





[image: image]












Also by Philip Gwynne Jones


The Venetian Game


Vengeance in Venice


The Venetian Masquerade


Venetian Gothic


The Venetian Legacy


The Angels of Venice


To Venice with Love: A Midlife Adventure









[image: image]









Copyright


Published by Constable


ISBN: 978-1-40871-533-8


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © Philip Gwynne Jones, 2023


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Constable


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









In memory of Auntie Pat, who lent me all those wonderful
Agatha Christie books so many summers ago, and of Uncle
Colin, who once made my breakfast explode.











Tonight, this frost will fasten on this mud and us,


Shrivelling many hands, puckering foreheads crisp.


The burying-party, picks and shovels in shaking grasp,


Pause over half-known faces. All their eyes are ice,


But nothing happens.


Wilfred Owen, ‘Exposure’
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Part One


The Road Trip









Prologue


My breath steams in the air and fogs the windscreen of the Land Rover. I wipe it clear, and my fingers come away damp and stinging with the cold. My body is starting to shake in the freezing air. I could, I know, switch on the engine and turn the heating up, but any noise would seem inappropriate. I don’t want to break the silence.


Ahead of me I can see three dark figures, still amidst the white, their silhouettes blurred by the misted windscreen. Again, I wipe it clear, this time with the sleeve of my coat in order to spare my fingers.


I take a deep breath, and pull down the mirror to check my reflection. My image smiles back at me, almost laughing at the absurdity of this act of vanity. Yet this has become a reflex, an act of self-protection. Never appear looking less than perfect. Never have a hair out of place. And, most certainly, never wear the same dress twice.


It’s different for men, of course.


I smile back at my reflection. My eyes are a little red, a little tired perhaps, but nothing too noticeable. At least to an audience of three.


Three people. And a dead man.


I should get out of the car. I’ d told them I would wait for them here, but it would be ridiculous to come all this way for nothing. At the very least, I owe them that. And, for myself, there would be some sense of an ending.


More importantly, the Land Rover is bone-chillingly cold. I need to get out and move around. I smile back at my reflection, flip up the vanity mirror and open the door.


Immediately the wind wrenches the door out of my hand, and scythes at me through my clothes. Inadvertently I cry out, and one of the figures – I cannot see exactly who it is – turns and looks at me.


I pull myself out of the car, fighting against the wind, my hair whipping against my face and make my way down the track to the cemetery gate. Ahead of me, I can see the great stone cross on which two swords are fastened into a cruciform shape.


The figures are hunched over before the gravestone. Nathan has an arm around Federica, trying to shield her from the wind. Dario checks his watch. I can see from the expression on his face that he thinks we should be going before the weather becomes even worse.


‘Nat?’ He looks up at the swirling snow. ‘We shouldn’t leave it too much longer.’


Nathan nods. ‘You’re right.’ He straightens himself up, and shivers. ‘We should be getting back. The roads are bad enough, even in that thing.’


Federica holds on to his arm. ‘It was a nice idea. Really. Perhaps we’ll come back in the spring.’ She hears my footsteps approaching, even over the howling wind, as my feet crump in the snow, and smiles at me.


‘I’m glad you wanted to come,’ she says.


I make my way over to them, unable to stop myself shaking. It is, I tell myself, just the cold.


There are only the four of us there, in the blue half-light of early evening. Four grey shadows cast as we stand, heads bowed, before the grave of a long-dead man. And then, in an instant, there is a flash of red against the white of the snow.









Chapter 1


Nothing says ‘Christmas is over’ quite like the seventh of January. Even more so when it happens to be a Tuesday. Right up until the mini-Christmas of Epiphany you can kid yourself that the holiday is still rolling on, but in your heart of hearts – if you’re an adult, and even more so if you happen to be British – you know that La Befana is a poor substitute for Babbo Natale.


Federica had left for work, extracting a promise from me that the flat would be back to normal by the time she returned home. In truth, there wasn’t all that much to do. We’d given up on tinsel years ago, given that Gramsci saw anything sparkly and low-hanging as a challenge. A tree, however, was something on which Fede was not prepared to compromise. It had to have lights on, it had to be decorated and – above all – it had to be real, even if that meant sweeping up pine needles every day.


I unwound the lights and then rolled them up and packed them away, ready to be stashed in the suitcase under the bed where they would remain until next December. Then I removed the ornaments, one by one, saving the angel for last. Because it terrified me.


The varnish on the face had cracked, its smile was just a little too broad, and the eyes seemed to follow you around the room. Initially, I’d positioned it so that it was facing away from us but Fede had objected. It had belonged to her grandparents, she told me, it was a precious memory of family Christmases and so – in spite of everything – she loved it and the festive season would not be the same without it.


I couldn’t really argue with that, and so the angel stayed.


I took it down and tried not to meet its malevolent gaze. I wrapped it in tissue paper and placed it, face down, in a shoe box along with the other ornaments. Then I put the box in the suitcase under the bed, and locked it.


You couldn’t be too careful.


That just left the tree. Denuded of its decorations, it cut a sorry figure. A bare Christmas tree, post-Christmas, on a wet Tuesday morning. Yep. The festive season was over, all right.


I wondered how I was going to get it downstairs without shedding needles everywhere. Was a dead Christmas tree the sort of thing that one could just learn to live with? Give it a few weeks, and we’d hardly even notice it was there. But that, I admitted to myself, was going to be a hard sell to Federica.


It needed to be moved. But first, I could treat myself to a coffee, a read of the paper and then, perhaps, I’d have earned myself the right to a morning nap.


I looked at the headline and shook my head in disbelief. Police were still trying to identify a man who’d been found, frozen to death, in an ATM vestibule up in Cannaregio. He’d been there all night. At least one person, it was thought, had made a cash withdrawal without even checking to see if he was all right. The season of goodwill, evidently, was very much over.


I turned to the second page. After a brief Christmas truce, the two candidates for Mayor of Venice had come out swinging in readiness for next month’s election.


Anna Fabris versus Giuseppe Meneghini.


Fabris, a university professor of philosophy (typically shorthand for left wing) versus Meneghini, a businessman (typically shorthand for right wing). Fabris, resident in the centro storico; Meneghini on the mainland, but with a desirable pied-à-terre in Venice itself.


Venice would vote in great numbers for Fabris; terraferma for Meneghini. So Meneghini would probably win. And nothing, in Venice at least, would change.


I scanned the article quickly. Insults had been exchanged, followed by a despairing plea for civility by Andrea Mazzon, a minor independent candidate with nothing to lose by appearing to be the reasonable one. Or at least as reasonable as a man generally perceived as being an actual fascist could be.


There were others, of course. The Partito Democratico on the left, together with at least two variants of the Communist Party. On the right, the Lega and the Fratelli d’Italia. But Venice seemed to have little appetite for the main parties, this time. This was going to be a battle of independents.


I sighed. Perhaps there’d be something nice on the following page? Perhaps there’d be a photograph of a kitten?


A bar I knew up in Cannaregio, a welcome refuge whenever I found myself in that area of town, had closed its doors for the last time, the great November flood having proved the final straw.


Removing a dead Christmas tree, then, was beginning to look like the least depressing option. I folded the paper up, and tossed it onto the sofa for Gramsci to sit on. At least it would make one of us happy.


I gave the tree an experimental push, and cursed as needles dropped to the floor. Any attempt to move it, it seemed, would end in disaster.


What if I could somehow slide it across the floor? What if I could make the surface just a little bit smoother? I rummaged away in the cupboard under the sink and found a can of furniture polish. Perfect. I sprayed away at the area between the tree and the door. Then I got down on my hands and knees and pushed the tree, ever so slowly, across the near-frictionless surface.


It worked like a dream.


Nathan, my boy, you’re a genius.


This still left the problem of getting it downstairs and out into the street, where it would join its equally sorry-looking brothers and sisters in waiting for Veritas to come and take them to the graveyard of ex-Christmas trees. But I’d cross that bridge when I came to it. Besides, I thought, pine needles on a dimly-lit staircase might be things that could happily be ignored.


I managed to push it as far as the apartment door and got to my feet. Any sudden movements now could spell disaster. I opened the door, as slowly as I could, hoping there’d be no draught blowing in. Just a couple more gentle pushes and we’d be clear.


My mobile phone, resting on the desk in what passed for my office, began to ring, buzzing and rattling against the hard surface. Gramsci opened one sleepy eye, took in the whole scene, and yowled when he saw his new favourite toy on the verge of being taken away from him. He jumped down off the sofa and raced across the floor, his little paws slipping and sliding on the polished surface, and launched himself at the tree in a last, desperate attempt to prevent me from moving it outside.


Silently, and inevitably, every last needle dropped to the floor.


I sat there gazing at Gramsci in silent disbelief. Then I shook my head, and got to my feet, making my way over to the office to answer the phone.


I stretched my hand out towards it and picked it up.


It stopped ringing.


I looked back at Gramsci, his paws now scrabbling away through the pine needles, as if he had set himself a personal challenge of trying to get them to cover as much surface area of the floor as possible.


He paused, and looked up at me for a moment, before returning to his work.


I sighed, and slumped into the chair behind my desk.


The phone rang once more. I grabbed at it, stabbed at the buttons and shouted ‘WHAT?’ a little bit more loudly than I had intended.


There was silence on the line for the moment. Then, ‘I’m sorry, I think perhaps I’ve got the wrong number.’


Ah shit.


‘Er no, you probably haven’t, sorry. It’s just my cat is intent on making my life a misery, and now I find myself with a pile of pine needles to sweep up and—’


He cut me off. ‘Am I speaking to the British Consulate in Venice?’


‘Yes. Yes, you are. Well, sort of. It’s the Honorary Consulate.’


‘Right. I see.’ He paused. ‘Is there a proper one I can call?’


‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘Just one moment, please.’


I put the phone on mute, and glared across the room at Gramsci. ‘This is your fault, you realise?’ Then I banged my head gently on the desk, before switching on my brightest smile, and replacing Grumpy Nathan with Sunny Nathan.


‘I’m sorry,’ I repeated, ‘how can I help you?’


The voice at the other end of the line took a deep breath. ‘I’m not sure if you can. I’ve been all round the houses this morning. I’ve called the police in Venice, but couldn’t really make myself understood. Then I called the British Embassy in Rome, and they suggested I call the Consulate in Milan. And then they told me to get in touch with you.’ He took another deep breath. ‘I’m a bit at the end of my tether to be honest. I think you might be my last hope.’


‘Okay. Well I’m sorry to hear that. I’ll do all I can, I promise. Just tell me what you need.’


‘It’s my brother. He’s in Venice at the moment, and I’m starting to worry that he’s gone missing.’


I nodded to myself, and took out a pen.


‘Well, now. I’m sure we can sort it out. People do sometimes just drop out of contact for the simplest of reasons and—’


He cut me off. ‘I know all that. I know all that. For Christ’s sake, people have been telling me this all morning.’ He took another deep breath and then continued, with a slight tremor in his voice. ‘I’m sorry. I’m just starting to worry, you understand?’


‘Of course.’ I clicked at the pen. ‘Why don’t we start with your brother’s name?’


‘Shawcross. Anthony Shawcross.’


I scribbled it down. ‘And your name is?’


‘Stephen. His brother, as I said.’


I put a slash next to Shawcross’s name, and wrote ‘Stephen’ next to it.


‘Okay then, Mr Shawcross, how long have you been trying to contact your brother?’


‘It’s been just over a day now.’


My hand froze, on its way to the paper. ‘Ah.’


‘“Ah”? What do you mean, “Ah”?’


‘Well,’ I took a deep breath as I tried to find words that were suitably diplomatic, ‘given that the last contact with your brother was relatively recent, I think that does explain why you’ve been sent around the houses this morning. In all honesty, the police probably won’t be interested for at least seventy-two hours. It would be different if there was a child involved but that’s not the case here, of course.’


‘So you can’t help me? Nobody can help me, is that what you’re saying?’


‘Not quite. These things usually work themselves out, as I said, but there might still be a few things I can do. Can I just ask you if there’s any particular reason to feel concerned for your brother’s safety?’


Shawcross took a deep breath. ‘My brother is a very sick man, Mr,’ he paused, ‘I’m sorry, I don’t even know your name.’


‘Sutherland. Nathan Sutherland. Again, I’m sorry to hear that. Tell me more.’


‘He’s …’ he paused again, reaching for the words in the hope that choosing the right ones might somehow make the situation less real, ‘very ill, as I said.’


‘I see.’


‘We told him – that’s my wife and I – we told him not to go on this bloody trip. But he wouldn’t be dissuaded.’


I nodded to myself. Venice in January could be a cold and lonely place for a single traveller. As if on cue, the wind rattled the windows.


‘I understand. Is your brother here on holiday, or is it business?’


‘A working holiday, he called it. He was researching our family tree. One of our relatives was killed in Italy during the First World War. Tony had got it into his head that he wanted to stand at our grandfather’s grave. I don’t quite understand that myself, but this was always more his sort of thing than mine. And so, I told him this trip wasn’t the best idea in the world but he said he’d be perfectly fine, and he’d call me every day. Except, well, yesterday he didn’t.’


‘Okay. Have you tried calling him? It might just be that there’s no credit left on his phone and he doesn’t know how to top it up. That happens more often than you might think.’


‘I’ve tried that. The phone just rings out.’


‘How about social media? Any postings on Facebook, Twitter, that sort of thing?’


‘No.’


‘Instagram?’ I paused. ‘TikTok?’


There was a dry laugh at the other end. ‘Tony isn’t a social media sort of person, Mr Sutherland.’


‘What about his employer?’


‘Tony’s a librarian. At Magdalen College.’


I whistled.


‘That’s what I call him anyway. He describes himself as an archivist. Apparently there’s a difference, but I’ve never quite worked out what it is. And, no, they haven’t heard anything from him either.’


I drummed my fingers on the desk. Missing persons were a rare occurrence and usually had a happy ending. Phones, sometimes, just failed to work or were switched off. It could just be that Anthony Shawcross thought he had better things to do on what might turn out to be his last holiday. And twenty-four hours, really, was no time at all. Nevertheless …


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘There isn’t all that much I can do given the timescales. But that doesn’t mean that there’s nothing I can do. I’ll start by calling the hospital. As you said, your brother, sadly, is unwell. That’ll be the first place to start.’


‘Thank you. Is there anything else?’


‘Well, do you have an address for him? A hotel, bed and breakfast, something like that?’


‘I’m sorry, I don’t. Stupid of me. I never imagined it being important.’


‘Okay. No matter. Wherever he’s staying, they’ll have had to register his presence with the local authorities. I can find that out.’


‘And the police? You said they won’t investigate at short notice.’


‘Not officially. But I might be able to call in a few favours. Get things moving, that sort of thing.’


‘Thank you. I’m very grateful.’


‘It’s not a problem. I’ll be in touch.’


***


I called the Ospedale Civile in Venice, without success. Then I called every hospital within a reasonable distance on the mainland. And then I tried every doctor in Venice that I could think of. Nobody had heard of an Anthony Shawcross. I even rang Father Michael Rayner from the Anglican Church, just in case he’d had an emergency call-out, but without success, and I wasn’t about to try every remaining priest in the city on the offchance Mr Shawcross was Catholic.


That only left the Questura. I wasn’t convinced I really did have any favours to call in, and so I was pretty sure the answer would be little more than a sympathetic sucking of teeth and the suggestion I wait a couple of days.


Still, it was either that or sweep up the remains of the Christmas tree. And it would at least allow me to tell Shawcross that I had indeed done all I could for the time being.


I picked up the phone and dialled.


‘Pronto.’


‘Vanni! My lucky Christmas Angel at the top of the law enforcement tree!’


There was a pause, and then a chuckle, ‘I’m sorry, Nathan, is that how the British Honorary Consulate conducts its business over the telephone these days?’


‘It’s my New Year’s Resolution, Vanni.’


‘Well, Happy New Year to you, Nathan. And I hope Father Christmas was good to you.’


‘He was. Fede bought me a lovely Jethro Tull box set. The remastered Passion Play sessions with all the out-takes.’


He chuckled again. ‘What a marvellous woman she is.’


‘She got me some headphones as well. I think the two might be related. How about you?’


‘Socks.’


‘Socks? Fantastic. Socks are good.’ I paused. ‘Anyway, I’m sorry to bother you, Vanni, but I was wondering if I could call in a favour.’


‘A favour? Do I owe you any, Nathan?’


‘Well, no. But I was wondering if I could have this one on account.’


He sighed. ‘That depends. Go on then, tell me what it is.’


‘I’ve got a not-quite missing person.’ Vanni, I could tell, was on the verge of sighing again, so I hurriedly continued. ‘Seriously ill, apparently, and hasn’t been in contact with his brother for over twenty-four hours. Not answering his phone, but no records of him being in hospital. So I was wondering—’ I took a deep breath.


‘Yes, Nathan?’


‘If he’s staying anywhere legitimate they’ll have registered his passport details. Could you check that out for me?’


‘I can do that, Nathan. That shouldn’t be too difficult.’ He chuckled. ‘I thought it was going to be something more complex. What’s the gentleman’s name?’


‘Anthony Shawcross.’ I spelled the name out for him.


‘Okay, Nathan. Just leave it to me.’


‘Thanks, Vanni. You’re a pal. Just one other thing.’


‘Oh yes?’


‘If you find out where he is, would you mind coming with me? Just, you know, in case it’s something unpleasant.’


‘Ah. I see it’s getting more complex already, Nathan.’


‘There’s lunch in it for you, Vanni.’


He chuckled. ‘Just give me thirty minutes.’









Chapter 2


‘Thanks for coming out, Vanni.’


‘Oh, Nathan, it’s the beginning of the year, the city is quiet, and there’s a free lunch involved. Of course I was going to come out.’ He clapped me on the back. ‘This must be a bit unusual for you though, I imagine? Tourists getting themselves in trouble in January?’


‘Well, the guy’s brother seemed genuinely worried so I figured it was something I should look into. And it saved me from having to dispose of a dead Christmas tree.’


‘Why don’t you just get an artificial one?’


I shook my head. ‘Never going to happen.’ I rubbed my hands together. ‘Cold out, isn’t it?’


Vanni laughed. ‘Even after all these years, Nathan, you still need to talk about the weather. What’s that line about taking the Englishman out of England?’


‘Come on, it’s freezing. Can we at least talk inside?’


He nodded. ‘I suppose it is a bit chilly.’


I grinned. ‘That’s it. Now you’re getting it.’ I took a look around. The icy wind was blowing in off the open lagoon, and along the Cannaregio Canal. Most of the bars and restaurants were still closed and would remain so throughout January, as their owners headed off in search of the sun during what passed for the low season. ‘Where’s open?’


Vanni nodded in the direction of Tre Archi. ‘Al Parlamento should be. Come on.’


Cannaregio was a little off the beaten track for me, but Al Parlamento was always a pleasure to visit when I found myself in that part of town. It managed to be both modern and cosy at the same time, the polished wooden tables and black ash furniture offset by the ropes that lined the ceiling and walls and gave the bar a vaguely nautical feel.


‘Are we properly eating? Or just having cicchetti?’


‘Cicchetti are properly eating, Nathan.’


‘Okay. And to drink?’


He shook his head. ‘I’m on duty. Just a red wine, please. And a couple of tuna and egg tramezzini.’


I made my way over to the bar and looked at the range of food in the cabinet. Meatballs, of course. Small octopuses. Fried crab claws. Sliced meats and cheeses. All of those would be good. But what would be best on a freezing cold day? I smiled, as I saw the rows of crispy orange arancini, fried risotto balls. Perfect for getting some heat back into me.


I smiled at the barista. ‘One of these, please.’


He nodded. ‘Which filling?’


‘There’s more than one?’


‘Mozzarella. Ragù. Pistacchio and mortadella.’


‘Damn, that’s difficult. Tell you what, I’ll have one of each.’ I nodded in the direction of Vanni. ‘And two tramezzini with tuna and egg for my friend.’


The barista raised his eyebrows. ‘I think you’ve done the better, there.’


‘Ah, he’s a man of simple tastes. Besides, he’s at work. He’s got to be sensible.’


‘Okay. Anything to drink?’


I paused for a moment. A spritz would seem the obvious thing, and yet it was quite obvious that I was having a rather more substantial lunch than Vanni. Perhaps it wouldn’t be fair to rub his nose in it by having a proper drink as well. I’d join him in a modest glass of wine.


‘Just two ombre rosse, please.’


He nodded. ‘Okay. You go and join your friend and I’ll bring your arancini over when I’ve warmed them up.’


I pulled a chair up next to Vanni. ‘So. Did you find anything?’


‘I’ve got an address, that’s all. I just hope this isn’t going to be something that spoils our lunch.’


I shook my head. ‘Nothing is capable of spoiling lunch.’


The barista arrived with my plate of arancini.


Vanni raised an eyebrow. ‘You sure you’ve got enough there, Nathan?’


‘Well, I don’t know when I’ll next be up here.’ I bit into the first, the heat from the molten mozzarella scorching my tongue. I drained half my glass of wine in an effort to stop it burning.


‘Good?’


‘Very. And you’d have to say it’s got some heat back into me.’ I looked down at my plate. ‘I might give them a couple of minutes though.’


Vanni nibbled at his tramezzino. I couldn’t help but notice he was looking just a little enviously at my plate.


‘Tell you what, Vanni, why don’t you take one of these?’


‘Oh, I couldn’t.’


‘You could.’


‘No, I really couldn’t.’ He patted his stomach. ‘I enjoyed Christmas a little too much.’ He finished the remains of his sandwich, wiped his fingers on a paper napkin, and took a little sip of wine. ‘Mm-hmm. That’s better. So, let’s talk.’ He reached into his coat, took out an envelope, and laid it on the table between us. ‘Let’s have a little look at this, eh?’


He opened the envelope and took out some photocopied sheets. ‘Here’s his passport. Or, at least, the important bits. Anthony Thomas Shawcross, date of birth June 19th 1958. Next of kin Mr Stephen Shawcross, who seems to be his younger brother.’


Vanni jabbed his thumb in the direction of the Cannaregio Canal, heading out towards the open lagoon. ‘Seems he rented an apartment here just a few weeks before Christmas. From a signor Righetti who now lives out on the mainland – Mestre, Spinea – somewhere out in that direction anyway.’


‘Ah. One of those. An absentee landlord.’


‘Exactly. It seems he has a few places around here. Anyway, he’s been very helpful.’


‘He has?’


‘Oh yes. Firstly I told him that I was not from the Guardia di Finanza. Then I told him I had a very good friend at the Guardia di Finanza. After which he was positively falling over to help me. Now, what else do we have?’ He licked his index finger and paged through the photocopies. ‘Anthony Shawcross, Librarian. Magdalen College.’ He paused. ‘Did I say that right?’


I smiled. ‘It’s pronounced “maudlin”, Vanni.’


‘It is?’ He shook his head. ‘No wonder you English are terrible at other languages. It must take you a lifetime to learn to pronounce your own.’ He made little air quotes with his fingers. ‘So where’s this “maudlin” college, then?’


‘Cambridge. No, hang on, what did his brother tell me? Let me check that card again.’ He turned his phone back to me. ‘My mistake. That’s the Oxford spelling.’


‘You have two of them? And you spell them different ways?’


I nodded.


‘But you pronounce them the same?’


‘We do.’


‘Should I ask why?’


I shook my head. ‘Probably best not to. So, has signor Righetti heard from him recently?’


‘Ah, well this is where it gets a bit awkward, Nathan. He telephoned signor Righetti early yesterday morning.’


‘Okay. Anything important?’


‘Just wanted to know what the rubbish collection hours were going to be like for Epiphany. So, given that, we can’t open a file on him as a missing person for at least another forty-eight hours.’


‘Bugger. That’s not much to go back to his brother with.’


‘Perhaps not, Nathan. But, given Mr Shawcross is supposed to be staying just along the fondamenta from here, I figured there’d be no harm in us going along and just paying him a call. And then you can go back to his brother and tell him everything’s all right. And I – well I can go back to the Questura having had some fresh air and a free lunch.’ He swirled the last of his wine, drained the glass and clapped me on the back. ‘Come on,’ he smiled. ‘You’re paying, I believe. Now let’s get going.’









Chapter 3


Vanni shivered in the cold air that was blowing in off the northern lagoon. ‘Bloody cold place to choose to stay at this time of year, if you ask me.’


‘Where’s our man, then?’


‘Just along here. Right at the end of the fondamenta.’


‘I thought most things along here belonged to the University?’


‘Most of that’s on the other side of the canal. There are a couple of private houses along here. Both of which belong to signor Righetti.’


We passed under the scaffolding of a private residence undergoing restoration. Nobody was at work, it evidently being still too close to the festive season for it to have resumed. A few posters were affixed to the boarding, promoting various local bands or merely being reassuringly rude about the current mayor.


We stopped outside a pair of identical wooden doors, both surmounted by rusted metal lunettes. Similarly, both had a key safe affixed to the wall, next to a white plastic plate with the legend Locazione turistica.


Vanni checked his phone once more, nodded to himself, and moved to the door on the left. ‘This one.’ He rested his thumb on the buzzer.


There was no answer.


He shrugged. ‘Well, I suppose Mr Shawcross might just be taking in the sights. It would be polite to phone him before we go barging in.’ He tapped at his phone.


He let it ring for about thirty seconds, then shook his head and hung up.


‘What do we do now?’


He looked at his watch. ‘Mr Shawcross may be out sightseeing. Or perhaps he’s a heavy sleeper enjoying a long lie-in.’


‘Or perhaps—’


‘Or perhaps not. Come on.’ He tapped at the pad on the key safe, and it clicked open. He smiled at me. ‘I told you signor Righetti had been most helpful.’ He looked inside. ‘Emergency key. Excellent.’


He unlocked the door and we stepped inside. ‘Now then, what do we have here?’


The entrance hall had evidently been partially redecorated following the previous year’s acqua granda. The walls had been replastered to a height of perhaps one metre, but had yet to be repainted. To my right, a narrow staircase led upwards; whilst a short corridor led to an open-plan living room and kitchen.


Vanni pointed a finger upwards. ‘I’ll check upstairs. You take a look in the kitchen.’


‘Check for what, exactly?’


‘Mr Shawcross, I suppose. Remember, we’re just here because we might have grounds to be concerned about his safety.’


‘Uh-huh.’


He waved a finger at me. ‘And don’t touch anything. Just in case.’


I nodded, and made my way through to the living room. There was still a faint smell of fresh paint about the place, and the furniture looked clean and modern. The bookcases I recognised as a popular flat-pack design. The white goods, similarly, were shiny and new. I could only imagine the sort of devastation that last November’s floods must have done to signor Righetti’s property but, fair play to him, he hadn’t skimped on trying to put it right.


I took a look at the books on the shelves. There were a few recent Italian bestsellers and a number of guides to Venice, but the majority – presumably thinking about the likely rental market – were dog-eared English-language thrillers. I spotted a faded hardback of Death in Venice and du Maurier’s Not After Midnight – the short story collection that contained ‘Don’t Look Now’. I smiled to myself. Well, perhaps it was an obligation to read these whilst on holiday in La Serenissima.


The kitchen looked clean and well-kept. The dishwasher – I raised my eyebrows, a dishwasher no less – had been emptied and the plates stacked in the drying rack. There was even a kettle, a device that most Italians regarded with suspicion, given the likelihood of it tripping a fuse should it be used at the same time as any other electrical device. I rested the back of my hand against it, forgetting what Vanni had said about not touching anything. It was cold.


I’d expected something a little more Mary Celeste, but it seemed I was going to be disappointed.


I was about to give up and join Vanni upstairs when I noticed a cork notice board in the entrance hall. There was the usual selection of business cards pinned up, for local restaurants, bars and pizzerias that delivered. A glossy flyer advertised a regular performance of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons, a series of concerts that felt as if they might have been running since the time of the Red Priest himself, and would presumably continue until the waves covered the spire of the last church in Venice.


There were two other things that caught my eye. The first was an invitation, printed on thick, high-quality cardboard, that requested the presence of Mr Anthony Shawcross at the inauguration of the new lighting system at the Scuola Grande di San Rocco.


I recognised it at once. After all, a similar invitation was pinned to my kitchen wall, back in the Street of the Assassins.


The other was a map – I looked closer – no, not a map, it wasn’t quite detailed enough for that. It was a small pamphlet about Commonwealth War Cemeteries in the Veneto. A basic guide to driving around the sites, with a small photograph and a brief description of each one.


Vanni called from upstairs. ‘Nathan, can you come up here for a moment? I think I need your help.’


A large flat-screen TV was fastened to the wall of the upstairs room, while another bookcase held a collection of DVDs. Some old Hollywood classics, cartoons (presumably in the hope of entertaining bored children on a wet day), cinepanettoni for the holiday season, and a number of titles unfamiliar to me that looked as if they could have been picked up for a couple of euros or given away free with newspapers.


The furnishings, I noticed, were somewhat more weathered than downstairs, presumably there having been no need to replace them. Vanni was sitting on a beige velour sofa that had seen better days, in front of a wooden coffee table that, evidently, had not come out of a flat pack. Laid out in front of him were a number of yellowed papers, all handwritten.


‘What have you found?’


‘You tell me, Nathan. My English isn’t up to it.’


I sat down next to him, and stretched out my hand. He knocked it away. ‘Remember what I said?’


‘Sorry.’ I took my glasses from my coat pocket, and leaned closer.


I began to read.









Chapter 4




Hello Ma,


Thanks for the cigarettes. Everything arrived safe and, more importantly, dry. There’s a joke among the men as to whether they’re more frightened of Austrian bullets or Italian cigarettes.


Things are well here. I seem to have made myself useful. Not too many of the brass speak any languages beyond English and shouting. A chap who speaks Italian might go far. A chap who speaks Italian and German might go even further. Well now, your little boy might not have been such a waster after all. It seems I might be in some demand.


Honestly, Ma, it couldn’t have come at a better time. They say the Austrians gained a kilometre on us yesterday. Nobody knows how. Everyone says they must be beaten by now. Trouble is they just don’t seem to know it yet.


Still, you mustn’t worry. It’ll be over soon. Everybody can feel it. Except, perhaps, the bloody Austrians and they’ll feel it soon enough. That’s the thing, Ma. I’ d never understood quite how much the Italians hated them before. Some of them were at Caporetto. Dear God, some of them were even gassed at Caporetto. And then there are the Venetians. It almost seems personal to them. No Austrian boots, they tell me, are ever going to tread La Serenissima again (that’s what they call Venice, by the way). So, no, you mustn’t worry. I feel it’s very much this far and no further. And tomorrow, it seems, I’m being called up to the big house on the hill to talk with the top brass. Who’d have thought it, eh? I hope Father would have been proud of me.


I’m writing, as ever, to Margaret and the Boy. Could you be so good so as to drop them a line, just in the event of mine not arriving?


Your loving son,


Thomas





‘A letter from the front,’ I said. ‘From the First World War.’


‘From an Englishman?’ said Vanni.


‘I think they were in this area, weren’t they?’


Vanni nodded.


‘Written to his mother, then. I imagine Margaret is his wife, and the Boy is his son.’


Vanni chuckled. ‘The English, eh? Never knowingly over-emotional.’


‘Different times, Vanni, different times.’


‘Strange, though. I thought letters from the front were censored. Just in case information fell into the wrong hands.’


‘I thought so, too. Our mysterious Thomas seems to have been fortunate with this one. Perhaps they thought there was nothing that could be too compromising in there. Or maybe he never got to send it? What do you think he means by “The big house on the hill”?’


Vanni shook his head. ‘No idea.’


‘What else have you found?’


‘Nothing much to speak of. There’s a bedroom upstairs. Everything seems normal. Clothes in wardrobes, bed all properly made up. Nothing to indicate that he left in a hurry. Not really anything to indicate he left at all.’


‘So he might be back any minute wondering what the hell two strangers are doing sitting in his front room?’


‘That’d be good, wouldn’t it? But I can’t hang around here all afternoon, and I imagine even you’ve got better things to do.’


‘So you’re saying we’re just going to give up?’


‘Nothing else to do. If there’s no sign of Mr Shawcross in the next couple of days, well then we’ll be able to mark him as a missing person. Until then,’ he shrugged, ‘boh.’ He looked over at me. ‘Anything downstairs?’


‘Maybe so. You know there’s a big thing at the Scuola Grande di San Rocco, tonight?’ Vanni scratched his head. ‘They’ve improved the lighting, or replaced it, or something like that. Proper illumination for the Tintorettos after five hundred years. So the great and the good have all been invited to the grand opening. The mayor will be there. The two candidates to replace him. All the great and the good, as I said. And, erm, me.’


‘You?’


‘Yes. I know it seems a bit odd. But every Consul in the city got an invite and they included me in that as well. The strange thing is, though, our Mr Shawcross has an invite pinned to the wall downstairs.’


‘Really?’


‘Really.’


‘But why?’


‘No idea. If he works for Magdalen College he must be quite eminent in his field, I suppose. Whatever that field might be. If he turns up, I’ll ask him.’


Vanni grinned. ‘Nicely done, Nathan.’


‘Only thing is, I don’t know what this guy looks like.’


‘No problems. We’ve got that scan of his passport. I can send you a better copy.’


‘What do you think I should do, Vanni?’


He shrugged. ‘Very much up to you, Nathan. Officially, Mr Shawcross has done nothing wrong and neither can we register him as a missing person for the next forty-eight hours or so. So if he does happen to turn up at this event tonight, that’d be convenient for all concerned.’


‘Fingers crossed then. Oh, and there’s one other thing. There’s a guide to the Commonwealth War Cemeteries of the Veneto pinned up in the kitchen.’


‘War graves?’ Vanni gestured at the letter on the table. ‘And we have this as well.’


‘Shawcross’s brother said that’s why he’s over here.’


Vanni got to his feet. ‘God, it’s getting cold in here. So, what do you know about war graves in the Veneto, Nathan?’


‘Nothing at all,’ I smiled. ‘But I know a man who might do.’ I looked at my watch. ‘And now, Vanni, I really need to be getting home. Federica will be back in a couple of hours, I need to look my best for tonight and, more importantly, I have a dead Christmas tree to deal with.’









Chapter 5


‘Why do you think he invited you?’ said Federica.


‘I don’t know, really. Maybe he just thinks he has to.’


‘I mean, you and the mayor have never got on, have you?’


‘No.’


‘And the last time you met him, you started a fight in the most holy space in Venice.’


I stopped fiddling with my bow tie. ‘I did not start a fight. I was attempting to stop a fight.’


‘Do you think he knows the difference?’


‘I suspect not.’ I went back to work on my tie. Long length on the right side. Bring the left side up and hold in a vaguely bow tie kind of shape. Loop the other side over, make a loose knot. Fold the other side. Poke it through. Adjust to satisfaction.


Oh yes. Don’t forget to shout ‘Gah!’ and start again.


Fede looked over at me and smiled. ‘Are you ready, caro mio?’


‘I’m not ready. I’m not ready at all. I hate wearing evening dress. And I especially hate wearing evening dress to go to an event organised by a man who basically despises me. You know, I wouldn’t be surprised if he decided on the dress code just to piss me off. And—’


‘Ranting again, tesoro.’


‘Sorry.’


‘Anyway. I’ve got a present for you. Something guaranteed to make you feel better.’


I smiled.


‘And no, it’s nothing to do with your horrible music.’ She opened the drawer in her bedside table and took out a small box. ‘Here you are. Call it an early birthday present.’


I opened it up, and laughed when I saw what lay inside, feeling the relief flooding through me.


‘A clip-on. You bought me a clip-on!’ I hugged her. ‘Best wife ever!’


‘Well, not quite. The best wife ever would have given you this thirty minutes ago and prevented all the swearing and getting in a state.’


‘Oh.’


‘But I thought I’d hold it back for a bit given the shambolic state of the apartment.’


‘Ah. The Christmas tree?’


She nodded. ‘And before you say “what about an artificial one?”, that’s not up for negotiation.’ Then she smiled again and kissed me on the cheek. ‘So why do you think the mayor invited you?’


‘He didn’t. He invited the Ambassador. But Maxwell’s tied up in Rome at the moment and couldn’t make it. And while the mayor can afford to be blasé about pissing off little old me, I imagine he wants to remain on good terms with the Ambassador.’


‘Why so?’


‘Future events. The mayor’s got his eyes on the Senate. That’ll mean receptions with the glitterati, smiling out from the front pages of Repubblica. “Building Bridges with our English friends.” Those sorts of headlines.’


‘Does William Maxwell really glitter?’


‘Only at times of special celebration, as I understand. But he comes with a sufficient amount of stardust to impress the modest social climber. Hence my invite, as a sort of Maxwell-lite.’ I offered her my arm. ‘Shall we go, dottoressa Ravagnan?’


‘I think we should, Mr Sutherland. Are you ready to sparkle, then?’


‘I’ll do my best.’


We sidestepped the carcass of the Christmas tree, and made our way out into the night.


The Confraternity of San Rocco was established in 1478, in honour of the eponymous saint who, it was believed, offered protection from the plague. A saint therefore deserving of a certain amount of veneration in the Middle Ages, and all the more so in a city like Venice. But almost a hundred years had passed before the scuola that bore his name was completed and, more importantly, a gentleman called Jacopo Robusti, better known as Tintoretto, was entrusted with the interior decoration. Well, perhaps not so much entrusted. There had, after all, been a competition open to the finest artists in Venice, the winner of which would be given this most prestigious of commissions.


Tintoretto, however, had heard of the concept of ‘fair play’ but decided he wanted no part of it. And so – with only a modest element of skullduggery, involving installing some of his paintings whilst the canvases of his rivals were still wet – the prize was his.


Crafty fellow, Tintoretto. And yet, who can honestly say that he was wrong? The Sala Terrena covered the Annunciation to the Assumption, and more besides. The walls of the Sala Superiore detailed the Adoration of the Shepherds through to the Ascension. The ceiling of the same room covered more of the Old Testament than I, at any rate, was able to recall, and made me wonder if it was only lack of space that stopped crafty old Jacopo from illustrating the entire book. And then, in the Sala dell’Albergo, Christ looked down from his cross in one of the great Mannerist crucifixion scenes.


Names and documenti were being thoroughly checked at the entrance and the presence of policemen with guns made me a little nervous. I didn’t think I’d ever get used to that. I remembered how Vanni had reacted when I told him that British policemen normally went about their business armed with little more than a stick.


‘Ravagnan, Federica. Sutherland, Nathan.’ The security guard smiled and handed our ID cards back. ‘Enjoy the evening, signori.’


‘Thank you.’ I craned my head and tried to look at the list of names in his hand, but he frowned and pulled them away. ‘Excuse me,’ I said. ‘I was just wondering if Mr Shawcross is here?’


He licked the tip of his finger and flicked through the pages. ‘Shawcross, Anthony.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m sorry sir, he hasn’t arrived yet.’


‘He hasn’t cancelled or anything has he?’


‘Not as far as I know, sir.’


‘Ah, well then, hopefully he’ll be along later.’


Fede took my arm, and we walked up the great staircase to the Sala Superiore, ready to be greeted. We reached the back of the line, and I stood on tiptoe to see just who we would be presented to.


‘Oh God.’


Fede looked at me. ‘What’s the matter?’


‘It’s him. It’s the mayor. I didn’t think he’d want to meet everyone personally.’


‘Oh. Perhaps he’s forgotten all about your fight in San Marco. Or perhaps he’ll just let bygones be bygones?’


I grimaced. ‘Let’s hope so.’


I put on my broadest smile and stretched out my hand. The mayor made to take it and then recognition flared in his eyes. A smile broke across his face as he changed his gesture into a wave, and he pretended to be acknowledging someone on the other side of the room.


Fede gently, but firmly, pulled me away. I turned to stare back at him, now involved in animated conversation with the couple behind us. He threw back his head and laughed, then patted them both on the back as he moved on to the next in line.


‘I don’t believe it. Did he do that? Did he genuinely just do that?’


‘Sorry, tesoro. Obviously he’s not quite over it yet.’


I shook my head. ‘The absolute … wanker.’


I must have spoken a little louder than I intended as a waiter bearing a tray of prosecco stopped and gave me a puzzled look.


‘Not you,’ I said.


He didn’t look any the less confused. Federica smiled brilliantly at him, and took two glasses.


‘Come on, caro. Let’s go and look at old art. That’ll cheer you up.’


She led me to the Sala dell’Albergo, where we stared up at the crucifixion. And Christ, fixed to the cross against the background of a thunderous, lowering sky, stared down at us, His body not twisted by the agony of His suffering, but rather radiating strength, and power and light. I smiled to myself. However he might have got the commission, I thought, we could forgive that old rogue Tintoretto for a little furbismo.


Federica squeezed my arm. ‘How long is it since we’ve been here?’


I shook my head. ‘I can’t remember the last time. We shouldn’t leave it so long in future. I’d forgotten how wonderful it is.’


‘That’s the problem of living in Venice. Sooner or later, you risk becoming blasé about everything. This building has been here for over four hundred years, we think. It’ll still be here tomorrow. And so we put off visiting again and again. Sometimes, I think, the tourists know better than we do. They only have three days to do everything, and so they try and do everything.’


I looked up at the Crucifixion, first with my glasses on and then without. ‘I know it’s been a while,’ I said, ‘but I’m not sure I’m noticing a difference. How about you?’


Fede shrugged. ‘If you’re talking about the art itself, then no. I’m not sure how much better they’re capable of making it look; although I imagine there are any number of people willing to have a go. Improving the lighting, rewiring the electrics … All that makes a difference, but it’s not very sexy. It’s more difficult to get socialites in New York help us raise money for that sort of thing. But it’s just as important in its way.’


‘I guess so. Although I’m just wondering,’ I gestured around the room with my prosecco-free hand, ‘why?’


‘I don’t understand?’


‘Well, why not just have a press release? I don’t quite see why they’re throwing a party for a new lighting system?’


‘Because parties are good?’


‘They most certainly are.’ A waiter passed by with a tray full of drinks. I plucked the glass from Federica’s fingers and replaced hers, and mine, with two full ones. He didn’t even break his stride. ‘But I thought the city didn’t have any money, and this must be costing a bit.’


‘I imagine it is. But at some point we’ll all be asked to put our hands in our pockets and contribute something towards future projects.’


‘Oh. I might have known there was no such thing as a free drink. How much are they looking for?’


‘About half a million euros, I believe.’


‘Do we have that sort of money down the back of the sofa?’


‘We don’t. But there are people here who might. We’re here as representatives of the normal people.’


‘And so it’s the abnormal ones who’ll put up the money, is that right?’


‘Exactly.’


I took another look around the room. ‘There’s a few people here I recognise,’ I said.


‘I thought there might be.’


I did a quick head count. ‘At least six Honorary Consuls, one Consul General, and an actual Ambassador.’


‘Is there a collective noun for a gathering of Consuls?’


‘There ought to be. Perhaps something alcohol-related. We’re a sociable bunch.’


‘You seem to be. Now then, tell me about this Mr Shawcross we need to find.’


‘Not much to say, really. He’s a librarian or archivist or something similar at Magdalen College.’ I reached into my jacket and took out the scan of Shawcross’s passport that Vanni had mailed to me. ‘It’s not much of a photo, but it’ll have to do. Sixty-something, greying, looks a bit book-ish. Not much more than that.’


‘Okay. Shall we split up?’


‘Righto. I’ll go clockwise and you go anti-clockwise. And then we’ll meet back here for drinks.’


‘Perfect. Anything else?’


‘Yes. If you see someone British, talk to them. They might know something about him.’


‘How will I know if they’re British?’


‘I think we must be very distinctive-looking. At least, that’s why I assume people speak to me in English whenever I go into a restaurant.’ An elderly couple on the far side of the room raised their glasses and waved and smiled at me. ‘Oh no,’ I muttered.


‘Trouble?’


‘The Baldwins. British expats. They live out on Via Garibaldi. Nice enough people, but—’


‘But?’


‘They keep trying to get me to do things. Join things. Foursomes at bridge and doubles at golf. Or is it doubles at bridge and foursomes at golf?’


I smiled back, and I saw them beginning to make their way through the gaggle of people. ‘It’s too late for me,’ I whispered. ‘But you can still save yourself.’


Fede gave me a quick peck on the cheek. ‘Be brave,’ she said, and disappeared into the crowd.


The waiter, seeing the tiredness in my eyes, swapped my empty glass for a full one.


‘You look like you need that,’ he said.


‘I do.’ I paused. ‘Are you supposed to say things like that?’


He shrugged. ‘I’m not sure. It’s just nice to know my work’s appreciated.’


‘It is. Very much. Thank you.’


‘Take another. It’ll save me coming back.’


‘I always knew there was something I liked about this place.’


The Baldwins had, eventually, decided it was time to move on to other people.


As I’d explained, an incident of a few years previously where a shard of glass had gone through my shoulder made it impossible to play golf, and bridge nights, unfortunately, turned out to clash with my weekly – and non-existent – phone call to the Ambassador. It was getting hard to keep track of excuses, though.


Federica was deep in conversation with an elegantly dressed red-haired woman on the other side of the room. There was something familiar about her, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. She wasn’t one of my diplomatic buddies, and neither was she part of the expat community. One of Federica’s work colleagues, perhaps? At any rate, I was sure I recognised her.


I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to see a very large man by my side, with a shock of dark curly hair. Instinctively, I wanted him to think well of me. I hoped I hadn’t been staring. But then his eyes crinkled as he smiled, just like Dario’s did.


‘My wife,’ he said.


‘Oh right. Mine too.’ I shook my head. ‘Sorry, wrong thing to say. I mean the other one is my wife.’


His smile grew even wider. ‘I knew what you meant. Do they know each other?’


‘I honestly have no idea. They seem to be getting on well though.’


He stretched out his hand. ‘Gianluca Casagrande.’


‘Nathan Sutherland.’


‘Your Italian is good, Mr Sutherland.’


I smiled. ‘Well, it ought to be perfect after all this time.’


‘So what brings you here tonight? Apart from your wife, of course.’


‘Well, I normally come to these sorts of things as her plus one. She’s been involved with various restoration projects over the years. But tonight, for a change, she’s my guest.’


‘I see.’ He smiled. ‘Are you in the arts yourself, Mr Sutherland?’


‘Me? No, I wish. I’m the Honorary Consul for the UK. Oh, and call me Nathan, please.’


‘Of course. Naaathan.’ He stretched out the first vowel as if trying it on for size. ‘Is my pronunciation correct?’


‘Perfect. My apologies, I know it’s not an intuitive name for Italians.’


‘The Honorary Consul.’ He looked around. ‘It seems we have quite a diplomatic corps here tonight.’


‘Well, I think it’s stretching it a bit to describe me as a diplomat, but thanks for the compliment anyway. So, what brings you here? Apart from your wife?’


‘Well, we pledged a little money – not as much as we would perhaps have liked – towards the restoration. But mainly,’ he grinned, conspiratorially, ‘we’re here for my wife to meet and greet.’


I looked across the room to where the red-haired woman was shaking hands and smiling in the midst of a group of minor diplomats all of a certain age and all of whom seemed pleased in the way that only men of a certain age can be when an attractive woman seems to be paying them an unusual amount of attention.


And then my mind flashed back to that morning’s headlines in La Nuova.


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘So that’s—’


His chest might have puffed out. Just a little. ‘Anna Fabris. Yes.’


‘Wow. That’s your wife.’


‘Who might just end up being the next Mayor of Venice,’ he grinned.


‘My goodness.’


He smiled. ‘I don’t know what that would make me. Venice’s First Gentleman, perhaps? Venice’s first First Gentleman for that matter. Have you met her?’


I shook my head.


‘Well, let’s rectify that.’ He waved across the room to his wife. ‘Anna, cara mia. Come and meet my new friend.’


Anna smiled and nodded at her group of new diplomatic confidantes, then made her excuses and walked over to join the two of us.


‘Cara, this is Nathan Sutherland. Our esteemed English Consul in Venice.’


She smiled, and offered me a hand to shake. ‘Piacere. So you must be the husband of dottoressa Ravagnan?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Well you have a very charming wife, Mr Sutherland. She’s been telling me all about you.’


‘She has? Oh.’


‘Don’t worry. It was all good. Well, most of it.’ She saw the expression on my face. ‘I’m sorry. I’m just teasing.’


‘And I keep telling you that’s a bad habit, cara mia.’


‘It is. One day I’ll say something to the press, they’ll take it seriously and then pffft – all this will be over. It’s such a shame, though. Having to be so terribly boring and normal all the time.’


Federica joined us. ‘Did you have a nice chat with your friends, tesoro?’


‘Nice enough. Which means I’ve managed to escape both the golf circuit and the bridge circuit again. For the time being at least.’
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