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CHAPTER 1

BEGINNINGS …


In short, he who doesn’t go to Venice is a fool.

Anton Chekhov, Russian playwright and short story writer, in Letters of Anton Chekhov to His Family and Friends



George Clooney and Amal Alamuddin are getting married today.

At three o’clock, Hollywood’s most eligible single will be single no more. He’s had some near misses over the years since his divorce in the early nineties, close brushes with the altar that have left a trail of disappointed contenders for the title of Mrs Clooney. But that’s all in the past and now The Wedding is just hours away. At the Hotel Cipriani, on Giudecca Island, where the ceremony will take place, activity has reached fever pitch. Glasses are buffed to sparkling perfection; brooms are passed across already immaculate garden paths; Hollywood royalty graces the guest list and the world’s media has assembled to record the event. I’ll be there too – a kilometre away in my apartment on the other side of Venice.

On a scale of one to ten in the pay-attention stakes, I rated the Clooney nuptials at six: impossible to ignore, but without much bearing on my day. I wouldn’t be sipping champagne and toasting the happy couple. The only toast I cared about was spread with marmalade and sat alongside my teacup. Sunday morning, nine o’clock. I was in Venice with Jenny, a friend from Perth, on day five of an Italian holiday.

Bellagio, an oh-so-cute village on the shores of Lake Como, had been the launching pad for our adventure. We’d opted for a DIY approach to travel arrangements this time around – totally hands-on and involved – an enterprise of online bookings, the successful and timely location of correct Trenitalia platforms, and a you-own-it-you-carry-it baggage-handling philosophy.

It could not have been more different from our holiday the previous year.

That holiday – a tour-company safari through East Africa – had delivered three weeks of carefully planned itineraries, seamless organisation and diligent staff ready to meet every travel need: luggage delivered with a smile, fresh towels folded and waiting by the swimming pool, hearty breakfasts before a day of savannah cruising. Candlelit dinners brought the curtain down on each well-ordered day. Even the animals seemed to understand their role in the affair, presenting themselves preened and perfect for photo opportunities at just the right moment. From the time we left the departure lounge of Perth Airport, someone else did the thinking for us.

And that suited me. A take-no-risks-and-blaze-no-trails sort of person, I was content to stand back and let someone else run the show. My golden rule ran along the lines of a decision avoided being the best decision. Over the years it had paid off, with numerous life choices – sound, rewarding choices – being made by other people on my behalf, requiring nothing of me but to follow the path of least resistance and simply go along with the plan.

My mother got the ball rolling. In my late teenage years she steered me towards a career in nursing, hoping to (let me guess here) clip the wings of a high-spirited and trouble-prone daughter. She’d expected the discipline of her own student nurse days, back in a time when hospital matrons came second only to God in the authority stakes. I sometimes caught a drift of nostalgia in her voice when she spoke of ‘her’ Matron Johnson, invoking all the reverence of a missionary wife describing her husband’s evangelical work in Borneo.

Ideas can be perfect, but circumstances rarely are. Discipline wasn’t what it used to be, and I fell way short in the good behaviour stakes. For the three years of my nurse training I kicked up my heels and made merry. So many parties, so little time. Fellow nurses always knew of some event that could benefit from our attendance and I simply tagged along with the rest of the crew, night after week after year, having a high old time. It was like Woody Allen said: ninety per cent of life is about just showing up.

But in other ways, Mum was right on the money. The day-to-day work – the actual business of being a nurse – gave me huge satisfaction. At the age of thirty-one, expecting a lifetime of nursing ahead, I married.

And it happened again.

My husband showed the same astute judgement as my mother when he suggested I trade my nursing career for a university degree program. His academic achievements included two degrees, in commerce and economics. My younger sister had notched up two teaching degrees. So, then. Was I letting the team down? University had never been on my radar, one way or another, but now it seemed like a reasonable idea. And my husband was a reasonable man. I felt I should at least give it a go.

What can I say? I fell on my feet and loved it all: the lectures, the friends I made, our endless discussions. My views were challenged and my perspectives broadened as I moved from learning the answers to asking the questions. For me, university took over where nursing left off.

I’d met Jenny soon after graduation. Along with my degree came a career rethink, and I started work in a state government department. Jenny managed the section I was assigned to.

‘What a great boss,’ I’d thought when she invited me to her home for dinner. ‘I’ve done it again. Hit the jackpot without even trying.’

In our late thirties, Jenny and I were the same age and lived in neighbouring suburbs, making connection in both mindset and logistics an easy business. Friendship followed, seeing us through my romantic ups and downs – I’d separated and divorced by then – and Jenny’s widowhood and remarriage.

Twenty-five years after first walking into my new boss’ office, I sat opposite her on a train making its way from Bellagio to Milan and linking to Venice. I watched as Jenny raised her head for a last glimpse of Lake Como, then settled back to reading Wines of Tuscany, flicking over pages before stopping at one particular article. Food and wine were Jenny’s passion. My knowledge of such things was stuck at Year One level and I had no interest in moving up through the grades. But on big-picture issues, the ones that mattered in life, we shared the same broad outlook.

‘There’s no point asking for your opinion,’ Jenny once said to me. ‘I know it will be the same as mine.’

I could understand, then, why we’d remained friends. What I struggled to explain was the recent shift from my usual follow-the-leader approach. Something had lit my inner Hillary Clinton and induced me to pursue my own first-time-in-history venture. I’d be the one in charge, I decided, I’d organise this holiday. Things snowballed. I sifted through one travel guide after another, writing memos and listing not-to-be-missed sights. With the resolve of a bargain hunter planning maximum coverage of the Boxing Day sales, I sketched out the most time-efficient paths to take us from this church to that museum and on to another gallery. Google Maps and I became best mates.

Only in occasional, reflective moments did I face the disquieting possibility that this all-out effort was no more than showing off to my former boss.

I turned from Jenny to gaze out the train window, feeling a twinge of anxiety settle near the pizza I’d eaten for lunch. Things had proved harder in off-screen, on-the-ground reality. Images I’d held of brisk efficiency, of knowing what to do and where to go, had become less clear in Bellagio’s winding pathways. It was as though I’d bet everything on a horse named Miss Know-It-All and now she was running last. My thoughts moved ahead to our Venetian home. The address itself was a challenge: Campiello Riccardo Selvatico. I couldn’t even say it, now I’d have to find it.

The things I did to myself.

I was still lost in rueful contemplation when the train jolted onto the lagoon causeway and crossed to Venice. Thirty-five years had passed since my last visit to the city. I’d forgotten the way Venice announces itself: suddenly there, just beyond the glass walls of the ferrovia (station). Ancient buildings rise from still water. The Grand Canal begins its serpentine course through the city, wrinkling beneath a tapestry of water craft. On the opposite bank, the green-domed church of San Simeon Piccolo lifts above the pavements, as if to oversee proceedings.

We planned to catch a vaporetto four stops along the Grand Canal, and from there walk to the apartment we’d rented. The ticket office stood across the station forecourt, abutting the Grand Canal, with a queue stretching back from it in a curving tail.

‘I’m thinking a weekly ticket,’ I said, guiding my suitcase over a bump in the forecourt paving. ‘It’s going to be our cheapest option. And it will mean we don’t have to line up every time we need a ticket.’

Jenny nodded as she put on her sunglasses, displacing a tuft of curls above each ear. We joined the queue and shuffled forwards. I leaned out from my position and assessed the crowd ahead.

‘This shouldn’t take too long.’ I unfolded seventy euro from my purse in readiness. Jenny looked around, smiled at me, at the crowds and at the golden Venetian afternoon.

Fifteen minutes later we stood on the deck of a vaporetto, wedged against our suitcases. Passengers crammed on all sides. I peered between bodies and over heads, struggling for balance against the boat’s sway. Elbows poked my back as cameras were lifted and angled into position for holiday snaps. The fug of packed bodies, sweat and warring perfumes settled in thick folds. I thought of bundled clothes, ready for the washing machine.

And I thought of the day, thirty-five years ago, when I made this same trip with my then husband, John. We’d settled on the deck of a motor cruiser, lulled by the sun’s warmth and the rush of water against the boat’s hull. Caught up in documentary wonder, I’d watched as one palazzo after another slipped by – a bizarre architectural fusion of Byzantine East and Gothic West. Nowhere else on earth looked like this. It had been easy, so easy, to succumb to the charms of Venice that July morning.

No doubt about it, I decided now, locked within my cocoon of humanity, there were better ways to arrive in Venice.

Yet magic still existed. Light fell in yellow sheets, washing Venice in a harmony of pale tones. Jumbled buildings enfolded labyrinthine walkways, like the Chinese puzzle of boxes within boxes. Faded terracotta tiles formed patches of larger squares, abutting or overlapping one another, shaping the outlines of a cubist painting.

At the Ca’ d’Oro stop we hefted our suitcases onto the landing platform, all set to walk the remaining distance to our apartment. I looked up to the adjoining palazzo. Ca’ d’Oro, or Palace of Gold: an in-your-face status symbol that had been decorated with gold leaf to advertise the wealth of its fifteenth-century owners, the aristocratic Contarini dynasty. A narrow pathway ran alongside it.

‘It must be up this alleyway,’ I said. ‘Then we walk along an easy, straight section and that’s it. We’re there.’

Jenny looked at the alley with a questioning hitch of her eyebrows. It huddled in the shadow of Ca’ d’Oro, as unpromising as the palazzo was impressive. But there was no other exit from the platform. She gripped her luggage and followed me, motivated less by trust than the lack of any alternative.

At the end of the pathway (referred to as a calle in Venice) we reached a wider thoroughfare linking the ferrovia to central Venice. Crowds thronged, pressing against us from every side. We were surrounded, part of a shoal of fish all moving upstream together. Why so many people? I wondered. I didn’t remember Venice as being a noisy, crowded city of hustle and bustle; far from it. My memories were of gentle, dreamy calli opening to squares populated by no more than a solitary dog walker. Rising anxiety levels accompanied each shuffling step as we trudged onwards, hauling our suitcases. At a tiny square, hardly worth noting, we stopped to get our bearings.

‘Where did this come from?’ I said. ‘It shouldn’t be here. Google didn’t mention it.’

Three storeys of ochre walls encased us, speckled with red geraniums falling in swoops from window flower boxes. We pulled out of the traffic to assess our new circumstances. On the opposite wall, just visible beneath the cascading horticulture, Jenny spotted something. She looked down to the address on our reservation slip, then back up again.

‘Well,’ she said, pointing. ‘This is it. We’re here.’

My eyes tracked the line of her finger. Campiello Riccardo Selvatico, a street sign announced: a grand name for such a tiny place. I forgave Google the oversight. But where to now? No apartment doorway broke the ring of shops and restaurants encircling the campiello. Our suitcases lay at anchor by our feet, and the human tide surged on past.

I looked from one window to another. Several levels up, two women rested their elbows on a window sill, scanning the campiello as though expecting someone. I tapped Jenny’s shoulder and nodded in their direction.

‘I think they could be looking for us.’ I waved in a testing sort of way, not quite certain it was us they wanted. The signore smiled and waved back. One leaned from the window and beckoned, then pointed to the apartment’s street entrance, tucked between a shoe shop and a cafe. The door, nondescript and unnumbered, seemed to be hiding between its neighbours.

Suitcases trailing in our wake, we crossed the campiello traffic. We’d found our Venetian home.
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So now, on this gently beautiful morning in late September, the start of our first full day in Venice, we sat in our kitchen, dawdling over breakfast and a second cup of tea.

‘It’s worked out well, don’t you think?’ I said. ‘I loved the apartment in Bellagio, and now this is perfect. Definitely worth the effort. Remember the hours we spent on your computer?’

Jenny smiled. ‘How could I forget?’

The memory was burnt into my brain. Jenny’s computer screen had held us hostage for entire afternoons as we searched for our perfect Venetian apartment. Room sizes, photo checks, visitor reviews – we delved into every detail like terriers on the scent of a week-old bone. Complicating matters was my determination to live somewhere that mirrored the opulence of Venice itself. If only for a week, I wanted a little piece of Rococo excess or Gothic flight of fancy. I wasn’t about to wake up thinking I was staying at a Holiday Inn.

‘Yes, it’s just what I had in mind,’ I said, returning Jenny’s smile. ‘Baroque on a budget, you might say.’

Jenny was cutting fruit into wedges. She passed the plate to me and I picked up a melon slice, my gaze moving beyond her to the sitting room. I could picture myself there, over the coming week. Perhaps I’d come home after a day’s sightseeing and kick off my shoes, walking barefoot across the cool, marble floor. Or perhaps I’d sit on the chaise longue to unwrap the latest shopping treasure, scattering tissue paper over the frayed mat and adding to the room’s shabby-chic charm. If I glanced up at the mirror, the face looking back at me would smile. I’d sip tea and listen to sounds from the campiello as they drifted in through the open windows.

The windows were open now, inviting inside the crisp air of an autumn morning. Curtains stirred in a faint breeze.

‘I feel so connected,’ Jenny said. ‘It’s what I like most, I think.’ She chose some grapes, then rested her elbows on the table and nodded towards the windows. ‘I can be up here and still feel part of everything that’s happening outside.’

Floating up to our kitchen came a whirlpool of noise. Footsteps shuffled and suitcases rumbled on paving. Laughter overlaid mingled conversations in different languages, a soundtrack to our breakfast. The campiello surrounded us, vivid and tangible.

‘Another cup of tea?’ I suggested. ‘More toast?’ The cosy fragrance of warm bread filled the kitchen.

‘I’m fine, thanks, I should really start getting ready.’ Jenny sorted through a stack of papers, removing a newspaper article on Verona. She had friends who’d spent three months living there, and she wanted to see something of the city they remembered with such fondness. I was keen to visit, too. An hour’s train trip from Venice, Verona offered the ideal day excursion for later in the week. And it was the hometown of Romeo and Juliet. Who could pass that up? Verona rated five shiny, gold stars on my must-see list.

I cleared away the breakfast plates. Above the sink, another window opened over a canal. I leaned out, watching a gondola move along the canal and listening as the gondolier explained to his passengers a point of Venetian history.

‘Serenissima? Ah, Serenissima was Venice. The Republic. Was beautiful. Is gone, after Napoleon.’

Splash. Plunk, plunk. Gondola oars pushed through still water. The history lesson continued, fading in volume as the gondolier steered his tourist cargo towards the busier waters of the Grand Canal. Splash. Plunk, plunk.

The canal below was a favourite route for gondoliers. Chocolate-box pretty, it was narrow and canyoned between buildings which shaded it from the brutal summer sun. No one warned passengers it was hot out there in the middle of a wide, shadeless canal. Hand on heart, I could honestly say I’d never seen a gondola passenger smile, unless a photo was being taken at the time.

‘What do you think, then?’ Jenny’s voice cut into my thoughts. ‘What time should we leave?’ She re-homed the papers under the fruit bowl and stood, the chair creaking as she moved it backwards.

‘It’s just gone ten now. Say around eleven? That should give us plenty of time to come back here for lunch and then get ready.’

The Clooney nuptials didn’t figure in our program for that glittering Sunday. We were going to the opera that afternoon, and a morning practice run to Teatro La Fenice, the opera house, was part of the plan. Just to be on the safe side. How many stories had I heard about people getting lost – hopelessly lost – in Venice? I just didn’t get it. Attention to detail was the key; hadn’t it worked so well in choosing our apartment? A little forethought and a small outlay of time now would guarantee an easy stroll to our matinee performance later on.

Besides, who wouldn’t want to walk around Venice on such a glorious day?
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‘Hmm. I think it’s warmed up since this morning.’ Jenny looked at the cloudless afternoon sky with just the faintest hint of an accusation. She closed the street door and we crossed the campiello. ‘I’m glad it’s only a twenty-five-minute walk to La Fenice.’

‘Still very pleasant, though,’ I said. ‘Totally my sort of day.’

I adored hot weather. My teenage summer weekends, spent on the white sands of City Beach, still lingered in my mind as idyllic. A too-brief bikini, sand clinging to my sweaty, sunburnt body, then the knee-deep wade into swirling foam before losing balance and churning underwater like a load of laundry. Life in 1970s Perth could offer nothing finer.

‘And at last I get to wear some decent shoes,’ I continued, pleased with both weather and footwear.

Jenny looked down – distrustingly, or did I imagine it? – at my high heels. I’d packed four pairs for the month travelling around Italy. The mountain-goat streets of Bellagio hadn’t encouraged high heels but Venice, with its cardboard-flat landscape, was ideal. It was high time they moved from my suitcase to my feet. Besides, I wanted to glam up a bit. How often in one lifetime do you go to the opera in Venice?

I glanced at my watch. 2.15 pm. The Wedding was forty-five minutes away, I remembered, the same time as the opening curtain at La Fenice. What a coincidence. I imagined the Cipriani at that moment: staff aflutter, with not a moment to lose before the curtain rose on their own performance. But Jenny and I had time to spare. Perhaps we could enjoy a pre-cultural prosecco in the super-posh bar, rubbing shoulders with Venetian A-listers. Who knew what might follow? Possibilities whirled like snowflakes in a blizzard.

We’d had no problems finding La Fenice that morning. Our trial run took us to the Ponte di Rialto (Rialto Bridge) in fifteen minutes and from there, in another ten, to Piazza di San Marco and the opera house. Forty-five minutes was more than enough time to see us safely from campiello to cushioned seat at La Fenice. Really, what was all the fuss about? Get lost in Venice? Not us.

‘And there’s the Clarks shoe store.’ Jenny pointed to what had become our navigational landmark, easily recognised in the sea of unfamiliar Italian names. ‘So from here it’s straight ahead.’

‘It’s nice not to have so many people around,’ I said, click-clacking along in my fancy footwear. ‘I can actually see things this time.’

Our morning run had corresponded with tourist peak hour, and we’d stepped from our front door into a human tidal wave, carried along by the surge, funnelled into one calle after another until we washed up at San Marco. From the tourist sea which engulfed me, I’d seen little more than bobbing heads. But now it was siesta time, and only small clusters of slow-moving tourists took in the sights. Jenny and I ambled along with them.

‘I love the ramshackle elegance of Venice,’ I said. ‘So much more interesting than clinical order. It must be an acquired taste. Like a spritz with Campari instead of Aperol.’

Time was on our side, as the song goes, and we wandered on, soaking up the peeling-paint ambience. Flourishes of mildew spread across ochre walls. Glimpses of foliage hinted at a lush courtyard oasis kept secret from the passer-by. Beneath a green and white awning a cake shop nestled, an Aladdin’s cave of delights. Marzipan birds sang in a chocolate tree, and peanut brittle lay in nests of ruffled paper. Beauty and style were hard-wired into the Venetian consciousness, I thought, inescapable even on bakery shelves. I veered sideways for a closer inspection and bumped into another cake-loving window-shopper.

Then I bumped into a thought.

I hadn’t seen the shop before. Never mind the crowds, it was the sort of thing I’d notice anywhere.

‘Jenny.’ I spoke in the subdued, contrite manner of a child summoned to the headmaster’s office. ‘I don’t remember this shop.’ Then, as an afterthought, ‘And we seem to be going up and down a lot more steps. I’m sure it’s not just because my feet are getting a bit sore.’

We stopped and looked at our surroundings. Nothing was familiar. Jenny pulled a map from her handbag and studied it, a frown appearing above her sunglasses. She pushed the glasses further up her nose and turned the map sideways, then upright again. The frown deepened. Not a good sign.

She faced me over the map. A pause opened and lengthened. Then: ‘I can’t even find where we started from.’

We looked at each other, then at the map. From a nearby rooftop, a complacent stone lion watched on.

‘Let’s go back to the Clarks shoe shop,’ I said, attempting authority. ‘That’s what you’re supposed to do. Go back to your starting point. We’ve still got plenty of time. We’ll just turn around and start again.’

Which was about as easy as putting the pin back in the grenade. We recognised nothing. Had we passed this ristorante before or hadn’t we? What about that mask shop? And the gelateria, its metal cannisters offering a choice of fifty flavours? I’d remember that, surely. I looked at Jenny, hoping she remembered it. Her shrug came as the punctuation mark to end my hopes.

New, never-before-seen vistas appeared at every turn. Here was a campo (square), a pretty sight with its trattoria and umbrella-shaded tables, its water fountain and wisteria-draped archways. We stood in the calle leading into it and looked at the other three which led away from it.

‘I think,’ Jenny said, nodding to our right, ‘if we just head in that direction we’ll come to something that is on the map.’

A knot of anxiety lodged in my stomach. What little remained of the confidence that had blossomed pre-holiday now withered and fell. A brief flowering. I glanced at my watch, eyes widening. That late already? We picked one calle from the range of three and pushed ahead, like a couple of new recruits on their first orienteering course.

The balmy morning had ripened into a hot afternoon, breeze-less and sticky. An unwelcome dampness spread beneath the folds of my dress, making it cling to bosom and bottom in ways the designer could never have imagined. Glad rags became sad rags. Wonderful turned to wilted. How was Amal doing, I wondered, over on her side of Venice.

Heat spread across my face in a rich flush. ‘I could murder a drink. Something cold and fizzy, to remind me I’ve still got a throat.’ I glared at the sun as it continued its path across a cloudless sky. The sun glared back.

At the other end of my anatomy there were more issues. My feet had become a headache, so to speak. Those shoes, never intended for a walking tour of Venice, pinched my toes in a vice-like grip and with each uncharted step my ankles swelled to mock two half-inflated birthday balloons. Blistered skin morphed to the same shade of purple as my dress.

I checked my watch again. Twenty minutes to opening curtain. The knot of anxiety unravelled, spreading tendrils of alarm. We paced the northern reaches of Venice; to and fro, this way and that. The map passed between sweaty palms, occasionally moving to a handbag during moments of baseless confidence. It was becoming damp and creased, crumpled around the edges. Rather like us.

A church appeared on our left.

‘Gothic, isn’t it?’ Jenny stopped, shading her eyes to admire Byzantine reliefs and white steeples. ‘Quite magnificent.’

Magnificent, yes. And puzzling. The map promised a bridge should be expected at this spot. But no, there sat the church. There was no bridge in sight, no canal even, just a sun-drenched campo and its large church-tenant.

‘I wonder which church it is?’ Red patches glowed on Jenny’s cheeks but, undaunted by heat and late or not, she remained the diligent tourist. ‘I’d like to come back when we’ve got more time.’

More time. Now there’s a thought.

Heat flowed through the campo like melting butter. Into its shadeless spaces we plunged, then out the other side, heading … neither of us had a clue. Secretly I suspected we were closer to the island of Murano than the opera house. In twenty-five minutes we’d covered more of Venice than most tourists managed in a week. We picked another of those two-peas-in-a-pod calli and pressed on. A zig to the right. A zag to the left.

The next landmark sighting was mine. ‘I know this bridge,’ I said, relieved. ‘I’ve seen it before. We’re on the right track. It’s less than five minutes to San Marco.’

Jenny also recognised the bridge. As you would: we’d crossed it fifteen minutes earlier, going in the opposite direction. We trundled to a stop, forced to admit the unthinkable. We were lost. Completely. Hopelessly. All that googling – our morning practice run, even – had proved about as useful as a beach house in winter. Venice had tricked us.

I leaned against the bridge railings to rub my burning feet. That’s when I remembered my mother’s solution: a simple strategy, as effective in finding items at the back of supermarket shelves as for locating tricky destinations. It generally delivered the right result, Mum maintained, and saved a lot of time. And time was no longer on our side.

‘Let’s just ask the way to San Marco. If we can get there, we can find La Fenice.’

And so the oldest of all tourist questions asked in Venice – asked by so many visitors, in so many languages, over so many centuries – was put to whoever appeared in our path: Which way to San Marco?

It worked. Calle by calle and bridge by bridge we worked our way to the Piazza and trudged past those famous golden mosaics. With hand laid firmly across my heart, I swear no traveller ever found the sight of them more glorious.

Ten minutes until the opening curtain.

‘At last,’ I panted, as we turned into a calle behind the Piazza. Inside those punishing shoes my feet no longer throbbed. Worse. They were numb. The only sensation was a quivering about the ankles, like a twig ready to snap. I dreaded slipping and ending up in the emergency department of some hospital. There was bound to be a queue, like everywhere else in Italy.

For now I remained upright, propped against a stone column while I scanned our surroundings. My eyes landed on a wall plaque…

‘Jenny, look!’ I said. ‘It’s the Frezzeria. That’s the name of the street we should be on. We go to the next corner and turn to the right. We’re as good as there.’

I led the way to the next corner and we turned to the right. Then we turned to the left. To the right again. No La Fenice.

‘I was sure it was right there.’

Jenny rummaged in her bag and out came the map. Such unfiltered trust in Venetian cartography.

I pointed to the ragged concertina expanding in her hands. ‘It might be too late for that. We’re going to have to ask directions again.’

The opening curtain was just minutes away. And time was not the only thing that had moved on. From being lost in the shadeless calli of northern Venice we’d moved closer to our target and were now lost in a 21st-century jungle. A dense growth of consumerism sprang up around us, and retail outlets hemmed us on every side. They all looked the same. We chose one at random and traipsed into the world of upscale retail.

Behind the counter, a woman rearranged her merchandise, moving each item a fraction of a millimetre to better display its charms. Groomed and perfumed, red lipped and dark haired, she epitomised Venetian chic. Her demeanour reflected the obvious and exceptional pleasure she took in merely being herself in this showy store in this showy city. With a whisking movement of her eyelids she completed a top-to-toe assessment of what now stood before her. It was clear we didn’t measure up to the standard she expected of her clientele.

‘Hello.’ Jenny smiled and spoke in her pleasant voice. Good manners never failed her, even in the most testing circumstances. ‘Could you tell us the way to La Fenice? We seem to be lost.’

Directing lost tourists fell outside the signora’s remit. She sniffed, a sniff as delicate as a cat’s sneeze, then tilted that sleekly groomed head to send hair spilling like ink over her shoulders. A long, flat stare directed at a point on the far wall completed the pantomime of disdain.

‘Turn down the next calle,’ she said to the air beside Jenny’s right ear. ‘There is La Fenice.’

I tottered to the door in a shuffling, dance-step motion. Jenny said a gracious thank you and followed. La Bella wiped the spot on the counter where we’d rested our elbows.

We turned down the next calle as instructed, then stopped. We looked at the calle. We looked at each other.

‘We’ve already walked down here.’

It was four minutes until the performance started. It didn’t matter if we had misunderstood the instructions. It didn’t matter if we had been cunningly – wilfully – misled by a lady who didn’t want sweaty tourists messing up her pretty, shiny store. It was game over. We weren’t going to make it.

There we stood, stopped in our weary tracks. I remembered the anticipation I’d felt when we booked our tickets. I remembered the images I’d seen of La Fenice’s interior, a confection of gilt and stucco rising over six levels of individual boxes. One was meant to contain me. I remembered how I’d fancied myself sitting there, tricked up in my flash rags as though I lived my life within the borders of wealth and ease.

Most of all, I remembered how we weren’t going to get lost. Not us. A tissue, please, to wipe the egg from my scarlet, suffering face.

Then, from out of nowhere, a miracle. I recognised the opera house, familiar from our morning enterprise. Relief surged all the way to my pinched toes as I balanced against Jenny’s shoulder and pointed. ‘It’s there! Just there! We’ve found it!’

It was. And we had. La Fenice, ten metres away. I can’t be certain we hadn’t walked past it before. Possibly several times. A final dash, then up the stairs e presto. We’d nailed it.

Jenny and I slid moistly into our seats.

On stage Ferrando launched into his aria as the Count di Luna pondered his love for Leonora.

Across town, Mr and Mrs Clooney said ‘I do’.

[image: image]

Later that evening, over pizza and several glasses of red, Jenny and I put together our Venice program. We sat and schemed in Oke, a pizzeria across the canal from the Hotel Cipriani, scene of the afternoon’s nuptials.

‘I fancy a day on the lagoon tomorrow,’ I said. ‘Especially if the weather is like today. We could start …’

The sentence trailed to a halt as my eyes ricocheted to and fro like a ball in a ping-pong game. Oke was a fusion of New York loft, 1950s retro and Venetian Gothic. Chandelier met shabby chic. Pop art met punk. A battery of style statements came together with pulsing energy, demanding my attention.

A waiter approached and indicated my empty glass. ‘Another, signora?’

‘Si, si. Grazie mille.’ A follow-up struck me as a wonderful idea.

He refilled my glass and I pointed outside to the crowded fondamenta. ‘All those people. Are they here because of the wedding?’

‘Wedding?’ A frown appeared before understanding scudded across his face. ‘Pfft. No one cares about wedding. Everyone comes for la passeggiata.’

La passeggiata, the evening stroll, was still a popular tradition in contemporary Venice. Couples, families and dog walkers took to the streets, aiming to see and be seen, to meet and greet, to chat and gossip. Others watched on from behind a cappuccino or an aperitif at a pavement cafe.

My gaze bounced from the waiter to a table against the far wall. A motorbike was parked beside it, as though James Dean had just stepped out and would be back shortly. Above a pinball machine dripped the crystal prisms of a chandelier. I wanted to package up Oke and take it home with me, so I could go there every Sunday night.

Our pizzas arrived, two bubbling discs covering most of the table’s surface. I moved my wineglass to safety and redirected my attention to Jenny.

‘The first time I saw someone eat a whole pizza, I was appalled. It was that lady in Lake Como, remember? We ordered poached sea bass and salad. So totally virtuous. Now I realise she was on the right track.’

I bit into the first slice. Elastic-like threads of mozzarella stretched from the plate to my mouth. ‘Oh, yes. Definitely on the right track.’

The level in my wineglass was falling again. Three hours of La Fenice’s opulence and the buzz of a dining-in-technicolour pizzeria had lifted my spirits. Ready for anything, I was, and fizzing with anticipation. Venice, here I come. Although I’d be revising my choice of footwear.

Jenny traced a finger around her wineglass. ‘And how about we go to Verona on Tuesday?’ She took a sip of wine. It was low tide in her glass, too.

‘Sounds good to me.’ Wall-poster advertisements for Coca-Cola, maple syrup and canned tomatoes, circa 1950, framed Jenny’s head but her thoughts lay several centuries earlier, back with Romeo and Juliet. I smiled – at Jenny, at the parked motorbike, at my good fortune.

Pizzas eaten. Wine finished. Plan Venice sorted. We caught a vaporetto, then walked through the now chilly streets to our apartment, passing the Clarks shoe store, sitting right where it was meant to be. Jenny unlocked our campiello door.

‘It’s one of my small pleasures,’ she said, as we started up the stairs. ‘Walking through that door and away from the crowds. It’s like saying, “Yes, I’m a local. This is my home.”’

We ended the day much as we’d started, sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of tea. Fatigue wrapped around me. With a yawn and the promise of an early start the next day, I said goodnight.

In the apartment’s study, I pulled on pyjamas before tackling the swarm of Designer Lifestyle cushions nesting on the sofa. The glam infusion, I guessed, was compensation for the fact that the sofa didn’t unfold into the promised double bed. Its stubborn resistance had defied logical thought, brute force and invective in three languages. But despite the recalcitrant sofa, I loved my study–bedroom. Its atmosphere was cluttered and cosy, a welcoming retreat.

The curtains hung still beside open windows. Paintings glinted in light from the campiello – silent now, but for an occasional muffled voice. The tables and chairs of its restaurants were inside until tomorrow, tucked away like children under curfew. It wasn’t noise that prevented sleep. My thoughts kept me awake until dawn outlined the campiello’s rooftops.

In a week’s time I’d walk along the ferrovia’s platform and catch the train to Florence. I’d carry with me memories of Venice, like something packed into my luggage along with my toothbrush. I wanted more than that. Already I felt a sense of connection to the city, as if I somehow belonged among those calli that had so baffled me during the afternoon. Venice had cast its spell. I knew I’d be back.
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