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CHAPTER 1


‘ “Get out of my bed, out of my house and out of my life, you bastard.”


He seems a little startled, hurriedly puts on his clothes, then leaves and she closes the front door behind him. Stefanie stubs out her cigarette, just as she stubs out her lovers once their glow turns to ash. Then she returns to the bedroom, extinguishes the smoky remnants of his cigar, opens the window and takes careful aim with her crossbow, then fires, smiling as she sees the man stagger, stumble, then hobble to his car and drive off.’


End of not exactly romantic story, says Mo to himself and turns the page in case there is more.


‘The wound in his calf will need treatment, but it won’t kill him, unless he is very stupid and allows it to become infected. The Ben Franklin Hospital is only a few minutes drive from her apartment in Dahlem on the south side of Berlin, so painful as it may be, he needn't bleed to death en route.’


Not far from my old place, Mo recalls.


He enjoys the small pleasure of reading about familiar places, even though these versions hardly resemble the dank and crumbling city-scape he can remember, oh so well.


‘Dismantling the bow, she packs it away on top of the wardrobe, then goes into the living room to watch television.


The nightly news show is presented by a forty-something blonde, who gazes mesmerised into the camera and speaks in quiet precise phrases with the intonation of a kindergarten teacher explaining a complex world to clueless toddlers. Tonight, she announces death, debt, default, democracy and destruction, in that alphabetical order. Occasionally she blinks, but this is the closest she ever comes to an involuntary gesture.


She is another archer and belongs to the same executive sport and wellness club as Stefanie. They have chatted in the changing rooms from time to time, but it has never occurred to either of them, that they might become friends, or sweat together in the sauna. They work for different stations, Stefanie at the low budget news channel with its offices in a back street off Friedrichstrasse, which is a world away from ADF’s showy building on Unter den Linden. The only unusual thing they share in common is to have shot the same man in the leg, which is why Stefanie had aimed at his left knee, knowing that the bones of his right shin had been shattered only three years before. Now, Wolfgang will hobble on both legs and marry someone with a less life threatening hobby and a taste for tall and scrawny fifty something former East Germans.


Stefanie is no longer interested in news. She simply follows the programme items to give herself a fix for the following day's morning show, in the hope she'll dream up a clever phrase to fit the news agenda.


This evening she is more interested in herself.


She has never shot a man before.


The slow realisation that she had quite calculatedly focussed all her powers of concentration to fire a bolt into the living flesh of a fellow human being sends a shudder of revulsion down her spine, as a simultaneous surge of euphoria sweeps through the most obscure pleasure centres of her brain. Shimmering inside, she has shot her first man and like millions of boy soldiers before her, she feels neither shame, nor remorse, only the thrill of the kill.


As the news programme sinks to its weather forecasting nadir, she calls Wolfgang’s mobile number to check that he has been sensible enough to go to the casualty department.


He doesn’t answer.


She feels no regrets.


He had it coming.


The two women had injured his animal self, but he had wounded their souls.’


Moses Hoffman laughs as he sets the novel aside.


These female characters were unlikely to suffer more than mild career damage from their huntress like revenge. Aside from hurt pride, he doubts whether they ever really had souls to wound.


Three years have passed since Mo convincingly faked his own premature death, ‘while celebrating his fortieth birthday at the age of 53’, as his self-penned little death notice in the TagesSpiegel had intriguingly affirmed. That illusion had been created under the grey green trees of a North-German forest, but now he is living his life in the sun.


The terrifying six months he had spent sweating in Colombia netted enough cash to keep him afloat for the rest of his life.


There's nary a crunch, if you don't need credit.


As things stand, he can’t even manage to spend the interest that is accumulating in half a dozen diverse currencies. The numbers in his bank accounts just go on getting bigger all the time. For the first time in his life, Mo takes pride in paying his taxes on time.


The paramilitary had done him a massive favour by sending a helicopter gunship to wipe out the only three members of the cocaine smuggling cartel who knew his real identity, simultaneously slaughtering the two Miami Cubans who had paid for the 232 kilos of cocaine he had delivered in souvenir cocoa tins, each with a rather nice embossed picture of two boys playing cricket on the side. They'd thought they were being clever by paying him in Colombian Pesos, but with the incredible shrinking dollar’s fall from grace, Mo had cause to be truly thankful and left on the first plane out via San José with a trunk-full of convertible currency that was welcomed with affection by a Bank on Grand Cayman.


No-one knows his whereabouts.


Tracks and traces have been erased.


The haze of dope has faded to bring days of hope.


Even his worst enemy and closest friend, Hagen, still firmly believes he is hiding in South America. Werner had told him that and Hagen knows that Werner knows Colombia.


There is nothing so simple, Mo is discovering, than the life of a loafer with slightly more money than he’ll ever reasonably need. Lying under the logo emblazoned sunshade, he lets his eyes blur in the bright dazzle of afternoon wavelets.


The clear polluted waters of the Adriatic make no surf. A sloppy flotilla of plastic bottles float glinting and bobbing a few metres offshore. Listening to the modest splashes against the beach, he admits to himself that he is slightly bored and the sun is dependably warm. He decides to doze, inviting a dream about the moment of inspiration he had experienced early that morning.


A hundred and four grains of sand lodge themselves between the seven hundred pages of the paperback novel he has put on one side.


Since his arrival on the Venetian Lido, Mo has assumed the status of long-term resident at the Hotel Miraplex. The smallest suite with a view over the sea has a neat pair of rooms that are almost as big as the apartment he used to share with his girlfriend in Berlin. He enjoys room service, letting himself become accustomed to the daily attentions of chamber maids and messengers. This cosseted life at the hotel has become routine and he is pleasantly surprised how much he likes this latest version of everyday life.


The team of concierges have long since concluded that Herr Hoffman is harmless, neither pilfering thief, nor golddigger, merely a man of featureless provenance, but dependable means. His credit cards are black and he tips well.


Once a week, he takes the Hotel's teak and white leather upholstered water taxi to San Marco and does some shopping at the designer stores in Venice’s crowded alleys, but every morning he tries to be awake at first light and catches the slow public ferry across the lagoon. Even in high summer, the Venetian day starts late. The shops open only once the tourist hordes have finished their breakfasts.


So, for three, or four hours after summertime daybreak, the canal-sides and alleys are deserted apart from rubbish collectors, insomniacs and a regular trickle of hotel workers scurrying from the railway station to their jobs.


Mo begins work the moment he leaves the hotel, strolling past the massive Excelsior Hotel along the highway that brings him to the ferry. A twenty minute walk. He is looking, making a careful assessment of the light. He tries to anticipate the level of humidity to determine when the morning mists will clear and the direction he should take to make the best of sun and haze. How soft will the light become? The conditions he prefers are milky smooth. Or will the sunshine harden into bright outline highlight and gloomy shade? Will there be wind to riffle the water.


Two, or three choices are to be made, the alternatives all pleasant. Whether to go to the main island, hop across to the Giudecca, or continue to one of the smaller islands like Murano? Once there, where-ever there turns out to be, he can choose between open stretches of water, or the narrow canals, select an ensemble of buildings then find a niche to detail highlights and shadow, the windows, roofs and doors. The light he relishes above all else is reflected from the canals to glow beneath the sills and cornices, filling the pale stone shadows of buildings already lit by setting sun.


Mo works with small sketch-books and pans of colour, with a bottle of chalk laden, probably French, perhaps Dolomitic mineral water to minimise the acid he'll carry onto the paper.


He draws in pencil, then adds a wash of colour, before detailing the sketches in ink, more or less as Turner and a hundred thousand imitators have done so before. Mo has no thoughts of rivalling the prolific old man, whose sketch-books he had admired on a visit to Manchester in the north of England. The skinny scouse museum director and her staff hadn’t noticed when he’d substituted a careful copy for the original of sketch-book 87c, a series of impressions of the English Lake District, Carlisle and Hadrian’s Wall.


That old morocco bound sketchbook has become one of the highlights of Mo’s portable library. He doesn't have many books at the hotel, a guide to Venice by Hugh Honor, a brace of gory Swedish thrillers and a set of nineteenth century books about the city. Ruskin, the Anglo-virgin pedant, never attracted him‚ but he does use all seven volumes of 'The Stones of Venice' as a tool to help him see the city’s buildings in their fine historic detail.


He was walking across the bridge at Accademica, when, in a second or two of intense pleasure, Mo had a vision of lost paintings and the hand of the master who drew them. Shreds of a memory, echoes of being.


It was six forty five a.m., on Thursday, the soon to be equinox fifteenth of September. He was intending to capture the gloomy side canals near Peggy Guggenheim's old house, in Mo’s opinion probably the world’s finest museum of second-hand art.


Hagen, inveterate liar that he is, had once told Mo that hardly any of the original works the energetic American had collected still survive, almost everything having been substituted piece for piece in a war of attrition with the forgers and their sponsoring nihilist collectors. Guggenheiming had become a secret sport among Hagen’s friends and enemies, a scurvy of rich Italian connoisseurs.


True, or not, Mo has never been able to rid himself of the notion that this tale is essentially correct, if not in all Hagen's lurid details of intrigue, scheming and violent Sicilian betrayals.


In Hagen's version of events, the collectors had never overcome their jealousy at the old lady’s unerring sense of taste and the modest fees she had paid to keep undernourished talent on their toes. The collectors still work up a frenzy of frustration at the prices they must pay. Covens of thwarted cultural furies fume at being denied possession, which is something Mo can believe without any problems. Behind all that was, supposedly, a lingering dislike of anything that calls itself modern, a prejudice which Mo knows Hagen shares, so Mo is less convinced. The furies probably tease his delusions to assure compliance.


Hagen’s disdain for abstraction is much to the detriment of contemporary art, since he is completely unscrupulous about forgery and faking, filching and substitution, indifferent to the dilution of whole collections and the sinking reputations that flounder in his wake. “They thought they knew what they were doing, when they made this stuff,” Hagen would claim with a certain ruthless yet dismissive logic, “so they should have known that someone like me would come along and prove them wrong.”


Like the nihilists, Mo is interested in something older than a rotund Jasper Johns, or angular Braque, but he has entirely different reasons. Moses Hoffman has been neither connoisseur, collector, nor detractor.


He puts pen to paper, makes marks on canvas. He looks.


He draws. He paints.


He looks again.


Mo likes looking more than anything else in the world.


Over thirty years ago, he had trained as a printer, a master of etching and engraving, dry-point, screen-prints and photographs, even the humble potato and lino. When-ever he draws a line, Mo looks very carefully at what he's done, a voyeur gazing at works of his own making. He's faked, of course he's faked, mainly for money and the practice of faking brings with it a technical pleasure of deciphering how things were originally achieved. But when all is said and done, forging art is no-where near as important as faking new identity papers and travel documents for a refugee who fears imprisonment and repatriation if they're caught out.


By comparison, his kind of fakes are harmless fun, yet immensely profitable.


While he's sketching the muddy grey bank of a boat-yard, dark skeleton of a half built gondola and a row of pitch black older boats waiting for repainting and repair, Mo begins to visualise the pictures he has never seen, but had imagined in vivid detail in the long moment he paused on the bridge.


Mo knows that Albrecht Dürer had been in Venice more than once. Leaving Germany to avoid the plague, on the first occasion he was no more than a talented youngster, but on the second visit he was fêted as an accomplished master. The Gallery in Berlin has a flowery portrait of the Virgin Mary, his attempt to copy the technique of the Italian masters.


There is the famous portrait in his familiar style of a hazel eyed young Venetian girl, which Mo has seen at the Albertina in Vienna. But where were the rest?


As a young man, Dürer sketched towns and landscapes on his journey from Nuremburg across the Alps. A sketchbook of his journeys to the Low Countries has survived.


But where are the pictures of Venice that Mo feels certain he must have drawn? It was impossible to believe that such pictures had never been made, so what had become of them?


Had Dürer sent them to friends, as early renaissance postcards, wish you were heres, for his friend Pirckheimer, his Marty Feldman eyed mother and the rest? Hadn't he sent anything to his wife, Agnes, or his younger brother Hannes? Did he sell the Venetians views of newly built palazzos to pay the rent? Did he have gambling debts to settle? Bills to be reckoned with for late night pleasures? Had he dropped a bundle of sketchbooks into one of the canals and watched with dismay as his work dissolved in streak and blur, or had some thief made off with a hoard of irreplaceable worth?


There is scarcely a work of art of any note which hasn't been stolen at some time or other. What if a whole portfolio of work had been stolen before it was even known?


All Mo knows is that he really doesn't know.


As he draws a flurry of gondola detail, prows, row-locks and gilding, Mo resolves to check which Venetian monuments had been there in Dürer’s time.


The city had looked different then.


Most of the famous Venetian landmarks were yet to be built, their architects yet unborn. Dürer had come to Venice in the early years of the sixteenth century, just as the city's great flowering of culture was starting to explode. The bigger buildings then were gothic in inspiration, the canal system not yet complete. There were orchards and vegetable patches, open ground and hovels to match the prosperity.


The cathedral of St. Marco would have been there, Ca d’Oro, yes, and the Doge’s Palace too. Tintoretto, but what of Titian, a young man when Dürer first came to town? Tiepolo, to be born almost a century later. None of Palladio’s neo-classical villas were even thought of. Veronese, ‘in utero’, decades before he will leave his native city for La Serenissima. The Rialto Bridge had been a wooden affair, but the German merchants had already set up their offices and warehouses at the Tedeschi, first in a building that was burned to the ground soon after Dürer’s arrival, then in the solid stone trade centre still to be seen today.


Mo can recall a portrait from Dürer of the clear sighted architect given the rebuilding job, but he can’t remember the man’s name. Might the Dürer sketches have gone up in smoke as part of the conflagration? Surely there would have been a letter of disappointment at the loss, a scribbled footnote of frustration?


Then and now, hard to see the layers of time, when so much of what is newer, seems so old. Then a name comes to him. The architect who had worked on the Tedeschi was called Hieronymous.


Mo sets his mind to finishing the little sketch he has begun and tries to create the impression of gilding with his watercolours.


He fails, then tries again. Better, but not better enough.


Surrounding the patch of ochre, magenta and chrome yellow with a black line of indian ink helps, but still it doesn’t work. The black bleeds into a background of anachronist Van Dyke brown, then he abandons the sheet and begins anew. Mo works from dark to light, then light to dark.


Would they work better in evening, when speckles of sunset red and gold turn the improbable Venetian reality into self abstraction?


After a dozen sheets of contrasting failure, he turns aside, mutters and draws a pencil impression of a duck, neck outstretched, eager on the wing, as it follows the line of the canal and flies quickly on its way. It looks quite good, but it wasn't what he had set out to achieve.


It was a cheat and he wants to stop cheating.




CHAPTER 2


By late afternoon, Mo lies dozing on the beach and is casually editing his illusion of the dozen lost masterpieces by the finest hand and eye that European art has ever known. There are roofs and walls, windows and doors, washing strung on lines across the streets and everywhere reflections in the waters of his mind. Clear skies and scruffy pavements, doorsteps, rowing boats moored here and there as women go about their household chores and priests lurk around the shadows in search of sin.


Mo feels something trickle down his back.


What is it?


He rarely sweats in noticeable quantities.


Has an unexpected shower sneaked seaward from the alps?


The sun is hot and he opens one eye to check the sand is dry.


The phantom Dürers evaporate.


No raindrops to be seen.


Too lazy to turn, he feels another drip roll down his back.


Has one of the local mongrels taken to pissing on tourists as it strolls the beach?


Mo’s suspicious sniffs reveal no hint of wet dog, or canine urine, just sea and his own aromatic armpit.


Then he notices a new fragrance, a perfume, cheap suntan oil, or deodoriser, something smelly. Worth, or Woolworth? He has never known the difference.


It isn’t the peachy French stuff from the hotel that he splashes on in the morning as he shaves.


The newcomer then is human and he turns, half expecting to see a small boy, scrubbed aromatic by attentive parents, but dripping snot from a runny nose.


He twists his neck just far enough to see a familiar pair of ankles and a pleasant line of shin. She’s wearing open-toed sandals. He doesn’t need to look any further.


“Hello Mo.”


The voice has haunted him, since the day of his great deception.


“Inez.”


“I’m dripping”, she says, an understatement. There is blood all over her hands and a dark stain spreading into the sand. Mo realises his back must be streaked murderous red and he brushes a fly away.


“Cut myself on a shell,” she explains, “I didn’t think it could be so sharp.”


Once they’ve cleaned up the cut and the bleeding has stopped, Inez inspects the hotel room. Taste free designer neutral, she concludes with a grudging lack of disapproval.


“Just what you always wanted, grey floor, grey walls, grey curtains, grey bed-covers. Where did you get the money to afford all this?”


“South west of here, do you want to know the grisly details?”


“Not unless I have to.”


“How did you know I was here?”


“I didn’t. Just walking along the beach, seeing what the sea had washed up. Then I cut myself and there was you. Flotsam, jetsam, you. You’re alive.”


“I know.”


“Do you expect me to be surprised?”


“I don’t know.”


Mo is reminded of the novel with its now bloodied cover.


“I was upset. First I thought you were dead, then I realised you’d left me. Bastard.”


“You should have been told sooner, I asked Hagen to explain to you.”


“He did, but he’s a liar. You remember that much from your former life, I suppose. I've never believed anything he's ever told me about himself, or anyone else, including you.”


She doesn’t want to start an argument that could drag on for weeks. The day would have been better for her if she hadn't cut her hand. That way, she would simply have walked along the beach, concentrated on her own thoughts and they would probably never have met.


“Let me see,” she asks, knowing there will be new pictures.


“They aren’t good enough yet,” Mo answers, leading her into the bedroom.


The small dressing table has been replaced by a sloping drawing board of the kind architects used to use before computers came along. A line of socks are scattered across the floor and a bottle of whisky is half full on the bedside table.


Inez looks at the large water colours.


“I work on these in the evenings, once the sky is the only source of light.”


“Looks like it. You need a better balance for the blues.”


Is she talking paint, or emotion?


Inez is a photographer, who works best in black and white.


“Can I take one with me?”


“You’re leaving?”


“Of course. I wasn’t looking for you Mo, I just happened to find you. There’s a difference. The world won’t stop for you and me.”


“Would you like to stay?”


“That’s a misleading question.”


“Don’t you have an answer?”


“Not now the bleeding’s stopped.”


“You can tell me more than that.”


“No more than an everyday answer.”


“Then things have changed,” he says.


And then she turns to go.


Her simmering anger hasn't quite turned to rage.


He says, “Take one with you, take any one you want.”


Inez looks at the portfolio for a moment, undecided whether to take one of the paintings, but she's tempted. She picks out three and puts them on the bed.


“Let me see,” she says for a second time.


Two of the watercolours show details of San Zaccaria. The third is incomplete, the Gateway to the Arsenal and Naval College, the lions, a collection of Venetian conquest. The untouched white areas somehow match the gaps in their conversation.


She rolls up the unfinished picture, “I’ll have this one. Thanks for the sticking plaster.”


Then she walks out of the room, leaving Mo to stare blankly out to sea.


He can't believe she's gone. Mo reminds himself he could have contacted her at any time in the last three years and even though he missed her, he simply hadn’t tried.


Now he begins to miss her even more.


That night, Mo packs his bags and leaves the hotel, moving into a pension. a boarding house near San Marco with an unrivalled view of another hotel's kitchens and a stream of steamy cooking smells. Third rate ships are creaky and unhealthy, but at least they’re the last to be called into line for a battle.


He doesn't bother to unpack.


He's shocked.


She had found him and left him.


It had never occurred to him that having found each other again, even by accident, she wouldn’t stay. He'd run away. She had found him. It should have been like the end of a game, when the players relax and turn their attention to everyday life, picking up where they left off, after an interlude of sporting ritual. Now, they would have to start all over again.


Might she be willing?


The answer would probably be no.


Mo leans out of the window and sketches a chef as he’s steaming pasta.


Then he adds a detail, a cockroach in mid-flight.


Turning the sketchbook on one side, he draws the bug from memory. Mo completes the sheet with a life sized study of a rat. Self-portrait, or is he just being a bit too sorry for himself?


He pours himself a glass of whisky.


The reminder of his life in Berlin is making him panic. Inez and he had lived together for the best part of a decade. Shouldn’t he have been more careful with their lives?


Finishing the whisky, he lies awake wondering why he moved away so quickly.


What had made him want to leave Berlin?


Why has he abandoned the hotel?


When had he learned to run away?


Until he met Inez, Mo, afraid of open spaces, had hardly even moved around the city of his birth, but the last three years have seen him flitting here and there across the globe. A furtive life. A gadabout life on the wing. A life of pleasure without a cause, his only motivation a loose yearning for freedom of consciousness.


Now, he has lost Inez.


He is haunted by paintings that maybe never were and he has given up his eyrie on the Lido.


What was all that about?


A nonsense, he tells himself sternly.


All he has is money and memories, a Howard Hughes scenario that isn’t to his taste.


Cherché la femme.


Maybe he should.


There is something he doesn’t want to share with Inez yet, but he can’t figure out just what it is.


When he finally falls asleep, Mo dreams of the Dürers he had intuited that morning. Line and light, an older newer Venice than the city close around him, then the dream falls into shade.


By seven o’clock he’s out on the landing stage, as usual, waiting for the ferry from the Lido to arrive.


He's sustaining the rhythms of his day, even if his peace of mind has been shattered. Why bother, he wonders.


Then he watches the approaching ship intensely, outlines the superstructure, catches the line of its prow butting against the swell of shallower water and finishes the image with a splash of greyish blue and creamy yellow.


Not too bad.


The movement of the water is the real point of interest. There seems to be a current beneath the surface that rocks the hull in a churn of foam and a mass of pale green water bathed in light heaps up against the quay.


Once it's tied up against the landing stage and people disembark, the ship loses its character and the water resumes its uniform placidity. That is all he needs, so he gives the paper time to dry in the sunshine and returns to the hotel room in time to shower before breakfast. In the miserable gloom of day, the room confirms his worst impressions of the night before.


This is the kind of hole in the wall joint that prospective suicides rent on the eve of self destruction, a bottle of whisky, drinking like there's no tomorrow, there won’t be, a handful of pills, can’t be bothered to scribble a suicide note that its readers will only despise.


It really won’t do.


He isn't suicidal, he's just feeling sorry for himself.


Mo turfs his shirts in the overnight bag and phones to book into the neighbouring Danieli, then takes his big suitcases downstairs, pays his bill and hurries round the corner to take possession of a room looking out over the lagoon.


Much much better, whatever the price.


Breakfast comes on a tray, delivered from a kitchen like the one he had sketched the night before. There's a lemon flavoured croissant of the kind he's grown to like. The waiter is formal and courteous. Mo reaches for his wallet and hands over a tip, then hangs the 'do not disturb' sign on the door to the room, then takes it off again. Disturbance wouldn't be so bad, the way he feels.


He's weary. Mo slouches on the bed and nibbles, while he frets. The windows are small openings in the thick renaissance walls of the hotel, narrow neo-gothic slits that curve to a point at the top. They suite his mood, that narrowness, a stones-throw from the Bridge of Sighs and its adjacent prison that Mo could just as well be inside. The view is dominated by the big white domes of the Santa Maria del Salute, another of the buildings that wasn't there in Dürer's day. The Venetians built it to give thanks for their salvation from a later wave of pestilence and deadly plague.


When the big suitcases are brought upstairs, he opens one, then takes out a little picture and rests it on a small oak library stand, giving it pride of place on the old sideboard near the bed. The low-key portrait shows the face of a gloomy young man, serious, with down-turned eyes and the beginning of a drinker’s pout. Mo has no idea who had stolen Lucien Freud’s portrait of his friend Francis Bacon, but there’s a $200,000 reward for its return. A friend of the artist, another painter called Frank Auerbach had posters pasted up all over Berlin, when the painting had first gone missing.


Mo came by it via a student he met in a canal-side Kreuzberg kneipe, Hélène and Eckhardt’s, one of Berlin’s smokiest local bars, where people gather to scheme and dream, play chess and calculate their losses in life. It had cost him 25Euros and he felt he had enjoyed it to the full.


It looks different in every city he has taken it to.


Here in the Venetian daytime it seems aged, an old iconic summary of the painter and sitter’s imagination.


So why had she left, almost as soon as she had found him?


The cut and sticking plaster episode meant nothing.


The traces of blood on his unwashed t-shirt and one less painting in his portfolio are all he has to remind himself that she was there at all.


She has moved on.


Mo is furious with himself for letting her elude him.


As the sage of Santa Monica had told him, ‘Time flies when you are alive’ and when Inez left, a part of him had flown.


He makes a decision.




CHAPTER 3


Mo, the printer, was apprenticed to and trained by a master, who’d taught him every meticulous detail of the craft and a few more that fed his skills in forgery.


The two of them would use an engraving tool, a burin, to scratch their drawings onto soft metal plates, then mix their own ink to print what they'd drawn on the paper they'd made and sieved themselves. Between the corrosive powers of the inks, glues and varnishes, they'd brazed their bronchae with nicotine sodden RotHandel cigarettes, until one day the old man coughed himself to an apoplectic death and that had been that. His apprenticeship was over.


He decides to astonish himself and return to his old trade, rent a couple of rooms, install a small press and pick up his life as a craftsman, becoming someone closer to his real self, than the parody of a personality his life of theft, deception and drug deals had made of him. Maybe then, in a flurry of romantic optimism, he can persuade Inez to return to his side.


For centuries, Venice had been the most important centre for publishing in the world and German printers have worked there for nearly 600 years, so his decision could in some way seem appropriate, though he'd never considered himself a traditionalist in any sense at all.


Reaching for the phone book, Mo scans the business directory for printers. He isn’t interested in the laser and litho trade, running off handbills and posters for the tourist industry. Mo is looking for a specialist, someone who can replicate renaissance papers and inks, a copyist for illuminated manuscripts, a master of wood blocks and hand set type. There are only three addresses he decides to visit. One is in the old Ghetto, one in San Marco and the third in Rialto, not far from the bridge.


After a long hot walk, getting lost twice, he finds the first two and is disappointed. They do have old letterpress machines and hot metal type-setting, but handle the usual commercial work of jobbing print-shops. The clink, clatter and click of the machines is reassuringly familiar, but there's nothing there for him beyond nostalgia and a pleasant reminder that he'll have to get used to the smell of ink again. The posters they print for obscure european movies are fun. Too many of Mo’s ancestors spent their lives shut in european ghettoes for him to volunteer to live in the very first of them.


It doesn’t seem much more promising in Rialto. He has trouble finding the address and has to ask for directions. The first three people he asks have no idea, then he asks an unassuming looking man, who turns out to be a German speaking actor on location in Venice to film one of Donna Leon's novels for tv. “It's there,” he smiles, “Along the path there, right in front of you.” “Danke, Herr Commissario,” says Mo and the actor laughs.


The alley leading behind a tailor’s shop is narrow, gloomy and damp, the high brick walls enough to deter the tourists and Mo hesitates before walking down its shadows. Each of the doors opens onto a flight of stairs leading up to poky flats and students’ single rooms. Peeling paint and pungent sanitation, a poverty stricken place. The sweet smell of foetid decay, Venice's authentic aroma, the inimitable foul reminder of the city's sub-aquatic sewage system. Will he work here? Could he cope with it, tourists and all?


Within fifty paces, there’s only a cul-de-sac blank wall and the alley has narrowed to eight, or ten feet wide. He stands aside to let a woman walk past him. She’s carrying a basket of shopping, a loaf of bread, some eggs. A second later, she’s closed a door to disappear from sight. Then a priest leaves the house and strides up the alley head bowed to avoid an accusing stare. Mo steps aside to let him pass and catches a waft of Chanel No7 from the fellow's cassock.


The next door has the house number he has been looking for, but no bell to ring, so he knocks and there is no reply. Mo has learned enough english to navigate life in a hotel and do deals with Columbian drug dealers, but his knowledge of Italian is next to nothing, ciao, espresso, soldi, quattrocento, scusi, fredo, calda, prego and that’s it. ‘Scusi’ is the word he selects to keep in mind. No-one here is going to understand his native excuse me, ‘entschuldigung sie bitte’. Some languages are more concise than others.


The door is plain unpainted wood with some braided decoration round a dirt encrusted pane of glass. He knocks again, but no-one replies. As he’s about to turn away, he tries the loose fitting iron door handle and pushes.


With the apology ready on his lips, the door opens without a creak and he finds himself looking onto a courtyard. Green with fig trees, at the centre there’s an old octagonal stone well, with the Venetian lion carved in the panel on each side and a heavy metal cover fastened with a padlock. He steps into the courtyard and shouts a greeting, ‘Ciao’. He’s already running out of vocabulary. Espresso isn’t going to be much use in this situation, quattrocento perhaps, but at least he’s been heard. He hears the footsteps of someone coming down a flight of stone stairs.


A youngish man smiles and walks towards Mo. Nearer forty than thirty, Mo decides, but there's a spring in his step, he's confident, exceptionally clean shaven and smartly dressed.


“Good morning, can I help you?” he asks in well-tutored english, “Are you a tourist? I’m afraid the house is private, we don’t usually allow visitors, but as you’re here, let me show you the gardens.”


Mo thanks him, “I am looking for the printer.”


He graciously leads Mo into the next courtyard, which is smaller, but elegant with four dark leaved orange trees and a statue of Minerva, then they walk through an arch into the final yard, a tiny space, no bigger than Mo’s hotel room. There is a single heavily pruned lemon tree and a marble bench, surrounded by a four-story stone building with galleried landings on three sides. The sky is just a square of blue above their heads.


“Please”, says the young man, gesturing towards the bench, “now, how can I help you?” and he gives Mo his card, “Luciano Arbasino – Editore Rialto e Soho.


“We are publishers and printers, no relation to the novelist. Are you from a Museum? Most of our work nowadays is for exhibitions, so our copies can be put on display, while the precious originals are stowed away and safely preserved.”


Mo explains that he too is a printer. “Some years ago, I worked on series of Irish and Viking documents, making facsimiles for one of the Museums in Berlin, but I gave it up. The work takes so long, so difficult getting hold of the right materials, I couldn't make it pay, but it was satisfying. I even learned how to make a potion that will make you go bezerk, though I never actually tried to concoct it. Then laser printers and scanners came along and the people I worked for lost interest.”


The younger man smiles. “Private collectors are more generous. Have you seen anything of our work? Maybe at the Book Fair in Frankfurt?”


“You go Frankfurt?”


“Yes, not every year, but the first time we were represented was, I think, as long ago as 1710. We had already been working with Germans for more than a century, so it was really a chance to visit old friends. In those days, naturally, most of our commissions were from the Church, the Catholic Church, less often for the reformers, though we always catered for the private collector too. My forebears had a variety of business interests beyond the printing of religious texts. We also took a strong interest in the fair at Leipzig, even in communist times. So how can I help you, Mr. Er?”


“Hoffman, Moses Ezekiel Hoffman,” says Mo, nearly telling the truth, “To be honest, I’m not sure. I was thinking of getting back into the trade. Setting up a press, starting a workshop.”
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