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Vernissage [ver-nuh-sahzh; French ver-nee-sazh]


1. Also called varnishing day. The day before the opening of an art exhibition traditionally reserved for the artist to varnish the paintings.


2. A reception at a gallery for an artist whose show is about to open to the public.




Chapter 1


Gramsci hopped down from his window seat, padded across my desk and sat down on the keyboard. He prodded me in the chest and gave a little meep of satisfaction. Look at me. What a brilliant cat I am.


I stared at him, and then at the screen, which was now filling up with a succession of letter Ts. I pushed him off, and rested my finger on the backspace key until I’d erased what he’d done.


‘Look, I know it’s not the best thing I’ve ever written, okay?’ I scrolled to the top of the document and reread my afternoon’s work. He jumped on to the back of the chair in order to be able to look over my shoulder. I reached the end of the page and turned to look at him. ‘To be honest, I think you probably understand as much of this as I do.’


I checked my watch. Time was getting on. I’d got up far too late, and wasted most of the day. I was nursing a mild hangover, building up a backlog of work, and this particular translation really did have to be finished that day.


Years that ended in an odd number were always good ones for business. Almost every vacant space in the city was being used as a venue for the great art Biennale, and every exhibitor wanted English translation work. Translating from Spanish, Italian and French alone would be enough to make me comfortable for months to come.


Gramsci hopped down from the back of my chair and came to sit in front of the fan. He did this on a regular basis. I had no idea why, as he didn’t like it. He gave it two seconds, as he always did and then walked across the keyboard again. I sighed and looked at what he’d done. He sat down next to the monitor and stared at me.


I nodded. ‘You know, I think you might actually be on to something here.’ I read through the rest of my translation. ‘I mean, it actually makes as much sense as everything else. I think you’re getting better at this.’ I scratched him behind his ears which he tolerated for a few seconds before snapping at me. He was becoming sentimental in middle age.


I reread the document but found it difficult to keep my eyes from slipping off the words. My words. Or at least, my translation of Josè Rafael Villanueva’s. They sort of made sense in that they at least formed themselves into recognisable sentences and paragraphs but the meaning – and I was pretty sure there was a meaning to be found in there somewhere – refused to be grasped. And I’d written the bloody thing. What chance would other people have?


I sighed. How many of these things had I done in the past month? I was, of course, grateful for the mountain of work and yet I was starting to feel as if the more translations I worked on, the more I was losing my ability to speak my own language.


I printed it off, before realising that I hadn’t erased Gramsci’s key strokes. My finger hovered over the backspace key for a second, and then I stopped. I’d keep it as it was. Just to see if anybody noticed.


There had once been a time when I had loved the Venice Biennale, the great contemporary art exhibition that had run since the end of the nineteenth century (with a few short breaks for various unpleasant reasons). Every two years the great and not-so-great, good and not-so-good of the art world would make their way to the thirty national pavilions in the Giardini and the great exhibition spaces in the cavernous halls of the Arsenale. Almost every empty palazzo was pressed into service as a national pavilion for those who hadn’t got in at the beginning and been granted a space in the gardens. Long-disused churches were opened up for the purpose of displaying art. Many of those that were still in use took advantage of the money flowing in to the city to host artists’ works, subject, of course, to the work being of a suitably respectful nature. Between May and November, the city practically ate, slept and breathed contemporary art.


And I had loved it all. Ten years ago, when I had arrived in the city for the first time, I had spent the entire holiday moving from pavilion to palazzo to church in a Stendhal-like daze. It wasn’t all brilliant, of course. Over the years, I’d developed a rule of thumb that about ninety per cent was rubbish. But that still left a substantial body of work that was, at least, pretty good, and it was the possibility, however small, of every unvisited space hiding something genuinely fantastic that kept me moving onwards.


Then it became part of my job, and everything changed. Every day I would feel myself drowning in an ocean of almost unintelligible verbiage. Every year I seemed to write more and visit less. Everything was starting to feel stale and second-hand, and when I did visit the Giardini or Arsenale I felt myself in need of an emergency visit to the nearest church to look at a Titian or a Tintoretto. Even a Palma il Giovane would sometimes come as a blessed relief. I thought it was the fault of all the translation work. But I had to admit it was also possible that I was just becoming properly middle-aged.


The doorbell rang. Federica, of course. I buzzed her up. A hug and a kiss.


‘So, did you have a nice time with Dario last night?’


‘How did you know I was with Dario?’


She waved her hand in the direction of the kitchen. ‘An empty pizza box and a bottle of beer. Nowadays you only get a pizza after a night out with Dario. Secondly,’ and here she winced ever-so-slightly, ‘Blue Oyster Cult on the hi-fi. Again, you only play Blue Oyster Cult after a night out with Dario.’


‘That’s only because you won’t let me. But otherwise very good, dottoressa. Anything else?’


‘Well, yes. You rang me at about a quarter to one to tell me how much you loved me.’


‘Ah.’


‘Ah.’


There was an awkward silence. I scratched my head. ‘Yes. Yes, now you mention it, I do kind of remember that.’


‘Oh good. I was hoping you hadn’t forgotten.’


‘Did you have an early start today?’


‘Yes. As I told you last night.’


‘Ah. Sorry, I’m afraid that bit’s dropped off the end as well. Were you back at the Frari?’


‘Yes.’


‘On top of scaffolding? Very high up?’


‘Yes.’


‘The sort of thing you need a proper night’s sleep before?’


‘Yes.’


I nodded. ‘Sorry.’ I gave her what I hoped was my best disarming smile. ‘But it was kind of a cool thing to do, wasn’t it?’


She shook her head. ‘No. Really not cool at all.’ Then she gave up trying to look serious and smiled and touched my cheek. ‘But it was nice.’ She looked over at the desk. Gramsci, evidently worried about papers flying away in the breeze from the fan, had made himself a Useful Cat by sitting on top of them. ‘How’s it going?’


‘Busy. Busy busy busy. This stuff is hard work.’


‘I know. But still, it’s only for a few months. And the money’s good.’


‘Oh yes. I mean, I’m almost having to turn work away. But I don’t really enjoy it.’


She sniffed. ‘Come on, it’s got to be better than – what was the last thing you did – a frying-pan catalogue?’


‘Frying pans are fine. I know what they’re for. I even bought a few of them. In fact, the money I made on the translation I then immediately spent on buying the bloody things. But all this,’ I waved my hand in the direction of Gramsci and his pile of papers, ‘all this arty-farty stuff is doing my head in.’


‘Think of the money, tesoro. You’ll be able to take a month or two off after this. Maybe we can even go on holiday? And don’t say arty-farty, it makes you sound like a philistine. You’re not a philistine.’


‘I just don’t understand it. I’ve taken an unintelligible Spanish document and turned it into an unintelligible English one. Here, take a look at this.’ I pushed Gramsci off the stack, and grabbed Mr Villanueva’s abstract.


She took it from me and read for a few minutes. ‘Oh right, it’s about Chavez and the revolution.’


‘It’s the Venezuelan Pavilion. It’s always about Chavez and the revolution. But does it actually make any sense to you?’


She read on. ‘ “. . . thus Josè Rafael Villanueva’s installation refers back to classical Marxist theory of historical inevitability, whilst at the same time creating a new paradigm for a post-capitalist society. Dialectical materialism is dead. Long live bningydega.’ She wrinkled her forehead. ‘What’s bningydega?’


I smiled. ‘Gramsci did that. I think I’m going to leave it in.’


‘You’re not!’


‘Come on, he’s – what do you say – “made an intervention”. I think it’s rather good.’


She tried to look serious, failed again and laughed. ‘Okay. It’s funny. But you can’t leave it in. This is your job. And who’s that guy you know, the Venezuelan consul?’


‘Enrico.’


‘Enrico. He’s sort of a friend isn’t he? He could get into trouble if you let this go out.’


I sighed. ‘I know. You’re right.’ I sat down and pushed Gramsci away. Then I changed the word ‘bningydega’ to ‘dialectical materialism’ and printed the whole piece off once more. ‘I’ll send him a copy tonight and he can get some laminates made up for tomorrow if he wants.’


I powered down the computer. ‘And that, I think, is everything for today.’


‘Great. So what are we doing?’


‘I thought we might go downstairs to the Brazilians’ for a Negroni. And then I’ll cook dinner.’


‘Lovely. What are we having?’


‘Well it was going to be fish but, er, I didn’t make it to the market in time. I’ve got some aubergines and some peppers. A few tomatoes. Best Pasta Dish in the World Ever?’ I wandered through to the kitchen, and turned the oven on. ‘If I put the peppers in on the lowest setting they should be properly roasted by the time we get back. I don’t think there’s a risk of the house burning down. Unless it’s a multiple Negroni night, and I think we’re both too old for that now.’


She smiled. ‘Speak for yourself.’ Then she pulled me towards her and kissed me. ‘And I love you too, you know?’


Eduardo slid Federica’s drink across the bar, and then made to do the same with mine. Then he paused, and tilted his head to one side, looking me up and down. Then he turned to Federica.


‘He’s looking well, you know.’


She smiled. ‘He scrubs up well enough.’


‘You can see the difference. He looks like a new man.’


‘Well he’s cooking properly again. That must help.’


‘Not just that. He hardly has breakfast here any more. And those multi-Negroni nights . . . well, I don’t know if we’ll ever see them again. To be honest, takings are down. I might have to sell up.’


‘You can’t do that. You’re the nearest thing he has to a father confessor.’


I waved at them both. ‘I’m still here you know? And incidentally I have my cat to confess my numerous sins to.’


Ed passed my drink over to me. ‘So, still working hard for the Biennale, Nat?’


‘Yep. And likely to be for the next few months. The work for the national pavilions is done but there’s always a bit of work for small exhibitions and independent shows. They don’t pay that much, but they’re worth doing.’


‘And any free invites? Openings, meeting the celebrities – that sort of thing?’


‘Tomorrow morning. British pavilion at the Giardini. A lot of the big hitters are going to be there. Journalists, critics, the British ambassador’s coming up from Rome. The Biennale curator will probably drop by as well, what’s his name?’ I turned to Federica.


‘Scarpa. Vincenzo Scarpa.’


Ed shook his head. ‘I don’t know him.’


‘Neither do I,’ I said.


Federica sipped at her drink. ‘Very intelligent man. Ferociously intelligent, one might say. He’s also the rudest man in Italy.’


‘Wow.’ Eduardo and I answered as one.


‘Have you met him?’ I asked.


‘Once. At an opening nearly five years ago. He graced me with about thirty seconds of his precious time.’


‘You didn’t like him?’


‘There are two sorts of people in this world. Those who hate Vincenzo Scarpa and those who haven’t met him. Oh, and I suppose there’s his mother. Possibly.’


‘Blimey. You’re kind of putting me off the whole idea of tomorrow.’


She shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t worry about it. He’ll need to get around most of the main pavilions. He’ll swan in for two minutes to be nasty to the artist, and then he’ll head off again. He probably won’t even speak to you.’


‘But I’m the honorary consul.’


‘Nathan, the rudest man in Italy works to a very tight schedule. If he has the chance of being rude to you or rude to the ambassador, who do you think he’s going to choose?’


My face fell. ‘I wish you were coming. I feel a bit scared now.’


‘No time, tesoro. Why didn’t you ask Dario?’


‘I did.’ She opened her mouth to speak but I interrupted. ‘I asked him after you told me you were busy, okay? But if he’s coming in to Venice in the morning he’d like to bring Valentina and Emily as well. Make a day of it.’


‘And you couldn’t get them a pass?’


‘The problem is little Emily. There’s a very strict no kids policy. No ifs, no buts.’


‘Why’s that?’ said Eduardo.


‘I don’t know. Probably something terribly naughty. At least, that’s what I’m hoping.’


Federica gave me a hard stare. I reached for my Negroni, and drained it. I checked my watch. ‘The peppers should be roasted by now. Let’s go and eat. I probably won’t see you tomorrow, Ed.’


His face fell. ‘But you do still love me, Nathan?’


‘You know I do, Ed.’


He grinned. ‘Have a good time, yeah?’


‘I’m sure I will. The best part of the Biennale is always the vernissage.’




Chapter 2


It would have been nice to arrive by water taxi. In all my years in Venice I had never used one. There was something so grand, so sophisticated about the image of them, but they cost an arm and a leg, and occasionally another limb would need to be thrown in as a tip as well. It would, as usual, have to be a vaporetto. I made my way up to Rialto and realised I’d mistimed things.


The queue stretched out of the pontile and down as far the fondamenta. It was still early May but the weather was starting to get hot now and I really didn’t want to have to stand for the whole journey, away from any source of ventilation. What to do? I could get a coffee and wait for the next boat to pass and hope to be first in the line for the following one. I checked my watch. No time.


The part of the pontile reserved for those disembarking was enticingly empty. There was also a No Entry sign. You were not, under any circumstances, supposed to wait in that area. Except, of course, unless you really wanted to. Everybody did it, from time to time. In Through the Out Door, as Led Zeppelin would have said. I strode up as if it were the most natural thing in the world, parked myself on a metal trunk that the marinai used for storage, took out my newspaper and pretended to read in order to shield myself from any accusing stares. It would, almost certainly, be all right.


It wasn’t. An elderly lady with a shopping trolley started haranguing me as soon as I sat down. ‘Signore! Signore! ’


I pretended not to have heard, and buried my head in the football results. ‘Signore! The queue starts outside. You mustn’t wait there.’


‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘I’m going to work. It’s important.’


‘I’m going to the shops. It’s important for me too. I need to sit down.’


Someone else joined in. ‘I’m going to work too. Get to the back of the line.’


I made one final, despairing effort. ‘Look. There’s room for us all here.’ I patted the space next to me. ‘Sit down here, signora.’ I’d picked the wrong day, obviously. The entire front row was now shouting at me. Italians are very good at those strange conversations where people pretend to be shouting at each other and having a proper fight for five minutes before the situation resolves itself and the problem just goes away. I began to realise it wasn’t going to be one of those occasions. When an ominously big and beardy fishmonger started remonstrating as well I decided to try and beat a dignified retreat. I folded my paper away and walked back to the fondamenta. Ironic cheers followed me along my way.


I was last on to the vaporetto, the marinaio practically having to push the last few stragglers on, like commuters on the Tokyo underground being stuffed on to trains. I shared half my personal space with the rucksack of the backpacker next to me, who ignored the marinaio’s plea to take it off and put it on the deck; something he might have been prepared to do had there been an inch of space there. Most people, hopefully, would be getting off at the San Zaccaria stop for Piazza San Marco. That was only twenty minutes away. But it was going to be a long twenty minutes.


Sometimes Venice could be a hard city to live in. Sometimes, I thought, you really had to want to live here.


The crush did indeed thin out a little, but I was still sweating uncomfortably by the time we reached the Arsenale stop, the last one before Giardini. I decided to get off anyway. It wasn’t a long walk, and it might help me to cool down a little. Many of the great and perhaps not quite so good had parked their maxi-yachts along the riva here, granting them a magnificent view over the bacino of San Marco and, coincidentally, blocking off said view for the local residents.


After ten minutes’ walk I was at the entrance to the Giardini, that great, green space that was one of Napoleon’s better legacies to Venice. I walked past the statues of Wagner and Verdi, both of whom had had their noses removed in an act of vandalism a couple of years previously. There was no sign of the two of them ever being repaired. The two titans of nineteenth-century opera would probably always stare nose-lessly out at passers-by.


Venice is short of public gardens and so it had always seemed a shame to me that so much of its biggest park remained closed off for so much of the time. Indeed, the public wouldn’t be allowed in for three days yet, as the art world’s press mixed with artists, curators, collectors and oligarchs during the preview. Crowds were forming at the entrance. There was still a pecking order, even amongst the chosen few.


I had made up a little time so I stopped for a caffè macchiato at Paradiso, and took it outside. From here I could see the whole of the bacino, the island of Giudecca, the church of the Salute and the entrance to the Grand Canal. I hadn’t been up this way since, when? The last Biennale? I’d forgotten just how majestic that view was. Oh yes, you really had to want to live in Venice. And this was why people really wanted to live here.


I walked past the ever-growing line and waved my pass to the guard. She took a brief look at it, and punched the number into her handset. Then she looked confused, looked at me again, and re-entered the number. Her device bleeped and flashed a red light in a way that didn’t seem terribly encouraging. She drew a deep breath. ‘This thing hasn’t been working all morning,’ and waved me through.


My feet crunched on the gravel as I walked. The sky was clear, the sun was shining and, away from the suffocating crush of the vaporetto, it was just – just – warm enough. It was pretty much the perfect time of year to be in Venice. And it was certainly the perfect time to be at the Biennale; before actually seeing anything, when everything was unknown and everything was potentially brilliant. I smiled to myself. Months of translation work had left me feeling more than a bit cynical about the whole jamboree but – despite oligarchs, maxi-yachts and unintelligible abstracts – there was still a bit of magic about it. Some of the pavilions – the clean, minimalist lines of Scandinavia and Denmark, the jaggy modernism of Alvar Aalto’s Finnish building – seemed to reflect national stereotypes. Others were quirkier. The Hungarian pavilion was, somehow, the most Hungarian-looking building ever designed. The unfortunate Uruguayans were exiled to what had been a small warehouse around the back of the gardens. I stopped to give a quick wave to Enrico, engaged in conversation with a group of journalists outside the Venezuelan pavilion, a 1950s work by Carlo Scarpa.


‘Nathan, Nathan, wait up!’ I recognised the voice. I turned to see my Romanian friend Gheorghe jogging up the gravel path behind me, dressed, ever so slightly incongruously, in full evening dress. He smiled. ‘What brings you here?’


‘Meeting and greeting, Gheorghe. Opening day for the Brits. And, well, everyone I suppose. How about you? Come to cheer on the Romanians?’


‘Maybe later, Nathan. First day of work.’ He smiled.


‘Work? I thought you were still carrying dogs across bridges?’


‘I am, but I don’t do so much leg work these days. That whole operation is kind of franchised out. Leaves me a bit more time for other projects.’


‘That’s brilliant. I’m glad it’s going well. So what are you doing?’


‘I’m a dancing Frenchman.’


‘You what?’


‘A dancing Frenchman. That’s their installation this year. Half a dozen of us at a time, we’re just dressed up like this, in evening dress. And when somebody enters the pavilion we do a little dance around them. There’s some words to go with it as well. It’s fun. Come along later.’


‘I will. But, erm, why you? I mean, with you not being French and all.’


‘They couldn’t get enough, Nathan. An Insufficiency of Frenchmen, they’re calling it. They wanted people who could dance a bit and do a French accent.’


‘So they called you?’


‘Bit of luck really. I was helping a young woman’s poodle over the Rialto Bridge. That’s a nice route to have, you can have a proper chat with people. Anyway, it turned out she’s working for the curator, told me to get in touch.’ He smiled. ‘It’s good pay as well. And nearly six months’ work.’


‘I’m glad. Could be a whole new career for you?’


‘You never know. It’s a bit of a niche market, mind, but the skills are transferable.’ I could never quite tell when Gheorghe was being serious.


‘They might have called me. I speak French.’


‘Are you much of a dancer, Nathan?’


‘Not for the dancing. For the translation.’


We strolled together along the gravel paths in the early morning sun, up to the three great pavilions of Germany, France and Great Britain. All imposing, and all just a little bit pompous in comparison to some of the more modern, funkier ones we’d passed. We shook hands. ‘Buon lavoro, Gheorghe.’


‘Thanks. You too.’ He looked around. ‘There’s a few photographers around. Maybe we’ll both be in the papers?’


‘That’d be nice. See you later.’ He walked off, giving a little twirl along the way as if already getting into character.


A group of young people in regulation Art World Black T-shirts were handing out catalogues and goody bags at the entrance to the British pavilion. I took one from a young woman, and glanced around.


‘No prosecco?’


She smiled. ‘No prosecco! They won’t let us. Too dangerous, they say.’


‘Dangerous?’ I checked my watch. ‘I know it’s only half past ten but what could be dangerous about a few drinks and cicheti?’


She smiled again. ‘You’ll see.’


I felt a hand on my shoulder. ‘Don’t tell me. It’s another complaint about the lack of drinks, isn’t it?’ I turned around. The speaker was a man of about my age, wearing a dark suit over a plain black T-shirt. He had a thin growth of stubble, and hair just ever-so-slightly too long. He attempted to look serious, failed, and then grinned. ‘I’m Paul Considine. And it’s my fault that there’s no prosecco.’


‘You mean . . . ?’


‘This is my pavilion. Hang on, that sounds a bit pretentious doesn’t it? Anyway, I’m the artist.’ We shook hands.


‘I’m Nathan Sutherland.’


‘Ah, Mr Ambassador!’


‘Nothing so grand. Merely the honorary consul.’


‘That still sounds quite grand. Pleased to meet you. I hope you enjoy it. So tell me, do you live here all the time?’ I opened my mouth to reply, but he turned his head to look over my shoulder. ‘Oh hell, I’m sorry but my agent’s waving at me. He’s probably worried I’ve forgotten my speech or something. I’m going to have to run. We’ll talk later, okay?’ He gave my arm a squeeze, and ambled off.


It felt a bit odd cruising a lap of the crowd without a glass in my hand, but I did my best. I spotted someone I vaguely recognised, an elegant grey-haired man in his late fifties in an expensive camel coat. The British ambassador. I walked over.


‘Good morning. William Maxwell, I presume? I’m Nathan Sutherland.’


‘Ah, our famous honorary consul. Pleased to meet you.’ A deep, rich brown voice that could have been acquired at the same shop as the camel coat. ‘I don’t think we’ve spoken before, Nathan. How long have you been here?’


‘Nearly six years now. Only two of them as consul.’


‘That explains it. It would have been my predecessor who came up for the last Biennale. You’re very lucky to live here. I’m very jealous.’


‘Well, Rome must be lovely too.’


‘Oh it is. But it’s chaotic. It’s so wonderful to get away from the traffic. I really must try and come up more often. Are you busy?’


‘Not so much. The usual things. Lost passports, stolen property. Nothing terribly serious ever happens.’


He raised his eyebrows. ‘Really?’


I knew what he meant, and gave a little smile. ‘You heard about that then?’


‘British consul rescued by man on motorcycle whilst attempting to stop a valuable work of art falling into the Grand Canal. Yes, it did rather make the news.’


‘Sorry.’


He smiled and patted me on the back. ‘So, do you know anyone else here?’


‘No one at all. My partner met the curator once.’


Maxwell discreetly pointed his thumb over to the main doors – still closed – where a little man in horn-rimmed glasses was in animated conversation. He had the look of a slightly flabby Dmitri Shostakovich.


‘That’s him?’ I said ‘Vincenzo Scarpa? That’s the demon curator?’


‘Don’t be fooled’, said Maxwell. ‘He punched someone in the face on live TV only a few months ago.’ I whistled. He continued. ‘The chap he’s speaking to – the older one – is Gordon Blake-Hoyt. Affectionately known as GBH.’


‘Oh him. I’ve heard of him. Works for The Times, or someone like that. Hates anything modern, doesn’t he?’


‘That’s him. The two of them seem to be getting on rather well, don’t they?’


Indeed they were. Scarpa’s hand was resting on GBH’s shoulder, and the two of them were laughing. They paused for a moment, as a third man joined them. Paul Considine. Then they started sniggering again, as if at some private joke that he was not privy to. Considine was trying to smile, but looked awkward and embarrassed. It was evident he was trying to join in with the conversation, but the others seemed studiedly bored by his company and paid him little attention. Eventually he gave up and wandered off, shaking his head.


‘And who’s that?’ asked Maxwell.


‘Now that’s our artist. Paul Considine. We’ve just met, but I’m afraid I don’t know very much about him.’


‘Me neither. Only what I’ve read here.’ He brandished a copy of the press release. ‘These things never really add much, do they? At least this one’s written in English. I do wonder about some of them.’


I gave a watery smile. ‘Indeed.’


‘I get asked to quite of lot of these sorts of things. I expect you do too. Never quite sure what to make of them. Still, the best part of the Biennale is— ’


‘—the vernissage.’ We both laughed.


‘Ah, it seems as if something’s happening.’


A photographer was moving through the crowd, gently manoeuvring people into position outside the entrance. I found myself in the second row next to Shostakovich’s chubbier double. I smiled at him as if to say, ‘Isn’t this terribly exciting and a bit embarrassing at the same time’ but he didn’t even meet my gaze. Without a word, he grabbed the shoulder of the man in front of him, pulled him back, and took his place in the front row next to Gordon Blake-Hoyt. My new companion turned to me and silently mouthed the word ‘wanker’ as he briefly flashed the corna behind Scarpa’s head. I grinned and gave a little nod, and then the photographer was telling us all to hold still and smile. A few snaps, and then a guy with slicked-back hair and wearing a pin-striped suit walked out of the front row and turned to greet us.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, signore e signori. Ambassador,’ he nodded respectfully. ‘Honoured guests. Thank you for your patience. I’m not going to say too much. We’ll be going in in just a few minutes’ time – some of you have seen it already, for the rest of you I’m sure you’ll think it’s been worth the wait. But in the meantime I’d just like to introduce my dear friend Paul Considine.’


There was a ripple of applause but nothing seemed to be happening. I looked to my left. Considine was staring into space, oblivious to everything. The woman to his left took his arm, and whispered in his ear. He shook his head, as if to clear it, stepped forward and turned to face us.


His friend smiled at him. ‘Just a few words, Paul.’


Considine cleared his throat and half raised his hand. ‘Erm, not much to say really.’ He spoke quietly and I strained to hear exactly what he was saying. ‘It’s just brilliant to be here. Thanks to the British Council. Thanks to Lewis – Mr Fitzgerald – my agent here. For all the work he’s done. And for being a great friend. It’s fair to say I couldn’t . . . No, fair to say, I wouldn’t be here without him.’


His voice was cracking. He took a few deep breaths and continued.


‘It’s been difficult at times. It’s difficult for me to be an artist at times. Sometimes we forget, that when we create something . . . when we put something out for people to look at, we give them the power to hurt us. So in a way, that’s what this whole piece is about. It’s called “Seven by Seven by Seven”. It’s all in the title.’


He stopped again. The air was thick with embarrassment. In front of me, Blake-Hoyt and Scarpa were whispering to each other. I stared at Lewis, trying to catch his eye. For God’s sake, just step in and say something, please. But then Considine seemed to rally a little and gave a half-smile. ‘Anyway, thanks to all of you. I hope – well, I just hope you like it. It means a great deal to be here. And I’m very proud, and very happy. Thank you again.’ He gave a little bow and waved to the group of black-clad acolytes. ‘I think we can open up then?’


Two of them walked forward and pushed open the great double doors.


Scarpa shook hands with Blake-Hoyt, patted him on the cheek and, without so much as a glance inside, headed off in the opposite direction.


The rest of the crowd streamed in. Before I entered, I turned back to look at Considine. He was standing by himself, staring into space and looking utterly, terribly alone.




Chapter 3


I immediately understood the reason for the ‘no children’ rule.


Glass. Glass everywhere. Great vertical sheets of broken glass, glass spikes, broken mirrors, powdered glass underfoot. Only a thin line of tape on the floor served as a barrier to the spectator.


I struggled to remember how the pavilion had looked on my last visit, two years ago. It had been a more conventional gallery space then, divided up into white cubes. Now it had been completely remodelled into one gigantic, single room. Two glass staircases, on opposite sides, led to an upstairs gallery, three narrow glass-floored corridors overlooking the central area.


I made my way upstairs, a little unwillingly. I’ve never been good with heights, but that wasn’t the problem. It was the effect of feeling oneself suspended in the air above a valley of jagged, broken glass. The safety barriers – glass themselves, and a little lower than I’d have liked – provided no real feeling of security. One wall was lined with seven glass scythes. Another with seven swords. Another with seven daggers. It was simultaneously one of the most beautiful and terrifying things I’d ever seen.


As I looked down, the mirrors cast back distorted, broken reflections of my face. I rested my hands on the (glass) railing, closed my eyes and took a couple of deep breaths. Then I felt someone’s hand clap me on the back and I choked back a scream. I turned around, ready to let rip.


It was my companion from the photo shoot, the one who’d been forcibly removed from the front row by Vincenzo Scarpa. Middle-aged, floppy-haired and slightly ruddy of complexion. He looked as if he’d enjoy a drink.


‘Sorry, that was a bit thoughtless of me. Did I startle you?’ He spoke in English, with only the lightest trace of an Italian accent.


I exhaled, slowly. ‘Yes. I think you can say that.’


He chuckled. ‘Sorry again. What do you think?’


‘I think it’s brilliant. It’s scary as hell, but it’s brilliant. How about you?’


He cocked his head to one side and gave a little grimace. ‘It’s, well, it’s okay. I mean, I like it. It’s good. And people’s reactions are fantastic.’ He grinned at me. ‘But I don’t think it’s all that original.’


‘No?’


He shook his head, and lowered his voice. ‘No. I saw work like this last year at an exhibition in Stavanger. I think what he’s done here – well, it’s on a bigger scale. But like I said, I don’t think it’s original.’


‘You mean plagiarised?’


He waved his hands to shush me. He was speaking in a whisper by now. ‘I don’t know. I hope not. I’m not going to say anything. Certainly not in front of his agent. But there are others here who might.’ He gestured with his head towards the opposite gallery, where Gordon Blake-Hoyt was scribbling in a notebook, and making a great show of shaking his head. ‘That’s just for effect, you know. Scarpa gave him a personal tour yesterday. He’s filed his copy already. There’s a filthy review in today’s Times.’


‘So what’s he doing here again?’


‘Just to be nasty. Just to spoil the big day. Gordon Blake-Hoyt is like that.’


‘Bastard. The poor guy looks in a right state.’


‘Yes, I know. He’s kind of fragile anyway.’


‘I didn’t know that.’


‘There are stories. Booze and drugs hell. In the past. I think his agent does his best to keep him on the straight and narrow. I think he certainly earns his keep that way. You’re not in the art world yourself then?’


‘Me? No, I’m the honorary consul here. My name’s Nathan. Nathan Sutherland.’


‘Pleased to meet you Nathan. I’m Francesco Nicolodi. I’m with Planet Art magazine.’ We shook hands.


‘Are you in town for long?’


‘Only for a few days. I’m going to be busy. See as much as I can, try and identify the big hitters. Copy to file for next week.’


‘Are you going to Scotland and Wales?’


He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I should make an effort, I know. But if you’ve only got a few days it’s difficult to drag yourself away from the Giardini and the Arsenale. Are you going yourself?’


‘Oh yes. One of the perks of the job as hon con. You get to go to lots of parties. And the Welsh pavilion was really good last time. But do come to Scotland, they always put on a good spread.’


He threw his head back and laughed. ‘ “Put on a good spread”? You’re a terrible old philistine, Mr Sutherland.’ He paused. ‘What sort of spread?’


‘Hendrick’s gin. In the afternoon.’


‘I’ll be there.’ He checked his watch. ‘Right, I’ve got to head over to France now, and then over to Germany. Come along, they always look after you well on vernissage day.’


‘Don’t mind if I do.’


We went down the stairs. As we left, I could see the figure of Gordon Blake-Hoyt staring down at us, both hands gripping the railing. I got the feeling he was going to make sure he was the last one to leave. Just to make a statement.


Considine was sitting by himself, as his manager Lewis talked to the ambassador and various members of the press. He was trying, and failing, to light a cigarette.


‘Just a moment, Francesco.’ I walked over to Paul, and fished a lighter out of my pocket. ‘Light?’


He nodded. ‘Thanks.’ His hands shook a little as he took it. His face was more lined than I had thought at first. His eyes were red. He’d been crying. He dragged on his cigarette. Then he looked apologetic, and proffered the packet.


I shook my head. ‘I’m trying to give up.’


‘But you carry a lighter?’


‘In case I decide to stop trying.’


It got a smile out of him. I was pleased. ‘Listen,’ I said, ‘for what it’s worth, I think your work in there is fantastic. Absolutely bloody fantastic.’


He said nothing for a moment. Then ‘Thanks. Thanks, man.’


‘So who gives a damn what that rude old bastard thinks anyway. That’s just his job. Being professionally nasty.’


He reached behind me, grabbed a crumpled sheet of paper and pushed it into my hands. ‘Today’s Times. Hot off the press.’


It was Blake-Hoyt’s piece, or most of it, crudely torn from the newspaper. I cast my eyes over it, but didn’t want to read the whole thing. I didn’t need to. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said.


He grinned, but his shoulders were slumped and his eyes were sad. He looked beaten. ‘You know, my friend, after all these years I’ve learned one thing about people like this. That there’s no point trying to be nice to them. They just see that as weakness. And they serve no socially useful purpose at all. They’re parasites. Cancer.’


‘I’m sorry,’ I repeated, uselessly.


‘‘S’okay. Thanks.’


He continued to smile. Then he offered me the packet of cigarettes. ‘There’s only a couple left. Take them for Ron.’


‘For Ron?’


‘For later Ron.’


We both laughed. He closed his clear blue eyes for a second, and when he reopened them he was smiling. Properly, this time.


I clapped him on the shoulder, then turned and made my way towards the French pavilion, in pursuit of Francesco.




Chapter 4


I’d just clinked glasses with Nicolodi and the French ambassador when the screaming started. Except it wasn’t quite like that. Just a crash and a thud. A few raised voices. And then the screaming. Proper screaming. From the British pavilion.


People seemed frozen for a moment, and then Francesco and I broke into a run. Outside the main doors a young woman was sobbing hysterically as her friend hugged her and tried to calm her down. A black-clad acolyte was being violently and copiously sick.


We made our way inside. Lewis and Maxwell were darting from right to left, heads jerking this way and that as they tried to find a way into the maze of glass. I couldn’t understand what they were trying to do. Then Francesco grabbed my hand, and drew it upwards. ‘Look!’ Difficult to spot at first, but as I concentrated I could see that a section of the safety barrier in the upstairs gallery was missing. Then he drew my hand down . . .


A vertical sheet of glass. Broken. Jagged. Dripping with blood. Not, perhaps, as much as you might imagine. When I had time to think about it, it made perfect sense. The impact must have been so fast that very little blood had been spilled at the point of impact. The considerable amount that there was, was now pooling at the base of the plate. On one side of which lay the body of Gordon Blake-Hoyt. And on the other, his head.


I gagged and considered running outside to throw up. And then it hit me. I’d probably seen more dead bodies than anyone else here. ‘Okay, Francesco.’ I grabbed his arm. ‘I want you to go outside and make sure everyone’s all right. Get them some water, sit them down. Don’t let them leave. The police will want to speak with them.’ He looked at me with a mixture of horror and confusion, but then nodded and ran off.


Lewis and Maxwell were still trying to find a way through the jagged maze. I hadn’t even spoken to Lewis, and so I walked as calmly as I could up to the ambassador, and placed my arm across his path.


‘Leave it. Come on. Leave it. Both of you. Let’s just go outside.’


‘We can’t just leave him there.’ Lewis’ voice was a mixture of rage and hysteria.


‘Yes we can. That’s exactly what we’re going to do. He’s dead. There’s nothing we can do. And we’re not going to risk hurting ourselves.’


‘And who the bloody hell are you?’


‘I’m the honorary bloody consul in Venice, and right now I’m trying to stop anyone else from getting hurt. So step the hell back.’


The three of us stared at each other for a moment, but then Maxwell nodded, and we retreated outside.


* * *


‘Christ, Sutherland, this is a bloody disaster.’


‘With respect, Ambassador, it’s a bit more serious for him than it is for us. So what do we do now?’


‘ “We?” What do you mean “We?” ’


I breathed deeply. ‘Okay. It’s like this. I might not get paid, but I do know what I’m doing. The police will be on their way. There’ll be an ambulance within minutes.’


‘An ambulance?’


‘Yes.’ For God’s sake, how long had he been doing this job? ‘An ambulance. They’ll remove the body and then the police will, well, do what they have to do.’


‘And then?’


‘I’ve got contacts with the police and the emergency services. I’ll deal with them. Do you want to deal with the relatives?’


He remained stony-faced. Oh shit, it was going to have to be me. The very worst part of the job.


‘Okay, I’ll deal with the relatives. The police will put out a statement. That’s fine as far as it goes, but it will be as bland as bland can be. So you need to put out a press statement too. For the UK press. Something that will keep them happy, that will make them think we’re on top of the job. You understand? I can’t do that. This is going to be a big story; you need to deal with that side.’


He took a deep breath. ‘Fine. Thank you, Sutherland.’


‘Call me Nathan, please. You did earlier. “Sutherland” sounds like you’re my boss.’


There was no sign of either Considine or Lewis. I really, really felt the need for a cigarette. I looked around the crowd but nobody had lit up. Then I remembered Considine’s packet and reached into my jacket. Roll-ups. Roll-ups rolled by an artist. I should feel honoured. Then I realised that my hands were shaking, and that the shock was hitting me, and I sat down and closed my eyes as I smoked quietly.


The ambulance men arrived first. And then the police. There were a few of them I knew, and they gave me a nod. The entrance was taped up as the forensic team arrived, and I was given to believe that my work was done.


Maxwell, Francesco, Lewis and I looked at each other. Of Paul Considine there was no sign.


I pulled out my mobile phone, and dialled.


‘Dario. It’s an emergency . . .’




Chapter 5


I went to speak to Lewis once the police had finished with him.


‘I was a bit sharp back there, I’m sorry.’ I said
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