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In memory of Brian Arthur Jones, 1939–2023

Thanks, Dad. The boys of the Old Kings Arms will always have a pint waiting for you.




 

 


‘Remember that when you leave this earth, you can take with you nothing that you have received – only what you have given.’

St Francis of Assisi
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Prologue

Francis of Assisi passed this way, some eight hundred years ago, they say. Barely forty, recently returned from the Holy Land, and wearied by his attempts to stop yet another bloody war in the cradle of Christianity; he took himself to a tiny island in the Venetian lagoon, sat himself down, and talked to anyone who would listen.

Napoleon’s armies also passed by, six hundred years later. The Little Corporal, however, was not inclined to listen to anyone, least of all the acolytes of a long-dead saint scratching out a living in the middle of a swamp. He had no time for holy men or monasteries and so, for the first time since an outbreak of malaria in the sixteenth century, the island of San Francesco del Deserto was abandoned once again.

Not for long, however. When the Austrians took possession of La Serenissima, they decided they could find a use for the ancient stone buildings. Meditation and prayer were no longer the order of the day. The storage of gunpowder, however, very much was. Swords might once have been turned into ploughshares, but the occupying forces were more than a little keen on turning them back again.

Yet the wheel continued to turn, and in 1858 the island was returned to the Patriarchate of Venice, and monastic life resumed. Just five brothers now remain, seeking God in the silence of a tiny island a few hundred metres from one of the busiest cities on earth.

But even monks must move with the times, and eight-hundred-year-old monasteries need more than prayer to sustain them, and so the island opened itself to visitors eager to escape from the crowd of tourists on the nearby island of Burano; and to pilgrims on retreat, eager to shake the dust from their feet in search of enlightenment.

In search of understanding. Of life. And of death.




Chapter 1

It was so blue.

That’s what I remember the most, when I think back on it now. It was so blue.

Sometimes, when I needed to get out from under Federica’s feet, or if Gramsci had become more than usually insufferable, I would fill out the papers explaining exactly why I was leaving my place of residence, and where I was going; and would head off to the Rialto Market to buy fish.

I would make my way downstairs, and look over to Gabriele’s bookshop. It was closed, of course. Books, unlike fish, were deemed non-essential. Then I would look in the windows of the Magical Brazilians in the hope that something, anything might have changed. Some sign of normality returning. And then I would start to fret about Eduardo. I hoped he was doing okay.

I walked onwards past the empty shops that lined the Calle della Mandola, and over the bridge past Daniele Manin, who gazed down impassively upon his deserted city. There might even be people there, actual people. Perhaps bored-looking cops who may or may not ask to check your papers, but more likely shoppers, each of them with a carrello in order to demonstrate that they were abroad for a good reason; or simply those on a passeggiata with the best-exercised dogs in the city on a lead. Occasionally I might even see someone I knew and we would perform the awkward dance of the casual acquaintance as we wondered whether to bump elbows or merely to nod and smile behind our masks. Difficult in a country where a hug and a kiss would be the normal way of greeting somebody you’d seen only ten minutes previously.

I turned into Campo San Luca, where the Black Jack bar advertised a jazz festival that would never take place. Marchini Time, a fine pasticceria in a city not short on fine pasticcerias, was closed up. The Bar I Didn’t Go To looked sad and empty and, for a moment, I wished I could just stop by for a coffee. Even if I would be overcharged.

I stood in the middle of the campo, and slowly turned around, seeing nothing but closed-up shops that the government had decreed non-essential. Then I saw two cops enter the square and I scurried off in the direction of Rialto, eager to look as if I were a man going about his permitted business, and not just wandering aimlessly.

On, then past the Teatro Goldoni. Would it, I wondered, ever open its doors again? On down the narrow Calle Bembo, where I pressed myself into the wall in order to distance myself from an elderly signora as best I could. And then I emerged on to the Riva del Carbon and, in spite of myself, I smiled.

It was so blue. So blue, and so quiet.

The vaporetto service had been cut in half, there being no tourists to ferry around, and precious few locals on essential business to make use of them. Few transport boats plied their trade on the Grand Canal these days, because what was there to transport? And woe betide anyone who risked taking a private boat out along the canals or into the lagoon without good reason. Drones, and the occasional helicopter, made sure we stayed at home. Occasional news stories surfaced about local ragazzi taking a boat out late at night, to drink beer and smoke and flirt and do all the sorts of young things that daft young people are supposed to be getting up to late at night. And Federica and I, whilst disapproving, would also feel a little pang of jealousy. It had, after all, been quite some time since we’d been invited to that sort of thing.

So the waters of Venice lay as still and undisturbed as they had done in over one thousand years, perfectly reflecting a sky unmarked by vapour trails; and where the only sound was that of birdsong.

That’s what I remember the most. It was so silent. And so blue.

A banner with the crudely inked words No Mafia, Venezia è Sacra had hung from the windows of one of the apartments overlooking the Rialto Bridge for as long as I could remember. Now it had been joined by another, a rainbow flag with the words Tutto andrà bene scrawled across it.

Tutto andrà bene. Everything will be all right. And as I crossed an empty Rialto Bridge and made my way to a near-silent market, I thought that – in spite of everything – perhaps it just might.

On March 8th, 2020 Venice was finally returned to the Venetians, and silence fell upon the city.

Federica had spotted the way the wind was blowing long before I did, and moved her mother in before we locked down. There was little I could say. In my heart of hearts, I knew she was right. Marta was in good health, and fiercely independent. But she also lived in Chioggia; a place we were unlikely to be visiting any time soon.

Marta was against the idea from the start. It was ridiculous, she added, as well as being impractical. Moving in with a newly-married couple and their unfriendly cat, she told us, was the last thing she should be doing. Besides, she told us, she had friends back in Chioggia who’d look after her.

So we explained that we weren’t quite as newly-married as all that and that it would only be for a couple of months, and that – even though she was quite right about the cat – the flat was spacious enough for the four of us. Which is how Fede and I came to spend the period between early March and mid-May sleeping on the sofa and in danger of developing permanent cricks in our backs.

I grew a beard for about a week until Fede, probably correctly, made me shave it off. We may or may not be facing the apocalypse, she told me, but that was no reason to descend into barbarism.

I worried about Sergio and Lorenzo. I hoped they were being sensible and not organising clandestine meetings in the Communist Bar. I fretted about Eduardo and the ultimate fate of the Magical Brazilians. He ran a cocktail-making masterclass every Friday night on Zoom, but it wasn’t quite the same. Similarly, Dario and I would meet up for virtual drinks once a week, when we would have given almost anything to be sat outside Toni’s in Mestre, chilled to the bone and choking on traffic fumes.

Work was never a problem. All of a sudden, I was hit with a rush of emergency notices and documents to be translated. Similarly, consular work had never been so busy and the day was typically filled by fending off requests from those desperate expats who had suddenly realised the place they called home really wasn’t, and wanted to get back to a country where – if things, perhaps, seemed even more chaotic – they could at least speak the language. And my response to them was the same every time: nobody, but nobody, is travelling anywhere. This, like it or not, is where you live now. I was more diplomatic than that, of course. Or at least I hope I was.

Ambassador Maxwell gathered all the consuls together every Monday afternoon, in order to tell us – as best he knew it – the most up to date news. He even organised the occasional quiz night, in the hope of keeping our spirits up. I don’t think any of us particularly enjoyed it but he, like everyone else, was trying his best and so that was enough.

Across town in Dorsoduro, Father Michael Rayner held online services from his kitchen every Sunday morning, and distributed virtual communion to the faithful. Michael, I knew, was on his own and so I worried about him the more. Then I realised I had no idea about the domestic arrangements of Sergio, Lorenzo, Eduardo – so many of my friends. When this was all over, I told myself, I’d take more of an interest. Perhaps everybody would do the same? We’d become kinder, less self-obsessed people; and after having been apart for so long we’d find better ways of being together.

Slowly, but surely, the figures began to turn. Every night, at 18.00, we would check the latest online figures and see the curve flattening ever so slightly.

Slowly, but surely, Italy climbed its mountain. And relentlessly, inexorably, Italy buried its dead.

And then the day came. The day for haircuts and for coffee with friends, and of the simple pleasures of a spritz with the sun upon your face. All the things we used to call ‘normal’.

We knew it couldn’t last forever, of course. We wondered just how much of this ‘new normal’ we might be allowed, and for how long.

In my case, it lasted about a week.




Chapter 2

‘So how are things out there?’

Fede smiled. ‘I love the way you say that. It makes it sound like I’ve been testing the atmosphere on an alien planet, instead of going out to the shops.’

‘Seriously, though. What’s it like out there?’ I yawned and stretched. Last night had been stormy and I’d slept badly. ‘And what’s the weather like?’

‘Gorgeous. And the streets are full of Italians.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘The streets are full of Italians. And that’s it. Not a French, German or Russian voice to be heard.’

‘Brits? Americans?’

‘A few. You probably know them. But otherwise,’ she put the shopping bag down on the table, ‘all Italians. More Veneziano being spoken on the street than I’ve ever heard before.’

‘Still nobody travelling, I guess? Despite them lifting the restrictions.’

‘Not a sign of it. I suppose if you live in the Veneto and there’s no chance of getting away to Croatia for the summer, then why not head to Venice? Face it, it’s never going to look better than it does now. So it’s busy, yes, but manageable. It’s kind of nice.’ She looked around. ‘How’s your cat?’

‘Our cat, I think you’ll find.’

‘Okay then, our cat. Where’s he got to? And that question is not to be misinterpreted as me missing him.’

I raised my eyes to the top of the bookcase. ‘The usual place.’

‘He’s still there?’

‘In his strange kitty brain, he thinks it’s cooler up there. Hence, the top of the bookcase is his equivalent of going to the mountains for the summer. Oh, and I think he’s worked out that when we can’t stand the heat any more and turn on the air conditioning, he’ll be in the direct line of the blast.’ I grinned. ‘See, I told you he was a smart cat.’

Fede yawned and stretched. ‘It’s starting to get hot. Maybe I’ll join him up there. So, what’s for lunch? Is that bread still viable?’

‘Maybe for panzanella or pappa al pomodoro. Or hitting people.’

‘The Brazilians then?’

‘I think it has to be. Ed needs the money.’

‘So we can tell ourselves it’s for a socially positive reason.’ She checked her watch. ‘It’s still quite early. But we can call it brunch.’

‘Breakfast spritz?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Okay, then. Is it a jackets day?’

She shook her head. ‘That moment has passed, caro. Shirt sleeves only until September.’

‘Oh hell.’ I looked up at Gramsci. ‘I don’t suppose you could fit three of us up there, could you?’

Gramsci miaowed, and spread himself flatter, as if to suggest that this was not an option.

‘Okay. Well then, lunch it is.’ I reached for my jacket on the back of the door, only for Fede to take it from me and replace it. She shook her head. ‘The moment’s passed, remember?’

Ed smiled at me. ‘Good to see you again, Nathan.’

‘Good to be here, Ed. It still feels like a novelty, just being able to go downstairs and have a drink.’

‘You weren’t here yesterday, though.’

‘That was a mistake. I promise. I’ll never leave you alone again.’

He grinned. ‘What are you having?’

I looked over at Federica. ‘What are we having?’

‘Spritz Bitter? Too early in the day for a Negroni without very good reason, I think.’

‘Two spritzes then, Ed. And some random things on sticks.’

Eduardo looked pained. ‘Look, do you have any idea how much time and effort and, well, love goes into making cicchetti? And then you reduce them to “random things on sticks”?’

‘Sorry. In that case can I have a small octopus on a stick. Some olive ascolane on a stick. And some fried calamari rings on a—’

‘On a stick, yes, I get it.’ He turned to Federica. ‘Fede?’ he asked, with hope in his eyes.

‘Baccala mantecato, a couple of sarde fritte and perhaps one half-egg with truffle?’

‘Coming right up.’ He turned to me. ‘You see? That’s how you do it.’

‘Sorry.’

‘So how has your morning been?’ said Fede, as Ed made his way back inside.

‘Same as it has been for much of the past four or five months. A mixture of boredom and fire-fighting. Mainly people asking if it’s possible for them to come back. And I tell them that, yes, if they can find a way of getting here. And then some of them ask if it’s safe to come back and, well, that’s a different question altogether.’

‘So what do you tell them?’

‘I tell them it’s as safe as anywhere. And it’s up to them what they do with that.’ I yawned and stretched. ‘I’ll never complain about bloody lawnmower manuals again, I tell you.’

‘Well, when you do, I guess that’ll be a sign that things really are back to normal. I called mamma earlier. She sends her love.’

‘How’s she doing?’

‘Settling into her home again. She sounds happy to be back.’ She took my hand. ‘It was kind of you, you know? Letting her stay.’

I shrugged. ‘We were the lucky ones, really, weren’t we? The worst thing that happened to us was having to spend ten weeks on a sofa bed. So many people had it so much worse.’ I nodded over at Gabriele’s bookshop, and then back at the Brazilians. ‘Haven’t got to look far.’

Ed arrived with our drinks and snacks. ‘There we go. A plate of lovingly designed and prepared cicchetti for Federica. And for you,’ he glared, ‘we have some things on sticks.’

‘I’m sure they’re lovely, Ed. Thank you.’

‘Don’t tell me I’ve missed eating?’

It was a voice I hadn’t heard in over three months, and I smiled up at the familiar moustachioed figure.

‘Vanni!’

‘The very same.’

I got to my feet and made to shake hands. And then I made to hug him. And in the end we settled for a bump of the elbows.

‘I thought I’d find you here,’ he said.

‘Of course. We’re helping rebuild the economy, one spritz at a time.’

‘It’s your patriotic duty, Nathan.’ He smiled and nodded at Federica. ‘Dottoressa.’ Then he turned to Ed. ‘Signor Eduardo, isn’t it?’

Ed nodded, suspicion in his eyes.

Vanni, I noticed, was eyeing up the space between the tables, as if trying to determine that they were suitably distanced.

‘Everything in order?’ said Ed, with a note of challenge in his voice.

Vanni nodded. ‘Absolutely. You’ve done a very good job indeed. If all the bar and restaurant owners in town were such good citizens my job would be very much easier.’

Ed smiled, but the suspicion did not leave his eyes.

‘You do know,’ Vanni continued, ‘that under the emergency regulations your plateatico might be expanded by a further fifty per cent for the duration of the emergency?’

‘I know.’ Ed shrugged. ‘But where would it go? Another fifty per cent,’ he gestured across the street, ‘and people are practically sitting in Gabriele’s bookshop.’

Vanni nodded. ‘I appreciate it’s difficult. All we can hope is that it’s not for too much longer.’

Ed turned and walked back inside, muttering under his breath.

‘Did I say something wrong?’ said Vanni.

‘He’s had three cops around since reopening. Each of them measuring the distance between tables. He’s pissed off.’

‘We’re all pissed off, Nathan. We’re just trying to do the best we can. Anyway, I’m glad to see you.’

‘Do you not think, Vanni, that it might just be easier to phone me?’

He shrugged. ‘Well, Nathan, am I likely to find you anywhere else?’

‘That’s a little harsh. But not entirely inaccurate.’

‘Besides, if I meet you here it’s an excuse to have lunch.’ He checked his watch. ‘Or breakfast, or brunch, or whatever we’re calling it.’ He sat down, patted his stomach, and smiled. ‘So, what’s good?’

‘All of it.’

‘Okay. Thank you, Nathan. Narrows it down.’

‘Things on sticks are even better.’

‘Narrows it down even further.’

Fede groaned. ‘We’re not going to start that again, are we?’

‘Sorry,’ I said.

Vanni changed the subject. ‘And so, what might you be working on at the moment, dottoressa?’

‘Still at the church of San Polo. Or better to say I’m back there. Working on the ceiling wasn’t classed as essential work. Surprisingly so, given that being on a platform ten metres up is as good a form of social distancing as I can imagine. But I’m back there now. At least for the time being.’

‘And how about you, Nathan?’

‘Oh, I’m fine. Consular work is keeping me busy. I even got some translation work the other day that wasn’t pandemic related. That was a change, at least.’

‘Consular work.’ He nodded, and smiled. ‘That’s why I’m here, Nathan.’

‘Someone in trouble?’

He shook his head. ‘Not any more.’

‘Oh shit. Come on then, tell me all about it.’

‘A Mr Domenico Vicari.’

I frowned. ‘That sounds more like one of your lot.’

‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you. But no. British passport. Apparently more commonly known as Dominic Vicari.’

‘And what’s happened?’

‘Poor man was staying on San Francesco del Deserto. On a retreat, as I understand they call it.’

‘With the Franciscans?’ said Fede.

‘Quite so, dottoressa.’

She frowned. ‘He chose one hell of a time to go on a pilgrimage. It can’t have been easy to get there.’

A thought struck me. ‘Italian name. Pilgrimage. Was he ill?’

Vanni shook his head. ‘Not as far as we know. No, complete accident it seems. Fell from the campanile last night.’

I winced. ‘Ouch.’

‘And so some of our men have been round but – pffft – it’s a monastery, Nathan. It’s a monastery on an island. It must have been an accident.’

‘I guess so. So, what exactly can I do for you? I mean, sure, it’s nice to sit down and have a drink and things on sticks,’ Fede winced, ‘after all this time, but couldn’t you just scan all the relevant stuff and email it to me?’

‘Well, I could, but Fra Vincenzo – he’s kind of the main man there – is an old friend of mine. We haven’t seen each other in quite some time. That’s down to the nature of his job, I suppose. I thought perhaps I could allow myself some time to head out there and have a chat with him.’

‘You have a friend who’s a monk?’

‘Strictly speaking, he’s a friar. And, what, you think I only have police friends?’

‘I hadn’t thought about it. It’s just that Vanni and Vincenzo, the crime-fighting monk sounds like the set-up for a TV series.’

‘I’d watch that,’ said Fede, munching on a sardine.

‘Me too. But why do you need me along?’

‘You’ll be needing to contact relatives, I assume? In which case I imagine it will be helpful for you to know about how he spent his last days.’

‘I guess so. It helps a bit when you’ve got some proper information to give them. Sure, I’ll come along.’

‘You’ll get him back by early evening, won’t you, Vanni?’ said Fede.

‘Of course, dottoressa. Do you have plans?’

‘No, I just need him to sparkle. Tonight’s the big one – pizza and beer with friends, for the first time since February.’

‘Ah, pizza e birra. How much would we have given for a simple night out with friends, and pizza and beer over the past few months?’ He beamed at us both. ‘Excellent, Nathan. Marco will be along with a boat in about twenty minutes. Which gives me plenty of time for an octopus. On a stick.’
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