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			Without a moon, small islands disappeared and Venice sank into the dark. Stars, however, were so brilliant that Cenzo felt drawn to them, even as mud oozed between his toes. The faint report of church bells carried over the lagoon, from farms drifted the smell of manure, and once or twice he caught the tremolo of a German gunboat plowing the water.

			A curfew barred all nighttime activity, no exceptions except for fishermen. Fishermen were nocturnal creatures who slept by day and fished by night. They stayed out on the lagoon for days at a time and when they came ashore they smelled so much of fish that cats followed them through the streets.

			Cenzo’s only illumination was an oil lamp that hung on the mast, but he didn’t need to see his catch; one touch told him whether he was handling sea bass, mullet, or a lost boot. He wore no shoes or boots himself; the mud would only suck them off. He did have a variety of nets and traps, tridents and rakes, for catching fish and damp sailcloth to cover them with. Every night was different. Tonight’s catch was mainly cuttlefish come to lay their eggs. They rolled their otherworldly eyes toward the lamp. Fifty percent of fishermen said that cuttlefish were best caught on a full moon. Another fifty percent claimed the opposite. Sole, sea bass, and orata Cenzo laid in wicker baskets. Bullheads he threw back into the water.

			The air reverberated as Allied bombers passed overhead on their way to rain destruction on Turin or Milan or Verona. Anywhere but Venice. Sacred Venice was attacked only by pigeons. The population of the city had tripled as refugees poured in, hidden by the blackout.

			From the market Cenzo planned to sail home. For a week he had not bathed in freshwater or eaten more than grilled fish and polenta cakes. He pushed the boat off the grass to drop in the rudder when something sizable rose to the surface. Cenzo held his lamp over the water as the body of a girl took shape.

			A chill ran through Cenzo. He expected any second that the girl would become a hallucination. Fishermen saw all sorts of things at sea and eyes played tricks at night. At a touch she might separate into the white belly of a ray and the blank face of an octopus. But no, she stayed intact.

			She floated faceup in a dirty nightgown. He was no expert on the ages of girls but he guessed she was in her late teens. She was barefoot, her eyes were closed, and her skin was a nearly translucent white. Her lips were purple and long hair and sea grass wrapped around her neck. Cenzo was hardly a believer but he crossed himself automatically and lifted her into the Fatima—no easy task, because the dead were so loose-limbed. Even as he laid her out on the bottom of the boat he knew that he should have left her alone. A woman on a boat was bad luck, and he supposed a dead girl was even worse.

			Trouble he didn’t need. On one side were Fascists, on the other side partisans, and on the third side German soldiers who would shoot you as soon as look at you. Only a madman would raise his hand and say, “Excuse me, signori, I found this dead girl floating by.”

			Still, Cenzo wondered how a girl had gotten so far from land. Granted, most of the lagoon was shallow, but its channels were labyrinths, and between channels and the push and pull of different currents a person was trapped as much as a fish in a net. Someone must have brought her this far and then, for whatever reason, abandoned her, although Cenzo did not see any bruises or signs of violence.

			Cenzo untangled her hair. She had feathery black lashes and a small chin and with her closed eyes and youth she looked as serene as a Virgin in a painting. He couldn’t throw her back as if she were trash. For decency’s sake, he folded her hands over her breast and covered her with sailcloth he kept damp to cool the fish.

			What to do? According to the Bible, the dead had to bury the dead and it was the business of the living to keep on living. All the same . . . all the same, there was something about the death of anyone young that was a slap in the face. He didn’t count himself a virtuous man. In his experience, no survivor could. But he could compromise. In this blackness no one had seen him. He could deposit the body on the Ponte della Paglia in Venice, where the dead were displayed for identification, and still sell his catch before the fish market closed.

			Enough! Decided! Cenzo stood facing forward, fit his oars into their locks, and rowed cross-handed, thrusting his entire body forward with each stroke. In a moment he found his rhythm and moved swiftly toward the margin between night and an abyss.

			He deliberately did not speculate on the origins of the girl. A cruel father, a jealous lover, a suicidal impulse, insanity? Perhaps she was sent by the devil to lure honest fishermen to their doom. At the first tug of wind he ran up his sail, a sheet with the emblem of three cupids barely visible in the dark.

			Fishermen believed in demons and wraiths. Everyone knew stories about men who took their place at the family table a day after they had drowned. Or of a miraculous vision of Saint Angelo that calmed a storm. Or of a captain who ignored a warning from the Madonna herself and was sucked by a whirlpool into the drink. Superstitions. Fables. Bedtime stories to scare children.

			He had barely passed from marsh to open water when the motor he had heard before returned, but much closer. A German gunboat was bearing down on him like a train and its spotlight crisply outlined him in white.
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			Bristling with machine guns on either side and on the bridge, the gunboat ruled the lagoon. The easygoing Kameraden originally stationed in Venice had been replaced by veterans of the Eastern Front, and the good cheer induced by early Wehrmacht victories had, by the spring of 1945, turned into the exhaustion of a losing war.

			A soldier’s brain was a simple thing. An ally fought by your side until the bitter end. He didn’t quit in the middle of the war or need to be rescued or welcome your adversary with roses and wine. What was Mussolini now, il Duce or clown? And what were the Italians besides turncoats?

			The soldiers threw a line to the Fatima, pulled it alongside, and gestured for Cenzo to drop his sail and cross over. They pushed him brusquely down into the well of the gunboat, where two SS officers in gray uniforms and jackboots studied a nautical chart by the glow of a hooded blackout lamp, because, while the gunboat ruled the lagoon, it was an insect compared to an Allied fighter plane. The older man seemed worn-out, while the younger exuded frustration. For dignity’s sake, Cenzo plopped a shapeless hat on his head. Soldiers laughed at his bare feet.

			“You are just the man we’re looking for.” The older officer motioned Cenzo closer. “You must help us settle a gentlemen’s bet. Lieutenant Hoff is afraid we’re lost.”

			The other officer protested. “No, Colonel Steiner. I was only expressing my opinion that we can’t rely on local charts. We give people here too much credit. Fishing in a lagoon is like fishing in a barrel.”

			“Is that true?” the colonel asked Cenzo. “Is it just like fishing in a barrel?”

			“Yes, but you have to know where the barrels are.”

			“Precisely. Hoff, you can learn something even from a simple fisherman. It’s well-known that Italians are better at fishing than fighting. So I pose the question: Where are we?”

			“How should I know?” the lieutenant said. “It’s pitch-black.”

			The colonel looked up at Cenzo. “Can you point out on this chart where we are right now?”

			There was no avoiding the colonel’s gaze. One side of the man’s face was ruined and gray and his ear was cut to a stub, but his eyes were bright blue and the impression he gave was of a noble bust that had fallen and been chipped but was still imposing.

			The boat’s engine continued to idle. Everyone turned toward Cenzo as if watching a dancing dog. The colonel said, “You must be eager to get to market. So show us on the chart where we are.”

			“I can’t.”

			“Why not?”

			“This chart is too small. We are farther north, at a marsh called San Spirito.”

			“Does it matter?” the lieutenant asked. “It’s all one shitty swamp.”

			“If you don’t know where you’re headed, yes,” said Cenzo.

			Hoff’s gaze had the smeared aspect of a drunk’s. “Do you know why Italians fish on their hands and knees? Because it’s the normal position for an Italian. Isn’t that the way you fish?”

			Cenzo shrugged. “It depends on the fish. Some you catch with a hook, some with a net, and some you have to get down and tickle under the chin.”

			“Lieutenant Hoff is new to the lagoon. Maybe you can give him a lesson,” the colonel said.

			“In what?” Cenzo asked.

			“The simple pleasures,” the colonel said.

			“There are no pleasures for a soldier, apart from serving the Führer,” Hoff said.

			“Very correct. Do you hear that?” The colonel raised his voice so that everyone on the boat heard him. He asked Cenzo, “Do you agree?”

			“I don’t know. I just fish. At night I fish and during the day I sleep.”

			“Alone?” Colonel Steiner said.

			“Alone.”

			“And away from other fishing boats?”

			“Wherever the fish are,” Cenzo said.

			“And tonight was like any other night?”

			“Normal.”

			“You saw nothing, you heard nothing unusual?”

			“I fish and I sleep. That’s all.”

			“A simple life.”

			“Yes.”

			“Let me see your papers,” the lieutenant said.

			“I don’t have them,” Cenzo said.

			“You’re supposed to carry them at all times.”

			“I can’t. They’d get wet and fall apart.”

			“You could be a partisan or a smuggler at the very least.”

			“Let me see your hands,” the colonel told Cenzo.

			Cenzo held them close to the lamp. They were thick with muscle and scars.

			“The hands tell the true story of a person’s occupation,” the colonel said. “These are the hands of a fisherman. What’s your name?”

			“Innocenzo Vianello.”

			“To your friends?”

			“Cenzo.”

			“From?”

			“Pellestrina.”

			Hoff asked the colonel, “Where is that?”

			“A village on the lagoon. Beyond the beyond.”

			It struck Cenzo that Steiner not only spoke Italian but even lapsed into Venetian dialect, which was virtually another language.

			“I never heard of it,” the lieutenant said.

			“Of course. It happens that half the population in Pellestrina are called Vianello,” Colonel Steiner said.

			“I bow to your intimate knowledge of local customs,” the lieutenant said, “but it seems to me, Colonel, that you are too forgiving to people who betrayed us. You sound as if you like Venice.”

			“I love Venice,” Colonel Steiner said. “My family had a villa here on the Lido and my brothers and I spent our summers on the beach. Went to my first opera at La Fenice. Had my first love, a girl on the Lido in the cabana next to ours. After university, I studied architecture in Verona and Milan. How do you think it makes me feel to see the great temples of civilization reduced to rubble? You should see Rotterdam. Or Berlin. Go on, Vianello, get out of here. Get your fish to the market while you can.”

			The soldiers shifted out of Cenzo’s way but Hoff was not finished. “Vianello, how old are you?”

			“Twenty-eight.”

			“Then you must have served in the army. Where?”

			“Abyssinia.”

			“Against natives with muskets and spears. You call that war?”

			“It seemed like one.”

			Cenzo remembered mud-and-wattle houses pulverized to clouds of dust, black bodies covered with the suppurating sores of mustard gas, tanks that were immobilized by sand and no more use than teapots in a desert.

			The lieutenant followed Cenzo to the rail. “Say you were an admiral and you discovered that a man aboard your ship was infected with the plague.”

			“I’m not an admiral and I don’t have a ship.”

			“But say you did. Wouldn’t it be your responsibility to the rest of the crew to isolate the infected person?”

			“Probably.”

			“That is essentially the task that Colonel Steiner and I have been entrusted with. It is a sacred trust. Bring your boat closer.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I ordered you to. Do you sail this boat alone?”

			“Yes.”

			“That must be difficult.”

			“It should have two men but one will do.”

			“Let’s see.”

			“You want to board my boat?”

			“That’s the idea.”

			Cenzo pulled the Fatima’s line and eased the fishing boat close as soldiers gathered at the rail. Cenzo had paid little attention to them in hopes they would do the same for him. Now their curiosity was piqued. An alcoholic fizz hung in the air. They had been drinking; he hadn’t noticed that before. No help was coming from Colonel Steiner, who was now absorbed in his charts.

			The Fatima nodded as Hoff stepped down into it. Under the beam of the lieutenant’s flashlight, Cenzo lifted damp canvas from wooden boxes to display the astonished eyes of cuttlefish and boxes of sea bream and squid. The Fatima’s sail was furled and a card dedicated to the Virgin was nailed to the mast. The lieutenant spotlighted cigar boxes of hooks and needles, a trident and hand net, anchor and gaff, all leading to the sailcloth piled inside the bow. The flashlight made hills and valleys out of the cloth’s convolutions. What could be under it? A drunk, a dog, the body of a girl?

			“If we’re going to have a proper inspection, we’re going to do this right,” Hoff said.

			He started with the boxes, not so much inspecting the cuttlefish as pouring them over the side and kicking in the crates.

			The soldiers were entertained. Some tossed in suggestions of what the lieutenant should kick in next, like a test of skill at a country fair. Cenzo wondered how they would react when Hoff pulled back the canvas. That should make them drop their jaws. Then what?

			Why had he picked up the girl? He had to be crazy. The trouble was the war. It should be over. Instead, the Americans were taking forever while Mussolini ruled a puppet state and the Germans, like decapitated ants, went on fighting.

			“What’s under the cloth?” Hoff asked.

			“See for yourself.”

			Cenzo closed his eyes and imagined coming home to a parade of children and mewing cats. After a warm bath, sitting down to a dinner of melon draped with prosciutto, a creamy risotto with a pitcher of cold prosecco followed by osso bucco and a powerful red wine.

			He didn’t open his eyes until he heard Lieutenant Hoff say, “Typical pile of shit!”

			In the flickering light, Cenzo saw cuttlefish that were stomped and exploded, broken crates, slashed nets, and sailcloth stabbed. There was no sign of the girl. He had not expected to see blood; the dead didn’t bleed. But they didn’t up and vanish into thin air either.

			It took Cenzo a moment to realize that Lieutenant Hoff was quitting the Fatima and returning to the gunboat. From there the lieutenant enjoyed the satisfaction of a final order. “Get your boat out of here! It’s a floating pigsty, a disgrace.”

			Cenzo rowed along the edge of the marsh. He didn’t know whether the gunboat would give chase, and by the time its spotlight swept the water, he had slipped into an opening too shallow for the gunboat to follow. Just in case, he kept his sail furled and moved the Fatima from one channel to another until the boat came to rest in a fast hold of reeds and grass.

			He did a survey with his lamp. The damage on deck was not as bad as he had feared. He had lost a night’s fishing and all his crates. His spear and rod had been snapped and would have to be replaced, but he could repair the nets and sailcloth. He even found the wrapped patty of polenta intact. When his inventory of the deck was finished, he went over the side and stood waist-deep in water with his lamp to retrieve a net tangled in the rudder.

			What Cenzo didn’t understand was the girl—who she was, where she had come from, and where she had gone. Maybe it was possible that soldiers on the gunboat had spirited her away while he was occupied with Colonel Steiner and Lieutenant Hoff.

			Or was she a product of his imagination, the fantasy of a man who lived in a twilight world? Had anyone else seen this girl? Why hadn’t Cenzo himself mentioned her to the Germans the instant he was on board the gunboat? It was not unusual for a fisherman who stared at the dark hour after hour to see a ghost in a wisp of fog or hear a soulful moan from wind passing over an open bottle.

			A heavy drone made Cenzo look up as bombers—British Lancasters and American Liberators—returned in ragged formation from their night mission. Some were steady and aloof. Others whistled, their engines dying. One bomber in flames had the clamor and bright lights of a carnival ride, although no crewman on board could be alive. The fireball maintained a steady altitude and direction until it was out of sight.

			Cenzo was waiting this war out. Abyssinia had been enough for him. Italy invaded a country that had an air force of one plane, and so, in a stroke, brought civilization to benighted natives and signaled the birth of a new Roman Empire. Every patriot was entitled to puff out his chest and thrust out his chin now that the Mediterranean was, once again, Mare nostrum. Our sea!

			He came out of his reverie when something rocked the boat from the other side. He had been so pleased with himself for escaping the gunboat that he never considered the possibility that one of the Germans might have followed him.

			He hauled himself onto the boat by his elbows, ready to attack. Instead he was face-to-face with the dead girl. She sat up and, without a blink, went back to consuming his polenta patty.
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			Cenzo knew the lagoon’s hidden currents and channels, the deep sluices and semi-islands that appeared and disappeared with the tide, and he had hoped the girl was only a vision; yet here she was, licking her fingers and staring at him by the dim light of his lamp while she consumed the last of his polenta.

			“Taste good?” Cenzo asked. “You’re eating my supper too. Do you like it?”

			The girl said nothing.

			“What are you doing out here?” he asked.

			Silence.

			“What’s your name?”

			Not a word. That was all right. The less he knew about her, the better. She was like a fish that had flopped into his boat. What he had to do now was throw her back out. Maybe she would just vanish. It was unnatural the way she appeared and disappeared. He couldn’t tell how old she was, anything from fifteen to twenty.

			“I thought you were dead. Were you dead? Did you come back to life? You don’t want to say? Have it your way. What I’m going to do is take you to the police. If you don’t like that, you can always go back in the water.”

			He stood and pushed off with an oar to nudge the Fatima through the reeds. It was a beautiful night, stars pouring down. The way sound carried over water, it was just as well she didn’t want to talk. What he did not understand was how the girl had gotten so far from the mainland. The lagoon was shallow enough that a person could wade across much of it, but only by fighting currents going this way and that. The grasses, too, were a maze of channels that were waist-high one minute and underwater the next.

			When he found a wind he raised the sail. The Fatima was about as fancy as a wooden clog, but its simplicity was its strength. It was designed with a high bow for bad weather and, for shallow water, a flat deck, no keel at all. Cenzo stole a glance and the girl combed out her hair with her fingers like a lady. He felt her twist around to get a sense of where she was. She wasn’t afraid, he had to give her credit for that. But she still didn’t give him an answer.

			Sardines leapt into the boat and flopped around the deck. Volunteers, probably escaping a pike, Cenzo thought. Rather than slip on them, he tossed them back into the water. The girl stayed on her seat, an unwelcome but determined stowaway, her eyes steadily trained on him.

			Cenzo didn’t necessarily have a heart of stone. He took care of two families; people depended on him. He couldn’t take chances. A month before, the body of a German soldier had washed up in the lagoon. The Germans simply lined up seven Italians and shot them dead.

			Ahead was an ancient lazzaretto, an island where victims of the plague had been isolated, dumped, and burned. Not a pretty sideshow in Venice’s history, but a perfectly suitable place to leave someone to be found and rescued, Cenzo thought, until he saw the gunboat as good as waiting for them at the island’s dock.

			The gunboat looked like a giant crustacean half out of the sea. On the upper deck, Lieutenant Hoff straddled the machine gun and sang in a romantic tenor, “Wie einst, Lili Marleen.” Cenzo supposed it was no easy thing to maintain esprit de corps on the losing side of a long war, and a little carousing was to be expected. These were the troops of the walking dead. They had fought and lost at Anzio, had fought and lost at Monte Cassino, and they had seen enough fighting to know that, for them, the most likely end to this war was the grave.

			Cenzo dropped sail and steered wide of the gunboat, but sheer momentum carried the Fatima into the mouth of a canal. The girl held him with a stare that made it plain she thought he had made a bargain with the Germans and was delivering her as agreed. She gave him a look that condemned him to hell and dove into the water.

			Hoff climbed down from the gunboat, unbuttoned his trousers, and marched unsteadily into the dark to answer the call of nature. He pissed, shivered, and rose on tiptoe as he spied the girl climbing the bank. Patience was rewarded.

			She clambered up the opposite bank to the paths and benches of an unkempt garden, driving a wave of rats from under a blanket of vines. A balustrade of marble and brick ran along the canal and she thought she saw faces move along the windows of the top floor. She pantomimed a call for help but all they did was shuffle forward in a dreamlike state. She pushed open a rusted door, stepped inside, and felt the sting of broken glass, then ducked as a white butterfly, like the beam of a flashlight, chased her down a hall.

			“Mein kleines Liebchen, my sweetheart, do you know what this was?” Hoff asked. “A home for the mentally ill. But this island was also for quarantine, for carriers of the plague. They would be kept here to either get well or die. Usually die.”

			The girl crawled to a room meant for storage. What remained were headless saints, scavenged plumbing, and bats that fluttered in confusion. Meanwhile, Hoff played with his flashlight as if it were a watch on a fob. As he crossed the floor, his tone turned thoughtful, even philosophical.

			“War has become too anonymous. There will be no odes written to today’s heroes. No ‘Horst Wessel Song’ or ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade.’ Even in the camps, identity is reduced to a number tattooed on the arm. You should thank me for sparing you that indignity.”

			She crept into a courtyard gone wild with oleander and the flashlight’s beam played hide-and-seek until she took cover behind a marble wellhead that was as tall as her chest and sculpted with the Winged Lion, the symbol of Venice. The beam bounced around courtyard tiles ever closer to the wellhead until the light shined directly in her eyes.

			“Giulia,” Lieutenant Hoff said. “We almost missed you. In fact, we had crossed you off the list, which would have been a great disappointment.” He grabbed her by the hair, and when she kicked he held her at arm’s length as if she were a trophy fish. “You will meet your father soon. Time is running out.” The lieutenant found inspiration in the open mouth of the well. “Quarantine, naturally. That’s the prescribed remedy for vermin.”

			But as he lifted her, his head whipped sideways. He staggered and turned to face Cenzo, who held a bloody iron pipe. The lieutenant had to laugh that anyone so inconsequential—an Italian, a barefoot fisherman at that—would assault an SS officer. He dodged Cenzo’s second swing and pulled the pipe from his hands. As Hoff unfastened the holster flap of a pistol, the girl bit his hand and the gun fell. He swiped her aside and stood wrestling with Cenzo as intimately as if in a dance, each choking the other while they kicked the gun and flashlight back and forth. Hoff won the gun but Cenzo picked up the iron pipe and hit the lieutenant flush across the forehead. The girl found the flashlight and aimed its beam into Hoff’s eyes as they went opaque. An expression of disbelief, a general unraveling, passed over his face. Cenzo pushed the lieutenant and guided him over the lip of the wellhead to a momentary levitation, then to a plunge down the shaft and the sound of a muffled thud, followed by silence.

			Cenzo gathered the gun, pipe, and flashlight and dropped them down the well after Lieutenant Hoff.

			Shouting the lieutenant’s name, Germans poked the dark with their flashlights as Cenzo and the girl moved from the courtyard to a garden. He carried her, because the soles of her feet were tender and his were tough. Besides, he had explored the island since he was a boy. He knew which paths were a maze and where artichoke plants grew to the size of men in armor and where wild goats shuffled in and out of olive trees. He took her on a switchback path that clung to the shadows until they reached the water. He put her down and they waded to the stern of the Fatima.

			Cenzo assumed that some Germans were still aboard the gunboat. He had her hold on to the bowline while he slid the Fatima off the grass and pushed it toward open water. He stood and rowed two-handed, thrusting his whole body into each stroke, leaving wakes that were little more than swirls in the water. On the island, shouts faded, but Cenzo did not raise his sail until he and the girl were out of earshot and beyond the range of the gunboat’s spotlight.

			“The Germans won’t find their friend in the dark right away, but they’re very thorough. They’ll find him. Then they’ll come looking for you and me. So if you have someplace to go, now is the time to say so.”

			She was silent.

			He said, “The German called you Giulia. Is that your name?” It was like trying to open a clam with bare fingers. “Giulia, why did the SS officer mention a list? What kind of list? A list of names? Jewish names?” She said nothing. “Perhaps you don’t understand: compared to a gunboat, the Fatima is, well, not much faster than a cork. I find it hard to believe that your plan was simply to jump into the water.”

			She flinched when he moved toward her and draped his jacket over her shoulders. As long as she remained silent, she was a mystery. Cenzo couldn’t claim to know anything about her, but he did know a little about the German SS. They only pursued two groups with the ferocity they showed against the girl Giulia: partisans and Jews. And people who helped them.

			“Giulia?” he asked, but exhaustion had taken its toll, and she was fast asleep. He looked up at the coverlet of stars, the constellations that had comforted him when he was a boy.

			• • •

			When the girl awoke, the sky was bright and blue and the Fatima was approaching a scattering of weathered shacks that stood on stilts above the water. Cenzo’s was the farthest from shore. He furled his sail, tied up to a pier, and urged her up a ladder.

			The shack was built with enough oakum to caulk a boat, with makeshift portholes instead of windows and gaps in the floor that offered glimpses of water below. Rubber boots stood with a footlocker and laundry bag. Hardtack and cheese were suspended in a mesh bag out of the reach of rats. Nets were rolled in a corner. Orange crates had been turned into a desk with drawers for eating utensils, paper, string, and net needles. On one wall were hooks for clothing and on another was a painting of a fishing boat foundering in heavy seas. Lined up along the floor were jars of artist’s brushes, a cigar box of paint tubes, turpentine, and a pallet smeared with color.

			“You want to get out of those wet clothes.” Cenzo threw her a dry salt-stiffened shirt and trousers and cut off a length of rope for her to use as a belt. He turned his back while she changed. He imagined what he looked like to her: some sort of wild man, half-dressed, hair in all directions, dark as an Indian.

			“Now sit down.” She reluctantly did as she was told and he examined the soles of her feet. They were more scratched than cut, light dues after a dash across broken glass. He hadn’t studied her in the light before. She was imperious, with straight hair and a sharp chin. Cenzo conceded that the world she saw was a place where her name was on a list. The girl came with ghosts.

			“Giulia, my name is Cenzo. My boat is the Fatima and this is my . . . palace, so to speak. The point is you’ll be safe here if you stay out of sight. You understand the Fatima is damaged, so I need supplies and repairs. But collaborators and Fascists will be watching. I have to act normal and do whatever I usually do. I’ll go to my mother’s house, take a bath, go to the bar, play some cards. I’m sorry, but all that will take hours. Don’t try anything silly like trying to swim across the lagoon. It can’t be done. Most of all, don’t touch the paints. So far I haven’t seen the gunboat or any SS. But who knows? Maybe they haven’t found the officer, and if they did find him, maybe they thought he was drunk enough to fall in the well. Maybe their boat ran out of fuel. Anything is possible. Hungry?”

			He took down the cheese and carved her a slice. She maintained a suspicious eye on him as he located a bottle of grappa; it was homemade grappa and even the fumes took the breath away.

			“Look, I don’t know anything about this sort of business. I will try to help, but you have to be very careful. You hear about American pilots being rescued by partisans and led to safety? I’ve never met one of these heroes.”

			“Byron,” she said.

			He was taken by surprise. “Who?”

			“Byron, the famous poet. He swam across the lagoon.” Her voice was cracked from swallowing salty water.

			“He did?”

			“I want to go with you,” she said.

			“You can’t and I won’t be able to find any heroes for you if I stay here.”

			“Because you’re not one?”

			“Now you’re getting the idea.”
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			The fishing village of Pellestrina was squeezed between the lagoon on one side and the sea on the other. In between were simple two-story houses that leaned together almost close enough to touch. How could you expect otherwise from a community regularly engulfed by acqua alta in a grim battle against the sea. The rest of the village included a breakwater built by the Romans and a bunker built by the Wehrmacht. Saints precariously balanced on the cathedral roof were weary from watching the sea. At the southern end of the village was a bar and a shrine to Our Lady of Fatima, but the village was most animated by the fishing boats that shifted and creaked along its dock. Oriental eyes were painted on each bow and on the sails was each owner’s fanciful emblem: a barking dog, a unicorn, a martyr set ablaze.

			Two old fishermen sucked on their pipes and watched Cenzo spread his net across the pavers of the dock. Enrico and Salvatore Albano were so creased and browned by the sun that they could have been tree stumps.

			“Your net is all torn. You got into a fight with a swordfish?” Enrico asked.

			“You need a sword to fight a swordfish,” Salvatore said. “You want to borrow my sword? It’s rusty but it’s ready for action.”

			“That sounds frightening. You might scare the swordfish to death,” Cenzo said.

			“Touché!” They could chew on that joke for an hour.

			He left his sail for them to sew. The work afforded them loose change and something to talk about; they gossiped as much as old women and he knew what they said about him. He was Innocenzo Vianello, the man who wouldn’t sleep with the most beautiful woman in Pellestrina.

			He stopped at the marine shop to replace the broken oar, spear, buckets, and wooden boxes that Hoff had smashed. The next stop, more important, was Nido’s bar.

			The bar had no name except “Nido’s.” It had a long counter of mahogany, an espresso machine as big as a steam engine, and lukewarm bottles of wine, grappa, and liquors. A mural composed of seashells showed a map of Venice and the lagoon.

			Nido’s head was as smooth as a newel post. He had been a boxer and seen the world. On the wall hung photographs of him posing, fists up, with Georges Carpentier, Max Schmeling, and Primo Carnera.

			“Poor Primo,” Nido said. “I’m afraid he thought I had the evil eye.”

			“Why?” Cenzo loved Nido’s boxing stories.

			“I never told you this Primo story before. When America got into the war, Mussolini ordered up a newsreel that would show an Italian hero fighting an American Negro. They signed Primo as the Italian but they couldn’t find a Negro boxer anywhere in Italy, so they settled for a North African. A musician, no less. They hired a couple of us to teach him how to throw a punch. At the bell, the musician ran out of his corner, threw one punch, and knocked Primo out. That’s got to be the evil eye.”

			Salvatore and Enrico entered the bar and proceeded to the back, where there was a trellis of grapevines and outdoor tables. They joined a card game in progress with cards in hands oversized from fishing. Every once in a while someone announced “Sette!” for a winning score and “Merda!” for losing.

			“It’s not as if they spend money,” Nido told Cenzo. “I’d kick them out, but they’re the most reliable business I have. Besides, where would they go?”

			“You have a soft heart,” Cenzo said.

			The Albano brothers smirked and cackled to each other. They had played cards all their lives. It was, Cenzo thought, a race between seniority and senility.

			“How about a grappa?” Salvatore asked.

			Enrico’s eyes became rheumy at the thought. “Very kind.”

			Salvatore shuffled back from the bar and smiled. A gap in his front teeth whistled where a gold tooth had been donated in the war drive.

			“Swords are trump,” Enrico said, and wagged his head back and forth.

			“What are you thinking?” Nido asked Cenzo.

			“I’m thinking that’s me in thirty years.”

			“Ha!” Enrico said. “He’s not so innocent, let me tell you that. He’s got women coming and going.”

			“He has to dodge them like a bullfighter,” Salvatore said.

			“That Celestina has an ass like a Maserati,” Enrico said.

			“I forget, what is trump?” Salvatore asked.

			“That Celestina,” Enrico said with a beatific smile. “She’s a regular nonpareil.”

			“How’s the fishing?” Nido asked Cenzo.

			“The Nazis were out early.”

			“On the lagoon? What were they after?”

			“The devil knows. They trashed some gear and generally made a mess of the boat.”

			“And your catch?”

			“Trashed that too.”

			“You’ve come to the right place. Not even the devil comes here.” Nido poured a glass of wine for Cenzo and one for himself. “That’s all?”

			“I believe so.”

			Nido hunched over the counter. “I’ll tell you what I heard. Last night the Germans raided the psychiatric hospital in San Clemente. Jews were hiding there and some of them tried to escape into the lagoon.”

			“They must have been pretty desperate.”

			“They must have been. Even the pope is trying to help them now. If you’re a Jew waiting for the pope to help, it’s too late, my friend, too late. Drink up.”

			The wine was sour enough to make Cenzo’s eyes smart. For Nido, however, the liquor went down as smooth as silk. “When the Germans trashed your boat, you didn’t resist or do anything foolish?”

			“Not me.”

			“Good,” Nido said. “Because I heard that last week a certain fisherman from Pellestrina, who sounded a lot like you, and a fish vendor from Venice, who sounded a lot like your friend Eusebio Russo, went to the cinema and, during the newsreels, shouted obscenities every time Il Duce was on the screen. They say the two got the whole audience going. It was quite a scene. You wouldn’t know anything about that?”

			Actually, Cenzo and Russo had been drunk and all they shouted at Il Duce was “idiota,” which hardly counted as an obscenity.

			“No,” said Cenzo. “I’ve declared myself an official coward. I intend to outlive this war and the next.”

			In the mural on the bar’s wall, Venice was a golden conch, the islands gilded limpets, and the Lido nothing but pipe shells. But without the Lido, would there be a Venice? Waves would roll in unhindered, flood the canals, and wash away the city that called itself La Serenissima: the Most Serene. What was Pellestrina? A mere cockle, a whelk. But without the fishermen of the Lido, what would Venetians eat?

			“Did you hear anything else about the raid?” asked Cenzo.

			“Well, they were after Jews, weren’t they? That’s the only thing that makes sense.”

			A figure in Fascist black entered the bar.

			“I take it back,” Nido said. “Sometimes the devil does come here.”

			Squadron Leader Farina placed a satchel on the counter. Farina was the village’s leading Fascist, with a speculative eye that lit like a fly here, there, everywhere. He was accompanied by a pudgy boy in black shorts and a black ostrich plume hat.

			“Cenzo, you’re just the man I’m looking for. I’m signing you up,” Farina said.

			“For what?”

			“What we talked about. Closing ranks. Do you want the women of Pellestrina to be violated by bestial Americans? Could any Italian man stand for that? You, in particular, should want to defend the Italian home and hearth.”

			“You think this is a good time?” Cenzo asked.

			“It’s the perfect time,” Farina said. “You’re a decorated veteran, a man of respect, and our German comrades have the enemy running back to Russia.”

			“If they’re doing so well, why do they need me?”

			“That’s a defeatist attitude. Look at my son, a true Son of the She-Wolf.” The Son of the She-Wolf wiped his nose with his cuff. “Umberto is only eleven years old and already knows how to operate a machine gun.”

			“He must be like his old man.”

			Farina said, “My nose is twitching. It’s my sarcasm sniffer.”

			The squadron leader’s frown worked itself to a semblance of good humor. “Cenzo, if you don’t have the nerve to fight for your home, there are other ways to demonstrate your solidarity.” Farina unbuckled his satchel and took out a newspaper that he opened to a page of advertisements for toothpaste, lipstick, trusses, vacations in the Tyrol.

			“Take a look at this,” Farina said. “ ‘Be a guest worker in the Third Reich. Learn new skills. Learn German.’”

			“I already have a skill,” Cenzo said. “It’s called fishing.”

			“See, only a coward would say that.”

			“Besides, I understand German tourism is flourishing. More trains are leaving all the time.” Cenzo meant coffin trains. Both men knew it.

			“Is that today’s paper?” Nido interceded.

			“Today’s paper with an invitation from Germany.”

			Nido took the paper. “Good. What’s playing at the cinema? It used to be pictures of elegant people with white telephones and feather boas, artistes like Mary Pickford and Garbo. What kind of actresses do we have now? German Gusils, Gretels, Elsies.”

			Farina reclaimed the newspaper and put it in his satchel. “Don’t laugh. There will be a day of reckoning. Those who did not stand by Il Duce today will pay dearly tomorrow.” The squadron leader thrust out his chin and pointed to the sky. “A new generation will redeem Italy.”

			“Yes, yes,” Cenzo agreed. “In the meantime, I have a proposition.”

			“This should be rich.”

			“You know I’m a painter.”

			“An artist,” Nido said.

			“I wouldn’t go that far,” Cenzo said.

			“Don’t be modest. You have real talent,” Nido said.

			“Anyway,” Cenzo said, “in their grief, people come to me to paint an ex-voto, a picture of their loved one’s miraculous salvation or death, depending on the circumstances. You’ve seen them?”

			“Everyone has see them,” Farina said. “Get to the point.”

			“It’s a very touching, emotional scene. The stormy waves or a child falling from a height and, above, the Virgin hovering, a glowing redemptive figure.”

			“So?” Farina asked.

			“What if, instead of the Virgin, we had a different redemptive figure? I mean Il Duce.”

			“Instead of the Holy Virgin?”

			“Exactly. There are photographs of Il Duce in every school and home and public building, but this would take him to a new dimension. No child, not even a Son of the She-Wolf, could sleep soundly without the protection of a sacred Il Duce. I could paint him over the Virgin.”

			“It’s brilliant,” Nido said.

			Farina hardly knew whether to breathe. This was the kind of conversation that could get a man shot. Or promoted. In slow motion, he grabbed Umberto and steered him out the door. As soon as the father and son were gone, Nido whistled and said, “Thin ice, my friend, very thin ice. Remember, even a worm has teeth.”

			“What about you?”

			“I’m too old to bother with. Besides, if they ever shut down this bar, there would be a genuine rebellion. Stay for a minute. I have another Primo story for you.”

			“Tell me.”

			“Some friends and I went to New York to help Primo train for his big fight with Max Baer. It turned out we were almost pallbearers. Primo was knocked down eleven times and each time we told him, ‘Stay down!’ He was just an ‘Ugly Mug from Udine’ but he had heart.”

			“What are you trying to tell me?”

			“I’m telling you to stay down.”

			From the bar, Cenzo went to his mother’s house. For him not to visit his mother and, incidentally, deliver his laundry would have caused comment.

			Sofia Vianello was up on the roof, hanging sheets to dry, when he arrived. She was a small woman dressed in black. In fact, all the women of Pellestrina wore black, because they had all lost a husband or a brother or a son. All the men in the village had black armbands sewn onto their jacket sleeves.

			He was a week early and at his sudden appearance she expected the worst. “What happened? Has something happened to the boat?”

			“Nothing. I tore my nets.”

			“On what?”

			“I don’t know. Something underwater.”
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