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  San Michele




  HE REMEMBERED TO WEAR BLACK. THE CHEAP, THIN suit from Standa. Shiny office shoes. A pair of fake Ray-Ban Predators stolen from some Japanese

  tourist straight off the coach at Piazzale Roma.




  Rizzo lit a cigarette and waited by the gatehouse at San Michele. It was the first Sunday in July. The lagoon was entering summer, the change marked by the chittering of swallows above his head

  and a torpid heat rising from the water. A spirited breeze rippled the cypresses that dotted the cemetery like exclamation marks. In the shade of an alcove to his right, discreetly hidden, was an

  ordered stack of empty pine coffins. Rizzo watched something move in a beam of sunlight catching the corner of the nearest casket. A small lizard, dots running down its spine, dashed into the patch

  of gold, paused, then scurried back into the cracked brickwork.




  Some job, Rizzo thought. Getting paid for checking up on a corpse.




  The cemetery supervisor came out of his office and stared at the cigarette until Rizzo stamped it out. The man was short and fat, sweating in his bright white cotton shirt. He looked about

  forty, with a thick head of greasy hair and a weedy moustache like a comb snapped in half then stuck above a pair of fleshy lips.




  “You got the papers?”




  Rizzo nodded and tried to offer him half a smile. The supervisor wore a sour look, as if he suspected something was wrong. Rizzo was twenty-five but could pass for thirty dressed like this.

  Still, he guessed he looked a little young to be claiming possession of some stray cadaver, as if it were luggage left to be retrieved from a locker at the station.




  He pulled out the documents the Englishman had given him that morning in the big, palatial apartment behind the Guggenheim Gallery. Massiter said they’d work. They’d cost enough.




  “You’re a relative?” the supervisor asked, staring at the lines of fine type on the page.




  “Cousin,” Rizzo replied.




  “No other family?”




  “All gone.”




  “Huh.” The man folded up the papers and stuffed them in his pocket. “You could have waited another four weeks, you know. Ten years, they get. To the day. Seen plenty of people

  coming here late. Not seen many turn up early.”




  “Commitments.”




  The supervisor grimaced. “Sure. The dead got to fit themselves in to your calendar. Not the other way round. Still . . .” He favoured Rizzo with a professional glance that might have

  harboured a grain of sympathy in it. “Least you’re here. You’d be amazed how many of those poor things just never get claimed at all. Run up their decade in the ground and then we

  just take ’em to the public ossuary. No choice, you see. No room.”




  Everyone in Venice knew the score, Rizzo thought. If you wanted to be buried in San Michele, you had to follow the rules. The little island that sat between Murano and the northern shore of the

  city was full. The big names the tourists came to see could lie secure in their graves. Everyone else was on a temporary permit that lasted precisely ten years. Once the lease on that little plot

  of ground ran out, it was up to the relatives to take the bones elsewhere or leave the city to do the job for them.




  The Englishman knew all about it too. For reasons Rizzo did not wish to know, he had fixed the disinterment papers early so he was the first to know what was in the box. Maybe there was someone

  else interested in this rotting corpse, someone who would stick to the ten-year deadline. Maybe not. Rizzo still didn’t see the point. Was this to check there really was a body inside the

  casket? That had to be it. In truth, he didn’t care. If the guy was willing to pay him a thousand euros just to flutter a couple of pages of forged paperwork around, he was more than happy.

  It made a change from lifting wallets in the crowds milling around San Marco.




  “We have ways of doing this,” the man said. “We like to do things nice and proper.”




  Rizzo followed him, past the tidy collection of shiny new coffins, out into the beating sun. They walked through the first section of the cemetery, where the dead had long-term residency, then

  on to an outlying area used for the relentless cycle of temporary burials. Green tarpaulins marked the areas where the current crop of bodies was being harvested. Each tiny headstone carried a

  photograph: young and old, frozen in a moment of time, looking at the camera as if they believed they would never die at all. They stopped by Recinto 1, Campo B, amid a fragrant ocean

  of flowers. The supervisor pointed to the headstone. On it was her name, reversed like all those in the cemetery: Gianni Susanna. Just turned eighteen when she died. The grave was empty, the

  earth freshly dug.




  Her portrait sat in an oval frame attached to the marble headstone. Rizzo couldn’t take his eyes off it. Susanna Gianni was as beautiful a girl as any he’d ever seen. The photograph

  must have been taken outside, on a sunny day, perhaps close to the time of her death. She didn’t appear sick. She wore a purple T-shirt. Her long, dark hair fell to her shoulders. Her face

  and neck were tanned, her mouth set in a natural, open smile. She looked like a kid about to graduate from university, innocent, but with an expression in her gaze that said she’d been

  places, she knew a few tricks too. Rizzo closed his eyes behind the dark glasses and tried to still his thoughts. It was crazy, he knew, but he could feel himself hardening at the sight of this

  unknown girl who had died, of what he couldn’t begin to guess, almost a decade before.




  “You want the headstone?” The supervisor’s voice cut through this sudden, half-scary, half-delicious reverie. “If you want it, you can take it away with the casket. I

  guess you organised a boat, huh?”




  Rizzo didn’t answer the questions. He pushed his hands deep into the pockets of his cheap jacket and held them in front of him, wondering if the man had noticed.




  “Where is she?” he asked.




  “Send the boatmen round. They know where to come.”




  “Where is she?” Rizzo repeated. The Englishman had been specific about what he wanted.




  “We got a place.” The supervisor said this with a sigh, as if he knew what was coming next.




  “Show me.”




  Without a word, the man turned and headed for a deserted corner in the northern part of the cemetery. One of the big ferries destined for Burano and Torcello passed on the right. Gulls hung in

  the choppy air. A scattering of figures moved through the headstones, some with bouquets in their hands. Rizzo had been here only once before, with an old girlfriend, going to see her grandmama.

  The place spooked him. When he went, he wanted to go out in a puff of flame, a sudden fire inside the municipal crematorium on the mainland. Not lie around beneath the dry San Michele earth,

  waiting to be dug up a decade later.




  They walked to a small, low building with a single tiny window. The supervisor fished a keychain out of his pocket and opened the door. Rizzo took off his sunglasses and followed him inside.

  Then he waited as the man threw the light switch, waited as his eyes adjusted to the abrupt transition from the piercing sunlight into the dark and then back into the thinner glare of the one

  fluorescent tube in the ceiling.




  The coffin sat on a trestle in the middle of the room. The wood was a lifeless, flat grey colour. It was as if the thing, and what it contained, had been desiccated over the few years it had

  rested beneath the surface.




  “Like I said,” the man repeated, “send your men here. They’ll know what to do. You don’t want to watch. Believe me.”




  The Englishman had given his instructions.




  “Open it.”




  The supervisor swore softly, folded his arms, and glowered into the dark corner beyond the casket. “No can do,” he murmured. “What kind of game are you playing, kid?”




  Rizzo reached into his pocket and pulled out two hundred euro notes. Massiter had known there might be incidentals along the way.




  “Listen,” he said. “The Giannis are a real close family. Just let me see my sweet little cousin one more time and then I’m on my way, OK?”




  “Shit,” the man said, then pocketed the notes and picked up a crowbar leaning against the wall. “You want me to take the lid off? Or do you feel so close to her you want to do

  that too?”




  What Rizzo felt like was a cigarette. The tiny room was airless. A smell, musty and pervasive, was coming from the coffin. “Do it,” he said, and nodded at the casket.




  The man grunted, lifted the crowbar, and jammed it beneath the cover of the coffin. He barely looked at what he was doing. He’d popped these things a million times, Rizzo guessed. It was

  like working in a slaughterhouse or a morgue. After a while you never even thought about what was going on.




  The iron worked its way around the wooden box slowly, lifting it just a few centimetres at a time, exposing the bent, rusty nails that held the thing together. The man completed a circle of the

  casket, then looked at Rizzo one final time.




  “You sure about this, kid? A lot of you guys are real brave out there in the light of day, but it doesn’t seem such a good idea when you’re in here and it’s

  time.”




  Rizzo didn’t like being called “kid.” Again he said, “Do it.”




  The supervisor carefully eased the bar beneath the cover, then pushed down, levering it open. The wood shattered into two pieces with a sudden, piercing crack. Rizzo jumped, in spite of himself.

  Dust and particles filled the air. Behind them came a persistent, noisome smell that was identifiably human in origin. Just one look, he thought. That was all the Englishman asked for.




  He leaned over and peered into the casket. Her head was in the shadow cast by the corner of the box. The long hair was grey now, grey and fine and dry-looking. It hung down both sides of her

  skull, to which some flesh was still attached, like flaps of old brown leather. There was something in the eye sockets. He didn’t want to look too closely. Around what remained of her

  shoulders were the straps of what must once have been a white shroud.




  Rizzo thought he was going to stare at the skull and wonder where that lovely face had disappeared to. The nascent erection was all but gone now. He felt cold in the room. The air swam in front

  of him. He wouldn’t be surprised if, pretty soon, he threw up. Not through horror and disgust, but from the insidious, choking atmosphere of the place. It was like standing in a cloud of

  human dust formed by every single being that had passed through the gates of San Michele over the centuries.




  But he didn’t look at the skull for long. Her arms were folded over her chest, long arms now reduced to a skeletal skinniness. To his surprise, they enclosed something, an object large

  enough to run from beneath her chin to the lower part of her body. He stared at it and knew the cemetery supervisor was doing the same. It was so out of place that it took a long time before he

  finally realised what this shape was. The corpse of Susanna Gianni, whoever she might have been, had been buried clutching an ancient violin case, her arms wrapped lovingly around the thing as if

  it were an infant.




  The Englishman hadn’t said anything about this. He just said to see the bones and then get going. It was a done deal, Rizzo thought, and no one could blame a man if he took a little

  incidental profit along the way.




  He reached down, gently pried the grip of the dead arms from the case, then started to slide it out from underneath the cold, dry flesh.




  The supervisor glowered at him. “You shouldn’t be doing that.”




  Rizzo stopped and sighed. He was tired of this little man. He was tired of this place. Rizzo reached into his pocket and pulled out the small flick blade he took everywhere. Looking at the fat

  man, he pushed the button on the side, let the thin sliver of blade bite into the musty air, then grabbed him by the collar, watched the terror in his face grow. He thrust the tip into the fleshy

  underside of the man’s left eyelid. The point lifted the flabby skin into a tiny pyramid, pricking through the surface just hard enough for Rizzo to see a tiny bubble of blood there.




  “Do what?” he asked calmly. “I didn’t do a thing.”




  The fat man froze and didn’t speak. Rizzo reached into the man’s jacket pocket, took out a cheap plastic wallet, and looked at the identity card. The caretaker lived in one of the

  public housing blocks north of him, in the Cannaregio. He could walk it in five minutes.




  “Be smart,” Rizzo hissed. “Or maybe I come back here and make you bury yourself. Huh?”




  The supervisor’s eyes had the flat, glazed look of terror. Rizzo pulled his arm away, let go of the man, then went back to the coffin, lifted the dead arms again, and removed the violin

  case. Using the sleeve of his cheap jacket, he brushed away the dust on the surface and saw her name there on a faded paper label. Then he slipped his fingers through the handle. The case swung

  solidly beneath his arm. There was something inside, for sure. Maybe it was just rocks. Even crazy people didn’t bury their dead with treasure these days.




  The fat man cowered in the darkness, peeing himself in all probability, wishing he were home with his equally fat wife, waiting to be fed. Rizzo grimaced, then pulled out another couple of 50

  euro notes and stuffed them into the man’s shirt pocket. “Your lucky day, friend. It’s just a little family business. OK?”




  The supervisor took out the notes and rustled them. The money gave him back some respect. They were now, in a sense, even. Rizzo could appreciate that. There wasn’t enough respect in the

  world. He put his fake Predators back on his face, turned, and walked outside.




  The voice rose up from behind him. “Hey! Where are the boatmen? They got to deal with this now.”




  Rizzo looked back from the door at the coffin and the squat little man standing next to it, still in the darkness. “What boatmen?”




  “For the bones, for God’s sake! I thought you brought her up early to take care of things yourself.”




  “I never said that,” Rizzo answered.




  “Jesus! So what do I do with them now?”




  Rizzo shrugged. His jacket felt too tight. He hated having to buy these cheap things when what he really wanted were those clothes they sold in San Marco: Moschino, Valentino, and Armani.




  “Do what you like,” he replied, then looked at the man. Maybe he had pushed it too far. The guy looked ready to burst into tears or maybe pick a fight, even though he knew Rizzo

  would use the knife in his pocket. It was wrong, Rizzo thought, to let crazy people work in cemeteries. But maybe that was the only kind that took the job.




  “Hey,” he said. “Calm down. Keep your mouth shut. Stop looking like a crazy man. You could scare people like that.”




  Then he walked briskly out into the cemetery, retracing his steps through Campo B, past what had been Susanna Gianni’s grave, not looking at the headstone, because something told

  him it would be a bad idea to see that picture of her again.




  The vaporetto from Murano was half-full. He stood in the centre section, open to the air, and noticed how people moved away from him. The violin case stank, even on the deck with the

  lagoon breeze stiffening to the occasional gust. The boat slowed, then came to a halt. In front of the Fondamente Nuove, where the vessel would dock, some kind of regatta was taking place. A group

  of racing boats chased each other along the waterfront, cheered on by spectators from the bars behind the jetty. Rizzo cursed them. The violin felt heavy. The smell was getting worse. The

  vaporetto rolled drunkenly on the grey chop of the waves.




  Rizzo closed his eyes. When he opened them, he was staring back at the island. Three police launches, sirens flashing, were heading for the jetty. He couldn’t believe his eyes. He

  couldn’t believe the fat little caretaker could be that stupid.




  Still clutching the case, he lurched for the sliding metal bar that blocked the exit way and vomited over the edge, into the greasy, churning waters. The gulls that seemed fixed to the

  eggshell-blue sky watched him avidly. San Michele swam in the distance, a white-and-green blur between the city and the low, solid outline of Murano. Rizzo glared at the pure white church by the

  landing where the boats docked. He swore he would never pass through its gate again.
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  Ascension Day




  

    

      Mark this moment: Ascension Day, Thursday, May the fourteenth, in the Year of Our Lord Seventeen Hundred and Thirty-three. Lorenzo Scacchi, a

      tall and handsome lad of nineteen years and seven months, stands on the broad stone apron of San Giorgio Maggiore gazing across St. Mark’s Basin, watching the Doge renew his courtship

      with the ocean. The water is alive with humanity. Gondolas the colour of night scrap for places near the gold-and-scarlet Bucintoro as it makes its stately course past the Rio del

      Palazzo, on towards the twin columns of San Marco and San Teodoro and the towering pinnacle of the campanile.




      There is a tremor in the air here. The Doge, they say, is sick, mulling over a successor to commend to the Grand Council. The Serene Republic stands balanced

      between splendour and decay. What man might save the day? What sublime genius might restore the city’s fortunes and send the greasy Turks packing back to the East?




      No one knows. But wait! The Bucintoro turns, away from the filigreed façade of the palace, away from the seething waterfront. Slowly, propelled

      by the forest of glinting, golden oars that prickle from its sides like the legs of some fanciful, jewelled insect, it glides across the Basin, towards the young man standing by the lapping

      edge of the waves, hands on slim hips, legs apart, face to the water, golden hair ablaze in the sun. The oarsmen heave into it with their backs and race across the channel at full tilt. Then

      the gorgeous vessel slows respectfully to reach the flat grey island on which the young man waits, and comes to a graceful halt, a vast, majestic token of power above him. Not for an instant

      does he waver.




      “Lorenzo!” cries the Doge in a voice broken with age but still possessed of the majestic authority of his position. “I ask you again, sir.

      For the love of the Serenissima! For everything our Republic holds dear! Reconsider, I beg you! Lead us out of this darkness and into the light!”




      A single cloud crosses the perfect azure sky, and for a moment, none may see the turmoil in the young man’s face. Then it is gone, and his smile, kind

      yet firm, a wise and noble countenance in one so young, is revealed to all.




      “Sure thing, boss,” he responds in a raw, country brogue, and humbly shrugs his shoulders. The joyous cries of thousands rise up from the lagoon

      like thunder reversing its customary journey, soaring upwards to the heavens in a raucous clamour. A new Doge is found and soon . . .




      There, dear sister. Do I have your attention now? If I have to write these letters like some tuppenny tale hawked around the streets by

      mendicants and cripples just to keep you reading, then be assured, I’ll do it. It is now six weeks since we left Treviso, orphaned by a vicious fate. Do not make me feel alone in this

      world. You are my elder by two long, important years. I need your wisdom. I need your love. One letter, and that complaining largely of indigestion, does not provide the sustenance I crave.




      Still, before I bore you, let me return to the narrative! Of the above, you may ignore everything save the beginning. It is indeed Ascension Day, and I did

      stand beneath the great stone monolith of San Giorgio; for how long I have no idea. It requires a better writer than this one to paint today’s picture for you in mere words, so I

      shan’t even try. Venice is a world of wonders, be assured. Even now I turn mundane corners and find myself in awe when confronted by everyday splendours that beggar the imagination. When

      the fathers have something to celebrate and decide to push out the boat—oops, sorry about that!—there’s nothing else to do but stand and stare. You came here once with Papa, I

      believe. I never ventured much further than our little town until after that sad day of the funeral. For a straw-chewing farm lad, this is quite some place.




      There are men here I wish you could meet. Picture our Uncle Leo up by the water’s edge now, a skinny fellow, arms crossed, in plain dress, watching that

      big barge drift slowly in front of the palace. He looks as if he’s seen this spectacle a million times, and nothing might move him again in all creation. But he is a Venetian, a man of

      the world, who would never have followed our dear father into such a quiet life as farming. Spectacle runs through his blood like an everyday humour. One should expect nothing less. He will, I

      believe, be a good guardian, and teach me the intricacies of the publisher’s trade so that I may earn an honest living.




      By his side is the English gentleman Oliver Delapole, a noble and aristocrat about our uncle’s age, perhaps thirty-five, but of an altogether different

      background and with a little paunch at his elegantly attired belly. Mr. Delapole is a moneyed fellow in fine, perhaps overly extravagant clothing. He has a rosy, kindly face marred only by what

      I take to be a duelling scar, which runs beneath his right eye like a scimitar on its side. Yet I see no sign of a bellicose nature. In truth he possesses an engaging grin and a genial manner

      that makes every man—and woman (come, we are country folk and should not shy from such matters)—retire from his company smiling.




      Of all those comments, remember that one concerning money; it is the most important word you will hear anywhere in this lagoon. Mr. Delapole is Capital

      personified, and for that reason half the city sticks to his coat tails whenever he happens to pass, though he takes the attention in his stride. He came to our house last week and left his hat

      in the parlour. I raced after, clutching it, out into the campo, hoping to catch him before he reached the Grand Canal and found one of those ruffian gondoliers to take him home. When,

      out of breath and unable to speak, I reached him, he smiled pleasantly and asked, almost beside himself with laughter, “Why are you chasing me, lad? Am I the only man left in Venice with

      a little cash?”




      Ducats open doors—most any door in the city, to be frank—and Mr. Delapole is a generous bestower of them. Word is he distributes the cash so

      quickly the money-lenders must make up the gap between his benevolence and the arrival of yet more funds from London. This is no complaint, you understand. With luck, the House of Scacchi will

      bring to the public several works from new writers and composers, and all at Mr. Delapole’s expense. He has already shown some small kindness to Mr. Vivaldi, the famous musical priest at

      La Pietà, the ramshackle church a little along the waterfront from today’s proceedings. Nor has the local artist Canale (known to all as “Canaletto” to distinguish him

      from his father, who follows a similar trade) been left out of the party. This is a chap who can apparently sniff the scent of silver from several miles. As I compose this, he sits in front of

      us all, on a great platform of wood poised above the rest of the party, toiling away on a canvas destined for some rich man’s wall.




      Canaletto is an odd fellow, most argumentative and, some wonder, perhaps a fraud too. He uses something called a camera ottica, a device he claims as

      his own invention. This is hidden from our eyes inside a black fabric tent in which the artist works, dashing outside from time to time to check that the real world is still there. Apparently

      the device throws an image of the scene through some kind of glass lens onto an interior screen, where it may be traced prior to painting. Out of curiosity I clambered up the scaffolding and

      examined the exterior of the contrivance, getting a sour look and a mouthful of Venetian cussing when he stuck his head out to investigate my clatter.




      “If one more smart-ass tells me I’m cheating, I shall, I swear, punch his miserable lights out,” Canaletto hissed at me by way of

      warning.




      Undeterred, I peered at the mechanism through the gap in the fabric created by his hand. It seems most clever. “How can a little science in the aid of

      art be described as cheating, sir?” I asked honestly. “On that basis, you would surely be accused of trickery if you failed to use the selfsame paints the Romans favoured for their

      walls?”




      That did the trick. At least I received what I took to be as close to a nod of approval as Mr. Canaletto might own.




      “What you need next,” I added, “is simply some alchemical canvas which recognises the image itself and moulds its atoms to the relevant

      pigment. Then you’d have no need of the brush at all!”




      I heard a snigger from Mr. Delapole’s manservant, Gobbo, and beat a sensible retreat back down the woodwork! I trust you have found a friend. I have, of

      sorts. Luigi Gobbo is an ugly chap with, believe it or not, the makings of the hump which his surname would suggest. He joined the Englishman in France some time back, I believe. In all this

      company, Gobbo is the most down-to-earth of fellows, always ready with a roguish joke and the occasional impious suggestion. The moment he discovered my fate, he took me under his wing,

      promising to let no Venetian rogue relieve me of my meagre purse. I like the chap, though we are not much similar. Our parents may have spoiled us with our homegrown education. Thinking that

      Gobbo might have read a little literature, too, I asked him if he was any relation of the famous Lancelot, and whether he had abandoned a notorious Jew for the service of Mr. Delapole, a man

      assuredly as amiable as Bassanio himself, if rather more wealthy. Gobbo looked at me as if I were witless or, worse, mocking him. English playwrights did not enter into his education. Still, he

      has my best interests at heart, and I his. There is amity in the city after all.




      Now to more weighty matters (which are short, so do not yawn and put down the page, please). It is a week since Manzini last wrote about the estate (and yes,

      I agree with you, it is wrong that he must deal with me, not you, but that is the law). I hold out no great hopes. Our parents invested heavily in the farm and that precious library we both

      adored. Had they lived longer, we would all surely have benefited from their generosity. Since the cholera decided otherwise, we must make the best of what we have. So I shall strike a bargain

      with you, Lucia. Let us be honest with each other in reporting our failings. Let us write truly of those around us. And let us work diligently to make ourselves worthy of the name

      Scacchi—until some dashing Spanish blade steals yours away, of course!




      I love you, Lucia, my darling sister, and I would trade an eternity of this magnificence for one moment together with our dear parents in that ragged little

      farmhouse back in the wild meadows of our home. That cannot be, so we must look to the future.




      Wait! I see the famed Canaletto scowling down from his perch once more. A little line of fat Dutchmen waddling together like a flock of ducks are attempting

      to possess his eyrie and steal a peek at his precious painting. More fools them . . .




      “Bloody tourists,” the artist barks, and emits a flurry of arcane curses which none beyond Cannaregio may understand. “Off with your ugly

      snouts and your herring-stink breath!”




      “Be bold and wave a florin in his face, sirs,” shouts Mr. Delapole, egging them on. “Any man smells sweet to Canaletto who has coin in his

      pocket!”




      Muttering darkly, our intruders shuffle off. I suspect our painter friend is somewhat beyond their means.




      While Canaletto was waving his fist at them, he left the door to his mysterious tented palace open. I leapt stealthily onto the woodwork myself and saw, with

      great amazement, how far this canvas had progressed in little more than an hour. This man is no fraud. It will, I think, be a fine painting. One day, when you have settled enough in Seville to

      earn the time and money to return to visit your native Veneto, I shall, I fancy, take you to see it. We shall measure the way our pains have diminished and our fortunes increased in the months

      that have passed since the Bucintoro found its way onto Canaletto’s piece of rough canvas. Here is a wondrous talent, to trap a piece of glorious time in amber, for all the ensuing

      centuries to witness. All I have to offer are these words, but they come freely given and from an adoring heart.
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  A name from the past




  GIULIA MORELLI SIFTED THE REPORT SHEETS ON HER desk. Giulia was duty captain on the evening shift. It was hot inside the modern police block by

  Piazzale Roma, and the work was beginning to bore her. Sometimes she thought of applying for a transfer. Rome, maybe, or Milan. Anywhere she might find some kind of challenge to keep her mind

  turning.




  Then she stared at the pages in front of her and felt the years roll away in an instant. The dead girl’s name seemed to yell at her. Giulia Morelli stabbed at the phone and managed to

  catch the reporting officer. He was changing before coming off shift, and none too keen to hang around the overheated police station. The tone of her voice ensured he would not leave without

  telling his story.




  She listened keenly for five minutes, finding herself increasingly perplexed, then put the phone down, walked to the window, threw it open, and lit a cigarette. Outside, the last commuters were

  heading for their cars in the vast multi-storey close to the bridge to terra firma and Mestre, where most of them lived. She watched the straggle of figures and thought about what the officer had

  just told her. It made no sense. Perhaps it did not say anything about the case of Susanna Gianni at all.




  They had been called to San Michele by an irate undertaker whose party had arrived on time for the ceremony, only to find the superintendent missing. They finally found the man in a building

  used for disinterments, apparently in some kind of distress. When the undertaker remonstrated with him, the superintendent turned violent and attacked two of the party before being restrained.




  The senior officer called to the incident attempted to interview the cemetery employee, but to little avail. According to the report, the unfortunate event was caused by a sudden loss of temper

  in the heat. The superintendent was cautioned for minor assault, then allowed to go home. The authorities were to be told, but there would be no formal action. Only one unusual detail was noted on

  the report, and the officer had again confirmed it, though with no further information, when she had spoken to him. In the disinterment room was the coffin of one Susanna Gianni. It had been opened

  to expose the corpse. And, so it seemed to the officer, something had been removed from the casket. The shape of a long object, perhaps a metre high, was superimposed against the remains of the

  cadaver.




  With the care and foresight she had come to expect of the uniformed branch, the officer had thought this worthy of mention but not of action. Once he had arranged for the superintendent to be

  taken home by police launch, he had allowed the removal of the casket—and, with it, Susanna Gianni’s bones—to continue. It appeared there was no private arrangement. The disposal

  of the body was carried out that afternoon by the city cemetery service. The box would be ashes by now. What remained of Susanna Gianni—even the girl’s name still made the

  policewoman’s blood race—would be strewn among the sea of skeletons which made up the public ossuary on one of the lagoon’s smaller islands.




  Giulia Morelli lacked the energy to curse the idiot. She picked up the phone, arranged for a launch, and within five minutes found herself heading up the Grand Canal for Cannaregio, wondering

  what might have made a cemetery superintendent, one surely used to dealing with corpses over the years, lose his mind so quickly and in such unusual company. Wondering, too, about who had taken

  that mysterious object from the murdered girl’s coffin, and why.




  She ordered the launch to dock at Sant’ Alvise and walked briskly south into the tangle of fascist-era apartment blocks. She had told the launch to wait for her and, against standing

  orders, planned to conduct the interview alone. The details of the Gianni case were now, a decade later, somewhat hazy in her memory. Even so, she recalled the care with which it was discussed,

  particularly in the company of a lowly cadet as she was then. There was no reason to raise a fuss now, not until she saw something worth fighting for.




  He lived in a block at the edge of the development. The building was clean but shabby. She walked into the dingy communal hallway and pressed the light switch. A perpendicular line of dim yellow

  bulbs came on overhead. His apartment was on the third floor. She looked for the light. It was out. Giulia Morelli, for no reason she could fully understand, found she was patting her purse to feel

  the shape of the small police pistol that lived there.




  “Stupid,” she hissed quietly, and began to climb the stairs.




  The third floor was in virtual darkness. She cursed herself for having left the flashlight behind, wondered, too, why she had been so anxious to interview the man alone. The case was a decade

  old. The uniformed officer at the helm of her launch had not even been in the force when Susanna Gianni died.




  The apartment was at the end of the corridor, somewhere in an inky pool of darkness. She called the man’s name and immediately sensed she had made some kind of a mistake. There was a noise

  coming from ahead. A glimmer of dull yellow light leaked out from behind a door that stood no more than an inch ajar. She edged closer to it, hearing more clearly: it was a long, breathy moan, a

  sound that could betoken anything from ecstasy to death.




  She reached into her bag and took out the police radio. The signal was dead. Mussolini had built these old apartment blocks well. Giulia Morelli kept the handset tight in her left hand, then

  reached into the bag for the gun, grasped the weapon, and walked briskly through the door, taking care to stand in the shadow cast by the wan light from a single bulb.




  There were words in her throat, cold, officious words, ones which worked on most occasions, sending a little fear into the small-time crooks who were, almost exclusively, her customers. The

  words died before she was able to say them. Giulia Morelli took in what she could of the scene—the light was poor and the protagonist was deep in shadow, his face invisible to her. All that

  was apparent of him was a single, lean arm wielding a long, bloodied knife and a smell: cheap, strong cigarettes—African, maybe—and the rank odour of sweaty fear.




  She could think of nothing but the painting, the damn painting that had haunted her ever since she’d seen it as a child. It stood in the chancel of San Stae, Tiepolo’s Martyrdom

  of Saint Bartholomew, depicting a man apparently in rapture, arm raised to heaven, a half-hidden attacker carefully testing his skin, wondering where to begin with the blade. She had asked her

  mother about the painting, always seeking to know the story. Her mother had evaded the question, mumbling something she failed to understand: that the saint was to be “flayed.” It was

  only later, when she found the word in a dictionary, that she understood. This was the moment before the horror. The executioner was planning the act, that of skinning his victim alive. And the

  condemned man was looking to heaven in bliss, awaiting his deliverance with joy, something Giulia Morelli knew she would never understand.




  The cemetery superintendent was not in rapture. He was, she thought, dead already, or at least she hoped as much. His throat was cut, carefully, from side to side, revealing a broad, bloody band

  of flesh and sinew. And his murderer, who remained out of sight—though he was, she knew, now moving—was slowly finishing the job, stabbing into the tendons, severing what he could find

  in the man’s throat.




  She gripped the gun. It wriggled in her sweaty grasp. Her fingers twisted on the grip, then slipped, and she heard the metal clatter on the tiled floor. Giulia Morelli could look at nothing but

  the dead man, wondering, wondering.




  A shape rose to her left. A leg came out and kicked her hard. She fell to her knees, waiting for the blow, wondering if she had the courage to look upwards, to heaven, to nothingness, like the

  saint in the painting. But he was there and she did not wish to see his face.




  She tried to speak, but there were no intelligible words in her head. Something silver flashed in front of her eyes. She felt a sudden slash of pain in her side, followed shortly afterwards by

  the rush of warm blood. Her breath came in sudden, jerky gasps. She waited.




  And then the radio came to life in her palm. She had, she realised, been gripping tight on the panic button. Somehow her faint call for help had leaked out of Mussolini’s brickwork and

  found a human ear. A voice barked at them. At the foot of the stairs outside in the communal hallway, which might have been on the far side of the world as far as she was concerned, there were

  footsteps. Too soon for the police, she knew, but the dark shape above her, dropping blood from the knife onto her face, could not know that.




  “You are under arrest,” Giulia Morelli said, and wondered why she felt like laughing. He was gone. There was no one else in the room. No one but the dead superintendent, who stared

  back at her with glassy, terrified eyes and a gory gash for what was once a throat.




  She placed a hand on her side, felt the wound the knife had made. She’d live. She would find this man. She would discover why he had robbed Susanna Gianni’s grave and what he had

  stolen from it. There was work to be done, much of it.




  Giulia Morelli stumbled to her feet. There were men at the door. A caretaker, perhaps. Another resident. It was important, she knew, to take control.




  “Touch nothing,” she said, trying to think straight, trying to establish the kind of control which was required.




  They gaped at her, half-amazed, half-terrified. She followed the direction of their gaze and saw the blood staining her jacket, running down her short skirt, coagulating hot and sticky on her

  knees.




  “Touch . . .” she repeated, then felt her eyes turn upwards in her head, saw the murky yellow light of the apartment turn black and, finally, disappear altogether.
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  Spritz! Spritz! Spritz!




  THREE WEEKS AFTER THE OPENING OF SUSANNA Gianni’s grave and the death of a certain cemetery superintendent in Cannaregio, Daniel Forster

  walked out of the arrivals area of Marco Polo airport carrying a violin case which was neither old nor malodorous. It was as modest as the instrument inside and the small, soft suitcase which hung

  from his other arm and contained almost his entire wardrobe: enough clothes, he hoped, to see him through the next five weeks. The flight from Stansted had taken two hours, crossing the

  snow-covered Alps before descending rapidly into the northeast corner of the Adriatic. Though he had just turned twenty, this was Daniel’s first trip abroad. His new passport, still without a

  stamp inside, sat in the pocket of his green cotton windcheater along with the plastic envelope from Thomas Cook which contained 300 euros, almost the entire contents of his student current

  account.




  He stood a little under six feet tall, with flowing fair hair and a pleasant, innocuous face still somewhat unformed by adulthood. Hovering uncertainly in the airport hall, he looked like a

  trainee tour-guide waiting for his first assignment. Then a large man dressed in dark trousers and a baggy blue sweatshirt marched over, bent down to peer in his eyes, and inquired, “Mr.

  Daniel?”




  Daniel blinked, surprised. “Signor Scacchi?”




  The man laughed, a grand, booming noise that rose from somewhere deep within his vast stomach. He was in his late thirties, perhaps, and had the ruddy, weather-worn face of a farmer or

  fisherman. There was a bittersweet smell of alcohol on his breath. “Signor Scacchi! Do I look like a peacock? Do you think I can trill? Come! Come!”




  Daniel followed this stranger out of the hall and found they were, within a few steps, by the side of the lagoon. A dozen or more sleek water taxis, each with finely polished wood decks, sat

  waiting for customers. They walked past them to the public jetty, where an old blue motorised fishing boat sat. In the prow, slumped against each other like lovers, were two slender men. In the mid

  part of the vessel, a woman wearing jeans and a purple T-shirt bustled over two plastic picnic hampers, her back turned. Next to her, a small, pure-black field spaniel with short ears and a compact

  nose peered curiously at the contents of the boxes and was shooed away, constantly and to little avail.




  The large man looked at the passengers in the boat, waited for a moment to see if their attention would come his way, then, realising this was a lost cause, clapped his hands loudly and

  announced, “Please! Please! Our guest is arrived! We must welcome him.”




  The smaller of the two men stood up. He wore a fawn suit, well-cut, and was, Daniel judged, in his late sixties. This was, he assumed, his host, Signor Scacchi. His face was tanned and lined,

  almost to the point of emaciation. He appeared ill, as did the younger man by his side, who now lay back on the pillows in the stern of the boat and favoured the newcomer with an expressionless

  glance.




  “Daniel!” the old man said, smiling to reveal a set of too-white dentures. He was short, with a slight hunch. “Daniel! He has come! See, Paul. See, Laura. I told you. Ten

  days’ notice and us complete strangers. Still, he has come!”




  The woman turned to face him. She had a fine, attractive face, with round, full cheeks tapering to a delicate chin. Her large eyes were an extraordinary shade of green. Her hair, long and

  straight, falling to her shoulders, was a subtle shade of auburn. She peered at Daniel as if he were a creature from outer space, but with a friendly curiosity, as if his presence somehow amused

  her.




  “He did come,” she said in a soft voice only lightly coloured by the Venetian accent, then almost automatically reached into her handbag, took out a pair of large plastic sunglasses,

  and placed them on her face.




  “Well, who’d have thought it?” Paul murmured. He was, Daniel thought, American. He wore a faded denim shirt and jeans of a similar colour. Sprawled in the front of the boat, he

  had the awkward lack of grace of a teenager and, at first glance, young looks, too, though a moment’s consideration showed them to be cracked and faded, like those of a fifty-year-old trying

  to appear thirty.




  “Of course,” the large man said, then passed the luggage to Laura and extended a huge hand to help Daniel into the lazily shifting boat. “Who wouldn’t come to Venice when

  asked? I am Piero, since no one seems minded to conclude the introductions,” the man announced. “The fool of the family, though a distant relative so that scarcely matters. And this is

  my boat, the lovely Sophia, a lady who is loyal, true, and always starts when you need her, which means, I guess, she’s no lady at all. Not that I would know about such

  matters—there, I said it before Laura said it for me.”




  The dog nudged at Daniel’s trousers. Piero reached down and ruffled its head with affection. “And this is Xerxes. So called because he is the finest general of the marshes you will

  find. No duck escapes his beady little eyes, eh?”




  The merest mention of the word “duck” had set the dog’s stumpy tail wagging. Piero chucked him lovingly underneath the chin, then reached into one of the hampers and fed a

  small circle of salami into Xerxes’ gaping mouth.




  Scacchi leaned forward, rocking the little motorboat, pumped his empty hand up and down in a drinking gesture, and announced, “Spritz! Spritz! Spritz!”




  “Naturally,” Laura replied from behind the sunglasses, then reached into the second hamper, withdrawing a set of bottles.




  “Seats, please,” Piero bellowed, then, with a tug on the starter rope, brought the small diesel engine into life and clambered to the rear to steer it. One of the water-taxi drivers

  sitting on his gleaming vessel stared at the grubby little boat and said something in a dialect which Daniel could not begin to understand. Piero replied just as unfathomably and extended a single

  digit at the man. The boat lurched back to clear the jetty, and then they were moving, out from the airport, out into the flat expanse of the Venetian lagoon. What had for years been an idea, an

  entire imagined universe inside Daniel Forster’s head, suddenly became real. In the far distance, rising from the sea like some bizarre forest, the outline of Venice, of campaniles and

  palaces, slowly became visible, growing tantalisingly larger as they travelled towards it.




  “Spritz,” Scacchi repeated.




  Laura gave the old man three bottles: one of Campari, one of white Veneto wine, and a third of sparkling mineral water. Then she made up five glasses with ice, a segment of precut lemon, and,

  from a small jar, a single green olive in each, and passed them to the old man.




  Scacchi looked at him, and for the first time Daniel saw something sly in his face. “You know what this is?”




  “I read about it,” he replied. “I wondered what it would taste like.”




  “You hear that?” Scacchi declared. “Such a fine Italian accent! This is spritz, my lad, and it tells you much you need to know about this city. Look. Campari, for our potent

  blood. Wine for our love of life. Water for our purity—no laughing there, Paul. An olive for our earthiness. And, finally, lemon, to remind you that if you bite us, we bite back.

  Here.”




  He passed him a glass, full to the brim with the dark-red drink. Daniel took a sip. It was mainly Campari, strong and with the same bittersweet aroma he had smelled on Piero’s breath.




  Laura smiled at him as if expecting some reaction. “And food too,” she said, offering a plate full of flat breads filled with cheese and Parma ham. Daniel took one and realised he

  had no idea of her age. The plain, cheap clothes and obscuring glasses seemed designed to make her look older, and in this they failed. She was, perhaps, twenty-eight or even younger, not in the

  early to mid thirties which her dress seemed to indicate.




  “To Daniel!” Scacchi announced. The four of them raised their glasses. Xerxes barked softly. The boat rocked a little. Scacchi wisely went back to his seat next to Paul. “May

  these next few weeks open his eyes to the world!”




  “To Daniel!” they repeated.




  “I’m honoured,” he said in return. “And I hope I shall do the job well.”




  “Of course you will,” Scacchi said with a wave of his skeletal hand. “I knew that when I asked you. For the rest, I have fixed some amusements. All other time is your

  own.”




  “I shall try to use it well.”




  “As you see fit,” Scacchi said with a yawn.




  Then the old man took a long swig from the glass, placed it on the wooden bench seat that ran around the interior of the boat, leaned his head against Paul’s shoulder, and, with no more

  ado, fell fast asleep in the prow.




  The moto topo Sophia edged its way out towards the wide expanse of the lagoon, following the channel from the airport at first, then picking a shorter route to the miniature city perched

  on the bow. They fell into silence while Scacchi slept. Paul touched the old man’s hair occasionally. Piero drank. Laura offered Daniel a cigarette, seemed pleased when he refused, lit one

  anyway, and tapped the ash over the side. After a while Paul slept, too, curling his arms around Scacchi, placing his head against the old man’s in a fond gesture which seemed touched with

  sadness. Piero and Laura exchanged glances. She refilled Piero’s glass more than once. The July day was beginning to fade, casting the city ahead in a gorgeous pink-and-gold light.




  Piero whistled softly to the dog and it came to the stern. He held out a small leather loop attached to the tiller and waited as Xerxes turned to face the prow, then took the strap in his

  mouth.




  “Avanti!” Piero whispered, and the dog’s eyes fixed immediately ahead of the boat, on the far horizon. “Go straight, my little beauty. Papa needs a

  break.”




  He came and sat with Laura and Daniel in the middle, balancing his weight on one side against their combined on the opposite.




  “You see this, Daniel?” he asked, looking at the two sleeping men. “This pair love each other like a couple of little doves. Don’t mind the American, now. He’s

  Scacchi’s choice, for better or worse, and jealousy’s such a mean little thing. Men loving men . . . I don’t get it. But what’s it to me? Nothing.”




  Daniel was silent.




  “And nothing to you, my new friend, I know,” Piero added. “That’s not why Scacchi invited you here. He told me. Not that a fool like me pretends to understand. He says

  these things you wrote . . .”




  “My paper,” Daniel offered.




  “Yeah. He says they’re the best. OK? But . . . just be patient. See that dog?”




  Xerxes stood stiffly in the stern, eyes on the horizon, leather strap lodged firmly in his jaws.




  “He’s a marvel,” Daniel observed, and truly believed as much.




  “More than that. He is proof of the existence of God.”




  “Piero!” Laura scolded him. “That is sacrilegious.”




  The big man’s eyes were a little glassy. Daniel did not want to consider how much Campari had been consumed on the long, slow voyage across the lagoon to the airport.




  “Not at all. He is a proof of the existence of God, and I shall tell you why. You are aware, Daniel, that he is a G-dog. I may not say the G-word out loud, of course, since he’ll be

  off that tiller in a moment, sending us around in circles, barking like a she-wolf in season, and waking those two slumbering lovers over there. You understand my meaning?”




  Turning his body to ensure the dog did not see him, Daniel mimed the action of pulling a shotgun to the shoulder and releasing the trigger.




  “Exactly. Yet he is the most ancient of breeds. Why, I shall take you to Torcello in the good ship Sophia one day and show you the great, great-to-greatest grandfather of this very

  dog sitting in a mosaic on the wall there. All that, long before the G-things even existed! Explain that, my girl.”




  Laura slapped him on the knee. “It is called evolution, you fool.”




  “It is called the work of God. For God, you see, does not know time as we do. When He invents the spaniel, He does so understanding that one day some other of His creatures shall invent

  the G-thing. So He places within the animal’s blood the knowledge of it there already, saving Himself the trouble of inventing some new animal when the need arises. For God, Time is just

  another of His creations. Like trees. And men. And water. And . . .”




  He extended the plastic beaker. “Spritz! Furthermore . . .”




  Laura filled it to halfway, tut-tutting. “Furthermore, Piero, you are dead drunk.”




  He looked miserable all of a sudden. “I guess.” Then he sniffed the air as if it had changed, and peered at the dog, with its dark, damp nose held high in the stern. The boat had

  shifted direction to the east, though no one had noticed. Piero walked to the back of the boat and straightened up the tiller to put them back on course.




  “Avanti, Xerxes,” he said gently. “We go home to Sant’ Erasmo later. After we drop these good people off in the city. Home.”




  Laura threw him a couple of pillows from her side of the boat.




  “Home,” the big man repeated, then stared at Daniel. “Scacchi said you didn’t have one. That right?”




  “My mother died a year ago,” Daniel answered. “My father left before I was born. But I have somewhere to live.”




  “No relations?”




  “None close.”




  “And you a clever guy too?” Piero seemed surprised. “So much for what the books say.”




  Laura tut-tutted again, stumbled to the other side of the boat, made the pillows into a makeshift bed, then came back to sit beside Daniel.




  “A man who has no home has nothing,” Piero declared. “Like that Paul there. It’s Scacchi’s choice. OK. And God knows the old man pays for it, what with that disease

  the American gave him. But this isn’t his home. He doesn’t have one. Where are they going to put him when he dies? Probably in a casket on some plane back to America, where he came

  from.”




  “Piero,” Laura said with only the hint of scolding in her voice. “You sleep, now. Please.”




  “Yes,” the large man said, and lay down on the pillows, fitting his enormous frame onto the narrow wooden ledge with a precision that could only have come from much practice. In the

  stern the dog gave a low whine but never once let go of the leather strap. Daniel Forster looked at Laura. She raised her glass to him and said, “Salute.” San Michele, with its

  endless round of recycled graves, was beginning to make itself apparent to their left. Daniel touched his plastic beaker to hers and tried to think of the famous names buried there: Diaghilev and

  Stravinsky and Ezra Pound . . . The city had lived inside his thoughts for so long, its districts memorised, its history picked over for months on end. He had wondered if the reality might turn out

  to be a disappointment, a living theme park preserved only for the tourists. Something told him already this would not be the case, but also that the real city, the real lagoon, would be different

  from the picture he had built in his imagination out of the constant stream of books he had borrowed from the college library.




  His thoughts clouded over, became confused. Then he realised that Laura had extended a long, slim, tanned hand and that she was very pretty indeed.




  “I am the servant here,” she said. “I am cook, housekeeper, nursemaid, and anything else you can think of. You must know that Scacchi, while he has his foibles, is the kindest

  man on earth. You will remember this, please, in your dealings with him.”




  “Yes,” he replied, shaking the hand awkwardly, wondering whether this was a warning about his own behaviour or that of the master of the house. Wondering, too, whether she really

  expected him to kiss that small patch of tanned flesh she held out to him.




  “And as for Piero,” she continued, “he is a holy fool. Paul and Scacchi are—you have a phrase in English—‘like two peas from the same pod.’ It is just

  that one bears his fate more bravely than the other, though perhaps a sense of guilt has something to say about the matter there also. I love them both, and will be grateful if, for the period of

  your stay here, you either learn to love them, too, or affect to do so.”




  “I shall, of course.”




  She tapped him lightly on the knee. “Silly boy. How can you say that? You don’t even know us yet.”




  He smiled, feeling she had caught him out. “Then what would you have me say?”




  “Nothing. Just listen. And wait. I know men find these things difficult. Oh, damn!”




  The boat had shifted direction again. Xerxes was trembling in the stern.




  “To think he can let a dog steer us home.”




  Laura made her way carefully to the back of the Sophia and took the tiller from Xerxes. The dog let out a grateful growl before perching on the rear platform of the vessel, where he

  lifted a leg and let loose a lively stream of liquid over the side. Then Xerxes stared balefully at Laura until he realised she had no intention of letting him regain the tiller. The animal

  shuffled amidships, placed its muzzle tenderly in Piero’s groin, and closed its eyes.




  Three sleeping drunks and a dog called Xerxes. And a strange, intriguing woman staring at him from the back of the boat, carefully directing them towards the city. In his head Daniel Forster had

  played the scene of his entry to the city on many occasions. None of these imagined arrivals came close to matching the reality.




  Nor could he have predicted what occurred next. As the ancient boat made a slow but steady passage along the Cannaregio waterfront, they were joined by a long, sleek police speedboat which came

  alongside, then slowed to match their speed. Laura sat in the helm, unmoved by the vessel’s presence. In the rear of the speedboat stood a thin woman with short blonde hair. She wore a

  two-piece blue suit with a tightly cut jacket and a skirt that stopped just above the knee. In her hand was a megaphone. Daniel looked at the three sleeping men, as did the policewoman. Then the

  police officer stared at Laura, who merely smiled back at her and shrugged her shoulders.




  It was too noisy and too distant to be certain, but Daniel felt sure that the policewoman had sworn at this point, then barked an order to the officer at the wheel of the launch. The boat

  lurched under a surge of power, then raced off, buoyed on its own seething platform of foam.




  “See,” Laura noted. “Even the police come out to greet you, Daniel.”




  But he scarcely heard her words. The Sophia had veered sharply and was now headed for the mouth of what he surmised was the Cannaregio canal. It was busy with small boats. A ’52

  vaporetto chugged towards them. They passed beneath the odd, geometrical outline of the Tre Archi bridge, Laura dodging the traffic expertly, and then the Sophia set off along the

  straight haul to the Grand Canal. To his left, Daniel knew, lay the older part of Cannaregio, with the original Jewish ghetto hidden somewhere in its midst. To the right was the busy commercial and

  tourist quarter around the station.




  “You know why you are here?” Laura asked, unflustered by the multitude of vessels of all shapes, sizes, and colours around her.




  “To catalogue Signor Scacchi’s library,” he said, speaking loudly over the sound of the canal.




  “Library!” She laughed out loud, and it made her seem much younger, he thought. “He called it that!”




  The junction with the Grand Canal was ahead of them. The Sophia bobbed on the swell from the throng of boats milling in the busy waterway.




  “Then why am I here?” he yelled, not knowing where to look.




  She beamed at him and said something that was lost in the angry horn of a vaporetto shooing a gondola of Japanese tourists out of its way. Daniel was unsure, and did not want to ask, but

  wondered if she had answered: To save us. There was no time for introspection. They had turned, abruptly and with a sudden burst of speed, and were now midstream of the Grand Canal.

  Nothing—no photograph, no painting, no words on the page—had prepared him for this sight. The city’s beating jugular lay before him. Great buildings rose on both sides, Gothic and

  Renaissance, Baroque and Neoclassical, a startling juxtaposition of styles in which the centuries tripped over each other’s feet. Vaporetti and water taxis, haulage boats and gondolas

  bustled across the water like insects skating over a pond. It was a world which appeared to live in multiple dimensions: on every side, above in the towering palaces and churches, and below in the

  shifting black waters of the lagoon.




  “And one thing we all forgot to say,” Laura added.




  “What was that?” he asked.




  She removed the sunglasses, and a pair of warm green eyes appraised him. “Why,” she said with a thoughtful smile that briefly made him forget the view, “welcome to Venice, Mr.

  Daniel Forster.”
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  A boy’s new home




  

    

      Our uncle gives me a sideways look when I call this place the “Palazzo Scacchi.” Strictly speaking, it is a house, in Venetian

      parlance Ca’ Scacchi, but anywhere else in the world this would surely be regarded as a palace, albeit one in need of a little care and attention.




      We live in the parish of San Cassian, on the border of the sestieri San Polo and Santa Croce. Our house is by the side of the little rio San

      Cassian (which any but a Venetian would call a canal) and small campo of the same name. We have the usual door which leads onto the street, and two entrances from the water. One runs

      under a grand, rounded arch into the ground floor of the house, which, as is customary in this city, is used as a cellar for storage. The second belongs to the warehouse and printing studio,

      which represents the Scacchis’ contribution to the world of commerce. This is situated in an adjoining building, some three storeys high (our home is four!), attached to the north side,

      towards the Grand Canal.




      Finally, there is yet another mode of exit: a wooden bridge with handrails runs from the first floor of the house between the two river entrances straight

      over the canal and into the square itself. Consequently I can wander over it in the morning and find fresh water from the well in the centre of the campo while still rubbing the sleep

      from my eyes. Or I may hail a gondola from my bedroom window, find it waiting for me by the time I get downstairs, and, but a single minute later, be in the midst of the greatest waterway on

      earth, almost slap opposite the magnificence of the Ca’ d’Oro! And this does not deserve the name “palace”?




      The house is almost two hundred years old, I am told, with weathered brickwork the colour of chestnuts that have lain on the ground all winter and handsome

      arched windows, most with their own miniature Doric columns which frame green-painted shutters designed to keep out the cruel summer heat. I live on the third floor in the third room to the

      right (things always come in threes, they say). When I lie in bed at night, I can hear the lapping of the water, the chatter and songs of the passing gondoliers, and, in the square, the

      occasional bawdy chatter of the local whores. The neighbourhood has something of a reputation for the latter, I’m afraid (but this is a city, remember—I am sure you have the same in

      Seville). Nevertheless, I understand why Uncle pursues his trade here. The prices are not so steep. The location is central and easy for our clients to find. Furthermore, the printing trade has

      many roots in this area. Scotto and Gardano, Rampazetto and Novimagio all made their homes hereabouts at some time. The quarter has the spirit of a community of bookmen about it, even if some

      of the old names are now nothing more than fading title pieces on the shelves of the Rialto antiquaries.




      Oh, sister! I pray for the day when I can show you these things instead of struggling to describe them in a letter which may take Heaven knows how long to

      reach you in Spain! Venice is like a vast simulacrum of our old library at home, one that stretches forever, unfathomed, full of dark corners and random wonders, some on my very doorstep. Last

      night, while rooting around in the jumbled corners of the warehouse cellar, I found behind a pile of unsold (and, frankly, inferior) cantatas a single copy of Aristotle’s Poetics,

      published in the city in 1502 by Aldus Manutius himself. The imprint of the Aldine academy is on the title page—that famous colophon of the anchor and dolphin which our father told us

      about! I raced to Uncle Leo with my discovery and—now, here’s a victory—something very close to a smile broke the thin, flat line of the Scacchi lips. “A find, boy!

      You’ll pay your way yet. This’ll fetch good money when I hawk it down the Rialto.”




      “May I read a little first, sir?” I asked, and felt a degree of trepidation when I made the request. Uncle Leo has a forbidding manner at

      times.




      “Books are for selling, not reading,” he replied firmly. But at least I had it for the night, since the dealers were by that hour closed. I have

      since searched diligently in other chaotic corners for similar jewels but found little of importance. Our uncle is a businessman first and a publisher second, though he has an ear for music

      too. Sometimes he asks me to play pieces that are sent for setting, and, by accident, I discovered he once had ambitions in this field (the Scacchis are born polymaths, girl, even if fate

      sometimes thwarts us).




      There is an ancient harpsichord in what passes for the parlour, on the first floor, above the main bridge. The tone . . . well, imagine holding a couple of

      our old Leghorn hens, the ones past laying age, and trying to extract a sound in unison by tickling their feathered breasts. “ Cck-cluck, Cck-cluck, Cck-cluck . . . CCK-CLUCK!”




      Still, as Leo says, an instrument is only one half of the bargain. Even such an amateur as I may extract something akin to a melody from the keyboard. Music

      or literature, most of the compositions we print are turned into ink and paper out of vanity, of course. The “author” pays, or, if he has found a patron, then some poor sap with a

      surfeit of unwanted cash foots the bill. Some show merit, though. Three nights ago Leo placed a single sheet in front of me and barked, “Play that!” then afterwards asked my opinion

      (not a common occurrence).




      Something told me this was a time to be politic. “An interesting piece, Uncle, but I find it hard to judge on a single page. Is there no

      more?”




      “None!” he said with a sardonic grin on his face. He held up his right hand in front of me and I saw what previously I had only glimpsed. The

      little finger and the index were horribly bent, as if the sinews of each had decided to withdraw on themselves and pull the flesh tightly into the palm. I had wondered why Leo was so slow at

      setting type. Now I knew. His musical days were surely past, at least as a player. “Nor will there be any more with a hand like this.”




      “This was your work?” I tried not to look too surprised. Just between you and me, Lucia, it was rather good.




      “Something to impress the Red Priest and his little girls at La Pietà. Had I finished it before this claw appeared.”




      “I’m sorry, sir. If you like, you could dictate to me and see if I might turn your ideas into something on a page.”




      “And if I go blind, perhaps you will paint on my instructions so that I may rival Canaletto?”




      It seemed best to say nothing. Uncle Leo has few friends, and none female as far as I can judge, a shame since a wife might mellow him. His trade is his life,

      and a hard trade it is, too, with hours too long for much in the way of romance. The two of us must do everything in this publishing process, from setting the type to working the press, though

      Leo assures me he will seek hired help should the contract warrant it. If Aldus Manutius (or Aldo Manuzio, as the locals knew him better) could not make a living as a publisher in Venice, I

      wonder sometimes how a mere Scacchi might manage.




      I reread that last sentence, and how I hate it! To hell with pessimism (excuse my language). We are Scacchis, all. There is a profession here, a good one,

      that keeps me close to words and music. We may not be artists ourselves, but we are, at least, their mouthpiece, and that counts for something. Nor is any of this a simple way to make a living.

      Today, tired from the previous night’s work, I misunderstood Leo’s instructions and arranged the imposition wrongly for the printing of a small pamphlet on the nature of the

      rhinoceros. Everything will have to be redone, at Uncle’s expense; there is no unmaking my mistake (printing is a business which punishes errors very severely). Leo beat me, but not hard,

      and I deserved it. An apprentice is there to learn.




      Across from our house, in the parish church, is a painting of the martyrdom of San Cassian, the patron saint of teachers, if you recall. I stared at it for

      ages this evening. It is a dark, gloomy work with no joy inside the pigment (martyrdoms, which litter the churches here, tend to fall into that category, I suppose!). Cassian’s bare,

      muscular form fills the foreground; around him, madness in their faces, wielding pens and knives and even an adze, the saint’s tormentors prepare to send him to eternity. The tale the

      priest tells is that Cassian was their master; the pupils turned on him when he sought to teach them Christian ways.




      There is an important allegory there. The priest assures me so. Still, I cannot help but wonder. What would make not one but several pupils turn on their

      master with such deadly intent? Had he punished them more than they deserved? They are fallen; you can see it in their faces. But what made them fall? I see no sign of Satan anywhere in the

      picture.




      I feel the tone of this letter is becoming cheerless, so you have perhaps put it to one side already and gone with your newfound friends to the dancing and

      the fiesta. I send you my fond love, my dearest sister, and am glad to hear your health is much improved.
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  An appointment with the Englishman




  HUGO MASSITER WAS FIFTY-ONE. HE SEEMED, IN RIZZO’S eyes, like a character out of one of those sixties films that sometimes came up late at

  night on RAI. Movies where the women always wore short skirts and too much makeup and the men seemed possessed by some weird version of Mediterranean cool, like ageing playboys pretending to be

  teenagers. Massiter dressed straight out of that era. Today the Englishman wore a pair of fawn slacks with a knife-edge crease down the front, a white shirt ironed so much it had the appearance of

  a fancy restaurant tablecloth and—the finishing touch—a light-blue silk neck scarf tucked in at the open collar.




  He was tall and must have been good-looking once. His face had a patrician cragginess. He was tanned in the cracked way the English male went when he spent too much time under the hot sun. He

  could break into a sudden smile that seemed permeated with some genuine warmth if he wanted. But his hairline was receding, and, against all obvious attempts to hide the fact, a shiny red patch of

  forehead was growing larger all the time. More memorably, there was the question of the eyes. Massiter had grey eyes, large, intelligent, and piercing. He looked at people as if he had some extra

  sense of focus, seeing more than their outward appearance. When Rizzo wanted to know what Hugo Massiter was really thinking, all he had to do was seek the answer in those eyes. In their cold

  frankness lay all the answers and, Rizzo felt, the true measure of Massiter’s character. It was the eyes that made him fear the Englishman. Sometimes they looked only half-human.




  It was three weeks since Susanna Gianni’s early disinterment, and Massiter ought to be thinking of other things. He sipped from a glass of sparkling mineral water, then stared out of the

  window at the Grand Canal. The small apartment was in Dorsoduro, between the Accademia and Salute. It was on the second floor of a converted palace and must, Rizzo knew, have cost a fortune.

  Massiter could afford it. He had homes in London and New York too. The art trade paid better than thieving from tourists, though Rizzo suspected that if everything were out in the open, there might

  be precious little moral daylight between them.




  Massiter turned and stared at him. Rizzo knew the expression. It said: I know when you are lying. Rizzo thought: Yeah?




  “Tell me again what happened.”




  “Hey. The same as I told you a million times. What else is there to say?”




  “Describe her.”




  Massiter scared him. Still, there were limits. “Listen. If you’d wanted a picture taken, you should have said. There was some dead woman there. End of story.”




  The words jogged something in Massiter’s memory. He walked to the antique desk by the window and retrieved a folder. Then he took a photograph from it and came to sit next to Rizzo, very

  close. The pale leather sofa breathed expensively with the weight of his body. Rizzo stared at the painting on the opposite wall: a swirl of modernist colours. The feeling that he was trapped

  inside some old movie came to him again. Maybe Fellini’s corpse was stuffed behind one of the floor-length mirrored wardrobes that lined the room. Maybe Massiter kept some ancient white

  open-topped Alfa Spyder in the car park at Piazzale Roma and drove it down the coast road on fine days, letting what hair he had left fly in the wind. Scalp apart, the man seemed impervious to

  time.




  “Take a look at the picture.”




  This was a new photo. The girl was standing outside La Pietà, the big white church down from San Marco. She wore a black dress and held in her hands the old, fat fiddle that was now

  safely tucked away in a left-luggage locker at Mestre station. It was a sunny day. In the background there were other musicians, as if this were before or after a concert. It was impossible for

  Rizzo to take his eyes off the girl. She shone from the picture, full of happiness and life, eyes bright and . . . it came to him. Focused. She was smiling at the person behind the camera.

  Massiter, in all probability. With a touch more hair ten years ago, maybe, when that white Spyder had a little less rust. It came to Rizzo, too, that his first impression, gained from the image on

  the headstone, was no mistake. She was in the process of some change, turning from girl to woman, and it was impossible not to want to sit and stare as it happened. Some head-turning, magnetic

  beauty was emerging from inside her, being revealed like a work of art in the process of creation. Was this why Massiter was so obsessed with her? It didn’t fit. Those cold grey eyes had no

  room in them for that kind of feeling.




  “You’re sure this is the girl in the coffin?”




  “Am I sure? She’d been dead for ten years. What do you think?”




  “It could have been her?”




  “Sure.”




  “The hair?”




  “Sure. The hair was just like that. To the tee.” There was no explaining to Massiter that some change had happened, a change the girl had never expected when Massiter had snapped her

  image one sunny day a decade ago.




  “And there was nothing else in the coffin? No note, for example?”




  Rizzo looked straight into the Englishman’s face, not flinching from his gaze. “There was a dead body in a shroud. Nothing else. Like I told you a million times. I’m

  sorry.”




  Massiter sighed and placed the photograph on the table. Rizzo tried hard not to stare at it.




  “And then there is the matter of this dead superintendent.”




  Rizzo prayed he wouldn’t pee himself. “What?”




  Massiter’s eyes turned on him. Rizzo felt cold.




  “Oh, come! Poor chap murdered the very same day. You must have read about it?”




  Rizzo nodded, surprised how calm he was. “Sure. I read about it. Never made the connection, that’s all.”




  Massiter blinked, then sorted through a sheaf of newspaper cuttings on the table and pulled out a report of the killing. There was a bad picture of the dead superintendent accompanying the

  story. He looked a lot younger. “You didn’t see him? In the cemetery?”




  “Don’t recall,” Rizzo replied, making sure he looked intently at the photograph. “No. Not the guy I spoke to.”




  The Englishman made a noncommittal noise, then went to the table, picked up a white cardboard box full of tissue paper, and, as carefully as a surgeon, withdrew from it a small painted object.

  It was a tiny, primitive ikon of the Virgin, the kind of bauble the antique shops stole out east, then sold to the tourists. Rizzo knew people who knocked up cheap copies in a backstreet studio on

  Giudecca. This looked like the genuine article. The halo round the Virgin’s head shone like pure gold.




  “See this,” Massiter said, holding the ikon in front of him. “Next week I’ll put it through an auction in New York. It’ll fetch fifty, maybe sixty thousand dollars.

  That’s where your money comes from.”




  Rizzo whistled. “Whoa. Am I in the wrong business.”




  “You’re a thief,” Massiter said bluntly. “That’s how we know each other.”




  That much was true enough. He had tried to lift the Englishman’s wallet one Sunday morning near Salute. Massiter was smart enough to spot the trick and then, to Rizzo’s amazement,

  invite him for a coffee instead of an appointment with the cops. It was a neat way of finding someone to do the odd dirty job. Rizzo guessed he had his equivalents in New York and London, maybe

  found in pretty much the same way.




  “You’ve got me there,” he said.




  Massiter placed the ikon in his hands. It felt tiny, delicate.




  “It came out of Serbia,” Massiter said. “Do you ever stop to think about the merchandise that’s available from the Balkans these days?”




  “Can’t say I have.” Rizzo felt slightly shocked to hear it called “merchandise.” Art was art, even if it was stolen. He placed the object back in Massiter’s

  hands. He didn’t like having that kind of money perched between his fingers.




  “No,” Massiter said. “I imagine not. This is from a small monastery on the Kosovo border. Taken by some Christians I know, as it happens, but I’m strictly agnostic in

  these matters. I’ll deal with anybody.”




  Rizzo could believe that. “Business, huh.”




  “You know what they’re like? The kind of people who do this?”




  Rizzo knew. There were Balkan crooks everywhere these days, Bosnian and Kosovan, Albanian and Serb. They would carve your eyes out with spoons just for saying “Ciao” in the

  wrong accent.




  He nodded. Massiter shuffled closer to him on the pale leather sofa, then placed a hand on his knee. The Englishman had long, powerful hands, Rizzo saw, and wondered why he had never noticed

  that before.




  “Last year, one of these . . . people stole from me. Really. It’s true. I help them in their business. I pay them on time. I send them gifts. I pat their children on their filthy,

  lice-ridden heads.”




  Rizzo’s chest felt tight. “I would never do that, Signor Massiter. You’ve got to know I would never do that to you, not in a million y—”




  “Quiet.”




  Massiter had moved his hand and placed two fingers firmly on Rizzo’s lips now. The big grey eyes filled Rizzo’s gaze, like twin planets full of ice and hate.




  “They stole from me, Rizzo,” he said. “After all the trust I placed in them.”




  There was a smell on him, Rizzo realised. More perfume than aftershave, almost like incense.




  He took his fingers away from Rizzo’s face. Rizzo hoped he wouldn’t piss himself.




  “Stupid idea, huh?”




  Massiter nodded. “I think so. Are you following me?”




  “I’m following,” he said.




  “No. You’re not.” Massiter took a sip of his water. His hand was steady as a rock. “You’re a thief. Which is useful up to a point. The lesson you must learn is

  this. Stealing what passes through my hands is bad. Stealing something that’s mine is much, much worse.”




  “I wouldn’t steal . . .”




  Massiter broke into a smile, the warm, welcome-to-the-party smile that might have got him a bit part in the movies. “Oh, do be quiet, old chap. I am trying to explain. Some things I

  possess in order to sell them. Some things—objects of a greater beauty—I possess for myself alone. If you steal the former, I am angry. If you steal the latter, well . . . it would be

  impolite to spell it out, don’t you think?”




  Rizzo said nothing. Massiter laughed. “Do you know the difference between us, Rizzo?”




  “You’re smart. I’m dumb.”




  The Englishman laughed again and patted Rizzo lightly on the shoulder. “Oh, I wouldn’t say that. You’re quite the clever boy. No. The difference is that you steal things for

  themselves. While I . . . acquire them in order that I might, if they are of suitable quality, become their owner. What interests you is the object. What interests me is the act of

  possession.”




  “Got you,” Rizzo said uncertainly.




  “Let me put it more succinctly. You are a thief. I am a collector. We’ll leave it at that, shall we?”




  The Englishman got up, stretching his legs as if they hurt.




  “That girl owned an object which belongs to me. I have missed it since her death. I hear things, Rizzo. I hear something very like it could be for sale right now, if a man were to go to

  the right place and offer the right kind of money. I wonder where it is. I wonder how it got there.”




  Rizzo made sure he didn’t move a single muscle in his face. “What do you want me to do?”




  “Why,” Massiter replied, with the warm, beaming smile again, “watch. Listen. Be my eyes. Be my ears.” He looked at the large and expensive watch on his wrist. It was

  close to one. “Then tell me everything you know. But for now, you’d best get the hell out of here. I have a reception to attend, with people who know me to be the very picture of modern

  rectitude. And since I’m paying for the thing, I’ll be damned if I don’t get a little entertainment while they drink my wine.”
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  Beyond the law




  

    

      Intrigue! Intrigue!




      There. I have you instantly. None of this is fiction, either. Your hapless brother is in the thick of it, and I cannot help but wonder what dangers and

      mysteries lurk around the corner.




      Yesterday Leo called me in to the parlour and said very gravely that I was to go about important and confidential business on behalf of the House of Scacchi.

      Vivaldi, that Red Priest of great fame, is teetering on his throne. His muse, it seems, has left him, and so have several of his players. The priest’s reputation rests, of course, on the

      little band of female musicians he had gathered together at La Pietà. Well, sickness, arguments (plenty of them), and attrition over the years have left him short. Vivaldi must play his

      usual concert season, yet lacks the talent to perform his works.




      I thought for one ghastly moment that Leo was expecting me to don a frock and enter the lists, and was about to plead terror, incontinence, or a sudden

      stiffness in the hands—anything I could think of. Uncle shook his head impatiently, reading my mind, and explained. “Not you, lad. He needs a fiddle-player, and I know just the one.

      I’m too busy. Be the girl’s chaperone. Take a gondola there and back. Spare no expense. Vivaldi’s a fading power in this city, no doubt, but even a ghost may have

      influence.”




      “You want me to accompany the lady to the church, sir? Is she ill?”




      “No,” he replied, and I thought I saw a touch of sly fear in his eyes. “She is a Jew!”




      I had not the faintest idea what to make of this. “A Jew? But this is impossible. How can she play in a Christian church, Uncle? I don’t believe

      Vivaldi may allow it.”




      “I don’t believe Vivaldi need know! The lady in question is presentable and highly talented. She can play anything the priest may throw at

      her—and more. If she were Gentile, and a man, I daresay she’d be packing the concert hall by herself. But she’s a Jew and a pretty little thing, so that’s that. She has

      neither a hook nose nor a beard. Provided you can get her there safely and persuade her to remove her red scarf before you enter the church, Vivaldi won’t think twice. And once he hears

      her play, he’s caught!”




      The dusty parlour felt cold as he said this. I may not know much about Jews, but I do know they are not allowed to walk the streets without some badge

      announcing their breeding and may not, under any circumstance, enter a church. Imprisonment, or worse, would surely follow. And prison, too, for any who encouraged them to break the

      Doge’s law.




      “I think the schedule is not so busy, sir, that you may not undertake this yourself. I am just a lad. I don’t know the city so well as

      you.”




      Leo’s eyes, dark at the best of times, narrowed and became unreadable. “I believe I am the one who enters the daily catalogue of this

      trade’s calendar, Lorenzo. When I took you in from penury and made you my apprentice, you agreed to do my every bidding. Now, kindly meet that side of your contract.”




      “But, sir! What if we are caught!”




      “Then I shall be most disappointed and deny all knowledge of your tricks. This is a dirty world. You cannot prosper without dipping your hands into the

      muck from time to time.”




      Yes, I thought. My hands.




      “Besides, boy. You may find it more enjoyable than you expect.”




      I said nothing, hoping he would relent. But Uncle Leo is made of stiff board. He never bends. He never so much as wavers.




      “And if I refuse, sir?”




      “Then you can pack your bag and find your own way through this life. If I don’t have a congratulatory letter from Vivaldi on my desk by tomorrow

      morning, you might as well do that anyway. Fat use you are to me in the press room, spilling ink and printing pages upside down.”




      With that he thrust some small coinage into my hand—enough for the gondola only if I walked all the way to meet my Hebrew charge and back

      again—and a scribbled piece of paper, then went back to reading the proofs of some piece of medical quackery destined for the Arabs.




      I am, sister, still alive, of course, and free enough to write this letter, which you will, I trust, burn immediately. So you may see that, so far anyway,

      this adventure has not yet devoured the life of your little brother, though it gives me small opportunity to sleep at night, for a variety of reasons.
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