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            The Limestone Book

         

         I only call it a book because he called it that. He said it was the greatest book ever written, and he was sorely sorry he didn’t have a copy to share with me.

         He was the old man who had taken up residence in an abandoned encampment alongside the tracks. How long he’d been there, no one could say. Sanitation workers found him one morning after a night of heavy snow. With his eyes hidden behind the frosted glass of his Wellsworth spectacles, his arms rigid on the chair rests, he gave the appearance that he would never move again. One of the workmen reached out and poked the figure, producing from him a sharp inhalation. Startled by this unexpected evidence of life, the men reacted by lurching backward, tripping over the gravel ballast, and falling into a heap, one on top of the other.

         The stranger, obviously alive, said nothing. He didn’t need to speak. He presided over the workmen like a judge, giving them the impression that within the span of a few seconds they had been found guilty and just as promptly pardoned, leaving them forever beholden to the stranger for their freedom.

         Once on their feet again, they took turns asking the stranger questions. Who was he? Where was he from? Had he been left behind when the police cleared a band of vagrants from the area in December? The stranger refused to explain himself, though he did not resist when the sanitation workers lifted him by his elbows. Stiff as a mannequin, he let them carry him the few hundred yards to their truck. He made no complaint as the men fussed over him, lifting him into the passenger seat, draping him in a blanket, blasting the heat in the cab, and setting out in the direction of the hospital.

         Once his spectacles had thawed, the pale green of his eyes glistened like pond water reflecting the noon sun. The black cashmere of his ragged coat—Italian made, we would learn from its label, with fine flannel fabric for the pocket bags—gave off the scent of damp fur. Between the satin of the lapels peeked a red bow tie, neatly knotted.

         At the hospital he was undressed and clothed in a gown, poked with needles, infused with saline, and then added to the duties of the financial counselor, who, failing to extract any useful information from him, not even his legal name, was pleased to learn from a nurse about the existence of a wallet.

         The wallet, discovered in the inside pocket of his coat, was of a vintage metal kind. Inside were more than enough large bills to cover the patient’s hospital expenses. General care for the patient was ramped up. The attending physician called in specialists, and a neurologist diagnosed Wernicke-Korsakoff’s psychosis due to excessive alcohol consumption—this despite the fact that no trace of alcohol showed up in his blood tests.

         I was assigned to his case after the patient had been transferred to the rehabilitation facility and installed in a room of his own. It was determined that he did not match the description in any active Missing Person report. A short article about him ran in the local newspaper, but no family came forward to claim him. We assumed that he was alone and had fallen on hard times. My job was to assess his needs and place him in a permanent residence.

         When I first saw him he was standing by the window. His room looked out on the frozen lake. At a later time, he would call my attention to the view, noting that between the thin ceiling of clouds and the snow-covered ice there was no differentiation. The added tangle of leafless branches along the shore reminded me of a drawing I’d once seen—I don’t remember the artist—of penciled lines scrawled on a huge gray canvas.

         He was clean-shaven, with a head of silky white hair cut in a side-sweep style. His suit, in a Scotch plaid pattern, looked like it was made to fit a much larger man. There was a yellow stain above the top button of the jacket. I noticed that the leather of one loafer had cracked open at the toe. I was surprised he hadn’t suffered from frostbite.

         He had his coat folded neatly over his forearm, as if he were preparing to leave. He announced in a voice that was surprisingly strong, given his emaciated condition, that he had been waiting for me. I explained that we weren’t going anywhere and asked if I might hang up his coat. He used the word “cordially” when he accepted my offer.

         I surmised from his bearing and polite manners that he was far more cognizant than the report had conveyed. I began to suspect that his amnesia was, at least in some part, feigned. My approach changed within a few minutes of conversing with him. I saw that earning his trust would be a delicate process requiring patience. He was an educated man with a philosophical disposition. Initially, he preferred to discuss anything other than himself. He wanted to know what I thought about Facebook and electric cars. He asked if I had ever been to Disney World (yes), and whether I was married (no). He was interested to hear about any books I’d read that had a lasting effect on me. His interrogation of me continued through several meetings. In this way, Guy Fraiser prepared me for his own story: only after I had nothing left to tell was I ready to listen.

         
              

         

         He admitted at the start that Guy Fraiser was a pseudonym. He wouldn’t reveal his real name. He kept other secrets, more minor, such as his age and the name of the village where he was born. He insisted that these things weren’t important.

         His family raised goats and manufactured a crumbly cheese that was famous in the region; it was Guy’s chore to gather the stinging nettles that his mother would boil down to make the rennet. He described how he liked to go into the mountains to search for the nettles. One day, he climbed up to a narrow shelf below a limestone outcrop where he had never been before. A mound of soft Aeolian sand offered him a tempting place to rest and take in the view of the distant sea, and he had begun to level a seat for himself when the sand gave way beneath his hand, creating an opening to a hollow interior. He dug at the hole and soon was peering into a cave so deep that he couldn’t see to its end.

         He went home and returned the next day with a lantern and two friends from the village. The girl, Pilar, and the boy, Matteo, were siblings and belonged to a large extended family that had made pottery for generations. Guy secretly hoped to marry Pilar, and so he put up with her older brother, though Matteo was known for his bad temper and the body odor that wouldn’t wash off, no matter how much soap his mother used on him.

         Though it’s not exactly relevant, I don’t want to leave out anything Guy told me, so I will mention that though he had known Pilar all his life, he first realized she was beautiful when he saw her standing in the village square, holding the hand of a little cousin. The two girls had stopped to watch a traveling musician play his accordion. Pilar’s hair was pulled back in a single braid; she wore loose trousers colored a blue that matched the sky, and a cotton blouse, white and frothy like a cloud; her cousin wore a polka-dot dress. Both girls wore patent leather buckle shoes without socks. They stood facing the musician, listening intently as he squeezed the bellows of his instrument. Guy, who was just eight then, watched Pilar from the side and knew he would love her forever.

         When, four years later, he convinced Pilar to explore the cave with him, she invited Matteo to come along. Matteo carried the pole of a broken broom to use against any bats that dared to swoop too close to them, and to smash the scorpions he predicted would be nesting in the crevices.

         Matteo was a bully and a jughead, and Guy couldn’t hide his resentment when the boy proved right about the scorpions. The children saw them glistening red against the brown of sand and dust, their pincers waving, just inside the entrance. Guy tried to convince Pilar to continue past them, but she wouldn’t budge, not until Matteo took charge. He attacked with his broom, grinding the end of the pole against the nest. When he was done, the scorpions had been smashed to confetti.

         The children pressed forward—Guy first, carrying the lantern, then Pilar, then Matteo. The dome of the cave gave them ample room, enough to stand at their full height, except where clusters of waxen stalactites hung low. The steady drip-drop of seepage echoed through the hollow space. In the rear of the cave, they saw evidence that other people had been there before them. Pilar found a piece of hammered metal that looked like a spearhead with the sharp tip broken off. Guy found a short length of rope that turned out to be made of leather.

         They had grown up hearing legends about pirates who had buried treasures in caves and never returned; their three young hearts pounded hard at the thought that they would find a chest full of gold. They kicked and scraped at the floor, but the limestone was hard beneath the crusted sand. Disappointment replaced hopefulness as their efforts resulted in nothing but bloody knuckles and bruised toes. What good was a cave if it didn’t contain gold! Matteo swung the broomstick, knocking Guy hard on the knee—on purpose, Guy was sure, though Matteo claimed it was an accident. Guy held back his tears so as not to reveal himself to be a coward in front of Pilar. Matteo’s fury grew, his greed insatiable. He banged the broom against the wall, releasing a loud stream of crumbling stone. Guy thought the cave was collapsing around them, and he threw his arms around Pilar to protect her. His lips touched the back of her soft neck. Even as he cursed himself for putting his beloved in danger, he believed he would die happy if he died right there, with Pilar in his arms.

         She wasn’t ready to die and pushed him away. The limestone stayed intact above them, and Matteo, who gave off a stink of rotten eggs, howled with laughter at Guy’s fearfulness. Guy was pleased when Pilar told her brother to shut up, and then he was brokenhearted when she said she wanted to leave that stupid cave and never return.

         Guy lifted the lantern, preparing to light the way back toward the entrance. But then, behind a cloud of settling dust, he saw a new hole in the cave wall, opening to a separate space. He held the lantern closer to the hole and caught sight of a smear of rosy color on the slanting surface of an interior wall: a secret room—the perfect place for pirates to leave their treasure! He let Pilar hold the lantern so she could see for herself. Matteo pushed in front of her and began clawing at the hole, Guy joined him, and soon they had an entrance wide enough for the three children to squeeze through one after another.

         The chamber where they found themselves had a vaguely rectangular shape, with walls slanting to a peak. The low ceiling was free of stalactites, the floor as smooth as polished marble. In the light from the lantern, the ochre color Guy had seen through the aperture slowly gained definition, revealing identifiable shapes. Circles became eyes, the joint in the stone formed a nose. Lines connected over a boss of rock into a hulking body of a bull. On the wall ahead of the bull were forms stained red, shaded with chalky white and yellow, with lyre-shaped horns, their legs tapering to delicate black hooves; in these shapes the children recognized a herd of ibex. Overhead, wings with apricot-colored rosettes belonged to a bird in flight, with a snake held in its beak.

         There must have been fifty or more figures painted on the walls, preserved in the deep chamber from the destruction of time. Some of the animals bore scratched symbols on their hindquarters—a form of ancient writing, Guy assumed. What was the story they were telling? How much he would have given to know.

         I slowly came to understand that this was the great book Guy Fraiser had wanted to tell me about, a limestone book made of symbols and illustrations that were impossible to decipher with any certainty, yet were rich with infinite meaning.

         The children’s awed silence gave way to cries of astonishment. Even brutish Matteo appreciated the import of their discovery. They felt themselves to be in the presence of something more sacred than the saint’s tooth encased in a gold reliquary in the village church. These ancient pictures were older than any saint. They were as old as Adam and Eve. Maybe they had been made by Adam and Eve themselves, and they told the story of Paradise! The children had found their treasure, all right, and they wanted the world to know. They took their amazement out of the decorated chamber, out through the long passage of the cave into the open air, where they whistled and hooted with the news of their discovery as they scrambled down the slope.

         
              

         

         “It is never enough,” said Guy, sipping the tea that had grown lukewarm while he was talking, “to experience the magnificence of a beautiful thing that has been lovingly made. We must share the experience. We must cry out with joy, sound the bell, invite our friends to see what we saw and feel what we felt. Delight matters little until it is communicated.”

         I was picturing the illustrations Guy had described, imagining myself in his place, feeling the thrill he had felt. I was increasingly hopeful that I could persuade him to tell me where the cave was located so I could visit it myself one day. I was dismayed when he reached for his coat and announced that he had a train to catch. Where he intended to go next, he would not say.

         He asked me to call him a taxi, and while we were waiting he finished his story in some haste. He explained that after he and Pilar and Matteo had roused the drowsy villagers from their siesta with their shouting, a crowd of dozens made their way back to the cave. Everybody who saw the drawings was appropriately impressed. Soon word of the discovery spread across the region. Someone set up a booth and began charging an entrance fee. Archeologists came to investigate and published papers arguing about the age of the paintings. Claims were made regarding the ownership of the cave, bribes were exchanged, and magistrates were accused of corruption.

         Then the war broke out, and no one cared anymore about primitive paintings on the walls of a cave. At the age of just sixteen, Guy joined the Resistance and was charged with the task of carrying messages across the border. He went into hiding when he learned the Germans were looking for him.

         “For two years,” he said with a melancholy chuckle, “I traveled from town to town disguised as a girl and protected by sympathetic families, who pretended I was their sister and daughter.”

         Just then an aide poked her head into the room and announced that the taxi had arrived. Guy slid his arms into the sleeves of his overcoat and adjusted his bow tie.

         “There isn’t much more to tell,” he said as I accompanied him down the hall. For the first time, I detected a note of bitterness in his voice.

         It occurred to me only after he had been driven away in the taxi that he was spending his remaining years traveling around the world and repeating the same story over and over, as if by telling he could revive what had been lost, a quixotic effort he must have known would always fail.

         This is how his story ends:

         When he finally returned home, he found his village in ruins. The streets were deserted except for an old man idly poking at the rubble with a shovel. Guy recognized him as the village schoolteacher. The teacher gladly accepted Guy’s offer to drink from his canteen. After gulping what was left of the water, he stared into the distance with the blank expression of the shell-shocked. It took lengthy coaxing to get him to explain what had happened, but finally Guy learned that the teacher had survived only because he had been enlisted by the Allies to serve as a translator, and so he was far away when the Germans arrived. The villagers took refuge in the cave Guy had discovered, a cave so famous by then that even the Germans knew of its existence. It was easy enough for them to guess where the villagers were hiding, and before retreating north ahead of the Allies, the German soldiers lined the entrance with powerful explosives. The whole side of the mountain collapsed from the force of the blast.

      

   


   
      
         
            Dreaming of Fire

         

         1.

         Imagine it is 1442, and we’ve been given access to the workshop of a Venetian artist named Michele Giambono. We find him deep in concentration, dabbing his brush on a canvas to fill in a dragon’s tail drop by drop, as if he had all the time in the world. Unlike the artist, others around him haven’t forgotten the little stipulation in the contract about forfeiting his payment of ninety-five ducats if the altarpiece isn’t delivered by the end of the week. The whole workshop boils with nervous activity. Two assistants hastily press gold leaf on an angel’s halo, while others hammer together the case that will house the altarpiece when it is transported to Fruili. Apprentices try to look busy, measuring powders and stirring little pots of paint.

         The sound of an open hand hitting the side of a boy’s head is barely registered. Few people hear the smack, and those who do just shrug and roll their eyes. It is always the same sound, always the same boy. And it is always Zusto, the assistant charged with overseeing the apprentices, who, after hitting the boy, shouts, “Get back to work, you little shit!”

         This is only a rough translation of the Venetian dialect. Whatever Zusto actually shouts, Francesco understands perfectly, but he can’t help himself. As Francesco’s nonna likes to say, the boy was born with his head in the clouds. He will never plant his two feet firmly on the earth, no matter how many blows he endures. Dreaming is more than just a habit for him—it is a physical need. He has to do it whether he is awake or asleep.

         He picks up where he left off. As he pulls a stick around and around in a little pot filled with a thick red lacquer, his thoughts return to the clouds. He imagines he is floating on a feather mattress high in the sky. He is happy and lazy and has no cares in the world…until he is alerted by a boiling, splashing sound, and the next thing he knows, a dragon rises out of the sea, exhaling a flame that is the same color as the paint. He hears the telltale crackle and smells the smoke from his singed hair. Mamma mia, his head has caught on fire! He dives from the heights into the sea. The dragon follows him, propelled by its huge tail. Francesco is a fast swimmer, but not fast enough, and the dragon gains on him and is about to swallow the boy whole when a giant dolphin arrives just in the nick of time. Francesco grabs the fin and throws a leg across its back. The dolphin leaps in a high arc and plunges with barely a splash, like a horse over a course of barrels. The dragon, falling far behind, roars in fury.

         But it isn’t the dragon roaring—it is Zusto again, communicating to Francesco that he is a lazy, rotten, dim-witted, good-for-nothing scatterbrain who has managed to spoil the lacquer, making it unusable.

         “You’re done,” says Zusto, seemingly exhausted by his own anger. “You’re not wanted here anymore.” He grabs the boy by the collar and drags him across the room and out the door.

         “Na caxa,” says Zusto in Venetian. Go home.

         Has Zusto forgotten that Francesco doesn’t have a home in Venice and lacks the means to return to his family in Treviso? The apprentices have been staying in the back room of Giambono’s workshop, sharing a mattress. Now that Francesco is no longer an apprentice, he has nowhere to go.

         As he staggers away from the building, he manages to plant his boot on the tail of a cat, causing it to erupt in a shriek. Francesco is full of remorse, but the piqued feline refuses to accept his apology and just trots away, twitching its injured tail.

         Francesco watches it go, then looks in the opposite direction down the calle. What will he do now that he has lost his apprenticeship? Another boy in his situation would be overcome with despair. Francesco, however, is hopeful by nature and is sure that something good will happen to balance out the bad. He just needs to figure out where to go next.

         When you are in Venice and have nowhere to go, you can hide your aimlessness by following someone else. That’s what Francesco does. He follows a workman carrying a wooden bucket full of sludge. When the workman stops to dump the sludge into a canal, Francesco keeps walking, looking for someone else to follow. He spots a girl emerging from a bakery with a basketful of bread. She walks slowly, seemingly reluctant to reach her destination; Francesco walks behind her for a few minutes, until, without warning, the girl whips around and glares at him.

         “Why are you following me?” she demands. Her face has a hard, beautiful, sculpted quality. Her eyelashes, wet from the mist, are like pieces of black thread decorated with tiny, glistening diamonds.

         “I’m not following you,” says Francesco. He resists stealing a loaf of bread as he brushes past her—he may be hungry, but he’s not a thief.

         Turning a corner, he finds himself behind a man pushing a cart loaded with boxes. The man rushes forward with his delivery, calling out “Aténti!” to warn people further along the calle that they’d better get out of his way. “Aténti, aténti!” The man bumps up and over a stone bridge, along the rio, around a corner. Francesco has to trot to keep up with him. “Aténti, aténti!” The deliveryman cuts a channel through the fog, and the boy hurries to keep him in sight. The man turns diagonally across a small campo, plowing between seagulls that are fighting over the remains of a squid, and sends the flock of them into the air with his cart.

         He stops in the archway of a palazzo and wipes his forehead with a rag. His clothes are drenched and his trousers hang so heavily that he has to hitch them up and retie the belt before he pushes his cart into the building.

         The door remains open, revealing an interior lit by a soft glow. Francesco wonders what is inside. He becomes aware of a dripping sound before he realizes that the fog has intensified to rain. Propelled by his instinctive desire to be warm and dry, he runs through the open doorway.

         Alone in the entranceway, he breathes in the waxy odor from the burning candelabra. A few steps take him down a corridor and through another doorway, and he is at the edge of an expansive room full of tables and boxes and men of all ages who chatter in a language he has never heard before. Francesco passes among them unnoticed, overwhelmed by an uncanny sense of having been in the room before, in one of his dreams. Yes, he must have dreamed of a room like this, filled with hooded strangers whose sandals peek out beneath their colorful striped robes. The very foreignness of the scene is familiar to him. For a boy as imaginative as Francesco, he has two lives to remember, one from experience and one from his dreams.

         He has the mistaken sense that he belongs there. Perhaps it is his confidence that allows him to move unnoticed among the strangers. He spots the deliveryman halfway up the stairs, with the first of the four wooden boxes from his cart. Francesco picks up the second box. Staggering under its weight, he manages to carry it up the long marble staircase. On his descent, the deliveryman casts a puzzled glance at Francesco but does not object to the help. Francesco leaves the box in the hallway on the upper floor and descends to fetch another box. The man and the boy pass once more on the stairs. When Francesco arrives on the upper floor with the fourth box, the man is waiting for him. He directs the boy to carry the boxes one by one across the hall while he stands aside, looking on with folded arms, happy to have found himself a servant.

         In the room where Francesco stacks the boxes are rows of desks, their surfaces tilted at a slight angle. At every desk is a man of indeterminate age, his face hidden by a hood. These aren’t the familiar hoods of monks; these are the same striped robes worn by the strangers on the ground floor. As Francesco draws nearer, he gets a better look at what he takes to be canvases and sees that they contain black lines of different shapes, some circular, some straight, some bisected with other lines, some that look like snakes. The shapes are arranged as neatly as the rows of desks across the room. The men are working silently, copying the shapes from one page onto another. Some of them are biting their lower lips in concentration, others are squinting, some look bored, some are smiling, and one actually stops his work and covers his mouth with his hand to hold back a giggle.

         The deliveryman clears his throat and makes an announcement to the room, in the same strange language the men were speaking on the ground floor. One of the hooded men leaves his desk and goes to the boxes. He opens the lid to inspect the contents, lifting out a small white square made of the thinnest material Francesco has ever seen.

         The dreaming boy doesn’t yet know, but will learn soon enough, that the material in the boxes is paper from Genoa, and the pictures being copied by the men are letters of the Latin alphabet.

         2.

         Today, anyone is allowed into the Fondaco dei Tedeschi during business hours. You can shop for sunglasses, designer shoes and handbags, Italian specialty foods, perfumes and cosmetics, scarves and other fashion accessories. There is a red, timber-clad escalator that will carry you up to the higher floors so you don’t have to climb the stairs as Francesco did in the fifteenth century. There are also small elevators into which you can squeeze yourself with a dozen other tourists. From the crenellated rooftop, you can take selfies and look out over Venice. You will see the Frari, the Rialto, the snaking Grand Canal, the domes of San Marco. Back on the ground floor, you might want to treat yourself to an expensive cappuccino or an Aperol spritz in the café.

         We know that in Francesco’s day the Fondaco was used as a warehouse for Bavarian merchants, who stocked imported goods for trade with the Venetians. Less well known is the fact that the Fondaco also housed a commercial book-production business. Dozens of scribes copied manuscripts by hand, and binders sewed them into books, producing inexpensive cloth editions numbering in the hundreds, filling shelves around Europe in the decades before the invention of the printing press.

         It was in the copy shop of the Fondaco dei Tedeschi where our little friend arrived that day in 1442. It was here that Francesco made himself at home, taking a seat on a bench beside the scribes when they gathered in an adjacent room for their midday meal, helping himself to bread and soup. Those who wondered about the unfamiliar boy in their midst figured he must have belonged to someone. Only toward the end of the day did the head stationer approach him. He asked him a question, which the boy didn’t understand since the stationer was speaking German. But Francesco had an answer ready nonetheless. He retrieved a reed from an unoccupied desk. He dipped the reed in ink and made crisscrosses and circles that were not unlike the decorations he saw the scribes producing on their own. He was good at imitation and would only get better.

         The head stationer looked at Francesco with new interest. On a blank portion of the paper, he drew two sides of a triangle, open at the bottom, with a horizontal line connecting their midpoints.

         In the local dialect, the stationer asked, “Do you know what an A is, boy?”

         “Yes,” Francesco lied.

         3.

         Four years later, the robe that used to cover Francesco’s ankles now only reaches his knees. He can copy any written character, from Egyptian hieroglyphs to Hebrew. Mostly he copies in Latin and Italian. He would be the fastest scribe at the Fondaco if only he weren’t so prone to daydreaming. But even accounting for his tendency to pause and stare off into the distance, he can be counted upon to cover a full fold of pages, or quire, in a day.

         He writes economically, fitting as many letters as possible onto the page, making the lines clear, lean, easy to read. One dip of ink produces a vertical line and the foot to make a capital L, the next line rotates into an o. When ink bleeds away from the letter, Francesco swoops in with the blade of his knife to quickly scrape off the stain before continuing.

         Now that he can read multiple languages, he can’t resist reading whatever he is copying, whether it is an inventory of dry goods or the letters of Cicero. He can tell you how much the local merchants jack up their prices, and the proper way to hold a sword. He can also tell you what Juno did whenever she discovered her husband was cheating on her. He has wept over the death of Orpheus, imagined chasing nymphs through the woods, and pinched his thigh to make sure he, too, wasn’t turning into a flower.

         Today, as it happens, he is copying verses about a poet’s journey through the Underworld. With sunlight pouring through the high windows of the room, Francesco pictures himself disembarking from a rowboat and scrambling up a riverbank. He feels a prickle on his neck and scratches himself there, thinking he has been bitten by a mosquito. There is no mosquito. But imagine spending eternity trying to slap away insects, or slogging through a mud so thick you can’t even lift out your feet! Even worse is finding yourself braced against a huge boulder, pushing it uphill to keep it from rolling back and crushing you! He can feel the sharp, uneven surface of the rock against his cheek. He must keep pushing, but he can’t, but he must…

         Unless, considers Francesco, he can figure out how to escape. Impossible, as long as the devil is watching over his dominion. Francesco considers: To distract the devil, one needs a temptress. What would she look like? He has never met a woman who would be entirely suitable for this, so he has to make her up. Let’s see…in the boy’s imagination she wears a dress the color of the lagoon at dawn, she is as tall as a bell tower, her dark curls are piled on her head like a crown, and there are…

         
            diamonds woven in her lashes.

         

         Francesco blinks, startled to read these new words on the page. How did they get on the paper? He put them there.

         It isn’t the same as forgetting a letter in a word, or inadvertently turning an a into an e. This is much worse! He looks furtively around, afraid that his guilt is visible. The head stationer has his back to him, and the other scribes remain absorbed in their work. They have not guessed Francesco’s crime.

         He resumes his work, relieved that his secret is safe. He rereads what he has just written. He has only to copy more of the book, and his own words will blend with the others.

         Simon, who sits closest, is not much older than Francesco. Has he ever added his own words when he is copying? Francesco is suddenly sure that he is not the only guilty party in the room, as sure as he is that every human being in the world has sins to confess. Day after day, copying word for word…how could a man not hanker to add a few words of his own? It took Francesco four years to discover the thrill, and now there’s no going back. He is Adam, savoring his first taste of a juicy apple, no longer innocent but glad for the adventure.

         With the stealth of a spy in an enemy camp, he changes the word ancor to amore. Later, he adds a line about his nonna’s delicious minestrone. Before the day is over, he has inserted letters that spell out vertically down the page, in the Venetian dialect, Francesco was here.

         4.

         He passes a full year in this manner. His handwriting is neat, his spacing even, and he has conquered his habit of dawdling. The boy is never reprimanded for staring off into space anymore and instead can be counted upon to work diligently, his eyes focused on the paper. He can copy for hours without tiring. The binders are too busy to review all the dozens of quires filled each day. The orders for new books are coming in so fast it’s hard to keep up with them.

         Francesco proves so capable that one day the head stationer decides the boy is ready to take on the more complicated task of copying religious texts. These are valuable books, and in their final form they will include miniature illuminations painted by some of the finest artists of the quattrocento. It is essential that they are copied accurately, word for word, in flawless script.

         Francesco learns how to build up capital letters and prepare them for the rubricator, who will add color. He practices for weeks. At last, he is given his first breviary and told to pray to God to keep his copy free from errors.

         Soon he is copying missals and psalms, Books of Hours, and, finally, whole Bibles.

         He finds himself wishing he were a prophet and could write what God told him to write. He imagines presenting to his nonna a Bible that includes the Gospel according to Francesco. But don’t think he would ever intentionally deface a holy book with his graffiti. He respects God’s Word and will be the first to remind his fellows that the Word is with God and God is the Word. Francesco is proud to have a hand in preserving the Word of God, and he is not about to change anything—not even a letter…

         Except…except…why, there’s an obvious problem, right here in the verses when Jesus turns water to wine. It’s important to remember that there were animals present in the banquet hall, dogs and cats, even a little monkey—Francesco has seen them in the paintings that hang in the churches of Venice. The animals really deserve a mention. They probably are included in other editions, and the one he is copying has mistakenly left them out. Francesco remedies the mistake and does the good deed of putting the creatures back into the Gospel.

         He also adds a note about a noisy seagull in Matthew, and an octopus that escapes the fishermen in Luke. The following week, he adds his surname, Colonna, to the genealogy in Genesis. A few days later, he includes a fire-breathing dragon in the account of Joseph’s dream.

         How Francesco loves to dream.

         He copies and writes and copies some more, dreaming all the while. The days pass in blissful peace, until late one winter’s afternoon when an angry young prelate appears in the doorway and holds up a Bible, demanding, “Who is responsible for this?”

         5.

         Vicenzo Constantini is a bright one for sure, on the road to glory. He’ll be an archbishop someday, maybe even a cardinal. He is not yet twenty-five years of age, and he has already had the honor of attending an ecumenical council in Rome. He received his education in the Praglia Abbey at Teolo, outside Padua. During the long hours he spent alone in the extensive library, he read diligently, with close attention. He proved his intelligence in a test borrowed from midrash: when the prelate stuck a pin in a random page of the Bible, Vicenzo could correctly guess the words the pin had pierced on successive pages. His quick intelligence won him a prestigious appointment at San Pietro in Venice. It is unfortunate that the cathedral is hidden in a remote corner of the city, but the young Vicenzo has made it his mission to increase the church’s influence.

         The young prelate’s head pokes up out of his white robes like the spadix of a calla lily. He has high-arching brows and thin eyelids lined with blue veins. One of his ears is misshapen, with extra cartilage that makes the lobe hang heavily. His lips will drain to a pale salmon color when pursed in an expression of disgust. He is often disgusted, especially since arriving in Venice. He is disgusted by the waste floating along the fetid canals, the oversized rats that slink underfoot, the buxom wet nurses who let their dresses flop open, the surly drunkards who spray their urine on the sides of buildings. Most of all, though, he is disgusted by the cheap books that are for sale everywhere.

         Open one of the books sold by your typical bookseller in Venice and, if you are a fanatical young prelate looking for a cause, you will be shaken to your core. Missing are the devotional verses that are meant to be studied in contemplative silence. In place of God’s law as transcribed by saints and prophets are profound indecencies, unrepeatable in polite society, that hide between simple cloth covers like the pierced hymens of brides who dress themselves in virginal white. Their authors cast obscene lies as truths and fool their readers with the promise that humanity will never have to answer for sin. They call their abominations poetry, modeling themselves after the ancient gluttons who existed in a constant state of intoxication and had no purpose other than to fornicate in olive groves. Do you wonder why Venetians are such a dissolute people? Blame the books that are everywhere, and the permissiveness of a lazy government willing to let the people learn to read. Blame the Fondaco dei Tedeschi for filling the city with pornography. Blame the scribe who dared to deface the holiest of books!

         Vicenzo is ablaze with righteousness, a lone crusader leading the battle against the rampant licentiousness that has infected the whole Venetian Republic. He brandishes the Bible he has brought as evidence. If he shakes it hard enough, the monkey that has been added to the feast of Cana will lose its grip and fall straight out of the pages—or so Francesco imagines as he watches, amazed and trembling, from across the room.

         The head stationer approaches Vicenzo and asks to examine the Bible. The scribes stare in apprehension at the unfolding scene, many of them worryingly trying to remember what they’d copied recently, and wondering if they had made some grave mistake or indulged in a little creative writing of their own. Ink drips from the reeds held in their paralyzed hands; the drips expand into blots, ruining the paper.

         The stationer reads a verse to himself, mouthing the words. The scribes look on, waiting for the verdict, and Francesco looks on with them. When his eyes meet the head stationer’s for a second, the stationer gives a slight jerk of his head to the left, in the direction of the door. Francesco lays down his reed, turns the quire he’s been working on facedown, and runs.

         6.

         He pushes past the startled Vicenzo and runs down the marble stairs and out of the Fondaco. He runs from the palazzo that has been his home for five years, disappearing into the crowd. He turns every corner he comes to, clambers over bridges and along embankments, splashes through puddles that linger in the covered passageways. He runs down dead ends, turns and runs back in the direction he came from, turns and runs across campi, between walls that hide gardens, through empty markets that smell of rotten fish, past stores already shuttered for the day. There is no time to follow strangers, for Francesco isn’t just running aimlessly, with no place in mind; he is running from the man who is pursuing him.
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