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CHAPTER 1


For all Hoffman's sensibility to the Jewish heritage of his forebears, there is nothing Levantine in his appearance. He is a foreigner, north european, Herr Moses Hoffman, known to his friends as Mo.


The day had brought neither shootings, nor bombings, but he prefers to stay indoors.


He always has.


Exteriors spell danger and the hotel room's blue neutrality brings almost perfect privacy to draw. The evening air is warm and dry, with an aroma of spices, coffee and sun drenched stone, but there is no need for him to venture out. The room is clean and orderly, simply furnished, tranquil and pleasantly secluded. Almost relaxed, he stretches tired legs. A marble floor is cool against bare feet.


The old city of Istanbul seems calm and ever quieter, as it gradually becomes deserted. An air of tranquillity settles over the district. People are crowding onto the evening ferries which will take them across the Bosphorus to Uskador. A touch of wind ruffles the water, before the calm of night approaches. Then someone on the street below calls 'Ali-i-i' in a plaintive, but assertive yell, a young man's voice insisting their friend answers the door, or comes to a window.


Later, Mo will phone down to ask whether one of the hotel people can bring him a tray of food from the café across the street. Before that, he turns his attention to graphics.


To begin, he will think about the drawing, only then, with a feel for the shapes and curves will he start to draw. His ideas muster as images, somewhere above, behind and beyond his pale brown eyes, but his speculations are a more, or less random affair, leaking through his mind with all the usual trappings of a fanatic's introspection.


Overhearing distant laughter, he is distracted, suddenly alert.


The grind of a lorry changing gear disturbs him.


Then a hurry of high heels click along the pavement and two dogs bark.


A pigeon flaps its wings.


Insects hum on by.


The swallows scream in pursuit.


Then the dogs bark again.


Then that is enough.


He settles down once more.


He is drawing and concentrating.


Once the dogs are finally silent, he can hear the modern city's distant fifty-cycle hum, as a moth flutters futile against the window-pane.


Sitting close to the open window, Mo's alert face and long fingered hands are self-consciously reflected in the acutely angled glass. While he's sketching, the pencil makes an audible swish as it touches the surface of the paper.


Looking down over an unrestored section of the ancient city walls, he leans forward and begins to concentrate again, carefully observing shadow, light and stone.


He draws.


When a shaft of light from the setting sun catches the Mosques, the domes and minarets glow rose red against the magic hour blue of darkening sky.


Mo draws and thinks his way into the form.


The colours are ephemeral, but these city walls have endured for centuries. They are astonishingly thick, bulging ruinously, primed ready to explode. A moment of structural failure, the inevitable triumph of gravity, and they will collapse into a heap of disordered masonry.


As if to confound his sense of the ephemeral, he realises that the rubble would be illuminated by the next day's pinks of setting sun, while the wall would be lost forever.


His hand quickens over the paper.


A visual imagination, the substance of his thoughts are murky, mainly monochrome, until his sense of form, uncoloured, floods with the flush of some carefully anticipated hue. Even so, his perspectives are of the traditional renaissance variety.


He knows how it would feel to hear the roar of collapse, then look down on disarray. He can perceive the slow improvement in visibility as the dust would settle. He can visualise the precise tints of blue and pink in his mind's eye. Then he reminds himself that the walls have not collapsed. They are quite intact and having survived the destruction, will probably stay that way for yet another hundred years. The earthquake had shuddered modern buildings into rubble.


Hit by the once-in-a-century catastrophe, all around Istanbul badly built blocks of flats had crushed and entombed a mass of people.


The sketched lines of his drawing accumulate for an hour, then touched by a presentment of his own life as history, he reaches for the computer to contact his girlfriend in Berlin.


Voice-mail is already waiting.


"Enjoy your thirty ninth, 'geburtstag kind'. I want you back. Mo, Birthday boy, I want you." There is a throaty pang in Inez' voice as she repeats herself, “I want you.”


As ever, it has the anticipated effect.


His reply is typically laconic.


An address, a click.


The affirmative, 'reciprocal with thanks', as he reminds himself of her skin, 'yes', the allure of her eyes, her breasts, "please", her feet, her voice, especially her voice, almost husky, almost a whisper, anything but virtual, 'I want you.'


'Yes - please.'


It's there.


He switches off the computer.


He's hungry.


He phones reception.


They promise to bring him kebab, stuffed vine leaves, white beans, 'chay' - tea - and a well chilled bottle of German beer. 'Becks or Köpi?' Why-ever is the Turkish thank-you, a very French, 'Merci'?


He lets his mind wander, unconcerned.


He needs to relax.


Then Mo realises, (a series of grey shapes forming an orderly pattern), that he belongs to the last generation of printers to have worked with moveable type in a manner that Gutenberg himself would recognise.


Half a millennium of print history is drawing to a close. First photo-lithography, then computer typesetting and finally the data networks have changed the printers' world, just as surely as the telephone overwhelmed letter-writing, before its e-mail resurrection.


The onionfish faces extinction.


Is that sufficient reason for this retreat into drawing?


Still intrigued by making marks on paper, the printer's devotion to mechanical reproduction no longer brings him satisfaction.


Mysteries of woodcut and drypoint engraving, acid etching and lithography absorbed Mo's youth, but the frustrations of fiddly plates, corrosive acid baths, volatile inks and temperamental presses began to pall as he grew older, so he has returned to pencil drawing.


Paper is plentiful.


Pencils are ubiquitous.


Erasers are the biggest hurdle, sometimes smudgy, sometimes scuffing the paper.


The trace of their passage is inevitable.


Should he campaign for the survival of the onionfish?


Mo has always known he will never campaign about anything.


His ways are more subtle, he would claim, or is he simply shy?


Which was more significant? The invention of moveable type, or Gutenberg's innovation of printing on both sides of the paper?


The questions unfold in his mind, then fade. Last and first, second and penultimate, the masochistic cut and folded, sewn and glued, trimmed and sent for binding.


He glances cautiously across the waters of the Bosphorus.


Like a potter, whose glazes await the kiln before revealing their true hues, when he finally turns to colour, Mo thinks in terms of pigments. Each colour name evokes a precise sensation and a clear gradation of heavy metal tints, from unadulterated pigment to the faintest wash, chrome green, cadmium yellow, rose madder, viridian, or the old century's favourite, cobalt blue.


The last hints of sunset madder are leaching from the clouds. The Bosphorus is lamp blackening past indigo in the gloom. The colours must wait.


Mo is hungry. Moses draws and Hoffman erases.


He smokes a last cigarette before the food arrives. 'Merci.' A tip, quite generous.


Then, he eats.


As soon as it is dark, he sleeps.


The old city lies hushed.


The air clears.


The clouds disperse.


The city cools.


There are no new shocks.


No more aftershocks.


Breathing gently, he stirs in his sleep.


Over the Gulf of Marmora, navigation lights in red to red and green to green mirror the stars, as a blinking military jet flies off towards the west.




CHAPTER 2


At five o'clock next morning, the night porter nods wearily, as he notices the tall German leave the hotel and walk away towards the bazaar.


No heavy luggage, room 35, no unexpected overnight visitors, due to leave later that day, bill to be settled in cash. Cause for concern? Probably not, the porter concludes and writes that down for the security people.


He writes swiftly, and elegantly, forming each curl of Arabic script with élan, more interested in the shapes they create, than the message he is conveying. It will be noted on the security file that Herr Hoffman of Berlin has no known Kurdish, Saudi, or Afghan associates. Such is intelligence. When the phone rings, the night porter answers it and the early rising German is temporarily forgotten.


Neatly dressed and cautious, exploring the narrow alleyways of the old city, Mo steps aside for a line of porters hauling backbreaking loads of merchandise from the quayside warehouses uphill to the bazaar.


A handsome young man in a dark grey suit picks him out from the crowd and begins to follow, unobserved. Instead, Mo has noticed a slender young woman in dark glasses and a deep blue headscarf, who is looking at a display of high velocity hunting rifles on show in a shop window. The Kalashnikovs and M16's she craves are stacked hidden behind closed shutters. Her cause is in disarray. Half a Soviet-built tank is concealed on the family farm near Ankara, where they keep most of their artillery. This year there is a shortage of hand grenades, but, thanks to the renewed global ban, a glut of relayable landmines. She notices the young man's good looks, his dark hair, the darker eyes and the whiteness of his teeth when he smiles at her. He has a mother and a young wife. A good son, she concludes, who will become a good father. She decides he looks Persian rather than Turkish. Then he passes on and after a few steps she forgets him, relieved that he isn't stalking her, but all too obviously shadowing the sweaty European.


Mo glances at the open stalls selling fabrics, tools and spices, alongside a thousand kinds of multi-coloured trash. Above all there is movement and noise, a swirl of people and chatter. As a visitor he can allow himself to find the effect exotic. The air is warm. Even as the fruit sellers welcome their early customers, a sense of heat and prayer runs through the crowd.


A thousand nagging details of disorganisation and indifference would enrage Mo were this where he came to work each morning, but it isn't and he doesn't, so the general impression is one of charm. The spices bring colour; the leathers a heavy sensual tanner's reek. The brassy gold glistens. The people sweat continuously. He is content to be distanced from the bazaar as everyday reality, the commonplace of business. Already, the cafés are beginning to fill up with men in search of news and deals, trader gossip, greetings and a fresh glass of tea for the day.


An old man clicks his worry beads and blinks. Smoke is making his eyes smart. He takes a sip of tea, inhales wheezily and turns to his companion asking why Bozorgnia's eldest son is following the nervous German in the Hugo Boss suit.


“How should I know?” the other man answers, uninterested and the water pipe hubble-bubbles. He is tired. They are both tired, too tired for minor riddles.


After a rhythmic night at work on a Heidelberg printing press, morning is their evening and breakfast their supper. Their hands are wrinkled, but deft enough at the keyboard of the Linotype machine, as it clicks and clatters slugs of type into readable columns of metal to become clandestine news of shameful war waged against the Kurds. Their best journalists are in goal, some sentenced, others awaiting trial, but still they get the weekly paper out. Enough political prisoners die during their incarceration.


Last week, one of their contributors was shot as he drove from Istanbul to Ankara. Another confident has disappeared in Trabzond, after a EUFA Cup football match. The conflict is escalating, just as it has been for the better part of twenty years. So gradually had the war turned to genocide that only the victims and their families seem to have noticed and most of them are dead. It feels late, almost too late.


The old men catch each other's eye and notice the signs of worry they hope to hide from their wives. Their time is running short. The problems which have dogged their lives remain unsolved. Across the city, younger fingers tap computer keyboards, clicking and mousing their way through the internet, but the threat to their freedom is just the same and their hands will become old and wrinkled in due course.


The old men have no grounds for envy and are content to sip their tea.


"Bozorgnia has been acting strangely," says one, sighing, then drawing on the cool smoke of his second pipe, “He's getting old.”


“Religion, he's been reading Steven Hawking,” says the other, "He told me it reconfirms his faith in Zoroastrianism, all that fire, but he thinks 'Big Bang' is a stupid name for something so awesome as 'Creation'. He's begun to look at necromancy too. Says that fifteen thousand million years doesn't seem very long.” Both men almost laugh.


As a topic of conversation, neither of them is particularly interested in the old Iranian's spirituality, or his rekindled enthusiasm for flammable cosmology and they lapse into silence.


He is their enemy.


An informer.


Were he more effective, his life would already have been ended by assassination, but what is the point of murdering an ineffective opponent who tortures himself each day with the fear of dying? A violent death would only bring his troubles to an end. As their enemy, it has been concluded, it is better to let him live and suffer, disinforming whenever he tries to pass on falsehood as fact and rumour as news.


When the phone rings, the older man pulls it out of his pocket with a shrug of distaste. “Do we want to finance a lorry load of leaded petrol from Iraq?”


“How much?”


“One thousand, two hundred dollars. We get eight thousand litres at the end of next month.”


“I have to go. The ferry is coming in. What calibre is the lead?”


“Nine millimetre.”


“Yes, why not? Give him seven hundred now, the rest on delivery.” A hand waves weary assent and they finish their tea.


“Do you think we'll ever see the petrol?”


“No, he needs to get food to his cousins. Their village was bombed. The houses reduced to rubble, everything gone.”


They pay the waiter and rise to leave.


Then, nodding their respects distractedly to old acquaintances, the old men head for the ferries and home to sleep through the heat of the day. Were they to be arrested and imprisoned, no-one would be surprised, least of all their fellow inmates. Incarceration and death resemble one another. The old men would be missed in one place and welcomed by old friends in the other, but either way, they would dearly miss their wives.


Meanwhile, Mo has been threading his way along the alleys behind the bazaar and the autumn sun has risen two more degrees along its arc. The air smells of diesel fumes, turmeric and stale deodorant. When he steps onto a broad traffic free square in the heart of the old city, his eyes are momentarily dazzled by the intensity of the light. A film of adrenalin sweat dampens his hair, as his pulse races. Mo recognises these symptoms of his agoraphobia. This is when the young man taps him gently on the shoulder and says in English, “please, come this way, we have very fine carpets, please follow me, come this way,” and ten steps on, he stops by a nondescript green door, “no-one was shadowing you” and politely shows him inside, which is always better.


Mo ventures in.


The air is cool.


The sweat evaporates.


His pulse slows.


He is in control of himself once more.


Two steps through the door and he cannot see, until his eyes gradually begin to adapt.


But for a hint of light at the farthest end of the long narrow room, the premises are unlit. The carpet dealer shakes his hand and manoeuvres Mo with the nimble gentleness of a very fat man. A faint scent of rose-water sweetens the dusty air, as Assad Bozorgnia leads him between the stacks of rugs, gesturing to the low stools arranged around the pool of light, where a single spot-lamp points directly at the polished parquet floor.


The shop seems centuries old and time stands still, as the sweet bloom of opium reaches Mo's nostrils and like a cat who smells a mouse, his nose wrinkles, his mind clicks in and eyes dilate, as he happily inhales.


Before his eyes can adjust a second time, a flick of Bozorgnia's podgy wrist sends a small silk rug spinning to hover a few centimetres above the floor. With each rotation, exquisite opiate colours flash as the spotlight alternately catches the pile from different directions, electric blues, ruby and gold, then silvery verdant greens and startling magentas, before the little rug flops motionless to the floor. Mo has seen the trick before.


Flying carpets.


He takes a deep breath and exhales slowly.


Not hard to imagine how the salesmen's gimmick becomes a medieval traveller's tale and the opium smoker's dream a myth of flight. Plied with another glass of cinnamon flavoured tea, Mo relaxes and lets himself be entertained. He has been here before and the two men begin a dialogue about colour, craftsmanship and form. A cloud of rich Caucasian tobacco-smoke fills the room, as Bozorgnia patiently describes how each region of Turkey, Iraq and Iran produce carpets of a distinctive style, village by village, thread by thread, silk, wool, vegetable and mineral dyes, rose petal pinks and aubergine blue.


“These carpets,” he claims in a colonial English accent, “are a far cry from the output of those notorious child labour factories in Nepal and India.”


Still, Mo is disturbed to see motifs of battle tanks, bombers and their dotted payloads incorporated alongside the age old silhouettes of camels, sheep and people.


War is died in the wool, spun into the yarn of conflict, then woven and knotted on the loom of battle. War in Punjab, Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, Armenia, Georgia, Azherbaijan, Chechenia, Ossetia and Ingussetia, Nagorno-Karabakh, the Kurdish regions of Turkey, war almost everywhere, Serbia and Kosovo, Albania and New York, Iraq again and Palestine, all contributing to this new iconography, the dealer explains self-evidently, with a bushy browed frown of concern. The weavers make one, or two pieces a year. Everyone has seen battle, or suffered its consequences.


“I do not commission their work,” he explains assertively, disclaiming responsibility, not to blame, “but simply travel from place to place, buying and bringing the produce to market. It is not hard to sympathise with their plight. I listen to their stories, but what can I do? I pay their price and buy.”


Carpet after carpet are laid out for Mo to inspect.


He is less curious than the dealer supposes, indifferent to his selection.


Bozorgnia asks what he finds attractive, narrowing down the alternatives in a patient ritual of choice.


Eventually there are just two lying in front of them. He pauses for a moment before deciding.


Should he choose a piece out of solidarity with the peasants of Anatolia, or take the rug he likes most, an Iranian silken wonder that could cost him seven, or eight thousand dollars and set the dealer celebrating the day for a sale that means survival.


Bozorgnia mentions twelve thousand dollars, then eight. The piece took five years to complete.


Mo haggles until they agree a price of $7,600, reduced by a further 10% for cash.


“My dear Hoffman, you are a difficult man to satisfy,” the Iranian complains with a little smile.


Then sixty-nine genuine US hundred-dollar bills exchange hands and Mo pockets fifty seven million Turkish pounds change.


Both men are happy.


Somehow they have kept inflation at bay, avoided the Euro and made a profit. Whichever carpet Mo had chosen, they both knew the price would have been the same. The market is hardly in good shape.


“Terrorism is not conducive to tourism,” Bozorgnia declaims. Apparently the visitors had been staying away since a bomb exploded in the confines of the old bazaar.


“No sooner had the Americans overcome their fears of travelling after the Gulf War,” says Bozorgnia, “when boom and in a matter of twenty four hours, there was not a prosperous Yankee in the city. That was ten years ago. Then we had another Kurdish crisis, the worst earthquake in living memory and there are fewer customers than ever. I have lived here in shock and awe since the Mullahs took over in Iran and never felt insecure until now that our American friends have doused the region in fear and loathing. None of us are Marxists any more, but on the day of the quake, as I looked at the world collapsing around me, I had to conclude that prosperity is theft.”


Mo listens patiently, wondering why a one-time acolyte of the Shah's secret police should ever expect to be left in peace, or bother to pretend he had been a Marxist.


Bozorgnia promises that the carpet will be sent directly to his hotel. He's happy again and tells Mo about 'The Brief History of Time' and the 'New Left Review'. “I think our culture is carried forward by the scale of numbers we can imagine. Think of economics. Fifteen thousand million is not such a big number, even if we're talking about years. Take the knots in these carpets, then ask yourself how many carpets we have here. If I think of a year for every knot in all the carpets we have then it is a longer time than your Hawking thinks there has ever been. I think it's time they started looking for what happened before everything went bang. What sucked and blew us into existence? We talk of years and seconds, but what is the real unit of time that slips us forward from moment to moment? If a humble man like me can imagine all the time there is, there must be more to it than that, but who is to provide the mathematics?”


He snorts, simple and ignorant, but hardly humble, disdainful of the cosmologists' timidity, as his nose gurgles. Bozorgnia pours himself another glass of tea and Mo can take his leave, wondering why the man tortures himself with popular science, but never doubting the carpet will be delivered to the hotel in time for him to catch the airport bus for the afternoon plane.


“Enjoy your flight, Mr Hoffman,” says the young man, as Mo steps into the street, half blinded by the sun.


Behind him the slender woman, still in her dark-glasses, but without her headscarf, steps unseen into Bozorgnia's shop.


There is shouting.


A shot.


Then, there is silence.


The printers' friends had changed their minds.


Four hours later, Mo is ready to depart. The taxi driver is waiting. He'd spent the day wandering through the elegant courtyards and pavilions they call the Topkapi Palace, dodging from fierce sun into cool shadow. Mo Hoffman pursuing his favourite indulgence, the study of walls.


The Topkapi is like a maze, mixing inside and outside in search of shade and privacy. Mo's nose had tickled to the chalky smell of hot stone. He had sneezed, as he let his hands run over the even masonry. The standard of workmanship astonishing him, he had sought the faults that should be revealed by three centuries weathering, but there was hardly a blemish. These curtain walls separated the servants quarters and gloomy kitchens from the inner sanctums of the Sultan and his Ministers, walls that doubled as the Seraglio's last line of defence against attacks which never came. The stone-masons had worked to ever finer standards as they approached the heart of the complex, until it was hard to distinguish the creamy limestone building work from sculpture.


The visitors were mainly local, either from the sprawling city suburbs, or the surrounding countryside. Mo had noticed that with the exception of three Australian women, the smattering of other foreigners were almost all earthquake familiar Japanese. Looking around, he drew comfort from the gulf that must exist between his thoughts and those of everyone around him.


He had listened uncomprehendingly, as a grandfather explained to a little boy of six, that Istanbul, then called Constantinople, or Byzantium, was once the centre of great empires and this had been the court of Suleyman the Lawmaker, the Magnificent, whose finery impressed the world. The cloaks and costumes on display in the Museum reveal him to have been a remarkably small man, which probably explains the magnificence of his vanities. The wide-eyed little boy had stared in awe at jewels and relics and swords and costumes, clutching his grandfather's hand with excitement and wondering how long ago was long ago and where was he when they were?


Mo wondered too, but he hadn't understood a word of their conversation. He had felt relaxed among this babble of unknown tongues. There was no-one there to notice him and even the romantically vulnerable schoolgirls gave him only shy glances, before turning away to giggle at their own audacity.


Wandering from building to building and courtyard to courtyard, he had lingered beside a pavilion, which fulfilled all his expectations of the pleasures enabled by a perfect disposition of walls. Each window graced an alcove with cushioned seats, couches and to Mo's delight, the most fragile of all walls, a finely carved wooden tracery of screens. Sitting high on a promontory affording a view across the Golden Horn towards the whole city, the pavilion is almost surrounded by a shallow pool, cleverly constructed as part of the terrace, to offer complete privacy and a cunning illusion of solitude.


Across the terrace stood a girl with coal black eyes and a mass of curly long dark hair. When she realised Mo was looking at her, she coolly put on her sunglasses, turned to look at him, and let her gaze rest on him accusingly.


“Do you like what you see?”


“Is that a question, or an invitation?” said Mo, meaning yes.


Then, without replying, she walked quickly away.


Walls, as terraces concealing entrenched pathways, also protect the laurel green hillside gardens, so unseen, the Sultans were able to welcome the women of the Harem after their journey by boat across the Bosphorus.


Mo had daydreamed the homeward flight away with thoughts of this Pavilion and the girl who'd turned away.


Where had she gone? Had he dreamed her? How long ago was long ago?


His mind wandered through a catalogue of delights he felt sure were once enjoyed, rehearsing their potential in his imagination.




CHAPTER 3


Driving away from the polygonal airport terminal at Berlin-Tegel, the carpet carefully stowed in its plastic wrapping on the back seat, Mo feels a wave of exhaustion ripple through his body. His back aches, his clothes are sticky with the sweat of travel and his eyes are itching. As the car passes beneath a banner reading 'Wilkommen in Berlin', he sneezes. The early start, a change of time zone and the stark contrast between the two cities has left him weary.


Coming off the plane, he looked like a businessman and he looked tired. A bottle of arak, a box of Cuban cigars and a fine gold bangle for Inez to slip on her arm, or forget in her jewelry case, as she pleases. With an overnight bag slung from the shoulder, he carried the rolled-up carpet under one arm.


The German Border police had waved him through without even trying to read the Turkish script on the receipt Bozorgnia had given him. They weren't going to give him any trouble. A Berlin boy, like them. He's just come home.


Passport control were more interested in the Turkish passengers.


Born in Berlin, too, but do they have residence permits for Germany?


Were their great-grandparents registered as German in 1906?


Are they members of banned political parties?


Have the young men completed their military services in the German, or Turkish armies?


Do you aspire to martyrdom?


Are you a member of al-Qaeda, Hammas, the Christian Social Union, any of a dozen other organisations?


Customs officers from the 'Zollamt' were wondering how many kilos of heroin would get past the soporific sniffer dogs this time?


They are all waiting for a particular young woman, who is acting as a courier for the Kurdish separatists. She will be detained and questioned, intimately searched, before being allowed into the land of her birth. Arrangements are being made for her father to be deported, but she knows he will never leave the Neukölln cancer hospital alive.


Berlin looks grey with the coming of autumn, as Mo coaxes the little green Lancia out of the airport car park onto the motorway.


The carpet is safe now he's in his car. It is resting behind him on the back seat. Hoffman is happy to be back where he belongs, among the detritus of a different kind of decadence. Berlin, the air stale as ever, the promise of perversion and obscure gratifications in dark corners, corrupt and lazy behind closed doors. He still feels a twinge of nostalgia that the familiar French Armoured Personnel Carrier is no longer parked on the hard shoulder of the motorway as you leave the airport. Twelve long years have passed since the Allied Forces quit. Another kilometre and the Funkturm radio-mast hoves into view; an Eifel Tower in miniature that Einstein had opened in the nineteen twenties with a speech extolling the wonders of science.


Mo Hoffman dislikes the word 'billow', except when it is applied to sails, or skirts. In particular, he dislikes the word 'billow', when applied to a cloud of lurid green fumes being expelled under pressure from every crevice of a factory beside the autobahn interchange which he is about to drive across on his way home to the apartment in Steglitz.


The building is billowing green - apple, olive, lime and slime.


Around him, drivers from all six directions are uncertain whether to slow down, or accelerate to evade contamination.


The green stuff is beginning to spill over the roadway.


Luckily, he's wide awake again, alert to the potential danger drifting into his path.


Mo grimaces, as he realises his hands are trembling.


Is it truly a gas, ugly and opaque, a mass of molecules free to mingle with the air it is polluting, as each billow builds the cloud? Depending on its toxicity, the impact might be felt over huge distances. Will it smother him?


The green is soup thick.


Maybe it is a smoke, in which case the solid microscopic particles will be carried on the wind, but settle as a fallout of powder green soot. That would clog the car's air filters pretty quickly and make the wipers shudder and squeak, but wouldn't particularly matter. Little would get through to pollute the interior. Filters can be changed and a roll through the car wash should splash away the rest.


Mo wonders how effective the filters really are? Against a gas, they might help, but only might. Who could tell what an unidentified green gas might react with?


Were the cloud an aerosol, he would soon know. A mass of tiny droplets will smear the windscreen, thick or thin as a coat of paint, when the wiper blades slide across. Will he be able to see?


He switches off the car heater, shuts down the ventilation and feels a little safer, but vulnerable, very vulnerable.


In this panic, Mo decides, other drivers are the immediate danger.


The gas cloud is twenty or thirty seconds away, 500 metres, but people are accelerating as fast as their cars will allow. Watching the traffic shuffle at speed, poker player Moses Hoffman anticipates the worst.


Lights on.


There are no slip-roads, no turnings-off, only one way to go, getting darker, gloomy, forward.


Flash a warning no-one will heed.


Changing lane to overtake a two-stroke Trabant at a hundred and thirty, he switches back as a black Porsche Boxster suicide ploughs through from behind. He hopes they're ignoring the traffic controls he knows are less than a minute's drive ahead on the urban motorway. The lights are about thirteen seconds beyond the cloud, but invisible, because of the tight curves on the interchange. Berlin roads take strangers by surprise at the best of times.


Any kind of queue at the lights and a pile-up is inevitable.


The cloud is already thick across the autobahn, a completely impenetrable bank of dull green shadow.


Mo guesses it will take four seconds to plunge through and hit fresh air on the other side. He'll need precious seconds to change down, brake and hope for the best. At this speed, the road will give him a second of reaction time, but no more.


Just one last time, Mo hopes the traffic lights are as green as the cloud.


Accelerate and flee.


Time to panic, is there?


A lorry changes gear.


Mo tells himself he should have stayed another day in Istanbul.


Faster.


Adrenalin floods his veins.


Now.


An aerosol vapour will be worst, he decides, millions of droplets to congeal against every component of the car and soak the deepest pockets of his lungs.


Too rational.


Stop thinking.


Do.


Now.


Depending on its volatility, the liquid will evaporate at some unpredictable rate, or react on contact with the engine's hot components, becoming what?


Over rational.


Scared.


Mo refuses to imagine the consequences.


He switches on the wipers.


He's on his way.


There's no alternative.


This is the autobahn.


No stopping, fear, no slowing, irrational.


He's about to hit the strangest wall he's ever seen.


The green cloud sucks in the Lancia like custard pudding round a spoon and he stops breathing. At a hundred and fifty there is no motion, till a hail of shattered windscreen glass rattles across the car. Someone nearby is in trouble, but the someone is someone else. What was that, the crack of metal on metal? What is this green? Sulfur dioxide? Phosgene, the black and white newsreel trench warfare gas of ninety years ago? Zyklon B? What colour was the Zyklon B. that killed his grandparents? What was that stuff that Saddam was supposed to have? How long can you hold your breath? No-one ever said. Can he sense bitter almonds? How long does Gulf War syndrome take to reveal its symptoms? A month? A year? How long can you hold your breath? No-one ever said. Can he sense bitter almonds? How long does Gulf War syndrome take to reveal its symptoms? A month? A year? How long can you hold your breath? How do you recognise Sarin before it does for you? Is there time to know you're dying before you've gone? Does anyone ever really believe that the very next moment will be their last? No-one ever said. One moment becomes another. The dead won't know what carries on, but the car radio clicks on with traffic news.


No death, no destruction. No need to panic, says a man reading a script with professional indifference. A small fire at a depot storing emergency flares is impairing visibility on the autobahn and roads will be closed until the blaze is under control. There is no danger from the fumes, no cause for alarm, the passive voice declares, but drivers are advised to avoid the area until further notice.


'That's exactly what I'm trying, Motherfucker.'


For three more quarters of a second, the cloud envelopes Mo's car. Then, just as an almighty bang makes him jump with alarm, the car bursts free, hurtling into bright sunshine and he brakes with all his strength. A pale blue Trabant speeds past, unequal to the task, its driver convulsed and choking. The little car smashes into the retaining wall of the elevated carriageway, before scraping sidelong amidst a banshee scream of shattering fibreglass and metal. A BMW, blue-black, Series 3, one lady owner, sunglasses, blonde, something silk and scarlet, glimpsed struggling at the wheel, slews into the Trabant and turns over. Locked together, a razor cloud, spray of red stains, they're gone.


Mo glances behind him in time to see a lorry hit the wreckage, a jack-knife roll and the cloud turns dioxin black as flames lick the misty fringe of green.


He takes a tentative sniff, then lets himself breath normally. He doesn't like to use the word billow about a plume of poisonous gas. He would rather dream about cotton frocks blown in the wind. The frock would be blue, rather than green and the seraphic girl who was wearing it would say, “Hello, Mo, I've been waiting for you.”


The woman he's thinking about doesn't billow, she beams with intense nervous energy and he hasn't seen her in a cotton frock in all the years they've been together. Inez is small and dark-eyed with black hair that she braids sometimes and twists in ringlets. She wears T-shirts with short skirts and leggings to match.


When Mo reaches the relative safety of the autobahn's elevated section, he's heading south towards Steglitz. A posse of emergency vehicles, sirens blaring, race past in the opposite direction. He slows down to take stock. Nothing has adhered to the car. A glance in the rear mirror tells him that the gas is drifting west towards the Congress Centre and he wonders what the ambulance people expect to be able to do. The autobahn is deserted, apart from a small yellow helicopter coming into land behind him. There's no-one driving in his direction and the traffic going north has been diverted. A dull thump makes him wince. Explosion. A flash, then five or six seconds pass before the woompf and an even duller shock-wave thud that hammers on the door. Probably one of the crashed cars' petrol tanks.


There's nothing he can do.


The helicopter lifts off again, drifting slowly, as though the pilot thinks the view might be more attractive from the other side.


Mo slows the Lancia to a crawl, opens the sunroof and reaches into the glove compartment for his camera. Then he stares up in the sky and lets his head slowly tilt down until a mass of tiered concrete comes into view.


For the first time in years, he can take a leisurely photo of the building where he and Inez live. The road ahead is surprisingly calm, almost tranquil in the sunshine, a smooth stretch of blacktop, well-made, broad and neatly marked with clear white line, not a car in sight. The Albatross Hotel is still there to his left, accelerate, change up a gear and relax.


Survival.


Click - a picture.


He's running smoothly towards the high level tunnel that is home.


Click, again.


This tunnel is a building, testament to West Berlin's old guinea pig status before the Wall fell down.


Architects came and promised.


Then they built.


Then they went away and left the Berliners to live with the consequences.


Mo had grown up under the umbrella of occupation, when the Allies were content to let the West Berliners get on with their lives any way they wanted. Their military minds were focussed on the threat to world peace by mistake and the prospect of being first to frizzle in the event of nuclear war; incentive enough to minimise margins of error.


This bestowed a special kind of freedom on the city, a lawless, individual definition of freedom, but that was long ago.


Now, Ministry by Ministry, the Government has relocated itself from Bonn and the energies of anarchic self-will have been discreetly turned aside. The heart of the city is becoming a bureaucratic citadel, slow and ceremonial, a Bonn-upon-Spree. This public side of the city's life doesn't interest him at all.


The city is being sanitised, but the autobahn is still encased with homes and one of them is Mo's.


He remembers the cautionary words of Erwin Panofsky, 'The Germans, so easily regimented in political and military life, were prone to extreme subjectivity and individualism in religion, in metaphysical thought and, above all, in art.'


Five hundred years ago, according to Panofsky, Albrecht Dürer had warned about this sort of thing, “I have to take into consideration the German mentality, whosoever wants to build something insists on employing a new pattern, the like of which has never been seen before.”


Now, a motorway runs through the middle of the house, like the gut of a segmented worm. Mo doesn't mind. The house is a wall unto itself, more than that, an island of seclusion and the sanctuary he's always sought.


As he turns off the autobahn to park, a lorry smokily changes gear and grinds into motion, then changing gear again, the motor begins to roar. A cloud of diesel fumes fills the garage.


Mo is relieved that the apartments face outwards and the autobahn is indeed encased by the high level tunnel.


In his most regular nightmare the structure of the building is cruelly inverted, so the balconies and windows look down over the roadway, grandiose monument to the noise and choking smells of traffic with a spectacular grandstand view of man's mechanical inhumanity.




CHAPTER 4


Waiting for Mo is less frustrating than waiting for Godot, but more intriguing. You always know that he'll turn up. The uncertainties, like the Cripple Creek lyrics of a rockabilly ballad, concern the shape he might be in.


His last trip, (to Norway by ship via Newcastle, returning via Malmo and Saßnitz to visit the restored farmstead home of artist Edvard Munch), had ended with a row of bruises beginning behind his right knee and ending in his left armpit. They had remained unexplained, but healed-up after a troublesome couple of weeks.


Sometimes, Inez switches on the news, just in case someone mentions that a German travelling on business, 'Herr Moses Hoffman of Berlin' has been abducted, murdered, killed, taken prisoner, or worst of all, caught in the act. Sometimes she just waits and sometimes she chats on the phone to her mother.


This time, she had spent most of her day at work in the tiny darkroom set up in the cramped oblong of their 4.040404 square metre bathroom (2.2222222m x 1.8181818m). Her ambivalence matched the usual anxieties of a woman who understands risk. Inez relies on observation, rather than intuition and knows that seeing is sometimes insufficient.


She had been feeling uncertain all day long, but without good reason. Ever since breakfast time, Inez had been repressing a well of foreboding that nagged her stomach, but she got on with her work as if she was secure in the knowledge that nothing untoward could possibly happen. That was before the green cloud began to billow over the city and her fears began to take on the mantle of reality.


Apart from the enlarger, the only illumination in the darkroom is an orange 'safe-lite' and whenever she comes out, for the first few minutes absolutely everything looks green. This time she'd gone into the kitchen to make some coffee and misinterpreted the odd colour that was creating the strangest sunset she has ever seen. As her eyes adjusted to the daylight, she was appalled to realise that one particular misty cloud has stayed tornado green and looked as if it was getting bigger and bigger.


Sonnenuntergang - the going down of the sun - green - oh, dear.


Is this art, or apocalypse?


If you can pose the question it must be art, or the two things simultaneously, inevitably twinned like culture and society.


By six o'clock, there is reason enough to be worried and she wonders why she tried to persuade herself otherwise.


Should she begin to panic?


Why not?


Inez is terrified.


Her hands tremble.


She wants to be sick.


Watching from the patio balcony, she starts taking photos out of habit rather than interest.


An arrow of geese (zoom in focus - click) are honking (wider-click) to each other as they're flying south, giving the lethal looking green a wide berth, (wait for their silhouette, then careful, wait for the moment and click), when she hears the apartment door open (clunk).


She has started shivering.


“Mo, come and look,” she says, beckoning him to join her.


Looking lies at the heart of their relationship.


For years, they have worked to attune their vision, just as musicians synchronise their feel for rhythm and refine their sense of pitch.


When he sees the scale of the pollution leaching across the city, Hoffman blanches and takes Inez protectively in his arms. Four fingers of black smoke are rising out of the green into the sky. Then he describes driving though the cloud. She is appalled by his description of the accidents, but relieved he is unharmed.


"I wonder what it really is?"


"I'm sure we'll never know for certain and certain we'll never know for sure."


A moment of silence imposes itself between them, then passes and she says a newly honed version of the words he has been hoping to hear. “My darling Mo, I've been waiting for you.”


Their private cliché has its usual reassuring effect. She's leaning forward, eyes closed, elbows resting on the balcony. He's behind her, putting a hand to rest on her back, another to cradle the back of her head, as she turns. They kiss and embrace, affectionate and mutually dependent, contented by the touch of familiar limbs.


“Did everything go alright?” she asks.


He shrugs, so she knows that nothing has gone wrong. After being apart for nearly six weeks, they begin to set their world to rights with a little sex, making love wrapped dark in the black hammock that's strung across the balcony.


“Mo?” she asks tenderly, while they're still cloaked warm and sweaty in the shadows of the thick dark sailcloth,


“Why do we live like this?”


“Are you going to tell me?”


“No,” she replies, “It was a real question. Want to know. I was wondering what you thought.”


“Because....we......you tell me,” says Mo, his muffled voice resonating to make Inez flutter from within.


“Mo?” she whispers alluringly.


“A trade off,” he suggests glibly, “Between the polluted city and the poison in our minds.”


“You don't believe that,” she says quietly.


“A proposition, discuss...”


Inez takes the notion no further. She had grown up listening to vague parental assertions presented as unalterable truths. Mo Hoffman's epigrams were an echo of that old familiarity, sometimes comforting and welcome home, longitude and platitude, but this time mildly irritating.


“Let's go inside,” she says gently, “I don't want to inhale any of that green shit. My lungs are not immune and they're the only ones I have.”


Mo begins the countdown they need to roll out of the hammock without risking broken limbs, 'three, two, one, go'. Flopping onto the nasty plastic grass, which was only put down when a neighbour had complained of the thumps their footsteps made through her living room ceiling, they can't help laughing.


Inez is thirsty.


Mo needs to sleep.


Now he is home, they both feel happier again.


“Who is Holger Nierbaum?” asks Inez, once Mo has finished his shower, “He phoned this morning.”


“A cultural bandit,” replies Mo, quickly adding, “He always wants too much. He's lazy and he's a snob. Works for one of the LandesBanks, sees art as money and wants to set up a bank of his own, a private little gold-mine, the 'Kredit Bank für Kunst und Kultur'. Theatres and Auction Houses will deposit their takings with him, angels will invest in funds, artists and musicians will mortgage their futures, while dealers and agents will use the bank to manage their investments. The City's cultural budget could flow through his bank. Money laundering in the best of good taste. He's not entirely stupid, but he behaves like a fool, which is probably worse. His real fault is ignorance. He underestimates his ignorance, but still makes demands.”


“Don't do it then. Turn him down.”


“I did, last week. Over ambitious. He doesn't care. He thinks that if he keeps badgering people, they will eventually agree to do his bidding. He's usually wrong, but he doesn't let that deter him, ever.”


Inez turns to go inside, “Greed brings its own reward. Credit where debits are due. Where did he want you to go?”


“Almost everywhere. The Albertina in Vienna, then Salzburg, a private collection. The baby Guggenheim on Unter den Linden. After that, on to Venezuela and the Bibliotheca Nacionale, which was where the work would be done. Rumours of a Pre-Columbian manuscript. Holger has decided he wants it. The City has a scheme to encourage new investments. He would pay me forty three per cent of their value via the taxpayer. I told him last week, it's too far away and ninety nine per cent certainly a fake, so the value is nil and forty-three percent of nothing is a headache. Even so, stolen is stolen, whatever its worth. Half a day on the plane. Means they have time to discover the theft, contact the airports, check the passenger lists and have the police waiting to look through your baggage at the other end. Istanbul is only three hours away. You have time to make your getaway.”


“Mo, you don't have to do everything people ask. Forget Venezuela. Show me what you've brought from Istanbul.”


Inez closes the patio door carefully in case the wind might change direction and bring the cloud of gas their way. "Zappelduster" says a disembodied voice. It is five past seven. The neighbours radio is tuned to the children's programme.


Inside the flat, everything is grey, a monochrome scale from the charcoal carpet to the carefully selected pachyderm curtains, their private world.


Musicians live in quiet houses.


For Mo and Inez, extraneous colour is mere noise.


They don't have much space.


The apartment is really too small to be practical, their main room not much bigger than the patio, a product of the ziggurat terracing that comes with heaping housing over an autobahn. Apart from the 'big room', there's a bedroom that needs redecorating, the kitchen with its hissing gas water heater and the multifunctional bathroom, which is, above all, Inez' cramped darkroom. Everything has been strictly calculated according to a formula for social housing that allows only so much floorspace per function per person. Sometimes they talk of getting a bigger place, but Mo wants to stay in the autobahn house, so their choice is limited.
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