






“Who are you?” Vincenzo whispered against her lips.



“It doesn’t matter,” she said through her swimming senses. “I’m not real.”


“You are real now—in my arms.”


“Only here,” she whispered.


“The rest doesn’t matter. Kiss me—kiss me.”


Julia did as he wanted, finding that after the years alone she still knew how. It was an intoxicating discovery. Now she allowed her hands and mouth to do as they pleased, and the things that pleased them were sensual, outrageous, experienced. He was right. This alone was real, and everything in her wanted to yield to it.


All the sensuality she normally kept banked down was flaming in his arms now, inciting him to explore her further, wanting more. He didn’t know her real name, but her name no longer mattered. This woman was coming back to life, and he knew that he, and no other, must be the man to make that happen.
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PROLOGUE



THIS would be a good place to die.

She didn’t utter the words but they were there in her heart. They swam up from the depths of the black water. They lingered around the cold grey stones and whispered away into the darkness.

She hadn’t thought about dying when she’d planned to come here. Only revenge. There had been a long time to think about that.

The passion for revenge had brought her to this corner of Venice. She’d envisaged no further, certain that the next step would reveal itself when the time came.

Instead—nothing.

But what had she thought was going to happen when she got here? That the first face she saw would be the one she was seeking?

Or rather, one of the two faces she was seeking. One face she might not recognise after so many years, but the other she would know anywhere, any time. It haunted her by day and lived in her nightmares.

It was cold. The wind whistled along the canals and down the little alleys, and there was no comfort in all the world.

‘I can’t sleep at night, yet now I could sleep for ever. For ever—and ever—and ever—

‘Yes, this would be a good place…’








CHAPTER ONE



AT MIDNIGHT Venice was the quietest city in the world, and in winter it could be the most mournful.

No cars, only the occasional sound of a passing boat, footsteps echoing on the hard stones, or the soft lap of tiny waves. And even this would soon die away into silence.

Here, by the Rialto Bridge, shadow merged with stone and stone with water, so that it was hard to tell if the bundle of clothes in the corner contained a living being or not.

At first sight, Piero thought that it probably did not, so still did it lie. He approached the bundle and gave it a tentative prod. It groaned softly, but didn’t move. He frowned. A woman from the sound of it.

‘Hey!’ He tapped again and she rolled a little way so that he could discern a face. It was pale and drawn, and in this light that was all he could make out.

‘Come with me,’ he said in Italian.

For a moment she stared at him out of blank eyes, and he wondered if she had understood. Then she began to haul herself up, making no protest, asking no questions.

He half guided, half supported her away from the bridge, in to an alley, which turned into another alley and then into another, and another. To the casual eye they looked identical, all cold, narrow, gleaming with rain. But he found his way between them easily.

The woman with him barely noticed. Her heart was like a frozen stone in her body, numbing all feeling except despair.

Once she stumbled and he held her safe, muttering, ‘Not much farther.’

She could see now that they had reached the rear entrance of a building. There was just enough light to reveal that it was palatial. There was a large set of ornate double doors, maybe twelve feet high. But he passed these and led her to a much smaller door.

At first it stuck, but when he put his shoulder to it, with a movement that was half a push, half a shake, it yielded. Inside there was a torch, which he used to find the rest of the way.

Their footsteps sounded hollow on the tiled floors, giving her the sense of a grandiose building. She had a brief impression of a sweeping staircase and a wall with pale spaces where there had once been pictures.

A palace, but a shabby, abandoned palace.

At last he led her into a small room, where there were an armchair and a couple of sofas. Gently he guided her to one.

‘Thank you,’ she whispered, speaking for the first time.

He regarded her with surprise.

‘English?’ he asked.

She made the effort. ‘Sì. Sono inglese.’

‘There’s no need for that,’ he said in perfect English. ‘I speak your language. Now you must have some food. My name is Piero, by the way.’

When she hesitated he said, ‘Any name will do—Cynthia, Anastasia, Wilhemina, Julia—’

‘Julia,’ she said. It was as good a name as any.

In one corner stood a tall ceramic stove, white with gilt decoration. In the lower part was a pair of doors, which he opened and began to pile wood inside.


‘The electricity is off,’ he explained, ‘so it’s lucky that the old stove remains. This one has stood here nearly two hundred years, and it still works. The trouble is I’m out of paper to light it.’

‘Here. I got a newspaper on the plane.’

He showed no surprise at someone who had managed to buy a plane ticket and then slept in the street. He simply struck a match and in a few moments they had the beginnings of a fire.

At last they considered each other.

She saw an old man, tall, very thin, with a shock of white hair. He wore an ancient overcoat, tied with string around the waist, and a threadbare woollen scarf wrapped around his throat. He seemed a mixture of scarecrow and clown. His face was almost cadaverous, making his bright blue eyes exceptionally vivid by contrast. Even more noticeable was his smile, brilliant as a beacon, which flashed on and off.

Piero saw a woman whose age he couldn’t guess except to put her in the mid thirties. Perhaps older, perhaps younger.

She was tall, and her figure, dressed in serviceable jeans, sweater and jacket, was a little too slim to be ideal. Her long fair hair hung forward like a curtain, making it hard to see her properly. Perhaps she preferred it that way because she mostly let it hang. Just once she brushed it aside, revealing that suffering had left her with a weary, troubled face, large eyes, and an air of distrusting all the world.

Her face was too lean and almost haggard. There was beauty there, but it came from a fire that burned far back behind her eyes.

‘Thank you for finding me,’ she said at last, speaking in a soft voice.


‘You’d have been dead by morning, lying in that freezing place.’

‘Probably.’ She didn’t sound as though this were of much interest. ‘Where are we?’

‘This is the Palazzo di Montese, home of the Counts di Montese for nine centuries. It’s empty because the present count can’t afford to live here.’

‘So you live here instead?’

‘That’s right. And nobody bothers me because they’re afraid of the ghost,’ he added with relish.

‘What ghost?’

He reached behind the chair to where an old sheet lay on the floor. Draping it over his head, he threw up his arms and began to wail.

‘That ghost,’ he said, tossing the sheet away and speaking normally.

She gave a faint smile. ‘That’s very scary,’ she said.

He cackled like a delighted child. ‘If people didn’t believe in the ghost to start with they wouldn’t take any notice of me. But everyone around here has heard about Annina, so they tell themselves it’s her.’

‘Who was she really?’

‘She lived seven hundred years ago. She was a Venetian girl with a vast fortune but no title, which mattered a lot in those days. She fell madly in love with Count Ruggiero di Montese but he only married her for her money. When she’d borne him a son he locked her away. Eventually her body was found floating in the Grand Canal.

‘Some said she was murdered, others that she had escaped in a small boat, which capsized. Now she’s supposed to haunt this place. They say you can hear her voice calling up from the dungeons, begging to be released, crying to be allowed to see her child.’


He stopped because a faint sound had broken from her.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked, concerned.

‘Yes,’ she whispered.

‘I haven’t scared you, have I? Surely you don’t believe in ghosts?’

‘Not that kind of ghost,’ Julia said softly.

He started the supper. By now the fire was burning merrily, so he fixed a grid over the burning wood, and used this to heat coffee.

‘There’s some sausages too,’ he said. ‘I cook them over the flames on forks. And I have rolls here. I have a friend with a restaurant, and he gives me yesterday’s bread.’

When they were both settled and eating, she said, ‘Why did you take me in? You know nothing about me.’

‘I know that you needed help. What else is there to know?’

She understood. He had welcomed her into the fellowship of the dispossessed where nothing had to be told. The past did not exist.

So now she was officially a down-and-out. It was not such a bad thing to be. After the way she’d spent the last few years it might even be a step up.

‘Here,’ she said, reaching into a bag and bringing out a very small plastic bottle, containing red wine. ‘The man next to me on the plane left it behind, so I took it.’

‘Would it be indelicate to ask if you obtained the plane ticket in the same way?’

She gave a real smile then.

‘Believe it or not, I didn’t steal it,’ she said. ‘If you go to the right airline you can get a ticket from England to Venice for almost nothing. But when you get off the plane—’ She shrugged.


‘You can find winter prices in the hotels now,’ Piero pointed out.

‘Even so, I’m not spending a penny that I don’t have to,’ she said in a voice that was suddenly hard and stubborn. ‘But I’ll pay my way here,’ she added.

‘Cheaper than a hotel,’ he agreed, waving a sausage.

‘And the surroundings are grand. You can tell it’s the real thing.’

‘Know a bit about palaces, do you?’

‘I’ve worked in a few,’ she said cautiously. ‘I’m surprised someone hasn’t bought this to turn it into a luxury hotel.’

‘They keep trying,’ Piero said. ‘But the owner won’t sell. He could be a rich man, but it’s been in his family for centuries, and he won’t let it go.’

She rose and walked over to the tall window from which came some illumination, even though it was night. She understood why when she looked out and saw that the room overlooked the Grand Canal.

Even in late November, past midnight, this thoroughfare was busy with life. Vaporetti, the passenger boats, still plied their trade along the length of the canal, and lights shone on both banks.

In the room where she stood, beams of dim light coming through the stained glass windows made patterns on the tiled floor. These and the glow from the stove were the only defence against the darkness.

She didn’t mind. The gloom of this place pleased her, where bright light would have been a torment.

‘Do you live here all the time?’ she asked Piero, sitting down and accepting another coffee from his hands.

‘Yes, it’s a good place. The amenities have been turned off, of course. No heat or lighting. But the pump outside still works, so we have fresh water. Let me show you.’


He led her down to the small stone outhouse where there was the pump and an earth closet.

‘We even have a bathroom,’ he declared with pride.

‘Positively the lap of luxury,’ she agreed solemnly.

When they went back inside she was suddenly swept by a weariness that almost knocked her off her feet. Piero looked at her with shrewd, kindly eyes.

‘You’re almost out of it, aren’t you? You sleep on that sofa, and I’ll have this one.’

He struck a theatrical attitude.

‘Fair lady, do not fear to share a room with me. Be assured that I shall not molest you in your sleep. Or even out of it. That fire died years ago, and even in its better days it was never more than a modest flame.’

Julia could not help smiling at his droll manner.

‘I wasn’t afraid,’ she assured him.

‘No, I suppose certain things about me are fairly obvious,’ said the gaunt scarecrow before her.

‘I didn’t mean that. I meant you’ve been kind and I know I can trust you.’

He gave a sigh.

‘How I wish you were wrong!’ he said mournfully. ‘There are cushions over there, and here are some blankets. Sleep tight.’

She thanked him, curled up on the sofa in a blanket and was asleep in seconds. Piero was about to settle down for the night when a footstep outside alerted him, and a moment later a man entered, making him smile with pleasure.

‘Vincenzo,’ he said softly. ‘It’s good to see you again.’

The newcomer, who was in his late thirties with a lean, harsh face, asked, ‘Why are we whispering?’

Piero pointed to the sofa, and Vincenzo nodded in understanding.


‘Who is she?’ he asked.

‘She answers to Julia, and she’s English. She’s one of us.’

Vincenzo nodded, accepting the implication of ‘us’, and began to unpack two brown paper bags that he’d brought with him.

‘A few leftovers from the restaurant,’ he explained, bringing out some rolls, a carton of milk, and some slices of meat.

‘Doesn’t your boss mind you taking these?’ Piero asked, claiming them with glee.

‘Perks of the job. Besides, I can handle the boss.’

‘That’s very brave of you,’ Piero said with a knowing wink. ‘They say he’s a terrible man.’

‘So I’ve heard. Has anyone bothered you here?’

‘Nobody ever does, although the owner is an even more terrible man. But if he tried to throw us out I expect you’d handle him too.’

Vincenzo grinned. ‘I’d do my best.’

This was a game they played. Vincenzo was actually il Conte di Montese, the owner of the palazzo where they were standing, and also of the restaurant where he worked. Piero knew this. Vincenzo knew that he knew it, and Piero knew that Vincenzo knew he knew. But it suited them both for it to remain unspoken between them.

On the sofa Julia stirred and muttered. Vincenzo moved a little closer and sat down, watching her.

‘How did you find her?’ he asked quietly.

‘Curled up in a corner of an alley, which is odd because she says she flew here.’

‘She took so much trouble to come to Venice, only to collapse in the street?’ Vincenzo mused. ‘What the devil is driving her?’


‘Perhaps she’ll tell me the reason later,’ Piero said. ‘But not if I ask.’

Vincenzo nodded, understanding the code by which Piero and those like him lived. He was used to dropping into his empty home to find various squatters sheltering there.

He knew that a sensible man would have driven them out, but, despite his grim aspect, he lacked the heart. He looked in occasionally to keep an eye on the place, but he’d found that Piero was better than any caretaker, and the building was safe with him. Now his visits were as much to check on the old man’s welfare as for any other reason.

Julia stirred again, settling into a position where more of her face was visible.

Moving quietly, Vincenzo dropped to his knees beside her and studied her. He supposed he shouldn’t be doing that while she was unknowing and defenceless, but something about her drew him so that he could not turn away.

Her face spoke of mysteries and denied them in the same moment. She wasn’t a girl, he thought, probably somewhere in her thirties, marked by grief and with a withdrawn look so intense that it was there even in sleep.

Her mouth was wide, generous, designed to be mobile and expressive. He had known women with lips like that. They laughed easily, talked well, and kissed urgently with warm, sweet breath.

But this woman looked as if she seldom smiled, except as a polite mask. And she had forgotten how to kiss. She had forgotten love and pleasure and happiness. This was a face from which tenderness had been driven by sheer force. Its owner was capable of anything.

But it hadn’t always been true. She had started life differently. Traces of vulnerability were still there, although perhaps not for long. Something had brought her to the point where life would harden her quickly.

Then a strange feeling came over him, as though the very air had moved, and the ground beneath him had trembled. He blinked, shaking his head, and the feeling vanished. Quickly he moved away.

‘What’s the matter?’ Piero asked, handing him a cup of coffee.

‘Nothing. It’s just that for a moment I felt I’d seen her before. But where—?’ He sighed. ‘I must be imagining it.’

He drank his coffee and turned to go. At the door he stopped and handed Piero some money.

‘Look after her,’ he said quietly.

When Vincenzo had gone Piero wrapped himself in a blanket and lay down on the other sofa. After a while he slept.

 

Doors clanged again and again. It was a dreadful, hollow sound, and it soon became agonising.

She flung herself against one of those iron doors, pounding and shrieking that she should not be here. But there was no response, no help. Only stony, cold indifference.

There were bars at the windows. She pulled herself up to them, looking through at the world from which she was shut out.

She could see a wedding. It did not seem strange to find such a scene in this dreary place, for she knew instinctively that they were connected.

There was the groom, young and handsome, smiling on his day of triumph. Was there something about his smile that wasn’t quite right, as though he was far from being the man his bride thought?


She knew nothing of that. The poor little fool thought he loved her. She was young, innocent, and stupid.

Here she came, glowing with love triumphant. Julia gripped the bars in horror as that naïve girl threw back her veil, revealing the face beneath—

Her own face.

‘Don’t,’ she said hoarsely. ‘Don’t do it. Don’t marry him, for pity’s sake don’t marry him.’

The last words were a scream, and suddenly she was sitting up, tortured into wakefulness, tears streaming down her face, and Piero kneeling beside her, his arms about her, trying vainly to offer comfort for a wrong that could never be put right.

 

For breakfast next morning Piero laid on a feast.

‘Where did these come from?’ Julia asked, looking at the rolls stuffed with meat.

‘From my friend from the restaurant who dropped in last night, the one I told you about.’

‘He sounds like a really good friend. Is he one of us?’

‘In what sense?’

‘You know—stranded.’

‘Well, he’s got a roof over his head, but you might call him stranded in other ways. He’s lost everyone he ever loved.’

Over breakfast she produced some money. ‘It’s only a little but it might help. You’ll know where the bargains are.’

‘Splendid. We’ll go out together.’

She wrapped up thickly and followed him out into the day. He led her through a labyrinth of tiny calles, until her head was swimming. How could anyone find their way around this place?

Suddenly they were in the open, and the Rialto Bridge reared up over them, straight ahead. She’d been here the night before and gone to frozen sleep at one end, where the shore railings curved towards the water.

She’d come to this place searching for someone…

Now she looked around, but all the faces seemed to converge, making her giddy. And perhaps he had never been here after all.

Venice was bustling with life. Barges made their way through the canals, stopping to seize the bags of rubbish that had been dumped by the water’s edge. More barges, filled with supplies, arrived at the open air market at the base of the Rialto.

Piero stocked up with fiendish efficiency, buying more produce with less money than she would have thought possible.

‘That’s a good morning’s work,’ he said. ‘Now we—you’re shivering. I guess you took a chill from those stones last night. Let’s get you into the warm.’

She tried to smile but she was feeling worse by the minute, and was glad to turn back.

When they reached home Piero tended her like a mother, building up the stove and making her some hot coffee.

‘You’ve got a nasty cold there,’ he said when she started to cough.

‘Yes,’ she snuffled miserably.

‘I’ve got to go out for a while. Stay close to the stove while I’m gone.’

He left quickly, and she was alone in the rapidly darkening building. There was something blessed in the silence.

She went to the window overlooking the Grand Canal. Just outside was a tiny garden, bordered by tall wrought iron railings, right next to the water.


By craning her neck she could make out the Rialto Bridge, and the bank lined with outdoor tables on the far side of the canal. The cafés were filled with people, determined not to be put off by the time of year.

She wandered back to the stove and sat on the floor, beside it, dozing on and off.

Then something made her eyes open sharply. The last of the light had gone, and she could hear footsteps in the corridor. It didn’t sound like Piero, but somebody younger.

The sound drew close and halted. Then the door handle turned. It was enough to make her leap up and hurry into the shadows where the intruder could not see her. Inwardly she was screaming, Go away! Leave me alone!

She stood still, her heart thumping wildly, as the door opened and a man came in. He set the bag he was carrying on the floor, and looked around as though expecting to see somebody.

She told herself not to be foolish. This was probably Piero’s friend. But still she couldn’t make herself move. Nobody was a friend to her.

The man came into a shaft of light from a large window. It was soft, almost gloomy light, but she could make out that he was tall, with a rangy build and a lean face that suggested a man in his thirties.

Suddenly he grew alert, as though realising that he was not alone. ‘Who is it?’ he called, looking around.

She tried to force herself to speak, but a frozen hand seemed to be grasping her throat.

‘I know you’re somewhere,’ he said. ‘There’s no need to hide from me.’

Then he moved quickly, pulling back one of the long curtains that hung beside the window, revealing her, pressed against the wall, eyes wide with dread and hostility.

‘Dio Mio!’ he exclaimed. ‘A ghost.’

He put out his hand and would have laid it on her shoulder, but she flinched away.

‘Don’t touch me,’ she said hoarsely in English.

His hand fell at once.

‘I’m sorry,’ he replied, also in English. ‘Don’t be afraid of me. Why are you hiding?’

‘I’m—not—hiding,’ she said with an effort, knowing she sounded crazy. ‘I just—didn’t know who you were.’

‘My name is Vincenzo, a friend of Piero’s. I was here last night but you were asleep.’

‘He told me about you,’ she said jerkily, ‘but I wasn’t sure—’

‘I’m sorry if I startled you.’

He was talking gently, soothing her as he would have done a wild animal, and gradually she felt her irrational fear subside.

‘I heard you coming,’ she said, ‘and—’ A fit of coughing drowned the rest.

‘Come into the warm,’ Vincenzo said, beckoning her to the stove.

When she still hesitated he took hold of her hands. His own hands were warm and powerful, and they drew her forward irresistibly.

He eased her down onto the sofa, but instead of releasing her he slid his hands up her arms and grasped her, not roughly but with a strength that felt like protection.

‘Piero says your name is Julia.’

She hesitated for a split second. ‘Yes, that’s right. Julia.’


‘Why are you trembling?’ he asked. ‘It can’t be that bad.’

Something in those words broke her control and she shuddered violently.

‘It is that bad,’ she said, in a hoarse voice. ‘Everything is that bad. It always will be. It’s like a maze. I keep thinking that there must be a way out, but there isn’t. Not after all this time. It’s too late, I know it’s too late, and if I had any sense I’d go away and forget, but I can’t forget.’

‘Julia.’ He gave her a little shake. ‘Julia.’

She didn’t hear him. She was beyond anything he could say or do to reach her. Words poured out of her unstoppably, while tears slid down her face.

‘You can’t get rid of ghosts,’ she wept, ‘just by telling them to go, because they’re everywhere, before you and behind you and most of all inside you.’

‘Yes, I know,’ he murmured grimly, but she rushed on, unheeding.

‘I have to do it. I can’t stop and I won’t, and I can’t help who gets hurt, don’t you see that?’

‘I’m afraid the person who gets hurt will be you,’ he said.

For answer she grasped him back, digging her fingers into him painfully.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘Nobody can hurt me any more. When you’ve reached your limit, you’re safe, so I don’t have to worry, and there’s nothing to stop me doing what I have to.’

Abruptly she released him and buried her face in her hands as the feverish energy that had briefly sustained her drained away, leaving her weak and shaking.

For a moment Vincenzo was nonplussed. Then he put his arms right around her and held her in a tight clasp. He didn’t try to speak, knowing that there was nothing to say, but his grip was rough and fierce, silently telling her she was not alone.

After a long time he felt her relax, although even that had a strained quality, as though she had forced it to happen.

‘I’m all right,’ she said in a muffled voice.

He relaxed his grip and drew back slightly. ‘Are you sure?’

‘I’m all right,’ she insisted fiercely. ‘I’m all right, I’m all right.’

‘I just want to help you.’

‘I don’t need anyone’s help!’

Instantly he got to his feet and stepped back.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘I didn’t mean to be rude, it’s just—’

‘You don’t have to explain. I know how it is.’

She looked up at him, and in the dim light he had an impression of a pale face, surrounded by long fair hair, like one of the other-worldly creatures that populated the pictures that had once filled this palace. He had grown up with the ghostly faces, accepting them as a normal part of his world. It startled him to meet one in reality.

‘It’s like that for you too?’ she asked.

After a moment’s pause he said, ‘For everyone in one way or another. Some less—some more.’

He said the last words hoping she would tell him about herself, but he could see her defences being hastily reassembled. The moment was already slipping away, and when he heard the sound of Piero approaching he knew it had gone.
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