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‘Maddalena and the Dark is chocolate laced with poison. To read it is to fall under an enchantment: 18th-century Venice, desire and obsession, music and ambition, lagoons and monsters. Julia Fine is a writer of ferocious talent and originality, and with her third novel she has crafted a sweeping, dark fairy tale about the violent hearts of teenage girls. I loved it from the first sentence to the astonishing final lines’


Katie Gutierrez


‘I have fallen in love with Maddalena and the Dark. The writing is exquisite, evoking a world that feels so alive it is itself a character, capable of seduction and menace. This wild, ambitious read speaks to the heart of what it means to be a woman and an artist; it left me breathless. I will shelve it between Mexican Gothic and The Passion and read it again and again’


Joshilyn Jackson


‘A sumptuous feast of a novel, rich and strange and heady. Julia Fine is an extraordinary writer’


Kelly Link


‘From its first sentence, this novel curled its crooked little witch’s finger around my heart and still hasn’t let go. I can’t decide what I loved most – the Faustian bargain set against an irresistibly lush and mercurial 18th-century Venice, or the shrewd and playful insight into artistic ambition and the high price women are forced to pay for it. Maddalena and the Dark completely seduced me with its menace, and it is undoubtedly Fine’s best yet’


Amy Jo Burns


‘Maddalena and the Dark is the book of my dreams – a feverish, intimate story of obsession and ambition, set in Venice’s shadowy canals and glittering palazzos, with an ending that still keeps me up at night. Fine’s writing is magnetic and unstoppable. I can’t stop talking to people about this book!’


Sara Sligar


‘Maddalena and the Dark is a tense, slow-burning portrait of how desire too easily tangles with envy and the price we pay when we get what we want. Julia Fine captures the timeless longing of youth on every page of this novel. Maddalena and the Dark is a book to be savored, felt, and reread. Fine is an author to envy’


Isle McElroy


‘Maddalena and the Dark is an ecstatic, immersive, layered and astonishingly rendered depiction of girlhood, ambition, violence, art, and desire. I loved this novel for its decadence, its impossibly lush sentences, and its heart’


Lynn Steger Strong


‘Julia Fine has done it again! Beautiful, suspenseful, sensuous, real. If you love music or Venice, or if you’ve ever simply been a young girl aching for womanhood, this is the book for you. Reading this felt like indulging in a secret, in the best way’


Aja Gabel


‘Fine beguiles with this decadent tale of desire set in 18th-century Venice . . . A masterly exploration of the shifting power dynamics of the protagonists’ relationship, particularly as Maddalena’s devotion to Luisa curdles into obsession. With the alluring Venice backdrop, this will frighten and captivate in equal measure’


Publishers Weekly (starred review)


‘The latest novel from [Fine] has everything I like: a dangerous friendship between two teenage girls, a compelling setting (an 18th century Venetian music school!), an undercurrent from magic, and a blurb from Kelly Link, who calls this ‘a sumptuous feast of a novel, rich and strange and heady.’ I think I will just indulge’


LitHub


‘A feast of a book – rich in setting, steeped in desire, and haunted by a growing obsession’


Bustle


‘Enchanting . . . Moody and sumptuous, the novel has many delights in store for lovers of beautiful sentences and lush scene building. The relationship between Luisa and Maddalena is seductive, exciting, and suspenseful.’


Kirkus









About the Book
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A darkness takes shape beneath the waters of Venice . . .
and somewhere in the Ospedale della Pietà,
there are two girls breathing beside each other,
legs entwined.


Venice, 1717. Before Maddalena arrived at the Ospedale della Pietà, Venice’s most illustrious music school, fifteen-year-old orphan Luisa only wanted one thing: to be the best at violin. Luisa is good at violin, but she is not the best. She has peers, but she doesn’t have friends. Until Maddalena.


Sent to the Pietà until her noble family can find her a suitable husband, Maddalena is cunning, passionate, and unlike anyone Luisa has ever met. Maddalena can promise the world to Luisa and, when she does, their fates intertwine.


But Maddalena has made a dangerous wager and, for both girls, there will be an unimaginable price to pay.


Lush, heady and swirling with magic, Maddalena and the Dark is a sensuous, gothic fairytale, full of music, desire and betrayal.









This one’s for Rick.
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Venice, 1717
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There is so much that Luisa doesn’t know. So much that Maddalena must tell her late at night, in whispers disguised as coughs when they hear the Priora stalk the hall. They lie together in a single bed in an airless dormitory in the Ospedale della Pietà, a home for foundlings since the fourteenth century, more recently a soil in which to cultivate the best young musicians in Venice. These musicians are girls, so they are told to play for God, rather than the many faces of La Serenissima, their Most Serene Republic. God excuses the fact that they are girls, that they play instrumental music, that sometime between the ages of eleven and fourteen they begin to desire and to bleed. They aren’t meant to lie together, two to a cot, whispering. Before, Luisa didn’t. Nights were spent asleep. All her dreams went unremembered.


They are newly fifteen. Luisa has always been here; Maddalena recently arrived from outside. To their left, Maddalena’s bed is empty. To their right, one of the other girls wheezes rhythmically, head hidden by her pillow. Moonlight proves no match for two small, shuttered windows, the candles long doused. At dawn the bells will ring and the girls will rise for prayer, they’ll eat and sew and take the air and play their music. Maddalena’s big toe tickles the tender inner flesh of Luisa’s foot.


“Every year for Festa della Sensa, the doge rows out to San Nicolò al Lido,” Maddalena says. “He drops a ring into the water, and all the boats line up to watch him. And then he says a prayer and goes to Mass, and then we’re married.”


“Who is?” asks Luisa.


“All of us. The city and the sea.”


“Why?” asks Luisa.


Maddalena presses a finger to Luisa’s lips.


“Does the doge love the water, or is he afraid?”


“There is no or,” says Maddalena. She curls her icy toes around Luisa’s ankle. “Once he’s tossed the ring, it’s celebration. All feasting and music and games. We’ll go together, when we’re older.”


They’ll go together, tutte due, a whole contained within the two of them. The girls press sole to sole, heel to heel. On Maddalena’s, a ripening blister where her right foot has recently grown larger than her left. On Luisa’s, the puckered P of the branding iron, claiming her for the Pietà.


“When I marry—” says Maddalena. Luisa waits, but Maddalena doesn’t continue. Several beds down, somebody whimpers in her sleep.


When I marry, I’ll wear pearls for a year, like every newlywed noblewoman, Maddalena might have said. She might have said: When I marry, it will be to a youngest son, the only noble sons who marry in Venice. She might have said: When I marry, it is likely you’ll stay here. She might have said: Will I marry?


Maddalena says none of this. The unfinished sentence sits over them, a haze.


Maddalena’s breathing slows and her eyes are shut, but Luisa can tell she’s awake. A noise from the floor above. The dark coils of Maddalena’s hair. Luisa rolls to her back and stretches her left hand flat across her stomach, lengthening each individual finger.


There has already been a bargain, and this is something else that Luisa does not know. A darkness takes its shape and fattens, coursing through the Ospedale della Pietà and its courtyards, past the gates, where the lagoon stretches out toward the sea. It rides down the canals in the whistling of the gondoliers, and it splashes the steps of the frescoed palazzi.


But before debts are collected, there are two girls breathing beside each other, legs entwined.


Luisa shuts her eyes. She pictures silty wedding rings, Maddalena’s long hair weeping down her back. A deep-sea dirge and barefooted girls in soaked nightdresses, lips pursed around their post horns, reams of brackish water falling from barnacled cellos.
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Maddalena
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It begins with Maddalena at the edge of the gondola. Not alone, of course—her father’s man to steer them, her eldest brother, Nicolò, leaning out from the cabin to watch the tail of the doge’s bucintoro as it moves toward the Adriatic, flag jutting from the massive state barge to marshal the crowds, the winged Lion of Venice fierce upon red velvet. Somewhere on board her father, in his bright red robe, will be taking his duties very seriously, talking to many important men about important affairs. Her middle brothers, Beneto and Andrea, have already absconded, off to sample courtesans from safely behind their tied masks.


“A coward’s choice, to wear the bauta for Festa della Sensa,” Nicolò had said as they donned the black cloaks and tricorn hats and tied on the false faces that made them anonymous—thick white visors hiding all but the eyes and the occasional shadow of the chin. Maddalena imagines her brothers as turtles protecting soft meat under their papier-mâché bautas, their true selves impenetrable. For almost seven months a year, the Venetian elite go masked in all her public spaces. The rest of the republic at least pretending anonymity, with Nicolò here sunning himself, belly up, as prey.


He’s removed his hat, and as they follow the bucintoro away from San Marco, his hair—his own—keeps plastering to his mouth. Their pace is slow across the vast lagoon, around the isle of Lido, which buffers Venice’s main island from the Adriatic Sea. State gondoliers in their red velvet capes are too well dressed to do the actual work of rowing, so little boats filled with musicians tug the ambassadors’ gilt gondolas, while more sleek black carriages follow behind. Then a parade of other boats—merchants and fishermen, pleasure crafts with pampered dogs and women drinking wine, boys with drums and pipes, men singing. Maddalena expects Nicolò to criticize the profligacy, the Venetian predilection for turning the spiritual into spectacle. Surely we can show up Rome without these damned fireworks, he should be saying, or How much money did they spend to wrap that damask around those columns? But Nicolò is silent. Planning something, bothered by something. He keeps looking at her sideways.


The gilded flotilla slows, its music dwindles. Maddalena turns her head to see the city behind them, an impossible stone kingdom rising from the water. Venice fancies herself man against the elements, although this is the calmest of spring mornings, and if the sky showed signs of rain, the senators would have rescheduled the ceremony. Still, the elements: the churn of the sea, which lilts the boats. The inconsiderate squalls of the birds. A mosquito at Maddalena’s ear, humming.


All eyes are on the doge at the bow of his barge, his reedy Latin inaudible over the slap of water against the boat. Everyone knows what he is saying. “Desponsamus te, mare, in signum veri perpetique dominii.” We wed thee, sea, as a sign of true and perpetual domination.


There are two churches in Venice, Rome’s and the rule of the state. Maddalena reveres neither, though superficially she’s forced to bow to both. Religion is like duty to her family: inevitable, uninterested in her personal opinion. And yet this ritual, the water, the requisite renewal of vows, the wedding band held overboard, the breath held quiet. If ever she believes in more than people’s will to power, it is now, acting as witness to the love between a city and the sea.


Once the doge’s ring is lost to the waves, artillery fires and the politesse is overrun by cheers. Horns sing out, drums resume. Nicolò turns to Maddalena. He squints.


“Well?” she says. “Come out with it.”


“In light of . . . everything,” Nicolò begins, which seems foreboding. Maddalena wants to press this everything, find out how and why it has conspired against them.


Instead she just says, “Yes?”


“In light of everything,” Nicolò repeats, “we have decided you’ll go to the Pietà.”


She’ll go to what?


“The Ospedale?” Maddalena laughs. He’s joking, he must be. The Ospedale della Pietà, where orphaned and illegitimate Venetian daughters go to make celibate music? Abandoned girls come as nurslings, and mostly they stay. Maddalena’s father is on the board of governors, which must be why they’d even consider her, as she is not an orphan, not a foundling in material need. Once Venice’s four Ospedali Grandi were just hospices, but now they act as musical conservatories, their churches packed to the rafters on Sundays. A point of pride for her father to watch his girls at the Pietà outdo the Mendicanti or Incurabili with some haunting oratorio. For Nicolò, who’ll one day take her father’s place, to watch the neat economy of the concerts that pay for upkeep of the rest within the Pietà’s walls.


Nicolò likes a balanced equation. All morning, Maddalena has wondered if another of his marital alliances fell through. Two years of promises and parlays, and they always come to nothing. How much longer will he try? It must be well past time to send her to a nunnery. She thought perhaps she’d take the veil at San Lorenzo, where for enough money girls of her ilk can have well-furnished apartments and social lives that, while confined to the grated parlatorio, might occasionally stir gossip. Maddalena remembers visiting a cousin at San Zaccaria as a child and seeing all the Sisters’ gallants, the room delighting in displays of marionettes.


But this? The Pietà gives no puppet shows.


“You’re finally disowning me, then?” She means it to be cutting, a jab at the rumors that have surrounded the Grimani family since her birth, rumors rekindled by her mother’s disappearance three years ago. But Maddalena’s voice cracks, and, embarrassed by her weakness, she hardens against Nicolò’s look of sympathy.


The Ospedale della Pietà. Ridiculous. Impossible. He won’t say how he’s gotten her a place at the school, which is not really a school, no matter that it gives an education. Not a school, but a mill. A place to change Maddalena, to grind her.


“Why?”


“You’re good at singing,” says Nicolò. A stretch.


“Why?” Maddalena asks again, though they both know the answer. She is still being punished for her mother’s sins. It doesn’t matter how demure she is, how modestly they keep her. She can swallow her resentment, her frustration, she can curtsy at her father’s table for her father’s guests, and still they say, “Ah, but her mother.” She can smile until her mouth is a puppet’s slit, and still they say, “How can we trust what she’ll become?”


“You think without this I won’t find a husband.” Maddalena stares out at the crowd, readying itself for the customary regatta, men goading one another between boats, flicking their oars. A vessel approaches, packed with pigeons protesting captivity, legs already weighted with the heavy paper that will keep them flying low and close to the crowd when they’re released after Mass. Some puff their chests and sound pitiful coos, others stand frozen. Their ferryman tuts at them, laughing, lifting an oar to douse a particularly ornery bird.


“It isn’t that you won’t find a husband,” Nicolò says over the drums, “but if we’re gambling—”


“You’re never gambling. It’s why you’re no fun.”


“Well, I’m not going to play your future at a gaming table. We’re going to give you an advantage. You’ll cultivate a talent, and you’ll prove that you’re devout and take instruction, and if a husband doesn’t come . . .” Nicolò coughs. “What would you prefer? To be a nun? To go immediately to a nunnery?” The tops of his ears are turning pink. People think Nicolò too sober for the casino, too clever. No, he has too many inborn tells.


“I would prefer for things to be the way they were,” says Maddalena, although she knows the question is rhetorical, the desire impossible.


“Maddalena.”


“I’m not going to do it. You’ve made the offer and I’ve listened, and I decline.” She gives a pinched smile, to show him she does not need refinement. Then, to drive the point home, she says, “Thank you.”


“Maddalena.”


“You can’t force me.” Unspoken between them: that he can.


They sit, both looking out at the bucintoro, a gaudy golden pastry of a ship with its massive figurehead and rows of red oars, bobbing proudly at the center of the gathered crowd as it waits for the doge to finish hearing Mass. Finally his entourage emerges from the monastery, and Nicolò moves to the far side of the gondola to see the senators off to their celebratory feast. Maddalena uninvited, unmoving, as he waves to the passing barges.


She should have seen it coming. They rarely bring her out for Carnival or feast days, determined to keep the daughter from her mother’s reputation. Nicolò views the world as an accountant’s scale, and never offers pleasure without consequence.


The afternoon’s perfection rankles her. The sky looks almost the same blue as the lagoon, spilling over with voluptuous clouds and that salted breeze sailing in from the Adriatic. Laughter escapes a nearby gondola, a voice raised over the rest: “Meet me at the Fiera, near the glass peddlers.” A lone heron barking through the gentler birdsong; a woman pretending to be scandalized, her ooh and ahhh. The final two weeks of the Carnival season have begun, and all are giddy not because Jesus readies rooms for them in heaven, but because His Ascension brings them earthly delights.


This is the sort of day that Maddalena lives for—gentle, sun-dappled, significant. The city overflowing from the canals, from the lagoon out to the sea. Here is Venice, wedded to the water, still strong, despite the powers in the west, the newfound trade routes and the English shipbuilders and the money that Nicolò claims bleeds from the republic by the minute. Here is Venice as the rest of the world should remember her. The doge’s oarsmen begin to sing, to row in rhythm. The bucintoro recedes.


Since her mother left, her life has gotten smaller. Gone are the visits from her former friends, her scandal too infectious. No more not-quite-secret trips with Andrea to the coffee shop, or picnics with Beneto’s cohort, nothing that could be interpreted as flashy or untoward—only dull old Aunt Antonia to shuffle and chaperone. Once Maddalena enters the Pietà, there will be no political guests at the dinner table, no sunning on the roof of the palazzo, no leaning out over the canal at dawn to watch a drunken Andrea appear with the sun. It could be years before she’s back at Lido, years before she sees the sea. The water, the narrow beaches, the distant trade ships that wait for inspection, mere toys in the distance, the misty view of the main island from afar. They want her to exchange it all for an old church school, with no gardens. An assortment of orphans, who eat plain foods and attend no balls and make boring conversation about violins and God.


She won’t do it. She’ll run away. She’ll hide out in a bell tower. She’ll lock herself in her room and refuse all food and water until Nicolò takes pity and sets aside his plan.


But then what? What will happen when Beneto is finally married, when there’s no one to keep her and she has nothing to call her own? Maddalena would not prefer a nunnery. She sees Nicolò’s logic, and she knows that if he’s made the proposition, it’s already been decided with their father, who will spoil her in the days before she goes, and act as if he has no say in the matter. As always, Nicolò has been left to do the difficult things. As he desires it, Maddalena thinks, because if he is the one doing the difficult things, he at least approves of how they’re getting done. And there are many difficult things these days, with the nouveaux riches ascending, the noble families anemic, spread too thin. There are too many daughters and not enough sons, and there’s no room for a girl with suspect parentage, Grimani name or no. Her father will never let her marry below her station, and within and above it are a smattering of youngest sons with the brightest of Venetian women to choose from, all with demure mothers and clean blood. Maddalena supposes she is desperate, that Marcantonio and Nicolò are desperate. Yet she herself has not felt actual desperation until now, being told she must go.


The Pietà musicians are rumored to be angels in their white dresses, standing in the choir loft above the church, behind their shadowed grate, anointing their audience. Who could refuse an angel? Or, concedes Maddalena, a pretty enough girl with a title, who has studied with the angels.


The vessels turn back to the Molo, a slow procession of giddy celebrants ready to feast. Nicolò finds someone to talk to in an adjacent boat, gesticulates such that one false step would send him toppling. Maddalena tries to hate him, but she doesn’t. She doesn’t envy Nicolò in the way that she does Beneto or Andrea. That he is a man, yes. That his peers seem to respect him, even like him. But he’s so often at odds with himself, so often anxious and uncomfortable. Instead she hates herself, so ineffectual.


Maddalena turns from Nicolò, looks down at the now-empty place where the doge wed the waves, not twenty feet from where the Grimani boat rests. She finds no sign that the sea has sworn fealty to Venice, no manifestation of the awe she’s just felt. The water is placid and formless, reflecting a perverse sketch of her own pinned hair, her dark dress. Her father has explained the Sensa ceremony as a mutual agreement rather than an ownership, a bond that supposedly benefits both parties, even as it appears to enrich only one. Venice asks of the sea its protection from invaders, its salt and its steady level, its proximity to trade. What does the sea want of Venice? What does the doge sign away with his yearly vow? We wed thee, sea, as a sign of true and perpetual domination. But who dominates? Do they dominate together? Maddalena has trouble believing that they do. Maddalena has trouble with that word, together. She is more like Nicolò than she cares to be, seeing the universe as transactional. Open to life, but never trusting it.


And what is there to trust? A mother who runs out on you? A brother who sells you like chattel and a father too busy to care? Whatever power the sea gives Venice doesn’t extend to Maddalena, who can refuse with all the fury she can summon yet still find herself trapped in the Pietà compound on the Riva degli Schiavoni, as her family demands. She has no influence, no one who’ll listen. Her only sovereignty over her body, and barely that. What would Nicolò do if he found her hanging from the glass chandelier in her bedroom? She pictures him racing toward her apartments, flinging open the door, seeing her. She could never go through with it. Besides, the chandelier would come down with her, too delicate to handle her weight. Could she jump into the lagoon? Maddalena imagines the inhalation, wonders if she has the will to submit. She leans down, trying to see herself clearly, but the light is wrong.


There, against the tide. Lapping, lapping, at the edge of the black gondola. If asked, Maddalena could not describe it, not its color or its size, the way it moves below the water, the way it glistens up at her.


She pulls back, looks around quickly. Does anyone else see? Surely someone should see, someone should help. Someone should row them away from this thing, the way it reaches and writhes, asking her to move closer, asking her to bend down and look. When she does, she sees a girl here with the darkness, or the semblance of a girl. About Maddalena’s age, fully submerged, neither swimming nor drowning. Her hair floats up in fronds about her head, the white-gold color all the courtesans use bleach and sun to master. She wears white, and holds a violin aloft like a torch, its neck grasped so tightly Maddalena can almost feel the strings slicing the insides of her fingers. Can this girl see Maddalena? Her eyes are clouded over with what could be tears or cataracts or might just be the water, silty when the sea floor is disturbed. But she is looking in Maddalena’s direction, she is turning toward Maddalena and opening her mouth, and as she opens it the water rushes in and she is sinking, heavy with the weight, until she has sunk past where Maddalena can see. The released violin drifts up to the surface. Maddalena leans farther, reaching out an arm to rescue it, but the f-holes are filling and it’s lowering, too low, and then gone. Before she can raise her torso back onto the boat, that first shadow returns. Solidifies. It clasps her hands, its touch cold.


And the thing asks Maddalena, without speaking: What do you want?


And the thing asks: What will you pay for it?









Luisa
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The new girl comes in May, in a black dress, during Latin. She stands in the doorway with Figlia Menegha, her eyes defiant.


“Are you sending her to class now?” asks Maestra Vittoria brusquely. “Bring her to her room and find her something to wear.”


“Who is she?” asks Chiara. When the maestra glares: “Quis est?”


Maddalena Faustina Grimani, fifteen years old, the only daughter and fourth child of Marcantonio Grimani, who sits on the board of governors for the Ospedale della Pietà. She has a promising alto, a bit of talent with the viola da gamba, and enough family influence for the board to admit her despite her claim to at least one living parent.


“What this means,” says Maestra Vittoria to her chittering class, “is that her family understands that the education we provide here is among the best in Venice. You will welcome her and treat her as you would one of our own.”


Luisa tries to focus on her lesson, but behind her Orsetta is whispering. She can make out a muffled “chance” and a “bassoon” and then a giggle before “brother.” When the maestra looks up, Orsetta’s curly head dives down and Luisa is reminded of a bird seeking out food in the canals, Orsetta’s meager meal not worms or fish but novelty. She thinks that Orsetta should be above such distraction. Repetition makes musicians, and at the Pietà, music is all that need be made.


But when Maestra Vittoria leaves the room, talk immediately turns to why Maddalena has been sent here, what it means. The girls have theories—she has come as a reward for her good work spying for the Council of Ten, or else as a consequence of running away with a penniless gondolier. The Pietà takes foreign girls of noble birth, and it offers private lessons to the wealthy girls whose families can pay, but rarely does a Venetian of means enter their enclave so fully. Is Maddalena Grimani exceptional, or has she done something wrong? Having spent their lifetimes told that they are blessed to be sheltered here while watching out the window as the city sings without them, the Pietà girls can’t come to a consensus.


While they chatter, Luisa’s thumb rubs the calluses on her left fingertips, a childhood habit formed when the skin was first thickening. She considers that morning’s rehearsal: how she froze when the maestra called her up, then the additional embarrassment of comparing what she’d done in the practice room to what she played for the group. The way Orsetta giggled from behind her double bass, and Adriana seemed genuinely distressed, as if her own value depended on Luisa’s performance.


This has been happening to Luisa more often, this anxiety that creeps in to stiffen her fingers. She tells herself she’s ready to accept a role as a lesser player, she doesn’t need to be a star, but it’s a lie. When she plays for herself—alone in the small sala, or during recreation hour while the other girls gather in the courtyard to roll hoops—she will think she’s made a breakthrough, that at the next rehearsal the maestre will stand open-mouthed and say, Luisa, how you’ve grown! Then she’s called to demonstrate in front of the group, and her heart pounds and she wonders if her palms will sweat and what she must look like, foolish and frozen and unable to begin. When she finally does begin, it’s as if she is behind a sheet of glass while her body makes the motions without her. The notes are fine, but without feeling.


In the dormitory, wearing the red dress and white apron, Maddalena Grimani performs well, playing the part of a foundling despite the perfumed hair that escapes from her cap, and not a callus to be seen on her soft hands. She smiles at the girls flocking in after lessons, overly magnanimous in a way Luisa finds suspicious.


They gather around Maddalena, but Luisa stays apart. She practices her fingering against the edge of the mattress, marking the rhythm of the solo Anna Maria dal Violin played at Sunday’s mass. One, one two three, and a one, one two three. This becomes the rhythm of girls’ laughter, in bursts across the room as Maddalena speaks in her low voice. Should Luisa move to listen? Adriana has moved closer, standing awkwardly at the edge of the circle of girls, not quite excluded but by no means welcomed in. Luisa blushes on her behalf, keeps counting.


She’s seen other musicians work through blocks, how girls lighten the pressure on the strings or purse the mouth or lower the reed and sound as if they have discovered a new instrument. She’s watched girls catapult to soloist overnight, and be laid permanently low by a sprained finger.


The Pietà began Luisa with the oboe—at six she was taller for her age than most of her cohort, and the pipeline of oboists was depleted when Helia dal Oboe got married in the same year her initiate died of typhoid. Someone had to be groomed as a replacement, and Luisa’s industrious disposition and relative height made her an ideal choice.


When played well, Luisa finds the oboe feline—a confident, bright sound that she prefers to its skulking sister, the clarinet. Unfortunately, Luisa didn’t play the oboe well. After four months of little progress, she was given leave to abandon the endeavor and move to an instrument of her choice, the maestre having noticed her diligence and feeling generous despite her defeat. Of course Luisa chose the violin.


If the oboe is a trial of pure athleticism—having just the right amount of breath, pursing the lips just so—the violin is also psychological. It, too, requires physical discipline, but more so it demands total emotional devotion. To be great requires hours of the same fingered octaves, manipulating vibrato, the careful pressure from one string to the next.


Although she’s known them all since they were small, Luisa hasn’t bonded with the other girls in the way that she has with the violin. They don’t dislike her, and for the most part she does not dislike them, but lately she wonders if this aloofness is why she can’t play. She’s never opened herself, doesn’t know how to finesse feeling. Luisa watches Maddalena, act or no, conduct the dormitory so cleanly. A deferential nod of the head. An invitation to examine a silk shawl.


One, one two three, and a one.


By evening meal Maddalena has found her full court, gliding arm in arm through the passageways with Chiara and Orsetta, a wake of less enviable girls cresting behind.


“She’s so experienced,” says Adriana.


“We’ve had experiences,” says Luisa to her soup.


“And she has brothers.” Adriana sits poised and waiting, flush with the thought of opportunity.


“So? Only the youngest will marry, and he won’t marry you.”


“Marriage isn’t everything.” Adriana’s gaze is fixed across the room, where Maddalena sets down her spoon. Adriana’s tongue wet and pink, traveling her crooked teeth. Adriana’s eyes restless.


Luisa looks, trying to see what the other girls see. When Maddalena rises, Adriana stands so quickly that her elbow knocks a tureen, slopping soup onto her skirt. She pats at the stain while Maddalena and her sycophants make their way: coming closer, coming closer. Adriana smoothing and smoothing, that tongue seeking the crevice where a molar rotted several months ago, its removal an ordeal for the whole dormitory.


But Maddalena moves past Adriana to where Luisa sits, staring at her bowl, feeling two and then four and then six sets of eyes at her collar. If she doesn’t look up, she won’t have to face them, their twisted expressions, their curiosity as to why Maddalena has chosen her, and not someone else. What makes Luisa so interesting? Who is she? Truly, who is she? A second violinist. A quiet girl, who holds herself apart.


Maddalena is bold in her attention, unashamed. If Luisa breathes slowly, she thinks she might halt the blood that travels to her cheeks. She pictures frost coating the grates on her window, berms of ice on the canals. I will not, she thinks, break first.


What remains in her bowl sits oily and shining, reflecting the light. Orsetta and Chiara, the newly anointed, seem unsure of their responsibilities to their mistress. They cough. They sniff. They glower at Adriana and Luisa.


Then Maddalena turns and smiles, her palms open: Of course. She follows Chiara and Orsetta, Adriana scurrying behind. Luisa looking after them, waiting for Maddalena to turn back. And Maddalena doesn’t.









Maddalena
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Maddalena recognizes Luisa immediately—the white-blonde hair, the large doe eyes, a little scar below the right one, smallpox most likely, though if so she has gotten off easily. The Pietà ceilings suddenly seem higher, the air less stale, the constant bells demanding prayer less relentless.


“Are you sending her to class now?”


Maddalena must tear herself from the classroom to follow the figlia, looking back as she’s led down an austere hall. She’s either been chosen for something wonderful, or else she has gone mad. From any point of view, she has mismanaged things: too shocked to speak to the thing in the water, too frozen to reach out and take. After the Sensa, she resigned herself to the Pietá. She remembered the drowning violin, and she hoped. She didn’t cry to leave her father’s house, but now she feels she could, because here is the girl from the water, sinking into her seat.


The sea, ten days earlier. Maddalena would call it a dream, if not for the ineffable heat in her gut, set alight that afternoon, burning steadily since.


“Menstruation,” said the maid, useless as Maddalena tried to explain.


Maddalena shook her head, just as she had shaken her head when she tried to describe that crucial moment to Nicolò, who’d looked across the gondola to see his sister leaning over the edge and scolded her for histrionics.


“If you’d rather drown than go have music lessons,” he’d said, “that’s your prerogative. But wait until I’m somewhere else so Father doesn’t blame me.”


“Didn’t you—” Maddalena began. The water was calm, as it always was for the Sensa. Not a ripple. Not a sign that anything had passed between Maddalena and the sea, but for that burning. Still, she’d heard it, an echoing, a rasp in her own head, a thing that wasn’t her thoughts, that came from everywhere and nowhere. It had asked, and she had not known what to answer.


What do you want?


What will you pay?


What did she want? A husband, safety, fame, a different life, her mother. A shawl against the sudden chill. A guarantee that she’d be happy. A partnership. She wanted to know, and she wanted to answer, but the gondola moved and the fog lifted and the moment was gone.


A quiet woman takes Maddalena through the kitchens, where one sister rolls dough, another cleans a copper pot, another stirs rice at the fire. A little dog nips at Maddalena’s heels, and the woman holding her arm shoos it away. She smells something frying, the air heavy with grease and smoke. A bench is laid with salt-cured fish, and in the next room a girl lines a long table with artichokes and hums to herself. Through to the next, where an even younger girl sweeps the floor and another woman haggles with a man holding an octopus. Finally they reach the laundry, where more women are at work. A red dress for Maddalena, simple but soft. She steps out of her black one, ties on the obligatory white shawl, the white bonnet. When she looks down at her body she laughs, because here is a disguise just as potent as the cloaks her brothers wear, almost as anonymous as the bauta. A girl among girls. Unrecognizable.


Yet another woman brings Maddalena to her dormitory. As they walk the maze of halls, she takes note of the water gate, the alleys, any glimpse of a canal through a window, buckets in doorways, the sheen of recently mopped tile. The walls are bare but for the occasional niched shrine. Days at Venice’s four Ospedali Grandi are spent at prayer, Beneto warned her. One of his friends had married a girl from the Incurabili, and she prayed upon waking, before eating, when she stepped onto a boat. Before the Sensa, Maddalena would have protested, but now this devotion will serve her. Now she has something to worry like a rosary: a desire to unravel, and a creature in the water to which she hopes to someday pray.


She’s placed with the musicians, although her musical talent is middling, and by rights she should have a private room. Nicolò swears austerity will make her valuable—she’ll gain character-building perspective, by mere proximity improve at domesticity, at deference, at the viola da gamba. The dormitory girls flock to her once they’ve finished with their lesson and devotion, each pausing to kneel in prayer while she sits on her new straw bed, watching them.


“Et semper, et in saecula saeculorum, am—are you staying here?” says Chiara, standing before her amen, eager to beat the rest to the new specimen.


“Of course she’s staying here. Why would she be here if she wasn’t staying?” Orsetta is almost as quick with her Gloria, but not quite.


Maddalena smiles her vaguest smile over their patter, surreptitiously seeking the blonde girl from before, who kneels at her bedside, still whispering. Whispering to God? Or something else?


At Palazzo Grimani, Maddalena tried. To be mild. To accept her brothers’ directives with grace, to smile at the guests and be the easiest version of herself. Every member of the family had a role, and hers was to negate the memory of her mother, quell talk of bastardy and cuckolds, staunching the rumors that have trickled down to stain both Maddalena and her brother Beneto. Never mind that she’s a child, the youngest, the only girl. If she can marry well, society will smile at Beneto, and decide that he must also be legitimate, for why would a wealthy noble family welcome a bastard to its fold? How could the brother be tainted if the sister is pure? If Beneto can marry, then Andrea doesn’t have to. Their branch of the Grimani name will flourish, and Andrea can focus on what he does best, which, Maddalena thinks, is drunken carousing. Anyway, he will be happy. Nicolò can pursue his political ambitions without fear of a scandal.


Too many people’s happiness rides on Maddalena’s marriage prospects, including her own. This she has known since her mother disappeared, since Aunt Antonia sat her down and said that life was never easy for a girl, and for everyone’s sake she should do as she was told and stop bickering. There’s no way to argue with someone who tells you to stop bickering, not without proving them right about you. So Maddalena tried to listen, and she tried to sit still, and over the past three years she thought she’d done a rather good job of disguising the fact that she is a person, with interests, with feelings, with taste.


She understands the Pietà to be Nicolò’s final effort at extinguishment. A church school where girls are not supposed to speak idly, where days are regimented and individuality a curse. True, her dormmates flock to her because she is novel. Because they know that the nobility is powerful, and no one’s told them that even a noble girl is just a woman once she’s outside these walls. So she can stoke their little rivalries, command their little ship. Here, the girls admire her, but don’t see her. At home, if her family sees her, they have chosen not to care.


You still might have influence. This Maddalena remembers as she shivers in her new bed the first night in the Pietà dormitory. She at her mother’s feet, age five or six, fiddling with a broken doll. A cousin? A friend? The daughter of a friend? How many women must have come to her mother’s rooms, bemoaning their fates? Some shadowed female figure on the chaise and her mother’s hands stroking Maddalena’s hair, her mother’s slippered foot at Maddalena’s bottom gently prodding, bouncing in time with her words.


For influence, what wouldn’t you pay?


But this is wrong, this memory. It speaks too perfectly to Maddalena’s current mind, and it smells of the marsh. Her mother’s foot bouncing and bouncing and then suddenly a kick, the sort you’d give a little dog whose nearness smothers.


Be careful, Maddalena thinks as she falls into sleep, although unsure who she’s addressing. I’m not afraid of you.









Luisa
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The game has begun: who might look without herself being seen, who might catch the other out. The more exaggerated Maddalena’s indifference, the more desperate Luisa becomes to hold her notice. With Maddalena nearby, Luisa trips over her shoes as she leaves the dinner table, tangles herself in the lace bobbin while at work. And Maddalena is always nearby, on the lips of every girl—the way she styles her hair, her husky solfeggio, her brothers, who come to see her when they can, despite the Pietà’s rules and the Priora’s disapproval.


“The youngest is handsome,” says Chiara as they wait for the maestra during group music lessons, her chair dragged into the geometric swaths of sun that slant through the high windows. “But the oldest is clever.”


“And the middle?” Adriana leans forward.


“The middle is a rogue.”


Luisa pretends to busy herself with her bow, searching out dirty hairs.


“Tell more!” says Adriana, invigorated.


“Well—” Their two dark heads are bowed together, giggling, when Maestra Simona comes in. Luisa thinks she’ll reprimand them, but even the maestre, even the Coro, have succumbed. Instead of arpeggios, they all spend the next fifteen minutes discussing the cut of Andrea Grimani’s cloak. Luisa comes away from the group lesson with little new knowledge of either the maestro dei concerti’s newest sonatas, or of Maddalena herself, who sweeps in half an hour late, smelling of brine and snuffed candle.


Where were you? No one asks, but as they put away the instruments Luisa lingers, trying to glean answers from the dirt at Maddalena’s hemline, the one escaping curl of hair at the nape of her neck. When Chiara grabs her hand to leave, Maddalena shakes her head.


“My—” She makes a half-hearted gesture toward her sheet music. Chiara’s nostrils flare a moment before her face resumes a studied placidity. It’s been a week since Maddalena’s arrival, and though a tentative hierarchy has been established, lines are not yet fully drawn. Right now, Maddalena’s good graces mean immediate social capital, make Chiara remarkable—what every foundling girl at heart most hopes to be. To walk with Maddalena means the other girls will look at her the way they once looked only at soloists—a mix of reverence and jealousy that earns the final roll at dinner, an extra blanket when the dormitory window creaks. But Chiara is pragmatic. Who is to say what next week will bring, or the week after? She frowns and leaves the room, and here are only Maddalena and Luisa. Neither girl speaking, neither girl looking away.


Maddalena’s eyes are dark, a black that in a certain light shines indigo. She looks at Luisa and raises her fist to rest against her mouth. Luisa feels anointed. She thinks she should do something momentous; something grand must be expected. Still grasping her violin, she feels each muscle in her hands and the back of her neck.


Luisa lightly twists the peg of her A string, a small movement at first, barely enough to change the sound. But Maddalena is watching, is curious, and so Luisa turns the peg again, feels the string tighten, feels the pressure of the string against the bridge. It is frayed; it could snap. Another turn, and Luisa’s like a tightrope walker actively choosing not to look down while creeping out above a city square. Luisa’s eyes on Maddalena’s eyes, Luisa’s eyes stinging. And then Maddalena shakes her head slightly, and lowers her fist from her chin. She almost laughs, a sound like a swallowed belch. It’s too late for either girl to speak—they’ve passed the point at which conversation would be comfortable. Maddalena smiles like a spy encountering one of her own in the field. She opens her mouth, grins again, then shuts it.


When Maddalena leaves the room, Luisa collapses. Maddalena has taken all the air.


Luisa’s mind often drifts during chapel. Weekdays, she thinks of the mistakes she has made at rehearsal, of that night’s supper, of Don Antonio Vivaldi, who has recently been promoted to maestro dei concerti and might—these are her own private fantasies, so anything is possible—find her practicing and make her his muse, guaranteeing her a future with the Coro. The Ospedale della Pietà houses hundreds of girls and women, but only sixty are figlie di coro, daughters of the choir. While these elite few play solos written to their strengths, sleep in private rooms, and venture out to dine on softshell crab in the finest Venetian homes, the rest, the figlie di comun, who have not married and chose not to take vows, remain in the compound and make lace or embroidery, sweep the kitchens, wash the linens. Luisa doesn’t yet know to which caste she’ll belong.


On Saturdays and Sundays the Coro performs for Venice, and rows of rich-robed men and women can be observed from Luisa’s place in the back loft with the rest of the uninitiated foundlings. The morning after their encounter in the music room, instead of studying the foreign dignitaries in the front pews, it’s Maddalena that Luisa dissects. The new girl sits with Chiara, shifting her jaw, not bothering to hide her boredom. There’s a tear at the hem of her skirt. A birthmark just below her left ear. She tilts her head to whisper something to Chiara, whose mouth tightens in a stifled smirk, though she continues to look down through the grate at the altar. Luisa tries to think of what Maddalena might have told her—a little joke about the way the priest’s voice cracks as he intones, something outrageous about one of the noble families seated in the nave. She doesn’t usually care about the other girls’ closeness. She doesn’t even believe that what’s between Chiara and Maddalena is closeness, just proximity. Luisa has not seen Maddalena look at Chiara—has not seen her look at anyone—the way she looks at Luisa, really the way she pretends not to look at Luisa, miming indifference once Luisa meets her gaze, but certainly looking, every day since that first day.


Maddalena’s head turns quickly now, her eyes finding Luisa’s. Luisa’s cheeks redden, Maddalena thumbs the hem of her sleeve. They’re saved by the Coro, entering the large balcony near the chancel from a back staircase that connects the Ospedale to the church. The women fill the lengthy choir loft, a stream of bodies in white dresses with shadowy instruments, impossible to see clearly behind the ornate wooden grate that runs its full perimeter. If girls must play music, the church has decided they’ll do so invisibly, though the sharp-eyed can still peer through the patterned wood to catch an elbow, the line of a cheekbone, the glow of a candle against the hollow of a throat.


Today Anna Maria, the Coro’s darling, has the solo, which has been written specifically for her by Maestro Vivaldi. She stands near the front of the grate, her violin the bubbles in a glass of prosecco. Her violin the fireworks out over the lagoon. Her violin perfection.


Listening to Anna Maria makes obvious Luisa’s lack. It doesn’t matter how much Luisa wants the Coro, how much she cares. A love for an instrument, even a predisposition, means nothing at the Pietà, where not all girls are Anna Maria but many come close. Even the littlest girls in the novices’ choir are as skilled as most professional Venetian musicians. It’s not desire but talent and hard work that makes them elite, plus the death or the retirement of one of the older girls—now women, but Pietà girls forever, Pietà girls from the day they were left at the window in their Moses baskets, the day their parents peeled sticky fingers off threadbare skirts. They were marked at the heel when they arrived as infants, so that they would always be Pietà girls: the iron hissing, the wound blistering, slow to darken.


Luisa views that branding as a baptism. One morning the figlie found a baby where there had not been a baby before—Luisa might be the illegitimate daughter of a wealthy man’s mistress, she might be a changeling, she might have been found wailing in a cradle next to a mother dead of fever, or she might have been a tenth and impossible mouth to feed. She cannot know. But she belongs now to the Pietà—no matter which tier she ends up in—and she belongs so transparently that no one can deny her.


They have a good life here, if cloistered. The Pietà girls are allowed to leave the compound only to be treated for sickness or, if they are lucky, to perform. In these rules the Pietà is no different than the nunneries speckling the city. Luisa thinks that hers is not so very different from the lives of other girls. It might even be better. After all, she has a home. She has been claimed, her scar a sign that she’s wanted.


Maddalena, of course, has no brand. Maddalena has a surname. She has brothers who visit on Sundays. She has a family palazzo on the Grand Canal and a countryside villa in the Veneto. If Maddalena wants to whisper through Vespers or remark upon the smallpox scars that crater Betta dal Clarinetto’s cheeks or mimic Maestra Vittoria’s slow mathematical recitations, she can and will do. For now, while her father lives and prospers and her brothers still dote, Maddalena can behave as she pleases. Luisa tries to convince herself that Maddalena’s is not a better life, just different.


Luisa feels Maddalena’s gaze, though she will not tear her own eyes from Anna Maria, the patterned grate in front of her, the orchestra behind. Whispered air at the back of Luisa’s neck, although no one is whispering. The little hairs at her nape stand on end. Why, she wonders suddenly, should Maddalena have a rip in her skirt? They’re all expected to be well turned out, especially at Mass, especially Maddalena, who they’ve been assured will be treated no differently despite her unusual status, although, of course, this has not proven true. If Luisa were to come to Mass with shredded skirts, she’d be sent to consider her sins in solitary confinement, or the figlie might make her skip a meal. Yet here is Maddalena, bold in her dishevelment, unpunished and unafraid.


The music ends in a virtuosic cadenza, and the congregants let out an appreciative exhale. The priest resumes, the incense thickens the aisles.
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