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For Pippa, who told me to go back to Venice









PROLOGUE


ROME, NOVEMBER 1966


Outside the Roma Termini station, she came to an abrupt halt. It was the flapping of their wings that had initially caught her attention, as she pushed against the glass door of the station. At first, she had been unable to place it, that strange, overwhelming noise. She had stood, watching the crowd as they milled around her, wondering why no one else seemed to be aware of it – that sound like a crackling fire, so that for one mad moment she wondered whether the world might be burning, whether everything that had happened before, everything she had left behind in the watery grave that Venice had since become, no longer mattered. Tilting her head upward, she watched the flock of birds that swarmed the evening sky. They looked, she thought, their dark form moulding into one, like a plague of locusts.


A stranger brushed against her as she stood, a businessman on his way home, a returned traveller – she didn’t know, but she could feel the force of his impatience as it pushed up against her. She stumbled, her eyes falling on the carabinieri station just yards away, on the guard who stood just outside its doors. Her heart began to beat at an unsteady pace. She wondered what the guard might see if he were to return her gaze – an innocent tourist momentarily overcome by the beauty of Rome, or something closer to the truth.


A fugitive in a foreign city.


She shivered and with hurried footsteps began to make her way in the opposite direction, forcing herself to focus on the familiar sound of her heels as they clicked against the cobbled streets, the rhythm steady and strong, urging her forward.


She told herself not to look back.









CHAPTER 1


VENICE, OCTOBER 1966


She was on her way to the Rialto market, hoping to buy some vongole from one of the local fishmongers, despite the fact that it was October and therefore not really the season for them, when she felt someone grab her by the wrist.


Just moments earlier, Frances, or Frankie, as she was known to the small set of people she had called friends over the years, had been walking alongside the Grand Canal, concerned with nothing more than her aching feet crying out for a vaporetto. Pulling the cowl of her houndstooth wool overcoat tightly to her neck, in what she was forced to concede was a failing attempt to keep out the impending cold and drizzle, she had made her way determinedly towards the fish market – her heels clicking against the rain-splattered cobblestones, dodging the crowds of tourists winding their cameras with spools of film to capture the city’s famous candelabras, and their accompanying tour guides, wooden paddles held high into the air – all the while cursing the friend who was supposed to have been walking alongside her in this miserable weather.


Instead, weeks before, Frankie had sat alone at Victoria station, about to board a train to Dover, a crumpled telegram somewhere at the bottom of her bag. It had been handed to her along with her ticket. RUNNING LATE STOP SORRY STOP FORGIVE ME. Frankie knew that the use of a question mark was impossible in a telegram, but still, it didn’t stop her feeling needled by the assumption of the last bit, turning the latter into a declaration instead of a plea. She was used to such flightiness on the part of her friend, and yet the slight had rankled more than usual. Venice had been Jack’s suggestion, after all – Frankie would never have come on her own.


When Frankie later telephoned her friend from the telephone box at the station, Jack had begged her to cancel and wait until the following weekend, when they could set off together and be in the City of Bridges in just a few hours rather than a few days. Frankie still didn’t understand the reason for the delay, had heard the edge in Jack’s voice when she had broached the question. It wasn’t as if Jack had to clock in. Heiresses were not subject to the same gruelling schedule as the rest of the world. Jack was, had always been, at the mercy of no one but herself – a fact she often tried to exert upon others. But that day, Frankie had refused. She had only ever flown once before and had detested every second. There was something about it – the whining of the engines, the slamming of air, of oxygen, of force, of gravity. The toll she could feel it taking on her body. She wondered about her insides, whether they were as clenched, condensed, as twisted and distorted as they felt. She had been, for the duration of the trip, aware of nothing so much as the feeling of being trapped in that box of tin, thick with cigarette smoke and cloying perfume, with polite conversations and sharp, quick glances. It reminded her too much of the years during the war – confined in dusty basements, listening to the roar of planes overhead. She had sprinted from her seat the moment the plane touched the ground.


Not that the ferry and train over had proved to be much better. The ferry had been an arduous journey, the inside suffocating in warmth – filled to the brim with ladies playing bridge, unsupervised children running wild, their husbands and fathers retreating to dark corners with cigarettes and measures of scotch – while the dark and gloom of the weather outside made it impossible to step out for a breath of fresh air. Later, in Italy, Frankie had misread her connecting ticket, thinking she was leaving Turin from Porta Susa, the station where she had arrived from Paris. She realised only at the last minute that the train to Venice left from Porta Nuova, nearly a full mile away. After several panicked moments, she managed to come to her senses and hail a taxi, arriving, mercifully, just in time, although flushed and sweating as she collapsed into her assigned seat, blood pounding in her ears. Her spirits had been further dampened upon realising her travelling companion was an elderly woman cloaked in a large and rather foul-smelling fur coat, with a miserable-looking dachshund, which was prone to fits of loud yapping every time the train lurched, perched on her lap.


When Frankie finally arrived at the station in Venice and managed to purchase the right ticket for the right water bus, she had experienced an inflated sense of triumph. Alighting at the San Zaccaria station, confident in her ability to steer herself through the city unaided, she had even gone so far as to decline the help of a smiling porter, determined to make her way through the sestiere of Castello all on her own. It was a decision she soon regretted, as her meticulously written directions led her down one street and then another, the width barely large enough for herself and her one leather bag, let alone the people trying to make their way from the opposite direction. And yet, somehow, there always seemed to be enough room, the person coming towards her shifting just enough to allow them both through without so much as brushing shoulders. These narrow passageways then emptied out into campi – the open spaces smaller than she had imagined – before leading her onward and over one little bridge, and then another, and sometimes under archways that forced her to bend forward so as not to hit her head on the stone. She had taken a few wrong turns but nothing that had led her too far out of her way. The most disconcerting moment had come when she met with a dead end, which, unlike those she was used to at home – bricks that boxed you in and held you in place – meant she found herself standing in front of an archway that led only to water, rushing up and over the stones, dangerously close to her feet. The first time it had happened, Frankie stumbled, thrown off by the movement of the waves, by the sulphuric odour that filled the alcove. It was hypnotic, the lapping of the green water up and over the cobbles, the smell of brine surrounding her, so that instead of taking a step back, she had moved forward, as if to welcome it. The spell was broken only when a local had appeared in one of the windows, calling out something to her in Venetian. Looking up, she had seen window boxes and lace curtains, an older man looking down at her in consternation as music flooded from a record player somewhere inside the flat. Frankie backed away, embarrassed. Head down, she had pushed onward, trying to make it look as though she knew where she was going.


That had been weeks ago, and there was still no sign of Jack.


And so Frankie was alone, in a city that was still largely unknown to her, when she felt that hand clasp on to her wrist, fingers tightening in a way that made her body go slack with fear. This reaction irked her hugely, for she had never been one to be afraid, to be skittish, or any of those other detestable feminine attributes that were encouraged in the etiquette books of her childhood, but after everything that had happened of late, the instinct to recoil was now almost second nature.


But then – she looked up, her eyes falling on the person standing there, and she could have laughed. It was only a girl. A young woman, Frankie supposed she should say, although lately anyone younger than her own two and forty years seemed infantile.


‘Frances – is that you?’


Just then a wasp, no doubt attracted to the bundle of yellow plums Frankie had in her canvas bag, purchased from the floating greengrocers at Campo San Barnaba, dived between them and Frankie swatted it away, breaking the girl’s hold in the process.


‘Yes,’ Frankie replied. The word, she knew, sounded severe in its haste, more so than she had intended. She studied the girl, struck first by the long, wavy red hair that cascaded over her shoulders, reaching nearly to her waist. The girl’s outfit, she thought, looked as though it had been carefully selected from a West End shop. A shapeless mustard-coloured shift with a Peter Pan collar, the dress grazed midway at her thighs, and was covered by an oversized swing coat that ended just below. Frankie felt suddenly prim, older than her years, with her short blonde wisps of hair pinned tightly back, kirby grips scraping against her scalp, her face bare except for some hastily applied eyeliner. She herself wore a simple black sweater and pair of cigarette trousers. She pulled her overcoat tight against her. ‘It’s Frankie, actually. No one ever calls me Frances, except for elderly relatives and people who don’t really know me.’ She frowned at the words, feeling the pull of the pins against her scalp.


The girl in front of her was a stranger, she was certain of it. And yet—


‘I knew it was you,’ the girl cried, pulling her close, into something that would have resembled a hug had Frankie’s body yielded to the movement. ‘Oh, God, it’s been ages, but I knew it was you.’


‘Do we know one another?’ Frankie asked, stepping back.


The girl’s hands flew to her face and she laughed. ‘Oh, goodness, you don’t remember.’


Frankie’s eyes narrowed. She met a good deal of people in her line of work, had met even more in the last year, after the publication of her most recent novel, despite its admittedly tepid reception, but the girl before her seemed too young to be involved with that crowd. Frankie had difficulty believing she could be a day over twenty. No, their paths would not have crossed in the world of publishing.


‘You’re not Diane’s daughter?’ Frankie inquired, the vision of a schoolgirl dragged in to meet her suddenly vivid in her mind. She had never been a fan of Diane, the wife of one of the editors at her publishing house – she couldn’t remember whose at this point. The woman was far too eager, too effusive for her liking.


The girl’s face brightened. ‘You do remember! Oh, I’m so pleased.’


‘Yes,’ Frankie replied, allowing a tight smile. In her memory the girl had been a blonde – but perhaps she was wrong. She wished that she had not mentioned Diane at all now, that she had let the girl make her own introduction, just so that she could be certain. ‘What are you doing in Venice?’ she asked, not bothering to make the question sound anything less than pointed.


‘Playing tourist,’ the girl responded with a smile. ‘And you?’


She searched the girl for any signs of pretence – for surely she knew the real reason for Frankie’s presence in the city. The incident at the Savoy had been in all the papers at the time. Jack and her editor had tried to hide them from her, but she had seen a few, had even managed to glimpse a headline or two. FEMALE WRITER BECOMES HYSTERICAL. WOMAN NOVELIST LOSES THE PLOT. They hadn’t been particularly clever. But, then, she imagined there had been a rush to make it to the printing press first – it wasn’t every day an esteemed writer had a very public breakdown in the middle of a bar at a five-star hotel. If the girl in front of her was aware of any of this and lying for Frankie’s sake, or for her own, Frankie could detect nothing, no betrayal that she knew. She shrugged. ‘Something like that, I suppose.’


‘And have you only just arrived?’ she asked, to which Frankie responded yes, even though it was a lie. ‘It’s a pity you weren’t here earlier,’ the girl continued, indicating the market around them. ‘You’ve only just missed the moeche.’


‘Moeche?’


‘Yes, it’s a delicacy, straight from the lagoons. The Venetians call them moeca.’


Frankie nodded, conscious that they were standing still amongst the crowd of the morning market, locals and tourists alike pulsating around them, although there was little chance of confusing the two. The locals appeared determined, ready to root out the best deals of the day, fortified by their morning espresso, while in the tourists she thought she could read something of disinterest in their slackened expressions, their eyes moving quickly over the architecture of the city and lingering instead on the little stalls full of postcards and trinkets. ‘They’re already out of season, then?’ she asked, trying to be polite, wondering whether they would be swept up in the movement if they continued to remain static. Frankie loathed small talk.


The girl gave a laugh. ‘They don’t have much of a season. They’re here one day and gone the next. The moecante know when they’re ready to moult.’


‘Moult?’ Frankie asked, turning her attention back to the girl and thinking of birds and feathers and wondering how this all made sense for something that came from the canal.


‘Yes, you see, they’re crabs, and when they shed their shells there is a moment, a few hours, when they’re soft enough to eat.’ The girl grinned. ‘Only,’ she continued, somewhat earnestly, ‘they have to be taken out of the water at once, so that the new shell doesn’t start to grow and harden.’


Frankie looked at the girl then – really looked at her – as she tried to decide whether she was horrified or amused by the expression of excitement on the girl’s face at the prospect of such violence. ‘That sounds terrible,’ she offered, her voice suggesting she did not mean it.


‘Yes, I suppose it does.’ The girl nodded, still smiling as she spoke. ‘Are you in Venice on your own, Frances?’


At the abruptness of the question, Frankie’s eyes narrowed. Yes, Diane’s girl had been a blonde. ‘Why do you ask?’


The girl shrugged. ‘I was going to suggest that we might meet for a cup of coffee.’ When Frankie didn’t respond, she added, ‘I’m here alone as well.’


‘A cup of coffee?’ Frankie repeated.


‘Yes. Shall we meet tomorrow? Where are you staying?’


‘In a palazzo near the Campo Santa Maria Formosa. I can’t remember the number,’ she lied. ‘But I can’t make coffee tomorrow, I’m afraid.’


This was obviously not what the girl had expected to hear. ‘Oh,’ she replied, somewhat more softly than before. ‘And the day after?’ she asked, the words spoken with a slight hesitation this time.


‘The same.’ Frankie intended to leave it there, to walk away without being coerced into making plans with the strange girl. The idea of meeting people, of having to engage in conversation with strangers, was one that rarely appealed to her – but then, seeing the crestfallen look on the girl’s face and desperate to say anything that would extract her from the situation, from the crowds growing around them, Frankie felt compelled to add, ‘I might be able to rearrange a few things.’


The girl’s face broke into a large grin.


‘It’s Gilly, by the way,’ she said, pronouncing her name with a hard G and extending her hand. ‘Just in case you’d forgotten.’


Frankie had been to the Continent only once before, as a young girl.


The memories she had from that time in France were brief and scattered. In her mind it was all dazzling lights thrown against cobbled streets, the smell of bakeries in the morning. She had been lucky enough to tour the country with a friend and her parents, a loop that had taken them from the capital in a large unwieldy circle through cities, port towns, and small villages. Throughout it all, however, her heart had remained steadfastly in the city of lights. For while she had loved the quaintness of Rouen, the magic of Mont Saint-Michel, and even the hot, sandy beaches of Nice, in the end there had been nothing that compared to Paris, to the smell of it, from the aroma of yeast in the morning to the powerful stench of the fromageries to the hot breath of the metro that assaulted her every time she tripped down the stairs. There, she had felt the future stretching before her, wide and unmarked, hers for the taking.


Frankie had done little travelling in her adult life. At first, her lack of travel had been because she could not afford to do so, her parents’ deaths and her decision not to marry – despite one solid proposal and another, hastily rushed offer – but to instead attend university, putting her at a distinct financial disadvantage when compared to her peers. But then there had been a bit of success with the publication of her first novel in her late twenties, and some money as well, enough for a holiday abroad. By that time, however, her interest in travelling had diminished greatly, the feeling that she had once experienced growing harder to remember as the years passed, until it was only a vague memory. And while others around her prattled on about needing to go elsewhere in order to truly find oneself, Frankie could not help but think it was all a bit rubbish. She knew herself already – too well, she often thought – and so she knew that the dark, rainy streets of London were for her, that the high street in Crouch End and the trip down to Euston on the 91 bus, followed by a brisk walk over to Bloomsbury to show her reader’s ticket at the British Museum’s round Reading Room, were the only kind of excitement she wanted. Others could keep the sizzling beaches of Positano, and even the romantic dreariness of Paris – she didn’t envy them for it, not one bit. Hers was a small world and she was glad of it.


Perhaps not surprisingly, then, Frankie had hated Venice when she first arrived. It had been warmer than she anticipated, so that the palazzo had been stuffy and unpleasant – and yet it had been impossible to open the windows due to the abundance of mosquitoes that seemed to lurk in both canal and courtyard. She had made the mistake only once, awakening to find herself covered in red bites that itched and swelled, growing into blisters that wept and refused to heal. The very worst were still present, a cluster on her forearm that she had begun applying a salve to, worried that they might never fade.


But then, just a few days after her arrival, the weather had broken. The air had grown damp and chill, eerily similar to autumn in London, and the vast majority of the tourists vanished from the campi. With this shift in weather came the emergence of Venice’s actual residents, who had somehow managed to remain invisible to her before then – older Venetian women, wrapped in fur coats, walking arm in arm with friends on the way to share a drink, and their male counterparts, making their way determinedly up one bridge and then another, a small dog often scuttling beside. Suddenly, Frankie found, the city seemed a place to be lived in rather than a place to be visited, and she had come to enjoy Venice in the days that had passed since – in particular, the emptiness of the city, something that never happened in London, no matter the season. Gone were the hurried footsteps that crowded the city, so that now Frankie could spend hours gazing upward, unfettered, unworried about bumping into someone else. She could linger in passageways, in cafés, eating brioche or sometimes krapfen, the Italian version of a jam doughnut, lingering over her coffee, in no rush now that the crowds had dissipated.


In Venice, Frankie found she could almost feel it again, that sensation she had experienced as a young girl in Paris. In certain places, at certain times of day. She found it when she rode the water buses, the vaporetti, looking up at the city, always up, her neck craning, as if the city demanded such reverence, and again when it was dark and gloomy, which it almost always was now, when she became lost in this city constructed of bridges and canals and too many tiny islands to count and too many twisty, hidden streets to know. She found it in those places marked by history, the echo of some long-ago person or event reaching out across time to mark her, in a way that she felt she had not been since her youth.


Now, after her encounter with the girl, Frankie felt the city somehow changed, as if the lustre of it had been dulled by the girl’s intrusion. It was a ridiculous thought, one that was far too sentimental for even her own liking, and yet she could not help but feel that the day was altered, her presence in it now marked by the girl’s own.


Moving between the market stalls, Frankie stopped at her favourite seller for aromi misti, that little bundle of rosemary, bay leaves and thyme, and waited until it was her turn to order. She had learned, after her first week, not to touch the produce herself, the action having earned her a sharp slap on the hand as well as a rebuke in rapid-fire Venetian from the woman running the stall. Since then she had discovered that one had to wait – as one often did, it seemed, in Italy – to be noticed, to be served, to pay and receive any lire owed. Tasks that back home in London took only a few minutes seemed to stretch endlessly here. There was one place to buy produce, another for seafood, another for wine, and another still for cheese and pasta and eggs. And yet, rather than frustration, Frankie felt a strange sense of calm at the mechanics required in these day-to-day transactions.


She drifted towards the fish market now, where she managed to buy some seppioline at a good price, fresh from the lagoon, but not the vongole she had initially hoped for. As she handed over the coins, Frankie reflected that the purchase did not bring her as much pleasure, nor did the sight of the creatures’ black ink, used by the fisherman to scrawl the price. She could, she thought, still feel the fingers of the redheaded girl around her wrist.


Afterwards, her shopping complete, she turned and headed to a local bacaro just steps away from the market. Fighting her way through the small crowd of Italians filling the one-room bar, through the chatter and cigarette smoke that hung heavy in the air, she ordered her usual un’ ombra at the counter and took the red wine outside to enjoy on the battered wooden chairs, alongside the rest of the locals who had similarly spilled onto the streets. She waited for the drink to calm her nerves. But even hidden in the shadows of the overlooked passageway, sipping on wine, her heels tapping against the cobblestones, her mind would not quiet, would not be still.


Gilly. That was what she had called herself. Frankie thought it had a ring of falsity to it. As did her story about their supposed introduction. Gilly, with a hard G. It was too juvenile, too hard to believe that someone had willingly bestowed it as an actual given name. As Frankie took another sip of wine, she allowed that it wasn’t the girl herself so much as the girl’s recognition that had unsettled her. A reminder that while she might play at disappearing into Venice, her vanishing act could never truly be complete. There would always be someone who knew her – and who knew about what had happened at the Savoy. The two were synonymous now, intrinsically linked. No matter how much she detested the thought.


Frankie gave a small shake of her head, swearing under her breath.


If only she had never read that damned review.


She had made it a habit, ever since the publication of her first novel, to ask her editor to send her the press cuttings, once they became available. Charlotte Brontë had done it, she knew, making sure that she received each and every word written about her work. Frankie had always liked the idea, had told herself it was good to know what the reviewers did and did not respond to, so that she could work on it and improve in her next book. Of course, this had been easier with the first novel, when the praise had been near unanimous.


Since then, there had been a shift – a subtle one, but still there all the same.


Her latest novel had garnered only a handful of reviews, far less than her first outing, with gentle critiques alongside lines of flattery referring, as they inevitably did, to her first novel, which Frankie wasn’t certain was even still in print. They lauded her language, her skill, but they also felt that her most recent was only more of the same, the reviewers’ boredom emanating from the page. Frankie could feel something unspooling within her. Her second novel had sold well, based on the success of her first, but her third had faltered, and it soon became apparent that this, her fourth and most recent, was destined for the same type of mediocrity. Frankie had grown increasingly apprehensive over the years, sensing the interest of her publishing house begin to shift, imagining it as some great beast brought to life, shuffling slowly about, sniffing at her tentatively, and then turning its back on her. She could feel it, she thought: the end, lurking just around the corner. She still had one more book left on her contract, technically. It was part of a deal she had signed after her third, when they still had a bit of confidence left in her, in her ability, when they still believed that she was something worth investing in. A contract for one more, and a first look at the one after that. If they decided not to publish, she didn’t know what would happen then, tried not to let herself dwell too much – though that soon became impossible after the review.


Bundled up alongside the other publications that her editor, Harold, had his secretary post out to her every fortnight or so, the review had appeared in a weekly magazine she did not recognise, written by someone identified only as J.L.


Her face had burned as she read the opening paragraph.


The first line of Frances Croy’s latest novel failed to transport me. There was something so apathetic, so resigned, so passive about her opening sentence that this reviewer could only sit back and reflect for a moment, wondering what had happened to the daring writer who was first introduced to the reading public with her astonishing debut, After the End. There was no trace of her here.


At first, Frankie tried to forget about the review, tried to push it out of her mind. But she had always had a tendency to fixate, to obsess. That day she had cleaned her entire flat from top to bottom. When the place was spotless and she could find nothing more to spray or polish, she decided to contact her editor. Instead of phoning Harold, she paid him an unannounced visit, throwing the magazine onto his desk without so much as an explanation first. It had been dramatic, but, then, Frankie felt the moment called for it. After reading the review, Harold shrugged his shoulders and suggested that the words belonged to an overzealous admirer.


‘A fan?’ she had scoffed. ‘No, Harold, I think we can at least say that is impossible.’


But Harold shook his head and told her she would be surprised at what he had seen during his years in the business. ‘Sometimes love and hate become muddied in the eyes of the beholder,’ he told her.


She had reached for his packet of cigarettes, the only time she allowed herself the indulgence. ‘That sounds like complete nonsense,’ she told him. Frankie had hoped he didn’t notice just how much her hands were shaking as she lit her cigarette.


‘Why bother yourself over a single review? Most people don’t even read them.’


‘That isn’t the point, Harold.’


‘I know, dear, but try not to think too much of it. The other critics, well, they—’ But then he had fallen silent, cleared his throat a few times, and spread his hands in absence of words, so that Frankie wanted to snap, wanted to demand what exactly those other critics had written, as she could read between the tepid lines and general silence just as well as her editor. ‘Don’t let it bother you,’ he had advised her then. ‘In fact, look at it as a challenge to try something new with the next one, something to perk up the sales a bit.’


Frankie had blinked.


‘You’re not exactly the budding ingenue any longer,’ Harold hurried to explain. ‘We’re four books in now, Frankie, and what worked at first, well … ’


It wasn’t working any longer. That was what he wanted to say.


‘Something new?’ she asked, ignoring the better part of his statement.


After that, he had refused to discuss the review further, suggesting a strong cup of Earl Grey and a good night’s sleep. ‘It won’t seem so important in the pale gleam of morning,’ he promised.


Frankie had smirked at the idea and, upon arriving home, done the very opposite of what her editor proposed by not sleeping at all that night. Instead, she sat up, reading and rereading the review until she knew it by heart, smoking the entire pack of Player’s Navy Cut that she had palmed when leaving his office, hating the slim counterparts that were marketed now towards women. In the morning, eyes red and puffy, she threw the review into the wastepaper bin, and made herself that suggested cup of tea.


It wasn’t as though there weren’t people who hadn’t liked her books before. Her second had elicited a rather snippy review from one of the mainstream broadsheets, but, then, Frankie had known the reviewer, had known his disdain for anything that others loved, and so she had shrugged it off without much consequence to her ego. There was something different about this one. Something strangely intimate, personal, as if the writer of the piece knew her, so that she could feel their disapproval – no, it was something stronger than that – their disappointment pulsing in the words that swam on the page. She could feel that spool inside her give just a tiny bit more, could feel the panic harden and calcify, the embarrassment giving way to anger.


Perhaps if she were younger, she could have handled it better. But now everything seemed to hold so much more significance, so much more weight. There was more to lose now, so that it all felt precarious in a way that the naïveté of youth had always protected her from.


Several weeks later, she rang Harold. ‘Maybe,’ she told him when he picked up, ‘my next novel will be about the murder of a critic.’


‘Isn’t that what Patricia Highsmith does?’ he had responded.


Frankie didn’t know but accepted that Harold was probably right and grumpily set the idea aside. After, she decided she was more like Steinbeck than Brontë. Like him, she wanted to meet the reviewer, to speak with them, to understand what it was that had cultivated such a dislike for her work. But all she had were the reviewer’s initials, J.L., and the growing wall of silence that seemed to surround them. In response, she wrote missive after missive, planning to ask Harold to send them out to anyone he thought might know the identity of the reviewer, to the magazine itself even. In her most desperate moment she considered taking an ad out in the paper and printing both letter and review, embracing this public shame rather than hiding away from it, as she supposed the author of the review wanted.


In the end, she burned them all, one by one, sipping on whisky that tore at her throat, imagining that it was the flames she felt against her skin, hot and insistent. Forced to concede then that she would most likely never know the true identity of the mysterious J.L., she tried to temper it, tried to snuff it out – that feeling inside her that burned and twisted. At least, that’s what she told herself, told her editor, at the frown settling between his eyebrows, told Jack, at the tight line that formed on her lips, every time they spoke.


In the end, what happened that night at the Savoy was unsurprising, seemed even somewhat inevitable, to both herself and those who knew her. As did her stay at Brimley House.


An establishment an hour outside London, Brimley House billed itself as a relaxation centre, though anyone familiar with the institution knew it was far more than just that. Frankie hadn’t wanted to go, but Jack as well as Harold had insisted, united in this one thing, arguing that the sanatorium was her best chance at avoiding being committed after what had happened at the Savoy. Frankie might have risked it, but in the end she hadn’t been given a choice – not with the stories that had appeared in the papers. So instead of waiting for the men in white coats to come knocking, Frankie had turned herself in, as it were. She checked herself into the clinic under a false name, somewhat curious, despite her initial misgivings. Within a week she determined that it wasn’t for her, that the treatments of exercise and painting were absolute rubbish and only made her angrier, more desperate. She had always been a solitary person, but confined within the creaky Victorian bones of Brimley House, she experienced a new type of isolation, and the totality of it terrified her.


She left in the middle of the night, nearly three weeks later, promising herself that she would never be so foolish again. At a hotel, she called Jack, told her about her plans for leaving England, not yet ready to go back to her old life, and it was then that her friend had first proposed Venice.


Frankie initially protested at the idea, but Jack had silenced her. ‘I know how you feel about Italy, Frankie, but just listen for once. Venice isn’t even really Italy.’ At which point she had launched into a reasonable explanation for her choice – namely, money and space – ending with: ‘And, besides, all the great writers went there at one time or another.’


And although Frankie hadn’t intended to, although she had developed solid impressions of Italy over the years from things she had read, things she had overheard – too many leering men, too many stodgy dishes Italians wouldn’t dare to eat themselves, dressed up in price – she was forced to concede that Jack’s offer was rather appealing.


‘There isn’t anyone else staying there?’ Frankie had asked, not daring to trust her luck.


‘Not at the moment,’ Jack said. ‘It belongs to Mummy and Daddy, but they haven’t been in ages. They’ve taken to renting it out over the years, mainly to local families, but there’s been no one recently.’


Frankie had taken a minute to consider. ‘What’s the catch?’


‘No catch at all, darling,’ Jack said, a slight hitch in her voice. ‘It is, technically, only half of the palazzo. The other part belongs to someone else, but they have their own entrance, so you’d never even see them. Never even hear them, if I remember correctly.’


‘That sounds perfectly reasonable,’ Frankie mused. ‘There must be something else, though. What aren’t you telling me?’


‘Nothing – only,’ Jack began, ‘I thought we might join you, help you settle in. We’d only stay for a few days, but we’ve been hoping to get out of London for a bit as well. Plus, to be honest, we’ve been thinking about selling recently. None of us have used the palazzo in ages, and I don’t want the hassle of inheriting it. You being there would be such help. It would force me to make the trip and get the whole thing started. It’s all a bit complicated over there – buying and selling in Italy is a difficult process, nothing is ever as easy as you wish it were.’


‘We?’ Frankie asked, pressing a point she knew she should ignore but feeling somewhat irked by what she suspected was Jack checking up on her.


There was a pause. ‘Yes.’


The word was spoken with a fair amount of courage mustered into it. If she hadn’t been so annoyed, Frankie might have even laughed. The we Jack was referring to was Leonard, her husband. The decision to marry had surprised no one more than Jack, a woman who had long championed the independent, single woman but who had come round to Frankie’s flat and confessed her contrary feelings one very drunken night two years earlier. Only a few weeks later Jack and Leonard had married. It was a small affair, just the two of them, and her parents, at a register office. Frankie was still smarting from not being invited. Since then, their relationship had been strained. It wasn’t that Frankie disliked Leonard – no, he was perfectly fine, despite being a bit dull – it was more that she disliked what he had done to their friendship, how his presence had altered her own.


By the time of the incident at the Savoy, Frankie and Jack had spoken only rarely, had seen each other only a handful of times. At first, Frankie blamed it on her work, on her book, reassuring herself in those moments when she began to worry about the state of their friendship that it was only down to their busy lives. But that was not it and she knew both of them realised it. With the introduction of Leonard into Jack’s life, something had shifted, almost imperceptibly at first but still there, a crack that ran along the foundation of their friendship, that usurped Frankie. Change worried her in general but particularly so when it came to her friend. She had always thought that there might be a time when Jack might outgrow her or, worse yet, realise that theirs was a peculiar friendship, the heiress and the author, and decide it no longer suited. That night at the Savoy, Jack’s had been the first name that came to mind when the police questioned her, despite the slight worry buried deep within that her friend would not come. Her fear, it turned out, was unwarranted. Jack arrived in an amount of time that defied all laws of London traffic.


And Leonard, to his credit, had been just as eager to offer help. Though Frankie was hesitant to involve him, Leonard had been instrumental in settling things afterwards. He was, after all, the only solicitor that Frankie knew, and once Jack had insisted, both of them saw the added advantage of his involvement – his ensured silence on the matter.


But that was all in the past.


Frankie shuddered now and stood, leaving her glass of wine only half finished. Walking back into the market, she skirted the stalls, the sellers, anxious to be away from the crowds.


‘Vuoi comprare, signora?’ a seller called to her.


‘No, grazie,’ Frankie murmured. She moved away from the market, towards the bridge. Determined to shake off this malaise, she reminded herself of how she had felt when Jack first told her about the palazzo, the vast structure sitting empty, waiting, it seemed, for her to fill it. After all her initial misgivings, after all her doubts, once she had decided that she would take the opportunity her friend had so graciously offered, Frankie was able to see it: the glimmer of hope as it began to take shape before her. A reminder of what she had once felt as a young girl, all those years ago. As she moved back towards the palazzo now, anxious to be inside, she tried to hold on to that same feeling.


In the courtyard, she paused.


The first time she had heard the neighbours was several days after her arrival. Frankie had returned home late, her steps echoing across the stone, when she paused to find her keys and was startled to hear the sound of footsteps continue. She had hastened up the stairs then, her fingers shaking as she undid the lock that led into the entrance hall, all the while wondering if an intruder had somehow managed to find their way in. But then a minute passed, and then another, and with it there came no further evidence of a stranger, nothing beyond the same interrupted pattern of footsteps on stone, so that at last she reasoned it must be from next door.


The way that the palazzo was divided, it made it possible to look across the courtyard from the entrance hall and into the stretch that must serve as a similar space in the neighbouring apartment. Frankie had never seen anyone walk through the rooms, not even so much as a shadow, but there had been a night, not so long ago, when a light was turned on. Rather than feel alarmed, Frankie had found a certain measure of comfort in the warm glow, in the acknowledgement that she was not alone in what often seemed a giant mausoleum. For while she enjoyed the quiet of the streets during the day, night was another matter.


Now she paused on the foot of the stairs, searching for any sign of her mysterious neighbour. There was nothing. It was as if the palazzo, as if the city around her, were vacant except for her own presence, as if the nothingness stretched on for miles and miles around her.


The stillness of Venice reminded her of those years during the war when she had worked as an air-raid warden. She had been too young, but people then had looked the other way when it came to such things. She was willing, that was the important thing, and she was capable, an added advantage for the people in her section. While some wardens were content to allow the more stubborn occupants to remain in their homes, swayed by pleading and earnest glances, once the yellow standby warning sounded, Frankie had made sure everyone in her domain was out and heading for the designated shelter, no excuses. She had even once carried an elderly man’s bird cage when he refused to leave his beloved parakeet behind. Instead of wasting precious minutes arguing, she picked up the cage and made for the door, not waiting to see if the man was behind her.


Afterwards, once all those under her watch were securely hidden below, she would stop, would look out at the changing landscape before her, at the city she no longer recognised, and be filled with the sharp feeling of panic that she was the only one left. It was nonsense – she could count on her hand the number of people who were only steps away from her, hidden beneath the ground. And yet still, standing on an abandoned street in the once-bustling city of her youth, she had felt nothing but desolation stretching in front of her, beside her, all around. In those moments, she worried that it would go on for ever, that none of them would ever escape, not truly, not in any real way that mattered.


Now, Frankie forced herself to slowly inhale, a touch of sea and salt present on the edges of the air around her, reminding her once more where she was. In Venice – miles away from London and ghosts of the past. She let out a deep breath and hurried inside.









CHAPTER 2


The telephone had been ringing on and off for nearly an hour. Which was not in itself unusual, except for the fact that Frankie had not been aware of there actually being a telephone anywhere within the palazzo. The vast structure did not seem fitted for such modern conveniences and so she had never thought to look upon her arrival, assuming the place would not be wired for a telephone.


The initial ring had woken Frankie early that morning. In response she had pulled the sheets over her head and returned to sleep, assuming that the ringing was from the neighbouring palazzo, the sound muted and far away. Only fifteen minutes later she was awoken again, at which point she began to wonder whether it wasn’t from somewhere within her side of the palazzo after all. With much regret, and a fair bit of grumbling, she pushed herself up and away from the bed, rubbing her eyes in an effort to dispel the fogginess and feeling as though she was still very much asleep. She grabbed her dressing gown, a silk kimono that Jack had given her one year for her birthday, the flower-patterned piece the only bit of colour she had allowed into her wardrobe. Shivering as the cold material made contact with her skin, she descended the stairs to the first floor, determined to find the blasted thing before it drove her mad.


Which, considering the size of the place, was no mean feat.


The palazzo was a three-storey structure, situated only a few minutes’ walk from the Campo Santa Maria Formosa, looked after by an infallibly loyal housekeeper named Maria, whose near-constant scowl felt somehow appropriate given the atmosphere. The palace was enormous in scale, with a ground floor that featured an open-air courtyard with terracotta tiles and two staircases – one to the side in which she was staying and another for the owners of the other half. Frankie suspected that the palazzo had originally been intended for a single family but that economy had necessitated a change, resulting in a subsequent split and thus the twin set of stairs. Still, it appeared that this rearrangement had occurred fairly far back in history. Both the staircases – constructed of stone or marble, Frankie wasn’t certain of the difference – were heavily embellished, the balustrade decorated with what appeared to be artichokes, and were supported by elaborate lancet arches that put her in mind of a Gothic novel. They had very clearly not been designed in the twentieth century. As if in proof of such authenticity, the stairs themselves had a slight lean to them, so that on her first ascent Frankie had felt as if at any second the building could go toppling over and into the lagoon. It was at that precise moment that she had remembered once reading something about the whole city sinking, inch by determined inch. That first day she had shuddered as she made her way up and into the leaning palazzo, looking down at the courtyard, wondering why on earth she had ever allowed Jack to talk her into staying in this crumbling testimony to bygone decadence.


Even the name of the palazzo itself seemed to portend something dark and ominous.


‘The name?’ Jack had asked, the first time Frankie had inquired.


‘Yes, aren’t all these palaces named after the families who owned them or some such nonsense?’ Frankie had read about the Golden families, those wealthy elite who had found their names recorded in the Golden Book, tangible proof of the titles and other riches conferred upon them throughout the ages. Like most things in Venice, they now belonged primarily to the past. ‘Jack?’ Frankie prompted, when her friend remained silent.


‘Yes,’ Jack finally began. ‘It’s named after the family that first built it.’ There was an edge to her voice, as though she hesitated to speak the next set of words. ‘Only, no one really knows it by that name any more.’


‘Oh? What do they know it by, then?’ Frankie asked, suspicious of her friend’s tone.


‘It’s silly – and the story behind it is probably not even true. In fact, part of me used to wonder, and still does, quite frankly, whether my father didn’t make the whole thing up just so that he could keep us from playing too near the watergate. You know how rambunctious we all were as children,’ she said, referring to her two older brothers, both of whom had died in the war. ‘Isn’t that what fairy tales are for? To warn children.’


‘And what exactly were they warning you against?’ Frankie demanded.


Jack hesitated. ‘Drowning. My father used to say that his Venetian friends called the palazzo by the name Ca’ de la Negà, or Ca’ dea negà. I could never understand what the difference was exactly. They have their own dialect on the island, you know. It isn’t at all the same.’ Jack gave a great sigh and began again with obvious reluctance. ‘The story is that the wife of the man who previously owned the palazzo drowned there. He found her floating in the canal, just outside the watergate, apparently. Whether it was accidental or otherwise, no one knows.’


Frankie felt a sudden chill. ‘And the name of the palazzo. What your father and his friends called it. What does it actually mean?’


There was a long pause before Jack finally spoke again. ‘Palace of the Drowned.’ When Frankie let out a groan, Jack hastened to continue. ‘Listen, it’s all just a bit of nonsense, I’m certain. You know my father. He has a wicked sense of humour, at least according to him. And besides, I can’t imagine any person less inclined to believe in ghosts than you, Frankie.’


Still, the tale real or not, there was something that made Frankie pause. Even now, whenever she passed by the watergate, she did her best to avoid looking too closely at the steps that descended into the lagoon. Instead, she steadied her gaze on the disused gondola that was moored just steps away – the palazzo used to have its very own personal gondolier, if you can believe it, Jack had once told her. Frankie had noticed that the gondola, now affixed to a chain and covered in a heavy network of cobwebs, looked as though it hadn’t been used in several decades. She doubted very much that the thing was still seaworthy.


Above the ground floor was the piano nobile, which Jack assured her was once the most important floor of the whole structure, providing, in its excess of windows, an opportunity to see and be seen by the rest of Venetian society. It contained a great hall in which to welcome guests, a sitting room with impossibly high ceilings supported by wooden beams, and the aforementioned windows, the outsides of which were embellished with ornate Gothic finishes consisting of more frills and details than Frankie had ever seen before. The windows themselves provided views of the canal below and gave on to a small balcony, a feature she suspected was more for show, so shallow was the depth: a single person would struggle to move except to step forward and then back again.


The first floor also housed the kitchen and two bedrooms, one of which looked out over the courtyard rather than the canal, a blessing given the stench that tended to rise up at various points of the day, no matter whether the window was fastened or not. On the second was another set of bedrooms, smaller and more intimate, and on top of all this, an attic, which Frankie had only ventured into that first day, noting, as she did, the division of smaller rooms for what she supposed was the staff’s use. In one of them she had glimpsed an unmade bed and wondered if the housekeeper, Maria, slept there when the palazzo was unoccupied, despite living on one of the city’s many other islands.


Jack hadn’t mentioned how long the palazzo had sat empty, but it didn’t seem as though anyone had been there in some time. On Frankie’s arrival, everything had been covered in stiff off-white sheets, and it had felt as though the rooms themselves were holding their breath as she placed one tentative foot in front of the other. The whole place felt empty, as though it had never been inhabited at all. Rather than be unsettled by this, Frankie had found a comfort in such absence, as if the place belonged to her and what she alone would make of it. Tying a handkerchief around her hair and pulling on a shirt and pair of slacks, she had begun to tackle one room at a time. It wasn’t that they needed cleaning so much as reinvigorating, a brushing off of the ghosts that seemed to lurk within the walls. They needed, she decided, shaking out the sheets, to be brought back to life.


With this in mind, she had told Maria, in what little Italian she knew, and with the aid of a well-thumbed English-to-Italian dictionary that she had discovered in one of the bedrooms, to take a holiday, that she would manage the cleaning of the palazzo on her own. Maria, however, had refused to listen. A widow over sixty years old, the housekeeper had been caring for the palazzo for nearly two decades. As such, an attachment seemed to have formed between herself and the palazzo, so that when Frankie first made the suggestion, Maria looked at her with something akin to horror. In fact, rather than accept Frankie’s offer, she seemed determined to oppose the new tenant’s suggestion in any way she could – by lingering in hallways, by arriving early in the morning and not disappearing until late into the night. Frankie never actually heard the housekeeper enter or exit the palazzo, she would simply turn a corner and find her standing there, always with her eyes narrowed or a scowl on her face, as though Frankie was the one who had been caught out, as if she was the intruder. So abrupt were these appearances and disappearances that Frankie was half convinced the palazzo must contain hidden passageways as yet unknown to her – ones that she suspected Maria would be most unwilling to share.


Eventually, Frankie began to wonder exactly what the housekeeper got up to whenever she was just out of her range of sight – particularly when it came to the bedroom she had chosen for herself. She could never prove anything, but she could almost feel it – on certain days, at certain hours. When her room looked cleaner than it had before, despite her sweater being in the same place, crumpled on the floor by the side of the bed, her papers scattered across her desk. There was that sensation that made the hairs on her arms rise – the feeling that whispered to her that someone else had been there. On these days, whenever the two women passed each other in the hall, Frankie would stop and ask, ‘Were you in my room today, Maria?’


The response was always the same. The housekeeper would turn to her, head held high, eyes gleaming in the darkness, and respond tersely, ‘No, signora.’


The telephone was still ringing.


On hands and knees, Frankie began a thorough exploration of the sitting area on the first floor, certain that the ringing was originating from somewhere within the ornate room. ‘Where the devil are you?’ she cried in frustration, searching under the sofa, under the table, still finding no trace of it at all. She had nearly given up hope, had begun to move towards where her coat lay draped across a chaise longue, determined to leave the palazzo until the infernal ringing ceased, when she found herself with a cord between her fingers. Following the length of it as though it were a route on a treasure map, she was led directly to a cupboard, in which she uncovered the telephone’s hiding place, behind a pair of wellies.


‘At last,’ came a familiar voice. ‘I was beginning to think you would never answer.’


Pressing the receiver against her ear, Frankie broke out in a grin at the sound of Jack’s voice. ‘That’s your fault entirely. It took me ages to find the blasted thing. Why on earth is there a telephone hidden away in a broom cupboard?’


‘Maria hates the thing, if I remember correctly. She was probably hoping to avoid ever using it. But never mind that. It’s been weeks since we last spoke. Tell me, how are you filling your days in the City of Bridges?’


Frankie thought she could feel the real question, unspoken, lurking just beneath. ‘Well, you should know that I’ve attempted to give your Maria an extended holiday, though she refuses to take it. I swear, Jack, the woman is supernatural. I never see her come or go, never hear her at all except when she appears right before me.’ She paused to listen to the ring of Jack’s laughter. ‘And to answer your question, most of my days are spent cleaning this enormous apartment, as you absurdly refer to it. The sitting room alone is nearly as large as my entire flat.’


‘Well, at least your attire will be conducive to the task.’


Jack often liked to joke about what she referred to as Frankie’s uniform – a pair of black cigarette trousers and a crisp button-down dress shirt, eschewing the fanciful colours and patterns that her friend favoured. The simplicity suited Frankie. She had always been straight as an arrow and taller than most of the boys in her class, although that didn’t stop her from wearing heels – she wouldn’t have given them the satisfaction. Simple clothes had always suited her body best, the embellishments that thrilled others looking only cheap and garish on her.
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