what happened. You see, if what they’re telling us is true, it’s not the first time it’s happened. But it is the first time the victims have complained to the Venice police. Up till now they’ve got on the first plane home, then kicked up hell for the travel agent.”

“Do you mind if I smoke?”

Fioravanti and Cornaro looked at each other. “Go ahead,” Cornaro said.

She took a half-empty pack of cigarettes from her apron. “Want one?”

They declined. She lit hers with trembling fingers. “I don’t want to make trouble for myself. I’m divorced and I’m only just scraping by. I can’t afford to be caught in the middle of a battle. I do talk to other hoteliers, though. I know what’s going on in this city right now.”

“Tell us what they told you,” Cornaro said.

“Gangsters coming in from abroad?” She looked pleadingly for confirmation, but both men remained impassive. “That’s what the manager of the – oh, well, I shouldn’t tell you where: I don’t want to get anyone else in trouble; but that’s what he told me. A gang of roughnecks, built like bodybuilders after they’ve let themselves go a bit: fat but meaty and stupid-looking; you wouldn’t want to get into an argument with them in case they pounded you into the pavement - assuming you didn’t turn to dust before you were halfway buried. You know the sort I mean. You must come across them a lot in your line of work. No disrespect.” 

“What makes you say they’re coming in from abroad?”

“It’s what I’ve been told. I’ve no reason to think I’ve been lied to.”

“What happened to Mr and Mrs Schaeuble?”

“Do you think it’s connected to the murders?”

Fioravanti smiled. “Let’s just concentrate on the facts, shall we?”

“I was born in Venice. My family go back five generations here. I used to be quite wealthy, then my husband left me. What I’m trying to say is, I love it here. I don’t want to see it go down the drain.”

“Mr and Mrs Schaeuble,” Cornaro said, putting a little impatience into his voice.

“Yes, sorry. Well, they were supposed to be here for two weeks. Then yesterday, six men turned up. Well-dressed foreigners, but you can’t put a Milanese suit on a woodlouse and make it stylish, you know what I mean? They were menacing. They didn’t have to do or say anything, they just oozed it. Well, all except their capo. He looks like - what’s it called when they’ve been around a long time and they put most of their money in property and rub shoulders with the gentry? Like that.”

“And what happened?”

“They asked if we had a room. Well, we didn’t, so one of them – not the capo, like I said, he’s quite refined-looking – said, ‘I think you’ll find there’s one upstairs, wait here’, and after a bit Mr and Mrs Schaeuble came down looking traumatised, clutching their things like a pair of refugees, poor things. I hid in the back, I was so embarrassed. They didn’t try to speak to Alessandro, though - Mr and Mrs Schaeuble, I mean. I think they’d been frightened enough already, and there were still three roughnecks down here.”

“Did they give you money? These roughnecks?”

“More than twice what the room’s worth for another week, in cash. But I don’t know how long they’re planning on staying. I’ve another couple coming on the nineteenth so God knows how I’m going to deal with that if they’re planning on a long stay.”

“Why didn’t you call the police?”

“Because like I said, it’s not just me. If the manager of the Bellisima – whoops, ignore that - doesn’t speak up, who am I to take the initiative? Whatever’s happening, it’s big. I’ve been in the hotel trade twenty years and I’ve never come across the like before. I can’t afford to make trouble for myself. I’m a divorcee and I don’t have a big pile of savings - not like some I could mention.”  

“When you say they’re foreigners, do you have any notion of where exactly they’re from?”

“Eastern Europe, somewhere. As usual.”

“Did they speak any Italian?”

“Their capo did.”

“Ah yes, of course, you mentioned it,” Fioravanti said.

“He’s Venetian, I think.”

“Venetian?” He turned to Cornaro. “Maybe we should go and visit them now. Tell them we’ve had a complaint.”

Mariastella Frassoni went pale. She stood up. “You won’t say I complained, will you?”

“Of course not. We’ll tell them it was Mr and Mrs Schaeuble.”

“Please don’t tell them you spoke to me either. Or you could say you tried, but I refused to divulge anything. Tell them that, yes: I denied knowing a fig. You did your best to get me to talk, but I wouldn’t cooperate.”

“Got the message,” Cornaro said drily.

“As you wish,” Fioravanti added, “but if it comes to court, we’ll have to drop the pretence.”

His mobile rang. He took it out and looked at it. Work. “Yes?”

A male voice: “Passera here, Ispettore. Bad news, I’m afraid. Mr and Mrs Schaeuble have withdrawn their complaint. They want us to ‘forget all about it’.”

“What? Where are they now?” 

“On their way to the airport.”

He threw his free hand up in frustration. “Good God, couldn’t you stop them? Couldn’t anyone?”

“They were adamant, I’m afraid.”

“Look, this is bad, but we might be able to retrieve something. You didn’t ring me, okay?”

Passera chuckled. “Sorry, but you know as well as I do, all calls in and out of the station are logged.”

“Right, yes.” He had to think quickly. “Yes, well it’s just a good job I’ve already been up to speak to the new occupants of their room.”

“Really? What did they say?”

“Tell you later. Ciao.” He switched his phone off and put it back in his pocket. He turned to Cornaro. “The Schaeubles are dropping all charges. We’ve got five minutes to get upstairs and pay a house call.”

Cornaro frowned and stayed put. “With respect, what will that achieve? They’ll just say they’re not leaving until we come back with some sort of eviction order, duly signed and stamped. If the Schaeubles have backed off it’s probably because they’ve been leaned on, and these guys’ll know it. They’ll laugh in our faces.”

“I want to know what they look like.”

Cornaro cast a sideways glance at the hotelier. She was making no attempt to disguise her interest. “We don’t want to create any more trouble for Signora Frassoni, Ispettore,” he said. “Perhaps we should continue this conversation outside.”

“Thank you for saving me from myself,” Fioravanti said, when they stood on the fondamente.  The sun had come out. On the little side-canal in front of them, a motor boat churned the late-summer leaves. A family passed on the other side, the father carrying his daughter on his shoulders.

“We can find out what they look like simply by standing here for long enough,” Cornaro said. “Given that they’re foreigners, they’re probably out sightseeing. Anyway, the important thing is to stop them finding out what we look like. Let’s go back in and have a look at the guest-book. I’ll keep a watch on the stairs, cough if I think they’re coming.”

“It’s highly unlikely they’ll have signed in. Criminals aren’t known for observing the niceties.”

“What have we to lose?” 

They returned and asked Alessandro for a look at the book. Three men came downstairs. There wasn’t time for Cornaro’s cough. Two of them looked like mobsters – fat as profiteroles. The third might even be Mariastella Frassoni’s ‘capo’. Fifty going on sixty, slim, with moulded silver hair, hooded eyes and a beaky nose. 

“The Signora says you’re looking for me,” he said coldly. “Is there a problem?”

“I understand you’re staying in Mr and Mrs Schaeuble’s room.”

“I’m a permanent resident of Venice, so no. I obtained Mr and Mrs Schaeuble’s former room, at an exorbitant price, for some acquaintances of mine, as a favour. Is that what you want to know?”

“It’s part of it.”

The silver haired man sighed as if realising this was going to take time he didn’t have. He took out a cigarette and lit it. “Go back upstairs, boys. I’ll talk to the policemen. Maybe you’d like to come through, gentlemen, and watch me breakfast.” He turned to Alessandro. “Receptionist, bring me an espresso, please, and a warm, buttered croissant with a touch of ricotta, and some strawberry compote if you have any.”

“I’ll wait here,” Cornaro said. If it was an informal interview, one of them always stayed away so as not to spook the examinee.

The silver haired man led the way into a six-table dining room, three of whose walls were hung with gigantic mirrors in an unsuccessful attempt to make it look bigger. A bay window looked onto the pavement. The man sat at the table nearest the door, gestured for Fioravanti to join him and poked out his half-finished cigarette on a bread-plate.

“I repeat,” he said. “What do you want?”

“We’ll start with your name,” Fioravanti replied.

“Remo Scifoni. Count Remo Scifoni.”

“And where are you from?”

“I’ve told you already.”

“I’ve lived here all my life and I don’t ever recall seeing you about.”

“I live alone on one of the islands. I don’t like company, except on my own terms, but right now I need someone to do me a favour. I decided I’d prefer my hired helps to stay here in the Hotel Poveglia than with me. They were happy to concur.” 

“And when did the Schaeubles find out?”

Scifoni didn’t flinch. “Look Ispettore, as I’ve already told you, I paid the Schaeubles handsomely for their room. You must have heard of Saudi princes parachuting into a location and offering way over the asking price for its use or purchase. That’s what I did. Only the Schaeubles changed their minds, apparently. Thought they could have their cake and eat it.”

“What ‘favour’ are your friends doing you, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“I do mind you asking. It’s none of your business.”

“It might make it easier for me to leave you alone. Unless you’ve done something wrong, why not just cooperate?”

Scifoni sighed. “I need them to help me monitor the Biennale. I’m an art collector.”

“What do you mean by ‘monitor’?”

“I’m looking to make an acquisition. Or even better, gain an audience.”

“Anyone in particular?”

“I can’t believe you really have to ask that question, Ispettore.”

“And yet there it is.”

“Giuditta Cancellieri, of course. Who else is there? I tend to avoid art festivals like the plague. I’ve never been to a Biennale before, I’ll probably never come to another. This is a once in a millennium opportunity.”

“As I understand it, you’ve no chance of getting anywhere near her. She doesn’t listen to money, and I doubt she’ll be impressed by a contadi.”

“Have you ever been to Harry’s Bar on the Calle Vallaresso? Ever read any Hemingway?”

“And that’s relevant – how?”

“‘Papa’, as they call him, was a big game hunter. You could say I’m of the same persuasion. But only in this single instance.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”

“I’m utterly infatuated with the girl. And naturally I intend to possess her.”

“You’re aware she has a serious medical condition?”

He smiled. “How could I not be?”

“One that hardly makes her perfect girlfriend-material?”

“She is what she is, Ispettore. Perfection isn’t quantifiable.”

“Are you saying you intend to abduct her, Count?” 

“Tush, I intend to ‘capture her heart’. Is that innocent enough for you? I imagine I’m not the only man in Venice who feels that way.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure.”

“Arrest me, if you think I’m a threat to her safety.”

There was nowhere for the interview to go. Scifoni’s espresso and croissant arrived. He was creepy, but probably harmless. He gave no indication of noticing when Fioravanti got up and left.

“Probably lives with his mother in a draughty castle,” Fioravanti said by way of summary, after he’d relayed the details of the interview to Cornaro. “You’ve got to be tragic to fall in love with an AIDS victim, but then, from what the papers say, Giuditta Cancellieri’s determined and ruthless and probably quite domineering. I can well imagine how she might stand in for an elderly contessa.” 

“Assuming he really is a count,” Cornaro said, “which I doubt.”

“I’ll look him up when we get back to the station.” 

“Let’s walk and talk a bit.” 

“I fancy an ice-cream,” Fioravanti remarked. “Maybe we should discuss the phone conversation I had earlier with officer Passera.”

“I think we’re both thinking the same thing. You go first.”

“Someone in the station is working with the gangsters. Only we knew the Schaeubles’ contact details, and only we knew they’d told of their ordeal. Only we knew they hadn’t been sufficiently menaced.” He suddenly broke into a grin and fixed his gaze somewhere in the middle distance. “Oh goodness, it’s Mr and Mrs Giacobbe. Maurizio and Paola!”

A late middle-aged couple approached, equally galvanised by smiles. The man - grey hair, snub nose and an overcoat - carried a walking-stick. The woman had a jet black bob that seemed to fulfil her grey skirt-suit and heels like it was just more intensity a bit higher up. 

Cornaro groaned inwardly. What Fioravanti was famous – or infamous - for. You’d be in the middle of a serious bit of police business and suddenly his dear old friends would saunter round the corner. However many of you there now were, he’d insist on introducing you and repairing somewhere for a group snack or even a meal. All his chums were like him: established Venetian worthies. They weren’t interested in plebs like Lucio Cornaro, who came across the causeway from Mestre in a second-hand Fiat every morning.

He stood back while the Ispettore and his buddies fussed over each other, Fioravati inquiring after Maurizio’s children – where were they now? how were they finding life? – and his hip: you’ve got to be careful when you get above a certain age. The consensus was that Arrigio looked well; Paola looked gorgeous as usual; Maurizio was obviously on the mend. 

“This is my colleague, Lucio Cornaro,” Fioravanti said. “The two of us were just going for a collegial ice-cream. We’d be honoured if you’d to join us.”

As usual, Fioravanti knew somewhere you could get an excellent discount. They walked to the Campo San Marculoa, sat at a cast iron table and had lemon sorbets. After a few brief remarks about the weather and the tourists, Mr and Mrs Giacobbe stopped speaking to Cornaro entirely and concentrated on arcane social matters with a long history known only to the three friends. Then the conversation turned to Venetian independence.

“I’m not going to ask which way you’ll be voting, Arrigio,” Maurizio said, as if this was a set-piece for Cornaro’s benefit, “but it’s well known that if it goes through, Repubblica Veneta will be the second richest country in Europe.” He laughed. “With the worst football team!” 

Fioravanti smiled. “Hardly a price worth paying then.”

“I do really feel we should try and look after the rest of Italy,” Paola said unhappily. “I don’t like all this ‘everyone for themselves’ mentality. It’s not Catholic. And I don’t trust Carlo Tranquilli. I think he wants us independent so he can raid the banks. It happens all the time in the third world.”
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