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and all our brilliant cat sitters.
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Duri i banchi – Venetian motto, dating from La Serenissima at the height of her power.


During naval battles, prior to cannon fire or to ramming an enemy ship, the command would be given to the rowers in the galley to hang on tight to their benches in order to brace themselves for impact.


The most appropriate English translation, therefore, might be hold fast.












Prologue


One day the waters are going to win.


That’s sad, of course, but inevitable. Now, you may have your own opinions on where the guilt lies for this. Some of you may blame global warming and rising sea levels. Others may point their fingers at the ever deeper dredging of canals by a city ever more greedy to glut itself on the money brought in by ever greater cruise ships. Others might simply blame moto ondoso, and the effect of too many motor boats in a city designed for the less destructive effects of the gondola and the sandalo.


It doesn’t matter. There’s little point in blaming anyone now. Because the waters are going to win.


Every year they creep just a little bit higher above the impervious stone. Every year, the porous brick crumbles just that little bit more. Every year ground-floor flats are abandoned to the desperate and the gullible, and shop owners begin to wonder just how many more times they can bear to rebuild, repaint and repair their flooded properties.


The relationship between the city and the water has gone wrong. I think everyone knows this. The relationship with the lagoon that once brought protection, and power and wealth, has soured. The waters are creeping back, bit by bit, year on year. And there will come a day when passerelle and waders and MOSE will no longer be enough.


Because one day the waters are going to win.


One day. But not today.









Part One


Angels for an Angel









Chapter 1


CPSM 22.50 La laguna subisce gli effetti di non previste raffiche di vento da 100 km orari. Il livello potrebbe raggiungere i 190 centimetri alle ore 23.30


CPSM 22.50 The lagoon is being affected by unforeseen wind gusts of 100 km per hour. The level could reach 190 centimetres at 23.30


– Message from the Centro Previsioni e Segnalazioni Marea, Venice, on the night of 12 November 2019.


The wind rattled the windows of the apartment once again, and the lights flickered momentarily. Gramsci howled, and dived under the sofa.


I shook my head. ‘Daft cat. He’s never cared for storms.’


‘I’m not sure I care for this one either,’ said Federica.


I peered outside, trying to see how bad things had got, when the windows shook once more and I jumped back, startled.


‘Caro, just get back from the window, would you?’


‘I’m sure it’s fine.’


‘And I’m not sure it is. Come on. Please.’


I nodded, and stepped back. There was another blast of wind, and, again, the lights flickered.


I shivered. ‘God, for a moment there I swear I felt the bloody building move.’


‘That’s impossible. This place has been here for centuries. It’s survived everything the elements have thrown at it. And yet—’


‘And yet?’


‘I think it moved, too.’


The lights dimmed again before flickering back into life and I heard my phone buzzing away on the table.


‘Dario?’


‘Nat. Are you okay, man?’


‘We’re fine. But it’s blowing a gale outside and the electricity’s on and off. How are you?’


‘Well, we’re on the top floor. So you think we’d be okay. Except I swear I can feel the building swaying.’


‘How’s Emily?’


‘She thinks it’s the most exciting thing ever.’ He chuckled. ‘Small girls, eh?’ Then his voice changed. ‘Listen, Nat, I’m calling round all my buddies. Just telling them to stay at home. Don’t go out.’


‘Don’t worry. I’ve got no intention of getting wet.’


‘It’s more than that. Have you seen the predictions?’


‘Not for a few hours.’ The acqua alta siren had sounded four notes, an indication that nearly 70 per cent of the city would be flooded to some degree.


‘It’s worse than we thought. Worse than anyone could have thought. They’re saying it’s going to be the worst since ’66.’


‘Bloody hell.’


‘So just stay at home, eh?’


‘Don’t worry, Dario, we’re not going anywhere. Just look after yourselves, okay?’


‘We will. Take care, vecio.’


I hung up.


Fede looked over from her computer. ‘Not good?’


‘They’re fine. But it sounds like this is going to be a bad one.’


She nodded, and tapped the screen of her laptop. ‘I know. Messages are coming in from everywhere. Basically, don’t go out.’


Her phone buzzed. She half sighed, half smiled and picked it up. ‘Ciao, Mamma. Yes, we’ve heard … no, we’re not going out … yes, I promise … yes, we’re fine. I’ll call tomorrow, of course. Sleep well. Love you. Ciao.’


She laid her phone face down on the table and shook her head. ‘Mothers, eh?’


‘Everything okay?’


She smiled. ‘Yes. Worried of course. I expect zio Giacomo will be calling next.’ Her expression changed, and became serious. ‘But this doesn’t sound good.’


‘So what do we do?’


She shrugged. ‘What is there to do? Nothing. We’re the lucky ones, I suppose. At least the power seems to be staying on.’ The lights dimmed for a moment. ‘Just about.’


I yawned and stretched. ‘I guess you’re right. Okay, I’m not in the mood for television. Shall we just have an early night?’


Fede shook her head as the windows rattled again. ‘Do you think you’ll be able to sleep through this?’


‘Maybe not. I’m pretty sure you will though.’


She smiled, weakly. ‘Maybe so. But, I don’t know, it wouldn’t seem right somehow. People, friends, all over the city are all living through this. Some worse than others. It wouldn’t seem right to sleep through it, somehow.’


I nodded. ‘You’re right.’ I yawned again. ‘Okay. Given it’s going to be a late night, shall I make us some coffee?’


‘Tea for me please, caro.’


‘Of course.’


I was on my way to the kitchen when the entryphone buzzed.


‘Chi è?’


It’s possible that someone replied, but, if so, their words were carried away by the howling wind. I opened the door, and switched the stairwell lights on.


‘Chi è?’ I shouted.


‘Nat? It’s me, Eduardo.’


I looked down over the bannister. Ed was framed in the doorway, wearing a heavy wax jacket and knee-length rubber boots. He’d only come from next door and yet he looked as if he’d swum here.


‘Ed? What the hell are you doing here?’


‘Nat, I’m sorry, man, but I need your help. I’m trying to get everything moved out of the reach of the water.’ He breathed deeply, and shook his head. ‘It’s too much for me on my own. Could you—?’


‘Of course I could, Ed. Just give me five minutes.’


‘Thanks, Nat. You’re a lifesaver. I’ll see you there, eh?’


I closed the door, and turned to Fede. ‘Ed needs a hand down in the bar. I’ll be as quick as I can.’


‘Of course.’ She got to her feet. ‘I’ll come too.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Sure I’m sure. It’ll be quicker with three of us.’ She went through to the bedroom. ‘I’ve got a waterproof jacket here. What have you got?’


‘Just my coat.’


‘That’s no good, it’s too long. Anything below your waist is going to be soaked.’


‘Guess I’m just wearing a sweater then.’


‘Are you mad? Have you seen the weather?’


‘Yeah, but what’s the alternative?’


‘You’ve got an emergency plastic mac, haven’t you?’


‘I haven’t worn that in years.’


‘Can you squeeze into it?’


‘Hopefully. I don’t think I’m going to cut a bella figura though. Okay, where are the boots?’


‘Behind the front door.’


I went to take a look. Two standard pairs of Wellington boots, perhaps knee-length at most. The Street of the Assassins rarely flooded that badly and so they were – usually – enough.


Fede came out of the bedroom, zipped up her jacket, tied her hair back and jammed a woolly hat on to her head. She threw the plastic mac to me, which I struggled into as best I could. It smelled of school trips and disappointing visits to the seaside. It would have to do.


I held up the boots. ‘Haven’t we got anything better?’


She shook her head.


‘So, what does this mean?’


‘It means, caro, that we’re going to get very wet feet.’ She patted me on the back. ‘Come on.’


***


The wind caught us as soon as we stepped outside, snatching spitefully at our clothing, and we splashed our way to the Magical Brazilians as best we could. Federica had been right. Our boots might have been sufficient for normal flood levels, but were hopelessly inadequate for tonight.


Eduardo had the paratia dropped into place, but water was already slopping over the brim. A pump was labouring away uselessly, briefly pushing back outside the water that had already entered, prior to flooding in again.


He was bending over by the refrigerator, pulling out the contents and stacking them as best he could on the bar. He turned around as he heard us enter, and smiled, but exhaustion was etched on his face.


‘Thanks, guys.’


‘Ed, you should have called us earlier.’ I looked around. ‘Why were you trying to do all this on your own?’


‘I gave the other guys the night off so they could get home. And I didn’t think it was going to be this bad. But you’re here now. That’s all that matters.’ He gave me a very tired, very soggy hug. ‘Thanks again.’


‘So, what do we need to do?’


‘We need to empty the fridge. That’s probably had it, but we can at least save the contents.’


‘We’ve got space in ours if you like?’ I said.


‘Yeah, because you’re exactly the person I’d choose to look after a refrigerator full of alcohol.’ He turned to Federica. ‘Fede, can you have a look in the back? In the kitchen. Anything that’s still dry, just stick on the shelves, on top of the stove, anywhere you can find that’s out of reach of the water. Nat, give me a hand with the tables.’


‘What do we need to do?’


‘I’ve got some beer crates from the back. We turn them upside down, and stand the tables on them. Then we put the chairs and stools on the tables.’


‘No problem.’ I looked at the height of the water outside. ‘Are you sure that’s going to be enough?’


He shook his head. ‘No. I’m not sure at all. But I can’t think what else to do.’ The lights flickered and, for a moment, we were plunged into darkness.


Ed threw his hands up. ‘Ah c’mon, God, give us a break. Please?’


There was a distant rumble of thunder and the lights flickered into life again. He raised his eyes heavenwards. ‘Thanks,’ he said. Then he turned to me. ‘Okay Nat, let’s get started.’


Eduardo stood behind the bar, with his head resting on his hands. Then he straightened up, looked around, and nodded.


‘Okay. Thanks both. I think this is the best we can do.’


He was probably right. By now we were more than knee-deep in water but everything perishable had been put out of harm’s way, and the furniture had been stacked up as best as it could be.


He rubbed his face and ran his hands through his hair. Then he shivered, and pulled his coat around him.


‘Ed, you look tired. Dog tired.’


‘I feel it.’ He looked the two of us up and down. Or as best as he could, given that eighteen inches of us were under water. ‘You’re soaked.’


Fede chuckled. ‘You noticed that?’


‘I’m sorry. I’ll pay for everything to be cleaned.’


She shook her head. ‘No you won’t. We’re glad to help.’


‘Thanks.’ He yawned and stretched. ‘Well, I think we’re done. I’ll lock up and then head off home.’


‘Are you nuts?’ I said. ‘I don’t even know if any boats are running.’


‘Oh, I’ll find something. If not, I can always walk.’


‘No you can’t. Seriously. It’s dangerous out there. You can stay with us.’


He was about to protest but then tiredness overtook him and he yawned once more. ‘Are you sure?’


‘Of course we’re sure.’


‘He’s right, Ed,’ said Fede. ‘You can’t possibly walk in this.’


‘Well thanks. Really.’ Then he grinned, and grabbed a couple of bottles from on top of the bar. ‘Maybe we’ll be needing these after all then? Come, let’s lock up and go.’


A thought struck me. ‘I’ve never even asked you, Ed. Where do you live?’


‘Up in Cannaregio. What, did you think I slept here or something?’


‘Well, yes.’


He rolled his eyes, but grinned again. He switched off the useless pump, and stepped over the paratia into the street. We followed him outside, and I winced as the icy, filthy water washed even further up my legs. Ed pulled the door shut, struggling against the weight of the water pressure. ‘Don’t know why I’m bothering to lock up. Nobody’s going to be mad enough to try looting the place on a night like this.’


I patted him on the back. ‘Come on then. I’ve got some dry clothes you can borrow. We’ll make you up a bed on the sofa. And maybe, for once, I can make you a Negroni?’


He grinned. ‘That sounds good right now. Oh man, that sounds good.’ Then he stiffened and gripped my arm. ‘Christ, did you hear that?’


‘What?’


‘Breaking glass. Just around the corner.’


Federica shook her head. I could hear nothing over the howling of the wind. ‘Are you sure?’


‘Nat, I run a bar. I know what breaking glass sounds like.’ He jabbed a finger in the direction of Calle de la Mandola. ‘It’s over there. I’m sure of it.’


I glanced at Fede, who looked as tired as I felt. I think we’d both have been prepared to let it go, but Ed seemed to shake off his tiredness and was away, striding out down the Street of the Assassins as best he could.


We followed in his wake and I cursed under my breath as the waves he was stirring up flooded my boots yet again. The wind caught me as I rounded the corner, and I stumbled for a moment before Federica steadied me. The gale was stronger here, blowing in off Campo Sant’Angelo, and the water – instead of lying dark and stagnant – was roaring like a river in flood. Something I’d never, ever seen before.


Ed was almost up to his waist now. I turned to look at Fede. ‘You’ll have to go back,’ I said.


‘Oh, I don’t think I do.’


‘Look at it. It’ll be above your waist. It’s too dangerous.’


‘And you and Ed will be fine, I suppose?’


‘I don’t know. But we start from the advantage of not being quite as underwater as you are. Please.’


She looked again at the water sweeping along the calle. ‘All right. But I’m not leaving. I’ll wait here.’


‘Okay. Thanks.’


I splashed my way after Ed as best I could, the depth and flow of the water making it difficult to keep my balance. He’d stopped outside a shop halfway up the calle.


‘Have you got a light, Nat?’


‘Only this.’ I lit up the torch on my mobile and shone it through the window. ‘Christ, I don’t believe it.’


The window had exploded inwards, shattered by the pressure of the water.


‘I’ve never seen this happen before,’ shouted Ed over the roaring wind. ‘I didn’t even know it could happen.’


I gripped on to his arm to steady myself, as I shone the torch inside. ‘Whose place is this, Ed?’


‘Fulvio Terzi’s. The old bookshop.’


I shook my head. It was one of those places on Calle de la Mandola that I’d walked past hundreds, perhaps thousands, of times without so much as glancing inside.


‘His stock’s going to be trashed, Nat. Unless we do something.’


‘It’s hopeless, Ed. There’s nothing we can do. Not on our own.’


‘He’s got valuable stuff here. Antique books, irreplaceable things. We’ve got to try.’


‘You’re crazy. How are we even going to get in there?’


Ed took a step backwards, and I reached out to steady him. He looked left and right, up and down, sizing up the window.


‘Ed, you’ll cut yourself to pieces trying to get through there.’


He reached towards the window and then thought better of it. ‘You’re right.’


‘Leave it. There’s nothing we can do.’


He nodded, and then started, gripping my arm again. ‘Nat, over there. Just shine your torch.’


I swung my phone from left to right and then back again, the feeble beam of light doing little to illuminate the blackness of the interior.


‘There. In the right-hand corner. Just there.’


The beam picked out a dark shape, floating in the water.


‘There’s someone in there!’


‘Are you sure?’


‘That’s a person, I’m sure of it. How the hell do we get in?’


‘If there’s someone in there then maybe the door isn’t locked.’ I checked the handle, noticing that the paratia had not been dropped into place. ‘It’s open.’


I pushed at the door, struggling against the water pressure until Ed added his weight to mine and we forced it open.


The interior looked as if a bomb had hit it. No, the opposite. Everything had exploded inwards, not outwards. Shards of shattered glass and loose-leaf papers swirled in a grotesque kaleidoscope in the knee-deep water.


‘Nat, give me a hand here. I’ve got his shoulders, you take his feet.’


‘Should we move him?’


‘If we don’t, he’ll drown. We’ll have to risk it.’ He nodded towards a desk in the corner of the room, the only thing that wasn’t yet underwater.


‘Okay, easy now. Let’s just take it slowly.’


Between us we half dragged, half floated the body over to the corner, and hauled it, as gently as we could, on to the table. Ed turned the head to one side, and brushed the hair away from the face.


‘It’s a woman.’


I shone the light closer. Her age was difficult to guess in the dim light from my phone. Thirty-something? There were, I thought, traces of blood on her face and hair. Hardly surprising given the amount of broken glass.


‘She’s not breathing, Ed.’


‘Christ.’ He ran a hand through his hair and took a deep breath. ‘Do you know what to do?’


I shook my head in despair. ‘Kind of. I did a course, years ago. I can try.’ I turned her head to the side, allowing water to trickle from her mouth and nose. Then I straightened it again, interlaced my fingers, and started to pump away at her chest.


I opened her mouth and pressed my lips to hers. They were cold and the stink of the foul water on her made me want to gag. I breathed into her lungs, then paused, and then pumped away at her chest again, all the time praying that I was doing more good than harm.


I kept it up for about ten minutes and then slumped, exhausted, over her body. We stood there for a moment, listening to the wind howling through the streets outside.


I raised my head. ‘It’s no good Ed. She’s dead.’









Chapter 2


CPSM 23:35 La marea ha raggiunto i 187 cm alle 22:50. Nei prossimi giorni la marea si manterrà su valori eccezionale. Aggiornamenti su Telegram e Internet.


CPSM 23:35 The tide reached 187 cm at 22:50. In the coming days the tide will remain at exceptional levels. Updates on Telegram and Internet.


– Message from the Centro Previsioni e Segnalazioni Marea, Venice, on the night of 12 November 2019.


Eduardo and I stayed with the body for nearly three hours, waiting for help to arrive. It didn’t seem right to just leave her there. Eventually, two exhausted paramedics arrived, and took her away on a stretcher to the water ambulance that was waiting by the nearby Ponte de la Cortesia. It had been a brutal, punishing night for them and for all the emergency services. Calls had been coming in constantly from desperate, frightened people in all parts of the city, some areas of which were almost unreachable and many of which were without power. The Giudecca Canal was judged to be almost unnavigable, likewise the area around the Bacino of San Marco and most of the northern lagoon.


Fede had wanted to stay with us, but I’d managed to persuade her that there was nothing to be done except wait. One of us, at least, deserved a proper night’s sleep. Ed looked as tired as I’d ever seen him and I was aware that I probably didn’t look much better. He splashed his way into the middle of the shop and turned around, looking at the books and prints that were displayed on the higher shelves and at the ones spiralling in the filthy water.


‘This is a disaster, Nat. Not just for this poor guy. For the city. I don’t know how we’re going to come back from this.’ He went back to the desk and started opening drawers.


‘What are you up to?’


‘Trying to find a key. At least if we could do that we could lock the place up. Make it secure.’


‘Ed. There’s no window left. There’s nothing to be done.’


‘I know. Doesn’t seem right though.’


‘It isn’t. But we’ve done what we can.’ I patted him on the shoulder. ‘Come on. Let’s go home.’


Bed was warm, toasty and cosy and I had no intention of leaving it ever, but Federica was slowly and insistently prodding my shoulder.


‘Am I snoring again?’ I mumbled, my voice thick with sleep.


‘No. But I think you ought to get up.’


‘What time is it?’


‘About six-thirty.’


‘Half past six?’ I pulled a pillow over my head. ‘Give me a call in a couple of hours.’


I’d almost drifted off again when she gently, but firmly, pulled the pillow away. ‘I’m sorry, caro, but I think you need to get up.’


‘I didn’t get to bed until – when was it – the back of two? And I don’t have a surgery today.’


‘I don’t think that’s going to matter. It’s going to be a busy day. For both of us, I think.’ She stroked my hair, and kissed my shoulder. ‘Come on. Up you get. I’ll make you a coffee.’


Ed sat on the sofa, wearing an old Hawkwind T-shirt of mine that hung rather more loosely on him than it did on me. He hunched over his cup of coffee, unshaven and bleary-eyed.


‘Is this a good time to say “You look like I feel?”’ I said.


He looked me up and down. ‘Funny, that’s just what I was thinking.’


‘More coffee?’


He shook his head, then got to his feet and yawned and stretched. ‘I’d better go and look at the bar. Make a start on cleaning up.’


‘Do you want a hand?’


‘Nah, you’ve done enough already. I’d say stop by later and I’ll stand you a drink but,’ he sighed, ‘I don’t know when we’ll be open again. I’ll see you whenever, eh?’


‘Okay, Ed. Mind how you go.’


He stretched again, wincing slightly and made his way downstairs, waving to Federica, who was talking animatedly on the phone.


I made myself another coffee and promised myself it would be the last. I was waiting for the Moka to stop bubbling, when Fede kissed me on the back of the neck and slipped her arms around my waist.


‘How’s it going?’


‘Not good. I’ve been on the phone to the Querini Stampalia. They asked if I could come in.’


‘Why?’


She shook her head. ‘No idea. They just need volunteers. To do what, I don’t know.’


‘Are the boats running? I mean, are they running as normal?’


‘No idea.’ She yawned and stretched, and then started to pull on her boots and waterproof jacket. ‘I’ll see you later, okay?’


I heard my own phone starting to ring. A British mobile number, and one, I suspected, that belonged to one of the numerous expats in Venice. Surgery or not, it was, I suspected, going to be a long morning.


I lost count of the phone calls. Desperate people whose lives, up until now, had been comfortable ones, suddenly finding themselves in need of somewhere to stay because their apartment was uninhabitable. Or wondering who to contact to get their electricity back on. Or wondering why their boats had vanished from their moorings overnight. Or who had worried relatives back in the UK trying to get hold of their loved ones.


And, of course, the press were there; with requests for radio interviews, articles for newspapers, even television. Usually, I’d have been flattered. But right now all I really wanted was for the telephone to stop ringing.


Federica had called as well. Or, at least, she’d left a message for me, her voice sounding tired and shaky. Things were bad at the Querini Stampalia, she’d told me. The archive on the ground floor had completely flooded. She wasn’t sure quite what she could do to help but neither did she feel like coming home just yet.


I sat behind my desk, with my phone in front of me, and stared at it, daring it to ring. Gramsci hopped up and gave it a swat with his paw, sending it spinning, propellor-like.


‘Hello puss.’


He miaowed.


‘Haven’t seen you for a while. Were you under that sofa all night?’


He miaowed again.


‘That’s not like you.’ A thought struck me. ‘You didn’t even come out for breakfast, did you?’


He’d missed a meal for the first time since he’d moved in. He must have been genuinely scared. Snowflakes were one thing but storms, being something that couldn’t be physically attacked, were another.


‘Come on then, eh? I’ll make myself another coffee and then I’ll get you breakfast.’ I reached out to stroke him but he snatched at my hand. He was, evidently, feeling better. ‘Or, and here’s another idea, I’ll get your breakfast and then I’ll make my coffee?’


I flicked through the pages of notes on my desk. An unfortunate number of the expat community had next to no Italian and so I’d promised them that I’d make some phone calls on their behalf to try and get their power back on, or at least find them a hotel room. It wasn’t going to be easy and was likely to take me the rest of the morning. But it would all seem that little bit more manageable after yet more caffeine.


I yawned and got to my feet. ‘Come on then, Gramsci.’


Inevitably, the phone chose that moment in which to ring. I looked at the screen, thinking I’d call them back, and cursed. A Rome number. One that I recognised. A call that couldn’t be put off.


‘Mr Ambassador, buongiorno.’


‘Naaathan, good morning.’ William Maxwell, a man who would never use one syllable if two were available, stretched out my name to its maximum possible length. ‘How are you?’


He sounded friendly. Did that mean it was an ‘Excellency’ day or merely a ‘Mr Ambassador’ day? Would there ever be a ‘William’ day?


‘I’m not so good,’ I paused, ‘Ambassador Maxwell.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that, Naaathan. Things sound a bit grim up there. What’s the situation on the street?’


‘No idea,’ I said, without thinking.


‘I’m sorry? You what?’


I held the phone away from me and gently banged my head on the table, under the eyes of a watchful Gramsci.


‘In all honesty, Ambassador, I haven’t been outside the apartment this morning. I’ve been on the phone constantly, fielding queries from what seems like every British resident in the city.’


‘Oh. Well, yes, I can imagine that. I’m told the phones have been ringing quite a bit in the office here.’


‘I imagine they have.’


‘I don’t understand though. Aren’t the telephones out?’


‘No. Just the electricity, in some areas. But most of the Brits here are only resident for a few months of the year. Which means most of them don’t have landlines. Which means, if there’s no electricity, you find yourself watching the charge on your phone go down and wondering if it’s more important to call an electrician, a hotel or your kids back in the UK.’


‘I see. Well, I’m sorry, Nathan, but we’ve been telling everyone to contact you for the most up-to-date information. Is there anything we can help you with? Share the burden a bit, you know?’


‘I don’t think so, Ambassador.’


‘Anything at all,’ he paused, ‘press, that sort of thing?’


I leafed through my notes again. ‘Depends. Do you feel like a video-link interview with Sky News?’


‘Oh. Well, I hadn’t really thought. I suppose I could. If it would help at all.’


I smiled to myself. ‘Oh, I think it would, Excellency. BBC “World at One” okay?’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘“This Morning with Richard and Judy”?’


‘Good heavens. Really?’


‘No, I made that one up.’ I yawned. ‘Sorry.’


Maxwell wasn’t a man entirely without a sense of humour, and he chuckled, gently. ‘You sound tired, Nathan. Try and grab a bit of shut-eye when you can. In the meantime, send the media queries to the press office here. We’ll take those off your hands.’


‘That’s most kind of you, Ambassador.’


‘Not at all, Nathan. We’re all in this together, after all. Keep in touch.’


He hung up, and I placed my phone back down on the desk, spinning it around as Gramsci would have done. I smiled for a moment. Maxwell wasn’t such a bad sort, really, but I could imagine him visibly preening at the prospect of being able to drawl his dark-brown tones all over the airwaves.


Then I shook my head. There really wasn’t much to feel good about. God knows what kind of state the city was in, but it had been enough to almost reduce Federica to tears. And a young woman had been found floating face down in a pool of filthy water only metres from where I lived.


I yawned and got to my feet. ‘Come on, Gramsci. Let’s get you fed, eh?’









Chapter 3


‘Fede? Where are you? Is everything all right?’


Her voice was ragged. ‘I don’t know.’ Then she paused. ‘No. I’m not all right. Nothing’s all right. I’ll be home in a couple of hours. Maybe more.’


‘Okay. Do you need to take a break? Should we meet somewhere for a late lunch?’


She paused for a moment. ‘Are you serious? Have you been outside? There’s nowhere to go, Nathan. Nowhere.’


‘I’m sorry. I’ve been indoors all morning. The phone keeps ringing.’


‘I’m sorry too. I know you must have been busy. I’ll be back late afternoon. But you should go outside and take a look at the city.’


‘I will do. I could do with getting some air, to be honest. But don’t you want me to wait for you? I’ll make you something to eat, and then we could go out together.’


‘No.’ Her voice broke yet again. ‘I don’t think I can bear to see much more of it. Not right now.’


I decided I’d walk down to the Rialto. It would be too late to pick up some fish for dinner, even if the market was open, but it would give me some idea of the state of the city.


Ed tapped on the window of the Brazilians as I passed by. I turned to give him a wave, but he beckoned me to come in.


‘How’s it going?’


He shook his head. ‘Nat, I’m dog tired. All I want to do is go home and sleep. And yet,’ he spread his arms wide, ‘all this. It’s all got to be cleared up.’


‘Do you have to do it now?’


‘If we want to open later.’


‘Ed, I don’t know what you’ve heard but I don’t think anyone’s going to be along later. Not today, not tomorrow, maybe not the day after.’


He laughed, hollowly. ‘Probably just as well.’ He clicked the light switch on and off. ‘No power. Christ knows when that’ll be on again. So I’ve got food rotting away in the kitchen. And then there’s that.’ He nodded his head towards the large refrigerator lying face down on the floor. ‘It must have floated and then toppled over. Come on, can you give me a hand with it?’


‘Sure.’ The two of us gave it a heave, and hauled it upright, water pouring from its insides and sloshing across the floor.


Ed gave me a nod. ‘Just drag it into the corner. That’ll do for now.’


‘Okay.’


We stood there in the cold and the damp, staring at a fridge that was never going to work again.


‘I’m so sorry, Ed.’


He nodded, and patted me on the back. ‘We’ll be all right. Give us a couple of days and you won’t even notice. It’s just,’ he sighed and looked so very, very tired, ‘it’s hard work you know?’


‘I understand.’


‘Where are you off to?’


‘I thought I might head up to the Rialto. See if anywhere’s open. Maybe pick up something for dinner.’


He laughed but, again, there was no mirth in it. ‘Good luck with that.’


‘Are you going to be much longer here, Ed? You look like you need to sleep.’


‘I think that’s about as much as I can bear to do for now. I’ll lock up, go home. Maybe sleep for a week.’ He turned the sign on the door around so that it read Chiuso. He locked up, patted me on the shoulder again, and we headed off; me in the direction of Rialto, and Ed towards Cannaregio.


I’d always disliked the way acqua alta was covered in the foreign press. There seemed to be no understanding, for example, that Piazza San Marco was the lowest point in the city and, therefore, would flood even with the most modest of tides. Pictures of bare-chested tourists pretending to swim in the Piazza made for a striking image, but did nothing to reflect the reality of the situation for most residents.


The actuality, of course, was that Venice had got used to living with acqua alta. It was just something that happened. You checked the news for predicted levels of flooding, you installed the meteorological app on your smartphone, and, above all, you listened out for the sirens. A mournful wailing drone, followed by a variable number of plinging sounds. A single pling might mean nothing more than ‘avoid the Piazza’. Four plings strongly suggested that you should stay at home.


Similarly, you dropped your paratia into place and hoped, in the event of being unfortunate enough to live on the ground floor, that would be enough to protect your property. You put your furniture and electrical equipment on top of bricks. You instinctively knew the best routes around town. You knew which streets would stay dry, whilst ones only metres away would flood. You knew where the system of passerelle would conduct you above the waters. In the morning, you washed your shop out with fresh water to carry the stink away and life went back to normal, until the next time. High water was something that Venice had become used to living with.


The waters had yet to recede fully, and the wind was still blowing a gale along the street. I turned into Calle de la Mandola, bracing myself for what I was about to see. And immediately I realised that this was something different.


Water was still flowing along the streets, almost up to my knees. Some windows – like Terzi’s – had cracked or caved in with the pressure of the water. Rubbish was being swept along by the current, and desperate-looking shopkeepers were running pumps at full stretch in a useless attempt to empty their properties of the filth that had been swept in overnight.


I walked on through Campo Manin and into Campo San Luca, where the same scenes were repeated. Everywhere, pumps running, properties being swept out as best they could, rubbish being piled up in the campi for Veritas to collect. Fridges and other electrical goods, now useless, had been dragged outside for collection at some unknown point in the future.


I turned down one of the narrow calli that led to the Rialto Bridge. The water was still deep here – Rialto being another of those areas that flooded easily – and I took my time wading through it, taking care not to set up any waves with which to splash those passers-by coming in the opposite direction. Then I turned on to the street facing the Grand Canal and stopped dead in my tracks.


Three gondolas had been washed on to the fondamenta. There were few pedestrians around, and they seemed to be outnumbered by press and camera crews. The Grand Canal itself was almost devoid of traffic, although an occasional police or ambulance boat would speed past, sending up great waves that splashed on to the already flooded fondamenta and setting the gondolas rocking. The canal itself was thick with the flotsam and jetsam that had been washed in as the waters receded. Every shop was occupied, as the exhausted proprietors did their best to clean up, yet nothing was open.


There seemed little point in attempting to go any further.


This wasn’t just flooding. Neither was it something the city could just live with. I turned and splashed my way back to the Street of the Assassins, wondering how, if ever, the city was going to recover from this.









Chapter 4


I don’t know.


I’m sorry.


Those two phrases pretty much defined the latter part of the afternoon.


I don’t know.


I’m sorry.


Yes, I can put you in contact with a plumber. Or an electrician. But no, I don’t know when they’ll be able to come round.


Yes, I can give you a list of numbers for hotels and bed and breakfasts. But no, I don’t know if they’ll have room.


No, I don’t know of any working bancomats in the city.


No, I don’t know if any supermarkets are open.


I don’t know.


I’m sorry.


I switched off my phone and put my head in my hands. Just to give myself five minutes’ rest. My most recent conversation had been with a woman who lived in a ground-floor flat on Giudecca. What had previously been a very desirable property was now going to need a complete redecoration. When, of course, somebody could be found to do it. But was it worth it, given the likelihood of having to do the same thing again – when? In a year’s time? In a month? In a couple of days? Oh, and the chances of insurance covering flood damage to a ground-floor property in Venice? Round about none.


I don’t know and I’m sorry. She’d been crying by the time she’d hung up, and I felt like joining her.


I reached out to – carefully – scratch Gramsci on the top of his head. ‘Ah, you’re a lucky cat, aren’t you? Heat, light, comfy sofas, perhaps more than the regulation amount of food. And, of course, you live on the second floor. Yes, I think you’re a very fortunate cat indeed.’ He nipped at my finger, perhaps to show that he wasn’t one hundred per cent convinced.


I heard keys rattling in the lock, and the door opening. Federica. She hung her coat up and gave me a weak smile, but her eyes were red.


‘Fede?’


‘Hi.’


‘Do you need a drink?’


She shook her head. ‘Maybe just a cup of tea. I’m not sure anything stronger would be a good idea.’


‘Is it bad?’


‘As bad as I could imagine. Worse, probably. The archive has flooded. There are hundreds of books waterlogged. Maybe thousands. The entire ground floor is still under water. No electricity. The lifts are out. They’re already talking about half a million euros’ worth of damage.’


‘God.’


‘And that’s one palazzo, Nathan. Just one palazzo in the whole of the city. How much is this going to cost? How much of it can be put right? How much of it has been lost for ever?’


She slumped down next to me, put her head on my shoulder and, for perhaps the first time since I’d known her, cried ever so gently.


We sat there in silence, listening to the sound of the ever-present wind outside. Then I became aware of the rain starting to patter against the windows.


Fede raised her head. ‘That’s all we need.’


I sighed. ‘Come on then. I’ll make you a cup of tea.’


‘That’d be nice.’


‘I’m not sure what to do about dinner. I’ll have to see what’s in the fridge.’


‘Whatever we’ve got in will be fine. How’s Ed?’


‘He’s gone home. I think he realised there was no chance of any customers tonight. And besides, he needs to properly rest. The bar’s going to need some serious work.’


She shook her head. ‘Poor guy. And there’s thousands of people like him tonight, throughout the city. What are they all going to do? Some of them won’t have heating. Some of them won’t have lighting. Just sitting there in the cold and the dark. Waiting for help that’s going to be a long time coming.’ I was about to speak, but the entryphone buzzed. Fede looked at me. ‘Maybe it’s Ed, after all?’


‘Maybe so. Or maybe a hapless Brit in need of help. Oh well.’ I got to my feet and went over to the door.


‘Chi è?’


‘Nathan. It’s Vanni from the Questura. Can I come in?’


‘Sure.’ I buzzed him up.


He looked cold, wet and very, very tired, but he smiled at me and then at Federica.


‘Dottoressa.’


‘Hello, Vanni. And you haven’t got to call me dottoressa every time.’


‘My apologies.’


‘No need to. It’s very sweet. I might even ask Nathan to start using it.’


He beamed at her and then patted me on the shoulder. ‘Ah, what a lucky man you are, Nathan.’


‘Oh, I know. You look tired, Vanni. What brings you out here on a night like this? Can I get you a coffee or something stronger?’


He shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, Nathan, but this is official. I need your help.’


‘Of course. What’s the problem?’


‘The woman you found last night. In the Calle de la Mandola.’


‘Yes?’


‘She’s a British citizen, Nathan.’ He sighed. ‘But more than that. We’re treating this as a suspicious death.’


‘You’re kidding!’ Vanni shook his head. ‘I don’t understand. Eduardo and I found her floating in the water. We thought she’d drowned.’


‘So did we, when you called. And when we brought her in.’


‘There was no sign of violence, though.’


He raised his eyebrows. ‘Are you sure? Quite sure?’


‘There was some blood on her hair. That’s all I saw. I assumed that was from the window bursting inwards.’


He shook his head again. ‘That’s what the ambulance crew thought when they brought her in. But no. Can’t blame them, they’d been out all night. They must have been on their knees by the time they got your call. But she had a fractured skull.’


‘Couldn’t she just have fallen? The window bursts in, the shock sends her falling back. Something like that?’


‘Pathologist says no. The force of the explosion would have been nowhere near strong enough for that. And there were small fragments of glass in her hair.’


‘From the window?’


‘No. Fragments of coloured glass. What we’re talking about is a blow to the back of the head with a heavy glass object. Now we found a broken glass paperweight on the floor, so we’re assuming that was the weapon. There’s also a strongbox set into the rear wall that somebody had attempted to force open. We don’t know if she surprised a burglar, or if she was already there when they entered.’


‘God. That poor woman.’


‘So, I’m afraid, Nathan, I’d really like you to come out with me. It seems there’s another party to inform.’


‘Okay. Tell me more.’


‘She had an Italian ID card. So she was resident here, long-term. Dr Jennifer Whiteread. Profession listed as Professoressa.’ He shrugged. ‘I know that doesn’t narrow it down very much.’


He was right. Professoressa was a title vague enough to mean whatever you wanted it to mean, from having a Chair at Ca’Foscari to giving English lessons to bored, recalcitrant teenagers.


‘Her address is in Castello. The Calle del Cimitero. There’s another straniero resident at the same address. Another one of yours. Mr Matthew Blake.’


‘Husband? Boyfriend?’


‘Who knows?’ He paused. ‘I guess that’s what we’re going to find out. I’m sorry, Nathan, I wouldn’t normally ask on a night like this but it needs to be done as soon as possible.’


Informing next of kin was my job. And, given the circumstances, it was now Vanni’s as well. The wind rattled the windows again, and the rain was stronger now. Inside was cosy, and warm, and the prospect of spending the early evening cooking over a warm stove was a pleasant one. But someone in Venice had lost a loved one and didn’t even know it yet. Perhaps they’d spent all day dialling her number, leaving increasingly frantic messages. Calling friends and work colleagues in the hope that they’d seen her. There wasn’t, really, any choice to be made.


‘Of course I’ll do it, Vanni.’


‘Thank you, Nathan. I mean it.’


I pulled on my coat and turned to Federica. ‘Sorry, cara, I need to do this.’


She hugged me. ‘I know you do. Just be careful, okay?’


‘I will. I’ll cook when I get home, promise.’


‘No you won’t. Just give me a call when you’re on the way.’


‘But the pizzeria won’t be open.’


‘No, I mean I’ll cook.’


‘But you never cook.’


She smiled. ‘There’s one thing I can do. Fagioli alla Bud Spencer’.


‘What?’


‘I used to cook it for nonno. You remember I told you how much he loved Bud Spencer? So it was the one thing I learned to cook properly.’


‘Well, I’m honoured. And thanks.’


Vanni raised his eyebrows. ‘Fagioli alla Bud Spencer, eh?’


Fede smiled. ‘I can cook for three as easily as two, Vanni.’


‘Hmm.’ He stroked his moustache. ‘It’s a pleasant thought. But Barbara will be cross if I’m home later than I need to be. Besides, Mr Blake’s apartment is in my direction.’


‘Next time.’


‘Most certainly.’


I gave her a hug and a kiss. ‘Okay, see you later. I’ll call you as soon as I can.’ And Vanni and I stepped out into the wind and rain.









Chapter 5


‘Where’s the boat, Vanni?’ We’d almost reached Campo San Luca by the time the question occurred to me.


‘The boat?’


‘I assumed you’d have a police launch?’


‘Oh, I see. Sorry, Nathan, they’re a bit thin on the ground at the moment. And besides, if we were to use a boat, we’d need a pilot. And that didn’t seem fair given the sort of day they’ve all had.’


‘Oh. Right.’ Another thought struck me. ‘Vanni, I’ve been on the phone all day with anxious Brits. Nobody’s called me to report a missing person.’


‘Perhaps they went straight to Rome or Milan?’


‘No. I spoke to the ambassador earlier. Somebody would have called me.’


‘Maybe Mr Blake just doesn’t know that Venice has its very own Honorary Consul?’


‘He hasn’t called the Questura though?’


‘Who knows? It’s been a hell of a busy day. Phones have been ringing non-stop. He might just have been in a queue. Or perhaps he tried the carabinieri? Who knows?’


The streets were dark, shadowy and devoid of people except for a small group of tourists miserably splashing through the water in cheap emergency waterproofs. They stopped me to ask if we knew of any restaurants that would be open. I gave them directions to a place I knew near the Rialto Bridge that had an upstairs dining room. I wasn’t at all convinced it would be open, but it was at least a possibility.


We walked down past Rialto and through Campo San Bartolomeo, where Carlo Goldoni – or at least his statue – strode forth above the waters, utterly unperturbed by the rain pouring from his tricorn hat. Then on through the network of narrow calli that led deeper into Castello, and away from the tourist areas. Into Campo San Francesco della Vigna, overshadowed by the campanile of the eponymous church, and the frames of the great, disused gasometers that overlooked it.


I stopped to look at a sign fixed to the door of the church, where a handwritten notice announced that tomorrow’s early morning Mass had been cancelled. There were, I knew, irreplaceable works of art inside and I wondered what condition they might be in now.


Blake’s apartment was in the Calle del Cimitero, which led away from the church and towards Celestia. The name ‘Whiteread’ on a shiny horseshoe doorbell plate stood out among the Venetian names of Masiero, Zorzi and Scarpa.


I pressed the bell. No one answered and I gave it thirty seconds until I tried again. Still no answer. I stepped back into the street, and shielded my eyes as I gazed upwards through the rain. The lights on the top floor were still on. That didn’t necessarily prove anyone was home but – I looked around from left to right – neither did it seem very likely that anyone would be out tonight unless they really had to be. Vanni gave me a glance, and I shrugged. Having come this far, we’d try once more. I leaned on the buzzer for thirty seconds, took my thumb away, counted to ten and leaned on it for thirty more.


The speakerphone crackled and a voice thick with sleep spoke. ‘Hello? Yes?’


‘Mr Blake? I’m Nathan Sutherland. I’m the British Honorary Consul in Venice.’


‘Oh thank God, thank God.’ The sleepiness vanished, to be replaced with a note of desperation. ‘Come up, please. Top floor.’


The intercom buzzed and the door clicked open. We stepped over the paratia into the hall. The level of water inside appeared to be the same level as outside, and the place stank of stagnant water and an unhealthy damp that I could feel sinking into my bones.


The lights in the stairwell came on. Looking up, I could see the shadowy figure of a man craning over the bannister to look down at us. ‘Top floor,’ he repeated.


I’d thought I’d been in better shape since I’d quit smoking, but I was panting by the time I reached his apartment, and struggled not to gasp as I was speaking. In normal times, I imagined, this would have been funny.


‘Mr Blake? Mr Matthew Blake?’


He nodded.


‘I’m Nathan Sutherland.’


‘So you said.’


He stretched out his hand for me to shake, giving me a few more precious seconds to get my breath back.


‘You’ve found her then? Where is she? Is she all right?’


I looked at his face and read in his expression the desperate need to convince himself. Hoping against hope that I was going to say she was recovering in hospital and would be home in a few days.


Blake looked at Vanni, as if realising that there were two of us for the first time, and clutched the doorframe for support as he realised what that meant.


‘Mr Blake. This is Commissario Girotto. Could we come in perhaps? I think you might need to sit down.’


We let him cry, curled up in his chair and resting his head on a pink sweater that hung over the back. Occasionally, he closed his eyes and pulled it to his face, breathing deeply.


We sat there in silence, his body shaking from time to time, as I looked around the room. It was a small apartment, with the sort of terrazzo floor tiles that looked factory-produced as opposed to being the product of an artisan workshop. Furniture, similarly, was modern rather than signorile. A small portable television stood on a coffee table in the corner of the room. A variety of non-matching bookshelves lined one wall.


I decided first names might be good. ‘Matthew, I don’t know if this will help at all, but can I get you something to drink?’


He nodded. ‘There’s a bottle of whisky in the cupboard next to the fridge. Have one yourselves.’ I went through to the kitchen. J&B. Budget whisky but, to me at least, ever so slightly cool given its guaranteed appearance in every 1970s Italian thriller. I searched around for a glass and found three on the draining rack. I poured us out generous but not, I thought, excessive measures, took them through and sat them down on the table between us, next to a framed photograph of Blake and a young woman.


‘May I?’ I said.


He nodded. I picked it up. The two of them, in thick padded jackets, were hugging each other and smiling at the camera. They stood against a background of a bright blue sky, and a range of white-capped mountains.


‘That was us, last year. In the Gran Sasso. A walking holiday. Anything to get Jen out of a church or a museum.’


‘She’s pretty,’ I said. In all honesty, I couldn’t really make her out under her woolly hat and dark glasses, but I thought that was probably what he needed to hear.


He nodded again. ‘Yeah.’ He took a deep breath and looked over to Vanni. ‘So, I guess you want to ask me some questions?’


‘Nothing too much tonight, Mr Blake. We just need a few things for our records. If you could tell us what time Dr Whiteread went missing. Or, at least, if you remember what time you started to become concerned.’


Blake shook his head. ‘I don’t remember exactly. It was about nine o’clock, perhaps. She said she just needed to go out for five minutes, maybe ten. Said she wanted to take some photos. And I suppose that makes sense in a way. Once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, that sort of thing. And I said,’ he screwed his eyes shut and drew in a shuddering grasp of air, ‘oh Christ, I said it was a great idea, and maybe even the papers would be interested and we’d get a few quid. And then she didn’t come back. And I thought, well, she’s been gone for an hour. So I called her. Again and again.’


I imagined him sitting there, listening to the wind and the rain, with the lights flickering on and off. Dialling and redialling the same number. Sitting alone in a strange country, wondering where the person he loved most in the world could possibly be. Wishing he’d said something else to her. Don’t go out. Not now.


Vanni nodded. ‘I understand,’ he said. ‘Could you just tell us when you reported her as missing?’


Blake looked confused. ‘I didn’t. Well, at least I don’t think I did. I mean, I wouldn’t know how, I don’t really speak Italian. I just kept calling Jen, again and again. And then the power kept going off and I wondered what I’d do if I lost power in my phone, if she was trying to get hold of me.’


‘I understand,’ I said. ‘A number of people in the city have been telling me the same thing today.’


Vanni scribbled away in his notepad. ‘Okay. There’s not much more we need to know for the time being.’ He raised his head and smiled encouragingly at Matthew. ‘I see her job description in her Carta d’Identità just says Professoressa. Could you tell us the name and address of her employer?’


‘It’s something called the Markham Foundation. They’re on Giudecca. I don’t know the exact address, I’m sorry.’


The name meant nothing to me, but Vanni merely smiled and nodded. ‘No problem. We can find out the address easily enough.’ He snapped his notebook shut. ‘That’s all we need for now.’ He turned to me. ‘Mr Sutherland, is there anything else you need to know?’


I nodded. ‘Matthew, unless I’m mistaken, you’re not the next of kin?’


He shook his head. ‘She has a dad. He lives in South Wales. He, well, he doesn’t like me very much.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘I’m not quite sure why. I think he thinks I’m a bit of a waster.’


I took a closer look at him. He had shoulder-length hair in a centre parting, and wore black square-frame glasses. He looked tired, his eyes were, of course, red with crying, and he clearly hadn’t shaved that morning, yet he was evidently a good-looking guy in a politely bohemian way.


‘I’m a writer,’ he said, as if reading my thoughts. ‘Well, a children’s writer to be precise.’ Then he chuckled, and looked awkward, as if he’d confessed to something a little embarrassing. ‘He thinks that isn’t a proper job.’


‘A writer?’ I said. ‘Let me guess, you went into it for the money?’


He laughed again, but then his face dropped immediately as if he’d remembered he had no place being happy.


‘Jen and I had a project together. She’s really talented, you know?’ He winced. ‘She – was – really talented, I mean. She was going to illustrate a book of my stories. Well, that’s half the work with children’s books really, isn’t it? So I had this idea for a series of books about a cat who lives on a gondola, and I kept thinking of ways to get her involved with that.’


‘Uh-huh.’ I took a sip of whisky, and closed my eyes and sighed as I felt its heat spreading through me, warming the chill away.


Vanni took a deep breath. ‘Mr Blake, as you said, you’re not the next of kin. But you knew Dr Whiteread, I imagine, better than anyone else in the city. And so there is something which you need to do. We’d like you to identify the body.’
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