














Venetian Blood




[image: Images]




[image: Images]




Copyright © 2017 by Christine Volker


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2017
Printed in the United States of America


Print ISBN: 978-1-63152-310-6
E-ISBN: 978-1-63152-311-3
Library of Congress Control Number: 2017934265


For information, address:
She Writes Press
1563 Solano Ave #546
Berkeley, CA 94707


Cover design © Julie Metz, Ltd./metzdesign.com
Formatting by Katherine Lloyd/theDESKonline.com
Map by Mike Morgenfeld/cartographer


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.




To Stephan,
per sempre e sempre.


For your love, encouragement, and insights over countless hours. Without you, my journey would be incomplete.





Contents



       The Belvedere Hotel, Venice, Italy


1     Santa Lucia Train Station, Venice, Italy


2     The Sinuous Voyage


3     La Stella


4     Beside the Still, Green Canal


5     In the Heart of the Faviers


6     A Tenuous Connection


7     The Murder


8     The Money Trail


9     The Garden


10   The Meeting


11   Wanderings


12   Of the Incurables


13   The Bombshell News


14   In the Police Station


15   La Biblioteca Marciana


16   Caffè Florian


17   A Forgotten Place


18   St. Mark’s


19   A Disjointed Message


20   Searching


21   Dr. Zampone


22   The Watch


23   Black Hole


24   Il Gazzettino


25   The Dark Yacana


26   Red Dawn


27   Napoleon’s Gardens


28   Leaves of Green


29   Dark Star Trails


30   La Guardia di Finanza


31   L’Ospedale Civile


32   In the Shadow of the Doge


33   The Lilies of San Stae


34   The Golden Lido


35   Calle dei Assassini


36   The Dream


Acknowledgments


About the Author




[image: Images]


The Belvedere Hotel, Venice, Italy


Saturday, September 12, 1992


Count Sergio Corrin gloated. Leaning against a stone pillar, he surveyed the masked revelers. Checkered harlequins tangoed with Columbinas on the veranda, a skull mask floating in their midst. Smiling clown visages and long-beaked Pulcinellas peeked over the feathers of can-can masks. He spotted a joker with flowing red hair, not moving to the orchestra, gazing down from a balcony, still as a mannequin.


The impressive proceeds from this evening’s fundraiser would guarantee him yet another year as president of the Preserve Venice Foundation. After the unmasking at midnight, he’d announce, to more thunderous applause, that his valiant efforts had secured an even greater triumph: The twice-stolen Giovanni Bellini painting will regain its rightful spot in the Valier Chapel of Madonna del Orto Church. These feats dwarfed the competition. They could only scrape up enough lire to restore a bench outside Santa Maria dei Miracoli. Madonna and Child will return, thanks to his magnanimous donation and muscular influence in the art world’s darkest corners. The laser-locking system and bullet-proof glass would be the Pietà’s equal, protecting Bellini’s masterpiece from thieves and the knives of madmen.


He cut through a bobbing sea of painted masks, leaving silk gowns and lilting voices to climb the brick steps to the gardens. Heart-shaped hedges divided the expanse of the lawn, phosphorescent in the floodlights. Gliding past an illuminated sculpture of Venus, he pulled down his Pinocchio mask and inhaled the heady scent of roses. Though hearing light footsteps, he grinned in anticipation of the meeting in two weeks. He picked up a pebble and threw it as far as he could. His spirit soared for having found a talented aide to do his bidding. He would win again.


But his attempts with Anna in the caffè that afternoon had failed so far. Such a memorable body, but an unyielding heart. Firing his arsenal of charm at point-blank range had not swayed her; rather, she had turned heads by trying to snatch the Polaroids he had taken, leaving him no choice. He tapped his pocket. She’d get them under one condition: Grant him the favors he demanded, or her employer would get a nice shock upon opening a plain manila envelope. If she wasn’t fired immediately, she’d be forever smeared in disgrace. No matter how hard she scrubbed, traces would linger, like bruises on her delicious derriere. She had shut up after that. Their story hadn’t ended. He’d squeeze more, and she’d collapse.


Just a few minutes remained before he would head down and seize the microphone to share the splendid financial results with the upper crust of Venetian society. Enough time to reach his favorite spot, the overlook. As he hurried past a copse of trees, the festive music seemed to die.


He jogged up the stairs and pressed against the railing, like a sailor in a crow’s nest high above the roiling sea, savoring the wind. Hugging the distant bank, moored gondolas rocked in unison like dark seahorses nodding. Lamps flickered from the broad promenade. The lighted reflection of the Doge’s Palace became a thousand fireflies skimming the water. Plaintive notes from a wooden flute hung in the air as Sergio felt the heart of Venice beating in timeless opulence, showering him with a bouquet of memories. He could live nowhere else.


Waves tapped the metal dock below in a hollow echo, jarring his reverie. Rustling from behind a nearby cypress froze him.


The tree’s jagged outline pierced the platinum moon. A long-haired figure bent in the shadows, small golden bells tinkling atop its joker’s mask.


“Signora,” he said, swaggering over, captivated by her cascading, auburn hair. He spied the glimmer of a coquette’s eyes, and full, red lips upturned in a permanent grin.


“Come si chiama, bella?” he asked, wanting to know her name. She tilted her head to one side, then the other. For just an instant, he pictured a cobra, dancing.


The knife held by a gloved hand caught the cold light. In one silent thrust, the masked figure plunged the steel blade deep between his ribs as church bells tolled midnight.


Staggering away in disbelief, he teetered before collapsing onto the Istrian stone, splitting his head open.
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Santa Lucia Train Station, Venice, Italy


Sunday, September 13, 1992


Anna gulped Venice’s brine-filled air as if it could magically erase bad memories. Sergio’s last-minute phone call imploring her to come one day early had filled her with the hope that she could get her damn pictures back and never hear from him again. Instead, he had revealed himself to be even more sinister than she had feared. Arguing with him at the caffè, trailing him to the gala, fleeing before speaking to him, her efforts had been a disaster. If she didn’t fulfill his demand within five days, a time limit he had termed “generous,” she had no doubt that he’d make good on his threat. She needed to figure out how to defuse his time bomb, no matter how much the thought of it made her hands tremble.


Exhausted, she propped herself against a stone wall outside the Santa Lucia train station. The lumpy mattress in the nearby grubby inn last night and the recollection of Sergio flashing a devilish smile while unveiling his ultimatums had sabotaged her sleep. When she’d first met him, he had adopted the guise of a bella figura: respectful, courteous, and soft-spoken. Underneath, however, lurked a calculating scoundrel.


Yesterday’s clacking train from Zürich had brought her through the blue, towering Alps, past verdant hills studded with sienna villages, until at last descending to the broad coastal plain, with a whiff of salt and a glimpse of the vast Adriatic and its jumble of reedy islands. Seen from the carriage window, Venice’s bramble of towers and red roofs had been nearly swallowed by the sea.


Now, in the late afternoon’s waning light, she watched somber gondolas slide through a bedlam of water taxis, docking vaporettos, and industrial barges as the waters of the Grand Canal washed over the sidewalk just twenty feet away. Ancient stone and brick-clad buildings floated in the distance. Behind her, the sleek mass of the rail terminal rose from demolished crypts and disinterred bones of saints. With acqua alta, as her Italian grandfather had called it, the water proclaimed its dominion. Nonno had always feared for her in Venice. You can get confused there, he would say, and step into a puddle only to find that it was really the edge of a canal.


Fidgeting, Anna scanned the crowds. No sign of Margo. Late again, just like all those years ago in college, when Anna would wait for her at Sather Gate after solid geometry class. She stowed her glasses in her purse and rubbed her aching eyes, seeing well enough without her distance lenses.


An aqua speedboat marked Polizia—far from the black-and-white squad cars of home, Anna thought—crawled past before docking. Two smartly dressed policemen tied up the boat and alighted. After studying a paper in their hands, they met her staccato glances with penetrating stares as she fingered her chestnut hair.


“Signora, cosa fa qui?” the stocky one demanded in a singsong voice, dark brows knit together, wanting to know what she was doing there.


Surprised, Anna labored through her rusty Italian and with an upturned hand told them, “Aspetto un’amica.”—“I’m waiting for a girlfriend.”


“You tell her thata you be very late,” he replied. “Come with us now, please.” He grabbed her by the wrist, his calloused hand holding fast as they walked.


His balding partner followed with her bags.


“Dove andiamo?” she asked, wagering Italian would help her find out where they were headed. “Non ho fatto niente. Lasciami stare.”—“I haven’t done anything. Leave me be.”


Deaf to pleas in any language, they marched her back toward the train station. People gawked at the lumbering procession while Anna felt her cheeks flush. They crossed the shadows to the door of the police station, set inside the giant maw of the depot. After taking her passport at the front desk, the policemen led her down a dim stairway before nudging her into a cool chamber.


The door thundered shut, the sound magnified by slick floor tiles decayed into a tartared sheen. A wooden table, ringed by mismatched chairs, dominated the space. The pendulum of a wall clock sliced loudly through the dank air as its stark hands pointed to six-thirty. Twin mirrors studded the far wall. Slumped in one of the aged chairs, Anna pictured officers huddling behind the glass, cementing their gaze on her, weighing her every move and expression.


Questions arose like a beggar’s chorus. What did I do? What do they want with me? How can I get out of here?


A dripping sound made her pause. How far above sea level is this room, anyway? Feeling queasy, she recalled Nonna’s sepia-colored prints of St. Mark’s Square submerged beneath wind-whipped waves. She envisioned minnows swimming over the stone pavement and between pedestrians’ legs, imagined water oozing through a crack in the corner of the floor, then starting to rise. Calm, stay calm, she told herself. Don’t panic. Just think. There must be a mistake, some reason the police had picked her out, one she could deduce by concentrating on it. Nonno had been the first to praise her, saying that her mind was like his. Logical. Analytical. At home with facts and figures. Her early aptitude in mathematics had foretold her professional success.


Her right leg twitched. She forced herself to determine potential causes for her detention. Sergio had changed his mind. He was making false charges against her, would soon let her know he’d rescue her from jail if she’d help him immediately. Or, the clerk at the Locanda Stazione—the greedy bastard—was accusing her of damaging the room or of stiffing him, to get more money. Maybe he had a relative on the force. She had paid him more than forty thousand lire, roughly forty dollars, for a single, but he hadn’t given her a receipt; she had no proof of staying there. Or, worse, what if she resembled the suspect in a crime that the police were hell-bent on solving?


The door burst open and a blond man with a Slavic tilt to his icy, wide-set eyes strode into the room.


“I am Detective Biondi,” he announced in a baritone voice.


His well-cut navy suit framed broad shoulders, making him look more refined than she had expected, down to his gleaming wingtips. Biondi pushed his chair close and sat down, scrutinizing her.


“I will like to ask you some questions.” He set a small tape recorder on the table, pressed a button, and muttered, “Niccolò—”


Just then a female assistant entered the room and placed two glasses of water on the table, earning an annoyed look. Biondi restarted the tape.


“Niccolò Biondi. Il tredici settembre.” Having spoken his name and the date into the microphone, he turned to Anna and asked, “Who are you? Why are you in Venice?”


“Anna Lucia Lottol, same as on my passport. I’m on vacation.” She struggled to keep her voice steady as she continued, “I’ve done nothing wrong, so why have you brought me here?”


“I ask the questions.”


“I refuse to answer any more. Get me the American Embassy.”


“You say you are a diplomat?”


“No. But I know my rights. I work for the US government.”


“The FBI told us you work for the Treasury Department.”


Anna stifled a gasp, stunned at Biondi’s quick contact with US authorities. Maybe he had even talked to her boss.


“We are not so naïve to think that government employees do not commit crimes. We will not treat you any worse than an Italian national under the circumstances.”


“What circumstances are those?”


“I can lock you up. It depends.”


“Then I want a consular official here.”


Biondi glanced at his platinum Reverso watch. Anna recognized it from the Zürich train station displays, its price well above what a detective could afford.


“The nearest consulate is in Milan. They are closed Sundays. Impossible to get here before noon tomorrow, and only if they have nothing better to do than come to your aid. Which I doubt. You may wait here long.”


“Why don’t you just let me go? You have my passport. I’ll come back when they arrive.”


“I believe you have a saying, not a snowball’s chance in hell? You will enjoy our cozy accommodation, sharing one tiny, dirty cell with the dregs of Venice. Let me see. We hold one aggressive prostitute, another woman scratches herself, thinks she carries bugs. Maybe she is right. Then the drunken woman picking fights with her cellmates—”


Anna sighed. “All right. I’ll answer your questions.”


“You recognize him?” he asked, sliding a photograph in front of her.


Anna’s eyes were drawn to the pool of blood bathing a man’s head, tingeing the ends of his white hair a clownish red against the stone pavement. Vacant eyes sunk into folds of skin. Thin lips framing a mouth contorted to one side in a sickening smirk. One pale, veined hand wearing a gold signet ring resting on his crimson-stained tuxedo. A Pinocchio mask crushed under his chin.


“Oh, no!” Anna pushed the picture away, shutting her eyes for a moment, hardly believing what she had seen. Sergio—dead. Vigorous, hateful Sergio. He had been holding his head high, glossy mane moving in concert with his grand gestures as he wove his way through the elegant crowd last night. And now? He looked like a rag doll someone had smashed on the ground.


“You are upset.”


Anna took a sip of water, hands unsteady. “Y-you just showed me a photo of a dead man. Of course I’m upset.”


“You don’t know him?” Biondi asked.


Her forehead throbbed. She thought back through her movements the previous night: crossing the lagoon to the gala Sergio would be attending, entering the hotel from the back, hiding behind a party mask she had found in the ladies room, running up the garden steps to see the dance floor and spy on him, then, losing her nerve to engage him again, dashing down the main stairway, pulling off her mask and jumping into the dark, jam-packed launch back to St. Mark’s Square.


“What happened?” she asked, peeking at Biondi, knowing how much pressure he’d feel to quickly resolve the murder of a powerful Venetian count, debating whether she was willing to trust in local justice. “Venetians are as slippery as eels,” she recalled Nonno saying.


She took a few coughs. If she said she knew Sergio, Biondi would ask how they met. Once he found that Sergio had been her lover for four whole days back in January, he’d dig until he found more, conclude that she was a jilted inamorata who had traveled to Venice to kill her beloved, and throw her in jail. She blinked, still undecided, before remembering the college acquaintance who had traveled to Asia and spent five years behind bars for a crime he hadn’t committed. Lost five years and aged ten.


Last night, near the train station, the somnolent hotel clerk hadn’t asked for her passport. She had even scribbled her own name in the guest log to save him the trouble of writing it. That meant there was no central police registry with her name and passport number and a record of where she had stayed. Since she had paid cash, there’d be no credit card trail. And the Italians at the Swiss border hadn’t stamped her passport, so who was to say when she had arrived? At least five hundred people must have attended the masked ball, many looking like her—brunettes were scarcely rare here. Scores of people would have known Sergio from business, art, or philanthropic connections. Biondi, she thought, would be very busy sorting them out before finding some illicit deal that would lead him to Sergio’s murderer.


Biondi pursed his lips. “I repeat. Did you know him?”


Anna shook her head.


“Subject indicated no,” Biondi said into the tape recorder. “I tell you one thing, Signora Lottol. Someone saw a woman running from the hotel last night. Lucky for us he was an artist. Good likeness, no?” He placed a drawing on the table.


Anna examined the rendering of a woman in motion and took a sharp breath. The sketch captured her slender torso, long legs, and broad stride, hinting at her athleticism. The same dark eyes as hers peered from behind wire-rimmed glasses she sometimes wore. But the nose was bulbous instead of straight, the chin weaker. Framed by long, wavy hair, the oval face was unlined, free of incipient crow’s feet, making her appear five years younger than her age of forty. A phalanx of cops must have been trawling the train station and airport armed with that sketch. One group or another would have seized her eventually. She felt her skin grow clammy, her eyes drilling into her depiction.


“Well?” Biondi asked.


She felt like retching, but was convinced that recanting her lie would only make things worse. Five years of precious life if she trusted him, she thought, before saying, “There’s a resemblance, yes. But, I wasn’t in Venice last night.”


“You,” he stabbed the air with his forefinger, “deny you were at the Belvedere Hotel?”


“The where?” she asked, blanking, her thoughts blurring.


“I already told you—the Belvedere Hotel,” he barked. “Where the murder took place.”


He’s going to end it right here and arrest me now, she thought, hiding her shaking hands in her lap. “Murder . . . God, no. I would never . . . How could I? I was in Zürich—I just arrived here by train this evening. I’m a tourist, like thousands of other people.”


“Porca miseria,” Biondi mumbled.


Anna understood this to mean “bloody hell.” That’s where she’d be sent soon, she feared.


“All right, we do this the hard way,” he said in a raspy voice. “If you have a train ticket and address book, I would like to see them. Right now.”


Pushing away from the table, Anna fumbled in her purse with jerky, abrupt motions, her trembling hand going in circles, her mind struggling to remember his request.


“You need help?” Biondi’s voice rose. “Shall I do it?”


“No,” she managed to say. Her hand brushed against a business card. She tried to control her breathing. In, then out, in, then out, calm, like the cool-down of her aerobics class. She breathed more deeply. Keys, compact, eyeglasses, lipstick, address book, yes. She handed it over.


Biondi shoved the leather book to one side, took her passport out of his pocket, and flipped the pages with manicured hands. “You are married, yet the husband is not with you.”


“I’m traveling alone.”


“You say you came from Zürich this evening?”


Anna nodded. “I flew to Zürich and took the train here.”


“I see the Zürich Flughafen stamp from the airport. You arrived there yesterday morning.” He sought her gaze.


She plunged her thumbnail into her forefinger and tried not to flick her eyes away. “That’s right. That’s what I meant. I . . . I was sightseeing there.”


“In Zürich?”


“It’s a lovely, historic city,” she said. “Venice is not the only beautiful one, you know.”


“Gray city. Full of banks and bankers. What did you see?”


“Um . . . watches. I went shopping and saw lots of expensive watches.”


“No Künsthaus or Lake Zürich for you?” A scowl washed across his face. “Just watches. You buy any?”


“No.” Her right hand jerked, hitting the underbelly of the table. A tangle of gouges, a finger’s width apart, had left the wood tortured and raw.


“Missing a stamp here for Italian customs.” He flung the passport onto the table.


“You know on the train they generally don’t do that,” she said, recalling three other times she had entered Italy by rail.


“You think you are an expert? Biondi is a simple man, Signora Lottol. All I know is that we have the dead body of a Venetian count. With a person of interest, looking like you, likely American or British by their accent in Italian. You will need to prove me that you were not here last night. And where is that train ticket?”


“Tossed it out.” Anna congratulated herself on having thrown the ticket into a bin by the track as soon as she had arrived.


“Where?”


“I don’t remember, maybe outside the station. Do you save your train tickets?” She smoothed out an imaginary wrinkle in her brown-checkered raincoat.


“Don’t get too smug. We speak to conductors and the Ferrovie. Did you ride in first or second class?”


“Second.”


“You have receipts from your trip?”


“I got rid of them. I hate clutter.” Anna shifted in her chair, struggling to fire up neural connections, despite a sinking feeling that her fabrications were fraying.


“Any people you remember, who might remember you?”


“No.”


“Where you stay in Zürich?”


“The Grüner Baum. I do have that receipt.” Fishing it out of her saddlebag, victorious, she unfurled it as if it were the captured flag of a vanquished army. “Here.”


He took a cursory look.


“This is not proof of your innocence.” Biondi planted both hands on the table and brought his face so close to Anna’s that she smelled the coffee on his breath. “How do I know you did not arrive in Venice yesterday?”


Well, he was right. The Zürich hotel had charged her in advance, and when she had marched into the lobby, arguing that her plans had changed at the last minute and she wouldn’t be staying there, they had refused to refund her money. Tightwads. She’d ended up occupying the room after all, showering and taking a nap before boarding the train to Venice for the meeting with Sergio.


“You come here and kill him at midnight, when the bells ring loud,” Biondi continued. “You even could have gone back to Switzerland after that, checked out in late morning, and now you return again with the Zürich train. Perfect alibi. It doesn’t matter if you stayed there. The trip is six hours and there are plenty trains.”


“Please—”


“You don’t look like our typical murderer, but then maybe you are one. After all, women are coming up in the world.”


“Not as far as you think. But Detective Biondi, why would I have murdered that man? And if I had, why wouldn’t I have left Italy right away?”


“Our killers, not all of them have sense. Some return to the scene. They like very much the thrill. And they want to make Biondi look like a fool.”


“This is ridiculous,” Anna said, her anger vaporizing her fear. “I’m not a murderer. I can’t believe I’m in Italy and not in some dictatorship. Wouldn’t the meticulous Swiss have stamped my passport if I had reentered their country by train, like in your hypothesis? You saw they didn’t.” She studied his stony face. “I have a friend here who’s expecting me today. She was supposed to meet my train. Now I’ve probably missed her.”


“Your social life is no concern to me. Except how it intersects the victim’s.”


Her mouth parched, Anna thrust out her hand for the water glass, bumping the open purse, spilling its contents, and causing thuds and jangles as her heavy wallet and assorted coins hit the floor.


Biondi swung his gaze to the widespread pile. “Let me assist you.”


Anna spotted Sergio’s thick business card, with its eye-catching, ornate script, lying upside down next to her glasses case. She willed herself not to lunge for it.


“What is this I see?” Biondi asked, reaching down and snatching something.


Anna bit her cheek.


“Do you smoke?”


“No.”


“Then why you have matches in your pocketbook?”


“Do I?”


“From Caffè Orientale, quite a walk from here.” He waved them at her. “Over by Rio Marin. Impossible to have gone there and back if you just arrived, even if you ran all the way.” He looked beneath the table. “In your heels.”


She almost didn’t recognize the matchbook. She had met Sergio at the caffè yesterday, where they had had a drink and fought.


“Oh those.” She forced a chuckle, feeling flushed at the thought that Biondi would now beat a path to its door. “I . . . I bought a Coke at the train station bar and must’ve grabbed them. Like a memento, I guess.”


“I should believe that? Venice has many memorable sites—the Cipriani, the Belvedere, the Gritti Palace, Hotel Danieli, but no, Signora Lottol desires a keepsake from the Santa Lucia train station. How you say—grungy?”


Biondi undoubtedly was congratulating himself on his mastery of American slang, thinking he had caught his mouse. As he made a quick entry in his notebook, Anna unhurriedly leaned down and scooped up Sergio’s card, along with her eyeglass case, and secured them in the purse’s zippered pouch before allowing herself to steady her hands on the sides of her chair.


Biondi peeked into her wallet before returning it. “I notice this is filled with lire. You know we accept credit cards in Italy, don’t you?”


“I want to take advantage of cash discounts,” she said, ignoring his taunt, hoping that he wouldn’t notice the trickle of perspiration she felt sliding down her forehead.


“Or pay someone off.” He pulled a linen handkerchief from his suit pocket. “You look as if you need this.”


She laced her fingers together.


“What is your job at the Treasury Department?”


“Financial transaction tracking, modeling, algorithm construction. We help catch bad people like money launderers.”


Biondi’s eyes widened.


“You have a business card for me?”


Anna looked into her purse and passed him one.


“Our bad people spill blood and guts instead of money,” he said.


He paged through her address book, seeming to memorize the entries. Thank goodness Sergio had never earned a place in it.


“Tell me, where you stay here?”


“At the home of Count Alessandro Favier, along with my friend.”


“Ah, Count Favier—a respected, learned man.” Biondi gazed up, as if studying the immobile ceiling fan.


“You know him?” Anna’s voice brightened.


“He comes from a very old family,” Biondi said in a gentler tone. “Who is this Claudio, Claudio Zampone, living in Dorsoduro? What kind of business does he have?”


“Never met him,” Anna murmured. “He’s, um, a doctor. A friend of someone back home.” Anna was hoping she wouldn’t have to consult him, this just-in-case referral from her psychologist in California.


“How long you visit?”


“Ten days.”


“Excuse me.” Biondi grabbed her passport and business card before leaving in haste.


She sighed and felt the air flow out of her. All she wanted to do at that moment was to crawl away and hide. Her eagerly anticipated, long-overdue vacation hadn’t even begun before turning into a nightmare. Given Sergio’s outsized charm, glib repartee and command performance at the fundraiser last night, not to mention the ease with which he had issued the venal threats that had turned her life upside down, his death was impossible to believe, despite the photograph. He had seemed too potent and invincible ever to be bashed and bloodied, like a helpless baby harp seal.


Ironically, his murder had not freed her from the danger of his ultimatum but elevated it, as if he were attacking from the grave. Now her pictures were lying somewhere with a destiny of their own. If Biondi had them, he would have brandished them, even crowed about it. Who would find them first? She imagined the police snickering, then arresting her. Even if she could convince them of her innocence, she would still lose her job if Treasury ever learned of her entanglement with a money launderer.


Sergio certainly had been slick. How smooth was Biondi? Given his talent for interrogation, the answer must be plenty. Who was he speaking with now, the FBI? Count Favier? Or checking on her alibi?


She focused on the wall clock. Its ticks sounded ominous, its hands hardly moved. When Biondi returned, she’d surely see the inside of a jail cell. Even if she wasn’t arrested for murder, lying to the police would carry some minimum punishment. She tried to estimate how much an Italian lawyer would cost. With some luck, less than the two-hundred-dollar-an-hour legal bills from her divorce attorney. Everything was so complicated in Italy. She frowned at the specter of a capricious, painful process. Do they even have bail here? she wondered. Would she be allowed to make one phone call? To whom? Jack wouldn’t care about her wasting away in prison, but his fifty percent of everything they owned would be in jeopardy; if the mortgage payments weren’t made, the house would be repossessed. He’d find it in his interest to help her if he were sober enough. Her call would be to Count Favier and Margo. Local connections and someone loyal to her.


When Biondi banged the door open, Anna jumped.


“You are free to go,” he grumbled, dropping her passport on the table.


Too relieved to rejoice, Anna hastily stuffed it and the rest of her belongings into her purse while hoping he wouldn’t change his mind.


As they walked down the barren hallway, Biondi nodded to the bald officer Anna had met earlier. “Calvino, vieni qua con le valigie,” Biondi shouted, looking wan under the bright lights. “He brings your bags.”


“Just because I release you now does not mean I believe you,” he told her. “If I need to question you more I contact you at Count Favier’s palazzo. Do not try to leave Venice before checking with me or you find you cannot. We have eyes everywhere. Here, take this.” He reached into his jacket and gave Anna his card. “One more thing. No hiding. Remember,” he added, tapping the side of his prominent nose with his forefinger, “Biondi will track you down.”


“How was he killed?” Anna asked as she claimed her luggage.


“Details are not your business. You must know that specially as a foreigner, we can detain you at any time for questioning.” He glowered at her. “For weeks.”


“I haven’t done anything.”


“That is what they all say.”
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The Sinuous Voyage


Sunday, September 13, 1992


Barely believing that she had been freed, Anna staggered outside to the station steps, where she lowered herself into a niche by a planter, not far from the green waters of the Grand Canal. She hugged her knees and closed her eyes as a shiver shot through her.


Sergio murdered? Late last night, dressed in a tuxedo and a Pinocchio mask, he had bounded onto the stage to announce in his gravelly voice that he’d be sharing great news with the crowd at midnight. How much time had elapsed between her rapid exit from the hotel garden and when Sergio, his mask still strapped under his chin, lost his life? Ten minutes and a few hundred yards at most. He had sauntered past without seeing her, heading in the direction of the Casanova grove. His pace had been leisurely, indicating he hadn’t been meeting someone there. In fact, the garden had looked curiously devoid of other guests.


She had heard no struggle, no cries, nothing besides the orchestra playing “Ti voglio tanto bene.” For her own protection, she’d have to be consistent with everyone and never let on that she had known him. And she scarcely had. Those four days in Milan seemed a lifetime ago. Her rash mistake was nobody’s business, yet now it was roaring back into her life with its fingers pressing against her throat. Biondi and his officers would be working overtime to uncover everything they could about her. How could she prove she wasn’t guilty? She settled her despondent gaze on the canal waters and felt as if she were sinking.


People swarmed down the station steps on all sides, engulfing her in a sea of babble and dim figures: Italians, Americans, Germans, French, Spaniards, and British. Boisterous first-timers snapped pictures of one another by Venice’s watery street. Quieter, experienced visitors deftly wove their way to the Grand Canal, gritting their teeth against the entry pandemonium. Oh to be one of those making a grand tour of Italy’s art and culture, luxuriating in Venice’s dreamlike atmosphere, she thought with a pang. She clutched her purse and stared across the canal at the faded green cupola of San Simeone Piccolo, its pediment depicting the martyrdom of Christ’s cousin.


She smelled the moist air and touched the empty space on her ring finger, tempted to cry as the seabirds now did against the darkening sky. She had no one to blame but herself for coming here. The more Nonno had tried to dissuade her, all those years ago, the more she had secretly vowed to see the city for herself one day. Repeating the litany of train stops bringing her to Venice—Zürich, Zug, Thun, Lugano, Milano, Sirmione, Verona, Vicenza, Venezia—led her to wonder whether she should jump onto an outbound train and elude Biondi’s travel ban before he made his next move.


As the air grew cool, she felt stranded. The Scalzi Bridge, connecting the train station with the heart of Venice, became a shadowy suggestion. She doubted she could find Count Favier’s palazzo, tucked among alleys, away from famous landmarks, on her own. At least she had the phone number. Pulling out her wallet, Anna inspected the coins, growing resentful. Only Swiss francs remained; the five-hundred-lire pieces used in public phones were still on the interrogation room floor. To call the count, she’d have to go someplace and break the tiny thousand-lire notes or buy some slotted gettoni, which fit perfectly into the phones.


But if she left the station steps, she might miss Margo altogether. The Zürich train Margo had expected her to be on had pulled in ninety minutes ago. Had Margo come and gone? Hard to say, since Margo Fruhling was rarely punctual. She’d been late more often than not, ever since they had met in English 101 at UC Berkeley twenty years ago. Perhaps it was Margo’s small expression of rebellion, or thumbing her nose at the rules, or just her disorganized life. God knows how Margo, a journalist, ever met a deadline.


Anna resolved to return to the station and make a phone call to the count’s palazzo. Maybe Margo could direct her to the nearest vaporetto dock and meet her there.


“Anna, is that you?” erupted a familiar voice from the gloom.


“Margo? Really? Of course it’s me,” Anna said as Margo reached out and embraced her.


Margo was thinner than Anna had remembered; she could feel the delicate bird bones of Margo’s back. The savvy dark eyes and the mirth that played around her full, soft lips hadn’t changed. Nor had the gleaming jet-black hair, dramatic brows, and fair complexion. Margo’s taut skin still could hardly contain her lively spirit and abundant appetites.


“I’ve been searching for you for more than an hour. I knew it wasn’t like you to take a later train without calling. I was so worried I ended up checking with the police. They sat me down with a detective who asked a bunch of questions about you. What the hell happened?”


“They dragged me into the police station, where a Detective Biondi bullied me,” Anna said, her voice shaking. “I fit the description of a woman fleeing a murder scene last night.”


“How awful! I read the local rag religiously; nothing’s been reported. And a murder would make headlines, there’s so little crime here. A stolen wallet and the bribes, the tangenti, of course.” Margo shook her head. “But I don’t understand why the police went after you. You just arrived from Switzerland for God’s sake. How was it?”


Anna looked away.


“Anna, tell me you weren’t here! I swore up and down to that Biondi that you were in Zürich last night. I even threatened to write a piece on Italian police brutality featuring him and his department terrorizing innocent tourists.”


Anna groaned. “I arrived yesterday. I needed to take care of something.”


“Where did you stay? Why didn’t you call me?”


“In some seedy hotel—everything was full. I had to face a . . . situation alone. It was too embarrassing.”


“But lying to the police? How long do you think your story will hold before Biondi comes after you like an angry bull? He’ll think I was in on it, too.”


“I’m so sorry you got pulled into this.” Anna pressed Margo’s shoulder. “I may have a few days. There was a huge crowd at that masquerade ball.”


“What ball?”


When Margo’s words were drowned out by a loud throbbing, she arched her neck and scanned. “We’d better run for this boat. There’s plenty of room. We might not be so lucky when the next one pulls up.” She gave Anna a quick glance. “You look beat.”


Margo clicked her tongue a few times before grabbing one of Anna’s bags, a sure sign she was nervous. That made two of them, Anna thought.


They ran forward and wedged themselves into the waiting throng, the vaporetto jolting the floating dock as its motor strained into a higher key. The two women clambered aboard and freed themselves from the nucleus of passengers hurtling toward the seats.


“Let’s nab a spot outside where we can talk,” Margo said. As they crammed onto a bench near the prow, she turned to face her friend. “Tell me everything,” she said calmly.


Anna buried her head in her hands. “You can’t repeat this, not even to Count Favier.”


“I wouldn’t before talking to you. But we may need his help.”


“I lied to Biondi because I was scared, and I don’t trust him.”


“But why?”


“Remember early this year when I was so excited about going to Milan to give a talk at that conference?”


“Yep. Boring stuff, nice location.”


“I met someone there. Jack and I were talking divorce, so what did I have to hold onto? This Italian was an older man, very bright, charming, accomplished, a count from Venice who owned a bank and invested in art—like a Renaissance man, I thought. We had a fling. I regretted it once I found out more about him.” Anna fingered a button on her raincoat. “Someone killed him last night.”


“What? Where?”


“At the Belvedere Hotel. Biondi showed me a picture of him lying in his own blood.”


Margo gave Anna a soft hug. “That must have been terrifying. A foreign country, the police, and a man you had slept with—murdered. Are you all right?”


“In shock, I think,” Anna murmured. “They have an artist’s sketch of me. Not perfect, but it’s pretty damn good. That’s what they used to pick me up. I had stupidly followed Sergio to the ball at the hotel.”


As they left Santa Lucia station behind, a cool mist cloaked the resting place of the last doge and lingered beyond the School of the Dead.


“Sergio? Don’t tell me. You don’t mean Sergio Corrin?”


“You knew him?”


“I met him at the big party he and his wife, Liliana, gave a few years ago, during Carnival. Count Favier invited my cousin Angela and me. How strange.”


Was the world really this small, Anna wondered, or was it just Venice?


“Go on.”


“Sergio wooed me, showed me around Milan and gave me all his attention—for four days. During that time, I found out later, he took some pictures of me, of us.”


“Where?”


Anna’s gaze wavered. “In his hotel suite—”


“Like naked in bed?”


“After a lot of Champagne.” Anna recalled seeing the two photos of her, of them together, on the caffè table. Along with another surprise—the picture of the confidential file lying on her hotel nightstand, smuggled out of the archives at work, in preparation for her speech. She should never have brought it to the conference.


“When did it end?”


“Before I left Milan. I had even been thinking I could end up leaving California for him. But my flight got canceled, and I returned to the hotel. I was window shopping, strolling along Via Monte Napoleone, and there he was, kissing another woman from the conference. What a fool.”


“You should have called me.”


“I looked him up in a directory when I got home, a Who’s Who in Italian finance, which said he was married, with a wife and two kids. Should’ve mentioned that he was an inveterate skirt chaser.”


“I could’ve found that out for you. What made you want to see him here in Venice instead of just forgetting all about him?”


“I hadn’t spoken to him in months. In Milan, when I told him what a sleazebag he was, he just laughed and said he might send something to my boss and get me in trouble. At first I thought he was joking. But then he called me in the spring and told me about the photographs. I asked him to give them back, and he refused, although he didn’t say why he wanted them. All these months later, he happened to call me a few days before my flight. Once he heard I was coming to Venice, he pleaded with me to leave Zürich early and meet with him. I figured that if he really had any photos, he’d had a crisis of conscience and I’d get the pictures back. I still thought he was just an awful womanizer.”


“What happened?”


“He threatened me. It turned out that he’d been biding his time so that he could use me in an even worse way when he needed to. I’ll leave it at that. He wouldn’t give me the pictures, and I gave up and left the caffè. Later on, I realized I had to try again. I tracked him to the ball he said he’d be attending, but I chickened out. I didn’t even approach him.”


“How did he threaten you? What did he want?”


“It’s better for you if I don’t say.”


“I can make an educated guess.”


“It’ll have to remain just that.”


“He could have made copies of the photos and still used them later.”


“Maybe he hadn’t. Anyway, he’s dead now.”


“Yes, and you’re in a hole with Biondi making book on you.”


“Tell me about it.” Anna pictured Biondi in a gray office, sifting through a mountain of clues. “How much influence does Count Favier have?”


“Enough to slow Biondi down, not to stop him. Speaking of the count, I couldn’t get you in his palazzo. He has too many houseguests: me, my cousin Angela, and more. Once our vacations are over, his home will be empty. But I found you a cute little pensione, only ten minutes away, near La Fenice opera house. I hope you don’t mind.”


“Staying with all of you would have been great under happier circumstances. I’ll need the phone and fax at the pensione to deal with my office.”


“Will you be working?”


“Digging. I’d better figure out a way to prove I’m innocent.”


“Well, we have a few options, including marching back to Biondi and leveling with him. As bright as you are, you’re no match for a detective on his home turf.”


“Not a good idea. First, I’d get canned from work once he tells my boss about me and Sergio.”


“He was that bad?”


“Worse. Second, how do you know Biondi wouldn’t take the easy way out and just pin the murder on me?”


“I don’t. But he doesn’t have much evidence.”


“Who’d care about this American woman he’d say was crazy with jealousy? It’d be a quick solution, and he might get a promotion.”


“Nah, you’re just one of the leads he’s following, Anna. You’d never go to jail, because we’d find you the best attorney in town if need be.” Margo squeezed her hand.


A sweater sleeve, sticking out of her suitcase, caught Anna’s eye. As she turned to tuck it into the zippered bag, she spotted a trim, middle-aged man in a dark jacket averting his eyes, as if he had been staring at her and wanted to melt back into the crowd. Was this happenstance or had Biondi put a tail on her? She noted the man’s features as he intently studied the buildings lining the canal: steel-gray hair, high forehead, protruding ears, sharp nose, small mouth, shorter than the German women chatting next to him in a knot. He was wearing a neutral expression. She’d better keep an eye on him, she thought, not that she could do much about it.


“What’s the matter?” Margo asked.


“Those creeps,” Anna said. “They must have searched my luggage—totally illegal. Of course they didn’t find anything.”


“What an ordeal,” Margo said, squeezing Anna’s hand again.


Anna glanced sideways at the man. He had slid closer but was looking away. She chewed her lip. “Let’s take a break, and you can tell me about Venice, as if I’m the tourist I had hoped to be. What’s that building?” she asked, pointing to an unfinished-brick church façade, their view quivering under the heavy breath of the vaporetto.


“That’s San Marcuola. Behind it lies the old ghetto, probably the first in the world.”


“Here in Venice? Never would have guessed.”


“People still sail right on by it and never know. In the fifteen hundreds, the local Jews and the banks they owned were forced to move into the old foundry area. The foundry, or ghetto, was horribly cramped, ringed by canals. Jews could come and go during the day, but they had to wear clothing that identified them, and the gates were locked at night. When Napoleon invaded, the gates were torn down.


“I’m doing research on Venice for a series in the San Francisco Chronicle. Behind all the gaiety is a lot of tragedy. At the end of the sixteenth century, when almost ten percent of Venetian women were prostitutes, the Council of Ten was at the height of its power, spying, punishing, killing anyone who appeared to be an enemy of the state. Neighbors anonymously ratted on each other, stuffing pieces of paper into the mouths of stone-lion mailboxes.”


The bow spray shimmered in the lights as the boat dug into an obstinate wave. Anna pulled her raincoat tight. “Biondi would have had a field day.”


“Don’t give him more power than he already has,” Margo said.


“This unique place and its history are not logical,” Anna said. “Talk about opposites. How can the Venetians have tolerated living in a police state, yet in such a loose society? Were all their escapades a flight from reality?”


“That’s what fascinates me about Venice,” Margo said. “It’s full of contradictions.”


The vaporetto made its crooked way down the Grand Canal, the throaty growl of its engines filling the air. Past the angels of San Stae, the boat stopped again, only to groan, tear away from the illuminated buildings, and head into the blackness once more. Each stop was a luminescent island in the dark. The boat was a needle, threading the glowing pearls of an enormous necklace. Did the necklace grace the throat of a vibrant and beautiful woman or that of a trollop, painted and decayed? Venice’s enveloping night cloak made it impossible to tell.


Looking at Anna in the light streaming from a nearby palazzo, Margo arched one eyebrow before asking, “Are you feeling better about Jack?”


“I’m not reconciling.” Anna recalled their last day together, when winter’s overcast skies seemed to never end. No bellowing drunken rants from him, just a stupor, this one courtesy of the whisky bottle hidden in the piano. She had failed to count precisely how many bottles she had discovered over the past six years. It didn’t matter, since that was the day she counted the last one. She threw her clothes and some belongings into her car and drove off for the last time, she swore. Never again would his tears and cries persuade her to come back. She had promised herself to sever their insane cycle of breaking up and making up. However much they had tried, they could never get back to their bright beginnings. She had started divorce proceedings after returning from Milan and would be retaking her maiden name by the end of December.


“Is he still calling you?” Margo asked.


“I hang up every time. How could I ever trust him again?” Anna shook her head, recalling Jack’s bleating voice. “He’s getting the message.”


“Are you sure you don’t want to try marriage counseling? Jack seems lost without you.”


Anna sighed. “Did he lobby you? Ask you to put in a good word?”


“Don’t know if I would phrase it like that,” Margo said.


“You remember the old Jack, before he allowed his failures to change him. So do I. He got plenty of second chances. He’s out of them now. Frankly, I just think he’s feigning caring about me to get a better settlement.”


“Sounds harsh.”


“I devoted myself to him for fifteen long years. Now I need to think of me. Listen, I can’t rehash all of this right now, on top of Sergio and Biondi and everything else, or it’ll push me right over the edge. Let’s just enjoy the scenery, shall we?”


“We’ll pick it up when you’re calmer.”


Anna rolled her eyes. She’s like a pit bull, Anna thought. Jack must have cried on the phone to her and all of a sudden, he’s the wronged party. Margo should know better.


“Look to your left,” Margo said. “Centuries ago that palazzo was covered in gold.”


Gold? Anna could hardly imagine the ostentation and expense as she drank in the delicate columns at the water’s edge, the ancient balconies and pointed arched windows, the detailed carvings, like the lions with their flowing manes. The walls’ intricate weave of geometric patterns, their textures rising and falling in the wavering light paid everlasting homage to the influence of the East.


“Don’t trust the water here,” Margo said, her words competing with the thump of the engine. “It can seem serene; Venice is called La Serenissima, after all. But the sea can rise quickly, like today, overflowing the sidewalks. And some days are much worse. Maybe we’ll take a boat by the Lido. When the tide is right and the sea is calm, you can make out underwater ruins of the old Malamocco. Torn from its roots eight centuries ago, like some little clump of beach grass, and swept out to sea. Gone.” Margo snapped her fingers. “Just like that.”


Anna squinted at the black waves and shoved her hands in her pockets. Undertows, tidal waves, storm surges, death by drowning—these had always terrorized her. She was not sure if it was an early memory or an old dream, but she clearly recalled the feeling of weightlessness. Of floating face down in dark water, too weak to raise her head. Of holding her breath until her lungs ached. Then being pushed up from below, tumbling into the air.


“Are you cold?” Margo asked, wrapping an arm around her.


“Just thinking.” Anna leaned into her friend.


“You know, in a way, all of Venice is a beach,” Margo mused. “The city is like a set of sandbars only a foot and a half above the canals. The water floods courtyards and campi, the small plazas. It backs up through drains and leaves rusty puddles, or worse. The sea can get anywhere it wants.”


“I hope I’m not sleeping on the ground floor. I’d hate to drown in my bed.” Anna gave a grim chuckle.


Off to their right, she glimpsed waves strengthened by the boat’s wake, invading a marketplace, not pausing at the stone sidewalk barriers but accelerating into the shallower depth, like tiny tsunami landing, careening every which way, into the locked stalls with their canvas awnings, against the ancient columns, the force of each little wave eating imperceptibly into the stone. One day, after the battering of countless waves, the fingerprints, the footprints, and all that man had created here would be wiped clean, crumble away, and be swallowed by the sea, she feared.


They veered under the Rialto Bridge, its grand arch jutting above the water, the shops on its back shuttered for the evening, a huge hanging banner waving in the wind. Pizza parlors and canal-side restaurants hugged the bridge’s stony flanks. The dampened voices of lone patrons skipped on the water like thin and distant melodies.


Lights illuminated finely detailed buildings with sculpted balconies. Graceful arches framed timbered ceilings. As they floated past Islamic windows, the light from multicolored Murano chandeliers glimmered. Anna caught glimpses of airy blue frescoes, smiling angels, resplendent velvet tapestries. The past persisted.


“Most of the palazzos were born in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, when noble families enjoyed a huge influence,” Margo said. “Some of them have been beautifully maintained.”


“But there are sad ones, too,” Anna pointed out, spying a silent abode in the shadows. Alongside the favored palazzos lurked their dark, ignored sisters, the city’s abandoned children, tilting into muddy solitude from which they could never be extracted.
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