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This is not the book I wanted to write.


This is not how it was supposed to be at all.
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Wherever I went I saw a question mark at the heart of the city. The first time was at the airport while waiting by the baggage carousel. I took out my guidebook, flicked to the map at the back, and the form seemed to jump off the page: the Grand Canal snaking its way through the saturated land, a constant interrogator.


I looked around and wondered what brought these people to Venice. A young Chinese man concentrated as he eased a new SIM card into his mobile. A pretty, dark-skinned woman took off her glasses, retrieved a small mirror from her jacket pocket and proceeded to drop fish-scale-thin contact lenses into her eyes. A bald man, his shaved head reflecting the harsh yellow glow of the airport lights, waited impatiently for his luggage, his eyes nervous.


I knew what I was here for. I smiled to myself as I compared my position with that of my friends back in London, preparing to start dull postgraduate courses or earning less than the minimum wage in one of the so-called creative industries. My best mate, Jake, had just taken a job as a junior on the diary page of a newspaper and was so poor he was forced to subsist on cheap wine and free canapés. I wanted something better.


In my final term at university I had told people, perhaps rather foolishly, that I was going to write a novel. London held too many distractions. All I needed was the time to write. And now I would have it.


A couple of months back, Jake had told me that one of his father’s friends, an Italian investor, was looking for someone to go out to Venice to help his sixteen-year-old son with his English. It was the perfect opportunity. The plan was to teach Antonio in the mornings, which would leave me the rest of the day to work on my book, which I had decided to set in Venice. After a half-hour conversation over the phone and a scurry of emails, I was offered the job. The money wasn’t great—around three hundred euros a month—but it came with a free room. I was due to start in a couple of days. I couldn’t believe my luck.


After retrieving my bags and slinging them onto a trolley, I walked out into the hot night. A pink moon shimmered in the sky. I followed the trail of people heading toward the water launch through a series of makeshift plastic tunnels that trapped the heat, so the air I breathed seemed to burn the inside of my throat. As I neared the Alilaguna stop, I could hear the lapping of the tide against the side of the dock. I imagined clear, refreshing water. What I saw shocked me: a liquid that looked more like tar, thick and viscous and covered with a slimy film brimming with debris. A dead pigeon floated on top of the water, its body undulating with the gentle ebb of the tide. A current swept its body toward the dock. It had no eyes.


I didn’t have to wait that long before a launch arrived. I bought a ticket on board and spent the next hour traveling through the dark lagoon. At the stop nearest St. Mark’s, I lugged my bags off the boat and stopped to study my map. That question mark again. I found the tiny street just behind the piazza and made a mental note of its location. I started to walk across the square. All around me I heard the constant clapping of pigeons; there was something faintly mocking about their tone.


The hotel was small and dingy. It smelt of stale tobacco and bad drains. The proprietor, a tiny, pasty-faced man with translucent skin, limp black hair and a large, overhanging top lip fixed me with his mean bead of an eye. He stretched out his right hand, covered by a black leather glove, and gave me the key to my room, number 23 at the top of the building. I smiled, climbed the stairs and opened the door. Old wooden beams crossed the ceiling of the room. Damp stains mottled the peach wallpaper. The bed linen looked like it hadn’t been washed. There was a cockroach in the miniature washbasin. But it would only be for a night. Tomorrow I would move into the Gondolinis’ flat near the Arsenale. And the day after, I would start work on my novel.
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As my appointment with Signore and Signora Gondolini wasn’t until four in the afternoon, I had more or less the whole day to explore the city. After breakfast, I checked out of the hotel and arranged to pick up my luggage later. Although I had never been to Venice before I had a clear picture of it in my mind: an elaborate stage set floating on water, an architectural dreamscape. Yet the undeniable beauty of the city—the Venice I had seen in guidebooks and in films—was bleached out by the white-hot sun and eclipsed by the sheer mass of tourists. Tour leaders thrusting colored umbrellas high into the air tried to make their voices heard above the multilingual throng. The overweight wept sweat from every pore. Women clutching jaunty gold handbags and wearing their best costume jewelry attempted to maintain their composure while coming face-to-face with cloned versions of themselves. Many of the husbands looked unseeing, dead-eyed.


I pushed my way out onto the Riva and battled along the front. Map in hand, I crossed over the Rio del Vin and took a turn to my left, leaving the crowds behind me. I headed toward Campo San Zaccaria, where legend has it that one Michaelmas the devil appeared, and was about to take hold of a young bride and cart her off to hell when her husband scared him away by roaring like the lion of St. Mark. I didn’t know whether it was true, but I had read that each year young men came to the square to reenact the ritual in an attempt to guarantee the constancy of their future wives. I thought about Eliza back in London. I pictured her in bed with Kirkby. He had a broken arm, and I imagined him fucking her with his sling held close to his chest as if he were nursing a newborn baby.


I pushed open the wooden door of the church and stepped inside the darkened, cool interior. An elderly woman, head bent, eyes closed, kneeling beside a pew, mouthed a prayer to herself. Her paper-thin eyelids fluttered and twitched as if she had just stumbled from her bed, still dreaming. I walked around and stopped in front of Bellini’s Sacra Conversazione, or, as it was sometimes called, Madonna and Four Saints. While I was studying for my art history degree I had often gazed at this altarpiece in my textbooks. Now I took out a coin and placed it in the slot. Artificial light flooded the painting, illuminating the angel playing a stringed instrument at the feet of the enthroned Virgin and the infant Jesus, his little palm raised to bless the four saints below him. There was St. Peter with his keys and book, St. Catherine with the broken wheel, the scholar St. Jerome swathed in red, holding another thick book, and St. Lucy with a little jar that was supposed to contain her eyes, wrenched from their sockets by Diocletian. I imagined the little globes bobbing about in salty water, pupils dilating in confusion and fear.


When the light timed out, I walked past the altar that was said to contain the body of St. Zacharias, the father of St. John the Baptist, and down the right aisle toward the chapel of St. Athanasius. A man wearing large, dark glasses—bluebottle like—sat behind a desk. In Italian, I asked how much it would be to enter, but he did not reply; instead he gestured toward a sign that informed me that the fee was one euro. I gave him a coin and he waved me by. Ranged around the walls, above the fifteenth-century choir stalls, were a number of paintings, including a depiction of the birth of St. John the Baptist, an early work by Tintoretto; a scene of David with the head of Goliath by Jacopo Palma the younger; and, above the door, an image of a martyr being tortured, the saint’s eyes gouged out by a man holding what appeared to be a poker.


I wandered into the next chapel and admired the golden altarpieces by Vivarini and d’Alemagna and the frescoes of the Florentine artist Andrea del Castagno. Through a glass square in the floor I saw, at a lower level, some mosaics that had survived from the ninth century, and, walking down some stairs, I came to the crypt, now flooded by a couple of inches of water. The dank-smelling space, with its series of columns and arches reflected in the water below, felt oppressive, claustrophobic. I had to get out. I traced my steps through the chapels back to the main church and down the central aisle toward the front door.


I stopped for an espresso and studied my guidebook. I wanted to see St. Mark’s and the Palazzo Ducale, but I couldn’t face the crowds that gathered around the piazza so I decided to walk across to the Accademia. I took a series of backstreets, away from the main thoroughfares, down calles so narrow they never saw the sun, before I finally emerged near Campo Santo Stefano. I crossed the Accademia Bridge, pausing to take in the view of the Grand Canal, but as I came down the steps I saw a long queue curling its way out of the gallery’s door. I didn’t want to wait and couldn’t bear the thought of standing near all those people, so I opted to go to Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari, another of the churches I had studied in my course, which was situated in San Polo, just to the north. As I walked through Campo Santa Margherita, I smelt the delicious aroma of frying garlic, fresh tomatoes and chopped basil. I checked my watch. It was nearly one o’clock—time for lunch. I sat down at an outside table of one of the cafés in the square, and after a cheap meal of spaghetti al pomodoro, I looked around me, relishing every detail. Two small boys squealed with delight as they played football in the square, the sound of the ball hitting the ground, an exact echo of my heartbeat. Housewives chatted with men in aprons selling octopus, prawns, spider crabs and fish from a series of canopied stalls. Young couples strolled hand in hand, feeding each other extravagantly colored ice cream, their lips mixing the flavors when they kissed. Everything seemed so alive, so new. And I could be part of it.


I had another coffee, paid my bill and made my way to the Frari. Inside the enormous, T-shaped church I heard the whisper of shoes across the marble floor and the muted murmur of a tour guide in the distance. I walked past the neoclassical monument to Canova, a pyramidal structure that contains the sculptor’s heart, to Titian’s Ca’ Pesaro Madonna, a portrait of Jacopo Pesaro waiting to be presented to the Virgin and child. The image, I had been taught, had revolutionized altar painting in Venice because of the artist’s decision to shift the Virgin from the traditional central position over to one side and also because of its humanity, the way Titian had invested the figures with a tender reality. As I studied the painting, moving back and forth to admire the rich blue of St. Peter’s robes and the harmonious nature of the composition, I felt unnerved by the image of a boy dressed in white satin situated at the bottom right-hand corner of the picture. No matter where I moved, the curious, accusatory eyes of the youth followed me, as if to tell me not to forget that one day, like him, I would be dead. Although I tried to appreciate Titian’s other masterpiece, Assumption of the Virgin, that dominated the high altar and the rest of the church’s treasures, tombs and monuments, I couldn’t concentrate. The face of that boy wouldn’t leave me.


Just after three o’clock, I started to make my way to the Gondolinis’. I walked down to the San Toma vaporetto stop on the Grand Canal and pushed my way onto a crowded water bus. I fought my way to the back of the boat and, just after the Accademia, I managed to find a seat at the stern. Sunlight turned the water to mercury and cast the buildings in a dreamlike hue. As the boat sailed away from the San Zaccaria stop, in the glass panels of the doors that separated the outside seating area from inside, I saw the reflected images of the Campanile and the dome of Santa Maria della Salute. The motion of the boat was beginning to make me feel a little nauseous, and as I stepped onto terra firma at Arsenale, I felt as though I was still on water.


I had been told that the family had a series of rooms in a renovated warehouse building just around the corner from the Corderia, the former rope factory. As I approached my new neighborhood, I noticed that the number of tourists started to decrease. I looked at my map to check the exact location of the street and then walked until I found the home of the Gondolinis, an enormous redbrick structure that overlooked a small canal. I pressed a buzzer and waited. There was no answer. I pressed again. Still nothing. I searched through my bag to find the email from Niccolò Gondolini. It was the right address. Perhaps the family was out. I held my finger on the buzzer and then pressed it a couple of times again in quick succession. There was a click and the door opened.


The staircase was dark. I reached out to find a light switch. As I did so, a man’s voice echoed from above.


“Adam Woods? Is that you, Adam? We are…up here.”


Niccolò Gondolini, I assumed. Perhaps he had been in the bath or on the telephone.


I climbed the wooden steps, occasionally stopping to feel my way along the wall until my eyes adjusted to the gloom. As I reached the second floor I saw a door that had been left open. I paused for a moment before stepping in. A man with his back to me stood by a far window, his form surrounded by blindingly bright light. I shielded my eyes from the glare.


Before I could say anything, I heard the click of high heels on marble behind me. I turned around to face a woman. Everything about her was doll-like, petite and perfect. She was middle-aged, but her alabaster face was curiously free of lines.


“Adam, I am…pleased that…you have come,” she said. Her English was heavily accented, and she pronounced the words as if she were trying to navigate her way across a stretch of slippery stepping stones. “Niccolò is pleased, also, that you have come.”


As we shook hands, she gestured to her husband, the man by the window. He turned and walked toward me. Like his wife, Niccolò Gondolini was immaculately presented, but deeply tanned with oil-black hair swept off his forehead. On his wrist he wore a chunky watch, its face circled by diamonds.


“Please, this way,” he said, gesturing toward a room off the hallway. He frowned, perhaps because he was not comfortable speaking English. I told them that I understood basic Italian and that if they spoke slowly I would be able to follow them. From then on they spoke in their own language.


The three of us entered a white cube of a room. The only furniture was a low-lying, gray sofa and one high-backed chair. The walls were completely free of paintings and bookcases.


“You can sit here,” said Signor Gondolini, pointing toward the sofa. His wife smiled reassuringly at me, but I could tell there was something wrong. Niccolò looked down at the floor.


“I’m afraid we have… something…of a…a…a difficulty,” said Signor Gondolini.


“Yes,” said his wife. “It’s best we get straight to the point: it seems that we cannot offer you a job after all, Mr. Woods.”


“I’m sorry?” I said.


Signora Gondolini turned toward her husband, expecting him to provide an explanation. He wouldn’t meet my eyes.


“What is the problem?” I asked.


The man remained silent.


“It’s like this,” said his wife. “It’s rather—how shall I put it?—embarrassing. Everything was ready for you and Antonio; well, he was really looking forward to you coming here. But then we discovered something. It’s a little…delicate.”


There was another pause as they looked at one another. Niccolò seemed to nod in her direction as if giving his wife permission to carry on.


“It seems our son has done something rather stupid,” she continued. “Late last night we received a call from the husband of our maid. As soon as I picked up the phone, he started shouting and screaming. I told him to calm down, to slow down. He was calling Antonio all these names—filthy, dirty names that I don’t need to repeat to you. But he said that…that Antonio had been seeing his daughter, Isola. That morning she hadn’t gotten out of bed. Her mother went in to see what was wrong. She was crying, you see. At first she refused to tell her what was wrong. But then she blurted it out—she is pregnant. Pregnant with what she said is Antonio’s child.”


Her voice dropped down to a whisper, so I had to lean a little closer to her. She smelt faintly of honeysuckle.


“Adam, she is only fourteen years old and—”


“So you can imagine what we did,” Niccolò interrupted. “We questioned him, asked him whether it was true. Yes, he had been with Isola, they had had… some kind of relations. Finally he said that he would stand by her—a ridiculous idea. The stupid boy! He is just sixteen. His life is ahead of him. A nonsense!”


“There was a real commotion—you can imagine, Adam, can’t you?” said his wife. “But there was no way we could allow him to throw his life away. So this morning we arranged for him to fly to New York to stay with my sister. It’s all still rather messy with Isola’s parents, of course—God only knows, it’s going to be impossible to carry on employing Maria—but we’ll have to sort something out. But I’m afraid that’s really no good for you, is it?”


My new world had just collapsed and anger coursed through me, but I found myself nodding sympathetically. “Of course it can’t be helped,” I said. “I’ll find something else. Like you say, you had to do what was best for Antonio. And I suppose he can improve his English in New York just as well as if he were stuck here with me.”


“I’m pleased that you understand, Adam,” she said. “It’s so kind of you. Niccolò and I were so worried about what to say to you. We felt so responsible.”


Niccolò’s large hand reached inside his jacket and pulled out his wallet. “We will pay you your first month—that’s the least we can do,” he said. “And if there’s anything else you need, just let us know.”


I took the three hundred euros. I knew that wouldn’t get me very far, but I smiled anyway and thanked him.


“What will you do?” asked Signora Gondolini. “Will you go back to London? We could also pay your flight, don’t you think, Niccolò?”


“Sì, sì, of course,” he replied. “Have a little holiday and then just tell us when you are ready. We’ll get the ticket for you.”


But what had Britain to offer? A broken relationship and the prospect of a summer at home with my parents in Hertfordshire. And I had to write my novel. When I had told my father of my ambitions to write, he had just sneered at me. No, I had to stay.


“I think I’ll stick around in Venice a little while,” I said. “I suppose I’ll try and find another job. I’m not in the mood to go back home just yet and—”


Signora Gondolini jumped up from the chair, her perfect black bob swinging around her face as she did so. As she spoke, her tiny hands flapped in the air like a pair of butterflies. “Niccolò—Niccolò—,” she said with delight. “I’ve got it!”


“Cosa?” Her husband looked at her with slight irritation.


“The perfect job—for Adam,” she said, turning toward me. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of it before.” She took a couple of breaths and started again. “You remember the old English gentleman Maria used to do errands for?”


Her husband looked at her blankly.


“You know—the one who never goes out. The writer—what is he called?—Gordon, Gordon… Crace. That’s it. The one who wrote that book years ago and then—nothing.”


I could see that Niccolò still didn’t really understand what his excitable wife was twittering about and that as far as he was concerned, he had fulfilled his side of the bargain. He was a rich man who had eased his conscience by paying me and offering me a flight. Now he just wanted to get rid of me. No doubt my shabbiness was beginning to annoy him in his elegant surroundings.


“Have we ever met him?” he asked.


“No—I told you, he hasn’t been out for years,” she replied. “But Maria had said that he’s getting a little…old…and needs a companion. Someone who will get his shopping, do the odd errand for him, tidy the place up. Is that something you might do, Adam?”


To be honest, anything that would let me stay in Venice would have appealed, and I was intrigued.


“Yes, of course. That sounds great,” I said.


But then her expression changed.


“Is there a problem?” I asked.


“Well, there could be,” she said. “The best way to get hold of him would, of course, be through Maria. But now it’s a little awkward between us. She’s not so friendly to us, as you can imagine, and I doubt she’ll come back.”


“Yes, I see.”


“But I’ll give you his address. Maria wrote it down for me once as a reference, although do you remember if we ever received a reply?”


Niccolò shook his head.


“Maybe you should write to him anyway. I don’t think he has a telephone.”


She walked across the room and into the hallway and came back with a piece of paper and a fountain pen. Ink flowed onto the blank sheet in great big loops. She passed it to me and I read the address. Palazzo Pellico, Calle delle Celle. I must have looked confused because the next thing I knew, Signora Gondolini took out a map.


“Let’s see if we can find it for you,” she said.


Perhaps it was just my imagination, but I was convinced that as her finger moved over the map, it traced the form of a question mark across the city.
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I couldn’t bear to check back into that dive of a hotel, so, on the Gondolinis’ recommendation, I walked to a cheap but clean pensione in Castello. They had a room—nothing special, but at least I didn’t feel as though my skin was creeping off me. After unpacking, I asked for a sheet of writing paper and an envelope and, in the small bar, I wrote a letter asking the reclusive Gordon Crace for a job.


Before leaving the Gondolinis’, the Signora had filled me in on his short-lived but nevertheless quite spectacular literary career. His first and only novel, The Debating Society, published in the sixties, was a sensation. It had been greeted with enormous critical acclaim and translated into all the major languages. His publishers and readers all around the world had waited for another book—he was nothing less than una stella, she said—but he had never produced, or at least never published, another novel. Apparently, with the money from the film rights Crace was rich enough never to need to write again, but for someone of such passion, of such drive, it was strange never to want to see your name in print again. Perhaps he had nothing else to write about, she surmised. Maybe he was burned out. Or could it have something to do with affairs of the heart? Signora Gondolini’s black eyes twinkled as she said this; her husband turned his head and pretended not to hear.


I had already heard enough to be intrigued. In the letter I told him how I had heard about the job and went on to outline my background—my degree in art history at London University (results pending), a basic grounding in Italian, and a need to stay for at least three to six months so I could start writing my novel. I said that although I liked to think I could be good company, noting what Signora Gondolini had told me about Crace, I also added that I appreciated silence and the need for privacy. It wasn’t a masterpiece of a letter by any means, but it was succinct and, I hoped, without pretension. I folded it carefully, eased it into the envelope and sealed it. I wrote the address of the hotel on the back and checked my map. Crace’s palazzo was only a ten or fifteen-minute walk away. I decided that instead of posting it, I’d deliver the letter personally. I gathered my things together and walked out into the night.


Although teeming with tourists during the day, when the sun dipped over the lagoon, Venice transformed itself into another city altogether. As I wandered down unmarked streets, catching fragments of the moon’s reflection in the waters, I felt myself slipping away. I had no thoughts about finding a job, Eliza or the situation back home. No one knew me here and I was free.


I walked through Campo Santa Maria Formosa, where the Virgin, in a shapely guise, was supposed to have appeared to St. Magnus, past the church built in her name, and carried on down one of the calles off the square. I wandered around the tangle of alleyways that all seemed to lead down to the same dark canal, but I still couldn’t find the address. Then, near the Calle degli Orbi, I passed a narrow passageway that didn’t seem to have a name.


At the end of the gloomy alleyway, I came to a slightly wider calle—Calle delle Celle, “the street of the cells”—at the bottom of which stood Crace’s palazzo. The only entrance was a tiny bridge that ran from the street over the water to an imposing doorway that was illuminated by an outside light. Behind the door it looked as though there was a courtyard. Running down the center of the large, three-story, perfectly symmetrical building, like a spine of a long-dead monster, was a series of arched windows, four on each level, the extrados sculpted out of white marble. In one of the rooms on the first floor, candles flickered, illuminating patches of the darkened interior and casting strange shadows onto the ceiling. There was no sound except for the gentle lapping of the water.


I took the envelope out of my bag and walked as quietly as possible across the bridge. The letter box was on the left side of the door, carved into the marble gate in the shape of a dragon’s head. As I pushed the letter into the creature’s mouth, my hand brushing against its worn-down teeth, I stepped into a circle of light. Back over the bridge, I looked up once more to see a shadow crossing the room before melting into the dark.
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The next afternoon I returned from a day of sightseeing to find a letter waiting for me at the pensione. The man at the front desk told me that it had been delivered by messenger just after lunch. I ran up to my room and ripped open the envelope.



Palazzo Pellico


Calle delle Celle


30122 Venezia


Dear Mr. Woods,


Thank you so much for your letter. I cannot tell you how pleased I was to receive it, coming as it did at so opportune a time. My previous employee, whom I had just taken on, left only a few days ago, and I’ve been at a loss as to what to do.


As a result, I wondered whether you might be interested in coming here to discuss the matter further. Of course, at this stage I cannot promise you the job. Certain aspects of my life will need to be discussed, and your suitability for the position will have to be investigated. However, your qualifications do seem, on the surface at least, quite impressive.


If you do wish to take this further, please write to me to arrange a suitable date and time. I do not have a telephone, and I dislike stepping outside my home.


Yours sincerely,


Gordon Crace




I wrote back to Crace suggesting a day and time and, again, hand-delivered the note so as to speed up the process. Crace sent a letter back to the pensione by messenger to say that was acceptable and that he looked forward to our meeting. My future was being mapped out before me.
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I stood outside Crace’s palazzo. It was the morning of my interview and my palms were damp with sweat. I had dressed in the only smart clothes I had—a cream-colored linen suit and a white shirt. Just before I left the hotel I checked myself in the mirror. Sunlight streamed through the window, bleaching out my blond hair, making it so difficult to see my features that I had to draw the blind and examine myself in the room’s half light.


I was a couple of minutes early for my appointment with Crace, but I didn’t feel like strolling around in the heat any longer. I took a deep breath and walked across the bridge. As I pushed the bell on the side of the door, I stared into the unseeing eyes of the marble dragon that guarded the letter box and smiled to myself. It was obvious that Crace had a sense of humor, even if it was a black one. I knew that from reading his book, which I’d finished in the early hours of that morning.


The Debating Society centers on a group of sixth-form boys at a minor English public school who meet each week to discuss a certain pressing issue or topic. After talking about the usual subjects—capital punishment, animal rights, the advantages and disadvantages of socialism, oligarchy versus democracy—the leader of the society, Charles Jennings, puts forward a motion to debate, in secret, the merits of murdering their respectable classics master, Mr. Dudley Reeve. The boys pass the motion, thinking it all a hoot until one day Jennings lures the teacher into a forest and bludgeons him to death. There is no reason given for the murder—the master is neither an abuser nor a sadist; in fact, he is a rather gentle and kind man—and it seems the only motivation lies with the passing of the motion in the debating society. At the end of the book, Jennings is not caught and he, together with the rest of the boys in the debating society, leave school, go to university, and take up respectable professions with the secret buried in their past. On the back of my paperback edition, which I had found in a second-hand bookshop in Dorsoduro, there were a selection of quotes from critics raving about the novel’s sardonic humor, how it cleverly used the framework of the crime to expose the dark heart of British society. There was a lot Crace could teach me.


I pressed the bell again. Crace was in his early seventies and perhaps it took him a while to get down the stairs to the door. But then, just as I released my finger, the door edged open.


In front of me stood a man who seemed much, much older than I had imagined. He was stooped, nearly bent double, and as he slowly raised his head upward to look at me, I saw that the flesh on his neck had lost all definition. His tiny gray-green eyes narrowed as he squinted into the sunlight, and instead of moving forward to greet me, he took one step back into the shade.


“Adam Woods?” he said. His voice was crisp and sharp, distinctly upper class and authoritative.


“Yes. Sorry I’m a little early,” I said.


“Never mind,” he said, slowly lifting his right hand to shake mine. It felt like the lifeless body of a tiny bird.


“Come on in. This way,” he said, leading the way into a portico-lined courtyard.


The walls of the yard were crawling with vines, snaking up the columns and the staircase that led to the entrance on the first floor. Dotted around the outside space were a number of large pots containing overgrown bay trees or pink hydrangeas. In the center of the courtyard there was what looked like the top of a Corinthian column, its capital decorated with acanthus leaves, on which stood the figure of a naked cherub, darkened by green-black moss.


“As you can see, I’ve let things get a little out of hand,” said Crace. “That’s one of the reasons I’m obliged to employ someone such as yourself, Mr. Woods. Now, let’s go upstairs and have a drink.”


As he slowly climbed the stone steps, his right hand grasped the metal banister for support, a tendril of a vine caressing his fingers. I noticed that his yellowing skin, discolored and speckled with liver spots, looked like thinning, ancient parchment. The linen suit that hung from his emaciated frame, once cream, now sallow and jaundiced, seemed like the loose, decaying flesh of a dead man.


At the top of the stairs, he stepped directly into the portego, a grand central hall that ran the length of the building. The mullioned windows at each end of the vast space were so dirty that they not only obscured the light, but forced me to question whether I had really seen a form walk across the room when I had delivered my letter the other night. The etchings and prints that lined the walls were thick with cobwebs; the elaborate stucco work and the decorative touches of the ceiling and cornices had long lost any touch of splendor, and the cloudy white marble floor was covered with balls of dust and fluff. Behind me I noticed that there was another staircase, an internal one, that led to a door secured by a padlock.


“Oh, I never go up there,” he said, meeting my gaze. “I haven’t in years. It’s completely empty. I never bother with the floor below either, as it’s damp and always flooding out. Follow me.”


He led me down the central hall, with its wonderful display of drawings, etchings and prints, and through some double doors into the drawing room. Its walls were covered with a rich red fabric across which were displayed an array of Renaissance paintings in elaborate gilt frames. The windows on the street side of the palazzo were shrouded in heavy red velvet curtains, and the only light came from the two lamps that stood on either side of the marble fireplace, over which was a large antique mirror. An enormous chandelier hung from the ceiling, its shards of glass occasionally ringing above us.


Crace shuffled across a large Persian rug and eased himself down into one of the two red velvet chairs by the fireplace and gestured for me to sit in the other.


“Oh what a silly fool,” he said, just as he was settling down into the chair. “I’ve forgotten to get you a drink.”


“Don’t worry,” I said. “Please, let me.”


“That’s really very kind of you, Mr. Woods. What would you like? Gin? Whiskey? Dry sherry?”


Although it was only eleven in the morning, coffee, water or other nonalcoholic drinks did not seem to be on the menu.


“A sherry would be lovely, but I’ll get it,” I said. “And you?”


“Yes, I’ll join you. You can find everything in that cabinet over there.” He raised a bony finger and pointed toward a side of the room that was in shadow. “Most kind of you, most kind.”


I spotted another lamp positioned near the drinks cabinet, but as I was about to switch it on, Crace barked, “No—no more light. I think we have enough.”


I withdrew my hand from the switch and bent down to get the drinks. Crace had already set aside two glasses, both of which were exquisite—one a cristallo funnel-shaped glass with a baluster stem, the other a goblet with a fine vetro a retorti filigree decoration—yet sticky to the touch, covered with dust and coated with smudges, perhaps even hair. I poured the clear, sweet-smelling liquid into the two glasses, handed one to Crace, placed the other on a little side table by my chair, and sat down.


“Now, Mr. Woods, I know something about you from your letter, but can you tell me a little more about yourself?”


Rather like a reptile, Crace fixed me with his eyes. They were small and seemed to flit about the room while at the same time never leaving mine. I cleared my throat.


“Yes, of course,” I said. “I’ve been in Venice now for just over a week, and as I’d said, I’m here to try and write.”


Crace nodded but remained silent.


“I’ve just finished an art history degree at London University, and before I get distracted, I think it would be a good idea to try, to give it a go, at least.”


“Have you written anything before?”


“Nothing you would call proper writing—a couple of fragments of short stories. Nothing that I could show anybody, if that’s what you mean.”


“Have you always wanted to be a writer?”


“Well, yes, for as long as I can remember,” I said. “But I haven’t really had very much encouragement from my family. My father is a banker—I grew up in Hertfordshire—and he wanted me to do something useful. I think he thought art history a decadent choice for a degree. But I want to prove to him, and to myself, that I can actually write. I want to set the novel in Venice, which is why it’s so important for me to stay here.”


“Yes, I see,” Crace replied.


Another pause.


“And which is why I think this job, working with you, would be perfect for me,” I continued. “I can help you around the house, do your shopping, a bit of cooking, some cleaning. I can sort out your post and settle bills and such like. It looks as though your courtyard might need a bit of a clear out, and I could do that, if you like. Really, anything to make your life more comfortable, to give you more time to write.”


He grimaced as if steeling himself against some kind of inner pain.


“I don’t write, Mr. Woods, in fact, I wish I had never done so,” he said. “If you were to take on this position, it is something I would expect you never to refer to. And I mean that most sincerely. It is a part of my life I wish I had never lived. Of course, you would be able to talk about your writing—to deny that would be cruel—but I really could not abide you discussing mine—with me or anyone else. Do you understand, Mr. Woods?”


I didn’t understand at all, but nevertheless I said that I did.


“There is also one other thing you should know about me,” he continued. “I never set foot outside this palazzo and I never expect to do so. You may think it odd—people have called me worse things, I imagine—but although I have lived in Venice for thirty or so years now, I have never desired to see it.”


“You mean you’ve never been outside?”


“There really is no need, no need at all. As we all know, it is the easiest city to visit without ever going there. Anyway, the Venice in here,” he said, tapping his head, “is so much richer and stranger than anything I could ever experience out there. The so-called real world is vastly overestimated, don’t you think?”


I answered with another question. “How have you managed, I mean, in the past?”


“Previously, when I was in much better health, I relied on local women to do my shopping and various errands,” he said. “The last one, Maria, she was all very well, but somewhat prone to nervous hysteria. Made me feel on edge—no good, no good for my constitution at all. And the girl I used to organize sending those letters to you is not particularly reliable. Now I realize that in order to carry on, I need to employ someone such as you. As I had said in my letter, the boy I recently employed did not work out, and that’s why you are here today.”


I nodded and waited. Crace took a sip of sherry and seemed to compose himself.


“Mr. Woods, I am an intensely private person. What I’m sure you have already gathered is that whatever you witness within these walls is for you and for you alone. It’s not as if I have anything to hide, but you must guarantee total confidentiality. If I found out that you had so much as whispered something as trivial as, I don’t know, what I had for breakfast or how much milk I like in my morning coffee, you would have to go. And go straightaway. I really could not abide that.” He paused. “Do you have any questions, Mr. Woods?”


“Could I just ask about the conditions? Hours and—”


“Of course. Sorry not to have brought that up sooner,” he said. “Your duties would include making my breakfast, doing the shopping, and buying food and wine; I have a few good bottles set aside, but I like to keep them for special occasions. You would also be responsible for making a light lunch and supper—don’t worry; I don’t eat very much, so that shouldn’t be too difficult—and any other little jobs that might crop up. You would have your own room, which I’ll show you, and as much free time, as is reasonable, for you to pursue whatever you want. But only here—only within this palazzo. This is important. I cannot abide being left alone. Of course, you need to be able to get the shopping, but if it’s done every day, then that shouldn’t take you long. And in any case, I should imagine you want to get on with your book.”


“Yes, that’s right.”


“Of course, many young men would reject such a notion straightaway. I’m sure you’re about to tell me you couldn’t live under such a draconian system. Don’t worry—it won’t offend me. In fact, I would totally understand if—”


“No.”


“Sorry?”


“I mean, that would not bother me in the least. I’m sure it would help me focus my mind, get on with the book. So that’s not a problem.”


“Really?”


“Yes, a little self-discipline is exactly what I need.”


“Oh, good. And as for money—one always has to talk of it even though it’s terribly vulgar—I could pay you something like…let’s see…how does five hundred euros a month sound? That would be just for you, of course. You would stay here free, and I would provide your food and such like. Is that sum what you would have expected?”


To be honest, it was much more than I had thought would be offered, and I said that it would be a very generous amount indeed.


“And if you were to take up the position, when could you conceivably start?”


“More or less straightaway,” I replied. I thought of my hotel bill stacking up. “In fact, probably the sooner the better.”


Crace smiled for an instant, his thin lips stretching back to reveal a row of surprisingly white teeth.


“Would you like to see the room in which you might sleep?”


Crace pushed himself out of the chair, took a few moments to steady himself and then walked not toward the double doors that opened out into the portego, but another door that led into a dark corridor.


“There’s the kitchen,” he said, pointing to the room opposite. I noticed that dishes were piled high in the sink and a rotten smell lingered in the air. “Nothing special, but adequate, I’m sure.” At the end of the corridor, he stopped. “And this would be your room, here.”


He opened the door into a sparse, simply furnished room with a white-painted wooden floor, a single iron-frame bed, a built-in wardrobe and a desk by a shuttered window that looked out over the canal. The starkness suited me perfectly, and in contrast to the rest of the palazzo, this room looked relatively clean, as if its last occupier had made an effort to wipe out all evidence of his own existence. I wondered about the boy who had slept here before me and why he had been forced to leave.


“That’s fine. It’s all I need, or would need,” I said, remembering that I still had not been offered the job.


Crace must have sensed my eagerness because as he led me out of the room and back down the corridor toward the portego, he stopped and turned to me.


“So, Mr. Woods, if you are happy with the situation, I don’t see why you can’t start immediately.”


“You mean you’re offering me the job?” I felt infused by happiness.


“Yes, if you would like it,” he said.


“Thank you. That’s wonderful,” I said. “I’m sure I won’t let you down.”


As we walked down the portego, I noticed that off the other side of the central hall there was another corridor that presumably led to his quarters. Intuiting my interest, he nodded in that direction and told me that yes, his bedroom and study were located off that corridor.


“As well as the bathroom—a shared bathroom,” he added. “I hope that’s all right with you?”


“Yes, yes, that’s completely fine,” I said.


“I would show you the rest of the palazzo now, but—”


“No, don’t worry; that’s fine. There’s no rush,” I said.


Passing one of the many etchings, prints and drawings that lined the walls of the portego, I said the first thing that came into my head. “I hope you don’t mind me saying, but you’ve got a wonderful art collection, Mr. Crace.”


He smiled, obviously pleased that I had congratulated him on his fine aesthetic taste.


“Oh, do you think so? I’ve had these works for years. A mix of originals and copies, but I’m rather fond of them, yes.”


We stopped by a pair of elaborately decorated but dusty cassoni, each chest located on either side of the double doors that led into the drawing room. On the wall facing me, in a simple ebony frame, there was what looked like the frontispiece of an old book. Printed on thick ochered paper, the woodcut showed an elderly man named “Il Griti” wearing flowing robes and a curiously shaped hat sitting on an impressive throne, holding out his left hand to receive a book from a younger man who was kneeling before him. Above the younger man, who was bearded and named as Il Lodovici, there was a symbol of a sun, inside of which was the face of a woman, her rays shining directly down on him.


“Yes, quite a sweet piece,” said Crace, noting my interest. “From Triomphi di Carlo by Francesco de’ Lodovici. It shows the writer presenting a copy of his book, his romance on Charlemagne, to his patron, the Doge Andrea Gritti. It’s thought that as the portrait of Il Griti is definitely that of the Doge, then the bearded chap must be Lodovici and the lady in the sun there, giving him inspiration—ugly little thing that she is—must be Lodovici’s muse. Not sure where I picked that up from, but quite charming in its own way.”


Next to this was a small sketch of a boy with curly hair wearing a loose tunic, raising his hands in alarm, his eyes stretched wide with terror. The drawing of black chalk on quite discolored paper was very fine indeed and looked like a fragment of a cartoon done in preparation for a larger work.


“Do you know what this is a study for?” I asked.


“Yes, as a matter of fact, I do,” he said. “It’s one that Battista Franco did for The Martyrdom of St. Lawrence. Do you know it?”


“No, I don’t, I’m afraid.”


“Oh, it’s wonderful, wonderful. Look here,” he said, directing me to the opposite wall. “I’ve got a rather fuller version of it done by Cornelis Cort.”


He pointed out an engraving that documented the whole terrible scene of St. Lawrence being roasted alive on a gridiron, a torturer skewering his skin with a pitched fork, another assailant stoking the fire beneath him, the martyr raising his hand toward two angels in the heavens, the sky full of fire and smoke.


“As you can see, inscribed on the gridiron, ‘Titian, the imperial knight, invented this,’” he said, pointing toward the writing beneath the martyr’s body. “And, of course, one would really like to own one of his two paintings of the scene. But as one is in the church of the Gesuiti here in Venice and the other in the Escorial, it’s impossible.”


I knew from my first impressions that Crace’s collection was a fine one, but until that moment I had not quite realized its importance. He owned some serious—and very valuable—works of art. As I looked around the portego, its walls covered by prints and engravings, remembered the paintings that I had seen earlier in the drawing room, and imagined the undoubtedly exquisite pieces that hung in the rooms I had not yet entered, I tried to estimate how much it all must be worth.


“Yes, a really wonderful collection,” I said, gazing around me.


“Oh, nothing more than the vain collection of a silly old fool,” said Crace, waving his hand in the air in a dismissive gesture.


We carried on walking down the hall toward the stairs, where I stopped and turned to him.


“Do you have a record of your artwork? I mean, an inventory?”


“No, I don’t think I do. Why?”


“I just wondered if you would let me—after I’ve done all the cleaning and tidying and what needs to be done—make a record of everything you’ve got. It’s just that your collection is really one of the best in private hands I’ve ever seen. Of course, I’m no expert, but I think it might be useful for you, perhaps for insurance purposes.”


“Would you not find that a terrible bore?”


“No, not at all. Rather the opposite. It would give me a great deal of pleasure.”


“Very well, if you like.”


“Thank you.”


He accompanied me back down the stairs and into the shady courtyard.


“So, see you tomorrow then,” he said, lifting up his hand.


“Yes, and thank you again,” I said. “Is there anything you want me to bring? Anything you need?”


“Maybe just a few groceries—bread, milk, some fruit—and,” he said, looking around him, “what about a pair of secateurs? I’m convinced these dreadful vines are about to choke me to death.”
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I woke early, impatient to start my new life. I didn’t have to think about the past. Everything was going to be different now. I packed my things into my rucksack, paid my hotel bill, and enjoyed an espresso and a croissant in a little café by a side canal. I did some shopping for Crace and arrived at his palazzo a little after ten. When he opened the door, I noticed that he had an amused glint in his rheumy eyes and that his thin skin stretched across his sharp cheekbones as he laughed. It took him a few moments before he could speak.


“Sorry, Mr. Woods,” he said. “I’ve just read the funniest thing. Come in, come in.”


We traced the same route as the day before, past the mass of vines, up the staircase, down the portego and into what he called the red room. He continued to laugh to himself.


“Something has obviously amused you,” I said.


“Oh yes, it has…indeed, indeed,” he said, sitting in his chair.


He took a series of deep breaths and composed himself. A couple of books lay on the table beside him. I squinted to see the titles of the two musty-looking volumes covered in red leather with gold writing embossed on their spines.


“As you can see,” he said, picking up one of the books, “I’ve been reading Thomas Coryat.”


I looked blankly at him.


“Coryat? You know, he wrote this most splendid book, Coryat’s Crudities,” he said. “He was born in Somerset, came to Venice in the early seventeenth century and was by all accounts a bit of a buffoon. Said to have brought the fork to England. Anyway, in this book, he talks about the wonderfully gory goings on in the Sala del Tormento, the torture room in the Ducal Palace.”


“Oh, I see,” I said, wanting to hear more.


“It’s really good stuff. Just listen to this.” He brought the book farther down onto his lap, was about to read and then said, “Let me first tell you the context. A prisoner was brought to the torture chamber where he must have seen this terribly basic equipment, simply a rope and a pulley that were fastened to the ceiling. But then his arms were pushed behind his back and bound, and he was hauled up on the rope until he was left dangling from the ceiling where he—listen—‘sustaineth so great torments that his joints are for the time loosed and pulled asunder.’ That’s what I love about Venice: it may look like a beauty, but its appetite for violence is insatiable, don’t you agree?”


Crace didn’t give me time to speak.


“Of course it used to be,” he continued. “I mean, the murders in the old days were just spectacular. All that blood and gore. And what do you reckon we have now? The best it can do, it seems, is the odd stabbing—two men fighting over a woman usually. Yes, that old cliché, I’m afraid. Or, if really pushed, a wife beater a bit hot under the collar who one day hits his missus a trifle too hard. Where’s the entertainment value in that?”


I laughed at Crace’s impassioned little speech. So this was how he was going to welcome me into his house.


“Actually, talking about Coryat, have you heard the theory of how the rise of the knife and fork resulted in the reduction of the murder rate?” he said.


I shook my head, baffled.


“Oh, it’s quite interesting, if a little simplistic,” Crace continued. “In 1939 a Swiss sociologist published a book that took this as its central argument: that the gradual introduction of ‘courtly’ manners—actions such as wiping one’s nose with a handkerchief and using a knife and fork instead of the fingers—was responsible for the change in society between the medieval and the modern.”


He enunciated each word with the utmost clarity, and I could tell that he was enjoying his lecturing me.


“Just after it was published, Germany invaded Poland and these ideas were forgotten. It wasn’t until the late seventies, I think, that the book was republished in America, and recently crime statisticians have started to take this idea a little more seriously. It’s true that in the seventeenth century murder rates dropped, but the question is why? Standard theories about why people commit crime, such as the growth of cities, the gap between rich and poor, did not apply in the seventeenth century. The growth of cities and the rise of industrialization came much later, after the drop in the murder rates.”


I tried to follow his argument.


“Could the drop in murders therefore be traced to a psychological transformation, a view of ourselves as somehow more refined, more civilized? And if this is true, then I blame Coryat himself for the lack of juicy murders today. If history could be repeated, I’d have him stabbed to death with his own fucking fork.”


Crace looked at me with an intense, serious stare. Was this some kind of test? For a couple of seconds I didn’t know what to say. Then I took a gamble.


“I think there’s only one answer,” I said, meeting his gaze with an equally earnest demeanor. “We should ban cutlery—it’s the only way.”


Crace doubled up with laughter, the loose skin of his neck swinging from side to side. I laughed along with him—it was the right answer—but as I did so I suddenly felt the need to go to the bathroom. I tried to think of other things to take my mind off it and looked at some of the wonderful paintings on the walls of the drawing room, but it was no good. I cleared my throat.


“Excuse me, Mr. Crace, I’m sorry, but could I use your loo?”


“Oh, of course. How silly and thoughtless of me,” he said, shaking his head. “I haven’t even shown you around properly. Disgraceful. Come on, come.”


He led the way out of the drawing room into the portego and turned right down another narrow corridor, opposite the one that led past the kitchen and down toward my room.


“This door here,” he said, pointing to a door on his left, “leads into my bedroom and study, and this door is the one for the bathroom. When you’re finished, come and find me in my room.”


I pushed open the door and stepped into the large white room, which smelt strongly of the sewers. The floor was covered in hair and what looked like slivers of shredded toilet paper, some of which appeared to be blood-stained. I walked past the bath, which was deeply ringed with grime and ocher-yellow with age, to the toilet, which had its lid down. Tentatively, using my forefinger I lifted up the lid and seat. The bowl was coated in black-brown smears. This would have to be my first job, I told myself, quickly flushing the loo without looking down again. I moved over to the sink to wash my hands, but the soap, once creamy white, looked so encrusted with dirt that I opted to just rinse my fingers instead, bypassing altogether the musty towel that hung from the nearby rail.


As I came out, feeling slightly soiled, I made a plan in my head detailing everything that needed to be done and in what order. People at university, Eliza even, had always thought it odd that I was interested in keeping things neat and tidy. Obsessive, they had said. But they should have thanked me. I could never understand how people could exist surrounded by mess. If you lived somewhere, it was your duty to keep it clean.


I was sure Crace would be grateful for the help I could give him. After all, it couldn’t have been much fun for him living like this. The bathroom—cleaning the toilet, bath and basin—would have to be tackled first of all, followed by the kitchen. Then I would dust everywhere, get rid of all the cobwebs that had accumulated around Crace’s paintings and drawings, sweep the floors, polish the furniture and cut back the vines in the courtyard. How long would it take me to get the palazzo into some kind of shape? And then what about the upper floor that Crace had said was no longer used? Did he expect me to clean that as well? I dreaded to think what kind of condition that was in.


I knocked on Crace’s bedroom door and heard his voice telling me to come in. I entered the large room, which had windows overlooking the canal. Clothes—jackets, trousers, socks, under-pants and vests—were strewn all across the floor. Crace was nowhere to be seen. I walked across the terrazzo in the central part of the room, and then onto wine-dark parquet that had been laid in each of a series of alcoves that ranged around the edge. In one of the alcoves, situated between elaborately decorated buttermilk-colored columns, was a bed complete with a carved ivory head-board boasting a tempera painting of the Virgin and Child flanked by a couple of saints. Above this, Crace had hung another beautiful Madonna; I couldn’t discern the artist but it was of exquisite quality. The walls of the alcove were lined with a rich fabric covered by a pattern of broken columns and capitals. The bed itself was surrounded by thick burgundy curtains. As I brushed past it, a cloud of dust spores mushroomed by my knees.


“There you are,” he said from behind me.


I turned to see Crace walking out of a room I presumed must be his study.


“I thought I might get started—on the cleaning front,” I said.


“Yes, yes, good idea. I hope you don’t find me too feral. I have let things slip rather, I’m afraid.”


“Where do you want me to start? I thought maybe the bathroom and the kitchen first, followed by the rest.”


“Are you sure? I was rather looking forward to a drink.”


“Well, it won’t take me long,” I said.


“If you’re certain. It’s not really the nicest way to welcome a guest into my home, though, is it?”


“The sooner it’s done, the nicer it will be for all of us,” I said quite firmly.


“If you insist.”


We walked out of the bedroom, down the corridor and out into the portego.


“I’ll give those windows a wash as well, to let some light in,” I said, gesturing toward the end of the grand hall that overlooked the canal. “And then at some point, after I’ve done down here, you can tell me what to do about upstairs.”


“Oh, no, there’s no need to bother with that,” he said. “I haven’t been up there in years. I think it’s probably so dirty up there that it’s started to clean itself.”


Smiling, he accompanied me through the double doors that led directly into the kitchen and showed me the cupboard under the sink where he thought I could find cleaning materials. I bent down and took out an old green bucket full of dried cloths and dirt-smeared bottles of bleach, scouring fluids and detergent, all of which were empty.


“That’s decided the matter for us, hasn’t it?” said Crace, his eyes twinkling.


“How do you mean?”


“Well, you’ve got nothing to clean with, and I can’t possibly let you go out and leave me. After all, you’ve only just arrived. It would be terribly bad manners.”


“But it will only take—”


“No arguments. We’ll have a drink and then we can talk about it. Now, what will you have?”


After a couple of drinks—dark, sickly sweet sherry, this time in glasses I had quickly washed out—I finally managed to extract myself from Crace and go in search of a shop. He insisted that I should be gone for no longer than fifteen minutes. I knew he didn’t like to be left by himself, but I didn’t think he was that serious. When I arrived back at the palazzo with two plastic bags full of bleach bottles, detergent, lime scale remover, wax polish, rubber gloves, a new toilet brush and a couple of packets of scourers and cloths, he was standing at the top of the stairs in the courtyard with a pained expression on his face, looking at his watch.


“Another minute and I’m afraid it would have been all over,” he said quietly.


“Sorry?” I said, breezing up the stairs toward him.


“Oh, never mind,” he sighed. “Never mind.”
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After making sure Crace was settled in the drawing room, reading and with a glass full of sherry within easy reach, I set to work. In the bathroom, I raised the blinds, sending clouds of dust into the room, and then let some fresh air into the space. I put on my rubber gloves and attacked the toilet first, blasting it with half a bottle of bleach, which I let stand while I cleaned the sink. I took down the shower curtain, which was so badly mildewed that I would need to buy another, and scrubbed the bath, but while I managed to clean away a good deal of dirt, it was impossible to erase the oval of grime that ringed around its upper edge, a visual echo of its top lip. Using the shower attachment, I rinsed away the dirty water, extracted a handful of gray and yellow hairs from the plug hole and wiped the surface once more. I swept the floor, cleaning up the hair balls and strips of toilet paper, and emptied a waste bin full of even more loo paper, old plasters and worms of dental floss. I cleaned the mirror on the front of the small medicine cabinet above the sink, sorted out the shelves inside (which seemed to contain a great many plasters as well as some sleeping pills) and wiped all around it. Before opening the toilet, I flushed it a couple of times and then started to scrub, using even more bleach to try and shift the buildup.


Disposing of the rubber gloves I had used to clean the bathroom, I put on another pair and started on the kitchen. I slowly dismantled the tower of dirty dishes in the sink, careful not to break anything. After running out of space on the work surface, I placed the rest of the plates, pots and bowls on sheets of old newspaper on the floor. Bits of food—old pieces of half-chewed meat, disintegrating vegetables, a few splintered bones and a mass of flaccid green fibers—coagulated at the bottom of the sink, giving off a rank, rotten smell. I fingered my way around the rim of the plug and gathered it all up, shaping it into a ball in my hand and disposing of it in a black bin liner, and then started to wash the dishes.


How long had Crace been living like this, I wondered. From the evidence all around me—the dirt, the neglect, the mess—it seemed like he had lost the ability to cope some months ago. But most probably he was the type to resist employing someone, out of pride more than anything, for as long as reasonably possible. He had obviously reached a point where he realized he could no longer carry on living like he was. But what of his former employee, the boy who had lived in my room before me? From the state of things—he couldn’t have spent much time here at all. That, or he had only bothered to clean his room and nowhere else in the palazzo.


By late afternoon I had managed to clean the bathroom and the kitchen and had started to dust the cobwebs from the drawings in the grand hall. One of the etchings depicted an angel blowing a trumpet, holding a wreath and standing on a sphere, flanked by two figures beneath, one a male satyr, the other a woman surrounded by scientific and military instruments. As I leaned closer to the etching, I felt someone watching me. I looked up. Crace was standing outside the double doors of the drawing room, looking down the portego at me, smiling.


“Io son colei che ognuno al mondo brama, perché per me dopo la morte vive,” he said in perfect Italian. “‘I am she whom everyone in the world longs for, because through me they live after death.’ The inscription underneath.”


I squinted as I tried to make out the Italian verse at the bottom of the etching.


“An Allegory of Fame,” said Crace, walking toward me, repeating the first two lines and then continuing, “and if vice or virtue operates so as to obtain plunder or honorable empire, I am infamy for the former and for the latter fame. Vice has only blame from me while virtue has glory, palms and crown.”


“I didn’t realize you had such good Italian,” I said.


“Oh, just a little. It’s rather beautiful, though, this etching, isn’t it?”


“Yes, it is. Who is it by?” I asked, trying to see if it was signed.


“Battista del Moro, thought to be done around 1560. But I think it’s interesting that despite the rather moralizing verse underneath it, the figure of fame is looking not toward the personification of all that is good, but toward the satyr, the symbol of evil. And, if I’m not mistaken, I think she’s rather enamored of him, wouldn’t you say?”


I had to admit that yes, in the etching, she did seem more attracted to vice than to virtue.
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At the end of that first day I fell into my bed, exhausted. As I lay there listening to the gentle ebbing of the water, with the moonlight shining through the slats in the shutters, I felt that I was in some kind of dream, a character in a surreal vision. I’d never met anyone like Crace before, and I could tell it would take me a while to get used to his strangeness. Over a simple supper of spaghetti with tomatoes, basil and Parmigiano, which we had at the table in the kitchen, I asked him why he had decided to come to Venice and how he had chosen this palazzo. Although he told me not to be offended, and from his manner he was far from rude, he refused to answer, saying that those kind of details were extraneous to my needs. The fact that he existed in the here and now, he said, should be enough for me.


I learned that it was better to wait for him to introduce a subject into the conversation. He adored talking about his art, and I enjoyed listening to him—and that night he told me about how he had amassed a great deal of his collection, buying pieces twenty or thirty years ago for next to nothing. The names he recited were certainly impressive. In addition to the works he had already described to me, he owned drawings and etchings by Palma Giovane, Domenico Brusasorci, Benedetto Caliari, and Domenico Tintoretto; and paintings by Paolo Veronese, Paris Bordon, Moretto da Brescia and Lorenzo Lotto, as well as a good deal of quite exquisite glassware by some of Venice’s finest craftsmen.


Over coffee he asked me about my art history degree, and I sketched out the arc of the course and its structure, chronology and theoretical stance. I tried to impress him by showing off my knowledge of Vasari, but he dismissed the writer of Lives of the Artists with a wave of his hand and a comment about how he had introduced biographical vulgarity into art history. He agreed, he said, with Cellini, who thought Vasari nothing better than a coward and a liar. By the way, had I read Cellini’s autobiography? I replied that I had not. It was great fun, he said, his eyes gleaming. He summarized it for me before outlining Cellini’s seemingly insatiable appetite for violence and how he had committed a series of murders in cold blood, events that he related in the book with unadulterated glee. He described an incident in which Cellini had tried to knife a man in the face, but after his victim suddenly turned around, he stabbed him under the ear instead. Crace thought this story hilarious, and as he laughed, his little reptilian eyes disappeared into the folds of flesh in his face.


“Cellini said that artists, unique in their profession, should stand above the law,” Crace said, finally catching his breath and studying me closely. “Free of responsibility and able to disregard the rules. Do you think the same thing, Mr. Woods? Please say that you do.”


Although I wasn’t quite sure what to say, I thought it best to agree with him. As I nodded my assent, he looked at me with what can only be described as an expression of affection.


“I can see that we’re going to get on splendidly,” he said.
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It took me a week to clean the palazzo, and during that time I frequently felt as though, no matter how much effort I put into it, the apartments refused to relinquish their patina of dirt. It was like some kind of protective shell, a barrier that resisted any attempt to penetrate or invade it.


The ingrained dirt on the mullioned windows at the two ends of the portego seemed particularly stubborn, almost acting as a shield to distance Crace from the outside world. Using a rickety set of stepladders I had found in a cupboard in the kitchen I climbed to the top of the windows, took hold of my cloth and cleaning spray and started to attack the grime. Although my cloth got darker and darker, nothing seemed to be coming off the surface of the glass. But finally a small coin-shaped pocket of light shone through the window, growing and growing until the glass had cleared and I could see outside.


One side of the palazzo looked onto a street, separated only by a narrow stretch of water and a bridge, the other onto a much wider canal. A boat laden with oranges, grapefruits, limes and lemons glided by. A gondola, steered by a proud, haughty-looking man and seating a kissing couple, lolling about in the back with honeymoon happiness, slowly made its way past me before it disappeared around a corner. Across the other side of the water, an elegant dark-haired woman stood on her balcony smoking a cigarette. Everywhere I looked people were getting on with their lives, having an existence, while Crace immured himself in his palazzo, a self-imposed prisoner. But at least after I had cleaned the windows, Crace could see out of his gaol.


The vines in the courtyard, which were planted in a small patch of ground near the gate, had a life of their own, their tendrils weaving up and around the staircase in a determined attempt to invade the interior. It was almost as if they wanted to asphyxiate the palazzo, squeezing the life out of everything inside. As I cut through the woody stems that grew up and around the columns and the metal latticework, the whole organism seemed to shift and move in a stubborn effort to survive. The only way to defeat it, I found, was to cut it into as many small pieces as possible and then deposit them into black refuse bags, but even then the tendrils tried to snake and slip away.


Similarly the moss growing on the Corinthian column and the naked cherub in the center of the courtyard was stubborn and hard to shift. After I had tried, and failed, to remove it using a cloth, I had to resort to using an old chisel, which I had found under the sink, but the job was still laborious and time consuming.


I spent those first few days in a permanent sweat, stripping down to my vest and shorts as I tried to make the place look decent again. As I cleaned the interior, I disturbed ancient dust, flakes of skin and strands of hair, which I imagined belonged to those who were long dead. The dirt had a smooth, almost powdery texture to it, pulverized and softened by the process of time. I moved piles of books, cleaned Crace’s soiled clothes, carried pieces of furniture, swept, dusted, scrubbed and exterminated. Spiders had made their homes behind exquisite artwork, the frames being used as miniature proscenium arches on which to drape their webs, their own spectacular sets. In the kitchen, by the rubbish bin, I discovered a colony of ants that regularly feasted on the packet of sugar that Crace often left on the work surface. And in his bedroom, living between the dark, damp folds of his bed curtain, a few small toadstools had started to grow. Cockroaches lived in the bathroom, and wood lice often crawled out from under the Persian rug in the drawing room.


As I neared the end of the heavy-duty cleaning, I realized that not only had I not touched Crace’s study but I had not even seen it. By this point I had learned enough about him to realize he had a highly developed, if not obsessional, sense of privacy, and I thought it only best to seek his permission to enter the room. I put down my cleaning materials and, still wearing my vest that was now stained and mottled, walked down the portego and through the double doors into the drawing room, where Crace sat reading.


“Mr. Crace, I wondered whether I might be able to ask you something.”


“Yes?”


“I’ve nearly finished the cleaning now, but I realized I haven’t done your study. Do you want me to?”


He looked thoughtful for a moment and then resigned, defeated. “I suppose you’d better. It is rather a state. There is a good deal of correspondence on the desk, which does need sorting out at some point.”


He sighed, put his book down on the table, slowly stood up and shuffled toward me. As he passed, his bony hand brushed against my skin.


“Come with me,” he said.


I followed him out of the drawing room, down the portego into his bedroom and through the door at the end of that room, which led into his dark, windowless study.


“Is there a light in here?” I asked.


“Yes, just over there,” said Crace, pointing toward the outline of a desk by the far wall.


As I switched on the light, I saw that the desk was piled high with letters, some of which had fallen down onto the Persian rug below. Underneath the mass of correspondence was a mug covered in mold, a rotten apple core, a few screwed-up yellowed tissues and an ink pen. On a low wooden stand near the desk was an earthenware ink pot in the shape of a terrapin; underneath the layer of dust I could see that it boasted a fine yellow, green and beige sgraffito decoration. In addition to the bookshelves that lined the room, there was an open display case, a sort of cabinet of curiosities, full of objets, including a slipware flask in the form of a scallop shell; a blue and yellow bowl that showed a young shepherd boy on a mountainside being abducted by an eagle; a number of exquisite vases; a few miniatures, some surrounded by frames of silver or black velvet; a white marble relief featuring a young boy placing his left hand into a bowl of fire, which I think was a representation of Mucius Scaevola; an ornate pair of brass candlesticks and a triangular box with winged figures at each of its ends, which I took to be a perfume burner. Everything in the cabinet was covered in a thick layer of dust.


On the walls, papered in a blood-red fabric, there were a few old architectural plans of Palladian villas, their frames hanging at odd, tangential angles, and in every corner of the room stood towers of books, so unstable they looked like they might collapse at any moment. By the door there was a chest, similar to the ones in the portego, on which stood a bronze statue of a kneeling satyr holding a shell and, near it, a highly decorated, beautifully fluted marble urn.


“I don’t know where you’ll begin,” he said, gesturing with despair. “But I suppose you’ll have to start somewhere.”


“Don’t worry, I’ll soon have it sorted for you.”


“But as I said, ignore the correspondence until I’ve decided the best way to approach it,” said Crace, drifting out of the room. “It’s gotten so out of hand, I’m not sure what to do about it. I’m going to do some reading on the bed. Just shout if you need me.”


Leaving the letters to one side, I got to work straightaway, consigning the mug, apple core and tissues straight to the bin. I dusted each of the objects in the cabinet, taking care over each one, cleaned the Persian rug, swept the marble floor, tidied up the books and straightened the frames hanging on the walls. As I worked, I wondered how and when Crace had managed to do all his collecting; I presumed it must have been before he had confined himself; that or he had authorized a dealer to search for things on his behalf.


As I started to clean the chest by the door I noticed that its wood was fissured, dry and scarred. I fetched a tub of wax polish from the kitchen and carefully started to apply the sticky dark substance to the chest, massaging the mixture, which was the color of burnt sienna, deep into the wood. The polish stained the ends of my fingers a gangrenous black-brown, and for a moment it was as though my hands were those of a dead man.


I picked up the figure of the satyr, with its horns, pointed ears, beard, hairy legs and cloven hoofs, and examined it closely. The shell, which the creature held in its right hand, would, I guessed, most likely have functioned as an ink well, and although it was grotesque, there was something quite intriguing about it. I placed it back on the chest and reached for the urn, which I thought was most probably funereal, when I heard Crace’s voice.


“Don’t touch that. Leave it.”


“Sorry…so sorry,” I said, moving away, but not quite sure what I was supposed to have done.


Crace shuffled toward me, his head shaking with fury.


“Oh, I suppose it was my fault. I should have told you,” he said, trying to compose himself.


“Excuse me?”


“Oh, very well. I’d better tell you. There’s a gun—there—loaded—in that urn.”


“What?”


“It’s just for my own protection. Tiny little thing, so small you’d think it wouldn’t kill a fly. Never used it, of course.”


“I see.”


“So, I’m telling you just so you know it’s there.”


“Don’t you think it might be better if you kept it somewhere else, somewhere a little more secure?”


“What? Like a safe, you mean? I’m not going to wait around messing with a fucking combination lock while a team of burglars work their way through the palazzo and steal everything I’ve got.”


Crace sensed my anxiety and smiled.


“Look, don’t worry. It’s nothing.”


He lifted the lid of the run and reached into the vessel. His fingers had molded themselves around the gun, its surface decorated with mother-of-pearl.


“See? It’s nothing,” he said. “But if you want me to move it, I will.”


“It’s probably fine where it is.”


“Why don’t you go and make of us both a nice drink?” he said, sighing. “Look, it’s nearly six o’clock, and I think we both deserve a little tonic, don’t you?”


“What would you like?” I asked.


“Let’s see…what about a Campari soda or even…a Negroni. Do you know how to make a Negroni?”


I told him I did.


“Well, that’s what it will be then,” he said, putting the gun back into the urn and ushering me out of the room. “Cocktail hour approaches.”


I poured equal measures of Campari, gin and sweet vermouth into the cocktail shaker, mixed them together, strained the alcohol into glasses filled with cracked ice and a slice of orange and passed one of the tumblers to him. As I drank down a draft of the bitter-tasting pink liquid, I noticed Crace staring at me with a curious expression on his face.


“Salute!” he said, looking away.


“Salute!” I repeated.
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Despite my employer’s eccentricities, we settled into our respective roles quite easily. Although Crace loathed the idea of venturing over his little bridge that linked his house to the alleys, streets and squares, I could tell that he enjoyed my company. Perhaps I was a little flattered that he took such a keen interest in me and felt relaxed in my presence. He was, or at least had been, a famous writer, and I was on the very lowest rung of the literary ladder looking up at him. He was genuinely grateful that I was helping him and he cheered up a good deal after he realized it was much more pleasant to live in clean rather than dirty surroundings.


After I had done everything I could to make the place look superficially respectable and had taken an inventory of his art collection, I asked him if there was anything else that needed to be done. I was finding it difficult to get down to writing the novel and was looking for an excuse not to work. What about the letters in his study? Did he want me to tackle those? He decided that would be, after all, a good idea and so one morning, after breakfast, about a month after I had first started, we walked into his study to see what could be done.


Although the desk had been cleaned and the room looked much tidier, the letters were still sprawled across the surface in a chaotic heap, piled high in the middle like a paper pyramid.


“When did you last open a letter?” I asked.


“Apart from yours, which you took the trouble to deliver by hand, it was some time ago, I’m afraid,” said Crace. “But I do hope you’ll be able to sort them out for me. I got so bored of reading the same letter over and over again, so I stopped opening them.”


His face flushed as he grew angrier and angrier.


“Always probing, always wanting answers to why I wrote the first book and why I stopped writing. Graduate students, mostly, dreadful creatures. Looking for significances where there aren’t any—at all. However, aspiring, overly curious biographers, it has to be said, are much, much worse. Vultures circling around me, waiting for me to die, eager to get the first bite at the wizened flesh on my corpse. Asking to come and look at my papers, my journals, my diaries. Wondering whether I had, during all this time, actually carried on writing but refused to have my work published. I mean, what an idea! Inquiring whether they can come and talk for an hour or so, completely off the record, of course. Bloodsuckers and vampires and ghouls, jumped-up vulgarians no better than those who stand by and gawp at the scene of an accident. They make me sick, the lot of them.”


Crace looked at the pile of mail with disgust and then realized the violence of his outburst.


“Sorry. I—”


“Would you rather I weed out such inquiries?”


“Oh, would you? That would be marvellous,” he said. “In fact, you could probably throw most of them away.”


He paused.


“Although I’m sure it’s mostly rubbish, you’ll probably find the occasional check from my publisher, which I suppose will come in useful. To be honest, if I didn’t need the money, I’d rather burn the checks. Damned royalties keep rolling in, a constant reminder.”


Crace’s eyes misted over. Silence.


“Of what?” I asked quietly.


He pursed his lips, was about to speak and then decided against it.


“Oh, nothing, nothing,” he said, trying to smile. “A reminder of my previous foolishness, that’s all.”


“I’ll start on these right away,” I said, gesturing toward the letters. “Don’t worry, I’ll soon have it sorted out.”


Before disappearing to read, Crace had given me a paper knife and, slowly, I started on the mass of correspondence. I began at the top of the pile, working my way downward, looking for both checks and requests of a biographical nature. I was also curious to find out more about Crace.


I sliced into the letters, scanning them quickly to see whether they contained anything of importance. Although they were mostly the usual, predictable dross that Crace had suggested, one of the letters, in an expensive buttermilk-colored vellum envelope, stood out. The handwritten note was written on headed notepaper, and the name—Lavinia Maddon—and the address and telephone number were embossed in black ink at the top.



47a Eaton Square


London


SWI


Dear Gordon Crace,


I am so sorry to have to write to you once again, but perhaps you didn’t receive my letter of 12 February. In case that letter went astray, let me outline what I had written.


First of all, I must apologize for having to write to you without an introduction. I realize that you may dislike such an effrontery—I can hardly blame you—but it is important that I get in touch with you.


I am sure that you have been approached many times before, but I am extremely keen to write your biography. Well, not so much a straightforward biography, but a book looking at the phenomenon of literary success and literary silence, using you as a central figure, an organizing metaphor, if you like. Obviously as this would make use of biographical material—for example, letters and interviews and such like—I would like to come to an understanding with you about this.


I realize, from what I have heard, that you may not be keen on such an enterprise. But please let me assure you that the book—commissioned by Pieria Publishing, which, as you know, is one of the top literary houses in Britain—will not be sensational in any way. Of course, I would have to refer to the incident back in 1967, but perhaps in the book you would be able to put forward your side of the story. That is only a suggestion, so please do not take offense if you would rather not. I totally understand how sensitive a subject it is.


For your reference, my previous books have included biographies of Jean Stafford, Constance Fenimore Wool-son, J. M. Barrie and Virginia Woolf, and my work has been published in many respected journals, including the London Review of Books and the New Yorker.


I do beg you to get in touch so that we can talk about this further and put to rest any anxieties you may have. I can easily travel to Venice to meet you at your convenience.


Yours sincerely,


Lavinia Maddon




I read through it once more. A letter from an aspiring biographer, one of the so-called vultures that Crace had described. I felt pleased with myself at having found it and hoped that Crace would be appreciative of my work. But this incident in 1967 intrigued me. What was Lavinia Maddon referring to? She seemed serious and respectable, so I set the letter aside, intending to show it to Crace at the end of the day. I continued to rip open the envelopes, tossing most of the letters into the bin, but I still couldn’t find any checks. They were probably at the bottom of the pile, knowing my luck. I pushed my hand deep into the pile’s papery heart, fished around with my fingers, and pulled out a clutch of letters. One, a request for Crace to appear at a literary festival, was postmarked 12 April 1998—four years ago.


I stood up and stretched, yawning. The small study was hot and airless. I couldn’t breathe. I needed a drink. I’d do a few more and then I’d have a break. I took another one from the pile and was immediately struck by the messy, almost indecipherable scrawl on the envelope. You could hardly make out Crace’s name, let alone the address of his publisher. It was amazing it ever got to them. The short note was written in blue Biro, the ink smudged in places, and spelling mistakes littered the page.



23 Church View


Winterborne


Dorset


DT11 0GF


Dear Mr. Crace,


I have written to you before, but I did not get no anser. Have you forgetten him? You couldn’t have. He was so special to you. Is his memory not worth the money? You know were we live. Please send it. We need it, you don’t.


Mrs. M. Shaw




How odd. Crace would have to see this. Perhaps it was blackmail. There was no date on the letter itself, but it was postmarked Dorset, 17 May—two months ago.


I grabbed the two letters—Lavinia Maddon’s and the one from the mysterious Mrs. M. Shaw—and walked through the palazzo to find Crace.


“Mr. Crace? Mr. Crace?”


My voice echoed down the portego. There was no answer. I entered the drawing room, where I found Crace in his chair, his chin resting on his shirt collar, snoring. I backed out of the room quietly and tiptoed down the hall and into the kitchen. I’d show him the letters later. I’d use the afternoon, or as long as it would take, to try and find the other letters sent by these two very different women and show him the lot. That way the matter could be settled easily and with the minimum of fuss. He could decide whether to proceed with the project suggested by Lavinia Maddon and what should be done about the suspicious-sounding Mrs. Shaw. I would try to do as much groundwork as possible before talking to him about both subjects. My diligence, I was sure, would please him.
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I left Crace dozing and enjoyed a lunch of salami, bread and tomatoes, reading Aretino’s Selected Letters as I ate. Afterward, I went back to the study and worked on the correspondence. I sifted through the pile looking for the telltale handwriting on the envelopes—one style elegant and learned, the other childlike and primitive. As I sorted, placing the letters that I had examined to my left, I thought about Crace and the mysteries of his past.


For all his oddness—well, perhaps, precisely because of it—he was a fascinating man. No wonder there was so much interest in him. Despite what Lavinia Maddon said about using Crace’s story as a metaphor for fame and failure or whatever it was, it was clear she was interested in the story of his life, especially this incident in 1967. And what kind of hold did this half-educated woman from Dorset have over him? Crace had told me that he no longer wrote, but I had no idea why he had decided to stop.


Before I went any further, I thought it was probably worthwhile to try and find out a little more so that when I did take the letters to Crace, I would understand what he told me. I stood up and looked around the room, listening for Crace’s approach. It was all part of my job, it was research. He’d thank me for it once he knew the circumstances. To be on the safe side, I left the study, walked through his bedroom, back down the portego toward the drawing room and peeked around the double doors. Crace was still in his chair, asleep, his eyes fluttering like butterflies on a pair of withered leaves.


Back in the study, I started to check the shelves of his bookcase. Many of the books—dusty volumes with red spines, Dante, Petrarch, Spenser, Donne, Byron—looked as if they had been published a couple of centuries ago. I couldn’t see a single title dated later than the 1920s or 1930s and certainly no copies of Crace’s own novel.


I turned back to the desk and started to search the small drawers situated in its upper section. In one there were a couple of tiny gold keys that looked like they might unlock a suitcase or a valise. In another there was an envelope, held together by string twined around a button fastening. I looked at the door. No one there. I slowly uncurled the string, winding it out in an ever-increasing circle until the envelope opened. Inside was a smaller square, buff-colored envelope, the kind young boys used to keep stamps or coins in. It looked as though it had been sealed, although one of its corners curled back, revealing its underlip. I hesitated for no more than a second before delicately easing it apart. At first I thought there was nothing in it, but then I realized that there was something camouflaged, nestling at the bottom. A crescent-moon-shaped locket of hair, flaxen. I pushed my fingers into the envelope and pulled it out. It felt brittle and old, as if it had been snatched from the head of a porcelain-faced, Victorian doll.


Over the course of the next few days, whenever I had a spare moment, I searched the palazzo for a copy of The Debating Society. I scanned the shelves, pulling out volumes hidden two or three deep, but still nothing. It was if he had tried to erase every trace of his past success.


I was forbidden to ask about his writing, yet I needed a little background so as to know how best to respond to those two letters, how best to protect him. If I could just find out a few hard facts that would help fill in the blanks about his life, then I would feel more confident about knowing what to do and what to say. I would then be in a better position to help.


The opportunity came one day when I realized we were running out of coffee. Just after starting the job, I had done an enormous shop, buying, on Crace’s instructions, excessive quantities of food for the store cupboard. Crace hated me leaving him for any length of time—the few minutes it took to nip around the corner to buy our fresh brioche each morning was just about acceptable—yet obviously supplies were down once more. I would have to venture out and stock up. I knew it would be unwise if I missed Crace’s breakfast, and so I set aside the few grains of fresh coffee for him and made do with instant for myself. Then I went through the ritual of preparing breakfast.


I filled the espresso maker with water, spooned in the last of the coffee, screwed on the top and placed it on the gas ring. The flames licked the bottom of the espresso maker, spitting as they came in contact with a glob of tomato sauce spilled on the hob from the previous evening’s supper. I turned down the gas, grabbed my keys, and ran down the portego to the staircase and into the courtyard. I crossed the little bridge that led me to the outside world and snaked my way through the tangle of alleyways to the pasticceria around the corner. Crace, I was sure, knew exactly how long the trip should take me, because whenever I returned, clutching my bagful of brioches, he had taken his position at the breakfast table just as the espresso had started to hiss.


“Buon giorno,” I said as I returned into the kitchen.


“Oh, good morning, Adam,” said Crace.


“I thought we’d try something different today rather than brioche,” I said. “The pasticceria had the most lovely baicoli. Look.”


I slipped the little biscuits, named after the tiny lagoon fish that they were supposed to resemble, onto a plate and displayed them proudly before Crace.


“Quite adorable, yes. What a treat.”


I poured his coffee into a cup and made myself another instant.


“What’s wrong with you? Gone all prole on me now, have you?”


I laughed, looking at my cup.


“No, it’s just that we’re out of coffee. The pasticceria didn’t have the blend you like. Actually we’re down on most things. I’m going to have to do another big shop.”


“How can that be?” said Crace. “I thought we still had a cupboard full of provisions. Surely we don’t need more.”


I talked him through the list of what we needed, adding how awful it would be if we ran out of something essential during the long afternoons when all the local shops were closed. Would he really want me disappearing for hours at time searching for a shop, not knowing when I would return? Surely it would be better if I got everything we needed today.


“But you promise you won’t be very long?” he pleaded.


“I’ll try and be as quick as I can.”


“That’s no good,” he snapped. “You need to tell me exactly. You don’t understand—I have to know. I need to know when you are coming back.”


I looked at my watch. It was nine in the morning. The shopping usually took me an hour or so, but that day I planned on incorporating something else into my trip.


“Three hours?” I said.


Crace looked taken aback, almost as if I had insulted him.


“No, that’s far too long. An hour and a half.”


I felt like I was in an auction, competing in a bid for myself.


“Let’s compromise. Two hours.”


Crace paused before nodding his head.


“Very well—but not a minute longer.”


After breakfast, he shuffled into his study and came back with a handful of notes. Although he measured out his time, he was certainly more than generous with his money. I wondered where he kept what must be quite a considerable stash.


“Here is three hundred euros,” he said. “If there’s too much to carry, take a water taxi back to the bridge. And what you don’t spend, you may keep.”


“Thank you,” I said, taking the cash, feeling his finger linger just a moment too long on the palm of my hand.


“So I’ll see you back here at eleven,” said Crace as he closed the door and I walked across the bridge.


As soon as I was out of sight, I quickened my pace and took my guidebook from my rucksack. I flicked to the blue pages at the back. Getting Around. Resources A–Z—accommodation, banks and money, business, crime and safety… drugs… health and hospitals…internet and email. I worked out which of the internet cafés was nearest, found its location on the map and started to walk as quickly as I could. After the claustrophobia of being stuck inside Crace’s palazzo with only a wizened old man for company, I found walking through the crowds intensely enjoyable and liberating. I smiled at a couple of Italian shop girls as they walked by and even turned around to watch them strut down the street. I caught a whiff of coffee as I strode by a bar, and even though it was only 9:30 and I had plenty of time, I had to fight the urge to sit down at a table and just watch the world go by.


A few minutes later I found the street, past a bank, a fruit shop, two pasticcerias and another bar. I walked back up again. I began to panic. There was no sign of it. It must be here. I would simply have to ask. I walked into the bar. Five or six men stood at the marble counter enjoying their morning wine—un’ombra, “a shade,” Venetians called a glass of wine, because traditionally wine used to be stored in parts of the city that were not exposed to the sun; the digging of cellars, of course, was completely out of the question.
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