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Further praise for THE SILVER BOOK

‘Transporting, heartbreaking, beautiful. I did not want this story to end’

Nigel Slater

‘Laing’s new novel makes us wonder all over again at how facts can be turned into fiction, then back once again into glittering and suggestive fact. A love story dedicated to cinema, to queerness, and to the alchemy of all good art’

Neil Bartlett

‘A canny hustler of a novel, brilliant, obsessive, hot, and yet it is also like the light on the water at night in Venice … And it is the work of an artist at the height of their powers, as if I could admire Laing more’

Alexander Chee

‘An enthralling read. So many exquisite images conjured and a driving sense of political and emotional passion. I loved it’

Maria Balshaw
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For Danilo Donati, 
and in memory of Gary Indiana





‘Making yourself up is an offshoot of our modernity. 
So I’m everything and nothing. I am what I invent.’

Federico Fellini, I’m a Born Liar






Act 1



ARGENTO
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He’s walking back from the Tate, pictures in his head, enjoying the looseness of the afternoon. There’s a delicious sense of autumn in the air, like hitting a cool patch when swimming. He jogs across Horseferry Road, ducking between buses and jumping on to the pavement. There’s a hoarding outside the newsagent. He must have caught the photograph out of the corner of his eye, snapping back to see the headline. The rush of nausea is so intense he doubles up. This is not what he intended, not how he thought things would go. He forces himself upright. He has to exert all his self-control to walk casually down Tufton Street, to turn the key in the double door, to enter the lift. No one sees him.

He needs to get out of here, for a start. He needs to erase his traces, to vacate the premises before somebody comes. He looks around the room, the mirror room he has always hated. There is almost nothing of his here. In the bedroom, he bundles his clothes into a bag, finds the neat stack of twenties in the bureau, takes them all. He leaves his books. There’s no name in the flyleaves. Better not to weigh himself down.

He will have to leave London. That’s the first thing. Or should he leave England altogether? Remove himself from possible questions, speculation.

It’s started to rain, fat spots puckering on the glass. He runs through the logistics. Get the ferry train to Paris, all of Europe available from there. His thoughts swim away from him, back to the photograph of Alan’s soft, sober face. This time he digs his nails into his thumb until the dizziness has passed. He finds his mac, turns the pockets out on to the bed. Passport, handkerchief, sketchbook, pencil. His own tooth marks fill him with disgust. It is 17 September 1974, he is twenty-two and he has already obliterated the first of his lives.
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He has buttoned his coat, he has locked the door. For a minute the key confuses him. He walks quickly to the river. It’s raining for real now. Good. People keep their heads down in the rain. He stands on the Embankment and allows the key to slip from his hand into the river below. Imagines it falling through the churning currents, fetching up alongside Roman coins and pins, never to be seen again. Not that anything is that secure. Then he turns for the station. City men with rumbling stomachs, bound for Hampshire or Sussex, the concourse a sea of wet tan mackintoshes and bowler hats. In a different mood, he could get into a different kind of trouble here. He’s sweating. He goes down the stairs to the urinals, walks into a stall and blots under his arms with a shiny wad of tissue. In the mirror his face is paper white, carrot topped. Buck up Gerald he hears a man say, and an answering laugh. He meets his own gaze and consciously flicks the switch, makes himself alluring, wide-eyed, then turns himself off. He’s a good ghost, practised at the art of invisibility, the knack of becoming an object that eyes skim over. Sometimes it’s useful, though increasingly he wonders what would happen if he forgot the reverse, the jump into legibility that returns him to the world.

Upstairs, he stops for a moment under the departure board. There are trains to places he has never been. Belgrade, Athens, Salzburg. Split, Vienna. The Night Ferry train to Paris leaves at nine. He buys a ticket and sits where he can hardly hear the newspaper man carolling his wares.
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It’s hard to sleep on the boat, curled awkwardly into a chair. There is a problem about where to hang his feet. He can smell vomit and diesel, and as he shuts his eyes he has the distressing sense that a dimension has opened invisibly beneath him, accompanied by the clanking of chains as they lash cars to the deck. He takes refuge in plans. He doesn’t want to stop in France. At Gare du Nord he will find a train to take him across the border to Venice.

He has never been to Venice. It was not a station on either of the art student trips he took to Italy. He knows Florence, Arezzo, Rome, Pompeii. Last Halloween, with Alan, he went to see Don’t Look Now. They both treated it as a joke, laughed so much in the final Hammer Horror minutes that they were asked not to return. But he retained an impression of stone crumbling into water that seems almost congenial now. He can look at churches and paintings, dip himself into the blue and gold waters of the Quattrocento. Everyone knows Venice is the place to dissolve completely, to emerge changed, or to not emerge at all.
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His papers are in order. He has crossed the Channel, he has penetrated the Alps, the slipshod rhythm of coaches jerking him back and forth. He has eaten a nasty sandwich, pointing for it, unwilling to trial his French. It is immensely satisfying to him when Italian becomes the dominant language. He mutters overheard words, trying to key himself back into the rhythms, to move his tongue more fluidly. It is apparent that yesterday’s terror has begun to tip over into exhilaration. He’s got away from London, sprung himself from the trap of the past few months. Nothing was written down, nothing attaches him to what has happened. He didn’t intend the outcome, so can hardly be held accountable for it. The fact of Alan hangs in suspension, unassimilable.

The train shudders through a chequerboard of brown and dun fields, punctuated by willows at the ditches. He is travelling across the earth and then abruptly he is skating over water, misty blue water, above which floats the mirage of a city so like itself that for a moment he feels cheated.

The station, despite its location, is squalid. A boy in stained denim is nodding out on the step. Superannuated hippies jostle at his arms. Hey man. He steps through them, brushing away tentacles. The air is like a dirty warm bath. He will have to find a place to stay but first, the need is almost physical, he will find a place to sit and he will draw.
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It is here that Danilo sees him for the first time, crouched on the step opposite the church of San Vidal, at the corner of Campo Santo Stefano. He looks like Vivaldi, the Venetian priest, with his pale skin, his flaming hair. He looks like a Renaissance angel, though obviously English. To his own displeasure, Danilo’s first thought is how much Federico would love that white face. It irritates him that Federico’s preferences are so deeply inscribed that he is aware of them before he can discover his own, more subterranean responses. Last night he ate a bad clam. As he vomited, a rare occurrence, he was aware that his body had taken the opportunity to purge itself, and that what he was vomiting up was Federico. Fuck Fellini. Fuck his preposterous scale, fuck his polluting drawings. Danilo has come to Venice to sulk, magnificently. The project is over, obliterated, though since he is here he will perhaps consider making some drawings of his own.

Drawing is in fact what the boy is doing now. He has a sketchbook in his right hand and with his left he is pulling the building on to the paper. There are more beautiful churches, Danilo says. It’s better inside. It’s Mass, the boy says. His hand keeps moving.

He doesn’t need yet another person doing what he can perfectly well do himself. Do better, do best. At this boy’s age he had drawn every building in Florence, as well as learned how to reproduce precisely the frescoes that decorated them. He walks away without a goodbye. The boy does not look up.

In the café, Danilo orders a coffee and stands at the counter, brooding. Demands do not anger him, and nor does being asked to produce the impossible. That is his job, after all. What he hates, what he cannot tolerate, is interference. All summer he has suffered in Rome, it seems to him now, conjuring the eighteenth century out of thin air. Every palace, every banquet, every harpsichord, every footman’s wig, every bodice, rooftop, clock; even the Adriatic itself must first be envisaged by him. Each object is a formal problem that only he can decode. He makes authentic illusions. He can create a Roman mosaic out of boiled sweets, sure, no problem, or a life-sized whale in under three days, but if he is asked to dress a medieval peasant, he will start by spinning, weaving and dyeing the material for his cloak and cap, even his underwear, according to exact period recipes. His soldier at the Crucifixion steps from a Piero della Francesca, he brings into bodily life the seething scenes of Breughel. He knows when to cleave to the record and when to be splendidly anachronistic. In August, when every self-respecting Roman left the city, he stayed behind and worked out the formulas for the dyes he will use for three thousand costumes, each one of them hand-tailored. Vats of onion skin and marigold, woad and madder. If Federico is the maestro, he is the magician, stirring his cauldron in the back room.

He turns one hand palm up. The fingers are still livid from these experiments. The film is proliferating in a sickening way. The book is too big, and far too boring. It repeats itself, it is making them all feel ill. Casanova boasts his way round Europe, cock and tongue perpetually wagging, and now Federico is so bored he has set the whole Enlightenment on trial. He has perceived the vast impoverishment of a culture of excess and he wants to stick the audience’s head into a jewelled bucket of regurgitated wine. Okay, so he can see the fun in that. What has frustrated and infuriated him is the annexing of his own territory. Federico has declared himself art director. His own workload has not reduced. It has tripled.

His thoughts drift back to the boy. On an impulse he buys two sandwiches from the bar, the gummy sandwiches they like in Venice, and goes back outside. Shining red hair. He needs a break.
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It is Danilo’s snoring that wakes Nicholas in the night, heart pounding, one unfamiliar leg flung over his. Sex he wanted, sex has never made him feel bad, but he has traded away his name. He said Nicholas before any alternative presented itself. Now he has tied his face to his identity, when he could have taken the opportunity to throw it away, to reinvent. Nicholas Wade, art student. He has enlarged his Italian too, learned how to say I shot my wad in pure Roman, which made Danilo laugh uproariously as he came. At first he thought the man bending over him was unattractive, moon-faced and looming. He’s got to be fifty, heavyset, with sleepy eyes and a Roman nose in that strange, impassive, almost circular face. Broad chest, thick thighs, fat cock, a machismo intensified by the quick, queeny, almost mocking elegance of his hands. Beyond this, something amused, wry, powerfully sweet, like honey in the comb.

They are in Danilo’s hotel room. For the past few years he has been a visitor to the rooms of the rich, but never to a space like this. It’s like a cavern under the sea. The water sloshes outside and a pattern like seaweed is stippled on the walls. The grandeur does not intimidate him. Instead he feels like a pearl, finely set. He is looking at the velvet curtains, trying to discern if they are green or black as he subsides into sleep.

He is awakened a second time by Danilo kicking him in the leg. Light has filled the room and last night’s wine is sour in his stomach. How many bars did they go into? Danilo talking and talking, him nodding, watching the trays of little black octopus and white paste on bread circling the room. Then the wine unlocking his tongue, so that he spoke in a flood of ungrammatical Italian, kid stuff, how he wanted to paint, what he thought of art school, earnest slurred little sentences sliding in the square outside into his own lips pressed to Danilo’s neck, his ear, his mouth. He looks up at him now through his lashes. Above the waist Danilo is immaculate. His shirt is made from something heavy and white. It doesn’t look like an Englishman’s shirt. Underneath he is naked, and Nicholas reaches up a hand and touches his cock, half longing, half fond. He is smiling despite himself, happy despite himself. Where are you going, he says. Are you leaving? We are leaving, Danilo corrects him. Today you are my assistant. Today you are my apprentice.
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They drink coffee together in the square. It is still very early. Overnight, a mist has descended on the city. He is a young gentleman on a Grand Tour, that is his role, and Danilo is his courteous host. Later, he will play apprentice with pleasure. He looks at the arcades, black and white, reduplicated in every tilting puddle. The lamps have pink glass. They eat pastries stuffed with green cream that tastes of nuts. Italian women clatter by but his attention is focused on the stone. Danilo leaves a pile of coins on the table and tucks one hand through Nicholas’s arm. In the space of a hundred steps, they see stone roses and stone lions, stone men in loincloths with broken noses and damaged feet. There are crocodiles and saints, angels and soldiers. Nicholas is beginning to feel a little light-headed. Across the green water boats are slipping discreetly to and fro. You’re very pale, Danilo says. Are you okay to go inside?

The doors of the palace are locked. We are expected, Danilo tells him, and knocks with his fist. He speaks for a moment with the attendant and then they are ushered along a series of corridors, up marble flights of stairs, through rooms swagged in red velvet and embellished with so much plaster and gilt that they look like wedding cakes, distantly edible. All the time Danilo is telling him how he will reproduce the Doge’s Palace, how he will make what took centuries in a matter of weeks, maybe days, out of papier mâché and paint. He pauses often as he talks, ducking down with a sketchbook on his knee to copy a pattern or log the proportions of a doorway. It is very dark in here and there is a growing smell.

There is no time to do more than glimpse the paintings. Nicholas has a confused impression of winged heads of cherubs, gliding through a sheet of sky, then a gorgeously attired pageboy, his head shorn, in blue silk trousers slashed with yellow. At a window they stop. First job, Danilo says. I need you to draw me the prison. He shows Nicholas the Piombi, named for its position under the lead slabs of the roof. It rises above the rest of the palace, sinister and silver. He can see the lagoon behind it, merging into nothing.

Our film will start in the prison, Danilo says. Well no, we will start at Carnival, but then, and he grins, we will drag our Casanova into a cell in his knickers. Are you finished? He looks at the page. Yes, I have picked myself a good apprentice, and he ruffles Nicholas’s red hair.

Last night, he’d railed at length about Fellini, describing the imposition of his drawings, the way he performed each scene in front of actors, showing them where to stand and how to move their faces, how he couldn’t leave a single person to do their job alone. If he could make it all himself, he would! But by the third glass of wine, he’d rediscovered his absorption in the film. He set out its problems, proposed solutions, marshalling cutlery and a little bottle of oil to show Nicholas the angles through which his illusions could be perceived. Why don’t you film in Venice, he had asked, and Danilo laughed. Because the film is not set in Venice. It is set in Fellini’s Venice, and that has to be made from scratch.

They move on to the Quarantia Criminale, where Casanova will be sentenced. There is a painting of a sad Christ with his hands roped, a red-faced jailer screaming behind him. A door opens and they are abruptly exiled into a narrow stone corridor. The smell is stronger here, brine with a faecal undertow. Nicholas, who is taller, has to stoop. They both peer out of the Bridge of Sighs. Then come the cells. Can you draw the doors and windows, Danilo asks him. They are made of wrought iron, shaped into an intersecting pattern of bars and circles, presumably so that food could be pushed through. Even as a little boy, Nicholas was afraid of prison. He sketches a grid of iron bars penetrating iron bars, imagines a blacksmith striking his blows. The stone cells are frighteningly small, with curved barrel ceilings. Some have graffiti. OliMeTaNGeRe, he reads, in fine black letters. On the next corridor they have wooden doors that let in no light at all. He counts two locks, two bolts and a bar and feels sick. What did you have to do to be confined in here. Drive someone to their death? There’s a tiny aperture to peep through. Maybe you could bribe a guard, press your lips to the hole and whisper the promises that would free you.

It gets worse. There are cells so low you’d have to crawl into them, cells furnished with a wooden bench to sleep on, like Oscar Wilde. What if no one came? What if you were there in the dark, the filthy water rising around your ankles until your feet rotted and your teeth fell out. He sees again the photograph of Alan, and is aware of a sensation like heat rushing through his body. He must have made a sound before he fell because when he comes round he is on his back, his head pillowed on a jacket. Danilo is smiling. I said you were pale, he says. The English are very delicate. I see I will have to take more care of you if I want your drawings.
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The prescription is Florian. Danilo is an attentive doctor. He has always loved having someone to fuss over, a little sparrow with a broken wing. He marshals the waiters. Chocolate, it is decided, is too rich. Nicholas needs gentle nourishment. Moments later, he is presented with a tray, on which there is a carafe of water, a bowl of ice, a long glass with medicinal red liquid at the bottom and a spoon to stir it. Danilo takes charge of the mixing. A silver teapot follows, along with a plate of biscuits, one of which says Florian in chocolate letters. The script seems to have shifted to a Thomas Mann novel. His drink is a raspberry cordial. The fog is lifting.

At the hotel Danilo insists on putting him back to bed, resists joining, is persuaded. Off goes the white shirt. It’s like he’s been starving and here comes Fortune with a silver tray.
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In the phone booth, hours later, Danilo has hiccups. What is happening to his body? He is forty-eight, he thought he had himself figured out. He rings Piero first. They have never lived together. Piero’s apartment is on the other side of the river from where he lives, above the shop, right opposite Parliament. He doesn’t tell him about the boy. It’s not necessary. Their life together encompasses many folds. Piero, who made his white shirt, who is perhaps the finest shirt-maker in Rome, and therefore the world, understands more than anyone that every construction must necessarily contain a region that remains unseen. The manufacture of a shirt, like the manufacture of a film, involves illusion and splendid reversals. Also seams.

Their conversation is courtly and conspiratorial. A problematic customer, the doings of their friends. Piero is not surprised that he is making the drawings he left Rome swearing he would never do. He listens sympathetically to a new recitation of the impossibility, the pointlessness, the waste, of making Venice on a studio lot. Daniluccio, he says at the end, imagine you are just going for a walk.

After he hangs up, Danilo sits in the booth, thinking. Federico has tracked him down, has left messages and, just this morning, a vast bouquet of white lilies. He is always sorry afterwards but that doesn’t mean Danilo has won. He thinks of the boy going down on him, his mouth clumsy and skilful. It’s like finding a red setter puppy on the side of the road. There is a way to improve this situation, to make it work for him. He picks up the phone again. Federico, he says. I have found an apprentice.
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After that, there are no more afternoons in bed. Nicholas has never worked so hard in his life. This is a holiday, Danilo says, disbelieving. Wait until you get on set. His job is to draw architectural details for the designs that Danilo is constructing in their room. Each morning he takes the pencilled list of addresses, the marked-up map and voyages alone through the maze of Venice.

He never thinks about London. It’s as if he has fallen through the looking glass, as if nothing that happened on the other side was real. Only his body remembers, his stomach spasming at erratic intervals, his vision clouding as if his eyes are still stuttering in the moment of seeing the hoarding, grasping what its headline means.

Sometimes he travels with the pack of tourists, frightening the pigeons in St Mark’s, and other days he joins the old ladies with their shopping bags on the vaporetto. The workings of the city excite him. The reeking fish market, the light running in rivulets up and down the walls, the ribbons of black seaweed that flutter by the quay. He is welcomed into houses like palaces, houses he would never have seen alone, brought coffee in pink and gold Meissen cups so fragile he is frightened to pick them up. He is the English artist, or else, Daniluccio’s friend. Each time, he is charged with a single duty: a bed to draw, or a fireplace, a set of portraits. Despite
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