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PROLOGUE: 1695







For the hour it took the baby’s wails to run their course through misery to fury to exhaustion, no one thought of anything but how God had favored Venice above all other cities. The radiance of the Blessed Virgin and all the saints emanated from one spot, the balcony over the altar of the chapel of the Pietà. From there, benediction flowed over the black-cloaked nobles seated on the scarred wooden benches to the ragged workers crammed in at the rear. It filtered out the door to the people spilling onto the walkway of the Riva degli Schiavoni, and to those straining to hear on small boats bobbing in the Venetian Lagoon.


For that hour, heaven opened and God spoke. Two dozen women in red and white dresses were his messengers. No counterpoint, however frantic or interlocked, was beyond the skill of the musicians of the Pietà, hidden behind an iron grille draped in black gauze. No subtlety of harmony was overlooked, no languid musical line ever rushed. If music were fabric, that of the figlie di coro would be brocade, lace, gossamer.


And the singer was the golden thread. “Qui habitat,” Michielina sang, “in adjutorio altissimi.” Each note floated over the listeners like a feather held aloft by the breath of angels. While many of those listening could not have understood the words, those whose ermine-trimmed cloaks spoke to their high position in life would have understood the Latin and perhaps noted the aptness of the psalm. If indeed there were a place on earth to glimpse the dwelling place of the Most High, it was surely the balcony of the Pietà.


When the last notes vanished, the figlie di coro disappeared into the secret places of the Pietà through a door in the rear of the balcony. The heavens closed, and the people began to spill out into the October twilight.


“Michielina is better than Paola at the Mendicanti, don’t you think?” A young nobleman opened a side door of the chapel. “After you,” he said, gesturing to his identically dressed companion.


“I prefer the Mendicanti,” his friend said. “But Michielina…” He inhaled sharply to show his appreciation. “She is very good. Perhaps a bit breathy at times but—”


“Ugly as a toad and walks with a limp, I’ve heard.”


“Ahh,” the first man said with a sigh, “such a tragedy. Perhaps we should be grateful we can’t see them.”


Before the second man could reply, what might have been mistaken for a sack of rags draped over a small packing crate in a doorway caught his attention. From within the box a loud intake of air was followed by a choking cough and a hoarse, exhausted wail.


As one of them moved forward to take a closer look, his boot touched the edge of the sack. It moved, and he saw a small arm appear from under one of its folds.


He bent over and jostled the shoulder of the child. “Little one,” he said. “Are you all right?” When he turned her over, she did not startle or wake but fell as limp as the dead. The upturned face was that of a three-year-old girl. Her eyes rolled toward her drooping lids, and her mouth fell open to reveal a row of perfect white teeth above a lolling tongue.


“Laudanum,” he said. “I think she’s had a dose.” He tried to pick her up in his arms but found she had been fastened to the crate by a thick silk cord from a dressing gown. “Someone didn’t want her to wander off and drown.”


There was also a baby, drenched with sweat from its prolonged screams but now snuffling and falling back asleep. Wedged under its head was an envelope on which the word “Pietà” had been written in a meticulous hand.


“Vying with Michielina for attention?” the second man said. “No wonder no one heard you.” He stood up and began banging on the door.


 


IN THE CORNER OF THE SMALL EXAMINATION ROOM OFF THE infirmary ward of the Ospedale della Pietà, the little girl had been stripped down to her underclothing and was seated on top of the overturned crate while a wet nurse for the baby had been fetched from one of the surrounding homes. After the baby had fallen contented from the woman’s breast, she was laid on a long wooden table, bathed, and left to fall asleep.


Even in the dim light of the oil lamps, for by now night had fallen, the baby’s wrappings told the story that was undoubtedly contained within the unopened letter. The shawl in which she had been nestled was soft, honey-colored wool, with a sunburst pattern emblazoned in crimson and gold silk.


“Expensive,” one of the nurses said, holding it up to get a better look. She folded the shawl and placed it on the end of the table. “Get the book,” she said to a girl of about twelve standing beside her.


The girl went to a cabinet, brought out a large leather-bound register, and put it down next to the shawl, returning to the cabinet to bring the pen and ink.


“And put the iron in the fire,” the nurse ordered. She opened the envelope, and as she pulled out the letter, three gold coins fell from its folds. She moved closer to the lamp to examine them before putting them back in the envelope.


She turned to look at the girl. “I told you to put the iron in the fire.”


The girl’s eyes darted toward the small child seated on the crate before she turned away and fetched a metal object from a hook on the wall. As the nurse read to herself, the girl poked at the fire with the rod before leaving its tip at the edge of the coals.


“Just as I thought,” the nurse said, breaking the silence. She began to read aloud.


“God help me, I am abandoned by my patron, who says the baby is not his,” the letter read.




My delivery left me damaged in ways it is not seemly to speak of, and I dare not even show myself to those who once wished for nothing more than a chance to supplant him in my affections. For three years I have been able to keep my daughter out of sight and under the care of my servants, to maintain that appearance of a carefree youth so important to those in my trade. I had intended to do the same with the infant, who was born three months ago, but I no longer know where I will live, or even if I will live much longer, having little money and no appeal to any but the coarsest of men.


I am plunged into the pit of grief by the decision I must make, and I pray you to understand that it is only because I cannot protect my children that I give them to you. I have named the older one Maddalena, in honor of the saint to whom I have prayed to intercede for my forgiveness and thus preserve my soul. She has already been baptized with that name. The baby has a way about her that brings brightness into my heart, and almost from the moment of her birth her eyes were the color of a clear sky. I have taken that as a portent of happiness for her in her life, and I pray you for that reason to baptize her with the name of the Virgin and call her Chiaretta.





The nurse picked up the pen and wrote the date in the left column of the register. “Maddalena,” she spoke aloud as she wrote. “And Maria Chiaretta.”


She continued to read.




I have enclosed all the money I can part with, to help with the burden of finding a wet nurse who will also take in Maddalena, so they can remain together. I put my trust in the infinite mercy of God, who makes all things possible and hears the prayers of the fallen, and though I do not deserve or even dare hope to see my children again, I have also included a token, divided into three, so that if it pleases God that I may ever return for them I may know them, and they may have a means to know each other if circumstances pull them apart.





“Bring me the tokens,” the nurse said to the girl. “I need to describe them in the book.” She took the two pieces of ivory into her hand and strained to see the details in the lamplight. “An ivory hair comb,” she said, “broken into three pieces. Each girl has one end, with a carved flower. The mother’s piece will fit between, which is how she will prove who she is if she ever comes back for them.”


“Will she?” the girl asked.


“No,” the nurse said. “But some of them need to hope.” She put the letter back in its envelope, wrote the description of the shawl and the broken comb into the book, and gave the pen to the girl to clean. “If you don’t want to help, go find a box to store these things. And while you’re at it, go to the refectory and bring her back some bread and a little cheese.” She looked over at Maddalena. “Are you hungry?”


By now the small dose of laudanum had begun to wear off. Maddalena had pulled herself back up to a sitting position on the crate and was rubbing her eyes, too dazed to reply.


As soon as the young girl hurried from the room, the nurse got up and pulled the iron rod from the fire. The tip glowed red as she blew ash from it. She picked up one of Maddalena’s feet with a jerk, and the little girl fell onto her back on the crate. Pulling her lips into a thin line, the nurse brought the end of the red-hot poker down onto the bottom of Maddalena’s heel and held it there for a moment.


The nurse had dropped her foot and was returning the iron to the fire before shock turned to screams of pain and betrayal. “There, there,” she said as she came back with a drop of salve on her finger. “It will heal.”


As she grabbed Maddalena’s foot again, the little girl squirmed and struggled to get out of her grasp, but the nurse held her ankle in a grip so firm it left white halos around her fingers. She looked for a moment at the blackened rectangle enclosing the letter P before dabbing the ointment on the wound and going to find a bandage. By the time she found one, Maddalena’s screams had quieted to a few gulping sobs, and the girl watched in stunned confusion as the nurse wrapped a clean cloth strip around her foot.


“We don’t take in anyone but babies,” the nurse said, in a tone neither harsh nor tender but matter-of-fact, as if she were explaining it to the walls as much as to the little girl. “They don’t remember it for more than a minute. It wasn’t as simple for you, I’m afraid, but it couldn’t be helped.”


She rubbed her hands on her coarse apron as if to wipe away her involvement in the act. “You’ll be gone in a few days, and it’s how we’ll keep track of you.” She removed the branding iron from the fire. “It’s how we’ll get you back.”


“I don’t want to come back!” Though the pain had undone the last effects of the laudanum, Maddalena’s words were muffled and slurred, as if she were crying out in her sleep. “I want to go home.”


“You’ll forget.” As the nurse examined the glowing tip of the iron for a second time, Maddalena panted, too frightened to scream, but this time the nurse walked toward the table where Chiaretta had begun to stir. She picked the baby up by the ankle and dangled her upside down next to the table.


“Don’t!” Maddalena screamed as she tried to scramble down from the crate. The nurse pressed the branding iron onto the baby’s heel, and the room filled again with the shrieks of the two girls and the smell of charred flesh.















Part One



THE MARK OF THE PIETà


1701–1703














ONE







THE BLACK-AND-SILVER BOW OF THE GONDOLA DISAPPEARED into a fog so thick it hissed as it parted around the hull. Around each stroke of the oar, a vague, uncapturable melody swirled and trailed away in the water.


The gondolier had been moving so slowly he wasn’t quite sure he had reached the mouth of the Grand Canal. The air seemed hemmed in by the facades of the grand homes where the noble families of Venice were finishing their suppers, but in front of him it opened up like a yawn as he entered the broad lagoon.


He leaned forward and squinted, cocking his head to pick up the calls of other boatmen. A song was traveling across the water from near the basilica of Santa Maria della Salute, and as he listened he could hear it getting louder. Finally he could pick out the words the boatman was singing.




A group of gentlewomen I did see


On All Saints’ Day, ’twas just a year ago;





The fog swallowed up the gondolier’s reply.




The one in front moved with a special grace,


And Love at her right side did seem to be.





The other boat had drawn so close the gondolier could hear a change in the sound of the water before they slid past each other in opposite directions.




Such a pure light did from her visage flee,


’Twas sure a spirit radiant and aglow;





The words faded as the boats pulled away. But in Venice, song was in the breath. The two gondoliers sang out together through the mist until they were too far apart to continue.




Grown bold to look, I saw then in her face


The spirit of an angel, truthfully…





As the gondolier’s voice died away, the curtain of the felce parted, and a stout middle-aged woman wearing a loose, dark cloak and veil peered out from the cabin. “I can barely see you,” she said. “Where are we?”


“The Broglio. I’m tying up there.”


“The Broglio?” Her voice turned up with disapproval. “You were supposed to take us to the dock at the Pietà.”


“Hell of a night,” the gondolier said by way of explanation, clearing his throat and spitting a mouthful of thick phlegm into the lagoon. The boat bumped against the dock, and he muttered a low curse as he jumped off. The bucking motion made the woman lose her balance, and she sat down with a grunt.


“Look,” the gondolier said, coming back onboard to help her up. “You can walk the five minutes to the Pietà faster than I can take you on the water. I’m finished with this night.”


The woman growled, as if to say that he would hear more about this in due time, before turning back toward the cabin. In a few minutes she emerged to put a satchel and a covered straw basket on the floor of the gondola.


She turned her head. “Don’t dawdle now,” she called back into the felce.


A small, bare hand pulled back the curtain, and a face peered out. A girl who looked to be no older than six stood motionless until she was prodded from behind.


“Go!” the voice behind her said. Within a few minutes two little girls, the other about nine, were standing on the dock.


The woman picked up the satchel and basket. “Come along,” she said without looking to see if they were following. She crossed the small piazza so quickly the girls almost lost her in the fog, before stopping at the point where the spiky, red-and cream-brick facade of the Doge’s Palace began to emerge from the mist. Having oriented herself, she turned to the right and resumed her pace. The girls struggled to stay no more than a step or two behind as they passed one column after another of stone so close to the color of the fog they could sense more than see them.


The woman muttered as she stumbled over a crate left behind by one of the merchants whose stalls spilled out onto the Riva degli Schiavoni during the festival period just before Christmas. Faint odors of wet straw and the contents of baskets in which dried flowers and herbs, clams, sausages made from wild game, and pungent salves and tonics had been laid out for sale wafted up from the detritus of the day.


A stone bridge loomed in front of them and then another, before the woman turned abruptly in to an alley. She banged the large bronze knocker on one of the doors, and the grate over a peephole slid open.


“Who’s there?” a woman’s voice asked.


“Annina. With the two girls.”


They heard a bolt being thrown and the groan of hinges as the door creaked open. A woman in a white cap, dressed in a cloak just like Annina’s, motioned them in.


“Hurry. It’s cold,” she said, her voice echoing along the walkway of the courtyard in which the girls found themselves. “You will sleep down here tonight. Annina will stay with you. No point in disturbing the others so late.”


The room she left them in was bare except for a small wooden prie-dieu and a bed, on which the girls sat stiff and motionless. Outside, the two women lingered, talking in low voices.


“Chiaretta—the younger one—can sing,” Annina said. “And she’s quite pretty.”


“And the older one?”


“Maddalena. Hardly speaks. They told me she’s good with her hands, and more obedient than the other one, but I can’t see that there’s much to her.”


They nodded good night, and Annina turned to go into the room while the other woman disappeared into the mist without another word.


 


CHIARETTA CRIED HERSELF TO SLEEP. HER BLOND HAIR WAS matted and tousled on a lumpy makeshift pillow, and her dress and coat served as a coverlet for her bare arms and legs. Next to her on the pallet Annina had arranged for them on the floor, her sister Maddalena lay, startled back from the edge of sleep by every unfamiliar sound.


Maddalena could hear the rattle in Annina’s breath and make out her form on her cot. She had glimpsed Annina without her heavy cloak and hood for only a moment, and she lay in the dark unable to remember what the woman looked like. Annina was so intimidating that Maddalena had spent most of the last two days looking at her own feet.


A few days before Annina arrived in the village where they lived, the family’s routine had been so disrupted it seemed as if the doge himself would be paying a visit. The chicken pen had to be raked clean of droppings and feathers, and even the dog was washed and groomed. Their foster father did not escape either, getting a haircut that left him looking as forlorn as a shearling lamb.


Maddalena and Chiaretta had no time to chase the chickens around the yard after collecting their eggs, or talk to the goat as he nuzzled in their apron pockets for food. They were forbidden to leave home in search of butterflies willing to alight on their fingers, or to find ant holes to pour water into and watch the ants scurry out carrying their glistening white sacs of eggs. Instead, they scrubbed the stone floor of the cottage and wiped the cobwebs from the low ceiling with a long pole and a cloth, while an older girl, the daughter of Chiaretta and Maddalena’s foster parents, pounded and scrubbed the spots out of all the girls’ dresses and mended holes in her two brothers’ pants.


Their foster father and the boys chopped a huge pile of firewood, while the mother kept the fire going for nearly a whole day, preparing not just the usual polenta and beans but honey cakes and roasted meat from a lamb her husband slaughtered out of view of the two little girls.


Chiaretta and Maddalena had seen nothing like these preparations before, except one or two times a year when everyone in the village was readying for a festival, or when someone was getting married. Chiaretta was beside herself with excitement, thinking the guest must be someone terribly important. Maddalena was almost paralyzed with anxiety. Of the children in the house, only she and Chiaretta had marks on their heels. Only they were not family, did not belong, would not be staying. Someday, she had been told, someone would come for them.


On the day the guest was to arrive, their foster mother gave Maddalena and Chiaretta a bath, washed their hair, and helped them put on their best clothes. For several hours they sat with their shoes off until the visitor arrived.


“Are these the girls?” Annina did not wait for an answer. “Have them take off their stockings so I can see.”


“Show me your heel,” she said to each in turn. Then, satisfied that they were indeed the wards she sought, she had nothing more to say to them.


The visitor’s attention to them was enough for Chiaretta to decide that all the work had been for a party in her honor. She spent the whole evening pulling the boys to their feet to dance with her while she sang, even though no one else was in a festive mood.


“It’s not a party,” one of the girls said. “Why don’t you quiet down?”


“It is too a party.” Chiaretta pouted, dropping her head and drawing an arc on the floor with her foot. “We haven’t had meat in a long time.”


Her foster mother got up at that and marched over to Chiaretta. “Sit down and be quiet. We eat like this once a week.”


Chiaretta’s look of astonishment at the lie was enough to earn her a strong twist on her ear and a place on the floor in the corner, where she cried until she saw everyone intended to ignore her, at which point she promptly fell asleep.


Maddalena had known what Annina’s interest in their heels really meant and had barely been able to swallow a bite. Even after hearing stories about someday going to live in a place where many little girls lived, a place where people were so happy they sang all the time, she wanted to stay where everything was familiar. In the village, she had her own secret name for everyone, from the boys to the geese that waddled along the path leading to the riverbank. She could tell Chiaretta’s blanket from her own by the smell of the wool, and in the orchard she knew each foothold to reach the apples that swung from the upper branches. But the choice of where to live wasn’t hers, and she knew nothing would sway the family to keep the two extra mouths they would no longer be paid to feed.


 


AND NOW TONIGHT SHE WAS IN THAT PLACE OF GIRLS AND singing she had been promised. Chiaretta stirred and rolled over, pulling Maddalena’s coat along with her own. Maddalena shivered, and when she couldn’t pull the coat back, she nestled in closer to her sister to keep the cold from seeping in. Burying her face in her sister’s shoulder, she felt her head fill from the inside with the pressure of tears she had held in all day. She shut her eyes, and though her swollen eyelids didn’t fit very comfortably, this time she let them stay closed.


Maddalena had barely slept when she felt Annina shaking her. “Get up,” the woman said. “Don’t you hear the bell?”


Annina prodded Chiaretta in the back. She wriggled away, saying “Don’t!” in a tone somewhere between a snarl and a sigh, before she bolted upright. She looked around the small room, trying to remember where she was. Maddalena was sitting up also, rubbing her eyes.


“Get dressed!” Annina said. She went to the prie-dieu, knelt, and crossed herself, speaking under her breath with her eyes closed. “Aperi, Domine, os meum,” they heard her say, her voice dropping lower until only her lips moved.


The girls watched as Annina continued. Then she crossed herself again and stood up.


“Don’t you pray?” she asked, and when Maddalena nodded her head, she added, “Well, do it then! Pater noster…”


Maddalena crossed herself, and Chiaretta followed suit. “Qui es in caelis,” they continued, “sanctificetur nomen tuum.” They murmured their way through the rest of the Lord’s Prayer and a Hail Mary before Annina told them to get to their feet.


“You’ll have to learn how we do things here,” she said.


“Didn’t we do it right?” Chiaretta asked. She and Maddalena had been rattling their way through those prayers for as long as she could remember.


“You didn’t do it fast enough to be in the chapel on time for Lauds,” Annina said. “Leave your dress unlaced and put on your cloak.”


When they had finished pulling on their shoes, still damp from the night before, Annina looked the two girls over. Maddalena was much taller than Chiaretta, more than the three years’ difference in their age could account for. Her hair was brown, with undertones of red and gold, like autumn leaves. Her solemn hazel eyes were round, and her chin was pointed, making her face resemble a heart. It was a face free from noticeable defects, but one that did not quite coalesce.


Chiaretta’s hair was the light straw color of the white wines of the Veneto. Her curls formed a halo around cheeks still chapped from the cold of the journey the day before. Even in the candlelight her eyes, fringed with thick lashes, were the sparkling blue of lapis lazuli. But at the moment, the overall impression was of total dishevelment. Her hair was a tangle that could not be dealt with in time for chapel by any other means than anchoring it behind her ears, and her dress had gotten soiled by something she had spilled on it at mealtime the day before.


“Stand still,” Maddalena said as she reached up to pick the sleep crumbs from the corners of Chiaretta’s eyes. Her little sister froze her face and pushed her chin forward in obedience, revealing a row of small teeth as perfect as a string of pearls framed between the petals of her lips.


When Annina opened the door and motioned them into the corridor, they found themselves in the midst of girls and women passing through in one great wave, several hundred in all, wearing dresses that looked like the color of mud in the dim light as they moved without speaking through the courtyard.


Light had just begun to filter through the milky white glass over the main entrance to the chapel, but on the sides obstructed by other buildings, the windows were still dark. The dresses of the women lighting candles to illuminate the altar had taken on a rich crimson hue, under aprons and hoods the color of fresh cream.


When Maddalena and Chiaretta got inside the chapel, Annina guided them toward a marble pillar. “Stand up against this,” she said. Holding hands, the two girls watched as the church filled. By the time the last people were inside, their backs were pressed against the pillar and they could see nothing except the dresses of the women crowded around them.


“Domine, labia mea aperies,” a woman called out in plainsong, exhorting the Lord to open her lips for prayer.


Around the two girls, the congregation sang their response. “Et os meum annuntiabit laudem tuam.” Chiaretta tried to lift her back up against the pillar to see who was singing in such a clear and radiant voice a few feet away, and Annina elbowed her to be still.


“Who is that?” Chiaretta whispered.


Annina scowled and put a finger to her lips. “A figlia di coro.”


A daughter of the choir? Chiaretta could not ask what she meant—not then at least—so she turned her head away from Annina, feeling the cool of the marble against her face while the air around her grew warm and thick from the press of bodies. When people began singing again, instead of trying to see the woman, Chiaretta looked at the air in front of the voice, trying to understand how something invisible could be so beautiful.


 


SEVERAL LARGE POTS OF WATER WERE SIMMERING ON A GRATE in a huge fireplace, next to a metal washtub. A young woman tied on a wide work apron and began pouring the warm water into the tub.


She told the two girls to undress and sit down, and when Maddalena complied, another woman lifted up her hair in one handful and, without warning, cut it off at the neck with two savage clips of her shears.


Chiaretta shrieked as if her sister’s throat had been cut. She ran toward the door, and when she could not pull it open, she pressed her back against it, taking in great sobbing gulps of air. The first woman left the tub and crouched down in front of Chiaretta.


“Come, cara, it doesn’t hurt.” Her voice was soft and her hand gentle as she guided Chiaretta’s chin in Maddalena’s direction. “See?”


Maddalena held the rough ends of her hair in one hand, staring in shock while her foot toyed with the auburn strands on the floor.


Chiaretta kept her back pressed against the door, but the lady kneeling in front of her seemed nice, and Maddalena, though a little dazed, did not appear to be hurt. Eventually Chiaretta allowed herself to be coaxed to the chair.


After her haircut, each of them was handed a smaller version of the red dress the women wore. When the dresses had been tugged and smoothed into place, small white aprons were tied around the girls’ waists. After a few minutes in front of the fire, tousling what remained of their hair, Maddalena and Chiaretta covered their heads with lace-trimmed hoods that draped over their shoulders. The women placed a white cap on each of their heads, and the transformation of the two girls into wards of the Pietà was complete.


 


A FEW ANEMIC FINGERS OF GRAY WINTER SUNLIGHT FILTERED through the grimy windows of the children’s ward. The coal in the fireplaces at each end of the room had been damped down until evening, and the lamps were unlit as the girls made their way between the rows of neat cots.


“Where are the children?” Chiaretta asked.


“They’re at work.” Anzoleta, one of the ward matrons, signaled toward two of the cots. “These will be yours,” she said.


Maddalena sat down, feeling the hard frame through the thin mattress. She looked at Chiaretta, who had sat down on the other bed, rubbing the coarse wool blanket as if trying to make friends.


A bell rang from somewhere inside the walls of the Pietà. “It’s time for Sext,” Anzoleta said. She knelt and crossed herself. “Aperi, Domine, os meum,” she began, but before Chiaretta and Maddalena had time to get to their knees, she stood up again, continuing a string of Latin words.


“You’ll learn the daily office soon enough,” she stopped long enough to say. “For now, pray the Our Father and the Hail Mary until I’ve finished, and then we’ll go to dinner.” Chiaretta and Maddalena hurried to make the sign of the cross as she went back to her prayers.


 


THE REFECTORY WAS FILLED WITH THE SOUND OF RUSTLING robes and the scrape of the benches pulled across the stone floor to make room to sit down. From the kitchen, girls carried tureens to each table, while those closest to where they left them got up and began to ladle a thick soup of rice and peas into bowls. Others carried baskets of bread, placing a torn piece at each place. Prayers were said, and the meal began.


Maddalena and Chiaretta finished their meal in seconds, picking the last flakes of bread crust off the table with wet fingers. As the remaining soup was doled out, an older woman in a velvet dress left the head table and went to a lectern. She crossed herself before opening a book.


“Cease to be anxious for yourselves, for He bears your anxiety, and will bear it always,” she read. Maddalena looked around and noticed that some of the older women at other tables had stopped eating and were listening with their eyes downcast, while others, mostly the young, were fishing the last bits of rice and peas from their bowls and looking to see if any more bread remained in the baskets.


Within a minute or two she felt Chiaretta’s body jerk, and Maddalena flung out her arm to keep her sister from pitching forward into her soup bowl. Chiaretta’s eyes were red with exhaustion, and she was on the verge of tears. Maddalena put her arm around her, and Chiaretta rested her head on her shoulder.


Within a few seconds Maddalena heard knuckles rapping on the table. “No!” the woman at the head of the table mouthed, and Maddalena shook Chiaretta awake.


The woman at the lectern closed the book. Everyone rose at this signal, offering in unison a prayer of thanksgiving before falling silent again as they filed out of the refectory and up the stairs to the wards.


 


BY THE TIME MADDALENA AND CHIARETTA REACHED THE DORMITORY, dozens of girls in red dresses were taking off their aprons and head coverings and unlacing their shoes. Chiaretta sat on her bed, watching as one by one the girls knelt and crossed themselves, said a short prayer, then lay down on their beds. I guess I’m supposed to pray too, she thought. But I already did today.


Never in her life had she seen so much praying. Except perhaps, she thought, when a boy in the village had fallen on his head and didn’t wake up for two days, or when someone died having a baby, or when her foster father was caught in a sudden flood and didn’t come home for so long they thought he had drowned. At those times the women of the village crossed themselves so often it seemed they would wear the tips right off their fingers.


Why are they always praying here? she wondered. Do they think something awful is going to happen? She rolled over to ask Maddalena but saw that her sister had fallen asleep.


 


AFTERNOON SHADOWS WERE CASTING DARK TRIANGLES IN THE corners of the dormitory when the girls put their shoes and hoods back on and marched through the halls to their assigned rooms for two hours of work or lessons. Chiaretta was led off to a classroom and Maddalena to a room where several dozen women and girls sat on stools making lace.


Within an hour, Maddalena was practicing a simple row of knots and twists that the lace mistress, Zenobia, had taught her. The grimy threads were spotted in places with blood from needle pricks, and Maddalena’s eyes had begun to sting in the dim light. Is it always going to be like this? she wondered. How can they stay inside all day? Don’t they ever get to see the sky?


Finally, Maddalena’s and Chiaretta’s first day was over. They greeted each other only with their eyes as they came back to their beds, too intimidated and exhausted to offer even a touch of the hand for reassurance. Laying their outer clothing on a wooden cassone at the foot of Maddalena’s bed, they stood by their cots among the pale and narrow-shouldered girls who were bowing their heads and commending their souls to God before they slept.















TWO







IN THE HANDS OF ZENOBIA AND A FEW OTHERS, LACE making was like alchemy to Maddalena. They could turn simple thread into scenes where angels or mythical beasts stood among Greek columns and vases, linked by elaborate scrolls, fans, and arabesques. And then, with no more than a passing glance, they unpinned a finished work, placed it in a basket, and started another.


For the first few months Maddalena was at the Pietà, one after another of her gray and bloodied scraps was thrown into the fire, worth only the tiny pop of light it gave before disappearing, but eventually she produced her first piece of work that ended up as white as the thread it had started with. A simple border meant to be sewn to the bottom of a girl’s petticoat, it was whisked away in the basket with the other finished work at the end of the day.


“What happens to it now?” she asked Zenobia.


“What do you mean? Tomorrow you’ll start something else. Now that you’ve earned a little money, they’ll start an account for you with the bank.” She shrugged as if something so obvious and inconsequential was not worth more of an answer.


“I just wondered who will get my lace.”


“It was only a little piece. Maybe some tourist will buy it.”


Maddalena felt her mind slowing, like cream turning to butter in a churn, as she struggled to understand. “I don’t know what a bank is,” she said, “or a tourist either.”


“A visitor. Someone who comes to our city to listen to the coro.”


Lying on her cot that night, Maddalena realized she had been too distracted to ask Zenobia about the other thing she had said. Why am I being paid? she wondered. And if we’re paid, where is the money? She knew that a few of the others came down to the lace room before the work bell to talk among themselves when no one was there to tell them to be quiet. Maddalena fell asleep having made a plan to go early herself the next day to get her answer.


 


“YOU HAVE TO HAVE A JOB, DON’T YOU?” A LACE MAKER NAMED Francesca said. “Better here than changing bandages in the hospital or washing dishes.” The other figlie murmured their agreement.


“And if we have to sit here for hours we might as well make as much money as we can, so the fancier the lace the better,” another figlia named Alegreza added.


“But why does that matter when there’s nothing to buy?”


“Of course there is,” Francesca said. “Maybe not now, except for little things like a rosary with pretty beads, or maybe a better pair of shoes. Or even a prayer book with pictures and a pretty cover. You’ve seen Zenobia’s, haven’t you?”


“But what you make is so beautiful. Don’t you care?”


“Not anymore, not really,” Francesca said. “Or maybe just for a second. And besides, they’ll make you do penance if you act too prideful about it.”


“But you’ll have to do a lot more than that little border you did to have enough money to buy anything,” a figlia named Veronica added. “It’s when you can do the placket of a nightgown for a bride, or the bodice of a dress…” The others murmured in agreement. “That’s when the money starts adding up.”


“And later it’s part of your dowry,” Alegreza said, “and if you don’t get married, you can buy a nicer cell in a convent with your savings.”


Alegreza’s tone was so matter-of-fact it seemed to Maddalena that she saw both of these as excellent and practical goals to work toward, but Maddalena did not see how thinking about becoming a nun or a wife could make anyone’s fingers fly any faster or better.


“Well,” Francesca said. “I’m not planning on any of that. I want to stay here and be priora someday.” She mimicked the way the priora squinted as she read after meals in the refectory, and the others joined her in laughter. “Then I could boss everyone around. I’d wear whatever I wanted and live in my own place.”


“She lives here, doesn’t she?” Maddalena asked.


“Silly girl! Not on the ward. And the others who sit at her table don’t live there either. If you’re still here when you’re forty, you retire, and then you get your own room. If you ever go into the priora’s study, you can see how nice it is. And her clothes aren’t coarse at all, like ours.”


“So they can buy what they want when they’re old?”


“Well, not everything, I suppose.”


“They couldn’t buy a pet monkey from the organ grinder on the Riva,” Alegreza said. “With his hairy little…thing.” The figlie all giggled behind their hands, and Maddalena felt the heat rising in her face, as if a joke was being told at her expense.


“Oh, come now,” Alegreza said. “We weren’t laughing at you.”


“After a while they can spend their money on anything they want,” Veronica added. “At least what’s left after you’ve paid room and board for all these years.”


Several of the figlie sighed and got up to look in a cabinet for their lace cushions. Seeing Maddalena’s blank face, Francesca went on. “The Congregazione take most of what all the figlie earn and keep it as payment for the cost of feeding you and giving you a bed, but they leave you with a little for yourself.”


“What about people who don’t make money?”


Francesca looked puzzled, as if she had never considered this. “I don’t know. I guess they don’t pay.”


“They say we’re learning about money because we might need to know.” Alegreza had come back with her cushion and sat down. “Zenobia told me it’s part of being a good wife. This is almost as good as being in the coro, if you want to get married.”


“But not if you want to make money,” Veronica said. “The figlie di coro get paid every time they perform.” She rolled her eyes and then stood up and put her hand over her heart. Taking a dramatic breath, in a voice not loud enough to be heard in the hall, she began to sing harshly and off-key. Then, bowing to the applause, she adjusted her skirt and sat down to begin her work.


“As well they should,” Francesca added in a tone icy with sarcasm. “The figlie di coro are better than the rest of us, you know. Even God knows that. Especially God knows that.”


 


MADDALENA’S DISCOMFORT WITH THE CONVERSATION HAD come on as suddenly as a headache, but it trailed off after Zenobia’s arrival and had been forgotten by the end of the afternoon. Hearing her own soft breathing as she bent over her work, Maddalena lost track of the cold penetrating through the windows and up through the threadbare carpet on the stone floor. Then Zenobia began to hum, and as the other figlie joined in her soft song, something deep inside Maddalena responded.


Whatever else was happening at the Pietà—or in the city outside, or even in the village that now lay so far away—did not matter at all. The tiny beginning of a new work that would grow in her hands, and Zenobia’s voice so warm it cut through the draft of the dying fire—this was the center of everything. The other girls could joke if they wished, but from then on, she would come to the lace room when Zenobia did, and not a minute before.


 


BY THE TIME MADDALENA WAS ELEVEN AND CHIARETTA WAS eight, their lives had a pattern as secure and predictable as each knot in one of Maddalena’s lace collars. They rose at or before dawn, prayed as they dressed and walked to chapel, heard Lauds, studied or worked for several hours in the morning, stopped to pray at Prime, Terce, and Sext, before their midday meal. In the afternoon they rested until None, then worked or studied until Vespers. Supper was around sunset, followed by Compline and bed.


As much as the activities, the sounds gave each day its shape. Bells pealed, and the smaller girls giggled and sang as they played games with hoops and balls in the courtyard during the daily recreation time. Idle chatter was what the long hours of enforced quiet were meant to keep at bay, and duty and piety were the main reasons for breaking the silence. Maddalena had come to love the soft tones of the women who read from St. Augustine, or Catherine of Siena, or Francis of Assisi in the refectory, and the singsong of the girls reciting their lessons in the schoolroom. All these sounds, more than the rehearsed perfection of the coro, soothed the needle pricks, the hollow stomach, and the chattering teeth of winter dawns.


For Chiaretta, no sounds mattered but those made by the coro. Trying to get attention by singing with great enthusiasm in the chapel hadn’t gained her anything except nods of approval for her religious fervor, which were canceled out by the scowls and scolding she got for fidgeting during the rest of the service. Chiaretta’s dreams danced in the breath between her parted lips as she listened to the choir each Sunday afternoon and feast day from the recess of the chapel reserved for the figlie di commun. Every day she tiptoed past the closed door leading up to the choir loft as if she were being careful not to break something. Don’t touch, it seemed to say. Don’t dare.


And then, one day, the door was open. The recreation period was beginning, and the figlie di coro were spilling down the stairs and into the corridor as Chiaretta was passing. She stepped out of their way and waited for a chance just to look up the stairs.


And then, she heard it, a rich alto voice like a pomegranate burst on the ground of an orchard, redolent of blood and jewels. “Filiae maestae Jerusalem,” the voice sang, calling on the mournful daughters of Jerusalem to behold their crucified Lord.


Hypnotized by the sound, Chiaretta made first one, then another step upward. Without even being able to say how it happened, she found herself standing at the entrance to the choir loft. The room was the color of dark amber from the reflected hues of the paintings in the chapel. Grainy ribbons of silver light traveled the distance from the small clerestory windows to the keyboard of a small organ. Looking past several music stands on which sheet music lay open, Chiaretta saw the wrought-iron balcony grille through which she often stared up from the chapel below. Against it she saw the silhouette of a woman holding her arms around herself and swaying as she sang.


Chiaretta moved closer and stumbled over a small pile of books that had been left on the floor. The woman stopped singing and wheeled around.


“Who are you?” she asked.


“I—I’m sorry. Please don’t be angry. I heard you from downstairs and—”


“You’re not supposed to be here,” the woman said, and though Chiaretta could not see her well, she could discern from her tone that she was more surprised than angry.


“What’s your name?” the woman asked.


“Maria Chiaretta,” she stammered. “But no one calls me that. Just Chiaretta.”


“Do you know who I am?”


Chiaretta nodded. Michielina was one of the maestre, and though she was in her late thirties and had been singing for nearly two decades, she was still one of the most renowned soloists of the Pietà. Whenever she passed by her in the refectory, Chiaretta kept her eyes on the ground, to avoid looking into the eyes of someone with a hidden place big enough to contain that voice.


Michielina moved toward Chiaretta with the limp of one born with a deformed hip. “Come into the light so I can see if I recognize you,” she said. In the lamplight, Michielina examined what of Chiaretta’s face was visible under her cap and hood. “I’ve seen you in the refectory,” she said, smiling. “A very pretty girl with blue eyes and a good appetite.”


Michielina’s face looked flattened, like a clay head stepped upon before it had completely dried. Still, her eyes were kind, and her smile wide enough to reveal a missing tooth on one side. “Do you sing?” she asked.


“No—I mean yes. I mean”—Chiaretta took in a breath—“I don’t know. Not like you.”


Michielina limped back toward the railing. “Would you like to hear what it sounds like to sing from here?”


Chiaretta nodded, and Michielina gestured to her to join her at the rail. “Go on,” she said. “Agnus Dei,” she sang. “Qui tollis peccata mundi.” Even though her song seemed like a whisper, it filled the chapel, but Chiaretta’s voice died before it reached the balcony railing.


“Take a deeper breath, from here,” Michielina said, circumscribing Chiaretta’s waist with her hands. She took her hands away and stepped back, motioning to Chiaretta to sing. “Lamb of God, who taketh away the sins of the world,” she repeated.


Chiaretta pulled herself up from the hips to gulp in air, feeling her lungs deflate as she sang out the notes. “Have mercy on us.” Her voice grew larger, and she went through each phrase with increasing confidence until she heard it feeding back to her from the walls of the chapel.


“Brava,” Michielina clapped. “And the next time anyone asks you if you can sing, say yes.”


The strange breathing had made her dizzy. “Yes, Maestra,” she murmured.


“And now you can help me carry this music back to the practice room. If anyone wonders where you’ve been, I’ll say I asked you to help me. But”—she turned toward Chiaretta—“now I must scold you. You must not take it on yourself to go wandering around, going up staircases and whatever else pleases you. Difficult girls can find themselves very unhappy here. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


“Yes, Maestra,” Chiaretta said, wondering how what Michielina said could be true. I’m happier than I’ve been since I came here, she thought as she hurried down the stairs to find her sister.















THREE







CHIARETTA’S WAS THE FIRST VOICE TO BE HEARD WHEN chatter and laughter was allowed, and she was the one most often ordered to settle down when the time for frivolity was over. If she and Maddalena were not known to be sisters, the matrons sometimes commented, they would be the most unlikely candidates on the ward.


If not for Chiaretta’s urging, Maddalena could go for days with out speaking to anyone. She daydreamed and made up stories in her head, and the cloister and solitude of the Pietà suited her. She loved how the dust floated in the golden light of the lace room, how a spider wove a perfect web in a corner of the children’s ward, how the candles in the chapel bobbed before releasing long tendrils of smoke into the air when the celebrant of the mass walked near them. She knew where every bird nest was in the eaves of the courtyard and knew without looking up when the nestlings had flown.


Even if she had wanted to join in at the Pietà, the enforced silences meant that most of the time the figlie’s lives pointed inward. Much better, Maddalena decided, to make a satisfying world of her own. At the Pietà, needing others too much was unwise, especially when, without a good voice or an instrument to play, she was unlikely to get much attention.


Maddalena did, in fact, have an instrument to play. As with the other figlie, a small part of her week was taken up with music lessons. At nine, she had come back to the Pietà later than most, but within a month or two she had already had a somewhat belated assessment of her musical ability. Annina had been right, the maestra concluded. She was nothing special. Maddalena’s hands were deft from her hours as a lace maker, and she learned the fingerings of the lute without too much difficulty, but she practiced as if it were just another form of work.


Maddalena, the older women agreed, was turning out very well. A good wife for someone someday. Pretty enough and healthy, but not flighty like her sister, who was too willful for her own good. Altogether too willful for her own good.


 


FOR THE PAST FEW MONTHS CHIARETTA HAD BEEN ASSIGNED TO the embroidery workshop. The task had appealed to her briefly, when she saw the swirling patterns in gold set off against the luminescent crimson, or emerald, or aquamarine silk that would one day adorn bodices and waistcoats. But when she discovered that she could not manage to finish more than an inch or two in an afternoon, and her work was not crisp and clean enough to win her any praise, the room had come to feel like a prison.


Several days after her visit with Michielina, Chiaretta got a reprieve. Michielina’s assistants kept track of the music and organized the rehearsals, but she had requested a girl who could make sure keyboards were covered to keep out the dust, music was in neat stacks for filing, and stands were kept clean. The Pietà was full of young girls to keep occupied, but Michielina had one particular figlia in mind—one who was not shaping up to be much of an embroiderer anyway.


From then on, Chiaretta was permitted to leave the embroidery room early to assist in the practice room and choir loft. Michielina was approaching retirement and was losing her vision after copying scores year after year in dim light. Whether her eyesight had taken a turn for the worse or whether, as some thought, she just enjoyed Chiaretta’s company, within a few months Chiaretta had been excused altogether from embroidery and was at the maestra’s side much of the day. Within a few months she could follow sheet music well enough to turn the pages at rehearsals, singing along under her breath while Michielina nodded her approval.


“The maestra’s little lapdog,” a few of the girls whispered under their breath. But Michielina was loved, and everyone knew she was not well. The figlie di coro, at any rate, knew how to keep their most unbecoming thoughts to themselves.


 


WHEN A GROWTH SPURT HERALDED MADDALENA’S INCIPIENT puberty, she was ordered to collect her belongings for a move to another ward.


“If I don’t see you here, I’ll never see you at all,” Chiaretta cried. Though she had meant to whisper, her words had come out in hoarse sobs loud enough for the matron to threaten her with solitary confinement if she didn’t immediately quiet down.


Maddalena’s face crumpled in despair as she picked up her belongings in a single armful and carried them to the ward for adolescent girls. Awakening after her first rest period on her new cot, she saw that the girl with the cot next to hers was already sitting up and staring at her.


“I wanted to see if I could get you to wake up just by looking at you,” she whispered. “What’s your name?”


“Maddalena. Who are you?”


“Anna Maria. What do you do?”


“I make lace.”


“I’m in the coro, and I’m a prodigy.”


Maddalena didn’t know what a prodigy was, but she had no trouble figuring it out. Jiggling her heels up and down, Anna Maria ticked off on her fingers all the instruments she could already play, and the ones she was planning to learn.


“What do you play?” she asked.


“I’m learning the lute.”


“Oh, please ask if I can be your teacher! I’m going to get a new pupil soon, they told me.” The jiggles had now moved upward as Anna Maria put her hands beside her hips on the cot and began to bounce up and down.


She has even more energy than Chiaretta, Maddalena thought. Thoughts of her sister invaded her mind with such intensity that for a moment she could not breathe. A bell sounded, and the ward fell silent except for the rustle of girls bending over to tie their shoes and standing up to straighten their dresses. Putting on her hood, Maddalena pulled it down by the hem and held it there with her eyes shut, but whether she was trying to keep something safe inside or something else out, she did not know. She let out her breath, opened her eyes, and put on her cap. Anna Maria fell into step beside her as they left the ward.


 


HIDDEN BEHIND THEIR HOODS AND CAPS, MOST OF THE GIRLS of the Pietà would be difficult to identify by name. Anna Maria was an exception, not because of remarkable beauty or ugliness but because of the intensity of her eyes, which were always so wide open she seemed perpetually amazed or startled. When she blinked, which she did energetically and often, it added to the impression that Anna Maria burned as if she were powered by some hidden star.


Anna Maria did not appear to have even a single friend. When Maddalena had lived alongside Chiaretta on the children’s ward, she had watched with no more than casual interest how the other girls allied themselves. Her sister was the one friend she needed, and the Pietà afforded little time to seek out others. Now, seeing how desperately Anna Maria wanted to be her friend, how she positioned herself on her cot so she could see her the second she came through the doorway, Maddalena pitied the girl. She pitied herself as well, now that she no longer had Chiaretta to wake up next to. Within a few months, however, Maddalena’s imaginary conversations with Chiaretta as she lay in her bed had dwindled in favor of real ones with her new friend.


Anna Maria had two favorite subjects—her music and her future—and to her they were one and the same. “I’m going to be”—she grasped for a word—“indispensable.”


“Indispensable?” Maddalena chided. “That’s not a job. You’re supposed to say I’m going to be a nun, or something like that.”


“Well, I’m just going to be indispensable. They’ll say, ‘We need a theorbo and a harpsichord,’ and I’ll be there. I can play violin and viola already, and I’ll learn cello and bass when I am a little taller. And the organ, but I can’t quite reach the pedals now.”


The two girls started another circuit of the courtyard where they took their recreation, and Anna Maria chattered on. “I’ll become a sotto maestra and maybe even the maestra di coro. Hopefully before I start to smell as bad as she does.” Anna Maria tried to contain her laughter behind her hands, but as usual it escalated to loud snorts that echoed off the ceiling and walls of the open corridor, earning them both a scowl from the matron.


Anna Maria had been assigned to give Maddalena her first lessons on the lute, but within a few months they had both concluded that Anna Maria’s dream of Maddalena joining the coro was not going to happen. She could accompany someone if the piece was not too complicated, but Maddalena’s lute playing did not appear headed for any more than that.


“They’ll probably give you a recorder teacher pretty soon,” Anna Maria said one afternoon. “You’re supposed to learn two instruments before—” Her face grew somber and she did not finish the thought. The girls fell silent and looked away from each other until Maddalena heard Anna Maria sniffling.


“What’s wrong?” she asked.


“First I won’t get to be with you as much when you stop learning the lute.” Anna Maria’s voice caught in her throat. “And then I won’t see you anymore at all when you go away.”


“Who says I’m going away?”


“Well, they’ll make you leave someday, tell you to go be a nun or something. I don’t know!” Anna Maria buried her face in her hands.


The prospect unnerved both of them enough that they began disappearing during the recreation periods to practice in the empty sala.


It still wasn’t enough. “I don’t know what the problem is,” Anna Maria said. “You’re not like Annetina, who makes me want to die before the end of our lesson.” Anna Maria took the lute from Maddalena and played in a way that sounded like a donkey plodding under its load, throwing in a few misfingered chords to complete the effect.


“I don’t know why I’m not better,” Maddalena said. “I try hard enough. Maybe it’s just too far between my fingers and my head.” She pulled the lute up, and bending her head so her cheek grazed the edge of the instrument, she strummed. “I wish I could hear it.”


Anna Maria screwed up her face. “What do you mean you can’t hear it? Are you deaf?”


Maddalena didn’t know how to explain. “I mean hear it better. Maybe it’s just not the right kind of loud.” She thought for a moment, not sure what she had meant.


Anna Maria shrugged and handed her back the lute. “Play the part with the arpeggios again. As loud as you want. No one else is here.”


“You know what I would like more?” Maddalena asked, and before waiting for a reply, she went on. “To hear you play. But not the lute.”


Anna Maria got up. “What then? The mandolin? The violin?”


Maddalena had heard the mandolin only once or twice and wasn’t quite sure she liked its sound, but the violins always sounded nice in the chapel. “The violin,” she said.


“I’m tired of the stupid old lute anyway. Let’s go.”


Anna Maria took Maddalena into another practice area, where she picked up a violin case and carried it into a small room paneled in wood. “This is where the most senior violinists get their private lessons,” Anna Maria said. “I’ve never played here, but they’ve never actually said we can’t.” She shut the door behind them. “Maybe we’ll get in trouble, but I don’t think anyone will hear, and I want to know how it sounds.”


From the moment Anna Maria started to play, something inside Maddalena began to surrender. She settled into an old chair, and even when it could give no more under her weight, she felt as if she were still sinking, so deep that she could fold up on herself until she was a small package of perfect contentment. The room filled with sounds that gleamed like polished brass, melted like caramel in the mouth, and raised the hairs on Maddalena’s arms.


Anna Maria stopped. “You’d better close your mouth or you’ll drool.”


Maddalena startled and pulled herself up in her chair. “Play more,” she said in a voice so low it was almost a whisper.


Anna Maria began again. Maddalena thought she could hear every hair on the bow as it caught the strings. The music whirled and flirted with the air, spinning like snowflakes in an alley.


“Do you like that one?” Anna Maria asked. “I’m just making it up.” She looked at Maddalena. “Your mouth’s open again.”


Maddalena stared at Anna Maria for a moment before hearing her and then closed her mouth, biting her lip to keep it shut. Finally she spoke. “I don’t want to play the lute anymore.”


Anna Maria shrugged. “I like all the instruments pretty much the same.” She handed the violin to her. “Put it under your chin,” she said. “No, not like that—pull your cheek back a little.” She curled Maddalena’s fingers around the neck of the instrument and placed them in specific spots. “Keep them there,” she said, “and just run the bow over the strings.”


Maddalena winced at the harshness of the sound.


“Don’t hold the bow so tight, and keep your wrist straight.”


Maddalena loosened her grip and tried to pull the bow with the same delicacy with which she finished the last stitches of a collar. The result was a far cry from the tones Anna Maria could make, rich notes redolent of the glint of light on the water, apple blossoms, laughter. In Maddalena’s hands, the violin sounded like the creak of rusty door hinges, but she didn’t care.


She opened her eyes and saw Anna Maria staring at her.


“You really like this,” Anna Maria said. “I think you like it more than I do.”


Maddalena didn’t know what to say. She didn’t want to look at Anna Maria for fear of giving something away before she even understood what it was. She looked down at her hands. The nails were ragged and tipped with calluses, but in the last year her fingers had grown long and slender. Maybe they were made for this. She shut her eyes, her head full of music yearning to be played.


 


“SICUT ERAT IN PRINCIPIO, ET NUNC, ET SEMPER, ET IN SAECULA saeculorum.” The priest’s voice echoed off the walls of the church of San Sebastiano, but Maddalena and Chiaretta were barely listening. On the edge of a group of figlie who had been brought to mass there, the two had tipped their heads back so far that when they tried to join in saying amen, the muscles of their necks tugged and left their mouths gaping.


“Look there!” Chiaretta whispered to Maddalena, pointing to the ceiling. “I can almost see up under that man’s shirt.”


“Move along.” The chaperone pushed the girls lightly on their backs. For once her tone was not harsh, for after all, Veronese’s ceiling frescoes of the story of Esther were what the figlie had been allowed to leave the Pietà to see.


“Mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa.” Maddalena and Chiaretta joined the other figlie pounding their chests in repentance for their sins as they walked toward the altar.


Chiaretta looked up at the ceiling again and let out an inadvertent whimper. Maddalena reached out for her hand as they stared upward at two horses, one black and one white, which from where they were standing appeared to be galloping toward them through the roof. The women in the fresco watched with fearful eyes from a palace balcony, and three male figures strained to hold the wild-eyed beasts back to avoid trampling everyone in the church when the animals burst free from the plaster and thundered to the floor. The scene overhead swirled and threatened, and Maddalena looked down. Chiaretta continued to stare so hard she had to grab on to Maddalena to steady herself. They giggled as Chiaretta staggered, mimicking her loss of balance until the chaperone’s hisses made them stop. Squeezing each other’s hands, they forced themselves to pay attention to the mass.


Afterward, the figlie gathered in the piazza in front of the church. “We’re walking now to the convent at Santa Maria dei Carmini,” one of the chaperones said. “The nuns are going to feed us a special dinner, and then we’ll head back to the Pietà.”


The girls walked single file along a narrow fondamento until they turned onto a broader walkway along a bigger canal. The brick walls of Santa Maria dei Carmini rose up on their right, while in the water to their left a few ducks paddled, and a seagull sat on a post. To the cloistered girls of the Pietà, the ducks’ feathers were as rare as jewels, and the chaperones stopped to let the girls watch them for a moment.


Eventually, Geltruda, the older of the two chaperones, clapped her hands. “Come along,” she said. “The sisters are waiting for us.”


Ahead, the bridge leading to the Campo dei Carmini came into view. The girls had been almost alone on the fondamento, but the bridge was crowded with small groups, most of them young men, talking in excited voices loud enough to be heard from a distance as they hurried across.


One of the chaperones, walking at the head of the group, stiffened and slowed down. Geltruda came from the rear to talk with her.


“Do you see that?” Maddalena overheard her say. “Do you think…” Her voice trailed off as Geltruda appeared to complete the thought with her eyes.


The two of them cast worried looks in the direction of the bridge. “I told the priora it was a bad idea, taking them out this time of year,” Geltruda said, “and now look…”


“Shall we go back? We can ask the cooks to give the girls something to eat at the Pietà.”


“In what? The gondola won’t be here until afternoon to pick us up.”


The chaperones watched, holding back the girls as people continued to rush over the bridge onto the Campo dei Carmini.


“We’ll stay in the convent and wait for the gondola,” Maddalena heard Geltruda say. “It’s not possible to go back to the Pietà on foot. We don’t know the way except by water. I don’t see what other choice we have.”


She made a hurried sign of the cross before turning to the group. “Walk quickly and stay together,” she said, motioning with her hand for them to follow.


The crowd paid no attention to the girls. Chiaretta watched them cross in front of the church and disappear down a side street. “Where are you going so fast?” she called out, but no one stopped to answer.


Next to her, a man stripped to the waist passed by, surrounded by teenage boys chanting his name. One of the boys was carrying a breastplate of laminated cardboard decorated with colorful designs. “Nicolotti! Nicolotti!” he chanted.


“Hey, watch what you’re doing!” someone yelled, as two children, each carrying a long loaf of bread, pushed their way through. When they reached the edge of the Campo dei Carmini, they began to run, waving the loaves like victory banners. Behind them Chiaretta could hear a man’s voice calling out, “Stop them! Thieves!”


Watching the commotion, Chiaretta had not noticed she was falling behind the group. Geltruda grabbed her hard by the shoulder and shoved her forward. “Little fool!” she said. “Show some sense. Get inside!”


Even in the dim light of the chapel where the figlie were gathered in the pews, the worry on the faces of the chaperones was clear. “Let us pray to the Blessed Mother of God for our safe deliverance from peril,” one of the nuns who had greeted them said. Chiaretta and Maddalena crossed themselves and bowed their heads.


The nun repeated the Hail Mary before she addressed the girls. “Sometimes the world can be very frightening,” she said, gesturing with her head toward the door and the commotion outside. “But aren’t you fortunate to have someone who loves you and protects you? Just think, to the Blessed Virgin you are her children as much as her Son is! What greater honor could there be than that?” She knit her brow and rubbed her forehead, as if she were trying to dredge up more to say.


Maddalena turned her head and felt it bump against the carvings on the stall where she was seated. Looking up in the dim candlelight, she saw strange creatures carved into the dark wood, so close they seemed ready to whisper in her ear. A bare-chested mermaid stared at her with blank eyes, and a lizardlike beast looked as if it had just jumped off the armrest and begun twisting its way up the back of the stall. Maddalena sat without moving, as if paying closer attention to the nun, who had by now moved on to the subject of sin, could put the monsters in retreat. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the Mother Superior, who had arrived moments before, huddled in conversation with the chaperones.


The Mother Superior came to stand in front of the figlie. Her face was a study in calm except for two fleeting creases between her brows that she seemed to be trying to will away. “Girls,” she said. “There was an unfortunate disturbance outside, and I am sorry you had to witness it.”


She took a breath as if she intended to say more, then closed her mouth and looked down. “That is all,” she said. “We will adjourn to the refectory, where dinner has been laid out for you.” Then she turned and swept out of the chapel.


Young novices were laying out platters of roasted meat and vegetables and bowls of polenta when the figlie came into the room. The Mother Superior led the group in a prayer of thanksgiving for the meal, but just as she sat down another nun entered the refectory, walking so quickly her habit tangled around her knees. She bent over the Mother Superior and said something that caused the older woman to get up, motioning to Geltruda and the other chaperone to come with her. Within a few minutes they both had returned.


“The gondolier is here,” Geltruda said to the figlie, “and he has made it clear it is best to leave without delay. You will need to leave your meal behind, but you may take a piece of bread with you.”


Across from Maddalena and Chiaretta, a girl reached over to grab a large piece of meat with her hands, but something about the grim faces of the chaperones made Maddalena’s stomach harden, and she pushed away from the table.


Chiaretta, watching the girl chewing on the meat, reached toward the platter herself, but Maddalena grabbed her arm. “Get some bread and come!”


In the courtyard, Maddalena could see the gondolier pacing and taking an occasional look through a peephole in an outer door. “Listen,” Chiaretta said, her grip tightening on Maddalena’s hand. The high walls and covered walkways of the courtyard could not entirely buffer the cheers and boos, hisses and shouts, oaths and hoarse catcalls coming from outside.


The chaperones hurried the girls over to the gondolier. Oblivious to whether the girls could overhear, he began speaking to the chaperones.


“They were fighting at the Ponte dei Pugni, but the police came to break it up, and they decided to come over here. They’re fighting where I was supposed to pick you up.”


“The gondola is outside?” the chaperone asked with such alarm in her voice that one of the girls near Maddalena began to whimper.


“No. I left it back at San Sebastiano. I think if we go out this way we can get there.” He looked through the peephole. “The crowd isn’t that big yet, and there’s no one outside over here. But we need to go now!” Without waiting for the chaperones to reply, he threw open the outer door and told the figlie to come with him.


Maddalena and Chiaretta were in the back of the crowd of girls who rushed along the side streets toward San Sebastiano. Chiaretta tripped over a loose stone and fell hard to the pavement, bruising her knees and twisting her ankle. Maddalena grabbed her by the arm and held her up as she took small and painful steps.


Geltruda took Chiaretta’s other arm. “Hurry up,” she said. “The others are so far ahead I can barely see them.”


Just then a pack of several dozen men came running at full speed along the canal. Geltruda lost her balance and held tight to the girls to keep them all from being forced into the water. Before they could recover their footing, another wave of people came rushing by, this time a mix of men and women of all ages shoving and calling one another names.


Chiaretta shrieked as she felt hands around her waist, lifting her down onto a small, flat-bottomed boat. Another set of hands grabbed Maddalena, and within moments Geltruda and the two girls were seated in the peota, alongside a man and a woman and their two children, a boy and a girl roughly the girls’ ages.


Geltruda sucked in huge gulps of air as she called to the sky for the protection of the saints. The man swore a string of oaths as he maneuvered down the canal, which was by now clogged with boats. Chiaretta and Maddalena hid their faces in each other’s neck, peering out from time to time at the scene around them.


“Are you all right?” the woman asked the girls.


They nodded without speaking.


“Are you Nicolotti or Castellani?” the boy asked.


Maddalena stared. “Nicolotti or Castellani?” he repeated.


“I don’t know what you mean.”


“Which side are you on?” the girl asked, annoyed at Maddalena’s ignorance.


“I’m not on any side.”


“Oh, leave them alone,” the father said. “They don’t belong here.”


“We just couldn’t leave you there,” the woman said to Geltruda. “We’ll put you off someplace safe, when we can.”


Geltruda nodded. She clung to a rosary she had taken from her pocket, her lips moving as she stared at the bottom of the boat.


On the pavement, fights were breaking out, and people watching from upper windows of the buildings along the canal began hurling garbage and broken pottery down on the crowds below. Maddalena saw someone crawl across the roof of one building and pry loose a roof tile. He hurled it into the canal, missing a boat in front of them by no more than a few inches.


“Why are they doing this?” Chiaretta screamed.


“What, this?” the woman said. “You haven’t heard of the pugni? The wars of the fists?”


“No,” Chiaretta sobbed. “And I hate it! Make them stop!”


The children laughed. “Stop? It’s just starting!”


Their mother reached across and cuffed them. “Little ruffians!”


“But I want a real brawl!” the boy said, shouting “Frotta! Frotta!” at the top of his lungs.


“Me too!” said the girl. She stuck out her tongue at Maddalena and giggled.


The man had been nudging the boat farther down the canal, trying to get a better view. To their right, two young men jumped off the fondamento and began crawling over the boats to get to the other side of the canal.


“Nicolotti! Nicolotti!” the family cried out, grinning and waving their fists in the air as the two jumped into their boat just long enough to cross it. One of their knees knocked down the girl, and though her face crumpled, she recovered without crying and stood up yelling alongside her brother.


Within minutes the bridge next to the convent was filled with men pushing toward the capstone at the top, the Nicolotti faction on one side and the Castellani on the other. Blows from fists knocked some of them back toward the fondamento as sticks pounded down on the shoulders of others. Near the top of the bridge, men grabbed each other and wrestled until one or both tumbled into the canal. One man floated motionless where he fell, blood creeping in ribbons through the water from a gash in his head. He was pulled into a boat, where several people bent over him.


“Is he dead?” the woman called out from Maddalena and Chiaretta’s boat.


“Knocked out,” they replied, “but breathing.” The two children groaned with disappointment.


 


THEN, JUST AS SUDDENLY, IT ENDED. ONE GROUP PUSHED THEIR way across the capstone, and the best efforts of the other could not force them back. Wild cheers burst from the far side of the bank, while the losers clustered, shaking their heads. The crowd began to disperse, and soon the canal had emptied enough for Chiaretta and Maddalena’s boat to begin to move.


When the danger had passed, Geltruda came to life, crossing herself again and again.


“You ones in red,” the man asked her. “You’re from the Pietà, right?” When Geltruda nodded, the man broke into a grin. “Ah! Your singers are the best in Venice!” He broke into a melody the coro had sung the previous week.


Chiaretta and Maddalena stared in surprise. “You go to our church?” Chiaretta asked.


“Whenever I can.” He continued the song, but Mary had been replaced in his version by a beautiful maiden with lips like rubies, and the language was no longer Latin but the Venetian dialect. His wife joined in to harmonize, and soon from the bank of the canal another voice joined in the song, and then another from a window.


They rowed down the Rio di Santa Margherita, singing one song after another, joined by gondoliers and people on the bank. Chiaretta sang along in Latin whenever she could remember it, ignoring Geltruda’s scowls.


Maddalena watched as around them in the canal bobbed lost caps, pieces of cardboard armor, and a lone shoe. Garbage flung from windows collected along the bank, outlined in an oily shimmer that caught the light and looked like rainbows. The ducks returned, and Chiaretta trailed her hand in the water, calling to them to come closer.
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