
  
    
      
    
  


FOSCA LOREDAN—the magnificent noblewoman who has bewitched three demanding lovers.

ALESSANDRO—her husband, the wealthy older man who rescued her from poverty and then spurned her with cold neglect when he realized he had committed the most ignominious sin—he fell deeply, unrelentingly in love with his own wife.

RAF LEOPARDI—the Revolutionary, the deadliest enemy of her husband, and the one man who did not ask but took what he wanted—and what he wanted was the forbidden: Fosca, freed of the shackles of convention, writhing with passion, ecstatic with love.

VENICE—the most demanding lover of them all, with her rundown beauty that makes one weep with memory of what once was; with her ghettos and rigid restraints against all those who are not noble and wealthy and willing to play outrageous games of pretense and immorality and hypocrisy. Venice—the lover who wants, who insists that her people conform—or risk banishment from the great halls of pleasure.

FOSCA—she must choose; she cannot have them all. Her husband will not let her go, and she cannot afford to leave him. Her lover cannot have her until he purges himself of the vengefulness that fires his every move. And Venice? Venice herself will damn her for indiscretion, for honesty, for daring to be different if she does not make the right choice.




THE MASQUERS—a romance, an adventure, a love story that sweeps history aside to live forever.
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PART I





I

SERENADE

Venice hovered serenely in the void like an assistant in a magician’s illusion, seemingly unsupported, miraculous and impossible, a trick done with the twin mirrors of sea and sky.

In the pale light of the winter moon, the contours of her churches, palaces, and bell towers were muted. She was like a vision seen in a dream: elusive and intangible, without dimension, lacking color or fine detail, a flower pressed between the pages of a book, a long time ago, for memory’s sake.

Venice stirred and muttered in her sleep. The incoming tide sent shivers through the intricate network of canals that made up her nervous system. Sea water swept under the graceful arches of her thousand bridges. Water brushed past her sodden pilings and marble footings. Water licked at the mossy granite of her embankments. That the city they called La Serenissima was built on such an impermanent foundation lent an air of frailty to her beauty. On a crisp night in winter, when the streets were bare, the wind still, and the murmur of the sea unusually clear, she seemed particularly vulnerable. One could easily imagine the whole mirage sinking softly into the sea.

Berthed gondolas, long-necked, black and mysterious, dipped and nodded gently, straining at the lines that linked them to shore.

Ropes creaked. Iron rings clanked. Out in the lagoon a ship’s bell sounded: three hours past midnight.




Their laughter preceded them. Like a herald’s trumpet, it shattered the peaceful calm that lay over the Campo San Salvatore, a small square in the center of the city between the Church of San Salvatore—a pile of dirty marble studded with a dozen soot-bedecked statues—and the more imposing façade of the Morosini palazzo.

Three figures emerged from the black throat of the alley at the side of the church. They flitted bat-like across the square, their laughter swirling around them like the great cloaks they wore. They reached the shadows under the walls of the palazzo and huddled there, merry fugitives from reality.

Each one was masked as well as cloaked. The first, who also carried a lute festooned with a bouquet of brightly-colored ribbons, wore a simple black oval that covered eyes, forehead and nose. The face of the second was completely concealed by the ghostly white larva, the beaky mask whose exaggerated nose and jutting upper lip made it resemble the skull of a bird. The third member of the party also sported a larva, but it was bright pink instead of white, and it matched perfectly the satin lining of his cloak and his silk stockings.

Over their cloaks and under their three-cornered hats, each wore a black lace bauta, like a veil. This was drawn over the lower part of the face, under the mask, and it hung in soft folds to the elbow. The whole disguise was designed to shield the wearer completely from recognition.

 
Laughter erupted from the little group, like a burst of steam from a bubbling pot.

“Will you please be quiet!” the man in the white mask hissed.

“I can’t help myself!” the smaller figure in the black mask gasped. “It’s too delightful.”

“I’m terribly cold,” the voice behind the pink mask fretted. “I don’t see why we couldn’t have waited until finer weather. What if she’s not home?”

"What an idea,” White Mask scoffed. “Of course she’s home. Where else do you think she’d be at this hour, at her lover’s?”

More laughter, which he tried unsuccessfully to squelch.

“Are you quite sure that’s her window?” Pink Mask asked the lutist.

“Oh, certainly. We were there, in her room, this very afternoon. She’d just bought herself the most awful gown—it took all our skills to admire it convincingly, didn’t it, Antonio?” He turned to his companion in the white mask.

“It was perfectly dreadful,” Antonio agreed. Plum-colored! Much too old for her.”

“Ugh! I would never wear plum, even to be buried in!” Pink Mask shuddered.

“So fastidious, Giacomo!” the lutist declared. What about to be married in?”

“My dear, it’s the same thing!” he sniffed. “I’d rather burn!”

They dissolved into giggles. The single serious-minded member of the group waved his arms frantically, imploring them to be silent. “For the love of Heaven,” he began in an exasperated tone.

“And the fair Graziella!” Black Mask added enthusiastically.

 
 
“Let’s get on with it, shall we? My feet are beginning to freeze.”

“I’m ready!” Black Mask brandished the lute.

“My dear, I didn’t know you could play the lute!” Pink Mask said admiringly.

“Nor did I, until this very afternoon. But it’s wonderfully simple. Listen.” He strummed a few random chords and produced more laughter than music.

“Now,” White Mask said briskly, “what shall we sing?”

“ ‘Donna infelice!' ” the lute player suggested promptly.

“No, no, much too sombre. We don’t need to remind poor Graziella of how unhappy she is. How about, 'Ah, quanto e vero?’ ”

“No, much too dull!”

They argued in heated whispers for the next five minutes. Finally they cleared their throats, arranged themselves under the Lady Graziella Morosini’s window, and began to serenade her, their song echoing around the square:



Pur dicesti, o bocca, bocca bella,

O bocca, bocca bella,

Quel soave e caro “si!” “Si!”

Che fa tutto il mio piacer,

II mio piacer!





The words of this ditty expressed the hope that the lady’s beautiful mouth would soon utter the sweet and tender affirmation that would fill her lover’s soul with all delight.

The first verse was a little ragged, but they caught the spirit of the song on the chorus, and by the time they were into the second verse, they were singing lustily, fortissimo, even venturing a little harmony and some simple ornamentation.

 
 
The casement window above their heads swung open with a rude bang. A face appeared. Alas, it was not the sweet, dark-framed oval they expected, but a seamed and craggy square, edged by tufts of gray and surmounted by a rumpled nightcap. This article bore on its peak, to the everlasting amusement of the three troubadours, a small bell.

“You rascals, what do you think you’re doing?” Count Morosini demanded furiously. The bell tinkled merrily. “What do you mean by sniffing around here like a pack of tomcats! Get away, I say! Get away!”

The trio broke ranks and milled about in hilarious confusion. One of them began to call out Graziella’s name, beseeching her, in a passionate falsetto, to save him from her husband’s wrath. Count Giulio Morosini hopped up and down, shouting and jingling. Then somewhat unexpectedly, he disappeared from the window.

“Good Lord,” one of the masquers remarked conversationally, “he’s gone to set the dogs on us.”

In the next instant Morosini materialized again. “Now I’ll show you something, you rogues! I’ll teach you to stay away from my wife!”

He poked the muzzle of a musket through the window, rested the barrel on the sill, and fired.

The thunderous blast reverberated around the square. Sleepers, already aroused by the cacophonous chorus, appeared at their windows.

“What’s going on down there! What’s happening?”

The three, armed only with their wits and a single lute, were not prepared for any show of bravery. Wisely and unhesitatingly, they fled. Morosini reloaded and fired again, decapitating one of the statues that adorned the Church of San Salvatore. By that time the square was empty.

 
A few moments later, two of the masquers burst out of the shadows at the foot of the Rialto, the famous shop-lined bridge that spanned the Grand Canal about halfway along its S-shaped course through the city. They were breathless, panting, but still laughing weakly, although their laughter was now unpleasantly tainted with fear.

“Oh, God,” the lutist puffed when he was able to I speak, “I think we’ve lost Giacomo!”

They stood on one of the outer ramps of the bridge and leaned heavily against the balustrade.

“I heard him curse,” White Mask wheezed. “I think he tripped. Those stupid shoes of his—three inch heels! Not made for running!” He placed his hand over his heart. “I think it’s bursting. I’m dying!”

“I hope he hasn’t been killed. That would be the most awful nuisance. Oh, Antonio, that hat! That bell! What a sight!”

“It warns Graziella that he’s on his way,” Antonio suggested. “Can you imagine what she feels when she hears it: ting-a-ling! Ting-a-ling!”

Laughter crippled them, and they leaned heavily against each other.

“All the same,” Antonio said, trying to be serious, “it was a bad idea. You could have been hurt—or worse! I will never forgive myself for exposing you to this danger, my darling!”

“Nonsense!” Black Mask said. “There was no real danger. That old idiot couldn’t hit San Marco if he were standing right in the middle of the Piazza. Wasn’t it fun? Wasn’t it exciting? In all modesty, I think I make a delightful troubadour!”

“Oh, you do, you do!” Antonio agreed warmly. “And your music! My dear, you are another Orpheus—but you are handsomer than any god!” He caught his companion’s hand and pressed it to his lips, under the stiff white awning of his mask.

“Dear flatterer,” sighed the youth. “You say that to every beautiful boy you see.”

“I don’t, I swear it!” Antonio was all outraged innocence.

“If I left you, you’d find another,” Black Mask teased.

“Never! How can you doubt my love? But I forgot—you are merciless. And I, poor unfortunate that I am, shall be at your mercy forever. That is my fate!” A deep sigh came from under the white beak. “And my joy!” He applied his lips to the white fingertips.

Black Mask laughed heartlessly and retracted his hand. “How I adore you, dearest Tonino!” The Venetians , with their passion for the affectionate diminutive, used nicknames freely. A Giacomo might find himself being called “Giacomino,” or “Giaco,” by those who were fond of him. “Antonio” became “Tonio,” “Tonino,” or even “Nino.” Black Mask purred, “You make the sweetest love, even as you are fleeing for your life!”

“Dear one,” Antonio murmured, “I would make love to you on my way to the gallows, on my death bed, in Hell itself!”

Strangled cries issued from the darkness. The two became silent and tense, and prepared to run.

“Help me, help me, I’m dying! Oh, help!”

They rushed to the bottom of the bridge. The third member of their party sat doubled over on the lowest step. He was clearly in pain, if his heartbreaking cries were any indication. They knelt beside him and murmured solicitously.

“Oh, Giacomo, you’re injured! That evil man shot you! Speak to us, please, Giacomino!”

 
“Oh, oh,” Giacomo wailed piteously.

“Where are you hurt, my darling?” Black Mask crooned. “Oh, you poor thing, are you bleeding? We must find a doctor at once!”

“I don’t know—I’m not sure! I only know I am in agony! I fell and scraped both my knees! I ruined my stockings! Look! They were perfect when I put them on, and now—”

“Wretch! Fiend!” the other two cried. “You mean you’re not shot?”

“Shot?Certainly not! As soon as I saw him brandishing that blunderbuss, I turned and ran as fast as I could.”

Grimly, his friends grasped his arms and hauled him to his feet. Antonio dusted him off, rather roughly. Black Mask picked up his friend’s hat, which had fallen, and restored it to its proper place. They led him to the top of the bridge.

“I tell you, I nearly fainted with terror,” Giacomo whimpered. “I heard the ball whistle past my ear and I knew the end was at hand! Oh, this is a horrid scandal! When they find out who we are—”

“No one will find out,” Antonio said with conviction. “How could they?”

“They will guess!” Giacomo said. “Old Morosini knows us, all of us! Oh, this is terrible, awful! What a fool I was to listen to you, what a fool! Why, he might even call us out! Yes, I’m sure he will!”

“Call us out? Why, all we did—”

“—was serenade the charming Donna Graziella—”

“—whom he had no business marrying in the first place! A man of his age!”

“Wicked old satyr! The way he carries on. So possessive!”

“Won’t let her have any lovers, not even one! Why,

 
he can hardly bring himself to leave her alone with her friends!”

“She’s been married for two years. She should have chosen a cicisbeo long ago. It’s deplorable. Outrageous!”

“He’s a throwback, a relic! He’s—prehistoric!”

“Be that as it may,” said Giacomo firmly, “we should have been warned. Any man ill-advised enough to fall in love with his own wife is untrustworthy. No, insane! Why, a man like that is capable of anything!”

The three masquers linked arms and moved off down the other side of the bridge. The echo of their laughter lingered behind them.




Alessandro Loredan, nobleman, member of the Senate, and at the age of forty the youngest man ever chosen for the high office of Commissioner of the Seas, was awakened by his valet at five-thirty that morning. He permitted himself the small luxury of drinking a cup of very strong coffee before he climbed out of bed, threw off his nightshirt, and splashed his face and torso with icy water. His valet barbered him, but he dressed himself without assistance. He disliked having servants fussing around him unnecessarily.

He put on the clean cambric shirt his valet had laid out for him and tied his long neck cloth quickly and expertly, without wasting a motion. He drew on his silk stockings, and over them satin breeches, which he fastened at the knee. He shrugged into his gray silk waistcoat and fixed the studs at the front, slipped into black kid shoes, and finally pulled on his high-collared coat of fine black broadcloth. He adjusted the lace at his cuffs so that no more than one-half inch showed at the end of his sleeves, brushed a speck of lint off his shoulder, and checked his appearance quickly in a full-length mirror. The cut of his clothes was faultless, the style tasteful yet up-to-date, and his figure trim and fit.

Before leaving his room he glanced up at the painting that hung on the wall over his bed. Completed by the great artist Titian in 1555, it depicted the Doge Leonardo Loredan leading his troops into battle. The Doge wore warrior’s dress, and his dark, lean face shone with the justice of his cause. In one hand he lifted a gleaming sword, and in the other held the standard of St. Mark. He was standing in the prow of a Venetian war galley. In the background anonymous sailors looked awed and impressed, as well they might, for in the sky over their heads the Blessed Virgin Mary and St. Mark himself hovered weightlessly, their calm smiles indicating their approval of the forthcoming fight.

Up to now, in this winter of 1788, three men of the Loredan family had been elected Doge, the supreme leader of the Republic of Venice. Alessandro Loredan intended to be the fourth.

He proceeded down the hall. He saw a glimmer of light under his mother’s door and knew she was awake. He tapped lightly and she invited him to enter.

He found Donna Rosalba Mocenigo Loredan sitting up in bed. A mobcap covered her white hair. A mass of books and papers, pieces of fruit and sweatmeats, handkerchieves and small boxes was spread over the counterpane. A small white dog snored amid the rubble.

“Alessandro, how kind!” His mother closed the book she had been reading.

“Don’t you ever sleep, Mother?”

“Oh, when I can. I find that with the onset of great age, the desire to sleep, like the craving for food or the urge to urinate, always comes over me at the most inconvenient times.” He bowed over her outstretched hand, and she patted the bed beside her. “Come and sit down for a moment before you rush off. I never see you anymore!”

“I’m sorry, Mother,” Loredan said automatically.

“I don’t know what’s the matter with young people nowadays, always running, running, here and there—! But there I go, sounding like one of those querulous old women who thinks her children have nothing better to do than dance attendance on her! Ah, if it weren’t for dear Carlo, I would die of boredom. He’s so faithful, after all these years!”

Alessandro nodded. Carlo Dandolo was his mother’s oldest friend, the cicisbeo or cavalier that she chose as her companion after she had been married to his father for one year.

It had long been the fashion in Venice for married women, rich and poor, to have in almost constant attendance a gentleman, of her own age and class and not her husband, who would act as her chaperone, attending her when she went out, carrying her parcels and her prayerbook, her calling cards and fan, helping her in and out of gondolas, lending her money when she ran short at the gambling tables, flattering her and gossiping with her and amusing her. This convention freed husbands to pursue their own careers and interests, perhaps even to act as cicisbeo for another woman. There was a saying: “In all of Italy, there is no husband who knows how to love his own wife.” Women depended on their cicisbei for the attentions that their husbands neglected to give them. Children of noble families were married to each other for reasons of political expediency and social advancement. Often husband and wife had little in common, and eventually both sought amusement and often sexual satisfaction outside of marriage.

 
Not that society, by encouraging women to form close attachments to men other than their husbands, condoned adultery. A noblewoman was expected never to permit her actions to give rise to gossip or scandal. Those women who carried on love affairs did so with the utmost discretion, and their affairs hardly ever involved their cicisbei; Alessandro’s mother liked to boast that she and Carlo had never been silly enough to spoil their friendship by becoming lovers.

“Now tell me, Alessandro,” Rosalba Loredan cocked her head pertly, “where are you off to at such an absurd hour? To early mass, perhaps?”

Alessandro shook his head. “No, I like to get in a few quiet hours of work before the Senate meets at noon, and before the pests start coming in, begging for favors.”

The old woman shook her head. “You work much too hard, dear. They’re not going to make you Doge until you’re way past seventy, no matter what you do. Life is so short. Go out, have fun. You’ll work and work, and one day you’ll look up and realize that you’re an old man. Age will come as a dreadful shock to you, as it did to me. You’ll wonder why on earth you squandered your energies on government when you could have been enjoying yourself. Leave the worries and cares of lawmaking and governing to those men who are too decrepit to live and love boldly.”

Loredan grinned. “From what I have seen of my esteemed elders, there isn’t a man under ninety who considers himself too decrepit for any kind of folly. You disappoint me, Mother. I thought you were proud of me.”

“Oh, I am,” his mother assured him hastily. “Everyone is most impressed with your progress. You have come so far in the past few years. And you know, dear—but perhaps I shouldn’t tell you.”

 
 
“What is it. Mother?”

“Well, Carlo told me that you were very nearly elected to the Ten last month. You lost by only seven votes.”

Alessandro frowned. “I didn’t realize it was so close.”

The Council of Ten, elected anew every year, was the police arm of the government. Its members were respected and feared, and wielded enormous power, particularly those three of the Ten who served as State Inquisitors. People still trembled when they saw a gondola approaching with a red lamp burning in its prow. This mean that the Chief Inquisitor was abroad, personally investigating some act of treason or some violation of public morals or safety.

“Yes, it was very close. Carlo said—and I trust his judgment in these matters—that perhaps some of the older members of the Senate didn’t quite approve of the way Fosca has been comporting herself.”

“Fosca!” Alessandro’s face was grim. “I hadn’t thought—but of course. They would think her unsuitable. These stupid pranks of hers!” He stood up abruptly. The little dog growled and shifted in its sleep.

“She is still very young, Alessandro,” his mother said soothingly. “She will settle down, I’m sure. If you would like me to speak to her—”

Loredan paid no attention. “It’s deliberate. It must be. It’s got to stop.”

“Don’t be too harsh with her, son,” Rosalba warned. “You will do more harm than—”

“I’ll be going now,” he said briskly. His lighthearted mood was gone. He leaned over and kissed his mother’s pale cheek. As he did so he noticed the title on the spine of the book she had been reading: La Nouvelle Héloise. “Rousseau, eh? For shame, Mother. Don’t you know that French authors are forbidden?”

 
 
“Oh, really?” Her eyes gleamed wickedly. “But this book came from your own library, dear.”

“What? Oh, well, one had a responsibility to monitor—”

“Of course,” she said smugly. “Besides, I’d like to see one of your officious young men try and take a book away from me.”

“They wouldn’t dream of it. You have a fine mind and you’re quite capable of knowing what is seditious nonsense. But most people are not so discriminating, and it is for their good that the law—”

“Don’t preach, darling,” his mother begged. “It makes me dizzy. You don’t need to convince me that you are the ablest man in government; I know it already. Run along now. When you see Fosca, tell her that I’m very angry with her for neglecting me.”

“I will. Good day, Mother. Don’t let your revolutionary reading upset you.”

“Revolutions!” she sniffed. “What a lot of nonsense. I’d like to give the King of France a good talking-to. All of this letting the lower classes speak their minds can only lead to trouble.”

“I quite agree with you.”




Outside, the light of day was growing stronger. The waters of the lagoons and canals caught the sun and cast back a bright sheen over the pastel-colored façades of the buildings, giving them more depth and solidity, accentuating the dark eyes of shuttered windows and the lacy filigree of carved marble balconies. At six o’clock the iron throats of a thousand bells sang out, calling the faithful to mass and announcing the start of a new day.    ,

Alessandro Loredan spent an hour in his library, one floor below the bedrooms, where he scanned the work he had done the night before. At seven o’clock his valet appeared with his cloak and hat, and informed him that his gondola was ready. He left the library, passed through an elegantly appointed drawing room, and crossed the immense gilded and frescoed ballroom, the first room that visitors to Ca’ Loredan saw.

Three enormous chandeliers hung from the ceiling, which was decorated with an earthling’s view of godly goings-on, complete with hosts of mythical figures in classical tunics, billowing clouds, and horses’ bellies. The ceiling was supported at the corners and at periodic intervals by small winged cherubs whose airy looks belied their strength. Ranks of carved blackamoors, life-sized and turbaned, their loins modestly girded, stood against the walls. Each held a bronze tray in one hand and hoisted a candelabrum in the other. The morning light streamed in through the tall windows at each end of the room and gleamed on the highly polished marble floor, which looked as slick and smooth as a frozen pond.

The valet scurried ahead to open the vast double doors at the other side of the room. These led to the great marble staircase and the lower regions of the palazzo. Like all of the most elegant structures in Venice, and even some of the humble ones, Ca’ Loredan was designed so that all living space was at least one story off the ground. This minimized the inconvenience of occasional spring floods. Ca’ Loredan was a rectangle built around a central courtyard, so that most of the rooms in the house could boast windows on both sides. The space underneath was used for storage and for the family’s private boat landing.

Alessandro stood at the top of the staircase and pulled his cloak more tightly around his shoulders to ward off the chill dampness of the morning air. He jerked his head up. Merry laughter echoed through the arched caverns under the house.

 
He watched silently as three masquers started up the stairs. They giggled and sang snatches of popular songs. Their progress was slow, for they bumped and lurched against each other and they seemed to fall back two steps for every one they climbed. Finally the slight figure in the middle, the one in the black mask, broke free and skipped ahead.

“Sleep? I never want to sleep again! Sleep is boring, sleep is dull! Listen, we shall refresh ourselves with coffee and some food, and then go forth to serenade the entire city!”

“No more serenades, I beg you!” one of the others gasped. “Gods, after tonight I want to sleep for a week. I hope I never live through another night like this one.”

He removed his pink mask and pressed a strongly scented handkerchief to his nostrils. Alessandro Loredan, standing unseen above them, wrinkled his nose in distaste.

“You’re the most dreadful coward, Giacomino!” Black Mask sighed. “We are troubadours! It is our duty—and our delight!—to make music, to amuse. I want to serenade the world, the universe! Ah, what a wonderful night it’s been! I wasn’t bored once! But look, here’s our god, our little patron saint, waiting to welcome us!”

They halted on the first landing, in front of a statue of Cupid that stood on a pillar at the turn of the bannisters. The imp was demurely posed with his characteristic weapons, his small mouth pushed into a mischievous pout. The three swept off their hats and made a deep obeisance.

“If you only knew, O God,” said the third wearily, removing his white mask, “what gallant deeds we have performed in your service this night.”

“Poor little fellow,” cooed the slender figure at his side. “He must stand here, day after day in the cold and damp. Is he waiting for a kiss to free him? What a pity that he can’t enjoy Carnival as we do!”

“Would that he had been in my place tonight,” muttered Giacomo, “and I in his!”

“He must have a mask,” Black Mask decided. “It’s Carnival! Everyone must mask!”

“No, child, he does enough harm as it is, unmasked!” the other two protested. “Take pity on poor lovers!”

“No, I insist! Take my lute, Antonio. Giacomo, hold my hat and bauta while I take off—”

The face under the mask was a woman’s. It was smooth and lean, with dark brows arched over dancing grey eyes, a rather distinctive nose, long but rounded on the end and with large nostrils, thin cheeks, a wide mouth. Her hair, tied in a queue at the back of her head, was pale red-gold, the color immortalized by Titian and achieved by generations of Venetian women through artifice if it was denied to them by heredity.

“How beautiful he is!” the woman exclaimed. “But he looks cold, poor naked baby. Wait, we’ll give him my cloak—and the bauta. Now, mask and hat, and look, my lute as well!” She propped the instrument between the statue’s arm and chubby thigh. “See, he’s a real little masquer now! A beautiful young man for you, Antonio, to take my place when I tire of you.”

“I swear, Fosca,” Antonio sighed prettily, “that his stone heart is softer than yours!”

Fosca Loredan laughed delightedly, and slipped her hand through the curve of her friend’s arm. “Ah, dearest, do I really make you suffer so? I’m sorry if I do. I shall be kinder to you in the future, I promise. And to you, Giacomo. ” She grasped her other friend’s hand and gave him a dazzling smile.

Laughing softly, the three proceeded up to the second landing. As they turned and started up the last flight they halted abruptly. Their bright laughter faded and died, like sparks smothered by a blanket.

Alessandro Loredan loomed over them. The light from the tall window at his back illuminated the faces of the three merrymakers but left his own partially in shadow, making him look rather sinister and forbidding.

“Like the Angel of Death,” Fosca thought.

His black eyebrows were lifted in an expression of mild astonishment and disdain, although his dark eyes were expressionless. His cheeks were gaunt, pinched, exaggerating the sharp thrust of his nose. His black hair, lightly touched with gray, was cropped short and brushed straight back from his forehead. He spurned wigs and only wore them when the duties of his offices required it. He was taut, spare, tightly controlled, like a Spanish mystic or an El Greco saint, consumed by inner fires that he tried to dampen by the coolness of his intellect.

Fosca, recovering from her surprise at seeing him, smiled broadly and advanced up the stairs to greet him. When she reached the top she extended her hand. He bowed over her fingertips.

“Good morning, Madame.” His tone was cool and polite. He gave her companions a nod, and his eyebrows hitched up another notch when he saw Giacomo’s gay costume of pink silk and green brocade. Giacomo, painfully aware of the holes in his stockings, went suitably pink with shame. Both he and Antonio returned Loredan’s greeting.

“Ah, Signor, what an early riser you are, to be sure!” Fosca observed brightly. “As you can see, we three rogues haven’t been to bed at all! Aren’t we terrible?”

Her voice sounded slightly strained, higher pitched than usual, unnatural. Antonio Valier stared at his shoes. The misgivings he had felt about their scheme welled up again as he remembered its unpredictably dangerous outcome. He couldn’t meet Loredan’s icy gaze. At his side, Giacomo Selvo shifted nervously.

Alessandro gave his wife’s costume a swift appraisal. His glance swept over her slender figure, taking in the slim legs encased in ivory satin breeches and mud-splashed stockings, the dainty pumps decorated with satin bows, the embroidered waistcoat with contrasting collar, the froth of rich lace at her throat and cuffs. Her man’s coat was well-fitted and beautifully cut. He felt a sharp tightening in his middle, like a fist closing.

“You’re enjoying Carnival, I see,” he said.

Her mocking smile came too quickly, and he realized how lame the remark had sounded.

Fosca assumed a bold stance in front of him, one hand propped on her hip. “Yes, we are indeed, Signor. Do you approve of my disguise? I was a great hit at the Ridotto tonight. Several young ladies flirted with me quite shamelessly! I didn’t dare speak to them, lest I give myself away, and they were quite distressed by my coldness.” Laughter bubbled under her words. Her husband’s eyes glittered disapprovingly. She plunged on breathlessly. “I think the costume is practical as well as attractive, don’t you? I really can’t think why women haven’t adopted breeches before this, except for the old Alviso sisters, of course, and they have always been more male than female, as everyone knows. But you must permit me to give you the name of my tailor, Signor! He is a truly excellent craftsman and his price was quite reasonable. He did say, though, that he would gladly have done the job for nothing, because I had the most delightful figure he ever fitted!” She laughed lightly and looked down at Antonio and Giacomo, who managed to join in, although somewhat feebly.

“Yes, I would like to know his name,” Alessandro said. “I should like to call upon him myself.”

“An old man, near San Geremia,” Giacomo offered. “A Jew by the name of—of—.” Loredan’s eyes bored into him. He floundered helplessly and turned desperately to Antonio.

“Leone,” his friend said quickly. “On the Calle Cendon, near the ghetto.”

“Thank you,” Loredan said graciously. “Will you excuse me, Madame?” His wife offered her hand and he kissed her fingertips lightly. “Gentlemen.” He nodded curtly to the two cicisbei and started down the stairs past them. Fosca disappeared into the ballroom and Giacomo hurried after her. Antonio had to wait until Loredan passed him before he, too, could go up. As he turned he heard a soft, “Signor Valier.”

He looked down. Alessandro Loredan was hidden in shadow at the bottom of the staircase. His voice came up, like a knell from Hell.

“I would be happy if you and Signor Selvo would call upon me in my chambers at eleven o’clock this morning.”

“Of course. Signor.” Antonio swallowed. “It would be a pleasure.”

He waited. He heard Loredan cross the courtyard to the boats and bark an order to his gondolier. A moment later he heard the muffled bump and scrape as the man entered the boat and was borne away.

Antonio let out his breath in a long sigh, and realized that he was sweating.




The three tired troubadours sat in front of the fire in Fosca’s boudoir. They sipped strong coffee and laughed a little at their hair-raising adventure and exchanged some desultory gossip about their friends, but they were really too exhausted to be very lively. From time to time Antonio read aloud an amusing item from the Gazzettino. He didn’t mention the forthcoming interview with Loredan, which was guaranteed to be unpleasant. Why spoil the morning for Giacomo, who was terrified of the man? He would tell him about their appointment as soon as they left Fosca.

She looked superb, still flushed with excitement and bright with laughter. She had changed out of her man’s clothing into a white negligée decorated with green ribbons. Her little feet were slippered in satin, and while they talked her maid, Emilia, brushed her hair until it sparkled like filaments of fire.

“A world has opened up to me!” she declared happily. “I never really understood before why people disguised themselves at Carnival. I thought it was just so they could play amusing pranks on their friends without being recognized. But that’s not the reason at all. It’s so you can become a whole different person and leave your old life behind and do things you would never dream of doing the rest of the year!”

“Is your life so tedious and unbearable, my darling Fosca?” Antonio teased gently.

“You know it is!” she replied feelingly. “Ennui is my most constant companion. Sometimes I think I can never escape it, and I rush here and rush there and it is always with me. Until tonight—last night! I put on man’s dress and my mask and when I left this house, ennui was nowhere to be seen! Oh, it was delicious! Listen, tonight I want to go to the theater in my new costume, and later—”

“You don’t want to repeat yourself too often, Fosca,” Antonio said hastily, in what he hoped was a nonchalant tone. “That could become a bore, too.”

 
“But not for ages and ages!” she assured him. “I have lived twenty-two years as a woman; why not live the next twenty-two as a boy?”

“I don’t think Loredan would approve of that,” Giacomo said sleepily. He didn’t see the warning look that Antonio gave him.    ,

Fosca’s face clouded, but only for a moment. “Bah!” she said, tossing her head. “Do you think I care if he approves or not? He is old and dull and he has forgotten what it is to have fun—if, indeed, he never knew! It is Carnival, after all! Carnival! I don’t want it to end, ever!” She stretched and opened her arms to the ceiling, as though demanding that Heaven stop time for her.

Soon her cicisbei took their leave, after much flattery and hand-kissing. Fosca allowed Emilia to put her to bed. Before she slept she thought with relish about the freedom she had tasted: to be someone else, not yourself, to leave behind the life that bored and irritated you. Wonderful, like being able to step into a dream. Her brush with death had not frightened her too much; she never really believed that she was in real danger. Rather, it had thrilled and excited her and left her wanting more.




Fosca slept until mid-afternoon, when Emilia bustled in and threw open the curtains on the windows on both sides of the room. The wintry sun bathed the chamber with a soft glow, glinting warmly on the touches of gold that accented the mossy green wall coverings and furnishings. The room was decorated in the Chinese style, or rather in the style that the French considered Oriental and which the Italians eagerly adopted. Fosca’s bed stood on a slightly raised dais at one end of the room. The panels on the curved walls behind the bed concealed closets and a door that led to a small dressing room, an oval-shaped chamber where she received her most intimate friends, her confessor, and her hairdresser. As usual, the embroidered bed hangings were open. Fosca hated being confined in small spaces and slept with them open, even in the coldest weather.

Emilia set down a tray of coffee things. Venetians of all classes were hopelessly addicted to coffee and hot chocolate, and spent most of their waking hours consuming either one or the other.

Fosca lay savoring the warmth of her bed and the afterglow of her dreams for a few minutes, then she hitched herself up in bed and sighed. “Ah, Emilia, I was more tired than I imagined. Is it very late?”

“Three o’clock, Signora.”

“Only three? Not so late as I thought. Has anyone called?” She accepted a cup of coffee and blinked contentedly at her surroundings.

“Donna Maria Foscari and Don Pietro.” Emilia poked at the fire and swept the ashes off the hearth.

Fosca nodded. One of her friends from her convent school and her cicisbeo. Both incredibly silly and witless.

“And Donna Elizabetta Tron and Don Mario Something-or-Other, the new Ambassador from Tuscany.”

Fosca perked up. “Ah, I hear he’s quite handsome! So Elizabetta has captured him? Perhaps I’ll return that call someday. Anyone else?”

“Your brother.”

“Tomasso.” Fosca wrinkled her nose. “Well, he just came to borrow money and I haven’t a sequin to spare. He’d have been out of luck. Anyone else, Emilia?”


“Your hairdresser—”

“Oh, no!” Fosca sat bolt upright. “You didn’t send him away, did you, Emilia?”

“No, no, Lady. He is with your mother-in-law at the moment. They are playing piquet."

Fosca lay back, relieved that she hadn’t missed her most important caller.

“And—and,” Emilia swallowed and said with a different note in her voice, “your husband is at home and asks if he might have a few moments of your time.”

“Indeed!” Fosca felt a prickle of nervousness. She shook herself. What had she to fear from him? “Bring my dressing gown, then, and brush my hair. We mustn’t keep Don Alessandro waiting.”

Alessandro Loredan found his wife reclining on the chaise lounge near the fireplace. Her coffee cup was near her hand. Her hair flowed loosely around her shoulders. She wore a dark green dressing gown over her ivory nightdress, and flounces of white lace billowed around her feet.

He greeted her politely. He refused coffee and declined to sit, but stood with his back to the fire, his hands linked loosely behind him.

“It’s so kind of you to visit me, Signor,” she said lightly. “I know how busy you are.”

“Do you indeed?” he countered softly. A flush mounted to her cheeks. So he was determined to be rude, was he? He took a breath. “You father was an honorable and well-respected man, Madame. For his sake, as well as your own, I have decided that I must speak to you. He would want me to, and I would be derelict in my husbandly duties if I hesitated.”

“Then pray do not hesitate, Signor,” she said mockingly.

Alessandro lifted his chin and looked down the arch of his nose at her. “The Broglio was buzzing this morning with a fantastic story. It seems that Count Giulio Morosini fired a musket at three masquers who appeared under his wife’s balcony in the small hours of the morning to serenade her.”

“How thrilling!” Fosca trilled. “But how humiliating for poor Graziella, to have the world know that that dreadful old man—”

“Were you one of those three?” he asked quietly.

She felt suddenly warm, and a little afraid, but she kept her voice unconcerned. “You know that I was, Signor.”

He lowered his eyes. She could see a pulse throbbing in his temple. He did not speak for a whole minute, and silence settled over them. Fosca felt a tightness in her chest and had a little difficulty breathing. Lately, he had that effect on her. Finally, he looked up and their eyes met.

“Were you drunk, Madame? Or merely mad?”

She sat up straighter. She hadn’t expected such a direct attack.

“Neither, I trust,” she replied coolly. “It was merely a harmless masquerade.”

“Not so harmless,” he reminded her. “You might have been seriously injured. Or even killed!”

“Oh, that would have been such a terrible tragedy,” she clucked. “Would your heart be broken, Signor?”


He stiffened. “Have you taken leave of your senses, Madame?” he demanded harshly. “Do you need to be reminded that you are the daughter of a Dolfin and the wife of a Loredan? It does not become you to put on lewd attire and act the jape—”

“I need to be reminded of nothing,” she said sharply. “It was amusing.”

“Are you so bored that you need to behave in this disgusting fashion, like a common hoyden, a jade?” Alessandro snapped. “Courting danger! Flirting with scandal! I find your behavior reprehensible. Other incidences have come to my attention, but up to now I refrained from saying anything. I told myself that you were still quite young, that you would outgrow this silliness. But people are beginning to talk about your wild ways. Your name is on everyone’s lips because of the ‘wonderfully amusing’ things you do. Carrying on with the dwarf, Flabonico! Appearing on a public stage with that castrated monster, Benelli!”

Fosca said tartly, “They are my friends, both of them! Count Flabonico is a nobleman! And everyone knows that Signor Benelli is the finest singer of his age! I was deeply honored to be allowed to appear on the same stage with him. Where was the harm? I was masked and costumed and I didn’t even have to sing or dance or speak! I just rode down on a swing—I was the Goddess of the Moon. It was marvelous fun, and no one in the world could have guessed that it was I!”

“Idiotic stunts. Wild behavior,” Alessandro growled. “Are you without shame, Madame? Do you want to become a sensation? A scandal? Dear Heaven, is there not enough lewdness and immorality in this city already? Must the daughters of noble families set a sickening example of our degeneracy? If you will not curb your wildness for my sake, then think of your father and how this would have hurt him. Think of the good name of your family. But I beg you, Madame, think, think about what you are doing.”

Her eyes glinted. “How novel to hear you lecturing on public morals, Signor. I find it a great pity that you couldn’t have concerned yourself with my father’s honor while he was alive—! ” Her breasts rose and fell. She had very nearly given way to a show of anger, and she controlled herself with difficulty. With something of her old lightness she said, “I think you are exaggerating the seriousness of this incident. Signor. Everyone masks for Carnival. Even the Doge. Even beggars! It is a time for fun and a time for folly, and no one was hurt. Why, my father would have enjoyed the joke! He never liked old Morosini, and he would have found it amusing, the way the old man has become besotted with his young wife.”

“I disagree. In any case, he never would have approved of the disgusting way you exhibited yourself!”

“Ah, so you are really annoyed at my costume! Did you find it so terribly unattractive? I was masked and cloaked, and I assure you, no one recognized me.”

“Perhaps not. But no one could fail to know that Giacomo Selvo was one of the parties involved. There isn’t another man in Venice who has the bad taste to wear pink silk with green brocade.” Alessandro shuddered. “He looked like a parrot!”

Fosca laughed. “But that still doesn’t implicate me!

“You think not? He and Valier are your constant companions. What else is one to infer? That they carried on the entire scheme without even telling you? I would wager rather that the whole thing was your idea, and that neither of them had the spine to refuse you.” He gave a satisfied grunt. “Well, at least that Jew tailor won’t talk.”

Fosca stared. “What do you mean? You haven’t—murdered him!”

“Of course not. But he will be leaving Venice immediately to join his relatives in Trieste. One less Jew for us to worry about.”

“I cannot believe it,” Fosca said slowly, shaking her head. “I cannot believe that you would banish that poor little man, because of something as silly as this!”

“I did it because I want no one to discover the true identity of the miscreants, is that clear? I have already informed Signors Selvo and Valier that I consider their complicity in this affair inexcusable, and that if your part in this becomes known, or if any further such incidents reach my ears, I will forbid them to enter this house.”

Fosca stood up quickly. “You dare?” Her eyes snapped. “You would dare deny—? But they are my friends, not yours! You have no right to forbid me to see them!” The last shreds of her self-possession deserted her. She was hurt, furious, close to tears.

Alessandro Loredan took a step towards her. He said firmly but not unkindly, “They are high-born gentlemen who should have known better than to permit a young woman to disgrace herself and her name in such a fashion. They have a responsibility to you, and to me, and they know it. I wouldn’t expect rational conduct from that idiot, Selvo, but young Valier should have known better, and he admitted as much to me. I have their word that they will both keep this affair a secret, and that in the future they will think twice before letting you indulge your mad lust for excitement.”

Fosca ground her fingernails into the palms of her hands. She looked up at her husband. Her eyes were blazing and her voice shook.

“You forbid my friends to visit me. You exile an innocent man because he did what I asked him to do. If I am such a trial to you, why don’t you just lock me up? Or put me away in a convent?”

Loredan smiled wearily. “I doubt that the convent exists that could hold you, Fosca.” She turned her back on him. He went on quietly, “I want you to promise me that there will be no more masquerading, no more serenading, no more public displays of ill-breeding.”

Fosca said, “If you do not like the way I behave. Signor, nor the way my friends behave, then why don’t you divorce me?”

Loredan’s mouth tightened. “No.”


“Why not?” she demanded. “I am not the wife you want. I’ve been a disappointment to you in every way!”

“I won’t hear of it,” he said tersely. “It’s absurd. I don’t wish to discuss it.”

“My father is dead now,” she argued. “He can’t help you anymore, and I am only a hindrance to you.

You think I don’t know it? I don’t want your charity anymore, Signor. I never wanted it!”

“Fosca, I warn you, go softly—”

“Why not?” she asked again, her voice rising.

“You would discard a coat that no longer fit, or a hat that had gone out of fashion. You would dismiss a servant who was insubordinate. You would throw away anything that was no longer useful to you—except your wife. You surprise me. I would have thought that you would like to exchange me for the daughter of another nobleman who could help you achieve power. Or are you too proud to admit you made a bad bargain when you married me?”

“I forbid you to say more!” Loredan said sharply.

“You cannot forbid me! I am not your servant! You won’t let me go because you hate me! That’s true, isn’t it? You hate me because I won’t let you come to me at night and because I won’t give you a son! You want to drive me to my death, as you did my father!”

“Will you be silent!” Loredan roared.

She stared at him speechlessly. Then she dropped her face into her hands.

Loredan stormed out of the room, without taking proper leave of her. Fosca sank down on the chaise lounge. Her hands fell limply into her lap. She felt sick in her soul, burning hot and freezing cold at the same time. She hated her life, hated her husband, hated herself for not having the courage to escape him.

In a sudden burst of fury, she leaned forward and swept her arm over the top of the table that held the coffee tray. China and silver went flying. The resulting crash did not soothe her.

She threw herself face down and wept bitterly.




Loredan went to the fencing academy he attended when he felt the need for violent exercise. Masked and suitably outfitted, he crossed swords with the fencing master, the only duellist in Italy—in Europe—who could give him a good fight. He attacked his opponent with a reckless fury and an uncharacteristic disregard of form and style.

“Ah, Signor,” grinned the master, “I pity the man you would like to see in my place.” Their blades met and slid up to the hilt. They disengaged, stepped apart, and renewed the battle.

“It’s no man,” Alessandro said grimly, tearing off his mask. The other man did the same.

“Oh, ho! A woman!” Steel met steel. “I feel sorry for you, Signor. When a man wants to skewer a woman on his sword, it’s a very bad sign.”

“Oh?” They exchanged a flurry of blows. “Why?”

“Why?” The master laughed and fended off a vicious attack. “Excuse me, Signor, but you are leaving your right side exposed. You left-handed fighters—where were we? Ah, the lady. You want to kill her because you’re in love with her. It’s obvious.”

Alessandro failed to protect his right side. The other man pinked his quilted vest, then disarmed him with a swirling motion of his own sword and pinned him to the wall.

“What happened?” the fencing master asked. “Your defense was brilliant, and then it just fell apart.”

Loredan stood panting, staring at the gleaming blade whose buttoned tip prodded his liver. His eyes were smoldering. They seemed about to burst into flames. The fencing master spoke, but he seemed not to hear. Wisely, the other man retracted his sword and went away.


II

THE NOBLEMAN

In 1774, fresh from the traditional apprenticeship in the Venetian navy and in two important foreign embassies, Alessandro Loredan took his seat in the Grand Council of the Signoria, or Venetian congress. All men whose names were entered at birth in the Golden Book, the official registry of nobility, were expected to participate in governing the Republic of Venice. At this time there were officially sixteen hundred members of the Grand Council, although usually no more than four hundred attended daily sessions, in spite of fines levied against those who failed to appear.

Venice, once Queen of the Adriatic and ruler of a vast empire on land and sea, now found herself a faded power. The rising sea power of other nations, England, France, and Spain, and their control of the rich trade routes to the Americas, had left Venice far behind. Her nobles, once proud merchant princes and fierce warriors, consoled themselves for their loss of prestige by devoting themselves to pleasure and ignoring their duties to the State. Fully half the year was taken up with Carnival, not only pre-Lenten festivities but over a hundred other holidays throughout the year when the public was given permission to mask and to frolic. Venice was the playground of Europe, a required stop on the Grand Tour, a seductively beautiful city with a reputation for loose women and unlimited opportunities for amusement.

Loredan watched and learned for two years. Then in 1776 he made his move. He attacked Venetian Jews, accusing them of being a drain on the resources of the State. He claimed that their share in business was unfair to Christian competition, and suggested that they were responsible for the economic woes of Venice. He proposed the immediate expulsion of all Jews from Venice and her territories, and barring that, stronger curbs on their business activities.

His proposals met with a favorable response from those in government who were always seeking quick and easy solutions to knotting problems, and they appealed to the age-old fears and prejudices of a largely ignorant populace. Old repressive measures against the Jews—perennial scapegoats—were reinstated. Jews were forbidden to engage in manufacture and agriculture, to possess real estate, to deal in corn or grain or other essentials of life. They could not employ Christians, act as brokers, or hold any position in the financial conduct of the Republic. Their movements were restricted. They were forbidden to live outside the walls of the ghetto, or even to appear on the streets outside the ghetto after the sun had set. In some of the small territories of the Republic, they were expelled from their homes.

At the remarkably early age of twenty-eight, Alessandro Loredan won recognition as one of the leading conservative spokesmen in the Council. His career in politics had begun auspiciously, and his rapid rise would have been assured, had it not been for one man who blocked him at every turn: Orio Dolfin.

Dolfin was sixty, a widower whose addiction to gambling and weakness for ballerinas had impoverished him. Nevertheless, his devotion to his country was complete, and he retained considerable influence with older members of the government. As a scholar and a liberal, he publicly deplored this unfair treatment of the Jews. He attacked the movement and its leader vigorously, accusing Alessandro Loredan of inventing lies and reviving old fears in order to further his own ambitions. He lobbied hard to keep the young man from being elected to the Senate, and persuaded conservative Council members that the Jew-baiter was far too brash and self-seeking to be able to participate effectively in the important committees. In the aftermath of his early success, Alessandro found that the road to power was getting not smoother, but rougher, thanks to Orio Dolfin.

One ripe, mellow day in midsummer, in the year 1782, Alessandro Loredan decided to pay a call on his adversary. The Signoria had adjourned for the summer months, and the members and their families had repaired to their country villas on terrafirma, the mainland, to recuperate from the rigors of pretending to rule. After eight years in government, Alessandro’s career was at a standstill. He knew that one man was responsible for his failure to rise, and he was determined to remove the obstruction.

He rode for ten miles along the Brenta River and turned into a rutted drive. He noticed the overgrown gardens, the ruined statuary, the dying trees. The Dolfin villa itself was crumbling. Chunks of stucco had fallen off the walls, exposing patches of sun-baked brick. Roof tiles were missing. Some windows were boarded up.

Inside, the walls were faded and stained, the furniture moldy and unsteady, the upholstery moth-eaten. A toothless manservant led him up a curving flight of stairs to Orio Dolfin’s study on the second floor.

 
 
Without the wigs and robes of office, Dolfin looked as forlorn and threadbare as his surroundings. Only his eyes seemed young and alert, and they gleamed knowingly when he saw Alessandro.

“Ah, I’ve been wondering whether we might expect a visit from you. Signor,” he said. “You heard that I have been ill, and you came to see for yourself just how serious it was.”

This was true, but Alessandro said quickly, “Forgive me, Signor, I didn’t realize—”

“You will be happy to learn that my doctors have predicted that I shall live to be ninety,” Dolfin said wryly.

“I am delighted to hear it.”

“Are you? That’s very gracious. And now that you nave satisfied your curiosity, Signor, I shall ask you to leave. I am rather tired.”

“I won’t intrude much longer, Signor,” Alessandro ^aid. “But I think it’s time we had a talk.”

“Talk? But we have nothing to talk about. I don’t like you, Signor Loredan, and I don’t trust you. Men like you are dangerous to Venice.”

“But Venice is my dearest love, my mistress,” Alessandro protested. “If I have seemed impetuous in the past, it is only because I sensed that she needed assistance, and as any lover would, I rushed to her side.”

“Quite a pretty analogy,” Dolfin said approvingly. But Venice doesn’t need any more flowery metaphors, and she doesn’t need glory-grabbers. She needs honest men. She is a demanding mistress. She has worn out many men in her service, including myself. But I have never regretted the years that I have given her. And now you’ve come to curry favor with her old cicisbeo. You think he’ll put in a good word for you, and use his influence on your behalf!”

 
“Why not?” Alessandro asked reasonably. “You are highly respected, even revered by some. Signor. Others have courted your approval after having incurred your enmity, and you have favored them. I foolishly thought that I could forge my way in government without anyone’s help. I was wrong. We can continue to disagree, and Venice will suffer for it.”

“You hold yourself in too high esteem, Signor,”! Dolfin growled.

“Not myself, but you. The attention you are devoting to holding me back is drawing you away from more vital problems, I fear. I respect your judgment, your good sense, your experience. But even you will admit that your energies are limited. Let me help you. Enlist me in your service, and together we shall bring greater honor to Venice.”

“You have a flair for deceit which will stand you in good stead,” Dolfin said. “But not while I live. You are wasting your time. You cannot expect me to believe that you have seen the error of your ways; you have merely recognized the inefficacy of your methods. And you are tired of waiting for me to die and remove myself from your path. But I am not ready to die. I have a good many years left, and I intend to use them to keep you and men like you from raping Venice. That campaign against the Jews was your first and greatest mistake, Signor.”

“I admit that the results were not what we hoped—”

“You knew from the beginning that you were preaching poppycock! I have no great love for the Jews myself, but I dislike seeing an innocent people sacrificed on the altar of personal ambition. I saw what kind of game you were playing. I knew that you were ambitious not for Venice, but for yourself, and the Loredan name.”

 
 
“I am sorry you feel this way,” Alessandro said stiffly. “I had hoped—”

“You had hoped you could talk me around. No, Signor. I am immune to flattery, and deaf to your lies. Good day.”

Seething inwardly, Alessandro took his leave of the elder statesman. Only when he was alone in the hall outside the study did he give vent to a stream of muttered curses.

“I sympathize. He has that effect on me sometimes.”

He turned quickly. It was Tomasso Dolfin, Orio’s only son. He was younger than Alessandro by a few years but he looked ten years older. His dissipation showed in his bloated features and bleary eyes. His clothes were dirty and in need of mending. His hair was uncombed and hung in greasy strands to his shoulders.

He sidled up to Loredan. “You’ve come to pay a call on the old man, and found him unreceptive to your peaceful overtures,” he said. “Perhaps his illness has made him even more stubborn, but I doubt it. It wasn’t serious. A little gastric trouble coupled with the usual financial woes. He recovered nicely from the former, but the latter will never cease to plague all of us, I fear.”

Alessandro shrugged. “I anticipated failure. All the same—”

“It would have been nicer to succeed,” Tomasso grinned.

Their attention was caught by the sound of girlish laughter outside the tall window at the top of the stairs. Alessandro looked out over the unkempt lawns. Two women were playing at a sort of lawn tennis; that is, when one of them managed to hit the ball, it was generally not in the direction of her opponent. One of the women was buxom and plainly-dressed, a servant. The other was a girl, slight and thin, with glorious red-gold hair that swung loosely around her shoulders.

Once the maidservant hit the ball in the direction of the house and the girl lifted her face. Alessandro caught his breath, and wondered if her beauty, so luminous from a distance, would hold up to closer scrutiny.

“Charming, isn’t she?” murmured Tomasso at his elbow. Alessandro suppressed an impulse to move away. His dislike of the younger Dolfin wasn’t tempered by grudging respect, as it was in the case of his father.

“Lovely,” Alessandro agreed. “A servant?”

Tomasso gave a short, bitter laugh. “You’d think so. We can’t afford to dress her in silks, which is what beauty like that deserves. She’s my sister, Fosca. The child of my parents’ old age, the apple of my father’s eye, his consolation and joy, the image of my sainted mother, the only person in the world he really loves.”

“Ah, a child.”

“No, not really. She’s sixteen. Girls are married at sixteen.”

“What’s she doing at home?” Alessandro asked. Venetian girls of rank, even poor ones, were normally sent to convent schools at an early age, as much to preserve their virtue as to educate them in the wifely arts of embroidery, music, and gossip. They stayed in these schools until marriages were arranged for them by their parents.

“Nothing would keep her away when she heard that Father was ill,” Tomasso explained. “She escaped from the convent. Stole a boat, got herself stuck on the mud flats, and was delivered to us here by a couple of fishermen. She’s got plenty of spirit, our Fosca. A little too much, perhaps. Father didn’t want to send her away at all, until one of his sisters pointed out that a maturing young girl wasn’t really safe in a houseful of men. Not enough chaperones. The maid’s the only other female here.” He sighed feelingly. “It’s a pity, isn’t it?”

“What is?”

“That she’ll never marry. You’ve seen how we live. There isn’t a sequin to spare. The old man’s gambled it all away—what he hasn’t thrown away on whores. Fosca has no dowery. And lovely as she is, no one will take her without one. That’s the way the world is. I’d say that it would be a shame to bury her behind convent walls. Don’t you agree, Signor?”

“Of course.” Alessandro had to agree, but he couldn’t quite follow the convoluted lines of Tomas-so’s thinking.

“Now you, Signor Loredan,” Tomasso went on softly, “have no need of the lure of a dowery to help you choose a wife. You are rich. I realize that I shouldn’t mention money—such bad manners!—but money is rather like a woman: when you don’t have it, you can’t think of anything,else. Still, like most Venetians, when you marry it will surely be for gain, and some would consider political gain even more important than money.”

The man’s opportunism was so evident. Desperation showed through the crumbling veneer of his manners like bricks under broken stucco.

“I think I’m beginning to understand,” Alessandro said dryly. “As my father-in-law, old Dolfin could hardly foil my prospects as he’s been doing.”

“Exactly! His influence is still enormous, and if he threw his support behind you—”

Alessandro gave Tomasso an appraising look. “You’re a shrewd fellow. Signor. I suppose that as my brother-in-law, you’d be entitled to some special considerations.”

Tomasso’s face broke into a sly grin. “I knew that a fine gentleman like yourself would not be ungrateful for good advice. Signor.”

Alessandro looked out the window again. Fosca raced across the lawn in pursuit of the tennis ball. Her hair streamed banner-like behind her, and she picked up her skirts as she ran. She and Emilia watched helplessly as the ball bounced and landed in the muck of an unused fish pond. Fosca laughed brightly and threw her arms around the other woman’s neck. Emilia threatened to beat her with her racket. Through the open window the two men could hear their laughter and their words.

“Well, you young idiot! It’s the only ball we had, and now it’s gone!”

“It’s not gone,” said Fosca. “We’ll just fish it out, that’s all.”

“You fish it out,” said Emilia squeamishly. “I’m not digging around in that mud. Who knows what’s down there!”

“Sea serpents,” Fosca suggested. “Or dragons! Perhaps the pool has no bottom at all, and the ball has fallen through the earth to the other side! Oh, we’ll just ask Luigi to come and get it out for us.”

“Him?” Emilia snorted. “He’s so rheumatic that he can’t even bend over to fasten his own breeches at the knee, much less go fishing for a ball.”

“What about Tomasso?”

Another snort from Emilia.

“Then I’ll just have to go it myself,” Fosca sighed, rolling up her sleeves. She sat down in the grass and pulled off her shoes and stockings, then she stood and gathered her skirts into a bunch around her hips.

“Are you crazy?” Emilia demanded. “What if somebody sees you?”

“What if they do?” Fosca tested the water gingerly with her toe. “Doesn’t everybody have legs?” She sat on the edge of the pool and eased herself in gently. The water came just above her knees. “This isn’t so bad,” she said bravely. “It’s even warm. Now where did it go? Over here?” She stooped over and poked her arm down among the water lilies. The white flesh of her upper thighs gleamed like mother-of-pearl.

Tomasso stole a glance at the man beside him. Loredan was smiling slightly.

“Beauty is an unexpected bonus, Signor,” he said meaningfully. “It is a brilliant solution, is it not? To all our problems.”

“It is indeed. But you forget, your father despises me. He has convinced himself that I am arrogant, ruthless, and ambitious. He might be difficult to persuade.”

“Oh, I don’t think a man of your diplomatic skills will have any problem,” Tomasso said confidently. “And you can count on me for help.”

“I’m sure I can,” Alessandro murmured.

“Still, he might be stubborn,” Tomasso said thoughtfully. “How convenient that Fosca should be right here, at this time. I think you should meet her. The two of you might be able to work things out between you.”

His meaning was clear. Alessandro was revolted by the man’s callousness. He wanted to knock him down, but he didn’t. He needed Tomasso Dolfin.

Fosca came forward to meet their visitor. Emilia, catching a look from her young master, discreetly disappeared into the house. Fosca felt annoyed with Tomasso for not giving her warning. Her dress was old-fashioned, a little shabby and a little too small, and her hair was a mess. Her feet were still bare and her gown wasn’t quite long enough to hide them.

Tomasso performed introductions. Alessandro gave the girl a friendly smile. “This is a surprise and a pleasure, Signorina,” he said. “I had absolutely no idea your father had anyone so lovely tucked away at his villa.”

He studied her. Her cheeks were flushed from exertion and embarrassment. She was a little too thin for beauty, and rather awkward in her movements. But that might have been caused by self-consciousness. Her face was very animated. It was the kind of face that reflected every thought, every feeling. It was never still. Like her eyes, which seemed to change color. Little pools mirroring moods and emotion. At the moment they were wide and wondering.

“I wouldn’t be here if Father hadn’t become ill,” she explained shyly. “He says that having me at home has helped him to recover.”

“I can believe that,” Alessandro said warmly. “I’m sure that if you were to visit Venice’s hospitals, they would be empty in a day. Your beauty is a better tonic than anything a doctor or chemist could concoct.”

She blushed. She was unaccustomed to flattery, and she had never before received attentions from a strange man.

“Would you like to walk a little, Signorina?” Alessandro suggested. “It’s such a fine day—.”

Fosca saw to her dismay that Tomasso, too, had disappeared, leaving her alone with this man. She feared she would bore him, because she had no conversation and no wit. But he didn’t seem bored. As they strolled he asked her questions about her school. He knew it very well, because one of his sisters was a nun there. Fosca lost some of her shyness.

“This was a beautiful place once,” Fosca said, turning to look back at the house. “I remember when I was very small, I thought it the most beautiful place in the world.”

“It may have lost its beauty, but you have gained. That seems a better way of proceeding,” Alessandro said.

“You don’t need to talk to me like that,” she said softly. “I’m not used to it.”

“You should get used to it, Signorina,” he said. “When you marry and go out into society, you’ll be besieged by admirers and inundated by compliments.”

She looked up, and he was surprised by the knowing look in her eyes. She was perfectly aware that no man would ever offer for her, because she was poor. At the end of the summer she would go back to the convent, and very likely she would spend the rest of her life there.

“You’re being kind to me.”

“You should be dressed in velvets and silks,” he told her, “and you should wear pearls in your hair.”

“Are such things necessary for beauty?” she asked.

“No, they only enhance it, like a beautiful frame enhances a painting.”

“I would love to go to the opera, to concerts and balls,” she said wistfully. “I think Venice must be the most perfect place on earth. The way the canals whisper. The way the stars and the moon swim in the water, for everyone to touch. Out here they are so far away, out of reach. All the women are beautiful there, aren’t they?”

“Many of them,” Alessandro admitted, “but truthfully, Signorina, I have never seen one so beautiful as you. You are like a star yourself: pale and shining, pure, remote.”

“I must go in,” she said, blushing. “Father will be worried.”

“Of course. Perhaps we shall see each other again sometime. Although I don’t think I’ll be calling on your father again any time soon. We had a disagreement of sorts.”

 
“Oh.” She couldn’t hide her disappointment. “Father is often cross when he’s feeling bad. I’m sorry, Signor.”

“Do you ever walk in the garden in the evening?” he wondered. “At around—seven o’clock.”

Her heart thumped. “Once in a while, Emilia and I take a little walk before bed,” she said. “After dinner. At—ten.”

“Ah, at ten,” he nodded. “A beautiful hour, when the moon is on the rise and lovers hearts yearn towards each other like flowers towards water. Will you give me your hand before you go?”

He held out his own, and she put hers into it. He raised it to his lips, and brushed her fingertips with a kiss. She reddened. Suddenly her lungs seemed too big for her body. She whispered a hasty excuse and walked away quickly, not turning around. When she neared the house she broke into a run.

Loredan smiled to himself. A pity all conquests couldn’t be so simple.

Tomasso orchestrated the affair with all the cunning of a prisoner planning an escape. In the evenings after dinner, he would suggest to his father that they play a little chess, or cards. The old man couldn’t resist a game, no matter what it was, and they were soon engrossed in play. Orio Dolfin hardly looked up when Fosca kissed his cheek and told him she was going to bed. Then she and Emilia went out to the garden to await the arrival of Alessandro Loredan. When he appeared, Emilia vanished. Her cooperation had been easily secured. She thought that the affair, or at least Tomasso’s version of it, was more romantic than any play, and she dreamed of quitting the ramshackle Dolfin dwellings for a really elegant palazzo in town.

Fosca felt sad at having to deceive her father, whom she loved, but she believed Tomasso’s assurances that only time and secrecy could overcome Orio’s objections to a match with Loredan. She loved the Alessandro she knew, the handsome gallant, the courtly and urbane lover. He was every schoolgirl’s dream: a rich and worthy prince who came out of nowhere, saw, and loved. He won her heart easily. He knew all the tricks, she knew none. He knew how to create magic with a word, a glance, or a quiet moment. A sophisticated woman would have recognized his passionate avowals for what they were: beautiful lies. But Fosca believed them.

When he touched her, she began to awake to the possibilities of love as it exists in real life, rather than in story books. He didn’t rush her. He could sense when she was ready to give him another measure of trust, and he followed her lead. He kissed her for the first time on their fourth meeting, but so lightly that she thought she imagined it. Four days after that he took her virginity, on a carpet of pine needles in a little wood farther up the Brenta River. She was willing for it to happen, although she was a little frightened. She didn’t want to appear a bumpkin, though, or to disappoint him, or perhaps drive him away with her provincial prudery.

She cried a little when it was over. He held her close and spoke soothingly, and all the while he was formulating what he would say to Orio Dolfin.




“Marry Fosca! No. I know what you’re up to. Signor, and it won’t work with me. You think that as your father-in-law I’ll have to give you a push in the direction you want to go. Never. I’ll never let you have her!”

“Don’t be so hasty, Signor. You know very well that she has no dowery, thanks to your profligacy—”

“You dare!”

“She’s destined for the convent, and believe me, it would be a pity for a lovely child like that to fret her life away behind convent walls.”

“I’d rather see her buried alive than married to you,” Dolfin growled. “Now get out.”

“I should tell you, Signor, that I have already taken your daughter as my wife.”

The rheumy eyes stared and the parched face drained of color. Alessandro wondered if the shock would kill Dolfin. In that event, a marriage would be unnecessary. But Orio Dolfin breathed deeply and his color returned. He began to tremble.

“You villain,” he croaked. “You inutterable scum!”

“Come, come. Signor,” Alessandro said soothingly. “I speak quite objectively when I say that marriage to a Loredan would be an honor for any woman and any family. Would you deny her that, because of your own stubborn pride?”

“No, no, I’ll never allow it!” Dolfin said. “I’d rather see her dead!”

“She would want for nothing. And you would not find me an ungenerous son-in-law, Signor.”

“Damn you, I don’t want your charity!”

“It is not charity, but an arrangement that suits us both,” Alessandro said crisply. “For you, the knowledge that your daughter was being cared for, that she was enjoying the luxuries that should be hers by right of her beauty and her birth, that you had not ruined her life as well as your own by your chronic indebtedness. I would undertake to pay off your creditors—”

“No! I forbid it!”

“In exchange, you will do your best to insure my election to the Senate.”

“How can I do that?” Orio demanded helplessly. “It’s impossible!”

“I’m sure you can manage. You foiled my election often enough in the past. Oh, I have my eye on the Commission of the Seas. I’d like you to see what you can do in that direction as well.”

“I won’t do it! I won’t become your puppet, do you hear? I won’t degrade myself—I won’t—”

“Refuse and I will leave here, never to return,” Alessandro said coldly. “Your daughter can go back to her convent. No one will ever offer for her again, I can promise you that.”

Orio Dolfin was beaten and he was too cagey a politician not to know it: He began to bluster.

“I suppose Tomasso aided and abetted you in this! That rascal, that wastrel. He’s a disgrace! But Fosca.” His tone became softer. “The sweet child. My beauty. Oh, Fosca.”

To Alessandro’s embarrassment the old man rested his head on his arms and began to weep. He tactfully turned his back and strolled to the window. Finally he heard the quavering voice.

“When I have ceased to be of use to you—when I am dead—you will desert her!”

“No,” Loredan said firmly. “I promise you, I will care for her and protect her until I die.”

Divorces were common in Venice, and a woman’s dowery was returned to her, insuring that she would not be left penniless. But Fosca, who had no dowery, would suffer.

Eventually Dolfin gained control of himself. He rang for his old manservant and asked that Fosca be sent in. She arrived, looking heartbreakingly innocent and flushed with love.

Her father said, “This gentleman has offered to marry you, Fosca. Is that what you want, too?”

“Oh, yes. Papa!” Her eyes never left Alessandro’s face. He had never before been subjected to such a loving look, and it made him uncomfortable. He coughed and dug in his waistcoat pocket for his snuffbox.

“So be it, then,” said Orio Dolfin heavily. “I won’t 'Stop you.”

Ecstatic, Fosca flew into his arms. She was a little disturbed that her father didn’t seem happier for her, but she didn’t think about it for long.




The wedding guests agreed that Loredan's bride was a beauty, and predicted that she would cause a sensation in society. They also confided to one another that they had never seen a bride so obviously in love— unusual in a society where most brides never met their intended husbands until their wedding day.

Fosca felt like a newly-hatched chick, emerging from the quiet darkness of a protective shell into a dazzling and beautiful world. She had never seen such a house as Ca’ Loredan. The women were so elegant and breathtaking that she stared openly, trying to take in every detail. Their faces were artfully painted and patched, their gowns elaborate, their powdered coiffures gravity-defying, their jewels sumptuous. She herself wore a single strand of pearls, traditionally given to brides by their mothers as their first piece of jewelry. Unmarried women were forbidden by ancient laws to wear any jewelry at all. Fosca’s pearls had been purchased by Alessandro, and given to her by her father, who wept as he fastened them on.

The gentlemen were similarly powdered and lavishly costumed for the occasion, in a brilliant array of velvets and silks. Alessandro was easily the handsomest man there, in dark blue velvet and powder blue breeches. Fosca’s heart swelled with pride and love as she looked at him. He seemed curiously reluctant to meet her gaze.

The day passed like a beautiful dream. That night, waiting for her bridegroom in her elegantly appointed boudoir, Fosca clasped her old rosary and prayed to the Blessed Mother to help her be a good wife.

He didn’t come to her that night. She felt the disappointment keenly, and cried herself to sleep. Two days passed. She didn’t see him at all. Finally he appeared late one night after she had already gone to bed. She ran to him and threw herself into his arms.

“Oh, Alessandro, I’ve missed you so! Why didn’t you come sooner? I’ve been so worried—terrified that you didn’t love me anymore!”

He detached her hands from behind his neck and said, “Come, come, there’s no need for that, Fosca. I am sorry to have neglected you. I’ve been quite busy, and I’m sure you have had plenty to occupy you: dressmakers and hairdressers and all the usual things that women like. I’ve been meaning to have a talk with you as soon as I could.”

Talk?

“You are my wife now, Fosca,” he said. “That’s not a position to be taken lightly.”

“Of course not, Alessandro.”

“I expect you to honor the vows you made at our wedding. You will give me children, and you will be a good mother to them. You will comport yourself in a fashion that will not cast any shadow on the Loredan name. It is a proud name, and an ancient one, and I expect you to wear it proudly.”

She swallowed and said, “I will try, Signor.”

“Very good. Will you come to bed now?”

No tender words or passionate declarations. Even his lovemaking was quick and perfunctory. She was puzzled. He was so different from the man who had wooed her so ardently in the country. He left her and she wept a little. She felt cheated, and told herself sternly that she had no right to feel that way. He had already done so much for her. She ought to be grateful. What did she know about marriage, after all? Still, it would have been nice if he had been a little more—loving.

Alessandro Loredan had very little time these days to devote to an adoring bride. The barriers to his advancement were down, his progress was assured. He easily won election to the Senate that fall, and was chosen to the Commission of the Seas, one of the most powerful in government. Orio Dolfin worked tirelessly in his son-in-law’s behalf, and every cynic in Venice knew why. Alessandro went back to his old pattern of living: hard work, nights with his current mistress at his casino, the little apartment he maintained near San Marco. He visited Fosca once or twice a week until she became pregnant, six months after they were married. Then his nocturnal visits ceased, although he managed to pay a rare courtesy call when he happened to be at home during the day.

Emilia assured her that he hadn’t ceased to love her.

He was an important man, after all. He couldn’t possibly be as devoted as he was in the country.

One day she and Emilia went for a stroll along the Liston, the side of the Piazza San Marco favored by people of fashion, who liked to walk and gossip as they admired displays of new goods in shop windows. They stopped at Florian’s Café to refresh themselves, choosing a table near the front where they could watch the passing scene.

Their coffee came. Fosca, feeling very much the worldly lady, paid. Suddenly she heard a voice behind her saying.

“My dear, have you heard that Alessandro Loredan has taken up with the Gonzaga woman? I saw them together at the opera last night. They were masked, of course, but she’s unmistakable anywhere, with her height and that awful laugh of hers.”

 
 
“Oh, I can well believe it! You know, she’s just finished decimating the French ambassador,” drawled the woman’s companion, who might have been an effeminate male or a masculine female. “Loredan will make her his mistress, of course. He won’t be able to resist her. No man can! But wait until he finds out how much she costs!”

“It doesn’t matter. He’s disgustingly rich. Oh, why couldn’t I attract a man like that?”

“He married, didn’t he? At long last!”

“Oh, yes. Dolfin’s daughter. And now he has the old man right where he wants him. So clever, our Alessandro. By the way, what ever happened to that blond singer of his, the German?”

“Didn’t you hear? She’s sleeping with the envoy from Prussia! He must be a glorious lover, because he hasn’t got a sequin to his name!”

Emilia, sipping her hot chocolate with relish and intent on the parade of elegance that passed the windows, paid no attention to the conversation. But Fosca heard every word as if amplified, although the two were speaking in low tones.

She felt dizzy and thought she was going to be sick. She left her seat and ran out of the café. Emilia hurried after her, and found her huddled against a wall. She was sobbing wretchedly and couldn’t speak.

She touched no food for three days. Rosalba Loredan sent for a doctor, then a priest to counsel her, but she would speak to no one. Finally Alessandro came to see her, to upbraid her for making herself ill at such a critical time in her pregnancy. She challenged him with what she had overheard. Was it true?

She held her breath and waited for his denial.

“True?” He raised his brows. “Of course it’s true. I won’t bother to deny it. I suppose it’s time you were learning about such things, Fosca. You’re not a child anymore. But understand one thing: this has nothing to do with you.”

“But I’m your wife!” she cried. “Who has it to do with, if not me? You betrayed me!”

“Nonsense,” he said briskly. “Throw out all that romantic stuff you’ve been filling your head with. Marriage is business, Fosca. Men marry because their wives have important connections. There’s nothing wrong with that. When you married me, two ancient and important families were joined together. That’s good for both of us, and for Venice. I have given you a home and protection and a noble name. You mustn’t be selfish and make unreasonable demands of me. I have my own life to live. I won’t dance attendance on you. Now that you’re expecting a child it’s more important than ever that I stay away, so as not to do him injury.”

“But I love you!” she sobbed. “I love you!”

“You have not found me cruel or ungenerous, have you?” he demanded. “I haven’t hurt you. It’s all in your imagination, Fosca. Someday you will see that your expectations of marriage were unrealistic.”

“But the things you said! And now—this! It’s like a sword in my vitals!”

“Please don’t dramatize the situation, Fosca,” he said impatiently. “This is the way of the world. Noblemen do not have the time to devote to their wives that peasants do.”

“No, but they have plenty of time to devote to their—mistresses!” she observed angrily.

“That will do! ” His tone was sharp. “What I choose to do with my time is my own affair, not yours. When you have been married a little longer you may choose some companions of your own age, young men who share your interests, who can take you around and amuse you. But right now you must be content. Think of your child, and don’t distract me by becoming a nuisance.”

His words washed over her like an icy bath. He was like a stranger to her. So brusque and overbearing—she didn’t know him. He didn’t love her anymore. Then she realized: he had never once said that he did love her.




She was so steeped in misery that when she went to visit her father later that week, she couldn’t even feign happiness. From the first moment when he embraced her and remarked that she was looking a little pale, she burst into tears and blurted out the whole story.

“He lied to me! He doesn’t love me! He never loved me! Oh, Papa, I’m so unhappy!”

Orio Dolfin gave her off-handed comfort and turned his face away, but not before she saw his guilty expression.

“You knew!” She gasped. “You knew he didn’t really love me. And you let me marry him anyway! Oh, Papa, why didn’t you say something?”

“It was for your own good, child,” Orio said miserably. “I didn’t want you to go back to the convent. I knew how much you disliked it.”

“But it would have been better than this—deceit! I don’t understand why it has to be this way? It’s so wrong!”

“I am sorry, Fosca. Sorry you had to find out this way. You’ve been so sheltered—I never meant you to be hurt, child. I had already hurt you so much—gambled everything away, left you without a future. Loredan gave me a chance to undo some of the wrong I’d done.”

“Those people said that he has you where he wants you. What does that mean?” she demanded.

“Oh, nothing, nothing. Only that I am helping his career now.”

 
“In exchange for his marrying me?”

“Yes, something like that. I don’t mind. I’m old and old-fashioned. I’ve done enough for Venice. Maybe it’s time to turn things over to the younger men.” “But you didn’t like him,” Fosca said shrewdly, brushing away her tears. “You disagreed with him, didn’t you? You wouldn’t help him at all if it wasn’t for me, would you?”

“No, perhaps not. But I might—I might have been wrong about him,” Dolfin said hopefully.

“You don’t believe that.” Her voice was hard. “I’m sorry, Fosca,” he hung his head. “You don’t know—how sorry.”

“You let him use you!” she said cuttingly. “Oh, Papa, how could you be so—so weak?”

After she left him, Orio Dolfin sat for a long time in front of his desk. He was losing power in the Senate as quickly as Loredan was gaining it. Those who had once admired him because he refused to betray his principles now mocked him. He felt tired, defeated, full of sorrow and guilt.

He opened the top drawer of his desk and lifted out a duelling pistol. He had handled it a lot in the past few weeks. It had been a comfort to him, just knowing that it was there, ready, primed and loaded. He felt a little sad about leaving Fosca, but she would forgive him, and understand. He couldn’t help her anymore.

He put the end of the barrel against his right eye, so that the ball wouldn’t be deflected by bone. He had botched so many things in his life; it would be a shame to botch this, too.




Fosca’s child was stillborn. Her doctors attributed it to the shock she had suffered at her father’s suicide. A month later Alessandro came to her room. She lay under him like a carcass on a butcher’s chopping block, wishing she had the courage to speak what she felt.

She became pregnant again. Her second child miscarried early in the term. She fell ill and could not leave her bed for several weeks. In those weeks she thought about Alessandro and her father and her own unhappiness.

When she was well enough, Alessandro visited her. “What are you doing here?” she asked coldly as he eased himself down on the edge of the bed.

“Why, I’m here because I’m concerned about you, Fosca. I have stayed away too long.”

“You can express your concern during the day, can’t you? No, you’re here because you want me to give you a son.”

“I beg your pardon, Madame,” he said coolly. “I wouldn’t dream of forcing myself on you.”

“I hate you,” she said softly. “I don’t want you to touch me, ever again. You took the love I gave you and broke and twisted it until it became grotesque and ugly. You told me lies. You betrayed me. And you murdered my father. I shall never forgive you for that, never.”

“Fosca, your father was ill.”

“No, he wasn’t.” She was quite calm. “I visited him that day, remember? I was cruel to him. I said awful things. But I know why he died. Because of you. Because he couldn’t bear to be used by you anymore.”

“Fosca, I assure you—”

“Spare me your lies,” she said wearily.

He held her hands. “My dear, I know how upset you have been. I am truly sorry—”

“Please let me go.”

“I am sure I didn’t mean—”

She began to scream wildly, in ear-shattering waves. He jumped up and backed away from her. Emilia burst in to see what was the matter and he snarled at her to get out. Fosca regarded him without emotion.

 
“Never touch me again, do you understand? Never. You can divorce me—I don’t care. I would welcome it.”

“No.” His face was flushed with anger. How dare she humiliate him like that! “No divorce.”

“I won’t change my mind.”

“As you wish, Madame. I trust that we can keep up appearances?”

“Of course,” she replied. He turned on his heel and stalked out. She slid lower in bed and closed her eyes. She didn’t weep. She had wept enough for him.

He told himself that her behavior was only temporary madness, that she would relent. But he did not approach her again. His mother told him that she had chosen two cicisbei. He had no objection. He provided her with a generous allowance, of which half he knew would find itself in Tomasso’s lean pockets. He called upon her occasionally in her boudoir, to inquire after her health and to extend his greetings, but he never stayed longer than a minute or two, and they were never alone together. It was all part of the charade.

Meanwhile Antonio and Giacomo showed her the real world. They escorted her to parties and concerts, accompanied her on shopping trips and attended her toilette, helping her to lace up her stays, put on her shoes, dress her hair. All the while they kept up a constant stream of light and amusing conversation. They flattered her and praised her and gave her the attention she craved. They taught her the ways of society: how to speak brilliantly on any subject just by saying something witty, how to turn an epigram, how to dress, how to gossip, what fashions to like, which to disdain. They taught her how to appreciate opera and chamber music and drama. They showed her how to gamble. She knew that the Venetian passion for gaming had contaminated her father’s blood and helped to destroy him, but she played anyway, because it amused her, and because when she lost, it was Alessandro Loredan’s money, and not her own. She extended her circle of friends. She began to live her own life.

As a study of human nature and a reading of Aesop will attest, the moment an object is removed from reach, it attains a desirability that it previously lacked.

Alessandro Loredan began to notice, when he was able to observe his wife in the company of others, how attentive men were to her—and not only her cicisbei. She received fervent professions of adoration and praise, and turned them aside with a laugh. With the help of her two well-informed friends, her beauty blossomed and she recovered from her sadness and disillusionment.

The Venetian government, ever strapped for funds, generally assigned the entertainment of visiting dignitaries to its richer citizens. Thus the Loredans planned a grand ball in honor of the Duke and Duchess of Savoy.

On the night of the ball, Fosca appeared at her husband’s side just as the first guests were arriving. Alessandro, himself resplendent in black velvet, white satin, and a powdered wig, greeted her cordially. He could barely manage to keep from staring. Her gown was gold satin with yards of skirt and a small train. The tight-fitting bodice was slashed in a V in front, displaying a panel of lace studded with seedpearls. The V opened out below the waist again, showing a similarly decorated underskirt. Her hair was unpowdered and swept up into an impossibly high swirl and topped with a gold ostrich plume that dipped down over one ear. Around her neck she wore a glittering diamond necklace, a gift from her mother-in-law. She was breathtaking, easily the loveliest woman in the room.

As he led her out for the first minuet of the evening he murmured, “You look delightful tonight, Madame. That’s quite a stunning gown. What are you trying to do, become the Marie Antoinette of Venice?”

Her eyes shone. “If you are referring to my jewels, Signor, they really were a gift.” The Queen of France had once become involved in a scandal over a diamond necklace that she was supposed to have purchased from a Cardinal of the Church with her favors.

Alessandro lifted his brows and led her expertly through the intricacies of the minuet. “I was referring to your gown. I received the bill for it yesterday and sent it back with a request for an explanation. I thought there was some mistake.”

She laughed delightedly, and when he escorted her to the edge of the dance floor where Antonio and Giacomo were waiting, she greeted them gaily with, “My dears, I have just discovered the difference between a lover and a husband: a lover praises his lady’s beauty without hesitation, and the husband cavils at the cost!”

The two men laughed. Alessandro, for once in his life, had nothing to say. Her ready wit and sophisticated airs left him speechless.

She began to test her limits. She gambled and lost heavily, and he paid her debts without a murmur. Her dressmakers and milliners and hairdressers submitted bills that made him frown, but he paid those, too. It didn’t hurt, after all, for an important man to possess a beautiful wife whose dress was costly; it advertised his own prominence.

The culmination of the first phase of Fosca’s social development was the attempted suicide of the Duke of Savoy, who fell in love with her at the ball and pursued her in person and by letter, sent gifts of books and flowers and poetry, and suffered greatly from her mocking laughter. He was unattractive and morose, and Fosca disliked him and made rather merciless fun of him. She returned his gifts and presumed to correct the Italian of his poetry, and when he, perhaps inspired by the suicide of the hero of Goethe’s popular novel, The Sorrows of Young Werther, tried to shoot himself, she was heard to remark that it was a pity that any man should ruin his coat on her account.

The story spread like wildfire. Her name was on everyone’s lips. Still proclaiming his love for her and vowing never to return, the Duke left Venice. Everyone agreed that Fosca’s behavior in the affair had been beyond reproach, and that the fellow had simply confused literature with life. Nevertheless, it all added luster to her growing reputation as a heartless siren.

Alessandro realized that he could not let the incident pass without notice. Now was the time to check her, before she did something really scandalous.

He waited up to see her one night when she returned from a ball. She felt exhausted and the sight of his grim countenance gave her no pleasure. Emilia remained in the room during the interview, and helped get her mistress ready for bed.

“You look delightful, my dear,” Alessandro said after he had bowed politely over her hand. He settled himself in a low chair near her dressing table. “That gown is truly superb.”

“Do you think so?” She gave him a slight smile while Emilia undid the fasteners at the back and she pulled her arms out of the sleeves. “Perhaps you haven’t received the bill for it yet.”

“Really, Fosca, I have no objection to paying for your finery. I never meant to take you to task for your spending—although it has been a little excessive lately. You present quite a sumptuous feast for the eye.”

 She stepped out of her gown and Emilia held up a negligée for her. “Thank you, Signor.”

“I can well understand that your admirers are without number,” he went on, trying not to stare at the pink swelling of her breasts above the top edge of her corset. “You’re cutting quite a swath in society, and leaving behind you a trail of broken hearts.”

Her smile widened. “And a trail of ruined waistcoats, too.” She settled herself in front of her mirror and began to remove her jewels while Emilia started to dismantle her hairdo.

Alessandro said, in a slightly condescending tone, “I’m sure you didn’t mean to encourage the man.”

“Oh, but I did! I flirted with him quite boldly. He could hardly have mistaken my meaning.”

“You—what!” Alessandro stared. “But—why?”

She shrugged. “Because that is what Venetian ladies of rank do. They promise everything and give nothing. I have learned how to give my heart to everyone—and no one.”

“But you must have seen what might happen,” I Alessandro protested. “What if he had actually succeeded in killing himself over you?”

“What if he had?” she asked carelessly. “Surely dying for me would be a much more worthwhile and impressive end than growing fat and diseased and dying in bed.”

“You have grown cynical, Madame,” Alessandro said grimly. “It does not become you.”

“You think not? Then it does not become anyone in Venice, and yet everyone behaves this way. I think it is not cynicism at all, but realism. We have no more illusions, therefore no more disillusionment. No more trust, therefore no more betrayals. People of fashion, I have observed, pretend that nothing is so important as to cause unhappiness. For them—and for me— unhappiness does not exist.”

“You might as well imitate monkeys in the jungle as people of fashion,” Alessandro growled.

“And so I would, if I lived in the jungle. But I live in society now, and if I don’t want to be lonely and neglected I will follow the rules of fashion, and spurn those who ignore them as my inferiors.”

“You learn quickly.”

“Of course. I could not stay ignorant forever, anymore than I could stay a child forever. Age has a way of inflicting experience on one, whether one likes it or not.” She lifted her chin. Emilia brushed her hair with long, deep strokes. “Beauty wields a power all its own. Mine won’t last forever, so I must use it while I can, don’t you agree?”

“I do not. You are careless of your reputation, and your good name!”

“It is not my name, but yours,” she answered. She gave a little tinkling laugh. “The Loredan name: my first piece of borrowed finery!”

“I would like to remind you that it is considered ill-mannered to abuse borrowed goods,” he said sharply.

She laughed. “Considered so particularly by the lender, who has a greater stake than the borrower.”

He scowled. “I would prefer it, Madame, if you would be more careful of your conduct in the future. You were lucky that this man didn’t die. If he had, the sensation would have been a scandal.”

“And I would prefer it. Signor, if you would kindly refrain from advising me on how to conduct my affairs. I would not dream of presuming to offer you advice. I have observed that civilized people do not meddle where they are not wanted.”

“You have observed a great deal in the past two years,” Alessandro remarked acidly. “I trust that you will not cease to observe the dictates of common sense.”

“I wouldn’t dream of observing anything dictatorial, common, or sensible!” she informed him brightly. “It’s so old-fashioned, Signor!”

“Things old-fashioned are not without value.” He was becoming exasperated. “They have withstood the test of time.”

“I dislike tests,” she said airily. “Why should any human, knowing that he will ultimately fail the test of time himself, bother with the past? The challenge of every age should be to invent new standards, new values, new modes. But I see you disagree, Signor. No matter. Where would the young be without the old to remind them of how dull they will be when they attain great age?”

So, she was implying that he was an old man! And old-fashioned!

He took a breath. “I have no wish to interfere in your life, Fosca. I merely wanted to warn you of possible dangers so that you could avoid them.”

“How very kind of you, Signor,” she said, stifling a yawn. “You must have been very concerned indeed to keep yourself at home tonight, just so you could speak to me.”

He stuck doggedly to his point. “If you persist in ignoring my warnings, I will be forced to curtail your freedom.”

“Really?” She looked interested. “And how will you do that, I wonder? By closing your purse strings so that I will be forced to dress in rags—the way you found me—and will be too ashamed to go out? Oh, that would be monstrous cruel, Signor,” she sighed daintily. “You would make yourself unpopular, not only with the young men of this city, but with a score of merchants as well. Not to mention the croupiers who reap the benefits of my bad luck at the gaming tables!” She stood and stretched. “And now, if you don’t mind, I think I shall put an end to this interminably boring day.

 

Really, Venice is so dull this time of year! I don’t know how I bear it!” She offered her hand as a dismissal.

He took it and bowed stiffly. “I regret that you find us dull, Madame,” he said smoothly, hoping to leave her with the last word. “It’s a pity you had to forsake the thousand joys of convent life for this sink of boredom.”

But she merely smiled sleepily and said, “You are quite right. At least in the convent one is spared the unwanted attentions of boring old men, Signor, goodnight.”

He retreated. She had bested him at every turn with the wit and wiles of a practiced charmer. She had indeed learned quickly, and well. He hadn’t been able to penetrate her hard veneer of sophistication at all. She was brittle, gay, impervious to insult. There wasn’t a sign of the trembling child he had married. She was all woman. She had discovered that she was beautiful, and she knew how to use her powers.

He was furious with himself. He had acted boorishly, priggishly. Like one of those bumbling husbands in Goldoni’s comedies who are bemused and baffled by their young wives. But he wasn’t old. Not yet thirty-five! And she was still a child, barely twenty.

He suspected that tomorrow she would relay the amusing details of their discussion to her drones, and he, Alessandro Loredan, son of Doges and rising political star, would become a figure of fun in her little circle. He clenched his fists and ground his teeth.

Loredan immersed himself in work and his single-minded pursuit of power. He steadfastly ignored his wife’s pranks and gossip-worthy actions,'and drew some small comfort from the knowledge that in spite of her many flirtations she remained virtuous, giving herself to no other man.

Theirs was a typical Venetian marriage. Fosca and Alessandro Loredan revolved around the planet Venice, two moons whose orbits crossed only on rare occasions, and then with unpleasant results. Alessandro regretted that Fosca would not give him a son. As his ambitions soared, so did his desire for an heir. But he told himself that he could not divorce her because of the promise he had made to her father. Nothing else could explain his reluctance to let her go.

He was aware that she had a curious effect on him when they met. He behaved pompously, something he never did elsewhere, or in other company. Her mocking laughter made him swell inwardly with anger. Her taunts, her jabs at his age and conservatism, ignited the sparks of a rage that only manifested itself when he left her. He avoided her, because when he was with her he lost his composure, yet he frequently found himself wondering what she was doing and who she was with.

But it never occurred to him, until he stood pinned by the master’s sword to the wall of the fencing academy, that he was in love with her. The gleaming shaft of the rapier was like Jove’s thunderbolt, a brilliant flash that illuminated everything that he had been feeling. He knew that the man’s words were true.

This was Cupid’s revenge on Alessandro Loredan. He had committed the unspeakable folly of falling in love with his own wife.


III

THE JEW

The bulky merchant ship pitched and rocked on the stormy sea. It heeled so sharply that the tips of the masts almost touched the surface of the water. Waves washed over the decks, and sailors lashed themselves to supports in order to keep from being dashed to pieces or flushed overboard. In the cargo holds below decks, huge barrels ripped loose from their moorings, and their constant rolling thunder accompanied the deafening din from the skies. Men long familiar with the tempers of the seas said later that they had never seen such a violent storm on the Mediterranean.

The captain of the ship gripped the great wheel and grinned at the tempest.

Hours later, when the fury of the wind had spent itself, the captain shouted orders to hoist sail again. He went down to his cabin. As he approached he could hear loud moans, and snatches of prayer in Hebrew. He entered and found a small man dressed in black, lying on his back on the floor in a pool of filth. The sick man clutched at his middle. He writhed and groaned piteously at every lurch of the ship on the still turbulent sea.

“O God of the Jews,” he muttered through his beard, “I know I am a miserable sinner, but no man is deserving of such a punishment!”

The captain laughed. “Well, Malachi,” he said heartily, “didn’t I tell you the weather was too good to hold? I was afraid you’d go through an entire voyage without seeing what a real storm was like.” He knelt at the smaller man’s side and lifted him tenderly by the shoulders. “Do you want a bucket, old friend?”

“Bucket? Bucket?” Malachi squeaked. “Why would I need a bucket? I have nothing inside, not even my vital organs. Everything, I have given everything to the sea. I am an empty shell, a husk of the man I once was.”

The bigger man laughed heartlessly.

“Go away, Rafaello, I implore you. If you haven’t the decency to sympathize with a dying man—”

“You’re not dying, Malachi. You’re only playing for sympathy. Come on. I’ll get you to my bunk and send the boy in with some food.”

“Food? Food? And how would I digest this food, with no stomach? Please go, Rafaello. Let me die in peace. When you see my wife, tell her that I love her and the little ones. Look after her. I hope there’s a little money left from this voyage—”

“I checked the hold. We’ve lost some molasses—the barrels splintered—but everything else is all right.”

 Malachi grunted. “That’s good. I can die now, knowing they will be cared for. Funny. The thought of Death isn’t horrible at all. It’s a great relief, as I always thought it would be. It is good to learn one last truth.”

“Save your philosophizing until you reach land,” Raf advised him. He slid his arms under the other man’s shoulders and knees, and lifted him gently. He laid the wasted form on his bunk and covered him with blankets. “I think you’ll live, Malachi. The storm is over and the sea is calm.”

“Calm? Look, the lantern up there is swinging so hard it’s knocking against the ceiling. Everything is moving and swaying. When the boat tilts I think I’m going to fall on the wall on the other side of the room. You call this calm!”

"Don’t think about it,” Raf suggested. “Think about getting home. You can swagger in front of the girls like a real hero.”

“Hero?” Malachi squeaked. “I am no hero. I am a victim, a simple man, a merchant. If man was meant to sail, God would have given him wings and scales. Man is a land animal. A biped. He belongs in civilized places, like cities, with other men.”

“Yes, in squalid rooms with no ventilation, listening to the sounds of others making love, smelling the stink of somebody else’s cooking, breathing the same stale air they breathe. No, you ask too little of life, Malachi. No man deserves to live as we do on land, in filthy ghettos that most Christians wouldn’t house their pigs in. Far better to have an airy palazzo with a wide open courtyard and a few orange and olive trees. But as a Jew I can’t aspire to that. So give me a tall ship with open decks and all the fresh air and sunshine I want.”

“You’re not making me feel any better, Rafaello, with all this talk of stinking air and stale cooking. Have a little pity on your old friend. You are a sailor, a brave man. I am only a poor scholar—”

They were interrupted by a weary-looking sailor. “Ship ahoy, sir, port side. Venetian warship—or what’s left of her.”

Raf Leopardi went up and spied on the ship with his glass. She was listing badly. One of her masts was missing, and he thought he detected serious damage on her starboard bow, just above the water line. He ordered his men to bring their ship, La Maga,alongside, and to lower a small boat. He himself led the boarding party.

It was a death ship. It had recently seen battle; some of the gun ports weren’t even closed. The acrid stench of smoke and blood clung to the sodden decks. The ship. La Serenissima, probably would have burned if the storm hadn’t come up in time to douse the flames. Dead men, those who hadn’t been washed overboard, lay shot or drowned on the lower decks. They found a few survivors below, including Admiral Angelo Sagredo, leader of the Venetian fleet.

They attached a tow line and took the survivors on board La Maga. Most were suffering from exposure or exhaustion. When Sagredo recovered a little, he told Raf that they had done battle with Barbary Pirates, who had been driven off by the storm.

“Two other ships went down with all hands,” the Admiral said weakly. “The last of the fleet. Senate sent us out two years ago to wipe out the pirates. We asked for reinforcements, more ammunition, more ships and men; they refused. New Commissioner, Loredan, said they couldn’t afford it. Too busy spending money on parties for foreigners.”

Raf nodded. He felt a surge of anger. So Loredan was responsible for this pitiful finish to a mission that had started out as a noble crusade to rid the Adriatic and Mediterranean of the Barbary devils who had plagued traders for so long. Loredan. He might have known.

He remembered the consternation in the ghetto at the tightening of restrictions against Jews. That had been Loredan’s doing, too. After the new laws came into effect, Raf’s grandfather had decided to leave his home and seek out a more welcoming business climate. Raf had refused to accompany him. “It’s just what they want us to do, don’t you see?” he had argued. But the old man was tired of fighting the Venetian government. On the voyage to Greece, he had sickened and died. Raf blamed Loredan. Why couldn’t they at least leave the Jews in peace, even if they wouldn’t give them a say in their own government?

Now Loredan the Jew-hater had become Loredan, Commissioner of the Seas. In Raf’s mind, he epitomized the true shame of Venice: greatness fallen to weakness and impotence. The entire noble class was corrupt. The stink of their decay hung around them like a plague-sickness, infecting every place they frequented, everything they touched. They were a dying race and hadn’t sense enough to know it. But a new day was coming.

“—should have given up,” Sagredo was saying. Turned back. But we were so close, only a few hundred miles from Tunis, where the Bey bases his ships. If I’d had the powder and the men, I could have surprised them. Blown the whole fleet right out of the water.”

Raf was silent for a few minutes, then he said thoughtfully, “I have a hold full of gunpowder. And twenty barrels of rum. If I remember correctly, the mouth of the harbor at Tunis is fairly narrow.”

“That’s right. The harbor itself is quite small— easily defensible.”

“And vulnerable.” Raf grinned. “I think we should go after them.”

“Are you mad?” Admiral Sagredo stared. “In this tub? They’d eat you alive!”

“Oh, I wasn’t thinking of a fight—much as I’d like one. I was thinking—about a bomb. A very big bomb.”

“I don’t understand.”

“La Serenissima will leave this world in a blaze of glory—instead of limping back to Venice, towed by a merchant ship. First we’ll take her guns and set them up on this ship. Then we’ll load her up with rum and gunpowder, sail her into the harbor at Tunis some night when the wind is right, and set her afire. They won’t be able to get near her, of course. The fire will spread to their own ships, and if any of them try to sail out of the harbor to safety, we’ll be waiting to pick them off.

“That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard of,” Sagredo said. “Who’s going to sail her in? How will they get off?”

“I will,” Raf said as if it were obvious. “And I suppose I’ll have to swim.” He laughed suddenly. “I was hoping I could show my friend Malachi a little excitement before we got home!”




Fosca examined herself critically in the mirror.

“Ugly,” she pronounced witheringly. “I cannot believe that you expect me to go out into the street looking like a feather duster! It’s hideous! I don’t care if Marie Antoinette herself is wearing her hair this way. 1 hate it!”

Her hairdresser cast Antonio an imploring look “You speak to her, Signor. I cannot! She is not happy with anything I do these days. My best, I do my best for her, and still she scolds. I have done the hair of the Queen of France herself, in this just way. She was delighted, but Madame Fosca calls it ugly! What can I do? What can I do?” he wailed.

Antonio made placating motions with his hands and went to stand behind Fosca, who was seated at her dressing table. He could sympathize with the little Frenchman. These days he couldn’t please Fosca either. She had been restless, irritable, and dissatisfied with everything and everyone, ever since the Morosini affair. Antonio suspected that she and Loredan had had words. She complained constantly of boredom but rejected any suggestions he made to banish it. Things she used to like to do gave her no pleasure anymore. She reminded him of a caged lioness he had once seen in a menagerie.

Antonio plucked a fat rose from a bouquet on the table and fastened it above Fosca’s right ear. “There. Now it is the rose that looks ugly, by comparison.” He lifted her hand and kissed it. Fosca smiled feebly.

“You are the most outrageous flatterer,” she sighed deeply. “Dear Antonio. I adore you.” She cocked her head and touched the rose lightly. “Yes, it’s a little better. More—interesting. And,” she added with a touch of venom, “more attractive than the atrocity that Monsieur de Valle created. If I had rivals in love, Monsieur, I would send them to you. After you had worked your magic on them, they would be rivals no longer.”

The Frenchman was almost in tears. He was not accustomed to such abuse from the gracious ladies of Venice, who were originally the most sweet-tempered and charming creatures he had ever met in his life. So had Madame Fosca been once, before she quarrelled with her lover. At least, that’s the story he had heard from other clients.

Before the hairdresser left her boudoir, Antonio pressed extra sequins into his hand. “Forgive her,” he whispered. “She doesn’t mean it. She knows she has never looked more beautiful than since you came to her, but she can’t help—”

“I understand, Signor,” the Frenchman said sadly. “When a woman’s heart is broken—.” He gave a Gallic shrug, sighed profoundly, and went out.

Fosca pouted. “You’re angry with me, too. Don’t bother to deny it. Well, why don’t you leave me, then? I don’t care! You never loved me anyway!”

“I will never leave you, Fosca,” Antonio said warmly, taking her hand. “Perhaps someday, when I am old and deaf and blind, but then only because it would make me sad that I couldn’t appreciate your beauty. Until then, I shall be ever faithful.”

“But you’re still angry,” Fosca sniffed. “I can tell.”

“No, never!” Antonio protested. “Does one become angry with the sun when a cloud passes over its face? Or with a flower, when it wilts and fades for want of light and water? No, Fosca, you are a child of nature, a daughter of the gods. If you don’t behave like the rest of us ordinary mortals, we have no cause for complaint. We can only quake—and adore you from afar.”

Fosca laughed, and Antonio beamed. It was the first laugh he had heard from her in many weeks.

“You poor put-upon darling,” she said fondly, touching his cheek with her curled forefinger. “I don’t know what I would do without you. Well, what new distractions do you have in store for me today? A visit to a fortune-teller, perhaps? I won’t go. I have no future, and therefore no fortune. Or shall we go sailing on the lagoon? No, that’s a bad idea. I’d be tempted to throw myself into the water, and you would throw yourself in after to save me, and I would have to save you because you never learned to swim. Or we could go and listen to a storyteller spinning his absurd lies about love and destiny and romance in faraway places.”

“How would you like another visit to the alchemist?” Antonio suggested with a grin.

“And be robbed of every silver coin I possess? I think not. Wait, what about that little tavern I’ve heard about, behind San’ Zuliana, where the Freemasons meet? I have heard that they do some very strange and marvelous magic.”

Antonio said quickly, “I’m afraid not, dear one. That place was closed by the Inquisitors just two days ago and all their books and implements confiscated.”

 
 
He tried to steer her away from anything that Loredan would consider dangerous or inappropriate, and it wasn’t always easy.

“How utterly boring,” Fosca grumbled. “Well, I won’t gamble. I’ve lost every penny I had and I absolutely refuse to borrow from you again. It’s shameful, isn’t it, the way I behave? Do you think I’m bewitched? Or insane?” Antonio hastened to reassure her that none of these things could possibly be true. “I should know better, when it comes to gambling. After what happened to my father. Ruined. Penniless. Because he couldn’t stay away from the tables. Tomasso is the same way. He takes every sequin I give him and just tosses it away. He squanders his stipend from the State, too. I’ve tried to talk to him about it, but what’s the use? I’m every bit as bad as he is.”

Her mind began to dwell on the serious consequences her father’s penury had had on her life. Antonio saw her eyes grow sad and he said quickly.

“You are reckless and foolhardy, my angel, and I adore you that way. All your friends do. Now come out with me for a little stroll. We’ll do the Liston, if you like, and spy on everybody and find something to amuse us. We’ll take coffee at Florian’s and later we might even stop at the latteria and gorge on some lovely whipped cream. Then we’ll dine and later we’ll go to the theater.”

At that moment Giacomo Selvo burst into the room. He was wearing a brilliant turquoise coat and red breeches, with a red and green striped waistcoat and similarly striped stockings. His cloak was slung carelessly over his shoulder and he held a red mask by its ribbons. He bowed over Fosca’s hand and said breathlessly,

“I’m in a tearing hurry, my dears, you have no idea! Forgive me, I can only stay a minute—”

 
“But where are you off to, Giacomino?” Fosca wondered.

“To the afternoon session of the Senate, of course!

”His friends exchanged worried looks. Never, in all the time they had known him, had Giacomo displayed any interest at all in the workings of government. It might have been the proscribed duty of every noble to attend the sessions of the Grand Council and to cast his vote, but Giacomo gladly paid any fines the state levied against him, just so he could forego that privilege.

“Are you ill, darling?” Fosca asked, touching her fingers to his forehead. “I think he’s raving, Antonio.”

“You mean you haven’t heard?” Giacomo said impatiently. “Today the Senate is giving an award, a citation of merit, to the Jew, Leopardi. He’s the hero of the day, the month, the year! Everyone will be there, just to see what happens.”

“But what could happen?” Antonio shrugged. “An award ceremony isn’t exactly exciting.”

“Well, for one thing, Loredan himself is going to present the citation. And this Jew fellow has said some fairly strong things about him in public—there’s no telling what will happen, with a Jew involved. Everyone knows what they’re like.”

Fosca frowned. Except for her departed tailor, she had never wittingly had anything to do with a Jew. “No, what are they like?” she demanded.

“Why, my dear, they kill little Christian babies and eat them at Eastertide!”

Fosca gave a horrified shriek.

“Why do you think Loredan—the State—wanted to get rid of them? They’re like rats. You think you’ve seen the last of them, and they pop up again someplace else.”

“Like pimples,” Antonio observed. “But tell me, why are they citing this Jew at all?”

 
 
“Really, I can’t believe you haven’t heard all about :t. It’s been in the Gazzettino and—”

“I’ll never read that rag again,” Fosca sniffed.

"They refused to print Antonio’s ode to my eyes!”

“We’ve been rather idly busy, or busily idle,” Antonio explained.

“Well, his merchant ship came in last week, with only half the cargo that it had when it left America. Do you know where the rest of it went? He put it on board a rotten warship and set fire to it and blew up the whole harbor at Tunis. Wiped out the Barbary fleet, just like that! It’s the first time in years that the seas have been free of those pirate rascals. Oh, the Jew’s brave enough, I suppose. The Commission of the Seas has even received a letter of congratulations from King Louis of France, praising the navy on their decisive victory.” Giacomo snorted derisively. “As if they had anything to do with it!”

“You will pardon my bafflement, my friend,” said Antonio, “but why this sudden interest in things bellicose and navigational?”

“Oh, didn’t I tell you?” Giacomo looked surprised. “Why, I bought some shares in his ship, La Maga,before she sailed. And in spite of losing the rum and gunpowder, he still managed to bring in a little profit. Now I don’t approve of this buccaneering, and I shall tell him so. But on the whole, perhaps it wasn’t such a bad thing. An award like this carries a lot of weight with big investors. Why, there’s even talk of a commission for the man, in the Venetian Navy! Can you imagine? A Jew, an officer in our Navy? I’ll bet Loredan is furious! Admiral Sagredo himself is pushing for it, too. Yes, Leopardi could well get some fine merchant ships built for him now. A whole fleet!”

Antonio gathered up cloaks and masks and Fosca's fan. As they followed her down the marble staircase to Giacomo’s waiting gondola, he said, “I congratulate you, dear friend. It was very decent of you to let me know about a fine investment opportunity like Leopardi’s Maga. It wouldn’t have been like you to keep the knowledge to yourself. You’re not that sort.”

Ahead of them, Fosca heard the jibe and smiled.

Giacomo looked abashed, then said haughtily, “Well, it wasn’t in any way a sure thing. I felt that I didn’t have any right to endanger anyone else’s money but my own. The man is a hot-head, you know. I could have lost everything!”

Their gondola dropped them at the Molo, the broad embankment in front of the Doge’s Palace. Government office buildings on the left faced the Palace across the Piazzetta, which flowed into the large Piazza of San Marco. The brilliant mosaics that decorated the Cathedral of San Marco gleamed in the sunshine. Banners whipped in the wind, which sent white clouds scudding like kites across the dazzling blue sky.

The area was jammed with bodies. It was Twelfth Night, January sixth, which marked the start of the Carnival season after the Christmas hiatus. Dozens of small booths had been erected in front of the Cathedral to house hawkers and quacks, imposters and freaks, dispensers of magic potions and good advice, thieves and saints. A bearded Franciscan monk stood at the base of the Campanile, the tall pointed bell tower located at the place where Piazza and Piazzetta met. He harangued the passers-by and entreated them to repent of their sins. His show drew the smallest crowds of all.

An Irish giant, seven feet tall and weighing seven hundred pounds, flexed his amazing biceps and seemed not to feel a thing when dirty-faced urchins pelted him with fruit and pieces of shell and rock. Nearby a man entertained a knot of gawking onlookers by swallowing live mice whole and vomiting them up again. Some of the less hardy members of that crowd vomited, too. His neighbor, a dark-complexed Arab dressed in flowing robes, pierced his own cheeks with long pins without drawing blood. A sword swallower ingested a steely lunch. A cluster of red-capped gondoliers played dice at the base of the Campanile, within spitting distance of the ranting cleric. A woman sold chances on her daughter’s virginity.

A puppet show attracted an enthusiastic younger crowd, which shrieked delightedly as Pulchinello scolded the boastful soldier Brighella and was clubbed soundly by him in return. Bearded, black-robed priests mingled with Moslem traders. Painted harlots plied their trade among the masses of gaping tourists from England, Holland, and Germany. A dwarf worked his way through the throng, offering his hump to be stroked for luck while he picked pockets. Red-robed Senators, and Council members wearing the traditional black tabarro draped toga-like over their clothes, moved towards the entrance of the Doge’s Palace. Atop the tower on the other side of the Piazza, two burly Moors cast in bronze went through the mechanical movements of striking the large bell that stood between them. In answer, the bells of the Campanile began to toll the Angelus. The mob fell silent and, except for a scattering of visiting infidels, dropped to its knees in a great rippling wave. In a moment they were all standing again and the din was greater than ever.

Inside the Doge’s Palace, the hallways were more crowded than usual. The Senate Hall, a vast chamber with gilt-encrusted ceilings and a lining of wooden benches around the walls, was filling up with the curious as well as the conscientious. Men like Giacomo Selvo had heard about Admiral Sagredo’s return on the Maga, and they wanted to see the Jew who had done what the Venetian Navy could not do: made the Venetian shipping lanes safe for commerce. This news was welcome in many circles.

The members of the Commission of the Seas and the Council of Ten had already taken their places at the front when Fosca and her cicisbei arrived, a little late after having encountered some friends in the anteroom outside and engaged in a half-hour’s conversation. The crowd in the hall was restless and noisy. Small boys, sons of noblemen, acted as messengers, carrying slips of paper and cups of coffee to this member or that.

Alessandro Loredan stepped to the front of the dais and began to speak. He wore a full-bottomed white wig and rich red robes, with a special stole to mark his position as Commissioner of the Seas. Fosca, who had heard him pontificate in private on too many occasions, turned a deaf ear and absorbed herself in conversation with Giacomo and Antonio, who were similarly uninterested in what her husband had to say.

. . great day for the Republic ... rid of the scourge of the seas . . . fine example of Venetian cunning and vigor . . . highest praise from Admiral Sagredo . .

The bored hum of voices around Fosca grew louder.

“Did you see La Tron last night? Stood at the door of her box at the Teatro San Benedetto, half naked. The Inquisitors gave her a warning.”

“What do you suppose ever happened to that ship the Benedetti brothers sent to America two years ago? The Jew’s returned in only fourteen months.”

“Who is that divine young man over there? It must be one of the Baldini’s. They all have such bandy legs.”

“. . . we commend the actions of this loyal patriot . . . offer our profoundest thanks . . . fervent hopes for a new day . . . restoration of honor and glory ...”

 
 
 
“Look, there he is now, the Jew!” Giacomo hissed. “My God, do you see that? He’s—he’s wearing the red hat!”

“What do you mean?” Fosca asked. “Has the Church made him a Cardinal?”

“No, no. Long ago the law required all Jews to wear a red hat, so that the rest of the population could look out for them. He’s an ugly looking brute, isn’t he? Hair all over his face!”

Fosca stretched and craned but she couldn’t distinguish another red dot among the sea of red robes.

Raf Leopardi mounted the dais and came forward to receive from Alessandro Loredan the thanks of the Republic of Venice and his commission as Captain in the Venetian Navy. He was dressed in black, except for the startling red turban-like affair on top of his head. He wore a full beard, in accordance with Jewish law. He did not bow to Alessandro Loredan, or kneel when Loredan presented him with the parchment scroll containing his commission. The crowd around Fosca stirred and muttered.

Raf pointedly turned his back on Loredan and faced the crowd.

“Senators!” His voice was deep and cutting, accustomed to shouting orders over the roar of the waves and the wind. The audience hissed and murmured but fell silent. “I wonder if you understand what happened here today,” Raf went on when he had their attention. “You have given thanks to a citizen for doing no more than any man should for the country of his birth, the country which he loves. I accepted thanks for completing a mission from the hands of the one who spoke out most strongly against it. How could such a thing happen to this once-proud Republic? How did the Venetian fleet come to be reduced to one crippled warship? How did you Senators, who authorized the campaign against the Bey of Tunis and his Barbary hoards, come to turn your backs on Admiral Sagredo and his men? Was it so much easier to refuse his request for additional ships and men than to find the money to finance his needs? I can’t believe that any of you was so eager to see his flag disgraced, to see Venice beaten to her knees by uncivilized pirates. What cowardice, what laziness made you renege on the commitment you had made? Instead of rejoicing in my victory, you should be ashamed for yourselves. In praising the bravery of one man, an outcast among you, you have shown the world that one man is stronger than the pitifully weak whole.”

There were angry shouts at the man’s incredible boldness and impudence. All eyes turned to Loredan, the man under attack, but his face was impassive.

Fosca noticed that her heart was thumping, that her whole body was tense and taut as she waited to see what would happen next. She fanned herself briskly in the heat of the hall. This really was unexpected excitement.

“The men who lifted our country to greatness and power were brave men,” Raf said. His big voice filled the hall easily and drowned out the murmurs of protest. Every man there felt the impact of his words. “They were not like the eunuchs who now serve the hag who was once a beauty, Venice. The hag is old and toothless now, sightless and feeble, a hideous mockery of what she once was. There are many among you who still praise her beauty and her lofty charms, but your hollow lies fool no one. These lies are dangerous. They have led you to believe that Venice is strong, when in reality she is weak. Your armies are in disarray, your arsenal is empty, your industries are dying. Your leaders are mindless pleasure-seekers, corrupt and spineless men. The first greedy tyrant who comes along can have the hag—if he wants her.”

 
 
The anger in the audience grew louder and more menacing, but Raf finished with a roar:

“You offer me a commission in your navy. I decline. I am a Jew, but even a Jew has pride. I will not serve the grotesque whore Venice has become, because I loved too well the beauty she was long ago.”

He faced Alessandro Loredan squarely. Neither man moved for a whole minute. The crowd held its breath. Then Raf tossed his scroll at Loredan’s feet, climbed down from the dais, and shouldered his way through the crowd to the doors at the back of the room.

Shocked by his harsh words, which carried the unsettling ring of truth, and afraid of his taint, the Senators parted to let him pass. Their feet scraped on the marble floors. Their robes rustled. An appalled silence settled over the chamber.

Then a woman laughed. The sound was high and bright and merry, and it cut through the thick silence like birdsong through fog. Her laughter broke the tension and shook the members of the audience out of their stupor. The began to talk loudly and excitedly.

The sound stopped Raf Leopardi in his tracks. He whirled quickly and saw the woman, standing with a couple of masked fops near the doors. She, too, was masked, and she waved a little fan under her nose.

Quivering angrily he took a step toward her. Instinctively, her companions moved in closer to her side to protect her. Her eyes glinted mockingly at him through the slits in her mask. They were strange eyes, iridescent and gray.

His look engulfed her. His black eyes were fringed with long black lashes, which made them seem uncommonly large. His brows were thick and black and drawn low over his eyes in a menacing frown.

He was solidly built, broad-shouldered and slim-hipped, and his stance was fittingly earthbound. Fosca noticed his hands: big and blunt and rough-looking, with nails that had never known the manicurist’s art. His clothes were laughably awful. The red satin hat that sat rakishly on top of his unruly black thatch was particularly ridiculous. He wore soldier’s boots instead of pumps, loose-fitting pantaloons, and a black coat that bound his big shoulders and fell short at the cuffs. His linen seemed clean enough, but there was no show of lace.

As Fosca regarded this crude specimen with her pretty lips curved into a smirk of superior disdain, she felt a strange warmth spread through her entire body, even down the backs of her legs. She had the sensation that they were alone in the room, just the two of them, and that he was going to touch her. She was amazed to discover that the thought did not revolt her.

She could no longer bear the scorching heat of his gaze. She turned her face aside and said something to Giacomo. When she looked around again he was gone, striding briskly through the exit. The crowd closed behind him. Fosca’s heart pounded and her lungs began to ache. She had forgotten to breathe.




Outside Raf was engulfed by a surging, cheering crowd. Miraculously, they seemed already to have heard everything that was said in the Senate Hall, and they greeted him like a hero. Shouting lustily, they lifted him up and bore him away on their shoulders. Women reached out to kiss him, to touch him. His red hat was swept away.




Fosca and her two cicisbei sat drinking coffee in Florian’s. Her morning doldrums were gone, vanished. Her cheeks were still pink under the lower edges of her mask, and her eyes sparkled.

 
 
Giacomo was groaning. “He had them in the palm of his hand, and he threw them away. He’ll never be able to get ships now. They’ll probably confiscate La Maga, and my share of the cargo with it! What’s the matter with the man, spouting revolutionary cant at a time like this?”

“It didn’t sound so revolutionary to me,” Fosca remarked.

“More treasonous than revolutionary,” Antonio decided. “That moment when you laughed at him, Fosca—delicious! Took the wind right out of his sails!”

“I don’t know what possessed me,” Fosca said. “But all that stuff about eunuchs and whores—it was really quite absurd.”

“Damned idiot,” Giacomo muttered darkly. “Just wait until I see him. He’ll not get a cent of my money! You ought to thank me for saving you from that scoundrel, Antonio.”

Sipping her coffee, Fosca shuddered a little. “What a perfectly dreadful man. Quite a ruffian! He’s certainly no gentleman. Why, I doubt that he’s even human!”




“I might have known that he’d use the occasion as an invitation to speak his mind. Jews! If I had had my way, they would all have been driven out long ago. Throwing the commission in my face—damned cheek!” Pietro Salvino, Alessandro’ secretary, seemed to cringe as he listened to his employer’s harangue. Pietro had a twisted back and a crippled leg, and his normal stance was obsequious, through no fault of his own.

“What is the Senate supposed to do?” Alessandro demanded. “Tell me that? Every time somebody wants something—a new ship, a church, a bridge—we’re supposed to pull the money out of thin air, or raise taxes, or conjure up a miracle. It wouldn’t surprise me if that Jew and Sagredo cooked up this whole thing just to humiliate me. It would be like Sagredo to use his failure and incompetence as an object lesson. He’s been fussing about the decay of our defenses for years. Just his luck that that Jew happened along to save him from martyrdom.”

“It might have been worse if the entire fleet had been lost and Admiral Sagredo with it, Excellency,” Pietro suggested. “Do you think the Inquisitors will have the Jew arrested?”

“How can they?” Alessandro asked angrily. “He’s a hero! The people would storm the Palace and hang us all. Didn’t you hear about what happened in the Piazza? They’ll wait until the public has found some new distraction, then they can pull him in.”

“The world is watching—” Pietro murmured suggestively.

“The letter from France. That’s right. How would it look if we gave him a citation one day and jailed him the next?”

“But they’ll set spies on him,” Pietro said softly.

“Oh, yes. I can trust them to do that much, I suppose. Find out what they know, Pietro. Everything. You know the people they use. I wonder if they’ll manage to get someone inside the ghetto. The man’s a menace. Just back from America with his head stuffed full of democratic ideals and the Great Experiment. Find out what you can about his background, will you?”

“Of course, Excellency,” Pietro said smoothly. “In fact, I have already compiled a partial dossier. Time was short, you understand.”

“Oh? Well, go on.”

“This Leopardi is illegitimate, Excellency. Rather unusual for Jews, I understand. They are careful of their daughters. His father is unknown. His mother died after he was born and he was raised by his grandfather, a merchant in the ghetto. Apparently the old man’s business did well. The boy had good tutors and he went to Padua to study law. But his grandfather died on a voyage to Greece, and Leopardi abandoned his studies and took over. He proved to be a shrewd, astute businessman. He invested in several trading ventures before acquiring his own ship and learning to sail it himself. La Maga is registered in the names of Christian owners, although they are really only small investors. The ship is actually owned by Leopardi and two other Jews, merchants.”

“Is that legal?” Alessandro wondered.

“Oh, perfectly. Excellency. He has never had any troubles with the law. His training at Padua has served him well.”

Alessandro scowled. “Damned scoundrel. He’s dangerous, because he’s naive. Revolution is a young man’s game, Pietro.”

“Yes, Excellency.”

 
Loredan issued a few further instructions and then left his chambers for the day. Alone, Pietro shambled over to his master’s desk and settled himself in the high-backed leather chair, still warm from the heat of Loredan’s body. He knew that his employer was repulsed by his grotesque shape. But Pietro was a brilliant secretary, discreet, loyal and efficient. And as Loredan gained power and influence, so did Pietro, his indispensable ally.


IV

THE GHETTO

Raf Leopardi was drunk.

He had spent the day in taverns and wine shops, where he had enthralled listeners with what he had seen in America, what he had learned about democracy, and universal suffrage. He talked about Venice, her glorious past, her uncertain future. As he spoke, his ideas seemed to crystallize and achieve a new depth of meaning for him. His cause was clear: change. The world was changing. Men were changing. They were becoming educated, enlightened. They were throwing off the shackles of oppression and superstition. Change. Venice, too, would have to change.

He had actually drunk very little—a few glasses of wine, some beer—but the experience had left him feeling light-headed, intoxicated with a sense of his own powers.

The bells of San Marco tolled midnight. The Piazza began to clear of its host of freaks and thieves and showmen. Working people went home to sleep while the nobles continued to play. Raf decided to walk back to the ghetto, to clear his head a little. He followed the shortest route from San Marco, along the Merceria or shopping street, behind the beautiful palaces that lined the Grand Canal.

Façades, he thought bitterly. Like set pieces in a play. Behind them narrow alleys teemed with the poor, the sick, the crippled.

He heard a cry, like someone in pain. Then a shout. He stopped and looked around. The sounds came from a dark cul de sac. He followed them. In the light of a single lantern standing on an upended barrel, he saw a large, bald-headed man savagely beating a child who shrieked so loudly that householders threw open their shutters and peered out.

“What’s going on? You, what are you doing?” Raf shouted.

“You little bitch, I’ll teach you a lesson!” the man growled. “Steal from me, will you?”

Raf pulled the man away from the child. The bully whirled on him and began to swing his arms wildly. He reeked of sweat and cheap wine. Raf grabbed his arm, twisted it behind him, and drove the man’s head into the wall. The brute made a hissing noise, then slid to the ground and began to snore.

Raf bent over the shivering girl. Her thin shift was pulled up to her waist and he could see the small dark triangle of hair between her thighs. She was female, but as for her age, it was difficult to determine. She was extremely filthy, and badly bruised besides. He put his arm around her shoulders and helped her to stand.

“You’re all right now,” he said. “It’s over. Do you live around here? Where’s your home?”

She shook her head dazedly.

Raf looked up. “Hey, you people up there, who is she? Does anybody know her?”

“Never saw her before,” a woman called back in a strident voice. “One of those tramps that comes in for Carnival. She’s probably a whore. If you’re smart, you’ll just leave her and clear out. When her pimp wakes up he’ll be spoiling for a fight.”

 
“No, please,” the girl spoke thickly. “Please, take me away from him.” As if in answer, the fallen man began to groan.“Nero will kill me, I know he will. He is so drunk—so mean. Take me away,” she pleaded.

Raf hesitated for a moment. If he brought this girl into the ghetto he could be liable for arrest, and so could his Aunt Rebecca. But the child looked pathetic, so thin and sickly. She needed care.

“Where is your family?” he asked her. “Your mother?”

“I have no one, Signor. My mother sold me when I was small. I work for Nero. He owns me. I have no one else. We are acrobats.”

Anger burned in Raf’s brain. What kind of world did they live in, where a woman was forced to sell her child to a brute? Why? Because she was starving, because she already had too many mouths to feed and hoped her child would have a better life with a stranger. While they starved and suffered, the nobles ate off their gold-plated dinnerware and tossed their money away on amusements.

Grasping her arm firmly, Raf led her away from the grim arena and its fallen gladiator. Her feet were bare and she stumbled frequently on the rough cobblestones. Once she fell so hard that she nearly pulled him off balance, too. He saw that she was faint from hunger and exhaustion. With a resigned sigh, he lifted her in his arms and carried her. Her filthy matted head bobbed against his shoulder. Gradually her breathing deepened and the arms around his neck relaxed. She was asleep.

They reached the Old Ghetto. The big gates on the Canal Regio were closed and barred for the night, not to keep intruders out but to keep the Jews in. Raf carried his sleeping burden through the inky alleyways that twisted around the ghetto walls. In one corner of the maze stood a rundown whorehouse. Raf knew the proprietress and paid her generously for the privilege of using her house and courtyard as a means of getting into the ghetto after hours.

They went through a tunnel-like passageway. At the rear of the courtyard was a small door, half-hidden by a scraggly orange tree. The door yielded to a pressure from his shoulder. They were underneath his own house now. Feeling his way through the darkness, Raf carried the limp child up a narrow flight of stairs. He had grown up in this house, and he knew every dip and turn in the stairs as well as he knew the contours of his own body.

The door at the top of the stairs was unlocked. When they got inside he set the girl down on her feet.

“Wake up. We’re here.”

She yawned and blinked and looked around her. The room was low-ceilinged but large, and warmed by a crackling fire in the fireplace. She didn’t know anything about furnishings, but she knew poverty, and she saw how well this room compared with anything in her experience.

“Are you rich?” she asked in an awed voice.

“No, not really. We get along.”

And old women came into the room. She was wearing a woolen robe over her nightgown and her hair was covered by a mobcap.

“Rafaello, I’ve been so worried! I’ve heard—” she stopped in her tracks and stared at the girl. “But what’s this? Who is she?”

“Her owner was beating her. A drunken lout. She had nowhere else to go so I brought her here. I think she can use something to eat; I know she can use a bath.”

“But Rafaello, you can’t! She’s a Christian, surely. It’s so dangerous!”

“It’s all right, Aunt Rebecca,” Raf said. “I doubt that she has any religion at all. Don’t worry. She’s just a street urchin who doesn’t belong to anyone. She won’t be missed, and as soon as I find—”

“I don’t understand,” the girl said in a frightened voice. “What are you talking about?”

“We’re Jews,” Raf said. ‘The law says that we could be severely punished for taking you in. You’ll be safe enough here tonight—no one saw us come in—and tomorrow I’ll take you to one of the orphanages. The nuns will take good care—”

“No, no. Signor, not the nuns, I beg you!” she said anxiously. “I don’t want to go there. I don’t want to live behind walls!”

“But you can’t stay here,” Raf said reasonably. “Do you know where you are? In the Jewish ghetto. Behind walls. You’d have more freedom in a convent, and no fear—”

“Oh, hush, Rafaello,” said Aunt Rebecca impatiently. “You don’t have to fill her head with all that stuff now. She’s nearly falling down with fatigue, can’t you see that? Come along with me, child. I’ll look after you. What’s your name?”    ,

“Lia,” the girl said shyly. “Just—Lia.”

A few days passed. Lia looked like a different person, scrubbed and combed, and dressed in some pretty second-hand clothes. Her bruises started to fade and she even began to put on a little weight.

She said that she was fourteen, although Rebecca would have guessed that she was at least two years older. Life on the road had matured her quickly, and hardened her. She lost her shyness and chattered freely about herself. She didn’t know where she had been born, somewhere around Naples perhaps. Her mother had been a dancer. She didn’t know who her father was. Her mother had sold her to Nero when she was only six, and she had lived with his wandering troupe of acrobats ever since. One of the older women in the troupe had been a dancer, too, like Lia’s mother, and she had taught the girl some ballet movements.

“I’m the best acrobat Nero ever had,” the girl said one night. “Everybody said so. I can tumble and jump and even sing a little, but really I want to be a dancer. Would you like me to dance for you?”

She whirled around the room, skirts and braids flying, arms opened wide. Aunt Rebecca laughed and applauded. Raf smiled.

“You’ll find ghetto life very dull, Lia,” he remarked. “You’re used to moving around a lot. You won’t be happy here, in confinement. Perhaps we ought to find you another troupe of players.”

He was only teasing, but Lia cried, “No, no, I don’t want to leave! I’m happy here! This is a real home, and you are like my family. You are my uncle and Aunt Rebecca is like my grandmother!” She flung her arms around the old woman’s waist and Aunt Rebecca stroked her head fondly. “You don’t want me to go away, do you, Aunt Rebecca?”

“No, no, child, of course not. Rafaello only wants to do what is best for you. He can’t understand why anyone would willingly stay in the ghetto when they could live in the world outside. He’s been trying to get out since he was a boy. Me, I’ve lived here all my life. I’m used to it. I wouldn’t be happy any place else. But it is still dangerous for you to be here. If you want to stay, you must pretend to be a Jew. I will teach you everything you need to know. And if anyone here asks where you came from—”

“—and they will,” Raf interjected wryly.

“—you must tell them that you are the daughter of Rafaello’s cousin in Verona, and that your parents died when the ghetto burned last year. We all heard about that fire—a terrible tragedy. They won’t ask any more questions when they hear that.”

 
Lia was bright, talkative, and interested in everything . Aunt Rebecca instructed her on Jewish practices and Jewish dietary laws, and she learned quickly. She was grateful for everything. For the first time in her life she had a room of her own and a real bed. She loved their cat, Jacob, and Aunt Rebecca observed that she was like a little cat herself, quick and curious. She was a great help around the house. Soon Aunt Rebecca couldn’t imagine their home without her.

Lia reminded the old woman of Raf’s mother, her niece. She was small and delicate, with olive skin, black eyes, and dimpled cheeks. Her hair was black, curly and abundant, and she had heavy brows that gave her face a serious quality that her ready laughter quickly dispelled. Whatever Lia had suffered had not robbed her of her enthusiasm for life.

Raf’s business and political activities kept him away from home a good bit, but when he was home he treated Lia like a pet. He teased her and brought her little gifts like combs and hair ribbons and small mirrors, and once a kitten. She was more reticent around him than she was around Aunt Rebecca. She called him “Signor Raf,” and her eyes lit up when he came into the room. Nothing seemed to make her happier than to wait on him, to bring him coffee or wine, to put a cushion behind his back or a little stool under his feet.

Once he laughed and said lightly, “You’re too good to me, Lia. You’ll spoil me for a wife.”

She blushed and lowered her eyes. Aunt Rebecca wondered if she weren’t falling in love with Raf.

One night a delegation of rabbis and elders of the ghetto came to the house to speak to Raf. Lia and Aunt Rebecca stood quietly in a corner away from the men. Raf's friend Malachi was there, too, standing at the rear of the little knot of black-garbed men and kneading his hands worriedly.

 
 
The chief rabbi, a white-bearded scholar who was renowned throughout the city for his lucid, poetic sermons, spoke for them.

“We have heard about your speech to the Senate, Rafaello,” the old man said. “While we admire your spirit and your sentiments, we cannot condone your methods. You have brought shame and fear upon us all again.”

Raf stiffened. He had been expecting something like this. “In what way?” he demanded.

“For one thing, you wore the redhat,” another rabbi said. “The symbol of shame for generations, which has finally fallen into disuse, and you resurrected it, singled yourself out, proclaimed yourself a Jew—”

“What’s wrong with that? I am a Jew. I’m not ashamed of it. I wore the hat so that no one there could mistake me for anything else. I wanted them to know that a Jew, not just a simple sailor, was refusing their honors.”

“But you should have consulted with us first,” another man, a banker, argued. “We are all proud of your accomplishments, Raf. You have done a great deal for the pride of the community already.”

“Couldn’t you have just taken their honors and thanked them, in the name of the Jewish community?” someone else asked.

“No, I couldn’t. I didn’t want their thanks and I didn’t want their commission, especially from Alessandro Loredan’s hands. Have you forgotten what he did to us? My grandfather would be alive today if it weren’t for Loredan. He hates the Jews. He’d destroy us all, if he could.”

“You spoke out against the government,” the chief rabbi said, shaking his head. “Don’t you see how that could effect us? You have placed us all in a very uncomfortable position, a dangerous one.”

 
“Because I spoke the truth,” Raf said stubbornly “Everyone there knew it was truth, not reason.”

“Perhaps,” the banker said. “But our business has fallen off at least thirteen percent since you made your speech. The word ‘Jew’ is on everyone’s lips.”

“Not just ‘Jew,’ ” Malachi corrected timidly “ ‘The Jew,’ meaning Rafaello. There’s a difference.”

“We cannot permit you to go on like this, ” the chief rabbi said. “You are placing the entire ghetto in jeopardy. You will bring down serious repercussions, not only on yourself, but on all of us. There will be tighter restrictions, more laws, more unhappiness. We must ask you to stop. Please, Rafaello, confine yourself to commerce.”

“I can’t! I won’t!” Raf stormed. “What’s the matter with all of you? What are you afraid of? Purges? Pograms? This isn’t the Middle Ages. What more can they do to us than they’ve already done? You talk about being part of the community. How do you think this will happen? Turn society upside down! You don’t gain respect by being respectful. When you behave like servants, they treat you like servants. If you apologize for what you are, they’ll find something to blame you for. If you give in to them and accept their rules and restrictions without a fight, they’ll pile more and more on top of you, until you can’t even move under the weight of their laws. Aren’t you tired of living like animals, penned up in this stinking cattle yard? Don’t you want your sons to have something better than what you’ve had? I do. I want freedom for my sons, and I want it for myself. Now. Today.”

“Rafaello please!” Aunt Rebecca said beseechingly. Beside her, Lia watched the goings-on through wide eyes. She couldn’t understand what was happening, but she knew it was serious.

 
 
“I’m sorry, Aunt Rebecca,” Raf said strongly. “I can’t stop now. I won’t go back.”

“Your first duty is to God; your second to the community,” the chief rabbi reminded him.

“No! My first duty is to what I believe in. Freedom. Change. Equality under the law.”

“I thought you were going to keep him out of trouble in America, Malachi,” the banker growled. “All this talk about democracy!”

“What could I do?” Malachi wailed. “I am only one man. I couldn’t keep an eye on him every minute!”

“Don’t blame Malachi,” Raf said gruffly. “We argued politics and law all the way across the Atlantic and back again, and I still think he’s wrong. You’re all wrong.”

“Do you know what this could mean, Raf?” the younger rabbi asked. “If you will not conform to our wishes, we must disassociate ourselves from you.”

Raf nodded. “I understand. I can’t let that stop me.”

Aunt Rebecca sobbed aloud and covered her face with her apron.

“We will give you a night and a day to reconsider,” the old rabbi said.

“No. I have nothing more to reconsider. I won’t stop thinking. I won’t stop working for what I feel is a just cause. Do what you have to do.” Raf looked around the circle of pale, bearded faces. “From this moment, I am no longer one of you. I am no longer a Jew.”

The room was silent except for Aunt Rebecca’s sobbing. Lia held the old woman close. The rabbis and other elders left the house without another word. Malachi, the last to go, cast Raf a beseeching look. Raf shook his head.

When they had gone, Raf approached the women. He put his hand on his aunt’s shoulder and said, “I had to, Aunt Rebecca. I’m sorry.”

 
 
“I’m glad your grandfather is dead!” she cried. “He would never have understood this, never! I don’t understand it myself. Why must you always think of yourself and never of anyone else? Will you never consider the consequences of what you do? I am so ashamed!”

“You can go and live in another household,” Raf said gently. “I’ll understand.”

“Yes, you’d like that, wouldn’t you? Then you wouldn’t have anyone at all to interfere in what you do. Well, I’m not going anywhere. I’m staying right here, where I can keep an eye on you!”

“Thank you,” he said softly.

She couldn’t speak anymore. Shaking her head, she went out of the room. Raf sank wearily into a chair. “Pour me some wine, will you, Lia?”

“I don’t understand, Signor Raf. What happened? What did it mean? Why aren’t you a Jew anymore?” “Because I’ve been excommunicated. Or I will be, by tomorrow morning. They’ll get together in the synagogue, light the candles, open the ark. Someone will sound the ram’s horn. They’ll draw lots to see which rabbi gets to read out the bans, which will be repeated later in all parts of the ghetto. By tomorrow night, everyone, even the children, will know what has happened.”

Lia filled his glass and set it down on the table in front of him. He stared straight ahead. “So many laws,” he muttered. “Divine law. Natural law. Civil law. Ghetto law. You can’t move, can’t think, can’t do anything.”

“But what does it mean?” Lia persisted.

“I don’t exist. They can’t throw me out of the ghetto, so they disavow any responsibility towards me. I won’t be counted in the quorum for morning prayer. I can’t take part in any activity. No one is allowed to speak to me or to do business with me. If I were married and my wife gave birth, the child wouldn’t be considered a Jew. If someone in my family dies, they can’t be buried in consecrated ground.”

“For how long?” Lia wondered. “Forever?”

He shrugged and said dully, “Until they back down. Or I do. And I won’t.” He sighed deeply and drained his wine glass. Lia refilled it. He drained the second glass as well. “No longer a Jew,” he muttered. He ran his hand over his bushy beard. “Well, if I’m no longer a Jew, I don’t have to look like one, do I?”

The next day Lia disappeared for several hours in the afternoon. Aunt Rebecca was worried and distraught. She thought that the girl had gone back to her own kind, to the theater folk. When Lia returned, just as the gates were about to close, Rebecca scolded her harshly, because she had been so afraid of losing the girl. Lia had no explanation other than that she had wanted to look at the merry-making in the Piazza. After all, it was Carnival.

Carnival. Venice had never seemed so corrupt to Raf, so hollow and shrill and decadent. Everywhere he went he saw poverty juxtaposed against scenes of the most magnificent opulence. The poorer ghetto families had barely enough bread to feed their children, and had to depend on charity. In the marble palazzos along the Grand Canal, the nobles pelted each other with fruit and buns.

Masked and anonymous, he wandered the streets. He was not a Jew or a merchant or a rabble-rouser now, but just another masquer in search of pleasure. He felt free at Carnival time, as he never could the rest of the year. When he was in his teens, he had disappeared for two whole weeks at Carnival. His frantic grandfather didn’t report his absence to the authorities because he didn’t want the boy to be prosecuted for running away from the ghetto. Raf spent those weeks in the arms of the wife of the French ambassador. She taught him above love, and about the joys of escaping confinement.

The excitement of Carnival started to mount right after Twelfth Night, and it would continue to build until Shrove Tuesday, which fell that year at the end of February. Every day it seemed to Raf that there were larger crowds in the streets, more clowns and adventurers, more costumed Pantaloons and Harlequins and Zerbinettas and Scapinos. Pulchinellos,' dressed alike in loose white pajamas, tall brimless hats, and grotesque masks with long phallic noses, roamed the streets in packs, making mischief, seizing pretty girls and whisking them away to isolated spots and taking turns making love to them.

Even though it was late January and often uncomfortably cold and damp, the fun did not slow for a moment. The streets were never empty, cafés and restaurants never closed. Everyone was masked: doge and dodderer, bishop and beggar, nun and nondescript. Dogs were masked, and monkeys, and fish sellers and flower vendors. Raf even saw a masked woman giving suck to a masked baby.

Watching and listening, he moved silently through the city. Everywhere he went he heard the name of Fosca Loredan. The Commissioner’s wife had never looked so beautiful or seemed so merry, they said. Her witticisms were repeated and stories of her clever pranks were retold again and again. Like the time Count Carlo Gozzi, the playwright, returned home from an evening at the theater to find his house ablaze with lights and a brilliant ball in progress. His footman would not admit him without an invitation, and he stood under his own balcony shouting, “Fosca, I beg you, let me in!”

 
 
Or the night that the string of pearls she was wearing broke while she was dancing with the Grand Duke of Russia. Exquisite pearls, all perfectly matched and beyond cost, scattered and rolled to all corners of the room. La Loredan went on dancing, without breaking her step or taking any notice of the happening at all. This gay carelessness became the symbol that season for frivolity: let nothing interfere with pleasure.

This same lady, it was said, had two different dresses for every day of the year, one for morning and one for evening. Her lovers were legion and often bizarre, like the dwarf Count Flabonico, who stood no higher than her waist, and who wrote her a new love sonnet every day. Or the hapless Duke of Savoy, who had tried to kill himself because of her.

Raf decided that it sounded as though Alessandro Loredan had the kind of wife he deserved.

One night, in a fit of restlessness, Raf went to the Ridotto, the gambling house near the Church of San Moise, not far from the Piazza San Marco. The gamblers were masked, as they were all year round and not just at Carnival, so that they might remain anonymous when they ruined themselves. Women played as recklessly and enthusiastically as the men.

Raf played for a while and won consistently. He had just decided to leave and was gathering up his winnings when he heard a sound that made him stop cold. A woman’s laughter. High-pitched, bright and clear, it carried like birdsong over the hum in the salon. He looked around. Surrounded by a clutch of laughing admirers, she was playing at the table next to his. She bet foolishly and irrationally, and lost on play after play.

“I want to try just once more!” she cried. “Ah, my poor purse has given its all!”

The masquers around her begged to be allowed the privilege of lending her their coins, and as she considered whose money she should take, Raf stepped toward and bowed deeply.

“Lady, I ask you to accept this humble offering from a stranger.” He drew a sequin out of his pocket. “My luck this evening has been good, but my heart is broken.”

She turned her dazzling smile on him. He caught his breath. Even masked she was a glorious sight, dressed as a shepherdess in a gown of white satin embroidered with pink rosebuds. The neckline was daringly low but veiled modestly with a filmy white fichu. The waist was rather high, in the new style, and banded by a pink sash. One of her lackeys carried a black cloak lined with white fur. On her head she wore a broad-brimmed hat of white straw with a wide pink ribbon around the crown. Her mask was a small white satin oval.

“Indeed?” she said curiously. “And tell me, Signor, why should your heart be broken? Surely good luck at the tables would please anyone. It would certainly please me!”

“They say, Lady, that one who is lucky at cards may be unlucky at love. Therefore, I offer this winning coin, for play, for if you lost it, my good fortune would change to ill, and I might yet find true happiness in love.”

She tossed her head back and laughed delightedly at his clumsy offer. Yes, he was certain that this was the same woman who had mocked him in the Senate Hall that day. He had wanted to strangle her then.

“I accept your coin, Signor Mask,” she said, using the traditional form of address at Carnival, “and I can almost certainly promise you that I will lose it!”

She played, and lost, to the great amusement of her companions.

 
 
“There, what did I tell you? But at least your fortune in cards has changed for the worse.” She offered her slender white hand to be kissed. He took it and was astonished at how soft and small it felt. Her gray eyes shone brightly behind the slits in her mask. “Perhaps tonight,” she said softly so that no one else could hear, "you will find the love you seek. Signor Mask. I shall feel happy, knowing that I have helped you.”

He kissed her fingertips. She drew her hand away and announced to her friends that she was bored with gaming and that they simply had to find her something really amusing to do. They moved off towards the doors. Raf approached one man who remained behind at the tables.

“I beseech you. Signor,” he said, “if you know her name, tell me.”

“What? Her?” The masquer was so intent on play that he hardly heard the question. “Oh, that’s Fosca, La Loredan, of course.”

“Loredan?” Raf frowned behind his mask. “You mean, Loredan’s daughter?”

“Daughter?” The man gave a sharp laugh. “No, Signor, I mean his wife.”

“His wife,” Raf murmured. “You’re certain? You’re not mistaken?”

“How could I be mistaken? I am her brother. Listen, my dear fellow, if you have a couple of sequins to spare—”

Raf gave the man a handful of coins and hurried out of the Ridotto.


V


THE LIDO

Raf followed Fosca and her party along the narrow alley that ran alongside the Ridotto and ended abruptly at the, edge of the Grand Canal. He kept far behind, in the shadows, and their voices floated back to him.

“Yes, the Lido! A moonlight picnic on the Lido!”

“No, it’s not a bit too cold, not when one is warmed by the fire of love.”

They laughed and hailed a couple of gondolas. Raf waited until they were well away, then hired another gondola and followed them.

The Lido was the long strip of grass and sand dunes that protected the lagoons of Venice from the force of the Adriatic Sea. It was barren and beautiful, unspoiled by buildings except for a couple of military installations and some fishermen’s cottages, and a monastery or two. The Jewish cemetary was located at the northern end. In warmer weather the beaches attracted the poorer class of prostitute and their clients. But now, at the end of winter, the island was cold and desolate.

The little group consisted of Fosca, her two cicisbei, Antonio and Giacomo, the castrated singer Benelli, the dwarf Flabonico, and two other swains, the Tradonico brothers. When they reached the island they ordered their gondoliers to wait and they set off across the sand, over the dunes and through the tall, waving grasses.


 
The moon was full and bright, and with its twin in the sea cast a silvery glow everywhere. Fosca’s white hat was a beacon; Raf found her easy to follow.

A soft wind blew from the southeast and everyone remarked that it was really rather warm for this time of year. Fosca sat on a tussock and removed her shoes and stockings. The dwarf danced around her and clapped his hands, and made up a sonnet about her lovely feet. She pointed her toe and permitted him to kiss the object of his admiration. He chortled and feigned a paroxysm of joy when the deed was done.

She took off her hat and mask and ran along the shore. Raf, concealed by a dune, took off his mask so that he could better observe the wife of the man he despised. She was younger than he expected, hardly older than Lia.

“We came for a picnic but we neglected to provide food and drink,” Fosca announced breathlessly when she rejoined her friends. “Must we sup on moonbeams and imbibe the sighs of the sea?”

“Oh, Lady,” cried Flabonio rapturously, “just to gaze upon your beautiful face in the moonlight satisfies my every craving!”

The others agreed. The singer Benelli, who was gentle and slightly dull-witted, suggested somewhat shyly that the occasion called for music. Accompanied by the muffled drum of the waves, he sang an aria praising his lady’s unearthly beauty. He was an ugly man, tall and fleshy, broad in the waist and hips and narrow through the shoulders, but he was a fine artist. His epicene voice was eerie, high yet full, and throbbing with emotion. His song cast a spell over his listeners, who were silent for a full minute after he finished, and then burst into loud applause. Fosca rewarded him with a kiss, and he blubbered ecstatically.

 
 
They set about building a fire on the sand, to warm their goddess after she tripped down to the water’s edge, tested it with her toe, and pronounced it much too frigid for bathing.

They sat around the feeble blaze and fed it with bits of dried grass and flotsam. They joked and gossiped and flattered Fosca. Boredom began to creep over them, and someone suggested that they play games. Games? Yes, like footraces. The dwarf laughingly excused himself from competition. Well, what, then? Charades? No, too dark. Hide and Seek? Yes, a wonderful idea!

Fosca pulled her cloak tightly around her shoulders and bounced expectantly on her toes, ready to run as soon as Benelli, who had been elected to take the first turn, began to count. The game started and everyone dove for the shadows outside the fire.

Raf saw her running towards him. He put on his mask again and called softly to her when she came abreast of him.

“Donna Fosca, over here, quickly!” he waved to her from the pool of shadow behind a grassy dune. She, thinking he was one of the others, obeyed, and crouched laughing beside him.

“Poor Benelli will never find us here,” she giggled. “He’s too afraid of getting his shoes dirty.”

“My fortune in love is beginning to improve already,” Raf said. “As you promised.”

She started and stared at him. “But you’re not—oh! The man from the Ridotto! Did you follow us here?”

“I followed you here,” he corrected her. “You were—my guiding star!”

He uttered the silly phrase with difficulty. He didn’t have the flair for flattery that her cicisbei had developed over years of doing nothing else. He gazed at her face, which was brilliantly illuminated by the moonlight. Yes, she was a real aristocrat, he thought. Thin and haughty. Nose too big, eyes set too deep. How did she manage to seem beautiful?

He said, “With your mask on, you were life. Without it—you are a goddess!”

“You are very kind, Signor,” she said, amused. “But you have an advantage over me. You have seen my face, now will you show me yours?”

He shook his head. “No, Lady. It’s just a face, not a jewel, like yours. I can promise you that I have no disfigurement, no deep scars or pox marks. But neither am I as handsome as a god. I am only an ordinary man.”

“A very extraordinary man, to want to sit shivering on a sand dune while you spy on a woman you don’t even know!” she observed.

“But I do know you,” he began.

“Oh, listen, they’re calling me!” Fosca sat up straight and peered over the dune. “Benelli has tagged the Count—dear little angel!”

She jumped up and brushed the sand out of her skirts. Raf remained in a crouch but grasped her hand lightly as she started to move away. She gave him an imperious and amused look.

“Come back to me,” he begged. “Next time.”

She smiled coolly. “Well, I don’t think—”

“Please, Lady,” he pressed her. “Promise me.”

“We shall see.” She slipped her hand out of his and raced away.

The players assembled on the beach again, and this time the dwarf was the seeker. Fosca was glad. He would never find her hiding place, and she would have a few extra minutes with her new admirer. Who was he? He wasn’t well-spoken. Not, she decided, a nobleman. Nor an actor. A peasant, then? Or—the thought nearly made her laugh aloud—perhaps he was a priest! It was Carnival, after all, when everyone was in hiding from real life.

Flabonico began to count and the players quickly dispersed. Fosca pulled her skirts up to her knees and ran swiftly over the sand.

“There, you see, I have returned to you,” she gasped, falling down beside the stranger. “You have whetted my curiosity, Signor Mask, and I could not, in good faith, abandon you yet.”

“You’re kind, Lady. I am in your debt.”

“You are. Show me your face,” she commanded promptly.

Obediently, Raf removed his hat and mask. Fosca studied him carefully.

“You were right,” she said. “You did not exaggerate and you did not lie. You are not handsome, but you’re not repulsive, either. But—there is something rather familiar about you. And yet I am certain we have never met before this evening.” She had a sudden disturbing mental picture of this man sitting on the other side of the confessional screen from her, his head inclined as she poured out her heart to him. “You’re not a priest, are you?” she demanded.

He gave a soft bark of laughter. “No, Lady, I swear to you, I am no priest. I’m not even Christian. Don’t you know me? But of course, the last time you looked upon my face it was covered with a beard.” When he saw the spark of recognition in her eyes he said, “That’s right, I’m the Jew, Leopardi. You laughed at me not so long ago, remember? In the Senate Hall.”

Fosca’s heart thumped fearfully, but she kept her smile bright and her tone light.  ‘So, you have followed me to this deserted place to take revenge for that humiliation, have you? Well, what do you intend to do with me now? I have only to cry out, you know, and my friends will come rushing to save me.”

“I doubt that your friends would be able to prevent my doing anything that I wanted to do,” he said darkly. “You’re afraid of me, aren’t you? You must have a guilty conscience.”

“I have no such thing!” she retorted. “You deserved to be laughed at that day. You were ridiculous!”

“Yes, I suppose it is ridiculous and unfashionable to care about something and to say what’s really in your heart. But that’s my way and always has been. Oh, I confess, I was angry enough with you at the time. But not now, Lady. Not since I’ve seen you. I understand you and I pity you. You have an empty heart, and the head to go with it.”

“Touché!” She smiled broadly. “Now we are even, Signor Jew. Insult for insult, eh? But I warn you, I have no intention of apologizing for mine.”

“Nor have I. But I’ll still take my revenge.” He pulled her close and kissed her. She didn’t resist him, but lay limply in his arms, not responding, until he gave up with a disgusted snort. He released her.

She wiped her mouth delicately with her fingers and said, “As I thought. Your lovemaking is as bad as your manners.”

He leaned back indolently, propping himself up on his elbows, and grinned at her. “I was wrong. Your heart’s not empty. You have no heart.”

“I don’t leave it lying out in plain sight, where it can be plundered by any low thief,” she said tartly.

“Fosca! Fosca!” Worried voices rose above the sounds of the sea.

“Ah, my friends.” She stood up and shook out her cloak. “Well, I’m afraid I must leave you, Signor Jew. I sincerely trust that we shall not meet again.”

 
 
“Why?” he wondered innocently. “Surely you’re not angry with me!”

“Angry?” Of course not. Would I be angry at a monkey because he didn’t know how to dance the gavotte? I observed your lack of breeding in the Senate that day. After that appalling exhibition, nothing you did could surprise me.”

He clucked sorrowfully. “So you’re bored with me before you even get to know me.”

“But I don’t want to know you.”

“Fosca!” The search party was coming closer. “Fosca, where are you?”

“Why not come back to me on the next round?” Raf suggested. “Perhaps I can persuade you that you have nothing to fear from me.”

“Fear? From you!”

“Yes, you’re afraid of me. Or you wouldn’t be in such a hurry to run away.”

“What nonsense. I’m afraid of nothing!” she said stoutly.

“Then meet me again, here.”

“I think not,” she said. ‘They would suspect—”

“Then tomorrow night. At the Ridotto.”

She stood poised for flight and looked down at him, lying on the grass, dark and mysterious like a messenger from Satan himself. The sea murmured behind the dunes. Once again she had the peculiar feeling that they were alone, all alone.

“Will you come, Fosca?” he urged her, and savored the sound of her name. “Fosca. It’s wrong for you. It means shadow, dusk. But you are light. Well, Fosca, will you let me bask again in your light? Will you meet me tomorrow night, in the Ridotto?”

He spoke lightly, mocking the fawning manner of her cicisbei.

 
 
“Yes, I will come.” Her answer came as softly as a sigh. Then with a swirl of her dark cloak she was gone.

Raf settled back and grinned. So this was La Loredan, the Commissioner’s wife. She was everything he had expected: wanton, shameless, and completely immoral .


Fosca told her friends that she had fallen asleep, out in the dark all alone, and that she was bored to distraction with their game and wanted to go back to town at once. They helped her gather her possessions, except her hat, which the wind had carried out to sea. They clustered around her while she put on her shoes and stockings. She awarded the favor of shoeing her small feet to the Tradonico brothers, who knelt side by side in front of her.

They returned to their boats. Just as they arrived on the beach a great cloud obscured the moon. There were lanterns on the prows of the gondolas, but they cast only a dim, dancing light. The scene was confused as they discussed how the party should be divided for the ride back, and none of the men noticed at first that Fosca had disappeared from their midst.

A masked stranger led her to a darkened gondola a little farther down the beach. He said to the gondolier, “Ten sequins extra if you beat them back to the Molo!”

They settled themselves inside the felze, the square cabin that fit over the seats in the center of the gondola. The craft began to sway gently as they were carried over the water to the city.

“You are very impatient, Signor,” Fosca said disapprovingly. “Couldn’t you wait until tomorrow night?”

“No. Because I didn’t really believe that you would come. You didn’t intend to, did you?”

 
She shrugged. Why should she bother to lie to this Jew? “No.”

‘Then I was right to be impatient. I have found that life is too short to sit and wait for what you want to fall into your lap. You have to go out and get it.”

“Ah, that is where we differ. I find waiting very pleasurable indeed. I like to savor the delights of anticipation over a long period of time.”

Raf said, “After all that waiting and delighting, you must find the event itself, when it does occur, to be somewhat disappointing.”

“Yes, that’s true.”

“Has that been your experience in love?” Raf wondered.

“Oh, yes, especially in love!” Fosca laughed.

The water lapped against the black hull of the boat. The gondolier began to sing softly to himself, a popular melancholy tune: “Unhappy lady, weary of love.” The sky cleared and the moonlight pierced through the shutters on the side of the felze and threw little bars of light across Fosca’s lap. She wondered if the Jew would try and kiss her again.

He was like an exotic animal to her, a foreigner, even though they spoke the same language and had been born in the same city. She didn’t know quite how to treat him. Like a servant? He wasn’t a bit servile. The Republic had bestowed high honors on him, and a commission. This gave him a certain importance. He was no man’s servant, and no woman’s either, if Fosca was any judge.

Neither could she treat him as an equal. He was not a nobleman. He was a Jew, a sailor and a merchant. Worse, he didn’t even try to emulate the easy grace and exquisite good manners that came so effortlessly to her friends. Lovely phrases fell so naturally from their lips; she knew without thinking just how to respond to their praises. She felt comfortable with them, and safe.

But this man was unlike anyone she had ever met. His flattery was clumsy. And insincere. She suspected that, unlike all the other men of her acquaintance, this one didn’t believe that women were goddesses.

He was dangerous and unpredictable. She knew that she could escape him as soon as they reached the Molo. But meanwhile, this was adventure. She would have some wonderfully amusing things to tell her friends when it was over.

She said, making conversation, “So you’re interested in gambling?”

“No. I take too many risks in business every day. I don’t find gaming much of a diversion.”

“Then why did you go to the Ridotto?”

“Because the way you nobles throw away your money on nothing intrigues me. I’ve seen men lose more in an evening’s play than it would take to feed a large family for a month.”

“You disapprove of gamblers. Then you must disapprove of me?”

Any civilized man would have denied such an accusation with his last breath, but the Jew said, “That’s right. I do.”

“Well!” Fosca sat up straighter. “If that’s the case, why did you pursue me?”

She could feel his mocking grin rather than see it. “Maybe I was bored,” he said. He laughed loudly. “Bored! I’ve never been bored in my life. You don’t get bored when all your time is devoted to flaunting the law and trying not to get caught.”

“Ah, so you’re a criminal!” she said lightly.

“Yes, indeed. You realize that I’m breaking about fifteen laws, just by being here with you now?”

 
“What do you mean?” Fosca sniffed. “Surely there’s no law against taking a gondola ride with a woman on a beautiful moonlit night.”

“You forget. I’m a Jew,” he reminded her. “There are lots of laws that apply to Jews, which no Christian would tolerate. For one thing, I’m absent from the ghetto after hours. Consorting with a Christian woman. Employing a Christian gondolier. I’m breaking the Sabbath—it’s Friday night. Plus a host of divine commands!”

“Such as—”

“ ‘Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife,’ ” he answered promptly, without thinking. “But that’s only an offense against God, mind. It wouldn’t earn me a space in the Leads. So far as I know, the Venetian government hasn’t passed any laws against desire.”

Fosca felt a nervous flutter under her ribs. “The Leads?” she said quickly. “What nonsense. They wouldn’t put you there, just for this.”

Every Venetian knew about the horrible Leads, the unbearably hot cells under the lead-lined roofs of the Doge’s Palace. The Tombs, the cells for condemned men in the prisons of San Marco, were supposed to be even worse.

“They can do anything they want,” he said softly. “They can be as harsh or lenient as they wish.”

“But what about me?” she demanded. “Am I committing a crime, too?”

“I don’t know. I can’t read your mind.” He paused, and again Fosca experienced that irritating flutter. “But you mean a crime against the State. Well, you’re no ordinary harlot. They’ll just give you a stern lecture on how a Venetian lady should behave and send you home. You’re one of them, remember?”

“Sometimes they confine errant wives to their houses for three weeks,” Fosca said. “How horrible! I think I’d hate that even more than prison. What is there to do at home?”

 
 
“Look after your husband. Take care of your children,” Raf suggested.

“I have none,” she said crisply. They rode in silence. The gondola rocked a little and their shoulders touched. He seemed enormous to her, much bigger than any of her other swains, and greedier for space.

“We’re nearly at the Molo,” he said. “I’m sure your friends will be along any minute. Unless you’d like to see the ghetto?”

“The ghetto?” Fosca pictured it as a single immense building, like a monastery, only filled with funny looking Jews instead of monks.

“Where I live. You might find it interesting to see how other people get along, when they haven’t been fortunate enough to have been born in one of the palazzos. There’s nothing to be afraid of. We Jews gave up blood sacrifices long ago. But I wouldn’t blame you if—”

“Afraid? I’m not afraid.”

“No, it was a bad idea, Lady. Christians are forbidden to go there except during the day, when they have business to transact. I’ll drop you at the Molo. You don’t want to be confined for three weeks.”

“They wouldn’t dare!” Fosca said with spirit. “I think I would like to see this ghetto of yours. Signor. I am rather curious. I knew a Jew once. A tailor. He was sent into exile because he fitted me. Can you imagine?” She gave a bitter little laugh.

“Yes,” Raf rumbled grimly, “I can imagine.” Their gondolier dropped them at the end of the Canal Regio. Motioning Fosca to be silent, Raf pointed out the great barred gates and the sleeping sentry, then he led her around the twisting walls to his secret entrance at the rear of the whore’s courtyard.

They passed underneath his own house and went out to the square at the center of the Old Ghetto. It was deserted now, except for a dog sniffing at the well in the middle. Refuse was piled against the walls. Some slits of light showed behind closed shutters, but Fosca heard no sounds of life.

The atmosphere oppressed her. When the Jews were prohibited from expanding outwards, beyond the walls of the ghetto, they adopted the only other alternative and built upwards, piling story upon story. Now these structures hung precariously over the square, blotting out the moonlight. Sagging lines of laundry seemed about to pull it all down, right on top of their heads.

“But it’s just houses!” Fosca exclaimed

“What did you expect, a high-walled prison? It’s that, too. This one’s mine.” Raf pointed at the house through which they had come. Fosca felt embarrassed for him. It was a hovel, even worse than the rest, tall and narrow and evil-looking, built of rotten wood and crumbling stucco. “In the old days this place housed ten families, packed together like rabbits in a hutch,” Raf told her. “Then times got hard, The population of the ghetto decreased. After my grandfather died, I acquired the rights to the whole thing. I didn’t buy it. I can’t. But I can pay exorbitant rents to my Christian landlord.”

He put his hand under her elbow and propelled her towards the tiny staircase that led to the upper stories. Fosca hung back. The area underneath the house reeked of filth and she thought she heard rats scratching in the shadows. She wanted to get away from this horrid place and this man. He was worse than common; he was low and dirty.

 
 
“I can’t stay,” she said. “It’s so late—I must get back. They’ll wonder what happened—it’s not safe.”

“The lady’s scared that the big, bad Jew is going to eat her,” he taunted lightly. “Come on, don’t be frightened. You don’t want to miss the best part.” She permitted him to lead her by the hand up the dank and winding staircase. The walls around her seemed to ooze despair and dampness. The stink of poverty and sorrow was everywhere.

Raf pushed open the door at the top and ushered her inside. There were still a few hot coals in the fireplace. He took a candle from the candelabrum on the table, lit it, and then lit several more. The room was bathed in a warm light. Fosca gaped in amazement.

Unlike Lia, she recognized the value of what she saw. Candelabra of French crystal and a chandelier of fine, delicately-tinted Murano glass. Curtains of lush velvet. Thin-legged chairs with backs and seats covered in exquisite petit-point. A thick oriental rug. Matching inlaid commodes. An enormous gilded table with a green marble top. Fine paintings on the walls.

“But how—how can you live like this?” she asked.

“The outside—”

“It wouldn’t do for a Jew to flaunt his wealth,” Raf told her. “You Christians might start looking too closely at the sources of his income.”

“But where did all this come from?”

“Half the palazzos along the Grand Canal. A lot of Jews have grown rich, thanks to noblemen who had to pawn their possessions to support their vices: women, gambling.”

Fosca nodded weakly and thought of her father. She let Raf take her cloak and mask.

“Would you like to see more?”

They went through a comfortable sitting room into a book-lined study, as well-equipped as Loredan’s own. An enormous globe stood in one corner. On a table under the small window lay a pile of scrolls. Fosca bent over them and tried to decipher the meaningless squibbles she saw.

“Hebrew,” Raf explained. “The same language Christ read and wrote. He might even have handled these same scrolls. They’re quite ancient.”

“Can you read them?’

“Oh, yes. And Latin and Greek. These belonged to my grandfather. He was very proud of them. I don’t spend as much time in this room as I’d like. Jews take scholarship very seriously. Many dedicate their whole lives to reading and trying to understand scripture.”

Fosca tried unsuccessfully to imagine any of her friends dedicating their lives to the pursuit of obscure knowledge. “You do your business here?”

“Some. No money-lending. Not risky enough. I do most of my business in a little tavern near the docks. Or on board La Maga.”

Fosca followed him out into the corridor and up a short flight of stairs. At the top they met a young girl. Raf lifted the candelabrum he carried and Fosca saw her face clearly. She was thin and dark. She wore a white nightgown and her hair hung around her shoulders.

“Ah, Lia. It’s all right, it’s only me. You can go back to bed.”

The women stared at each other. Lia said slowly, “I’m sorry, Signor Raf. I thought—”

“Go to bed, Lia,” he said again, a little sharply. She hesitated and then disappeared up yet another flight of stairs.

“Your sister?” Fosca asked. “She’s charming. She’ll be a beauty someday.”

“You think so?” Raf sounded surprised. “No, she’s not my sister. A cousin. From Verona. We’re very fond of Lia.”

“We? Ah, then you have a wife.”

“I have an Aunt Rebecca, who keeps house for me.” He led the way into a low-ceilinged bed-sitting room. It was more simply furnished than the others, with a plain looking bed, a tall chest of drawers, a small desk near the door.

Fosca’s attention was drawn to a large painting hanging over the bed. It depicted a fleshy, naked Venus in a pastoral setting. She was half-reclining on a listing olive tree. Ropes of pearls bound her red-gold hair. Mars, dark and bearded and armored for war, stood behind her. His arm was passed over her shoulder and he cupped a meaty breast in his hand. Pearly drops of milk oozed over his fingers. At their feet a roly-poly Cupid desported himself gleefully.

Fosca walked over and examined it closely. Raf followed with the candelabrum and held it high.

“It’s by Titian,” he said.

“Yes, I know,” she said softly. “I mean, I recognized his style. It’s lovely, isn’t it? And look at the way it’s framed.” She stretched out her hand. “Olive wood, like the tree in the picture. And these carvings of grapes—like the clusters on that vine, there.”

“So they are. I never noticed.”

“No, you wouldn’t.” Her voice was hard. She turned away and the light from the candles caught her full in the face. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes bright. “You use it as an aid to seduction, I suppose.”

Raf grinned. “Actually, I hung it here to scandalize Aunt Rebecca. I found it among my grandfather’s things, after he died. I’m not surprised he didn’t display it. He was a bit of a prude. I’m not.”

He set the candelabrum down on the desk and opened a decanter. “Will you have some wine?” He filled two glasses and brought one over to Fosca. The glasses were tall and fluted, so delicate that she thought that merely touching her lips to the rim would shatter it “Welcome to my house, Donna Fosca,” Raf said “Do you approve?”

She sipped. “Yes, it’s quite a pleasant surprise. I’m happy to see that Jews aren’t savages after all.”

He dipped his head. “I’m delighted that I’ve managed to demonstrate that to your satisfaction, Lady.”

She hastily corrected herself. “I mean, at least you don’t live like a savage. Your behavior is quite another matter.”

“Oh, is it?” He looked interested. “How would you like me to behave?”

“Like a gentleman, of course!”

“But I’m not a gentleman. Why should I behave like one? I won’t act like a trained dog for any woman. I won’t bark on command or jump through hoops. And I certainly won’t make pretty speeches to a woman I despise.”

“Oh, that’s very charming! So you despise me as well as disapprove of me!”

“Strictly as a representative of your class,” he assured her. “As an individual, I find you not unattractive.”

“Dear me, you really are trying very hard not to make pretty speeches. But tell me, Jew,” she said airily, “why did you follow me and contrive to bring me to your home if you find me so loathsome?”

“To prove to myself that you’re like all the rest, I suppose,” he shrugged. He set down his glass and leaned back against the desk. “I’ve known a hundred women like you, Lady. Money means nothing to you. You throw away hundreds of ducats at the gaming tables and never feel a pang. You never think what money like that could mean to someone who really needed it. The most important part of your day is the visit of your hairdresser, or your dressmaker. You never read anything more challenging or stimulating than the Gazzettino or the stupid little odes your lovers write to your earlobes or your toenails. You never discuss anything more serious than the weather or Paris fashions or somebody else’s love affairs. You are silly, vain, and idle. And you’re so bored with your empty lives that you’d do anything for excitement. Even visit the ghetto in the middle of the night with a man whom you ordinarily wouldn’t permit to carry your fan.”

She gave him a long, hard stare. Then she put down her wineglass with deliberate care and moved swiftly past him. He intercepted her.

“Please excuse me,” she said with icy politeness. “But I dislike being preached to.”

He held her upper arms firmly. “Especially by a monkey, eh? What’s the matter, Lady? Don’t you find monkeys amusing when they’ve been trained?”

“I wouldn’t find you amusing under any circumstances,” she informed him tartly. “Please remove your hands at once. How dare you touch me!”

“Why shouldn’t I touch you?” he demanded, drawing her closer to him. “You let other men touch you—some not even men: a dwarf, a eunuch. Why not let a Jew worship at your shrine as well?”

She tried to twist away from him. “Let me go at once! You’re filthy, horrid! You disgust me!”

He laughed. “You’re annoyed because I won’t follow the rules, the prescribed path to lovemaking. Why should I? We both know why you came.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” She squirmed in his arms, which felt as hard and unyielding as iron straps. “Let me go!”

“I’m impatient, remember? I don’t like to wait.”

 
 
He plunged his fingers into her hair. Russet ringlets tumbled to her shoulders. He kissed her, long and hard, bearing down until he felt her resistance weakening. Then he moved his lips over the smooth place behind her ears and down the long line of her neck to her shoulders.

She shuddered involuntarily and gasped, “Stop it! I hate you!”

With a single swift movement he plunged his hand down the front of her bodice and wrenched it away from the white mounds of her breasts, then he covered the brown aureole of her nipple with his mouth.

She strained against him, her eyes wide open and terrified. But even as she struggled, she felt a strange heaviness creeping into her limbs. Her brain clouded. She felt as though he were taking possession of her, that he would consume her, flesh and spirit, if she didn’t stop him.

She managed to free one of her arms, and she raked her fingernails down one side of his face.

Even as she saw little red droplets appear on his dark cheek, he grabbed her wrist and twisted her arm behind her back.

“So that’s the way you want it?” he said angrily. “This lady likes rough play.”

The pain in her shoulder nearly made her faint. She was dimly aware of a hot, searing sensation on her throat where he sank his teeth into her flesh. He lifted her high and carried her to his bed.

She did not make a sound. Sweeping her skirts and petticoats aside and tearing away her underthings, he hurled himself down on top of her and parted her thighs roughly. He plundered her mouth with a hungry kiss, even as his hands plundered her body.

She did not respond. She lay stiffly under him with her eyes closed tight. He drew back a little and looked down at her. Her teeth cut into her lower lip. The tracks of silent tears glinted on her cheeks. She was genuinely terrified. This was no sport for her, as it was for him.

His desire faded and he lifted himself off her. She turned on her side and hid her face in the curve of her arm.

“You knew this would happen,” he said. “Or you wouldn’t have come.”

She didn’t move.

“Why? Why did you bother if you weren’t willing.”

“I’m so ashamed!” she said in a tearful whisper. He put his hand on her shoulder. She flinched at his touch. “When was the last time you lay with a man, Fosca?” he asked. “Tell me. A week? A month?”

“Four years!” She gave a shuddering sigh. “Not for—four years!”

He was thunderstruck. “But what about your husband?” he asked in a bewildered voice. “Doesn’t he—”

“I won’t let him near me. I can’t bear it! I hate him!”

Raf shook his head. “But the stories—your lovers!”

“No lovers. Friends. Gentlemen who would not dream of asking—for what a lady is not prepared to give.” Her voice was muffled. She didn’t want to meet his gaze. “I knew this would happen. You were right. But I was curious. I don’t know what’s the matter with me! Like a—a harlot! But I knew we would not meet again. And no one would gossip—. Oh, God, I’m so ashamed! It’s so awful!”

“It’s all right, Fosca,” he said soothingly. “Some women are like that.”

“But I wasn’t!” she protested, raising her head a little. “I loved once—but he spoiled me for love. I hate him!” She began to cry, in great choking sobs.

 
Raf pulled her around gently so that she could weep on his chest. He smoothed her hair and murmured softly. She found herself telling him everything, in incoherent bursts. Her destitute father. The seduction and offer of marriage. Her husband’s betrayal, his coldness. She never mentioned Alessandro by name.

“Honor is just another mask they wear,” Raf said bitterly when she was finished. “Love is just a word. Marriage is a game. Men choose husbands for their daughters the same way they would choose a stud for a mare: to keep the lines pure and the breeding true. They make me sick, the lot of them.”

Fosca sat up and turned away from him. “Forgive me for boring you,” she said stiffly, brushing her tears away. “I must go now.” She switched her legs over the side of the bed and pulled her dress up over her shoulders.

“Don’t go,” Raf said. “There’s nothing waiting for you at home.”

She shook her head. “I have embarrassed and shamed myself enough for one night, Signor. I don’t want to be a nuisance.” She started to get up but he held her back.

“Wait, Fosca. Don’t run away. Don’t be ashamed of telling the truth. You’re not used to it, I know. But you opened your heart to me and four years of pent-up truth came pouring out. I’m honored. I know you better. I even like you. You’re a beautiful, warm-hearted woman who was cruelly used by people you loved and trusted. I don’t blame you for retreating behind a mask, for hiding from the world. Look at me.”

“No, please, I don’t want—”

“Don’t be afraid. Look.” He turned her face gently with his forefinger. His eyes were friendly, warm. “I’m not laughing at you. Trust me. I won’t hurt you, I'm not like your husband. I’m not like anyone you know. You don’t have to pretend. You don’t have to hide.”

She closed her eyes and leaned back against him with ; sigh. “This is very strange,” she murmured. “A few minutes ago you were raping me.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll try to make amends.” He touched his lips lightly to the back of her neck. She gave a shiver of delight. “I’m not really a brute. I only pretend once in a while.”

“I thought you were so upstanding and honest.”

“So I am, when it suits me. Oh, Fosca, you’re so beautiful. I want you.”

The simple words sent a surge of pleasure through her, as the elaborate metaphors of her friends never did.

“I want you, too,” she whispered. “But I don’t know—”

“Don’t worry about it. Trust me.”

He helped her to undress, and then he undressed himself. The sight of his muscular torso, brawny thighs, and swollen member brought a blush to her cheeks. He saw it and grinned.

“What’s the matter, haven’t you ever seen a naked man before?”

“No,” she said, holding the bedsheet over her naked breasts. “Aless—my husband always wore a nightshirt. And blew out the candles.”

“Then we’ll let them burn.” He lay beside her and pulled her close. As he kissed her he could feel her terror melting away. “You’re not such a hard case,” he said. “I think you can be saved from a life of chastity.”

“But I don’t know anything about loving,” she said apologetically.

He laughed softly. Holding her hips firmly, he slid between her legs and loved her with his mouth and tongue. She was stiff with embarrassment at first. This was something Alessandro had never done. But Raf was not deterred by her murmurs of protest or her feeble attempts to push him away. He persisted, and she abandoned herself to the torrent of feelings that washed over her.

He could feel her excitement rising. He covered her with his whole body, filled her panting mouth with his tongue and gave her his manhood. She moaned softly and clung to him. He rode her until she was gasping, begging him to stop. When he felt her tremble deep inside, he thrust deeply, with all his great strength. She cried out and sank her fingernails into his back. They rocked together, shuddering. With a single sigh they collapsed and lay breathing heavily as their racing hearts slowed.

Fosca turned her head and looked wonderingly at the dark face lying beside hers on the pillow. She stroked his cheek with a trembling fingertip and silently shaped her lips around his name: “Rafaello.” She closed her eyes. She felt calm, at peace. Her gnawing restlessness was gone, her aching loneliness banished.

She nestled close to him and pressed her cheek against his chest. His arms folded around her protectively. Soon the soft throbbing against her thigh betrayed his wakefulness and desire. They loved again, in long and leisured fashion, without urgency. Still later they slept, bodies entwined. But before she gave herself up to sweet sleep, Fosca thought fleetingly about how strange the night had been and how Fate had worked in their lives. From the first moment she saw him, in the Senate Hall, she knew that she would belong to him.


On the other side of the door, Lia huddled on the floor of the cramped passageway. She was quivering from cold and sorrow, and her cheeks were stiff with the salt of dried tears.

As soon as the gates of the ghetto were opened in the morning, Fosca, anonymous behind mask and cloak, darted past the startled guard.

Out of the corner of her eye she noticed that he was not alone. The other man was masked, and small, slightly hump-backed, with rather large hands and feet. His crooked stance was familiar, and so was the twist of one leg.

She raced past them and hailed a gondola under the bridge over the Canal Regio. As she sank back against the cushions, under the protective canopy of thefelze, a coldness enveloped her heart and drove out the lovely warmth that the night had brought her.

She recognized the hunchback as Pietro Salvino, Alessandro Loredan’s secretary.


VI

TOMASSO

“You’re Leopardi, the Jew, aren’t you?”

Raf looked up from the cargo manifests he had been studying. He sat at a corner table in his favorite tavern near the docks. The man who spoke to him was unmasked and hatless. His face was pleasant, if somewhat dissipated. Even though his hair was unpowdered and his clothes shabby, he had the unmistakeable air of nobility fallen on hard times: haughty and defensive. Uninvited, he pulled out a chair and sat down next to Raf.

“We’ve met before, but you won’t remember my face. We were both masked at the time. My name is Tomasso Dolfin. Fosca is my sister.”

“I don’t know any lady by that name,” Raf said curtly. What was the man trying to do, blackmail him? Could he possibly have gotten wind of what happened that night?

“Oh, you know her,” Tomasso said cheerfully. “You asked about her and then chased after her. I presume you caught up with her. You’re young and strong and probably swift.”

Raf glowered at him. “I suppose you’ll inform the lady’s husband of my interest in her if I don’t pay you a little something for your silence,” he said. “You’re wasting your time, Signor. Get out of here.”

“Dear me, you Jews are touchy,” clucked Tomasso. I am always in need, I confess, but I would never resort to blackmail. Too much like work. I’m very sorry if I gave you a false impression. I only wanted to further my acquaintance with you, and I thought that using Fosca’s name would help overcome your suspicions. Unhappily, it seems to have had the opposite effect. Please forgive me.” he smiled brightly. “I heard you in the Senate that day, you know. I was very impressed by your fire and your sincerity. That’s something those old walls haven’t heard in many years, a man speaking the truth. I think we might be of service to each other, Signor Leopardi.”

“Oh?” Raf was wary. The man was too smooth.

“You still don’t trust me,” Tomasso sighed regretfully. “I don’t blame you. Not these days, when there are spies lurking on every corner and informants hiding under every table. Did you know that even as you followed my sister out of the Ridotto, you yourself were followed? It was like a scene in a comedy.”

“What?” Raf's eyes darkened. “You’re lying.”

“My dear fellow, why would I do that?” Tomasso asked cheerfully. “You don’t think they would let you speak your mind like that and then go merrily on your way, do you? See for yourself. There’s an agent of the Inquisitors lurking outside this café right this very moment. I recognize him as one of those cretins they employ occasionally. That’s why I’m here. I don’t want to see you ruin your chances before you’ve even begun. You could go far, with the right advice and support. You’re sincere enough, but you’re still rather naive about the way our esteemed—”

Raf left his chair abruptly and went to the doorway of the tavern. Nearby a man lounged against a packing case. He was masked, but when he saw Raf in the doorway he turned away slightly. Raf balled his hands into fists and cursed himself. What a fool he’d been, what an idiot! Of course they would have him followed But he never realized—it never occurred to him. That meant that they knew about him and Fosca. His stomach knotted. He went back inside and rejoined Tomasso.

“Aren’t you afraid he’ll report on you, too?” Raf demanded.

“Oh, he doesn’t even know I’m here. I saw him first and came in the back way. And what if we are seen talking together? They know my feelings about this government, but there’s not much they can do to stop a man from thinking and talking.”

Raf nodded. He felt the same way.

“Besides, I’m Loredan’s brother-in-law, remember? A bit of an embarrassment to him, as is Fosca.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve heard the stories. She’s wild. He can’t control her. He’d be one of the Ten by now if it weren’t for Fosca. Perhaps we should thank her! She’s a little too free, a little too unpredictable. She hasn’t done anything really scandalous so far, but there’s always that possibility.

“I don’t have to tell you about Fosca, though. You’ve met her.”

Raf breathed deeply. He didn’t trust himself to speak. If the Inquisitors knew about them, then Loredan knew, too.

“If you’re worried about the spy who tried to follow you out of the Ridotto the other night, don’t be,” Tomasso said reassuringly. “He accidentally tripped over my walking stick and sustained a rather painful bruise on the knee. He was delayed for several minutes. By that time, you and the lady were long gone.”

 
 
So it was all right. No one knew. No one must ever know. He had been a fool to bring her to the ghetto. He had endangered not only himself, but Aunt Rebecca and Lia and every other Jew there. She was no ordinary woman, but Loredan’s wife.

“You know,” Tomasso said slowly, watching Raf's face carefully, “I could be very useful to you if you wanted to see her again. Of course, I don’t need to tell you that an affair of this kind is madness, suicide, really.”

Raf shook his head. He wouldn’t see her again. It just wasn’t worth it, to jeopardize the safety of the people he loved and the cause he believed in so strongly. She was only a woman.

Then why did his blood quicken when he thought about her? Why did he look at every masked woman expectantly, or whirl around every time he heard a woman laugh? He remembered her eyes, her lips, her lovely breasts, her welcoming smile. The moment when her fear turned to trust, when she bared her soul to him and all pretenses and play-acting were thrown aside. She had shown herself to him then, beautiful and lonely and starved for love. Real love, not the love of poetry and gossip. No, it was impossible. It was dangerous, for both of them. He would leave her alone.

“You’ve just offered to pander for your sister,” Raf said grimly. “Does she know about this?”

“Heavens, no!” Tomasso sounded pained. “I have not seen her since the Ridotto. In fact, I was merely guessing at the intensity of your interest in her, and I’ve been proved right, haven’t I? You are interested, undeniably. I have nothing against you, Signor. You’re a Jew, I know. But I’ve developed a certain fondness for Jews. God knows I’ve done business with enough of them over the years. Like my father before me. I feel right at home in the pawnshops of the ghetto; the entire contents of Ca’ Dolfin are housed there. But you don’t want to hear about my family’s woes. Suffice it to say, I can provide a very valuable service, Signor, and—”

“If you weren’t her brother, I’d throw you out into the street,” Raf said through his teeth. “Get out of here, before I break you over my knee.”

Tomasso wasn’t perturbed. He said calmly, “You misunderstand me again. It’s my fault for failing to explain myself properly. We have a lot more in common than just a mutual interest in my sister’s happiness. Signor. We want the same things for Venice.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “We both want change. Democracy. A share of the power that up to now has been invested in just a handful of corrupt men like Loredan. Loredan. We both hate him. As I said, you could go far. You’re talented. You’re passionate about your cause, and you know how to talk. And so far, you’ve not been corrupted by ambition. But you are sorely in need of guidance, my friend. I can help you there, too.”

“I don’t think we have anything to say to each other,” Raf said, rising.

Tomasso grabbed his wrist. His hold was surprisingly strong. “I can destroy you, Signor,” he said with a sweet smile. “And I can hurt Fosca, too. I will, if I must. Don’t be in too much of a hurry to run away before I’ve finished saying what I came to say.”

Raf sat down again. “All right. Go on. And be quick about it.”

“A poor man is not necessarily without friends,” Tomasso said. “Among a certain class of people, those who live in the vicinity of San Barnaba, I am rather well known.”

Raf understood. He knew about the Barnabotti, the impoverished nobles who lived in the parish of San Barnaba where rents were cheap. Most were sons of families who had lost their wealth. They lived on stipends from the state and what they could cadge from richer friends. They were all bitterly resentful of their bad fortune, and they were becoming a potent political force. Even though they were poor, they were noble, and each had a vote in the Council. Many of them felt that if they united, they could bring about changes in the current political system which would restore them to positions of influence and wealth. Some, like Tomasso, were as committed to Revolution as the French Jacobins, whose ideas had spread even into Venice. A gleam of fanatical brightness came into Tomasso’s eyes.

“I want to destroy the Loredans of this Republic. The conservatives. They’re rotten, corrupt, and deeply entrenched. They’ve run the economy into the ground, there are no jobs for those who want to work. Our industries are closing—but you know all this. You, Raf, you have power, more than you know. Yes, you could rally the common people behind you today. You’re a hero! But they’re not ready to fight and they can’t vote. The Barnabotti can. Our numbers are growing but we still don’t have the power we could have. The last man who spoke for us, Pesaro, was imprisoned and then exiled. It was a shock. Things fell apart. They were afraid to put themselves forward again. But they might listen to you. You’re an outsider. You’ve been to America. You’re a different face with a new approach.”

“And if I get arrested it won’t decimate your numbers,” Raf said dryly. “I think not. Signor.”

“Arrested? But they can’t arrest you. That’s the glory of it. Arrest the man they’ve just laden with high honors? They’d be a laughing stock. That gives us time. It doesn’t mean you’ll be rash—we’ll go slowly, meeting with a few of them at a time, talking to them, gaining their support.”

“I’ll need to think it over,” Raf said slowly.

“No, there’s no more time for thinking. It’s time to act. You can’t carry on your crusade in the ghetto. You’ll never get anybody to listen to you, anybody who matters. But there are a lot of men in the Signoria who agree with you—not all of them Barnabotti. Men who are ready for a change. We can put together an army if we go about it the right way. Now I’m not trying to flatter you, but I’ve never seen an effect like the one you made on the Senate. You woke up a lot of people. A lot of them agree with you, but they can’t admit publicly while Loredan and the conservatives are in the majority. Listen, there’s a meeting tonight, in a café right off the Campo San Barnaba. Come and listen, that’s all I ask. Will you?”

“What about my shadows?” Raf cocked his head at the door.

“Go to the whorehouse at 117 Calle Balastro at ten o’clock and ask for Flora. I’ll meet you there and take you the rest of the way.”

“Through the courtyard at the back?” Raf asked with a sudden smile.

“No, over the roofs. It will be perfectly safe. You see, you need someone like me, someone to look after you. I know how their minds work. I’m one of them, remember?”

Tomasso slipped away, smiling to himself. He didn’t mention Fosca again. He had planted the seed in the Jew’s brain and now he had to let it germinate. He had no doubt that he would soon be called upon to arrange a meeting. The man wasn’t a saint. And Fosca really was a very beautiful woman.


 
 
Late that night Raf looked through one of his grand-father’s meticulously kept ledgers. He remembered when the painting came into the house—sometime between 1779 and 1780. He carefully checked each item until he found what he was looking for:  Titian, Venus and Mars, Orio Dolfin, One thousand ducats.”

She had recognized the painting. It had belonged to her father. In the morning he would have it crated and delivered to her, by a circuitous route, of course. No one would ever know where it came from, except her.

Raf walked into his bedroom and looked at the painting for a long time. He had hung it there because it had caught his fancy, because it was beautiful and erotic, and because it had shocked Aunt Rebecca. She, at least, would be happy to see it gone.

Yes, best be rid of it and forget Fosca Loredan.

“But where did it come from? Who sent it?” Emilia wondered. Two servants finished uncrating the painting and propped it against a wall. “It’s the same one, isn’t it? The one your father had in his library. Oh, isn’t it naughty!”

Fosca’s heart pounded, but she said lightly, “From Antonio, of course. He found out who owned it and bought it for me, for my nameday.” She would arrange with Antonio to support her story. He would not fail her.

Emilia looked doubtful. “But your nameday isn’t until May.”

“Yes, but he couldn’t wait. He knew how much I loved it, and he noticed how unhappy I’ve been lately.”

Emilia, who had noticed just the opposite, sniffed. “It must have cost him plenty. I didn’t know Signor Valier was so well-fixed.”

“Well, he is,” Fosca snapped. “Really, anyone would think I’d told you a lie! I think I’ll have it hung in my room, over the fireplace, where I can see it from my bed-”

The Jew knew that she was Loredan’s wife. Now he was sending gifts. Why?To infuriate her husband, or to please her? Oh, why couldn’t he have left her alone

But the painting was so beautiful. Such a thoughtful thing to do.

If anyone found out about that night, her friends or Loredan—.Oh,God, what a scandal! Her lover, a Jew! She’d be a laughing stock. No one must ever know where the painting came from. No one must suspect. Loredan would have them both thrown into the Tombs. She must never see him again. It would be madness.

Yes, he had been kind enough. He had eased that awful ache. Ridiculous, to think that what she needed all along was a man. But there it was. Now she must find another lover and forget the Jew. Forget his tenderness and his strength; forget those knowing hands and those searing lips.

Fosca closed her eyes and steeled herself. Stop it! Stop behaving like a schoolgirl! One man was just like another.

Just then Alessandro Loredan and Pietro Salvino came into the drawing room where the workmen had uncrated the painting. Fosca watched the secretary carefully, but he gave no sign that he knew her as the woman who had left Rafaello Leopardi’s house.

“What’s this?” Alessandro asked. “I haven’t bought any paintings lately, have I?”

Fosca came forward to greet him. “It’s mine, Signor.”

Alessandro kissed her hand and turned his attention again to the picture. “Titian, eh? Not his best Venus, but a very charming work. The middle period, I believe.”

 
“Yes, Excellency,” Pietro murmured. “He painted a series of Venuses in the 1550’s, as I recall.”

“Perhaps you recognize it, Signor,” Fosca said. “It used to belong to my father.”

“Indeed?” Alessandro frowned. “I don’t recall seeing it.”

“He sold it, when he needed money,” she explained. “As he was forced to sell everything he loved. My dear friend, Antonio Valier, was kind enough to locate it for me and to ransom it back. Of course I am delighted.”

“Of course,” Alessandro nodded. Pietro, a visible echo, did likewise.

“I have already ordered it to be hung in my room. If you have no objection, that is?”

“No, why should I object? I am delighted for you to have something from your old home, Fosca.”

“You may consider it part of my dowery, Signor,” she said softly as he bowed over her fingers. His mouth tightened. He gave her a cool smile, and left the room, Pietro trailing spaniel-like at his heels.

When they had gone, Emilia hissed, “You’re hiding something. You can’t fool me. And don’t think he didn’t know it!”

“Is there something so dreadful about accepting a gift from an admirer?” Fosca demanded. “It’s none of my husband’s business!”

“He doesn’t believe that Signor Valier gave it to you and neither do I. You had better be careful, Donna Fosca. Your husband won’t take kindly to being cuckolded!”

“My husband, my husband!” Fosca said furiously. “Why doesn’t anyone ever think about myhappiness?”

“Because you think enough about it yourself!” Emilia said tartly.

 
 
Fosca’s eyes flashed. “The trouble with this Republic is that servants don’t know their place anymore!”

Emilia bristled and her immense bosom swelled. “I only speak because someone ought to give you a warning before you make a complete fool of yourself! You know very well that no one cares as much about you as I do, Donna Fosca. I just don’t want you to be hurt!”

“I have been hurt quite enough already in my life,” Fosca said. “It’s time for restitution. I deserve some happiness, Emilia, you know I do. Oh, why is everyone so horrid! And I’ve even decided that I would never see him again! I hate you all!”

She stormed out of the room. Emilia shook her head.

“Trouble,” she said darkly. “Men are nothing but trouble.”

Lia handed Raf a plate of food and slid into her seat. She didn’t speak to him. Neither did his aunt. But he ate heartily and pretended not to notice the coolness that had pervaded the air ever since the night he brought Fosca to the house.

“You’re both so quiet this evening,” Raf observed. “Really, you ought to try this stew, Lia. It’s delicious.”

“Yes, I know.” Lia toyed with her food and didn’t even sipher wine. She couldn’t raise her eyes to meet his.

“Tired of ghetto life already, eh?” he said. “Well, I don’t blame you. You’re not used to living like this, penned up like an animal when you could be out—”

Lia stood up so quickly that her chair toppled over with a crash. She ran out of the room. Raf stared after her.

Aunt Rebecca said, “If you weren’t my own flesh and blood, I’d smash this crockery over your thick head. Isn’t it enough that you have brought shame and sorrow upon us all by lording it over everybody else and flaunting the laws and sneering at the good advice of your elders and the Rabbi—a wise man! A learned scholar! No, it’s not enough for you that you’re the first man in the ghetto to be excommunicated in a hundred years! You have to go and bring a whore into this house, among respectable women! And a Christian whore, at that!”

“Yes, she was Christian,” Raf said quietly. “A noblewoman.”

“Oh, my God! I knew it! I could smell the stink of her perfume in every crack and corner after she left. It’s disgusting! I don’t blame the child for being upset. What kind of an example is this? She was gone all day yesterday, and if she hadn’t come back, I wouldn’t have blamed her one bit!”

“This has nothing to do with either of you,” Raf said levelly. “Or have you forgotten who is master of this house now?”

“Master!” Aunt Rebecca sniffed. “Have you forgotten who washed you and fed you and cleaned up after you and raised you from a baby? I have lived in this house for fifty-five years, and this is the greatest unhappiness I have known! You have broken my heart. And what about the girl?”

“Well, what about her? You can’t blame me—”

“You’re a big fool. Can’t you see that she’s in love with you?”

“What? That’s ridiculous,” Raf snorted.

“You think so? She is. And you go and do this to her! Rafaello, it doesn’t matter what you do outside the home—I know all about men and their needs—but to bring a harlot—”

“She wasn’t a harlot, damn it!” Raf shouted, slamming the palms of his hands down on the table.

“Don’t you curse at me, boy! I swear, I think you have a crazy streak in you! Your poor mother, Heaven bless her, was always wild. Never happy with anything. Oh, God, the scandal and the heartbreak she brought upon us! And for all we know, your father could have been a madman as well.”

Raf glowered at the old woman but said nothing.

She sighed deeply. “Will you never learn? Are you determined to bring the wrath of the State down upon us all? Whoever this woman is, she’s not for you. A noble! Dear God, aren’t there twenty unmarried girls right here in the ghetto who would give anything just to have you lode their way—even now? Why can’t you be satisfied with what you have? Why do you always have to go reaching for the impossible? Why can’t you conform?”

“Because I don’t want to!” Raf bellowed, rising out of his chair. “I won’t be bound by any laws that I’ve had no part in making! And I won’t be preached to by any woman, is that clear?”

His aunt pressed her lips together and stared straight ahead.

Raf blew out his breath. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to hurt you, or Lia. But it’s my life and I’ll live it my own way.”

He threw on his cloak and started to leave the house, then he remembered Lia. He’d better talk to her, too. These women had to learn that he wouldn’t be ruled by their moods.

She was sitting on a chair in front of her window, her arms wrapped around her updrawn knees. The cat Jacob and the kitten dozed on the windowsill. She didn’t look around when Raf came in and stood behind her.

“You’re angry with me, too, I see.”

She shrugged a little and continued to stare out at the blackened rooftops and the small patch of darkening sky that showed between the high buildings.

“I can’t expect you to understand, Lia,” he said gruffly. “You’re still young, and even though you’ve seen a lot more of life than most girls your age—”

She lifted her face. The look in her eyes was surprisingly mature. Old eyes in a young face. Raf found himself floundering in the middle of his speech. He stopped and cleared his throat.

“I understand what you’re feeling,” he said firmly.

“Do you?” She turned her face away again. She was remarkably self-possessed for one so young.

“Yes. You have persuaded yourself that you’re in love with me. It’s not surprising. I’m probably the only man who has ever shown you kindness, and naturally—”

“You’re the only one who didn’t rape me,” she said. “You don’t need to treat me like a child, Signor Raf. I haven’t been a virgin since I was nine years old. I know all about men and what they need. Nero used to let strange men sleep with me, because they paid him.”

“Oh.” Raf frowned. “I didn’t realize—”

“You don’t need to explain anything to me. I was a stranger and you took me in. You welcome me, as though I really were your cousin. You don’t owe me anything, Signor Raf. It’s none of my business what you do.”

She seemed so frail and young, yet wiser than a woman three times her age. Raf put his hand on her shoulder and felt her quiver.

“I’m sorry, Lia.”

“It’s all right. I’m not angry with you,” she said. “Only with myself. Will you leave me now?”

When he was gone, she pulled the cat into her lap and buried her face in his soft fur.

 
“Oh, Jacob, if only I didn’t love him so much! I hat; her. I hate her!”


“I just don’t know what’s come over you, Fosca. Antonio Valier said worriedly. “Starting that fiction about the painting. I hardly knew what to say when your husband thanked me for finding it for you. Did you know that Salvino has been sniffing around my house, quizzing my servants? What are you trying to do to me?”

“Has he? Oh, poor Tonino,” Fosca murmured sympathetically, “I’m sorry to have put you in such an awkward position. I know I seem cruel. I’ve never kept anything from you before, have I? Please be patient and try not to be angry with me.”

“I’m not angry. I just don’t understand. If you don't want to see me again—”

“Nothing of the sort, my dearest friend!” Fosca assured him. They strolled arm in arm along the Liston, in the direction of the Cathedral. “You will always be first in my heart, you know that. But don’t ask questions. I’m sorry about Loredan—but I had to tell him something! Salvino—I wonder, has he set spies on me, too?”

“Spies? Spies?” Antonio yelped. “Why should he spy on you?” He looked around anxiously. The Piazza was filled with masked figures, all looking equally inscrutable and threatening. They could have been surrounded by fifty spies. “Who are you seeing, Fosca? Who did you run off with that night? Do you know how worried we were when we arrived at the Molo and discovered that you weren’t in either of our boats? I almost went to Loredan to tell him that you had disappeared! That would have been a fine mess, wouldn’t it?”

 
 
They went into Florian’s and settled themselves at a table near the front. Fosca ordered hot chocolate. Antonio bought her a bunch of violets from a flower-seller. The day was fairly warm and the air was filled with exotic smells and the babble of voices. Antonio’s voice buzzed insect-like in Fosca’s ear. She made soothing sounds and light conversation, but all the while she thought about Raf. She wondered if by any chance he were in the Piazza. How would she know him? She had been to the Ridotto several times, and he hadn’t been in evidence. Not that she wanted to see him again, of course!

Lately she almost hated her simpering admirers. Their hollow phrases drove her to distraction. She felt impatient and irritated at their fatuous attentions and the glib flattery that used to please her so. They were all such effeminate dandies, powdered and perfumed, as well-trained as little dancing dogs. So unlike Rafaello.

One day, about a week later, she received a note from her brother: “Dear Sister, am in dire straits but unfortunately have suffered a slight mishap and cannot, alas, call upon you. Must see you most urgently. But come alone, I beseech you! Must avoid embarrassment at all costs. You remember the address—274 Campo San Barnaba, above the shoemaker’s shop. Come in all haste at once, alone! T.”

Fosca was irritated, and intrigued. She wondered what her brother was up to now. This was some novel scheme for squeezing her for more money, she had no doubt.

San Barnaba wasn’t far from Ca’ Loredan, just a few minutes. She put on her mask and cloak, and slipped out of the house without being seen.

She took a winding, indirect route to Tomasso’s house. She kept looking over her shoulder to make sure that she wasn’t being followed. She even went into the Church of San Barnaba and sat for several minutes in the cool, dark interior before leaving through a side door. It was two in the afternoon by the time she arrived at Tomasso’s door. Most of the city was enjoying its lunchtime respite. The square was empty.

She had been to the attic apartment only once before, and she hated it. It was rank and dark and hideous, and it seemed to epitomize the fall of the Dolfin family. Her father a suicide, dead of heartbreak. Their palazzo emptied by creditors and sold to a nouveau riche businessman whose name wasn’t even in the Golden Book. She, unhappily married to a man she loathed. Tomasso—poor Tomasso!—a scrounger, a liar, an indigent who dreamed idly of revolution.

The door was slightly ajar. Calling her brother’s name softly, Fosca pushed it open and stepped inside. The room was as she remembered: ill-lit, shabby, suffocatingly close, its spaces distorted by the angular planes of the roof overhead.

“Tomasso, are you here?” She pushed back her hood and took off her mask.

Suddenly she felt she couldn’t breathe and she crossed the room to the windows and threw them open. A gust of wind blew the door shut.

“Fosca.”

She whirled around. A man was standing in the darkened corner behind the door. He stepped forward into the light. It was Raf Leopardi.

“You! But where is Tomasso? What have you done with him? I thought—”

“Tomasso is quite all right. I asked him to arrange a meeting, to lure you up here. Now like a good go-between, he’s disappeared.”

 
 
“But you shouldn’t have done it! You’re being watched!” she said breathlessly. “When I left you—I saw Salvino, my husband’s secretary. I’m sure he wasn’t following me, but you—”

“So Loredan’s trailing me, too, eh? Well, that’s all right. I’ve taken precautions. Your brother has been very helpful in that respect.” His eyes never left her face. “I thought you’d be happier to see me.”

“Oh! I just didn’t expect—it’s not that—.” She felt flustered. “You knew that I am Alessandro Loredan’s wife! You might have said something!”

“Why should I? There’s no love lost between Loredan and me, but that doesn’t have anything to do with us.”

“Doesn’t it? You knew all along, even when you followed me to the Lido. You wanted to use me to hurt him!”

“I admit the thought crossed my mind, briefly.”

Her mouth tightened. “Then we have nothing to say to each other.”

She started towards the door.

He stepped in front of her. “I think we do. I haven’t been able to forget you. It was a fine night. I wondered how you felt about it.”

She said tonelessly, “I don’t feel anything.”

“Oh?” He lifted his brows. “But of course, I forgot, you’re just another bored noblewoman accustomed to casual interludes in the arms of total strangers.”

“Please don’t,” she said softly. “You know that’s not true. I have thought about it, once or twice. I am grateful to you. You were kind to me. I didn’t particularly deserve kindness. I wish you well, Rafaello. You are a fine man. I know you will find someone who will—.” She stopped and bit her lip.

“That’s very generous of you, Lady,” he said sarcastically. “Your wishes for my happiness will stand me in good stead, I’m sure.”

She hung her head.

“So that’s the way it is?” he asked.

“Yes. I can’t see you anymore.”

“You mean you don’t want to. No lies, remember?”

“All right, I don’t want to,” she replied. “Thank you for the painting. You shouldn’t have done it. It’s far too valuable.”

“I was tired of it,” he shrugged. “By rights it belongs to you anyway.”

“Oh, so you know that, too?”

“My grandfather kept careful records. You should have said something. It upset you to see it hanging in the house of a Jew, I know.”

Uncomfortable silence descended.

“I’d better go,” Fosca said. “They might worry.” Raf stepped aside and bowed elaborately as she passed him. He said to her retreating back, “Always in such a hurry to get back to the life you hate. I suppose that’s how you can distinguish the noble Venetians from the low-born ones: the nobles don’t know how badly off they are.” She stopped but didn’t turn around. “I had hopes for you, Fosca. You’re not like the rest. You’re too young to be thoroughly spoiled, I guess. But you haven’t far to go. In a few years there won’t be anything left of the real Fosca at all. You’ll be just another well-dressed vulture scavenging for new delights and diversions, dining on someone else’s kill. I thought I’d persuaded you to tell the truth, at least to me. But you’re still hiding behind lies.”

“I haven’t lied to you.” She turned slowly. Her cheeks were flaming. “I told you the truth. I don’t want to see you again.”

He approached her slowly. She held her breath. He put his hands on the sides of her face and kissed her tenderly. She felt a pleasurable tightening under her ribs. A soft moan escaped her lips. She pressed against him and pushed her fingers into his dark hair.

“You’re a damned liar,” he grunted. She hid her face against his chest. “What’s the matter, Fosca? What are you afraid of? Loredan? He’ll never have to know. No one will know, except Tomasso. We need him. I’m afraid, and I think I can trust him.”

“He’s doing it for money,” she said bitterly. “You can trust him as long as you keep paying him.”

“I haven’t given him a sequin. Actually, I’m helping him whip the Barnabotti into a revolutionary army. That’s his price.”

She looked up anxiously. “You mustn’t get involved with them! The Inquisitors will throw you into prison!”

“Not right away. Don’t worry about it. And don’t worry about our meetings. It will be perfectly safe. I know how to be careful, I promise you.”

Fosca drew away from him. “I don’t mind the danger.”

“It’s because I’m a Jew, isn’t it?” he asked softly. “That’s why—”

Her eyes widened. “Oh, no! I thought that it mattered. I told myself that we were all wrong for each other, that we weren’t suited, and the differences between us were too great. I was afraid that my friends would mock me if they found out. But I don’t care now. I swear it. You’re worth ten of them! I wouldn’t care if you were a—a Turk!”

He smiled and touched her cheek. “That’s very open-minded of you, Lady.”

Twisting her hands nervously, she paced the floor. He watched her. She looked around for a place to sit down. The chairs in the room were dusty and rickety-looking. She lowered herself gingerly onto Tomasso’s narrow bed.

“I think I know,” Raf said slowly. “You’re afraid of being hurt. You think I’ll break your heart, like Loredan did. You’d rather have no love at all than a love marred by that kind of pain.”

She didn’t look at him. He knew he was right. “You think I’m going to use you, persuade you to fall in love with me, and then discard you when I’m tired of you,” he said, standing over her. “Oh,Fosca, where’s your courage, your spirit?”

“I know what men are like,” she protested angrily. “Women are all the same to them. Why should I sacrifice myself to a man’s lust?”

He cupped his hand under her chin. “Listen to me. If all I cared about was satisfying my grosser appetites, I wouldn’t have come here at all. You think I like climbing over rooftops and waiting for five hours in this stinking room for you to put in an appearance? I could have found some pretty little thing in the streets, paid my ten sequins, and that would be it. But I don’t want that. I want you, Fosca. God knows why, but I do. I don’t particularly want to fall in love right now. It’s damned inconvenient. There’s so much I need to do—. But that’s the risk I’m taking. Yes, I might break your heart. But you might break mine, too. We both have to risk something. It’s the only way we can have the joys.”

“You’re very persuasive,” she said. A smile lurked around the corners of her mouth.

“I have to be.” He sat beside her. “I know I’m dealing with a fiercely logical mind. With any other woman I’d have done my persuading in bed.”

“Are you always so blunt?” she sighed.

“I try to be. It’s very effective with people like you, who aren’t used to it.”

 
 
“You think me weak-minded!” She feigned outrage.

“As weak-minded as you are ugly,” he grinned.

Well, Fosca, what’s it to be? Safety, and the old boring life? Or danger, and maybe love? You have to decide.”

She threw her arms around his neck. “I want you,” she whispered. “I don’t care about the risks. I don’t care if you hurt me. I want you.”

“I won’t hurt you, I swear it.” They kissed. “I think I knew, that day in the Senate. I knew you’d turn my life upside down.”

“I knew it, too,” she said. “What does it mean? Are we falling in love?”

“Would you mind?” he laughed.

“No.” She loosened his stock and unbuttoned his shirt, and ran her hands lightly over his hard body. He quivered. “Make love to me now, Rafaello.”

He caught her hands. “Are you always so bold?”

“I try to be, with people like you whose minds lack subtlety.”

“Have you forgotten, Lady, that you like to savor the delights of anticipation? I ought to make you wait.”

“I won’t wait!” She moved against him. “I won’t wait, ever again!”


VII

CARNIVAL NIGHTS

A man in full Carnival regalia—mask, bauta, and cloak—stepped out of the alley alongside the walls of the ghetto and hailed a gondola that happened to be passing on the Canal Regio. He climbed on board and sat inside the felze. The boat moved away from the embankment and headed towards the Grand Canal.

A spy came out of the shadows and signalled to a waiting gondola. He snapped orders to the gondolier and they followed the first craft along the Grand Canal under the Rialto, and through a watery maze of smaller canals until it drew up at the foot of a dark, deserted campo, and the masquer disembarked. The spy followed him on foot, and the hired gondola pulled away again and disappeared.

Inside, Raf smiled to himself. Once again Tomasso had managed to decoy an Inquisitors’ spy away from him. He was free to proceed to his rendezvous with Fosca at the little casino she had rented near the Piazza San Marco.

Carnival provided a thousand ways to evade spies who, when they lost their quarry, simply retired to the nearest tavern or café and planned the lies they would tell to their employers. Crowds of masquers camouflaged anyone who wanted to move about secretly. So many identical costumes were confusing, even to lovers themselves, who often had to speak warily to each other from behind their masks, just to be certain they had made no mistake.

But Carnival was drawing to a close. When it ended, at midnight on Shrove Tuesday, and Lent began, forty days would pass before Easter marked the end of the Holy Season and the beginning of a new spate of festivals and holidays on which the public would be permitted to mask.

Raf scouted the area for spies, then entered one of the houses on the Calle Contarina and let himself into Fosca’s apartment with his own key. She hadn’t tried to keep its existence a secret from her husband or friends, and in fact she entertained there frequently. So far no one knew that she had set up this casino, or “little house,” as a lovenest, or that the regular Tuesday night conversazione she held, a bright gathering of artists and wits, was really a smokescreen to allay suspicions. Many Venetian nobles, men and women, maintained pieds-á-terre where they could receive their friends more comfortably and informally than they could amidst the stately grandeur of their palaces.

Fosca was waiting for him. She flew into his arms with a joyous cry and covered his face and neck with soft kisses. Her flesh felt firm and warm through the thin silk of her wrapper. He couldn’t conceal his desire, and she laughed and wriggled out of her robe.

“What kind of greeting is that?” he growled as she led him to their bed.

“The best kind,” she replied.

“You were so late in coming tonight,” she scolded him warmly much later. “I was about ready to go out onto the balcony and start screaming your name, just like a peasant wife. ‘Rafaello!’ ” she trumpeted happily.

 
 
Raf covered her mouth with his hand. “Are you crazy? Do you want to get the whole Council of Ten up here?” She nodded vigorously. “The Inquisitors?” Another nod. “Your husband?”

She pulled away and said breathlessly, “Yes, ever him. I don’t care if he finds out. I want him to know! I want to walk right up to him and say, ‘See here. Signor. I have taken Rafaello Leopardi as my lover and I understand you are having him followed by spies. Desist at once! I don’t interfere in your love life, do I? Then stop interfering in mine!’”

“Oh, does he have one?” Raf wondered.

“Yes, he and Pietro—,”Fosca said. “Actually, my spies tell me that his latest mistress is an actress. My dear, can you believe it?” she squealed in imitation of a noble gossip. “One of those painted creatures from the stage! Such low taste!”

“If you were a better wife, he wouldn’t need mistresses at all,” Raf teased.

“If I were a better wife, I wouldn’t be here with you now,” she retorted. “I’m yours now, Rafaello Leopardi, whether you want me or not. This was all your doing anyhow. I didn’t follow you to the Lido; you followed me. And invited me up to see your art collection.”

“And you were silly enough to come. Even stupid country girls don’t fall for that ruse anymore. But what do I care if you’re a brainless ninny? You still have a reasonably attractive body—”

“Reasonably attractive!”

“—and a pretty enough face—”

“Pretty enough!”

“—even though it must be said, in all fairness, that you are somewhat clumsy and awkward in bed—”

“Clumsy and awkward! You wretch, I’ll teach you—”

 
 
 
Laughing, they tumbled over each other like puppies, clawing and nibbling and tickling. A sharp rap at the sitting room door startled them. They froze, silent, then Fosca got out of bed and drew on a robe.

“You stay here,” she said. “I’ll see who it is.”

“Probably the people downstairs,” Raf said with a yawn. “Come to complain about the noise.”

Fosca wasn’t fooled by his show of unconcern. She pulled the bedroom door closed behind her and stood with her ear pressed against the door to the hallway. “Who is it?” she asked in a low voice.

“Tomasso.”

Relieved, she turned the key in the lock and let him in. He lifted his mask when he was safely inside.

“Terribly sorry to intrude, dear sister,” he said cheerfully. “Where’s your lover? I’ve come to take him away.”

“Take him? But why? We were to have the whole night together. Oh, Tomasso—”

Raf came out of the bedroom. He had dressed quickly and he was pulling on his coat. “I’m ready.”

“But Raf! Where are you going? It’s not safe,” Fosca protested. “I don’t understand—”

“I’ll come back,” Raf promised. “There’s an important meeting tonight, Fosca. I have to go.”

“A meeting!” Her eyes snapped. Storm clouds gathered. “Well, I must say, Raf, it was very kind of you to visit me at all tonight. I am very grateful that you felt you could spare the time.”

Raf and Tomasso exchanged glances. Tomasso said, “Some very influential members of the government are planning to come. Some of Loredan’s enemies. If we can rally them behind us—”

“Yes, they’ll be there, and so will a half-dozen informants for the Inquisitors!” Fosca said angrily. “Oh, you make me tired, both of you! You’re dreamers, you’re little children waiting for your birthday, except this revolution you talk about is never going to happen. It can’t. As soon as you gain a little headway, they’ll crush you!” She stamped her foot. “Listen to me, Raf,” she said more softly, putting her hand on Raf’s arm, “stay here with me tonight, I beg you. Don’t get involved with Tomasso’s foolishness. He’s been associating with these trouble-makers for years, and it hasn’t done anyone any good.”

Raf kissed the tip of her nose “I was a trouble-maker long before I set eyes on your brother, darling. I believe in what he’s trying to do, and I think I can help. We can help each other. The day is coming when all people will be free—”

“Free! Is freedom more important to you than me?”

“You’re both important to me,” Raf said firmly. “I have to go, Fosca.”

“And what am I supposed to do while you’re gone, sit here and knit?” she raged. “What if you’re arrested? What if you’re thrown into prison? How long do you think that silly speech is going to protect you? You won’t be a hero forever, and they’ll take you away. I won’t visit you. I won’t even think about you! I hope they arrest you, too, Tomasso!”

“Dear Fosca, so loving, so kind,” sighed her brother.

“I know I’m selfish,” she cried. “And I don’t care! I know what I want!”

“And I know what I want,” Raf said. “For both of us, for all of us. Come on, Tomasso.”

He put on his mask and cloak, draped the bauta over his head and put on his hat. He and Tomasso were of a height, although Raf was broader; masked they looked identical.

“I’ll be back, Fosca,” Raf said.

 
 
“Don’t bother. I won’t be here!” She slammed the door behind them. She didn’t know whether to cry, or scream, or break something. She wanted to do all three. How else could she give vent to her anger, her jealousy, and her fear?

“No, not that way. Over here.”

Tomasso kept Raf from going down the stairs to the street, and led him toward the back of the building. He opened the small window at the end of the hall and stuck his head out. There was a five foot drop to the rooftop below. He had helped Fosca choose her casino, with an eye to needing an alternate escape route.

“What’s the matter?” Raf whispered as Tomasso sat on the windowsill and twisted around. “Were you followed here?”

“I’m afraid so. The Inquisitors seem to be taking an interest in my movements. I went to the Café d’Oro after I left you, and an agent followed me from there. Damned nuisance. I expected it, but we’ll have to find you another Pandarus.”

They moved along the roof to the bell tower of the tiny church of Santa Giuliana. They climbed onto a chimney pot and boosted themselves over the sill of the bell chamber, ducked under the silent iron bells, and descended the cramped, narrow stairs to the rear of the nave.

Candles in red glass holders flickered under the side altars. The place smelled of incense and mildew, beeswax and flowers. Raf looked around curiously. He had never been in a Catholic church before.

An old woman stood up from a kneeling position and came towards them.

“Genuflect,” Tomasso hissed. He yanked at Raf’s cloak and the two of them went down on one knee.

 
Tomasso made the sign of the cross, and Raf somewhat awkwardly, followed his lead. The old woman dipped her fingers in a holy water font, blessed herself and genuflected towards the front of the church, and went out.

“Let’s go,” Tomasso said.

The street outside was empty. The two men darted swiftly into the shadows on the other side. Raf saw a cloaked figure lurking at the other end, in front of Fosca’s house.

Hours later Raf entered the apartment again. Squares of moonlight patterned the blue carpet. The sitting room was dark. He was afraid Fosca had left, as she threatened.

He went into the bedroom. “Fosca, are you here?” he called softly. He struck a flint and lit a candle on the dresser.

“Rafaello?” She rose out of the tumble of bed-sheets. He sat on the edge of the bed and held her in his arms. He could tell she had been crying. Her voice sounded husky, and the hair around her face was still damp. “I’m so evil, so selfish,” she whispered. “I have no right to expect you to change your life and beliefs because of me. But I die with fear when I think of the danger you’re exposing yourself to. I don’t trust Tomasso. He’s been good to us, because he needs you. And you’ve given him money, haven’t you?”

“Some,” Raf admitted. “When he needed it.”

“He always needs it,” she said bitterly. “But he doesn’t always think clearly. He loves me, in his way, but he helped Loredan to seduce me, I know he did. Because he thought he could gain. He didn’t. He was bitterly disappointed when Loredan didn’t appoint him to a committee or hire him as his secretary. He turned on him; he hates him. And he’ll turn on you, too, if he thinks you’ve failed him.”

“Don’t worry about Tomasso,” Raf said. “I know what he’s like. I’ve known a hundred Tomassos.”

“I thought you weren’t coming back, ever. I made myself sick with fear and worry. Oh, Raf, I love you, I love you so much! Why does it have to be this way? Why do I have to be afraid that every time we part. I’ll never see you again? Can’t we go away together, just the two of us?”

“No, Fosca, I can’t leave now.”

“Why? Is it money?”

“It’s not money, Fosca. I have plenty. But I won’t run away now. Please don’t ask me.”

He stood up abruptly and left the room. She followed him into the sitting room. He took off his cloak and hat, and poured himself a glass of wine without offering her any.

“The Barnabotti are a real force in this city,Fosca,” he said. “They have enough votes in the Council to enact real changes, but they need to recognize their common purpose. We’re putting out pamphlets, speaking to them, trying to get them to see that it’s possible for them to wield real power.”

“But what do you care about the Barnabotti?” Fosca asked. “They’re nothing to you. They don’t care about you, or the Jews. They’re nobles, remember?”

“A noble instituted the laws that repressed us, and nobles can lift them,” he said. “I can’t expect you to understand what this mean to me, Fosca. You didn’t grow up behind walls. And neither will my sons, if I can help it. The elders in the ghetto are terrified to act. They’re afraid to ask for what’s rightfully theirs. They’re afraid of more repression, more laws, more restrictions, more heartbreak. But we’ve lost so much already, Fosca. We have little else to lose, except our lives, and it would be worth dying if it would insert freedom for our children. They excommunicated me because I tried to speak out for them. As far as they're concerned, I don’t exist anymore. Damned old fools!” he said angrily. “Compromisers! Diplomats! I don't want compromise, I want rights. Any government that wins rights for the Barnabotti will win them for everyone, including Jews, because I’ll see to it.” He glowered at her. “I won’t give up fighting for them Fosca. I can’t.”

“I don’t know you when you’re like this,” she said, shaking her head. “You’re a stranger to me.”

“I’m the man you fell in love with. The man you laughed at in the Senate Hall. The man who opened your eyes, and your heart. I know you don’t care about any of this. I’ve avoided talking to you about it because it would only upset you. But you have to know that my heart is here, in the fight. I love you. But I won’t run away. Damn it, I hate this!” He gripped his wineglass so hard that it shattered in his hand. Fosca gave a little scream. “I hate the subterfuge, the trickery, the disguises, the lurking about in the shadows! I hate it! 1 want to be able to come to you in the light of day, freely. I want to take you out on my arm and show you to the world as my life and my love. I would defy Loredan in the minute for you, you know that. But if they imprison me now, my cause is lost, and so are you. When his government falls, Fosca, he will lose his power over us, and then we can come out into the open.” He shook his head and gazed at her sorrowfully. “This was all a mistake. I should have known better. I should never have intruded into your little life.”

“No, no!” She hurtled across the room and threw her arms around him. “Don’t say that, Raf, don’t say it!" Forgive me, forgive me for being a shrew and a nag. I’m stupid and blind and selfish and I don’t know any better. But don’t wish you hadn’t fallen in love with me. You are dearer to me than my own life. I don’t want what I had before. I don’t want to go back. I will try to be good, to be grateful for the time we have together, even if it’s only a few minutes in a gondola. I can dream of better days, can’t I? But that doesn’t mean that I want this to end. I have no right to make demands of you. We are different. I’ll try to understand you, if I can. Just love me, love me when you can, and I’ll be grateful until I die.”

They held each other. He stroked the fragrant mass of red-gold hair. “It couldn’t stay the same,” he muttered. “I knew that. At first it was like a game—the secret meetings, the masks, the go-between. But you want more, and I want more. The game has lost its charm. I have to tell you, the Inquisitors have put spies on Tomasso.”

“Oh, no!” Fosca breathed. “Does that mean that they know about us?”

“No, it’s just a precaution. Keeping an eye on us rabble-rousers, that’s all. But it will make meeting more difficult. Tomasso is going to find someone else to help us. It’s going to be harder to keep it a secret, Fosca.”

“What will happen to us?” she wondered for the first time. Then, “Well, what if Loredan and the Inquisitors do find out? What can they do? You’re a hero! And they can’t imprison a man just for taking a mistress!”

“They can do anything they want to do. They can exile a man because he made a suit of clothes for a noblewoman. What do you think Loredan will do to to a Jew who’s been enjoying the favors that you’ve denied him for four years? No, Fosca, perhaps we should stop now, before—”

“Oh, Rafaello,” she murmured, threading her fingers through the tangle of his hair. She pressed her body close to his and planted burning kisses on his cheeks and throat. As she moved slowly against him, she could feel the anger and the worry drain out of him as desire began to overtake him.

He knew he should leave her, for both their sakes. because he loved her, because their love had no future But he made no move to go as she undressed him and loved him with her soft hands and mouth.

Raking her long nails down his chest, she sank to her knees in front of him. “Are you sorry, Raf? Sorry we met? You want to leave me?Then go. I won’t stop you. I won’t say a word of blame—”

In reply, he grabbed a fistful of hair and jerked her head back. He threw himself down on top of her and took her violently and ferociously, trying to possess her completely, and forever. His fury made her moan aloud, but she smiled to herself and drew him even closer.

“Fosca is looking so well lately,” Rosalba Loredan remarked to her son. “I’ve never seen her looking prettier. I might think she was pregnant, if I didn’t know better.”

Alessandro looked at her sharply. She knew very well—as did everyone in the house—that he and Fosca hadn’t shared a bed for over four years.

Rosalba smiled artfully and went on. “I hear she’s rented a casino for herself, at long last! Carlo called upon her there. He says it’s really charming—she’s decorated it all in blue and silver, with the most gorgeous French fabrics. He said it would make the most perfect little love nest. But of course, she only uses it to entertain her friends. They play cards, and she’s even started to hold conversazione on Tuesday nights. All the wits go there, and they say she’s a perfect hostess. Perhaps Fosca is finally growing up and starting to take an interest in serious things.”

Alessandro said, “Yes, I know about her casino. I’ve not seen it, of course. I have no wish to interfere in her pleasures. I’m sure they are innocent enough.”

“They have been in the past,” his mother agreed. “Carlo thinks she has a lover,” she said unexpectedly. “And I think so, too. I’m not saying there’s been any whisper of scandal, but Carlo is very intuitive in these matters, and if he says it’s so, it’s so. What we don’t know yet is who.”

“I think you’re both wrong,” Alessandro Loredan said stiffly. “Fosca has always had plenty of admirers, some quite passionate, as you know. But she dislikes the physical side of love.”

“Thanks wholly to you,” his mother said sharply. “Don’t let your pride cloud your thinking, Alessandro. You are her husband. You are much older than she. What she feels towards you, and what she feels towards a lover who is nearer to her own age are two entirely different things. I am only telling you this so you won’t be caught by surprise when word leaks out, as it surely will. It always makes husbands look so foolish if they are the last to know, but they invariably are. The very fact that she’s showing some sense and using discretion is a good sign. She is maturing. My advice to you is, keep a weather eye on her. Say nothing so long as she behaves with propriety, but it really would be better if you could let the affair run its own course. She will tire of him before long, and become bored by the whole thing. She will soon find out that love is as overrated a pleasure as everything else.”

Alessandro found that his breathing had deepened, and that the fist that tightened inside him whenever he thought about Fosca was clenched in anger. But he maintained an outward show of calm and said, “Your advice is good, as always. Mother. But premature, I think.”

“A love affair was inevitable, Alessandro,” his mother said seriously. “The way she was acting—the wild pranks, the passionate outbursts. I knew it was coming. Perhaps it’s only her cicisbeo, Valier. He’s quite handsome and he adores her. It won’t last. Be patient, son. If you don’t want to divorce her—”

“Never,” he said tightly. “I’ll never give her up.”

“So stubborn,” she sighed. “Then you must be forebearing. Perhaps, in time, she will come to appreciate your special qualities.”

He gave her a sharp look, to see if she was mocking him, but she seemed perfectly serene and sincere. He took his leave of her. When he had gone, she clucked her tongue and patted her little dog.

“Poor Sandro! How long will he go on tormenting himself over her? This cannot end happily, Vespa, mark my words. But I had to tell him. Better he should hear it first from me than from someone not so gentle. ”

Alessandro stood in the corridor outside his mother’s room. So it had happened at last, the thing he feared most. Fosca had taken a lover.

A merry peal of laughter reached his ears and he jerked his head up. She was at home, holding court in her boudoir. He decided to see for himself how she acted. Perhaps his mother was wrong.

Her two cicisbei were there, and the dwarf, Flabonico. They all rose politely when he entered and bowed over Fosca’s hand.

“I’ve been neglecting you, Madame,” he said. “Forgive me.”

He straightened up and studied her carefully. A flush had mounted to her cheeks when she saw him, but the laughter hadn’t vanished from her eyes. They sparkled. He thought he had never seen her looking more beautiful, and in that moment he decided that his mother was not mistaken; Fosca was in love.

“I forgive you, Signor,” she said. “I know how busy you are, and how the cares of government weigh on your mind and occupy your time. We are silly, frivolous wretches who laugh and sing all the day, like the grasshopper in Aesop’s fable. But you are the sturdy ant, diligent and serious. We should take a lesson from you, shouldn’t we, gentlemen?”

The other men agreed quickly. Flabonico protested that he was quite diligent and serious about love and pleasure. She laughed prettily. Alessandro felt himself growing warm. She offered him a cup of hot chocolate. Ordinarily he would have refused, but today he accepted and sat down on a little chair near her chaise lounge.

Giacomo suddenly remembered an urgent appointment and excused himself. Flabonico asked if Giacomo would be so kind as to drop him at the Molo. They went out. Antonio remained, after receiving an unmistakable signal from Fosca’s eyes: Don’t you dare leave me alone with him!

They conversed stiffly about the weather and about Carnival, now winding to its close at the end of February. Alessandro watched the two of them carefully. Antonio was as attentive as ever. Fosca accepted his praises graciously but no more warmly than usual. Her eyes kept straying to the Titian that hung over the mantle, the painting that Antonio Valier couldn’t possibly have afforded to give her.

Finally he said that he had to leave her. “I am delighted to see you looking so well, my dear,” he said as he took her hand.

“But you look rather tired, Signor,” she observed. “You are working too hard, I think. It is the last week of Carnival. Leave your work, enjoy yourself!”

He felt mild astonishment. Never before had she expressed any concern for his health or evinced any interest in his work. Something was definitely afoot.

He went to his offices in the Doge’s Palace. Pietro Salvino greeted him, took his cloak and hat, and handed him a cup of coffee.

Alessandro said, “I am disappointed in you, Pietro. You have failed to discover where Valier got that painting—”

“I tried, but I couldn’t trace it, Excellency!” Pietro said quickly. “It was impossible!”

“Then I will give you another assignment, and I trust, Pietro, you will not fail me this time. My wife,” he paused and took a breath, “my wife has a lover. I want to know who he is. Follow her. She has a casino, understand—”

“Yes, Excellency, I have heard about it. Donna Fosca has already achieved a reputation as a very charming hostess.”

“Who is he?” Alessandro repeated grimly. “That’s all I want to know. Who is he?”

The old Doge, Paolo Renier, died before the end of Carnival. The highest officials in government decided to keep his death a secret, lest they spoil the merry season for the people—and for themselves.

 
 
On the night of Shrove Tuesday, the last and wildest night of Carnival, a pack of Pulchinellos, dressed in their characteristic white costumes and hideous masks, kidnapped a willing Columbina from her friends as they stood watching a troop of acrobats perform by torchlight in the Piazza.

One of the friends protested, and Columbina was heard to say, “Oh, for Heaven’s sake, Antonio, be quiet!”

The whole pack stampeded off to the Molo and hired gondolas to take them across the lagoon. The boats pulled away, trailed by a gondola that hung back slightly. In the shadow of the loggia under the Doge’s Palace, Columbina giggled.

“You look ridiculous!” Fosca kissed the tip of Raf’s elongated mask nose. “Did you hear the fuss Antonio made? I wanted to hit him.”

“A brilliant maneuver,” Raf said approvingly. “Well, let’s go. The Piazza is much too noisy and there’s no privacy.”

“But where? My casino isn’t safe anymore; someone’s watching it all the time.”

“Ah ha, a friend of a friend of Tomasso’s has a casino that he won’t be using for a week or two, and I have the key.” Raf displayed his trophy.

“Why won’t he be using it?” Fosca wondered.

“He just got married. His mistress was so angry that she left him and found somebody else.”

They laughed, and exchanged awkward kisses under their masks. Hand in hand, they left the noisy Piazza and disappeared into the quieter side streets. They were followed by a slim young girl dressed entirely in black, so that when she drew her shawl up in front of her face, or turned her face to the wall, she became one with the darkness.

 
Lia had followed Raf from the ghetto. Like the Inquisitors’ spy, she had been confused by the milling crowd of identically dressed men; but she had seen Columbina and one of the Pulchinellos evading the spy on the Molo, and she knew they were Raf and his woman.

Raf led Fosca through winding alleys to the courtyard of a rambling palazzo. He pushed open a vast iron gate, which screeched deafeningly. Suddenly Fosca balked.

“What are we doing here?” she asked.

“Why, this is where the casino is located,” he said

“Oh, Raf, this was my home,” Fosca said sadly “This is Ca’ Dolfin. I played in this courtyard before I went away to school. Up there, that’s where Father’s study was, and my room was on the third floor, on this wing. I used to sit on the balcony and watch the servants making love in this very courtyard, very late at night. I had no idea—I didn’t realize it had been converted to apartments. I can’t go in there, Raf. It would break my heart.”

“It’s all right, Fosca,” he said gently. “We don’t have to go in. We can sit here, on the fountain, and make love as the servants did. Don’t be sad, my darling. It’s not our last night together, after all.”

“But it’s the last night of Carnival. It will be much harder to meet after this. You’ll forget me, during Lent.”

“I won’t. I’ll come to Holy Mass if I have to, and pretend to be a Catholic, just so I can be near you.” He sat on the edge of the fountain in the center of the courtyard and pulled her down on his lap.

She laughed delightedly. “You are a blasphemer. Signor! A Jew at Holy Mass!”

“What’s wrong with that? Christians are welcome to attend services at our synagogues, if they wish. You can come on Saturday and sit behind the screen with the women—”

“Why do they sit behind screens? Are Jewish women so ugly, then?”

“No, they’re beautiful, and would only distract the men from their worship.”

“Then I won’t come! Oh, Raf—”

“Hey, you two, get off that fountain!” A shrill voice came out of the darkness above them. “Do your screwing some place else!”

“My dear Madame” Fosca said imperiously, wriggling out of Raf’s arms and standing unsteadily on the edge of the fountain, “I will have you know that this is my fountain and my courtyard and you are trespassing in my house, and not the other way around!”

“Come down from there,” Raf laughed.

“I will not! Who does she think she is, telling me to get off my own fountain! Listen, woman, I am Fosca Dolfin Loredan, and—”

“Sure you are,” sneered the woman. “And I’m the Dogaressa! Now get away from here or I’ll call out the Inquisitors’ Police!”

“Fosca, stop!” Laughing, Raf caught her around the waist and lifted her down. “You’re crazy! What are you trying to do, get us arrested? Silly bitch,” he said fondly.

“I’ve changed my mind. Let’s go inside. Where we can be alone without being spied upon by some nosy harridan. And I’ll show you my house, as it used to be.”

She leaned against him, her face upturned for a kiss. He complied, then arm in arm they went into the house. The great doors closed quietly behind them.

Lia came out into the center of the courtyard and stood near the fountain. A small Cupid holding an ever-overflowing water jug stood on a pedestal in the center of the pool, and the splashing of the water seemed to echo her own tears.

“Fosca Dolfin Loredan,” she whispered. “I hate you, Fosca Dolfin Loredan. I hate you!”

“That man Salvino wants to see you,” Emilia said. Fosca stretched and rubbed her eyes. She had spent a beautiful night with Rafaello in Ca’ Dolfin, in what had once been her father’s bedroom. She returned to Ca’ Loredan at dawn to catch up on her sleep, and now here was Emilia bothering her with some unimportant— “Did you say Salvino? What does he want?”

“He won’t tell me. I’m only a lowly maidservant and he’s a secretary,” she sniffed. “But he’s very insistent, Lady. He’s been asking for you for the past hour, and I can’t put him off any longer. Be careful, I beg you. I don’t like him.”

“Nor do I,” Fosca murmured. She dressed quickly and prepared herself for the interview. Salvino had never called upon her before. What did he want?

He came in, his peculiar shambling gait making him seem repellent and obsequious before he even opened his mouth. Fosca did not offer her hand. The thought of those lips touching her flesh revolted her. He bowed deeply and sat down without being invited. She lifted her brows disapprovingly. He smiled.

“Forgive me for disturbing you at such an early hour, Donna Fosca. It was most gracious of you to receive me.”

“I didn’t have much choice, did I?” she said coolly. “Emilia tells me you were about to become rooted to the floor outside my door.” She ignored his appreciative laugh. “Well, come on, what do you want? I have quite a full day ahead of me. I’m expecting other callers at any moment.”

“One of them wouldn’t be—he cocked his head around and stared at Emilia, hovering just a few feet away because she was loath to leave her mistress alone with this horrid creature. Pietro dropped his voice to a murmur. “—wouldn’t be the Jew, would he?”

Fosca blinked and said sharply, “Leave us, Emilia.” When they were alone, she said, “I don’t know what you mean, but you’d better explain that insulting remark, or I’ll—”

“You’ll what. Lady?” he asked boldly. “Tell your husband that I have threatened to expose your Jew lover? You mustn’t be hasty, Donna Fosca. I wouldn’t dream of informing on you, and you certainly don’t want to tell him that you’ve been sleeping with the traitor, Leopardi. Don Alessandro wouldn’t like that at all.”

“You filthy, twisted little spy,” Fosca breathed angrily. “What do you want from me—money? I haven’t got any. My brother milks me of every spare sequin.”“

No, no, you misunderstand me, Donna Fosca,” Pietro said quickly. “I have come to help you, to offer my protection. No one else knows this secret but me and one other, whose silence I can guarantee. But if this information reached your husband’s ears, you would be in very great danger, you and your lover. I merely want to insure your safety. I could be very helpful to you both, as a go-between, and Signor Loredan would never have to know. Doesn’t the thought tempt you, Donna Fosca? You and your lover, free to meet where and when you please?”

He shifted his chair closer to her chaise lounge. She sat up straight, switching her legs to the floor. His nearness nauseated her. He was so hideously deformed, so loathsome. A slight stench issued from his twisted body, like the stink of spoiled carrion.

“But surely you would expect some reward for your pandering,” she said coldly. “If not money—what?”

His arm shot out and his fingers closed around her wrist. She stood up, revulsion rising in her throat, but his hand was like an iron claw. She could not pull away “I want you, Lady. The favors you’ve been giving the Jew. Share them, with me.”

She stared down into his face. His thick lips were moist, his mouth half-open. His chest heaved and the high, hunched shoulder rose and fell in uneven rhythm. She closed her eyes and turned her face away.

“Do I disgust you, Donna Fosca?” Pietro asked in a whine. “I don’t mind if you close your eyes. After all, you close your eyes when the Jew kisses you, don’t you? Is he any less revolting than I? You will find me very adept at love.” He dragged himself to his feet, then grabbed her hand and placed it between his legs. “I am more of a man than that Jew,” he said hoarsely.

“They are circumcised, aren’t they, and have a piece of their manhood taken away, but I am whole.”

“Get away from me!” she shrieked. She whirled and struck him solidly in the face. His weak leg gave way and he fell back against the chaise lounge. Blood trickled down his chin. He looked dazed.

“You dare,” she said, quivering with anger and fear, “you dare compare yourself with him? You gross frog, you horrid, evil little reptile! Tell him! Go on, tell Loredan everything, I don’t care! I would rather rot in the Tombs than lie with you!”

She backed away from him. He struggled to rise. She grabbed up her cloak and ran out of the room. Heart pounding, she raced down the marble stairs and shouted for a gondola. A liveried gondolier hurried over and helped her into a boat.

 
“Take me to the ghetto, to the Canal Regio,” she panted.

“But Lady—”

“Don’t ask questions!” It didn’t matter who knew now. Loredan would learn the truth soon enough, she was sure of it.

But how, how did Pietro find out about Raf? They had been so careful, so very careful!

Loredan looked up from his desk at the twisted figure hovering in the doorway. “Yes, what is it, Pietro? Come in, come in.”

Pietro approached. His eyes were shining brightly, and there was a bit of dried blood at the corner of his mouth.

“We have found out, Excellency,” he said excitedly. “The identity of Signora Loredan’s lover. He is the Jew, Leopardi. There is no mistake. My spy confirmed it.”

Alessandro sat quite still. Whatever he had expected, it was not this. Salvino wasn’t lying, he was sure. He should have known that she’d do something that would bring shame and disgrace upon them all.

“Get out,” he said.

The hunchback bowed so low that his forehead seemed nearly to brush the ground.

“Yes, Excellency.”

Alessandro, sunk in his own thoughts, did not notice the echo of triumph in the little man’s voice.


VIII

ASH WEDNESDAY

Raf wasn’t at home. His Aunt Rebecca was polite but cold.

“Well, do you know where he could be?” Fosca asked anxiously. “At his ship, perhaps?”

“I’m sure I don’t know. Signora,” Rebecca said. “I only keep house for him. His affairs are none of my concern. But perhaps Lia knows?” She turned to the girl who watched silently from the doorway.

Lia shook her head. “I don’t know where he is, Aunt Rebecca.” She was wearing a loose white blouse and a colorful peasant skirt that came just above her bare ankles. Her dark hair hung in thick braids over her breasts. Fosca noticed again how attractive the girl was, and she experienced a sharp pang of jealousy.

“Then at least let me leave a message,” she said impatiently. “I presume I can trust you to give it to him?”

“I will give it to him,” Aunt Rebecca said producing writing materials. “You could have me thrown into prison if I didn’t obey you.”

“Oh, don’t be silly,” Fosca snapped.

She bent her head over the paper and scratched a few lines. She folded the paper after the ink had dried, sealed it with a blob of candle wax, and as a last thought, stamped the soft wax with the imprint of the gold cross that hung on a thin chain around her neck.

 
 
Wrapping her cloak tightly around her shoulders, she nodded curtly to the older woman, ignored Lia, and hurried out of the house.

She had asked Raf to come to her casino at once. As she travelled to the Calle Contarina, church bells tolled mournfully, announcing the death of the Doge. It was Ash Wednesday, the beginning of Lent, when men and women went to church to receive traces of ashes on their foreheads, to remind them of the transitory nature of life and the permanence of death.

Wringing her hands and muttering to herself, she paced the floor of her little blue and silver sitting room. Ordinarily, while she waited for Raf, she would have admired the charm and beauty of the place, which she had decorated herself. Now she was too distraught and preoccupied with their impending danger to see anything.

A soft knock at the door startled her.

“Rafaello!” She ran to the door and threw it open. She sucked in her breath and fell back a step. Loredan stood there impassively. “You!”

He came into the room and looked around. Yes, it was charming, as his mother’s cicisbeo had said.

“What do you want here?” she said rudely. She faced him squarely. “Well, I suppose that monster Salvino has told you what he found out?”

“Yes, he did. I wanted to ask you myself if it was true.”

“Of course it’s true!” She tossed her head. “I suppose he also told you that he was willing to keep it a secret from you, for a price? Not money—me! He wanted to sleep with me!”

Alessandro winced. “I don’t believe you. Pietro would never—”

She laughed harshly. “You think not? You’ve treated him like a dog for so long that you’ve forgotten that he’s a man. Oh, I knew he’d go running to you with his tail between his legs. Were you surprised? I’m sure you were. Fosca and the Jew! But I’m not sorry. I love him!”

He had never seen her like this before, coarse and defiant, wearing her adulterous love like a badge, as though it were something to be proud of. He said quietly, “I just don’t understand why you have done this, Fosca. I want you to be happy. I have given you everything and asked for nothing in return.”

“You lie!” she said. “You gave nothing and asked everything. I’m just giving you back some of what you gave me. Deceiver! Betrayer! How does it feel?”

“I think you must be mad,” he said slowly. “So you needed a lover. Very well. But this Jew! The man is a menace, Fosca! A power-mad scoundrel!”

“He says the same of you!” Fosca informed him.

“I just can’t believe it. You deliberately chose this man so that you could disgrace and discredit me. This is how you thank me for saving you from a life of poverty, by taking up with the man who wants to destroy me! Why, why, why?” His voice rose in an angry crescendo. “You want to make me a laughing stock, a figure of jest, a horned idiot! My God, Fosca, do you hate me that much?” The question was an anguished cry.

“Yes,” she said in a steely voice. “Yes, I hate you. This is how I thank you for heartbreak! Murderer that you are! I know it is impossible for you to believe this, but Raf and I love each other. If we had wanted to humiliate you, we would have made our affair a public scandal and not tried to keep it a secret. But you set your spies on us and gave us no peace. I’m glad you’ve found out. I’m not ashamed of loving him. I’m proud of it! He cares about me. About me, not about the sons I can give him, not about the help I can give his career, not about the impression I make on those who have votes.”

“I won’t listen to any more of this,” Alessandro growled.

“You can’t silence me now,” she shrilled. “I am not your wife any longer. If you won’t let me go, I’ll make such a scandal that you’ll be forced to divorce me. I won’t let you keep me from my destiny!”

“Your destiny,” he sneered. “You’re letting him make a fool of you. He’s just using you!”

“You’re wrong. You’re worried because you know you can’t touch him. He’s a hero, remember? You yourself awarded him a commission in the Navy. The people love him. If you imprison him, they will rebel. I know they will!”

“You’re a fool,Fosca. A child with no more conception of how this State operates than one of those beggars in the Piazza. Where is your pride? Carrying on with a man of low breeding and birth, and an infidel to boot! It’s a crime against your class and against the order of society!”

“What do I care about the order of society?” she demanded. “The men who make the laws know nothing about love. You’re hypocrites, all of you! You, with your talk of honor, and your mistresses! Why, the Doge himself has a mistress who goes everywhere with him. A ropedancer from the East! People call her the Dogaressa because they don’t know any better! You preach to me about order. What a joke. So it’s a crime in Venice to fall in love, to care deeply about someone. We’re hurting no one with our love. We just want to be left alone!”

“I will not let you bring dishonor upon both our names,” he said. “You will come home with me at once.” He took a step towards her.

“I won’t!” she cried, backing away from him.

“What kind of man are you, that you want to live with a woman who hates you? You are the fool, not I! You resent me because I have found love, in spite of you. You tried to crush me, to destroy my heart, but you failed! I am free to love whomever I please. Now go away, leave me!”

"I'm not going without you,” he said stubbornly. “I won’t let you do this to me.”

“Give me a divorce,” she begged him. “Take pity on me—and on yourself. Spare yourself the scandal, absolve yourself from responsibility for me. Let me go. I don’t care if they send me into exile, as long as I am free to love him!”

“You’re a little fool,” he said. “Even if I did divorce you, do you think the Inquisitors would let you disgrace yourself and your class in this fashion? They would stop you, not by exiling you, but by throwing that Jew into prison for life. Listen to me, Fosca, the Inquisitors don’t know about this yet. No one knows, except Pietro, and he will keep silent. It’s not too late to stop this thing. Come home with me now. Forget him. No harm will come to him, I promise you.”

“I don’t believe you. Why should I, after the lies you’ve told me? I won’t stay under your roof one more night. Pretending to be your wife in public and hating you every living moment! I’m so tired of the lies, the charades. I only want to be with the man I love. Is that so terrible? To want a little happiness?”

He picked up the cloak she had thrown over a chair and wrapped it around her. “You’re coming, whether you want to or not. I won’t let you do this—”

“Stop it! Don’t touch me! I won’t go, I tell you! Take your hands off me!” She began to claw and scratch.

 
 
He grappled with her. “Get a hold on yourself! Stop acting like an idiot! It’s for your own good—”

“Liar, liar, liar!” she screamed. “I love him, can’t you understand that? I hate you and I love him! I love him!”

He shook her violently. Her head snapped back and forth. “Will you be quiet?” he hissed. “You’re hysterical, mad!”

“Let her go, Loredan.”

A sharp voice cut across their fury. Alessandro released Fosca and glared at the intruder, Raf Leopardi. Fosca sank weakly onto a small ottoman and buried her face in her hands. Raf stood behind her and placed a possessive hand on her shoulder. He and Loredan stared hostilely at each other.

Alessandro turned on his heel and went to the door. “You will regret this,” he said without looking around. “Both of you.” He went out.

Raf knelt at Fosca’s side and put his arms around her. She clung to him and sobbed. When she was calmer and her trembling had stopped, he said,

“Listen, Fosca, how did he find out? Did you tell him?”

“No, no, it was Salvino, that twisted gargoyle! He knows. He wanted to make love to me—in exchange for silence—it was horrible!”

“It’s all right now,” he murmured consolingly. “It’s over. But how did he find out? We were so cautious. I’m sure we weren’t followed last night—we lost the spy at the Molo. I just don’t understand it.” “What will happen now?” Fosca asked. “Will he arrest you?”

“Not right away. They’ve announced that the Doge is dead. That means elections. If Loredan has me arrested, the scandal will come out at a very inconvenient time for him. It could seriously damage his influence. I think he’ll keep it quiet for a while. I wonder if the Inquisitors have gotten wind of this yet?”

“He said not. Only Pietro.”

“That’s good. Then we’re safe for a little while longer.”

“You’re not sorry?” Her eyes were worried. “You’re not sorry you fell in love with me? It’s all my fault—I’ll bring down all sorts of trouble on you—I should never have—”

“Hush, Fosca. Don’t speak that way.” He smoothed her hair and kissed her softly. “No matter what happens, I’ll never be sorry for loving you. Don’t worry anymore. Everything will work out, I promise you.”

“Will we have to go away?” she asked fearfully.

“I don’t know.”

“I’d go anywhere with you,” she said. “You know that.”

“I know. Don’t think about it now. I’ll take care of everything. You stay here today—you’ll be safe. Don’t let anyone in except me or Tomasso. I’ll send him with any messages. It’s too risky for me to come myself.”

“You’re not leaving?”

“No, not right away. Come and lie down for a little while. You’re exhausted.”

They lay quietly in each other’s arms, each taking comfort in the other’s nearness. Each wondered silently if this was the last time they would be together. After awhile they made love, and Fosca slept. Raf dressed quickly and quietly, and slipped away.

From Fosca’s casino, Alessandro went to his offices. There would be a lot to do now that the government had formally declared the Republic to be in mourning for a man who had been dead a week. The funeral would take place immediately, followed by the preliminary stages of the election process. As leader of the conservatives, he would have to muster votes, count heads, assure attendance at the conclaves', and keep the reins of government safely out of the hands of the liberals. Ordinarily such a prospect would have excited him. Now he felt curiously empty of feelings. He wouldn’t care if Tomasso Dolfin got himself elected Doge.

He knew what he should do about Fosca: report the Jew to the Inquisitors and let them handle the situation. But that would be an admission of blindness, and an invitation to mockery. What a joke—Loredan cuckolded by the man who refused to take the commission from him, and took his wife instead.

Salvino was waiting for him. Alessandro ignored the pile of messages and papers and important communications that littered his desk. He sat down heavily and said, “Is it true that you offered to keep silent about what you knew, in exchange for my wife’s favors?”

The secretary went pale and started to tremble. “It was only a ruse, Excellency. A means of verifying my information! If she had accepted, I would have known that she was guilty of consorting with the Jew!”

“If she had accepted, I would think her even madder than I do already,” Alessandro said wearily. “Get out of here, Pietro. Don’t come back. Don’t come back to Venice, or I’ll have you arrested and thrown into the Tombs.”

“But Excellency—”

“Get out of here, you damned cripple!” Alessandro shouted. “Before I maim your other leg and put humps all over your body! Out!”

Salvino skittered out of the room. Alone in his office, Alessandro Loredan moaned softly and dropped his head forward onto his arms.

The hunchback scribbled a note. According to the law, all accusations of misconduct had to be signed by the accuser in order for the Inquisitors to consider them, but everyone knew that they carefully investigated every charge they received.

Pietro limped along the loggia, the wide, columned porch that ran around the inner side of the Doge’s Palace. He stopped in front of the Lion’s Mouth, a hideous and distorted face whose gaping mouth opened into a secret box in the Inquisitors’ chambers. A motto was inscribed underneath: “For Accusations against Traitors to the Serene Republic.” He looked around furtively. Clusters of Senators and Council members stood nearby, deep in discussions about the forthcoming election. No one was watching him. He slipped his denunciation into the Lion’s Mouth, which gulped it greedily. Its stone eyes seemed to shine. Now let the Inquisitors take care of the whore, the Jew, and the nobleman, Pietro thought. He had done his duty.

Raf returned to the ghetto. He went first not to his house, but to his friend Malachi’s office.

The little man was distraught enough to ignore the prohibition against speaking to the excommunicated Jew.

“Rafaello, they were here, the agents of the Inquisitors! They searched all our houses, and they spent a long time in yours. They said they were searching for treasonous materials. They took some things out of your study, books and papers.”

Raf nodded. So Loredan had told the Inquisitors after all. He was surprised. He hadn’t expected action this soon.

“That means they could arrest me at any moment. Listen, Malachi, how much cash can you raise by tonight? I need as much as I can get, in exchange for the contents of the house and my warehouses, La Maga—as much as you can take before they confiscate everything. I don’t know that it’s a very good deal, but—”

“I will try my best, Rafaello, you know that. There are others in the ghetto who feel as you do about the government and Loredan. Like me they are too afraid to speak out. But they will help you to escape, I am sure of it. What about your aunt, and the girl, your cousin?”

“Will you look after them? I’ll sign over the rights to my house to you, Malachi. The Inquisitors will probably seal it off for a while, but they’ll let you occupy it eventually.”

“But where will you go? How long will you be away? Oh, why have they come down on you like this all of a sudden, Rafaello? What have you done? Ah, you’re so young, so hot-headed—”

Raf smiled wanly and put his big hand on Malachi’s thin shoulder. “Don’t go saying the Kaddish for me yet, Malachi. I intend to live a good, long life. If you must know, they’re after me because I have fallen in love with a Christian woman, a noble.”

Malachi gasped, horrified. “Oh, you really are insane! A Christian! Don’t I have three daughters, all beautiful girls, and you have to go chasing Christians! This is the last straw! I wash my hands of you!”

Raf laughed and embraced the furious Malachi. “Don’t write me off until after I’ve gone, eh, Malachi? Just wait until tomorrow.”

His aunt was distressed and frightened. “I don’t understand, Rafaello. What did they want? They took some things—I don’t know why! It’s that woman, isn’t it? It’s all her fault!”

“It’s the fault of the rest of the world that won’t let us be happy, ” Raf told her. “Don’t worry, Aunt Rebecca, I’ve arranged everything. You’ll live with Malachi's family—”

“What? But his wife is an idiot, a bird-brain! We could never live under the same roof!”

Raf sighed. “Then you’ll have to show everyone what a good diplomat you can be. I’m giving this house to Malachi. You can stay here, you and Lia. You’ll look after her?”

“Of course! She’s like my own child. But where are you going? Can you write to me? Why did you have to go speaking out like you did!”

Raf put his hands on her shoulders and said firmly,

“For once, be quiet and do as I say, Aunt Rebecca. I’m selling everything to Malachi and some others. I need the money. Start packing away the things you want to keep. Where’s Lia?”

“I wish I knew! Everybody’s gone crazy! She was away half of last night, and most of this morning, too, and then the police came here and I didn’t have any idea where you were or when you were coming back!”

Raf held her close and kissed her wrinkled cheek. “I’m sorry, Aunt Rebecca. I’ll try to make it up to you sometime. I’ll come back, I swear it. Just think of it as another voyage. Now leave me alone. I need to pack a few things. The police could be back at any time.” Leaving his aunt wringing her hands, Raf went to his room. He dragged out the leather-covered trunk he always took on long voyages and started to throw his things into it. He never let his aunt pack for him; she was too fussy about the condition of his clothes and kept whisking items away to be mended.

“You’re going away?” He looked up. Lia stood in the doorway. Her arms were folded tight against her waist. Her eyes seemed enormous, fathomless. As usual when he saw her looking at him like that, Raf felt a pull at his heart. “Why? Why do you have to go?”

“The Inquisitors don’t like my revolutionary sentiments,” he said with a resigned shrug. “Listen, Lia, be a good girl and help Aunt Rebecca.”

“It’s because of that woman, isn’t it?” she said.

“Yes,” he said after a pause. “Because of her. We want to be together, and so we have to run away.”

She swallowed and her eyes blurred with tears. She shook her head angrily to drive them away, and watched him silently for a few minutes. Then she came further into the room and closed the door behind her. He looked at her, surprised.

“I betrayed you,” she said softly. “I followed you last night. I heard her boasting that she was Fosca Dolfin Loredan. I told Pietro Salvino, the hunchback. I betrayed you, Raf.”

He stared at her unbelievingly. “Why, Lia?” he asked, shaking his head a little. “Why?”

She shrugged. “Because I wanted you. And you wanted her.”

He looked away and tossed a few shirts into the open maw of the trunk. He let out his breath. “Well, it doesn’t matter. They would have found out anyway, sooner or later. Spies following us wherever we went—. It was inevitable. Go help Aunt Rebecca, will you, Lia? You can stay here, with her. You’ll be quite safe. They have nothing against the two of you, only against me.”

“No,” she said. “You don’t understand. Do you remember the night you found me, when Nero was beating, me up in that alley? And you saved me and brought me here and pretended to everyone that I was your family? You were meant to do that, to bring me here. He planned it. Salvino, the hunchback.”

He gaped at her. “What are you talking about?”

 
 
“I was his spy. He said that he would put me in jail if I didn’t help him. We followed you that night. Once you got past the Merceria, we saw which way you were going and ran ahead. I didn’t really expect it to work. Why would anyone be crazy enough to take a dirty little stranger into his house? But I didn’t know you then.”

“You? A spy? For the Inquisitors?” He stood facing her. He couldn’t comprehend what she was saying.

“No, I told you, for Salvino, for Loredan. The hunchback picked me up in the Piazza, the same day you made your speech to the Senate. He said if I persuaded you to take me in, he would pay me. And so I lived in your house, and I listened to your conversations, and I told him everything I saw and heard.”

“I don’t believe you.” He dug his fingers into her shoulders. She didn’t flinch. “I don’t believe you!”

“It’s true. I’m not lying. I’m not fourteen, like I said. I’m sixteen. I’m not a child. I’m a woman. I wanted you from the first moment you picked me up in your arms and spoke kindly to me. I fell in love with you. You treated me like a little girl, and all the time I wanted you so badly that it was like a pain inside me. Pietro followed us, and he knew I was here. It wasn’t any good pretending to him that I couldn’t find anything out about you, and so I told him what I could. About the visit of the rabbis. And about the woman you brought home that night. I left the ghetto even while she was here and told him. He was waiting at the gates in the morning, to see her when she left. I hated what I was doing. I should have left here, run away to another city. I guess I only stayed because I wanted to be near you. And now it’s over. I’ve lost you. And I can go. It doesn’t matter where. I can work anywhere. I can earn money just lying on my back.”

He hit her hard with his open hand. Her head jerked to the side and he hit her again. She made no move to shield her face from the blows. He struck her again and again, until her eyes began to swell and her ears started to ring. She slumped against the wall. He picked her up by the shoulders and shook her like a dog shakes a rat. “Little whore! Judas! Lying trash!”

“Rafaello! Rafaello! ” His aunt pounded at the door. “What’s going on in there!”

He thrust Lia aside and opened the door. When his aunt saw the battered girl she cried out and opened her arms.

“Don’t touch her!” Raf said, pulling her back. “She’s a filthy spy. Loredan’s man planted her here. It was all planned. She’s made fools of us, both of us.” He was panting, sweating. “Get out of here, you little whore, before I kill you!”

“No, no, Rafaello,” Aunt Rebecca pleaded, “don’t send her away! Don’t leave me, Lia! Don’t go!”

Lia shook her head dazedly, trying to clear away the fog of pain. She dragged herself to the door and leaned heavily against the frame. She turned her head and looked at Raf over her shoulder. His face was brick red, distorted by fury and hatred.

“I love you, Raf,” she whispered through swollen lips. “I will always love you.” She went down the stairs and out of the house. She took nothing because she had come with nothing.

Raf held Rebecca until they heard the door to the outside close. Then he released her, and she collapsed weeping into his arms.

Tomasso Dolfin went to Ca’ Loredan to collect Fosca’s things, as Raf instructed. He told Emilia that Fosca was leaving Venice immediately and that she wanted her trunks packed.

 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Emilia said. “She never said anything to me. And what about the master? Does he know about this?”

“I’ll just have to pack them myself,” Tomasso said, shouldering his way past her into Fosca’s boudoir. “Now where does she keep all that stuff?”

“Wait just a minute, Signor Tomasso,” said Emilia firmly. “I won’t let you touch her things. Your hands aren’t even clean! I want to see her. I don’t trust you.”

Sighing patiently, Tomasso sat the woman down and told her everything. “The Jew!” Emilia gasped. “I knew it! I knew she had someone, but not him! Oh, no, she must have lost her senses. Oh, my poor Fosca!”

“Your poor Fosca needs you now, Emilia,” Tomasso said sternly. “If you ever loved her, now’s your chance to prove it.”

Emilia shook her head violently. “She never listened to anyone. She’s headstrong and stubborn as a brick wall! She never gave Loredan a chance, and now it’s too late. She’s throwing away her life on this traitor—and you, you had a hand in it! I might have known!”

“Well, I see I’ll really have to pack this stuff myself,” Tomasso said with resignation. “Now what would I take if I were eloping with my lover?”

“Where are they going?” Emilia demanded.

“I don’t know. China. Africa.”

“Africa!” Emilia shrieked. She was torn. She wanted to sound the alarm, rouse the household, send a messenger to the Palace for Signor Loredan. She didn’t want to lose her charge, who was dearer to her than her own children. But she didn’t want Fosca to be punished, to be shut away for the rest of her life. Yet—she had a responsibility to her master as well as to her mistress.

As soon as Tomasso saw the look of righteousness in her eyes, he produced a small pistol from the folds of his cloak. “I didn’t really want to do this, old darling,” he said regretfully. “Now be a good girl and do as I ask, or I will hurt you. I won’t kill you, but you may never dance again. Of course I can’t even guarantee that. I’m a terrible shot.”

Emilia’s mouth felt dry. She swallowed and nodded, relieved that the burden of decision had been taken off her shoulders.

Fosca and Raf sailed on the evening tide, on a Dutch trading ship bound for Rotterdam. They planned to travel from Holland to France. Tomasso had given Raf the names of some French Jacobins in Paris, some people important to the revolutionary cause.

When the ship was well out to sea, they went up on deck and watched the last fading shapes of the floating city in the lagoon. They stood at the rail until the mists obscured Venice, then they went below again, to their cabin.

“A new life,” Fosca breathed ecstatically. “I can hardly believe it! You won’t regret it, Raf, I promise you. I’ll be like a wife to you, the best wife in the world. I’ll make up for the trouble and pain I’ve caused. Perhaps someday we can send for your aunt and cousin.”

“No, they’ll be all right,” he said tersely. “Don’t think about them. Think about the future.”

“The future! We’ve never had a future before, have we?” She laughed. “Things do work out for the best after all.”

“Of course they do,” Raf smiled feebly. He sighed deeply and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “God, I’m tired.”

“I know,” said Fosca sympathetically, sitting down beside him on their narrow bunk. “You’re so brave and clever. Who would have thought that we would be sailing for Holland tonight, and that we would be going to Paris! Oh, Paris! I was so excited when Tomasso told me. I’ve always longed to go there. The fashions! The theater! The King and Queen—did you know that my hairdresser, Monsieur de Valle, used to do Marie Antoinette’s hair and he says she’s not nearly so beautiful as everyone claims. And I know the Venetian ambassador—and old friend of my father’s.”

“Wait a minute, Fosca,” Raf said firmly. “Before you get yourself too worked up, I ought to tell you that while we’re not poor, we’re not as rich as Loredan, either. We’re going to have to be careful with money. We’ll probably be able to rent a very nice apartment—but it won’t be Ca’ Loredan.”

“Of course, darling,” she said meekly.

“And there’s a very good chance that Loredan won’t let things rest. Nor will the Inquisitors. They may even have us followed. If we draw attention to ourselves—visiting the Venetian ambassador—it could be disastrous.”

“You mean it’s still not over? We’re still not free?” Fosca wailed despairingly. “Oh, it’s not fair, Raf! Why won’t they leave us alone?”

He said tonelessly, “We’ll just have to accept it, Fosca, and learn to live with danger. It won’t be forever. But we’ll have to be very careful, until we’re sure they’re not after us. I’m sorry, Fosca. I should have told you all this earlier.”

“No, no, it wouldn’t have made any difference, Raf,” she said. “I would have wanted to come anyway, really. How silly I must have sounded, empty-headed, just like the old Fosca. Vain and selfish and shallow! I'm so sorry. I was thinking only of myself and I just didn’t bother—Don’t worry, dearest. I will live in a cave, and wear rags and eat nuts and berries if I must, so long as I can be with you.”

 
 
“I hope it won’t come to that.” He put his arms around her and she snuggled close.

“Just the two of us,” she murmured contentedly. “Forever and ever.” She noticed his constraint. He seemed so withdrawn and thoughtful. “What’s bothering you, Raf? Something else is troubling you. Please tell me.”

“We were betrayed,” he said.

“Of course we were. By Pietro Salvino.”

“No. By Lia. She was his spy.”

“But I don’t understand. Your cousin betrayed us?”

“No, we just called her that—he tricked me into taking her in—so that she could spy on us. She confessed to me, before I left. I—I hit her. I don’t know what came over me. I’ve never done that to any woman before. I hit her, again and again.”

“Well, I should say she deserved to be beaten,” Fosca said fiercely. “Imagine—a spy!”

Raf’s head drooped. “I beat her bloody and threw her out. It broke my aunt’s heart. She was still crying when I left the ghetto. I just don’t understand how she could so such a thing! All right, maybe Salvino had a hold over her. Even so, she could have lied for us. She didn’t have to tell him. She could have kept the secret. She said she loved me. She loved me, but she betrayed me. Why? I don’t understand.”

Fosca understood. Lia had done it because she was jealous of their love and thought she could destroy it. But she had failed, and driven them even closer together, lovers in exile.

She felt a surge of triumph. She was glad it happened. Now Raf would belong to her alone.

“It’s all right, darling,” she murmured. “It’s past. Over. Forget her. You’ll never see her again. And in a way, it’s just as well, isn’t it? No one can come between us now.”


IX

BASTILLE day

Fosca heard a rumble of distant thunder. The china cup and saucer at her elbow rattled musically. Curious, she walked to the windows that overlooked the street and threw them open. The July sky was clear of clouds. But in the street below, men and women were running. Some carried axes and clubs.

“Where are you going?” she called after them. “What’s going on?”

No one looked up. She shouted down again, and this time a woman heard her and yelled back breathlessly, “To the Bastille! There’s fighting at the Bastille!”

Fosca’s heart felt like a frozen core of ice under the ruffled muslin of her bodice. “Fighting?” she repeated, hoping she had misunderstood. “Was anyone hurt?” But the woman was gone, swept along like a leaf in a high wind.

With a frown, Fosca closed the windows and stepped back into the sitting room. There was always trouble in Paris, it seemed. And where was Raf? He hadn’t come home last night. He hadn’t even sent word. He didn’t care if she worried herself to death. But perhaps he couldn’t send word because he was hurt, or worse—.

She told herself angrily that she was being ridiculous. Raf knew how to take care of himself. If he were here, she knew just what he would say:

“You have to understand, Fosca, We’re here for a reason. Paris is my laboratory, and the science I study is revolution.”

For Fosca, Paris was a bore and a disappointment. Instead of enlightenment, she found turmoil and rioting. Instead of wit, revolutionary harangues and slogans. Instead of fashion, cockades, the tri-colored emblems of liberation.

They arrived in Paris early in May. The city was in an uproar. The Estates General was meeting in an attempt to solve some of the critical problems that beset the country, and people talking of nothing else. “What is the Third Estate? Nothing. What should it be? Everything!” Merchants and bankers and shopkeepers—everything? And there was talk. Constant, everlasting talk about the Rights of Man, the corruption of the nobility and the clergy, tithes and taxes, the ineffectual King and his influential ministers.

Raf was in his glory. He felt like he had come to his spiritual home. He immediately sought out the Jacobins whose names Tomasso Dolfin had given him and he joined their radical society, the Brotherhood of Man, where he met with fellow rebels and visionaries, and talked about the coming storm.

Fosca, however, felt dazed and disoriented. Her elopement was much different than she had pictured it, even after the gentle warnings given her. She couldn’t do anything that would betray their presence in Paris. She had to struggle with a strange language and a new city with peculiar customs. When Raf was away, which was most of the time, she had no one to talk to except their maid, a dull-witted country girl.

When she went shopping she found the stores nearly empty of goods. She would have liked to stroll through Paris, exploring, but Raf forbade it, saying it was much too dangerous. There were too many soldiers around and a pretty woman, even one accompanied by a maid, was fair game. Raf didn’t have time to go with her; he was too busy learning about Revolution.

He brought her books that had been forbidden reading in Venice. They had been available to her there, but she hadn’t read them because ideas held no interest for her then. Now she read them out of desperation and boredom. She even took up needlework which she despised, because it helped pass the time. Life was suddenly sapped of all the pleasures she had once enjoyed: parties, gambling, gossip, shopping, visiting with friends, the theater.

Theaters in Paris were closed, because the people had no bread. This made little sense to Fosca. Why the theaters in times of famine? The theater helped you to forget your troubles, which was all to the good. But Raf told her that it would be wrong for the rich to sit enjoying themselves while the poor starved. The only pleasure that remained to her was lovemaking, and she didn’t get as much of that she she would have liked. Raf was preoccupied with revolution, and spent more time with the Jacobin Brotherhood than he did with her.

She was resentful, although she tried not to scold. She didn’t want to make him angry. Silences blemished their hours together. Once, in Venice, it seemed that they spent as much time talking as they did loving. But now, away from the deception and the spies and the fear of discovery, they had very little to say to each other. He didn’t discuss revolution because she became hostile at the very mention of the word. She didn’t even try to relate to him the details of her empty day. She was too afraid that her forced conversation would degenerate into complaint.

She paced the floor worriedly and became increasingly terrified that something horrible had befallen him. He had been gone a whole day and a night and part of the next day as well. There was fighting going on at the Bastille, the ancient fortress which served as a prison. Raf had never avoided a confrontation. He would be there. Perhaps he was wounded. He might even be dead. She had to know.

She put on a bonnet and a light shawl and hurried out of the apartment. The day was quite warm, but the chill in her heart kept her from feeling anything but sick fear. She didn’t know where the Bastille was, but as she stepped into the street the flow of rushing people guided her along, through narrow alleys, dark even on the brightest days; past shuttered taverns and shops; past sinkholes of poverty the like of which she was sure couldn’t exist in Venice. She skirted piles of filth and refuse, nearly fell over the carcass of a dead dog, was accosted by a drunk and pawed by a crippled beggar. She brushed against screeching women and sweating laborers, and saw something in their faces that lifted the blight of their hunger and despair.

As she neared the scene of the fighting, the crowd grew thicker. The roar of the guns was almost deafening. Then it stopped abruptly, and an eerie silence fell over the area.

The age-blackened fortress loomed over her. This was the Bastille, where, according to Raf, Voltaire and Diderot and thousands of others had been held prisoner over the years. Word spread through the crowd that the Governor of the Bastille had surrendered. People began to cheer wildly, to toss their caps into the air, to dance in the streets. The ancient symbol of tyranny and oppression had fallen.

“Look, there are the prisoners!” someone said.

Fosca craned her neck. All she saw was a pathetic huddle of seven men dressed in rags. They blinked at the brilliant sunlight and seemed unsure of what to do with this unexpected freedom.

The crowd pressed closer. Fosca felt overpowered by the high walls, the heat, the noise, the stink of sweat. And by a new smell—blood. She saw bodies lying under the great walls. Dead men. A few wore the uniforms of Swiss soldiers who had guarded the fortress. The rest were ordinary citizens, common people.

Fosca’s heart contracted. Raf was dead, she was sure of it. She broke free of the crowd that hemmed her in and threw herself down beside the first blood-soaked form she came to. When she turned him over, she saw that he had no face. She closed her eyes and pressed both hands over her mouth, and the rising tide of nausea receded. She told herself sternly that she must not give in to feminine weakness. She had to find Raf.

She picked her way through the bodies. She was not alone. Already other women were searching for their men, as women do in the aftermath of war. Occasionally a heart-rending cry went up as one found the man she had hoped would not be there.

Once Fosca stopped a wounded man to ask if he had seen a rather large Italian with dark hair and eyes. It was no use. She could barely make herself understood in French, and in Paris almost everyone had dark hair and eyes.

As the people saw how many of them had been killed by the Swiss, their mood changed from jubilation to anger.

“Swiss murderers!”

“Hang Launay!”

Their cries were frightening, ugly. The mob converged in the center of the Place de la Bastille. Fosca couldn’t see what was happening and went on with her grisly work. Then the cheering started again. The women around her looked up and shrilled their approval.

A bloody head impaled on a pike swayed above the crowd. As Fosca stared, horrified, it came towards her.

“To the Hotel de Ville!” the people shouted.

“Show the bastard’s head to the King!”

The tongue lolled. The eyes were wide open with surprise. The hair which was long and dark, was caked with blood. Blood still dripped from the severed neck.

“Rafaello!” Fosca gasped. The roar of the mob sounded like crashing waves in her ears, and the sun went black.

From his vantage point high in the tower that overlooked the Place, Raf saw the women poking through the bodies under the walls. One wore a gown the color of the first leaves in spring, and her hair gleamed like burnished copper in the sun.

“Fosca,” he whispered. He arrived in the huge square just in time to see the irate mob clubbing the Governor of the Bastille to death. He was there when they cut off his head and raised it triumphantly for all to see. He couldn’t stop them. No one could, not even the King’s army.

He pushed his way through the bloodthirsty Parisians and found Fosca slumped over the dead body of a Swiss guard. He spoke her name and her eyes fluttered open. He held her in his arms and she clutched at his shirt with trembling fingers.

“I thought you were dead,” she said in a choked voice. “The head—the head—looked like you!”

“Are you crazy, coming out here?” he said almost angrily. “What in God’s name—?” She shuddered and closed her eyes. He lifted her and said more gently, “It’s all right. Let’s get out of here.”

“You shouldn’t let her come out in her condition,” a crone observed as he shouldered his way past her.

“There’s no one but a pregnant girl can turn that lovely shade of green!” She cackled unpleasantly.

He carried her away from the turmoil, away from the noise and the blood. She said, “I’m better now. Please put me down.”

He did so, and steadied her until her legs could support her. She had lost her shawl as well as her bonnet. Her hair was damp and disheveled, her gown soiled and bloodied and tom at the knee. Raf, too, was tousled and dirty, soaked with sweat and spattered with blood. They looked at each other sorrowfully, wearily, then Raf put his arm around her shoulders and they walked back to their apartment without speaking.

When they were inside he said gruffly, “I’m sorry you had to see that. You shouldn’t have come.”

She sank down on the settee opposite the windows.

“You didn’t come home. I thought something had happened to you.”

“I’m sorry. I meant to send someone to tell you—things got so crazy yesterday—I’ve been up all night.”

He poured a glass of water from the carafe on the sideboard and brought it to her.

Who was he?” she asked. “The man who—?” Her hand trembled. She spilled the water on her lap.

“The Governor of the Bastille. Named Jordan. Marquis de Launay.”

“Why?” she wondered. “Why would they do such a thing? They were like animals, howling for blood. She gazed at Raf and blinked. “And you—. Did you help kill him? Did you?”

“No, Fosca, of course not. I had no idea—”

“Did you cut off his head?”

“I did not! Please, Fosca—”

“You went to fight, to help them. Why? You’re not even French! But I forgot, you’re one of the Brotherhood of Man. No class divisions. No nationalities. All—brothers. Blood brothers.”

He said firmly, “I’m sorry that lives were lost. I’m sorry about de Launay. But in any struggle there are victims, Fosca. Innocent people.”

“You’re not sorry,” she said, amazed.

“You’re as bad as the rest! I suppose you’re proud of yourself, and happy that you were there! You think—it was a good thing!”

“The people had lost their voice. They—we were in danger of losing everything. Now they’ll have to listen to us. In that way, yes, it was a good thing. The best thing that could have happened.”

She shook her head slowly. “I don’t know you anymore. I thought you were gentle, and good. A bit of a dreamer—but not a savage. But you—you’re as bad as the rest. An animal!”

He took a deep breath. “You’re just getting yourself upset over nothing, Fosca.”

“Nothing? You call the life of a man—of all of those men—nothing!”

“It shouldn’t have happened,” he said, struggling to be patient. “But mobs are unpredictable. This was their first real show of strength, and their success went to their heads.” He said the pat phrase without thinking.

She gaped at him. Her lips began to twitch. “Went—to their heads!” she repeated incredulously. She started to laugh.

“Stop that, Fosca.” He gripped her shoulder. “Stop it!”

“Oh, my God!” she said weakly. Tears started to spurt from her eyes. In a second she was sobbing brokenly. He tried to hold her but she shrugged him off. His touch revolted her. He sat on the other end of the settee and waited for the storm to pass. She had been through a lot that day.

He said, “I never should have brought you here. It was a mistake.” But he knew he had neglected her. He had let his exhilaration at being in Paris close his mind to everything else: Fosca’s needs, their love, their future. The change hadn’t been easy for her, he knew. And he hadn’t done anything to make it easier.

“You hate me!” she sobbed. “Because I’m one of them! You’d like—to cut off my head, too!”

“That’s nonsense, Fosca,” he said brusquely. “I love you very much. More than ever. I’ve been thoughtless. I’m sorry.”

“You’re not! Yes, you are—sorry that you’re burdened with me. You don’t love me. You don’t need me. You have a new mistress: Revolution. There’s no room in your life for me now!”

“I told you how it would be before we left Venice,” he said a little stiffly. “You pretended then that love was enough for you.”

“It wasn’t pretense!” She lifted her tear-streaked face. “I did love you. I do! But I’m not getting any love from you now, none at all. I’ve lost you—to them!” She waved her arm at the windows. “You wouldn’t come back here at all if you didn’t need some place to sleep. I don’t blame you. It’s horrid, hideous, ugly!” The apartment was really quite charming, bright and expensively furnished, but Fosca was in no mood to be fair.

“I never see you anymore!” she cried. “You spend all your time with those horrid men, talking the same old rubbish!”

“I don’t think you realize what happened today,” he said gravely.

“Oh, I realize that when people gather together to do violence, they forget that they are even human. You think they won’t want more blood, now that they’ve gotten a taste for it? Didn’t you look at their faces? I did. And you want to be a part of this? It’s sickening. Disgusting! Get away from me. Get out! Go to Versailles and kill the King! Cut off a hundred heads, a thousand, I won’t stop you!” She covered her face with her hands.

“Listen, Fosca, I know this has been hard on you. The strange city. A society in upheaval. I know it’s difficult for you to understand the things that are important to me. I didn’t like what happened today, any more than you did. But I couldn’t stop them. No one could. They were beyond reason. But sometimes, in order to shake a society loose from its old ways, to make a new world, you have to have violence and strife.”

“What’s wrong with leaving things as they are?” she demanded. “The people are happy enough. If they want bread, give them bread, but don’t let them take it. They just have to accept that everyone can’t be born noble, any more than everyone can be born beautiful or intelligent. Oh, God, I can’t bear to listen to anymore of your preaching!”

He slid closer and took her hands gently in his. She pulled them away.

“Don’t you touch me!” she hissed. “I should have known better than to fall in love with a savage! An infidel! Get away from me! You’re low and common and disgusting! You’re nothing but a—a dirty Jew!”

She spat out the word with all the hatred and vehemence she could muster. Raf turned pale. Fosca bit her lip but it was too late. She could never take the word back, or repair the harm she had done. He stood up calmly and left the room. With despair, she heard the door to the stairs close with resolute finality.

 
 
She had done it, driven him away. She was a harridan, a bitch, no better than the women she had seen screaming for blood at the Bastille. She wanted blood, too, but she wanted to do her killing like a lady, so that it wouldn’t show. Words, words. She had killed her father with words, too. Her reproaches, as much as anything else, had prompted him to take his life. Words. More cutting than any dagger.

The noise in the streets below subsided. Only a few isolated voices drifted up to her. Hours passed. She didn’t move from the settee. The burden of her unhappiness was almost tangible, like physical weights on her body. The sun shifted, throwing the room into shadow. She felt cold.

She wasn’t even aware that he was in the room. The first thing she heard was her name, spoken very softly. She sat up quickly. Raf stood in the doorway. His face wore a sheepish expression. He carried an enormous bundle of red roses under his arm.

“I would have been back sooner,” he said, “but I had to go halfway across the damned city for these.” She opened her arms and he came into them. They laughed and cried and held each other close.

“You came back to me, after I’d been so awful. I swear, I’ll never, never speak to you like that again. I didn’t mean it!”

“No, it was my fault, Fosca, all my fault. I’ve been the selfish one—”

“Oh, why couldn’t I be grateful for what we have, instead of always wishing for more? Isn’t this still better than hiding from spies and sneaking around back alleys? At least we’re not afraid.”

“No,” he said softly, “at least we’re not afraid.”

“I thought about what I would do without you,”she said. “I didn’t want to go back to Venice. Loredan would give me a divorce, but no one would marry me.”

“But you could go and join a convent,” he suggested wickedly.

But she said seriously, “No, they wouldn’t have me, either. Not now. I’m going to have your baby, Raf. Are you angry? That horrid woman was right. Do you hate me? I was afraid to tell you.”

“Afraid?” he murmured, stroking her cheek. “Afraid of me? You’re even stupider than I thought. Afraid to tell me! Oh, Fosca, I’m happy, very happy. Are you sure? When? Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” “Because I’m telling you now,” she laughed. “I’m quite sure. This isn’t the first time in my life I’ve been pregnant. Our son will be born next April.”

“Our son!” he grinned. “You’re very sure of yourself!”

“Yes, I am. Can we call him Rafaello?”

“No, the Jews never name their children after living people. When Death comes for the older Rafaello, he might become confused and take the younger. We’ll name him after your father.”

“Orio?” Fosca wrinkled her nose. “I never really liked the name—”

“Then we’ll name him after my mother, Daniella. His name will be Daniel.”

“Yes, I like that. Daniel. Oh, I love you so!” she hugged him tightly. “I thought you’d be angry, and you’re not!”

“Why would I be?” he asked amazed. “I think it’s wonderful!”

“Because of the revolution and perhaps you would think there wasn’t enough money, and you wouldn’t want to be tied down with a family, a real family with a child—”

“But you are my family, Fosca. You’re my wife.”

 
 
“Not really. I can’t marry you, not as long as Loredan lives.”

“We don’t need a ceremony. We are married in the eyes bf God, and He has given us a child, to show us that He approves. We belong to each other, Fosca.” He buried his face in the fragrant cloud of her hair. Suddenly the call of History and Revolution didn’t seem so urgent and pressing. Fosca needed him. Fosca, his wife, the mother of his child. His first responsibility was to them.

“We’ll leave Paris,” he decided. “It’s too dangerous now. Things will only get worse after today. We’ll go to England. There’s still plenty of money, and I can always work. We’ll get along.”

“And I’ll have to learn another language! But you’ll be bored. There is no revolution in England.”

Raf grinned. “Maybe I can stir one up.”

“I’m very happy now,” she sighed. “I was foolish. You’re right, Raf. I’m too stupid. You have no business loving me.”

“You’re not stupid. You just haven’t been properly educated. But I’ll keep trying,” Raf promised. “Don’t worry.”

“Then we’re not completely hopeless? We can resolve our differences?” Fosca locked her hands behind his neck and lay back, pulling him down on top of her. Her kisses were warm, welcoming. He felt his desire stir.

“Maybe we shouldn’t,” he murmured. “Bad for the child.”

“Not at all,” Fosca assured him. “They like it.”

“Liar. You mean you like it.” He tried to escape but she wouldn’t release him. “I am happy, Fosca,” he said. “Happier than I’ve ever been in my life.”

“And I am happy, too. Shall we leave Paris soon.”

 
“Right away. Travel might get difficult. We shouldn’t wait.”

She wriggled seductively beneath him and filled his mouth with kisses. “Don’t talk anymore,” she whispered, opening the buttons on his breeches.

He pulled her skirts up to her waist. “You’re a randy little bitch, you know that? I don’t know if you’ll be a fit mother for my child.”

“It’s too late to worry about that now.” She sucked in her breath as he entered her. He tried to be especially gentle, but she laughed at him and teased him, and aroused him to the point where he forgot his resolution and took her roughly and satisfyingly.

Later she stroked his dark head and said,“We’ll never be as happy as we are right now.”

“You’re a coward, Fosca,” he muttered sleepily. “Don’t set limits on your happiness. There are no limits.”

After dark, when the streets were quieter, they bathed and changed and went out to dine at a little restaurant close by. After dinner they strolled along the Seine.

Raf couldn’t conceal his intense interest in the consequences of the day’s activity, and Fosca smiled indulgently while he engaged friends in conversation.

“I’m sorry,” he said coming back to her. “I had to know what’s happened. The Assembly is meeting right now. The nobles are making all kinds of concessions.”

“I don’t mind,” she said, squeezing his arm. “So long as Revolution is your second love and not your first. Let’s walk to the Cathedral, shall we?”

They followed the river to Notre Dame, which loomed large and white on its little island, like a great ship.

“I love this place,” Fosca said. “The church, the water. It reminds me of Venice. Do you think we shall ever go back?”

“I don’t know,” Raf said truthfully. “I miss it, too. The Sea, the people. I never thought it would happen—I even miss the ghetto.”

“We’re really exiles, aren’t we?” she said wonderingly. “How strange life is. But at least we’re together. Whatever happens—.”

“We’d better go back,” Raf said. “It’s not safe to be out tonight. They’re intoxicated with their success, and like drunks, they might start behaving irrationally.” They walked back to their apartment. They talked about the future, about the child, their life in England. There were no silences between them now.

The waters of the Seine lapped at the banks. The sound reminded them both of the homes they had left and the sacrifices they had made to be together.

Raf wasn’t altogether comfortable. He thought he heard footsteps behind them, but whenever he stole a look over his shoulder, he saw nothing. He decided he was just edgy. They were perfectly safe.

Suddenly, they were attacked. Someone threw a cape over Fosca’s head and bound her arms close to her sides. The last thing she saw was a hand plunging a gleaming stiletto into Raf s back. The last thing she heard was her own voice, screaming his name.

They kept her blindfolded and gagged during the whole long drive to the southern coast. She decided later that they must have given her drugged wine to drink, because she slept most of the way. They removed the blind when they took her on board a ship and locked her in a small cabin. She threw herself at the closed door and beat at it until her fists were bloody. She called Raf’s name, and begged her captors to tell her if he was alive or dead.

 
 
The voyage was short, only to the western coast of Italy. Then she was blindfolded and drugged again and taken once more overland, by coach. She had only snatches of memory about the whole experience: the sound of water slapping the hull of the ship as they carried her down the gangplank. The rattle of traces and the lurch of the carriage. Another ride in a boat, a shorter one-.

She awoke in bed. The room was very dim and at first she didn’t know where she was. She tried to sit up and a horrible nausea overcame her. She leaned over the side of the bed and found the chamber pot, just in time. She couldn’t stand. She couldn’t even sit up without getting sick and dizzy. She lay back, spent and sick, waiting for her strength to return.

A single candle burned at the far side of the room. Gradually, her eyes became accustomed to the dimness and her brains cleared. She was in her old room at Ca’ Loredan, in her own bed. She fingered the lace edging on her nightgown. It, too, was familiar. One that had been left behind.

“Emilia?” she called weakly. “Emilia, are you here?”

No one answered. She hauled herself up and gave the bellpull a weak jerk. No one came. She didn’t know what time it was, except that it was night. The sky outside her window was black, velvety. She had no notion of the date. She was only aware of a numbness in her limbs and a sharp ache in her head, behind her eyes.

Rafaello. She was overcome by a sensation of loss. He was dead. Murdered by her husband’s agents, who had dragged her back to Venice. Her happiness, so brief and so intense, was over. Here, in her room, it seemed like a dream. Thinking about it was unbearably painful. She slept.

 
She awoke at dawn and found that her head was clearer. She got out of bed and stumbled to the little window that overlooked the canal alongside the house Something was odd, different. It took her two whole minutes to realize that there were bars on the outside that hadn’t been there before. The window itself was nailed shut.

In a panic, she crossed the room, to the courtyard side. The long French windows that  opened onto a small balcony were locked, and that opening, too, was barred.

She sat down heavily on the end of the bed. A prison. The beautiful room was a prison. She got up again and tried the little door to the dressing room, on the wall behind her bed. Locked. She tugged and rattled the knob but couldn’t open it. She was breathing harder now and she tried to fight down the terror she felt rising within her. The was absurd, ridiculous. It was just a bad dream, that’s all. She should go back to bed, sleep some more, and when she awoke she would find herself back in Paris, in the bed she shared with Raf, and he would be lying beside her, solid and warm. He’d be breathing slowly and deeply, and she would watch him sleep and perhaps stroke him lightly. He would rouse himself a little and speak crossly to her, because he wasn’t ready to wake up, and she would laugh softly and kiss him. He would pull her roughly into his arms and order her to lie still. She would obey, and doze off, overcome by the heat of his body and the comfort of his nearness.

She went to the door that opened into the corridor. Of course it, too, was locked. She pounded furiously, then pressed her ear to the panel and listened. Why didn’t anyone come? Where were they? What was Alessandro Loredan trying to do to her, drive her mad? Her heart thumped. She went back to the bed and jerked the bellpull roughly. The house was so quiet that she could hear the answering chimes deep in the bowels of the house. She had never experienced that before. Ordinarily there was a bustling and scurrying as servants moved around. Nothing now. Quiet. Except for her own panic-stricken breathing.

She tried to calm herself and to think clearly. It was late July, or even early August. She couldn’t be sure. Everyone had gone to the Loredan villa on the mainland, for the villegiatura or summer season. The house was closed, empty of every living soul, except herself.

Loredan had brought her here to starve, and to die.

All of Venice was deserted. All the nobles had fled to the country, to escape the low water and stink of the canals, the heat of the city, the dullness of society in summer. Every activity moved to the mainland. There were whirls of parties and dinners, little theatricals, some hunting. Visiting, riding, boating lazily on the river. Music and dancing under the stars. Banquets so vast that each course was served in a different room. Hordes of people, some friends, many strangers, a few parasites attracted by the free flowing wine and generous heaps of food.

Only the poor remained behind. Even the bourgeoisie, bent on aping their betters, had country villas these days. Only a few impoverished nobles scurried around the deserted city like rats. Masked, by permission of the Ten, so that no one would know their shame, the disgrace of poverty. Only the poor remained. And herself.

She sank down onto the chaise in front of the cold fireplace. What could she do? She felt ill and very weak, too weak to shout for help. No one would hear her anyway. The room was getting stiflingly close with the windows closed. Beads of perspiration formed on her upper lip and forehead. She thought she was going to be sick again. She stumbled to the bed and pulled out the chamber pot into which she had vomited during the night. It was empty and clean.

So, someone had been here while she slept. She was not alone in the house. Someone was looking after her needs, at least one of them.

At that moment the key turned in the lock and the door opened.

A large, formidably-built woman came into the room. She carried a tray covered with a snowy napkin. Fosca smelled fresh coffee and buns. The woman set the tray down on the small table near the bed and turned to go.

“Wait, come back!” Fosca said loudly. “Don’t go yet, please!”

She chased after the woman and caught her arm. Startled, the woman regarded her with surprise.

“Who are you?” Fosca demanded. “Where is Emilia? My husband, is my husband here?”

The woman stared at her blankly, then pointed to her ears and open mouth and shook her head. Fosca stared at her, and then understood. The woman was a deaf-mute.

The woman left her. She closed the door firmly and locked it. Fosca had a wild desire to laugh. Ah, Alessandro Loredan was a sly devil, there was no disputing that. He had found a deafmute to wait upon her!

Well, at least he didn’t intend to starve her. The food under the napkin was fresh and fragrant. A warm roll. A beautiful orange. A small pot of soft cheese. The smells made her stomach turn over and she quickly replaced the napkin. She drank a little coffee and retched immediately.

 
 
The woman came back in an hour with a pitcherful of hot water and some towels. She took away the tray of untouched food. Fosca bathed herself in the basin at the washstand. The water felt good. She would have liked to shampoo her hair but she didn’t feel up to the challenge. Just a little washing took all the energy she had.

When she was finished, she had nothing else to do. There were no books in the room, not even a Bible, she noted, to help her think about her sins. No needlework. She went back to her bed and slept a little.

Her keeper appeared at noon, just as the bells for the Angelus stopped ringing. Lunch was an omelet, some fruit and wine. Fosca indicated that she would like to wash her hair and the deafmute nodded and returned in the middle of the afternoon with more water and some shampoo. She also brought a clean nightgown, clean sheets, and a carafe of drinking water.

The day passed slowly. Fosca felt stronger after lunch. She hadn’t been sick and the wine had helped to settle her stomach. She paced the floor nervously, waiting for Loredan to appear. She did not doubt that he would come to gloat and exult in her misery.

The deaf woman brought her supper late that evening. Fosca, frantic to hear another voice, blocked the door and tried to prevent her from leaving.

“Listen, try to understand. Where is Loredan? The Master? I must see him at once, do you understand? Will you tell him?”

The large woman blinked and regarded her stolidly. She moved slowly towards Fosca, who stood firm, thinking she could snatch the key from the woman’s apron pocket. She made a lunge in that direction, but the woman caught her around the waist with one arm and lifted her easily out of the way. Then she left. Fosca heard the key turn.

 
She beat at the door with her fists. “Damn you, Alessandro! I know you’re there! Come and show yourself, coward that you are!”

Silence, eerie and as thick as the fogs that sometimes settled over Venice in the autumn and early spring. Fosca breathed deeply and held back her tears. He was trying to break her, to reduce her to a whining lump who begged for mercy. Well, he would fail. She was a Dolfin, a noblewoman. Her ancestry went back hundreds of years. She would not bend. She would not break. She would not grovel in front of him.

“I swear to you, Raf,” she whispered into the darkness, “that I will never betray you. I will never renounce you. I am not sorry for what happened. I will never be sorry. I will escape him and take our child away from Venice and we will never return.”

The second day was a repetition of the first, and so was the third. Fosca felt ill and spent most of her time in bed. The sheets grew sodden with perspiration. The heat in the room seemed insufferable. When the woman came with her lunch, she indicated that she wanted to open the window. The woman understood, but shook her head.

“Damn you!” Fosca shouted after her retreating back, “I can’t breathe! I will have an open window, do you hear me?”

She picked up a small chair and hurled it at the French windows facing inner side of the palazzo. The crash seemed deafening to her ears, accustomed now to silence. Almost immediately the hall door flew open. The woman came in, followed by a burly man who was dressed like a peasant. They cleaned up the shards of glass quickly, and searched the room and her person to make sure that Fosca hadn’t concealed any to be used for future escape attempts.

 
 
Fosca said to the man, “Are you deaf, too? Or simply rude? Why won’t you talk to me? He’s had you on guard outside the door, hasn’t he, listening to every move I make? Well, tell him that I have no intention of killing myself! I am not a murderer—he is! Tell him I understand why he doesn’t have the courage to face me. He has blood on his hands!”

The man, if he heard her, ignored her furious tirade. He and the woman left. A searing breeze came through the broken window. The room seemed even hotter, more unbearable. It had been cooler with the window closed.

Fosca gripped the bars and shook them. They were solidly fastened to lintel and sill.

“Alessandro!” she shouted. Her voice echoed strangely around the marble and glass enclosed courtyard. “Listen to me, Alessandro. I know you’re there. I’m not sorry. I love him. I will always love him, even though he’s dead. You are a murderer. I will denounce you to the Ten, to the Inquisitors, to the people. You can’t keep me a prisoner forever. You will have to silence me as you silenced him. You will have to murder me, too, Alessandro!”

She fell back on her bed, overcome by heat and despair. Hatred for Alessandro Loredan petrified her heart and turned her core to stone. Hatred hardened her will and strengthened her resolve. She lay motionless for hours while her mind flew over the events of her life. Childhood. School. Her father. Her marriage. The night she refused Loredan his rights as a husband. The cold anger in his face.

“As you wish, Madame. I trust that we can keep up appearances?”

As you wish! As you wish! She had lived in limbo until Raf came along. Love had awakened her again to life, and hope. She would not let that love die, ever.

She rested her hand on her belly. It was still flat. But the child was there. Their son. Daniel.

Darkness fell over the hushed house and the deserted city. Thunder murmured beyond the horizon and a cooler breeze fanned her sweating body. She breathed the sea air gratefully. A gentle rain began to fall. The scent of flowers and wet dust and old memories rose up from the courtyards and alleys and canals of Venice.

She wanted to think about Raf, to remember him, but the pain was too great. He was dead. Remembering him would only open the gates to despair, and she wanted to leave those gates firmly closed for as long as she possibly could.

The door opened. She didn’t even look up, sure that it was only the maid with her supper.

“Good evening, Fosca.”

She stopped breathing. So he had come at last. She sat up slowly and looked at him. He stood about ten feet from the end of the bed. She squinted at the glare of the lantern he carried.

“Ah, you have come to visit the imprisoned,” she said in a voice that was softly scathing. “How very charitable of you.”

“The woman says you’ve been ill. I’m sorry.”

“It must have been the drugs they gave me. Your agents were very efficient, Signor.”

“Then the effects will soon wear off and you’ll feel better.”

“Yes, you want me to look hale and fit for my execution. You think that if I’m healthy, I’ll scream all the louder. You will be disappointed, Signor. I have no intention of begging for mercy in a loud voice. I do not intend to beg for mercy at all—not that you have any intention of being merciful.”

“I see your mind hasn’t suffered from the effects of the drugs,” he said, setting the lantern on the mantel. “Your tongue is still as sharp as ever.”

“Oh, yes. But you’ve given me three days to think up all sorts of insults. I have a whole barrage to hurl at you while they’re dragging me off to the gallows.”

He frowned. “So much talk of killing, Fosca.”

“Isn’t that what you have planned for me? You killed Rafaello, and you’ll kill me. The deaf woman won’t tell anyone. Go ahead, impale me on your knife. Tie lead weights to my ankles and toss me into the lagoon. It’s perfectly safe. No one will see your crime.”

“I am not a murderer, Fosca,” he said quietly.

“You murdered Rafaello!” she said hoarsely. “You murdered my heart, again and again. Oh, why couldn’t you leave us alone? We weren’t harming you. The scandal will only be worse now.”

“The men who brought you back here were Inquisitors’ men,” Alessandro informed her. “Not mine. They handled the whole affair, and very kindly refrained from imprisoning you. They left your fate to me.

“How very generous,” Fosca sneered. “Well, what are you going to do with me, now that you have me in your grasp?”

“Please don’t be melodramatic, Fosca,” he sighed. He sat on a chair near the bed and folded his hands over his waist. He stretched his long legs out in front of him. Fosca watched him carefully. She was rather surprised to see that he hadn’t sprouted horns in her absence. In her mind, she had endowed him with so many Satanic characteristics that she found the actual Alessandro Loredan disappointingly human. He said, “You always did have a tendency in that direction, rather like bad English romantic fiction. You got it from your father, I suppose. And I suspect that a situation like this only serves to fan the flame of exaggeration.”

“I did not exaggerate my love for Rafaello Leopardi,” she said evenly. “And I don’t exaggerate my promise: I will not repent. I will never be your wife again. I do not care what you do to me. I am not sorry. I would run away with him tomorrow, if I could. But you have killed him. I’ll never forgive you for that. Never.”

Alessandro was silent. The rain began to fall more heavily, and the wind drove it in gusts through the smashed windows. From her bed, Fosca could feel the fine misting spray on her face. It refreshed and enlivened her.

“But we have not killed him,” Alessandro said. “He is alive. Very much alive.”

A spark of hope flickered and then died. “You’re lying.”

“No. What would be the purpose? The knife wound served only to weaken him. Those agents are experts. They do not kill unless they are ordered to do so.”

Her mouth felt dry. She moistened her lips with her tongue: “Where is he, then?” she asked. “You have him in one of your infernal prisons, don’t you? Which one? Tell me! Is he all right? Is he badly hurt? Tell me!”

Alessandro shook his head and kept silent.

Fosca left her bed and approached him on unsteady legs. “So this is the torture you have planned for me,” she said. “Not knowing. You want me to think of him rotting in the Leads, don’t you? That’s how you will drive me mad. You are lying. He is dead. He is dead!”

“He is in the Tombs. He has been tried and found guilty of treason.”

“Treason!” Fosca gasped. “He has done nothing treasonous!”

“He has been associating with Jacobins, foreign revolutionaries, enemies of this Republic,” Alessandro snapped. “Such contacts are strictly forbidden, you know that. He has been justly condemned to death. The date of his execution has not been set yet.”

A wave of relief, coupled with a new terror, engulfed her. She covered her eyes and sank to her knees. She almost wished he were dead. Anything was better than the Tombs, the death cells. They joked about them, that first night. He told her then that he could be sent there for consorting with her. She supposed he would be executed publicly, after the nobles returned from villegiatura. She had seen an execution once, accidentally, when Antonio’s vigilance failed one day. A man was hanged between the two pillars at the end of the Piazzetta, near the Molo. Soldiers spitted him with swords and left him to die. His crime had been treason.

She moaned softly. “No, no, no. It’s cruel, it’s insane, it’s horrible. You can’t let them do it!” She held out her hands to her husband. “Oh, God, Alessandro, I beg you, I beseech you, let him go free. I will do anything you say, anything, I swear it! I will be a good wife to you, a real wife. For the rest of my life!”

“It’s a little late for such promises, isn’t it?” he asked.

“No, no, you must listen,” she said, rising and moving closer to him. She held his hands firmly under hers. “I know that they have really condemned him because of me, because I shamed and disgraced you. It wasn’t his fault, Alessandro. I seduced him, I! I was the wanton, the loose one. He had nothing to do with it!”

He gave a snort of disbelief.

“Persuade them to release him, Alessandro,” she pleaded, “and I will be your servant, your slave. I will revere you all the days of my life. I swear it! You are angry with me, and rightfully so, and I understand and forgive the hurts you have done, and I humbly ask that you will understand and forgive mine. I loved you once, remember? I will love you again. I’m not wicked, you know that. Only passionate, too passionate, as you always said.”

He straighted up in his chair and regarded her silently. His face never twitched. She didn’t know what he was thinking. She never knew.

She sidled still closer and moved her hands up and down his arm, which felt as hard and taut as steel. He could feel her warm breath on his cheek and the heat that radiated from her body. Her nightgown was sheer silk and it clung to her body where her skin was damp with perspiration. He could see her dark nipples and the dark triangle between her legs. His pulse quickened.

Her eyes grew brighter and she parted her lips and leaned closer to him. “Believe me, Alessandro,” she whispered, “I will forget him. I will love you, only you.” She untied the ribbons that held her gown together at the front. It fell open to the waist and dropped over one shoulder. “Look, look what I can give you,” she breathed. “I’m still beautiful, don’t you think? More beautiful than I was the first time we lay together. Do you remember? I was a child then, who loved you. I am no child now. I can make you so happy. You’ll never want anyone else, ever. It could be so wonderful. Sandro. So very wonderful.”

Her lips fluttered against the corner of his mouth, as lightly as moth’s wings.

“You want me, don’t you? We could have such beautiful nights together, you and I.”

She rubbed her naked breasts lightly against his arm. Her hands came to rest between his legs, and she freed his swollen member from the satin breeches that restrained it. She smiled warmly and wantonly. He almost believed her. He wanted to believe her. Her fingers played over him. He jerked convulsively and her smile deepened. Her lips were moist, half open. He could smell the heat of her womanhood, like heavily scented blossoms. She lowered her bright head. He closed his eyes and gripped the arms of his chair. A moan escaped his lips.

He lifted his foot and planted it squarely between her breasts and shoved hard. She sprawled backwards on the floor and glared at him. He stood over her.

“You damned whore,” he gasped. “Shameless bitch! What you wouldn’t let me have out of duty, you would freely give to save that Jew! You’re disgusting. You have no pride, none!”

“No, not where he is concerned!” she cried. She struggled to right herself. “I would do anything to save him, even prostitute myself to a man I loathe. And I do loathe you, Alessandro!”

Blindly he swung his arm and his fist connected with her cheek. She fell back again. Even as blood trickled out of the corner of her mouth, she began to smile. She pulled herself up on her elbow and shook her head dazedly.

Loredan was shaking. In Venice, nobles were forbidden to exert their power over men who had none. A man could be taken to court for beating his own servant. Men rarely resorted to physical violence, but sought other solutions to their problems. He had never before lifted his hand against anyone in anger. What was happening to him?

Fosca said thickly, “I am going to have his child, Alessandro. His son. The son I wouldn’t give you, I will give him!” She started to laugh harshly.

He became very pale. His eyes shone with a cold, dead light. He fixed his gaze on her and she fell silent.


 
She was afraid. She drew her knees up protectively.

Loredan threw himself down on one knee beside her. She cried out in terror and tried to slither away, but he reached out, grabbed a fistful of hair and dragged her back. She thought her neck would snap. He kissed her cruelly, bearing down hard, hurting her, suffocating her.

She tried to push him away. She used her claws and he hit her again, with his open palm this time. She fell flat out, moaning, covering her bleeding face with her arms. He straddled her and ripped her gown apart with his two hands.

The storm was overhead now, and a cold blast of wind blew over them. Her white flesh quivered. Her dark nipples stared up at him mockingly, like sightless eyes. He put his hands on her waist and pressed down hard with his thumbs. She gasped, more from fear than from pain.

She thought, He’s going to rip the child out of me. “Don’t, please—!” She began to scream.

He struck her again, to silence her. She gave a sobbing moan and lay limply under him. He ran his hands over her body, not sensuously, but thoughtfully, like a man taking the measure of his opponent. His manhood was huge, swollen, angry. He thrust it suddenly between her tensed legs and crashed down on her with his whole weight, grinding viciously. She heard the screams inside her head but her mouth made no sound.

He covered her breasts with his hands and dug his fingers in, savagely. His face was distorted with fury. He was unrecognizable as the cool statesman who had lounged so coolly in her chair only moments before. She thought: He’s gone mad. He’s going to kill me.

He pulled back. She wondered if he had finished with her. But he gripped her shoulder and turned her roughly onto her belly, and he spread her buttocks with his hands and thrust violently. Pain consumed her and she sobbed aloud. She felt like she was being cut in two.

He finished abruptly and left her sobbing face down on the floor. He stumbled towards the door. She heard it open, and close. The lock clicked.


X



BRIDGE OF SIGHS

Raf stood on the Bridge of Sighs, a palace and a prison on either side.

The infamous covered walkway led from the Inquisitors’ chambers in the Doge’s Palace to the prisons of San Marco, on the other side of a narrow canal. Halfway along, Raf stopped and looked out through the stone grid towards the Molo and the lagoon. There was another bridge a little farther down, the Ponte Paglia. A woman stood there alone, watching the Bridge of Sighs. She was wearing a black shawl over her head and shoulders and Raf couldn’t see her face, but there was something familiar about her.

Fosca? No, Lia.

He turned grimly and walked to the door of the prison. He was followed closely by a silent jailor. The condemned cells were in the center of the block on the lowest level of the prison. The Tombs. His own cell was low, hardly high enough for a man to stand upright. A board suspended from the wall by chains served as a bunk. A wooden bucket in the corner was his toilet. There were no other furnishings. He could barely make out, by the light of his jailor’s lantern, some scratches left by previous inmates on the walls. He supposed he would add his name, too, and the date of his imprisonment. Perhaps he would try to keep track of the time he spent here. Why not? A man might as well try and leave some mark on the world, even if it’s only a literal one, on a prison wall.

The heavy door closed and a bar slid into place. The only light came from a small opening in the door, not much bigger than his arm. The cell reeked of mold and the stink of unwashed bodies and human excrement. Even now, in the hottest month of the year, the cold chill of the thick stone walls started to creep into his bones. He thought he could hear the lap of the waters beneath the floor. Like all buildings in Venice, the prisons were built on pilings, and Raf suspected that when the waters rose in the late fall, the cells on this level would be knee-deep, if not submerged. He thought he could distinguish the water line on the walls. Over the top of his bunk. He decided that he didn’t really need to worry about that phase of his imprisonment. He would be dead by then.

He sat on the bunk and leaned his head back against the damp wall. He thought about his trial. Having sneered so often at the three Inquisitors, called them senile old men, relics of the dark ages, he had been unprepared for the fear they inspired. It was intentional, of course. Very theatrical: two in red, and their chief in black. They listened solemnly while the State Prosecutor read out the charge: treason. He presented detailed and accurate reports of Raf's political activities in Venice and Paris. Raf was surprised that there had been not a single mention of his affair with Fosca Loredan, wife of the Commissioner of the Seas. There had been more than enough evidence to convict him without alluding to that. Clearly, they wanted to spare Loredan the embarrassment.

Fosca. He hoped she was safe. He didn’t doubt for a moment that she, too, was in Venice. Their capture in Paris had served not only to bring him back to stand trial, but also to restore Loredan’s wife to him. Raf wondered which reason the Inquisitors had considered more vital. What would Loredan do to her? Divorce her, surely. By now all of Venice must have heard of the scandalous affair.

Raf tried to picture her face, her haze of red-gold hair, her laughing gray eyes, her pale skin. But her hair insisted on being dark, and her eyes black, and her skin dusky. Lia, Lia, get out of my thoughts, damn you! He rattled his head. Haven’t you done enough harm already? Why must you haunt me?

He tried to remember Fosca’s voice, husky and laughing, always brimming with laughter. “We’ll never be as happy as we are now.” She had been prophetically right. Lia’s voice kept sounding in his ears like a persistent chime: “I love you. I betrayed you. I’ll always love you. I wanted you.”

He snorted angrily and stood up quickly, forgetting the low ceiling and cracking his head. He cursed aloud and felt a little better.

The prison was quiet. Raf wondered how many other inmates his block housed. Few, he guessed. There weren’t many criminals in Venice who advertised their seditious intentions as he had.

Perhaps he should have been more careful, he thought. But hadn’t that been part of his strategy, to draw attention to his cause? He had counted on his popularity with the people to protect him from arrest. But the people could not protect him in Paris, and the Inquisitors had acted swiftly. From the evidence presented in court, it had been clear that he and Fosca had been under continuous observation almost from the moment they left Venice. Their fates had been decided long ago.

He thought briefly about death. Even here, in the death cells, it seemed remote and impossible. What was it like? He had lived so long with fear and danger that it seemed almost attractive. He wouldn’t suffer for long. A little discomfort, and then—nothing. He didn’t believe in an afterlife. Only in the void, where there was infinite peace.

“Oh, Fosca,” he sighed, “our love has destroyed us both.”

Lia waited for hours on the Ponte Paglia to catch a glimpse of him. She had heard that he was to be tried that day, in the morning. Whispers of Raf's capture and return had been floating around for days. Lia hadn’t heard any word of Fosca, and she didn’t care. But Raf, Raf would cross the bridge on his way to the Tombs. She watched and waited.

She saw the shadowy figure pause at the grid and then move on. She forced back the tears that sprang to her eyes. Tears wouldn’t save him. She felt so helpless, frustrated. There must be some way, something she could do—.

She left the area of the Doge’s Palace and went back to her new home and protectoress, the ballerina Marie de Planchet.

The inquisition started the minute she entered the apartment. “Where have you been? Who were you with? What do you mean, slipping out of here before the sun is even up? You were with a man, weren’t you! How can you treat me this way? You say you want to be a dancer. How do you think that’s going to happen, if you go running off for hours on end when you’re supposed to be practising? You think you can wish yourself into greatness? You’re nothing but a street slut. That’s all you’ll ever be: a street slut!”

Lia sighed and threw off her shawl. “I’m very sorry, Marie. Today the Inquisitors sentenced my brother to death and put him in the Tombs.”

 
“What?” Marie gasped. “Your brother? You never told me you had a brother! You’re making this up!”

Lia told an involved but not unbelievable tale about Raf and his escape to France. She hadn’t said anything before because it hurt her to speak of him. De Planchet wasn’t at all convinced, but there was no mistaking the genuineness of Lia’s despair.

“Well, you’re not going to get him out of jail by moping. Come on, let’s get to work.”

She drove the girl mercilessly until nightfall, when Lia dropped in her tracks.

De Planchet laughed. “You’ll never be great if you can’t take a few hours of practice!”

“I will be great, ” Lia puffed. “You'll see. I’ll be the best dancer this town has ever seen. Better than you, you old witch!”

“Oh, we’ll see about that! Although I must admit that you have made remarkable progress in the past few months. I knew when I set eyes on you that you had promise, child, and I was right. That’s why I hate to see you go chasing off like this. Your work suffers. You started so late, and you must work like a slave to catch up.

“You’re jealous of my brother, Marie,” Lia suggested slyly.

“I? Jealous! The idea!”

Lia sidled up to the older woman and put her arms around the scrawny neck. Seen from a distance, from the other side of the footlights, de Planchet looked like a girl of seventeen. But up close her real age was quite apparent. Even though she carefully dyed the threads of gray that appeared in her dark hair, the fine lines around her eyes and mouth gave her away. Her enemies said that she was nearly fifty, but forty-five was closer to the mark. Lia kissed her fondly.

 
“Why don’t you throw me out if you hate me so much?” she asked.

“Perhaps I will!” The dancer moved her shoulders haughtily. “You’re much too independent. When you came to me and asked me to teach you to dance, you were as sweet and humble as a saint. I should have known that was just a clever pose. You wanted something that you knew I could give you. You’re a lying little schemer, just like all the rest.”

“But you wanted what I could give you, Marie,” Lia murmured, nuzzling the dancer’s neck and stroking her hair. “I love you, and no one else. I will never leave you. But my brother is in trouble and I must do what I can to save him. You can see that, can’t you?”

“How can you save anyone from the Inquisitors?” de Planchet demanded to know. “He’s in the Tombs! It’s impossible!”

“Nothing is impossible when you want to help someone you love,” Lia said staunchly. “Will you help me, Marie? You have important friends, high in the government. You can find out so much—.” Lia kissed her on the mouth. Marie shivered and closed her eyes. Really, things were so easy when someone loved you. Lovers were so ready to compromise. They would do anything, just to avoid angering you. “Dearest Marie,” Lia whispered.

“I always knew that you could surpass me in all the things I taught you,” Marie said huskily. “Very well, I will see what I can learn. But don’t be disappointed if I fail. There are things in Venice that even the most powerful men are afraid to discuss, and treason—. It’s bad business, Lia. I don’t like it.”

“But you will help me!” Lia said, delighted. “I knew you would!”

Arms entwined around each other’s waists, the two women went into the bedroom. Lia never doubted for a moment her ability to win de Planchet’s assistance.

“You want to be a dancer!” Marie de Planchet said scornfully.

Lia was shocked. Up close the dancer’s painted face was hideous. The powder on her cheeks was caked and eroded with sweat. The skin under her chin sagged a little. The luminous-looking eyes were small, buried in a mesh of not-so-fine lines. She was not at all the spritely girl she appeared to be from the audience. But she had still danced like a dream. Lia didn’t regret spending her last sequin on a ticket. Now if she could only persuade the old woman to teach her.

“If you only knew how many girls have come to me for help,” the dancer sighed. “Hopeless, every last one of them. Well, what makes you think you’re so special, eh? What training have you had?”

“Just a little, from one of the women in the troupe.”

“Troupe? A dance troupe? Which one?”

“Not dance. Acrobats.”

“Great Heavens, an acrobat!” de Planchet moaned. “Let me tell you, there is more to dance than just twisting and tumbling, girl. Dance is hard work. Oh, I know, a lot of these girls don’t believe that. They don’t want to give up anything. They have no self-discipline, no dedication. But dancers like that aren’t fit to be on the stage with someone like me. I am the greatest dancer of our times! I was première danceuse at the Opera in Paris, and wouldn’t they like to have me back, but I won’t go! Trying to dictate to me—!” she snorted angrily. “Well, let’s see what you have to offer the world of dance. Strip. I want to see your body.” Lia obeyed without hesitation. As she undressed she saw a familiar glint in de Planchet’s eyes. She knew then that the woman desired her. God knows, she had seen that same glint in the eyes of a hundred men. She stood relaxed and naked while the dancer walked around her, poking and prodding her like a trainer examining a racehorse. She pronounced Lia’s physique as promising.

“An acrobat, you say? At least you’re not without some kind of training. But can you do this?”

De Planchet demonstrated a few deceptively simple moves of her arms and legs. She was effortless, breathtaking in her grace. Lia forgot her revulsion at the woman’s age and paint, and renewed her commitment. She wanted to learn to be a real artist, not just another whore from the theater. Dancers had reputations even worse than actresses. When a man said he was going out with a dancer, everyone knew what he meant. But some dancers, like de Planchet, had influential friends, important men who wielded real power.

Lia wanted to be somebody, somebody who mattered. She knew that Raf would come back to Venice someday, and she wanted him to know that he had thrown away something precious when he had spurned her love.

She imitated the dancer’s movements. She wasn’t smooth, but she wasn’t clumsy, either, and she knew she had done well. De Planchet declared her not completely hopeless, and agreed to teach her. Lia fell on her knees and kissed the woman’s hands gratefully. Marie tilted the girl’s face upwards and stroked her cheeks lightly.

“You’re a very pretty girl, Lia,” she said. “I have an idea. Why not come and live with me while you study? You will progress so much faster, and I can give you my undivided attention.”

Lia knew what the nature of that attention would be.

 
She wasn’t particularly distressed by the prospect of making love to this woman. She was accustomed to enduring the passionless lovemaking of total strangers, and surely no woman could be as brutal and insensitive as most men.

Marie de Planchet took her home that same night and initiated her into the mysteries of what she called “Venetian love: more pure, more beautiful than any other.” Lia, cooperative and uninhibited, was pleasantly surprised to discover that Marie knew better than any man she had ever met how to give her pleasure. Lia still dreamed of Raf; to lie with him, that would be a pleasure greater than any other.

Marie entertained male lovers from time to time, out of necessity. Men paid her rent and bought her clothes and gifts and gave her money. But women won her heart. She was jealous and demanding of Lia. Sometimes the girl wanted to run away and go back to life with someone simpler, like Nero. But the time she had spent under Raf’s roof, and her life with the dancer had given her a glimpse of a better existence. She could never go back to being a street entertainer. Anything was better than that. Funny, she never realized until she had achieved some distance from that life just how much she hated it.

Yes, de Planchet would help her free Raf. Lia didn’t care what the cost would be. There was nothing she wouldn’t give for him. Even her life. That would prove to him how much she loved him.

Fosca contracted a summer fever, not uncommon in Venice at that time of the year and one of the reasons the nobles fled to the country. She lay tossing and sweating in her arid prison. She ate nothing, refused drink, dreamed of death. Alessandro visited her and saw that her health was getting worse. She really was failing, using the fever as a means of killing herself. Her bones gleamed through her transparent flesh. Her eyes were glazed and unfocused. She looked at him and smiled weakly because she didn’t know him. Once he sat on the edge of her bed and touched her face. She grasped his hand firmly and muttered, “Rafaello.” He snatched his hand away and left the room. It was so tempting, seeing her lying there helpless and alone. He wanted to take her, to use her, to feel her moving under him, loving him in return. But as much as he wanted that, he could not deceive her.

The doctors he called in said that unless she was taken away from Venice, they could not answer for the consequences to her or to the child she carried. Alessandro agreed, and Fosca was removed to an airy room in the Loredan country villa near Vicenza. Her friends called, and were told, as they had been since her escape with Raf Leopardi, that she was at home but that she was too ill to see anyone. Only this time the story was true. The mute servant was dismissed and Emilia weepingly ministered to her charge. August passed quickly, and at the beginning of September she began to recover. No one told her that Raf’s execution had been scheduled to take place in the first week of October.

Alessandro returned to Venice for the opening of the Grand Council. These days most nobles stayed away, loath to leave the joys of country life and to take up their duties to a state that didn’t require duty anymore. But Alessandro Loredan had not missed an opening session since he took his place among the nobles, and he would not start now.

When he entered the portals of the Doge’s Palace, he noticed that conversations faltered, halted, then began again on a falsely brighter note. He knew what the gossips were saying: that the Jew had been dragged back from Paris to be punished not for his revolutionary sentiments, but to satisfy Loredan’s lust for revenge. Leopardi was about to pay a very high price indeed for cuckolding the Commissioner of the Seas. But had he really done it? Eloped with La Loredan? The gossips weren’t sure—no one knew the truth except the Inquisitors and Loredan himself—but that didn’t stop them from speculating. Would Loredan divorce her? they wondered. Most certainly, if the scandal achieved the proportions it deserved. A pity. Whatever she had done, she was a very beautiful woman.

Alessandro ignored them and doggedly performed his duties to the state as though nothing were amiss. He answered questions about his wife’s health truthfully, and the worry in his tone was genuine. He told himself that Raf Leopardi would have deserved to die, even if he and Fosca had never met. One day, on impulse, he went to the Tombs to visit the prisoner.

The jailer let him into Raf's cell. Alessandro had to stoop to enter, and the jailer stood in the doorway and held his lantern high to illuminate the interior.

Loredan wrinkled his nose slightly. Appalling, these places—. “Leave the lantern and go away,” he said to the guard. “Bar the door. I’ll call you.”

“But Excellency, my orders—”

“I will be responsible. Do as I say.”

The man obeyed reluctantly, although he would have given a year’s pay to overhear what took place between Loredan and the Jew who had cuckolded him. What a story for the boys in the guardroom!

Alessandro was somewhat surprised at the drastic change that had taken place in Leopardi since he saw him last, in Fosca’s casino. His hair and beard were long, matted and filthy. He had not been given fresh clothes since his sentencing, nor had he been allowed to bathe or take exercise. But the old rebellious light shone in his eyes. He made no move to stand when Alessandro entered the cell, but lounged on his bunk and narrowed his eyes against the bright light.

Raf was tempted to attack the man and try for an escape, but he rejected the idea. There were guards all over the place, two on duty at all hours of the day and night, pacing the hall in front of his cell. They were armed, and just out of earshot. He’d never succeed.

He said, “What do you want, Loredan? Come to chuckle over your handiwork? I hear it will be over soon, next week.”

“Still as crude and disrespectful as ever, I see,” Alessandro observed.

“Why not? Would respect win me a pardon? We both know why I’m here. I’m not a traitor. And I’m not the only man in Venice with Jacobin sympathies.”

Alessandro ignored him. “I would have thought that a sentence of death and eight weeks in this place would have taught you some manners.”

“I don’t need manners where I’m going. Prisons aren’t impregnable, you know. I was in Paris when they stormed the Bastille. I know how thin stone walls can be when the people want to tear them down.”

 Alessandro leaned against the wall opposite the bunk and crossed his arms over his chest. “I suppose you’re hoping that the people of Venice will do the same for you? You will be disappointed. They don’t care what happens to you. They aren’t interested in revolutions because they have nothing to rebel against. We have always treated them fairly.”

“As fairly as you treated the Jews?” Raf sneered.

“Jews are a different problem,” Alessandro admitted.

“Yes, Christ killers, right? Still paying for a Roman crime after nearly two thousand years! Lock ’em up, rein ’em in, all those radical peddlars and moneylenders and bankers! And above all, look after your wives.”

Alessandro stiffened. “I thought you might be interested in news of Fosca,” he said. “She’s been quite ill. Near death. But she’s recovering now.”

Raf’s heart beat faster but he said in a bored voice, “Oh, really? Glad to hear it. I don’t get much news of the activities of the upper classes in here. They won’t even let me see a Gazzettino. Well, have you any more gossip you’d like to share. Signor?”

The older man reddened. “I have not. She would be delighted to hear of your callous attitude.”

“She’s used to callousness and coldness, after being married to you for six years. By the way, is she still carrying my son in her belly, or have you managed to murder him?”

Loredan shouted over his shoulder for the guard.

“What’s the matter, Loredan?” Raf asked. “Didn’t you know about that? Of course you did. She would have told you. She’s not ashamed of it. But you’ll see to it that she is ashamed, won’t you? You’ll make her pay for this. I know you. Were you really so surprised that she ran away with me? What did you expect, after what you did to her? The thing that astonishes me is that she didn’t put horns on you sooner.”

Alessandro leaped at his throat. They grappled together. Raf tried to fight him off, but the weeks in prison had sapped his strength. Loredan choked him and pounded his head against the stone wall. The world began to grow dim—.

The guards burst in and dragged Alessandro away. Raf rubbed his raw throat and croaked.

“That’s right, save me for the public spectacle! Why not bring Fosca? I’m sure she’ll enjoy The show!”


 
One of the guards struck him with a club and he dropped unconscious to the floor. Blood from the wounds in his head spread slowly over the stones.

Alessandro stood trembling in the doorway. The guards had to speak to him loudly and repeatedly before he roused himself and crossed the Bridge of Sighs back to the Doge’s Palace.

“Why didn’t you tell me that this ‘brother’ of yours was the Jew who ran away to France?” Marie de Planchet demanded. “What a fool I felt, asking my friends if they knew anything and could help! Do you think anyone could help that man after what he did? They say he ran off with Loredan’s wife! And you, you little slut, you lied to me! He’s not your brother at all, but one of your old lovers! You damned, deceitful little bitch. Protestations of love mean nothing from you, nothing! Get out of my house before I slaughter you!”

Lia sighed. “No, Raf Leopardi is not my brother. But he was never my lover, either. Through no fault of mine. God knows I wanted him badly enough. But I still want to help him, if I can. I—I owe it to him. I know you’re angry with me, Marie. I don’t blame you. I should have told you more—but surely you could have guessed?”

“Guessed! Do you think I read the newspapers and listen to gossip like those stupid noblewomen? I’m much too busy!”

“Then there’s nothing to be done,” Lia murmured desolately. She dropped her head into her hands. Her shoulders shook. “I would have done anything—given my life for him!”

Marie tossed her head. “Well, as a matter of fact, I have heard from a man who is very interested in the situation. He wants to see you. He actually wants to help this man!”

 
“But who is he?” Lia asked, amazed and hopeful.

“I don’t know and I don’t want to know,” de Planchet said briskly. “He is coming here tonight to speak to you.”

“Who I am is not important,” the man told Lia. He was masked and cloaked and he made no move to take off his disguise. His voice was deep and mellow, his accent educated. He wore no rings on his hands, nothing that would give a clue to his identity. “But I have friends who want Leopardi to live.”

“Anything, I would do anything to help!”

“Time is short. We want you to make friends with one of the prison night guards. You understand my meaning?”

“Oh, yes, of course! Yes, I should have thought of that myself!”

“We can help, with money and arrangements for his escape. But you, Lia, must act the major part.”

As he took his leave of her and bowed over her fingers, she saw a small puckered scar, like a puncture, on the back of his right hand.

The guard’s name was Giuseppe. He was a lad from the mainland, a country boy, handsome enough and not too stupid. But he had little experience in love, and he was quickly captivated by the slim, dark-eyed girl he met in the wine shop near the prison. She told him her name was Rosina. She was the daughter of a tailor, and she was betrothed to an old man whom she hated. She seemed very impressed when Giuseppe told her that he worked at the Prison of San Marco, guarding the traitorous Jew, Leopardi.

“Oh, I hear he’s very wicked and dangerous!” Lia breathed.

“The Jew is no match for me,” said Giuseppe confidently.

 
 
Lia wanted to throttle him, but she smiled sweetly and said, “I think you’re strong and brave. Ah, how I wish my fiancé was like you! Then I’d be happy!” She let him put his hand under her skirts. His eyes got that dull, glazed look and she knew he would do anything to possess her. After a coy show of reluctance, she let him take her into the little room at the back of the wineshop. The proprietor charged him ten sequins and only let them stay fifteen minutes. Giuseppe begged to be allowed to see her again, soon, and Lia agreed to go with him to the Lido the following afternoon. They made love in the grass near the shore. Giuseppe looked forward to an afternoon of uninterrupted pleasure, but Lia complained about the scratching and the sand and cut the session short, in spite of his pleas and protestations. They met the next evening but only briefly, because Lia said that “her father” was becoming suspicious .

“But why can’t I come to the prisons tonight?” she suggested when Giuseppe fussed about the brevity of their meetings. “No one needs to know. I’ll bring some blankets and we can have—”

“No, no,” said Giuseppe quickly. “If anyone found out, I’d be hanged! It’s much too dangerous. Strictly against the rules.”

“I knew you didn’t love me,” Lia pouted, tossing her hair. “You men are all alike, interested in only one thing! I suppose it’s just as well that I’m going to marry a nice old man. At least I can trust him not to lie to me!”

“What do you mean? I’m not lying!”

“I was talking to the wife of one of the daytime guards and she says she visits her husband there all the time, and they sometimes sleep together in one of the empty cells. You can’t tell me that you haven’t had girls there before, inside the prison!”

“No, I never—”

 
 
“I just don’t believe it. Why does that fellow get a special dispensation, tell me that? Is he stronger or smarter than you? He’s your superior, I guess, and you’re scared of offending him. You’re such a baby, Giuseppe. You complain and complain that we don’t have enough time together, and yet when there’s a perfectly good place and all the time in the world you don’t use your head. Well, what can a girl expect from a country lout! I’m sorry we ever met!”

“No, no, Rosina!” Giuseppe said. “You’ll see. I’m not afraid. I mean, it can’t hurt anyone, can it? And no one needs to know except Rodolfo, who works with me, and he’s a good sport. Why, we drink a bottle or two of wine every night and he tells me all about the women he’s had.”

“And I suppose you’ve told him all about me, Rosina, the tailor’s daughter!” Lia said.

“Oh, no!” Giuseppe’s denial came too quickly. “You’re afraid he might tell on you,” Lia said accusingly.

“No, he would never—I’m sure he wouldn’t! I—I guess it will be all right.”

Lia pressed close to him and moved her hips slowly against his. He blushed to the roots of his hair.

“Of course it will be all right, darling angel,” she purred. “We’ll tell your friend that it’s just for tonight, eh? Because I’m getting married soon and have to go away. He’ll understand. And I’ll bring a bottle of wine, too. We’ll have a real celebration.”

Giuseppe’s tour of duty lasted from midnight to four in the morning. The men on the other shifts went up to the barracks to sleep, and he and Sergeant Rodolfo Baldino took the night watch. Lia presented herself at the side door of the prison on the stroke of two and a nervous Giuseppe admitted her.

 
 
“You’ll have to be real quiet,” he cautioned her. “I don’t want the whole guardroom to know about this. They might—they might be jealous!”

“Of course,” Lia nodded understandingly. “Where is the guardroom? Is it close?”

“Right up those stairs,” Giuseppe whispered, pointing the way.

“But what happens later?” Lia wondered. She stood on tiptoe and nibbled on his ear. He caught his breath and coughed. “Will I be able to get out?”

“Oh, sure. I’ll let you out. I have the key right here.” Giuseppe obligingly displayed a bunch of keys. “They’re Baldino’s. He’s in on the joke. But it’s just for tonight, mind.”

“Just for tonight,” Lia murmured. “Oh, you’re so handsome, Giuseppe. I can’t wait any longer. Let’s hurry!”

He unlocked another door at the end of the corridor and they descended a narrow flight of stone steps. Torches burned in sconces on the damp walls. At the bottom of the steps Giuseppe unlocked yet another door. Lia watched carefully to see which key he used, but the light was very poor. They crept along a passageway, and rounding a corner came face to face with another guard.

“So this is the beautiful Rosina, eh?” Baldino leered. “You rascal, Giuseppe, I didn’t believe you. But here she is! And as pretty as a picture!”

Lia gave the man her most dazzling smile. “It’s a great honor to meet you, your Excellency!” she trilled sweetly, dropping a reverent curtsy. “Giuseppe has told me a lot about you. I could hardly wait to meet you!”

Baldino’s grin widened. Giuseppe scowled, and when they were alone in a cell at the end of the passageway, he grumbled. “You didn’t need to fuss over him like that. I was ashamed of you, Rosina. Acting like a little slut.”

“Oh, poor Giuseppe,” Lia cooed, draping her slender arms around his neck. “Are you jealous of your little Rosina?”

“Well, you didn’t need—”

“I wanted him to like me,” she said. “He’s your boss, after all. And maybe he’ll even let me come again, just once more. Wouldn’t you like that?” She kissed him warmly. He began to fumble with the laces on her bodice. “And here’s the wine I promised to bring.” She pushed him away and produced a bottle from her voluminous skirts. “Would you like some now? I would. I’m very thirsty. Here, Giuseppe, have some.” She uncorked the bottle.

“Can’t it wait?” he moaned. “You just got here.” He pawed at her.

“No, I’m thirsty now,” she said firmly, twisting away from him. She tilted the bottle to her lips and pretended to drink deeply. She offered the bottle to Giuseppe again. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like some?”

“No, no, I never drink wine before—before—Please, Rosina.”

She sighed resignedly and put the bottle down in a safe corner. They sat side by side on the bunk in the cell, which Giuseppe had thoughtfully padded with a couple of rough blankets. Lia pulled up her skirts, exposing her naked loveliness to his eager gaze. Panting with anticipation, he threw himself on top of her.

As he pounded away, sweating and moaning with pleasure, Lia saw a grinning Baldino watching them through the small window in the cell door. She gave him a meaningful wink and a little wave.

Giuseppe finished quickly, in a storm of heaving and gasping, and Baldino vanished. Lia praised her lover lavishly, and offered him wine to slake his thirst after his exertions.

“It’s so horrid down here,” she said shivering, watching Giuseppe out of the corner of her eye to make sure that he drank enough of the drugged wine. “I’m glad I’m not a criminal But where is the Jew? Are you sure he’s securely locked up? I’d hate to meet him! He—he might try to murder me!”

“Oh, he’s locked up tighter than a drum,” Giuseppe assured her as he wiped his tick lips with the back of his hand. “In number twelve, just two doors down. I have to unlock the padlock with this key,” he singled out one on the bunch and Lia memorized it quickly, “And lift a bar that weighs more than you do, just to open the door to his cell!”

“Oh, you’re so strong,” Lia marvelled. “I don’t know how you do it, really I don’t. Kiss me again, Giuseppe, please. I don’t want this night to end.” Giuseppe’s kisses got wetter and sloppier and finally he sighed and muttered something incoherent. He slumped sideways. Lia rescued the bottle just in time. Giuseppe, mouth open, began to snore loudly. She wriggled away from him and slipped out of the cell. Baldino was next.

She found him waiting just down the hall. “Giuseppe fell asleep.” she said worriedly. “I just don’t know what to do! He had a little wine—it’s all my fault, my Lord. Please, please don’t blame him!”

 Baldino laughed. “These kids can’t hold their wine. Give me that bottle, little Rosina. I’ve been drinking wine longer than most men—my mother had strong red wine flowing through her teats! She must have; she drank enough of the stuff! They say I was drunk when I was born!”

He lifted the bottled and emptied it down his throat without even swallowing. Some trickles escape from the corner of his mouth, and he nearly gagged once, but Lia squealed rapturously. “Oh, that’s wonderful! Why, you just poured it down! I never saw a man do that before! Is it hard?”

“No,” he said modestly, “just a little trick I learned in the army.”

“You were in the army!” Lia breathed, impressed. “I should have known—I could tell you’re a real man. Not just a boy, like—.” She let her voice trail off.

Baldino shrugged. “Yes, Giuseppe’s a nice enough lad, but he’s still only a boy. Now a man like me, I really know how to make a girl happy, if you catch my meaning?”

“I bet you do,” Lia smiled into his eyes. She stepped closer and kissed the tip of his red, bulbous nose. “I saw you watching us. I wished—I wished it was you instead of Giuseppe.”

He whisked her into the nearest empty cell and had her on her back before she could count to three. He pressed down on her heavily, kissing her wetly and dragging at her skirts. He shoved his swollen member between her legs and began to pump and heave happily, snuffling and snorting like a rooting hog.

Lia steeled herself and bore it patiently, and suddenly he made a little whistling sound and collapsed on top of her, sound asleep. She rolled him aside with difficulty—he was a bulky man—and slipped out from under him. Then she ran back to the cell where she had left the inert Giuseppe and retrieved his keys. She ran down the dimly lighted corridor, looking for cell number twelve. She forgot which key would unlock the padlock, and tried three before she found the right one. By that time Raf was on his feet and looking at her through the little window.

 
 
You!” he exclaimed in an angry whisper. “I heard them—I knew they had a whore in here. I should have known it was you!”

“Don’t say anything more until we’re out of here,” she hissed. “You’ll have plenty of time later to tell me what you think of me.”

Her fear and love gave her strength. She lifted the immense bar and set it down without making a sound. Raf pushed the door open and stumbled into the hall. Her heart broke when she saw how pale and wasted he looked, and she silently cursed Fosca Loredan. He stood upright and breathed deeply. He swayed, but when Lia put out her arms to steady him, he pushed her away.

She hid her anguish at his coldness. She showed him the keys and jerked her head. “This way!”

They padded silently down the stone passageway, past the cells that contained the two snoring guards. Miraculously, Lia found the key that unlocked the first of the three doors on the first try. By the time they reached the door at the top of the steps, her hands were shaking so badly that she dropped the bunch. They rolled to the bottom with a steely clatter that sounded like an explosion. The two stopped breathing and listened. Raf took charge of unlocking the next two doors, and finally they stepped outside, onto the embankment near the Basin of San Marco. Raf leaned against a pillar and breathed the fresh sea air. The short journey from his cell had exhausted him. Lia locked the door behind them and tossed the keys into the water.

“This way,” she said, pulling at his ragged sleeve. “I have a boat waiting.”

He hesitated. He didn’t want to accept help from her, but he was too tired and weak to take charge of his own escape. She led him around to the side of the building to a waiting gondola. They stepped inside and sat under thefelze, and the gondolier pushed off without saying a word.

Raf sat back and closed his eyes. Lia could feel his hatred and disapproval as clearly as if he had spoken them in words. She told herself that she didn’t care. He would be free, and safe, and that’s all that mattered. She had made reparation for her sin of betraying him, and she could live with herself again. Besides, what could she expect from him, after proving that she was just the cheap little whore he thought her?

The gondola took them to the mainland, just south of Mestre. They put ashore in a lonely cove. A coach was waiting for them. They climbed in without speaking a word to anyone and the coach drove off. Raf permitted himself to sleep, thinking that the escape seemed to be remarkably well planned.

Just before dawn, after a jolting ride of more than two hours, they stopped, not at an inn, but at what seemed to be an abandoned private dwelling at the end of an overgrown lane. The driver of the coach helped Raf into the house and then drove off.

The house was an elegant country villa fallen completely to ruin. The exterior stucco had crumbled to powder. The red-tiled roof was sagging and moth-eaten in patches. The grounds were overgrown and unkempt, with a few gnarled olive trees and rambling grape vines. Inside, the rooms that weren’t closed off were clean but sparsely furnished, with only essential items. There was an odor of dampness and decay that no amount of scrubbing would be able to banish. The house had obviously not been lived in for some time.

A man and woman were waiting for them. They led Raf and Lia to the enormous kitchen at the back of the house. The woman fed them while the man filled a hip bath with steaming water. Raf and Lia did not speak to each other, but each asked their hosts a few questions, which were met with smiles and silence. When they finished eating, the woman left and the man gestured to Raf and then the bath.

“Trying to tell me something, eh?” Raf grunted ruefully.

Lia stayed in the room while he bathed, ignoring the dark looks he gave her. She couldn’t bear to be away from him, much as he despised her. The sight of his gaunt nakedness gave her no pleasure, only sorrow. He looked like half the Raf she had known in the ghetto.

After the bath the man shaved and barbered Raf, then draped a warm robe around his shoulders and led him upstairs. Lia followed. Their rooms were next to each other. Lia stayed with Raf after their guide bowed himself out. She closed the door gently and turned around to face him.

Raf glowered at her. “If you’re hanging around waiting for me to tell you how grateful I am, forget it. I don’t owe you anything.”

“No, you don’t. I didn’t ask for thanks, did I? I just wanted to tell you that while you’re here, you must concentrate on becoming well and strong.”

“I’m going to concentrate on getting out of here. Tomorrow.”

“Don’t be a fool,” she said a little tartly. “They’ll be combing the countryside for you, searching everywhere. You’re perfectly safe here—we’re miles from anywhere. You’ll have to spend some time in the sun. You’re too pale. Someone will notice.”

“All this must have cost you a pretty penny,” he remarked. He sat down heavily on the edge of the bed.

“Which you think I earned by whoring?” she said. “Well, you’re wrong, Raf. You have important friends. They are responsible for all of this. I just had to get you out of the prison. They did the rest.”

“Who?” He looked up sharply. “Who are they?” Fosca, he wondered? Tomasso Dolfin? But Tomasso never had any money. Who?

“I don’t know who they are,” Lia shrugged. “The man who spoke to me was masked, always. He was a gentleman—I know that much. Not very old. But not a boy. His voice was nice. He planned the escape, including my part in it.”

“I’ll bet the rehearsals were lots of fun,” Raf said acidly. “Does this house belong to him?”

“I don’t know that, either. Only what I’ve told you.” Raf lay back on his bed. “And I’m not going to get anything out of those two downstairs, I can see that. How long are they going to keep me here?”

“No one knows for sure. He told me that they have arranged for some other men who look like you to board ships bound for America and Africa, and also to ride south to Rome and north to Switzerland. When the excitement dies down, he will send horses. He has arranged for everything—passports, papers, money. You can go where you like, to the mountains, or back to France. But not until he thinks the time is right. It could be a few days, or a few weeks.”

Raf cursed angrily. “I’m still a prisoner! I don’t know where I am. Someone else is controlling my life and I don’t like it! He’s probably jut another tool of the Inquisitors, like you.”

“What would be the point of that?” Lia asked reasonably. “They already had you in prison once, ready to die. They don’t need any more reasons for killing you.”

“Now they want to shoot me while I’m trying to escape. That way they can save the expenses of a public execution.”

 
 
Lia laughed aloud. “You’re really being ridiculous! It’s already cost this man more than three public executions. Stop complaining. Believe it or not, you’re free. You have a roof, a warm bed, good food and clean clothes. There are even a few books for you to read.” She nodded at the stack on a table near the bed. “Rest and relax and don’t think.”

“Damn it, stop telling me what to do,” he snapped. “I don’t take orders from anybody, especially not a whore and a spy.”

An angry flush mounted to her cheeks. “You’ll never forgive me for deceiving you, will you?” she said in a low voice. “And you’ll never let me forget that I paid for your freedom tonight with my own body. You think I liked it, letting those two pigs paw me and slobber over me? It was disgusting, horrible! You think your fine lady would have done that for you? Not in a hundred years! She hasn’t got the guts. I’m a whore, am I? Well, she left her husband and ran away with you. What does that make her, a saint?”

Raf stood up quickly, as if ready to strike out at her. The two glared at each other. Lia’s eyes were bright with angry tears. Her fists were clenched at her sides.

“I wish,” she said in a voice that was choked with fury, “I wish that I could hate you!”

She ran out of the room, slamming the door loudly behind her. In her own room, she threw herself face down on her bed and sobbed until she was empty of tears. Then she lay for a long time in a brightening trapezoid of sunlight. She became aware of the dry scum on her thighs, of the stink of prison and sweating men that clung to her. With a sigh she got up and stripped off her clothes, pinned up her hair, and slopped some water from the pitcher into the basin on the washstand. She dipped a cloth in to the water and scrubbed herself vigorously, until she glowed.

 
 
The door creaked on its hinges. She turned quickly and saw Raf watching her from the doorway. She froze, one hand with its dripping cloth pressed against her breast.

Raf approached her slowly. She didn’t move, did not even breathe. He took off his robe and let it fall to the floor. He was naked, and ready. She swallowed and closed her eyes. He took the pins out of her hair and it cascaded down to her waist. He put his hands on her shoulders and ran them lightly down her arms. She made a sound like a sob and let her head fall forward onto his chest.

Raf drew her close and buried his face in the curve where her neck and shoulders joined. She smelled clean, like the wild woods after a rain, like autumn leaves. She was hard and lean from dancing, but still womanly. She was no child. The pale images of Fosca Loredan that he had nurtured in his heart for months deserted him. He was aware only of Lia, in his arms. Lia, beautiful and dark and womanly. Lia, who loved him. Lia.

He put his thumbs under her cheekbones and lifted her face gently. Her eyes were dark and knowing. She pulled his head down and their lips met. He groaned and dragged her down to the floor. When he entered her, she shuddered and gripped him tightly. He responded to the trembling of her body immediately. It was over very quickly, in less time than it takes to sigh deeply.

He raised himself on his elbow and looked down at her. He seemed to see her for the first time. “Lia,” he said, “I’m sorry I—”

She pressed her fingertips over his lips. “No. No more words.”

They stood up, and she took his hand and led him to her bed.

 
 
A week passed, full of perfect pleasures and the dreams of late summer. One night a man rode up to the villa. He was leading another horse, a magnificent animal that was saddled and equipped for a long journey. Their time together was over.

Raf prepared to leave. Their messenger departed. A bright moon was rising. Lia followed him outside.

“You won’t take me with you,” she said softly. It was a simple statement, not a question.

He didn’t look at her, but tightened the girth on the saddle and grunted, “I can’t, Lia. You know that. Look, I’ll try to send for you when I know—”

“No,” she shook her head. “Don’t make any promises. Just come back to me if you can, someday.”

“I will. You’ll be all right?” He hefted the purse the messenger had left. “There’s plenty of money in here.”

“No, you’ll need it all. I’ll be fine, don’t worry.” She breathed deeply. “You’ll see, Raf, when you come back, I’ll be quite famous. The greatest dancer in Venice! With a house and a gondola all my own, and only rich and handsome men for lovers.”

“You’re too good for a life like that,” he growled.

“I’m suited to it. It’s all I know. Dancing. Loving. Don’t think about it, Raf. You don’t love me, not yet.” Tears started to slide down her cheeks and she was grateful for the darkness. “You needed a woman and I was here. I’m not sorry. I’ll love you until I die.”

“You freed me,” he said. “You—”

“You don’t owe me anything for that. I had to do it, so that I could live with myself. Go now, please,” She stepped back and watched while he mounted the horse and picked up the reins. He didn’t know what to say to her. He kicked the horse and started to ride away, then wheeled around sharply and came back. Lia came forward to see what had happened, and he leaned over, caught her around the waist and lifted her up. He kissed her deeply, crushingly, then set her down and galloped off, the wind drying the wetness of her tears on his cheeks.


PART II





XI

THE OUTCASTS

Fosca pulled her hood up over her head and drew her cloak more snugly around her shoulders. She glided swiftly through the halls of Ca’ Loredan. She had a rendezvous with her lover, and she was late.

Outside, the rain teemed down, as it had all winter, except for the period of deep freeze at the end of January, when the lagoon and all the canals were roads of ice, and the Venetians walked from island to island and even rode horses to and from the mainland.

Just as she entered the vast ballroom, the sound of happy laughter made her halt abruptly. She saw them coming towards her through the gloom, Alessandro and her son, Paolo. Paolo’s tutor, Fra Roberto, cherubic and rotund, trailed along behind in his usual preoccupied daze. A footman walked solemnly around the circumference of the room, lighting candles.

When Paolo caught sight of her he gave a happy shout and raced up to her. She crouched down so that their faces would be on the same level.

“Look, Mama!” he exclaimed happily, holding out a small replica of a sailing ship. “Isn’t it wonderful? Papa just gave it to me. We’re going to sail it in the fishpond when the rain stops.”

“It’s lovely, darling. Perfectly beautiful! And you will take good care of it, I know, and not let it sink.”

She was aware of Alessandro standing not ten feet away from them, suddenly engrossed in a philosophical discussion with the priest. She gave Paolo a swift hug and kiss, and stood up.

“I must go now, Paolo,” she said softly, brushing her hand lightly over his hair to smooth it. “Be a good boy.”

His doubtful expression tore at her heart. He was rather serious and thoughtful for a small boy. She knew he didn’t understand why his parents ignored each other, even when they happened to be in the same room, like today.

She swept past Alessandro and the priest. Alessandro looked right through her, as though she were a wisp of smoke, or a ghostly apparition. Fra Roberto bowed deferentially and she favored him with a small nod.

As she neared the great doors on the other side of the room, she heard Paolo say in his shrill, child’s voice, “Papa, why don’t you ever talk to Mama?”

Alessandro murmured soothingly, lying to the boy, telling him it really didn’t mean anything. They had nothing to say to each other. It had all been said six years ago, and since that time they hadn’t spoken a word to each other in private, and only exchanged stiff pleasantries in public, when it couldn’t be avoided because the world was watching.

A footman jumped in front of her to open the doors and to close them behind her when she left. She stood alone at the top of the broad marble staircase and pressed her gloved hand tightly to her lips. Hatred raged up in her like a flash of fire and subsided again, leaving her feeling faint and dizzy. The gusting wind brought the smell of the sea and rain to her nostrils. She descended slowly. The wetness of the misting rain and fog in her face felt good, cool and soothing.

Her vision was blurred and she stumbled getting into the waiting gondola. The liveried gondolier put his arm firmly around her waist to steady her. She looked around to thank him. His handsome face was impassive. His eyes were deep-set under heavy lids, and his lower lip had a sensuous thrust, like a lover’s pout.

“Thank you,” she murmured. “You’re new, aren’t you?”

“Yes, Donna Fosca. My name is Guido.” He held the doors of the felze open and after she was comfortably seated inside tucked a warm robe around her legs. Their faces were only inches apart, and before he withdrew their eyes met and held for a moment. His look told her that he thought her beautiful, and that he wanted to go to bed with her.

Fosca’s face remained expressionless. Yes, he was quite handsome, and yes, the idea of sleeping with him appealed to her. But an affair with one of the household servants was much too dangerous. She would continue to choose her lovers carefully, because any breath of scandal would mean that she would lose her son completely to Alessandro and never see him again.

“Where would you like to go, Donna Fosca?”

His voice had startled her. “Oh. To the Molo, I suppose.”

“You don’t want to have to walk far, in this rain,” he said meaningfully. “I can take you closer, perhaps, to where you want to go.”

She shrugged. She didn’t care if he knew her destination. He wouldn’t talk. Gondoliers were obsessively loyal, even to the strangers they ferried. They could be relied upon to keep secret the things they heard and saw; every once in a while one would be found floating in a canal, drowned by the others because he had betrayed their code.

“To the Roman embassy, then,” she said. “On the Rio Osmarin.”

“Yes, Donna Fosca.”

 
He pushed the boat away from the dock with his oar. Fosca closed her eyes and leaned her head back. How much longer? she wondered. How much longer could she endure what Loredan was doing to her?

Fosca gave birth to her child at their villa in the country, in the spring of 1790. She had hardly set eyes on her husband since he moved her there. She wondered what his plans for her were, and decided that he was just waiting for her to recover from her long illness and the strain of childbirth before he initiated divorce proceedings and threw her out.

One day, a month after the baby was born, he came to her room while she was nursing the child. Many noble mothers had returned to breastfeeding their children after Rousseau advocated the practice in his writings. For some, it was the chic thing to do, the vogue. Fosca did it for Raf s son.

Loredan stood at the foot of the bed, and gazed at her and the baby at her breast. She felt a shiver of apprehension and held the child tighter. He began to whimper.

. Alessandro said to Emilia, “Take the boy now. Leave us.”

Something in Emilia’s face as she took the child made Fosca afraid. “Where are you taking him?” she asked. “Why—?”

The baby began to squall and Emilia lifted him onto her shoulder and patted his back. Fosca watched anxiously as they left the room.

“We have found a wet nurse for the child,” Alessandro said.

“But I am nursing him myself,” she protested, drawing her nightgown over her breast. “You had no right—”

“The doctor says you don’t have enough milk. He isn’t gaining weight fast enough.” He hesitated and said slowly, “I don’t want my son to be a sickly child.”

She stared. A minute dragged by. “Your—son!” she burst out. “Have you lost your mind? He is my son, mine and Raf’s! How dare you come in here and dictate to me.”

“He is my son,” Alessandro repeated strongly. “The world will recognize him as such, if I do.”

She shook her head. “No,” she said. “I am not your wife any longer, Alessandro. I belong to Raf Leopardi, and so does the child. I will divorce you. I don’t care what they say about me. I won’t live with you any longer.”

“If you divorce me, you will never see the child again,” Loredan said evenly. “He is my son now.”

“You—you’re absurd!” she gasped. “I cannot believe that you’re doing this! It’s ridiculous. You can’t expect Venice to swallow this lie. Do you think they won’t know he’s Raf’s son? Of course they’ll know! He is our child, Rafaello’s and mine!”

“His name will be Paolo, for my father,” he said, ignoring her rising passion. “His christening will take place next month, in San Marco. The Doge himself has promised to be his godfather.”

She sat up and threw back the covers. “You can’t get away with this,” she said in a shaking voice. “I won’t let you! I’ll tell the world that he’s Raf’s bastard! You’ll be a laughing stock!”

“You will tell no one.” He never raised his voice above a genteel purr. “As far as the rest of the world is concerned, for the past year you have been confined to your rooms with a very serious illness. Let them whisper all they like. Let them laugh and sneer and conjecture. They will never know the truth.”

“I will tell them! You won’t be able to stop me!”

 
 
He shook his head. “You will tell no one, Fosca. If you do, if you spread slander—”

“Not, slander, truth!”

“—or try to humiliate me publicly, I shall have a dozen doctors declare that you are insane. You will spend the rest of your life on the island of San Servolo, in the madhouse.”

She made a high-pitched sound, somewhere between a laugh and a sob. “You are mad! You should be in the madhouse, not I!” She tried to stand but her weak legs would not support her. She gripped the bedsheets in her shaking hands and glared at him.

Alessandro said,  “Listen to me, Fosca. The boy will be raised as a Loredan, as my only son. He will have every advantage, especially that of legitimacy. Have you thought about how important that will be to him later in life? And you—you will not interfere in any way with his upbringing or his education.” His voice softened a little. “I am not a monster. I don’t want to separate you from your child. You may visit with him every day, for as long as you like. But if you try and turn him against me, or to tell him the truth about his parentage, or to influence his thinking in any way, I will prevent you from seeing him at all.”

She moaned and threw herself face down on the bed. Her frail body shook convulsively. Alessandro watched her, his lean face creased with sorrow. He knew he had beaten her, but there was no trace of victory in his attitude. The contest had been uneven, and unfair. She had no weapons; he had them all.

“You would do it, wouldn’t you?” she said without looking up. “You would take my child away from me and lock me up in the madhouse, where I couldn’t trouble you anymore.” She rolled onto her back and swept her hair back with her arm. “It wasn’t enough for you to whip me like a dog, to degrade and defile and humiliate me. No, that wasn’t enough for you! You’re going to make me pay for what I did, for the rest of my life. Threats. Just the kind of torture I should have known you would devise. Threats, hanging over my head like a sword!”

“It won’t be so dreadful as all that,” Alessandro said wearily. “You will continue to pose as my wife, as you did in the past.”

“So long as I comport myself with dignity and restraint,” she added dully.

“That is correct. I will not patrol your actions, or confine you to the house, or restrict your movements in any way. You will have a generous allowance to spend—more generous than before. You may choose your friends, and companions; pursue your own interests and occupations. But you will not give rise to any breath of scandal.”

“Ah, you’re giving me permission to take lovers! What an extraordinary man you are, Alessandro. Not a breath of scandal! And I suppose I must submit to your own attentions as well?”

Alessandro stiffened. “No. I will never force myself on you again. I,” he drew in a long breath and said haltingly, “I want you to know—I deeply and profoundly regret what happened that night. You have not condemned me for that more than I have condemned myself. It was brutal, unforgivable—. I promise you this, Fosca: I will never again inflict my desires on you in that fashion. In any fashion. I will not interfere in your life in any way, unless you make it necessary. I will not even speak to you unnecessarily. You are free to live as you did before all this happened. Just observe my warnings.” He added, “You should be grateful to me. I have been more than generous with you.”

 
 
She lifted her head and looked at him. What unbelievable self-righteousness. What—arrogance!

“Generous!” she repeated in a harsh whisper. “Generous!”

She began to laugh shrilly. The sound grew louder, a crescendo of hysteria, until she began to scream. Alessandro fled before her screams became sobs.

They stuck to the bargain. Fosca’s friends were finally given permission to see her. They told her about their bafflement and concern, and asked for details of what had happened to her. She stubbornly told them all that she really had been ill for over a year, and that she had even suffered a brief loss of memory. Was it true—had she perhaps gone to Paris in that time? No, certainly not. She had never left Venice. The onset of her illness just happened to coincide with the departure of the renegade Jew, that’s all. One of those peculiar tricks of fate that gives rise to so much troublesome gossip.

All Venice knew it was a lie, but with typical Venetian grace and politeness, no one ever referred to the affair in her presence, and eventually the thrill of this scandal was supplanted by newer and fresher concerns. These were perilous times, and Venetians turned worried eyes to France, where the people had risen up and slaughtered their King and Queen. This was a scandal greater than any other, and every noble felt the whisper of the blade on his own neck.

Fosca heard the details of Raf’s escape: how a darkhaired girl had seduced and drugged the guards of the prison and freed him; how soldiers and police had scoured the countryside and followed ships on which he was reported to have sailed, all without result. He had been seen in Rome, in Geneva, in London. No one knew who the girl was. The guards knew her only as Rosina. No one knew where she came from, where she went. She seemed to have come out of nowhere, and then disappeared again.

Fosca knew immediately who she was: Lia, the girl who had lived in Raf’s house, who had betrayed both of them to Pietro Salvino because she didn’t want Fosca to have him. She could have made no better reparation for her crime than saving him from the executioner’s ax. Fosca pictured them together and became almost sick from jealousy.

She saw her son, Paolo, every day. His nurses brought him to her in her rooms, and later she visited him in his nursery. But she was never permitted to be alone with him. Someone always hovered nearby. Spies, spies, all ready to run to Loredan with any seditious remark that might corrupt the child and turn him against his “father.”

At Ca’ Loredan or their country villa, she and Alessandro passed each other in the corridors or courtyards without a word, without even a glance. Every time he cut her, every time he walked past her as though she didn’t exist, Fosca felt the sting of his loathing and disapproval, the slap of his smugness and hatred, and her own hatred boiled up inside her. She longed to fly at his face with her claws bared, to revile and insult and shock him out of his silence. But she didn’t; she couldn’t. He might forbid her to see her son, and then she would have nothing left of Rafaello.

Disappointingly, little Paolo seemed more Loredan than Leopardi. His mind was logical and cool. He wasn’t emotional and only endured his mother’s displays of affection because he sensed that it gave her pleasure to hold him and baby him. He liked to play alone, or with Alessandro. He learned to read at an early age, to play the piano, to speak a little French and Latin. He was quietly observant, and his eyes always said more than his tongue. A little diplomat, and a conservative. He disliked change and disturbances in his routine. He was certainly not a rebel, like his real father.

Fosca blamed Alessandro for alienating his attentions, for molding the boy into his own image. But she recognized the natural affinity between them. It was this, her exclusion from the affection they shared, and Paolo’s genuine love for the man he believed to be his father, that hurt Fosca more than anything else. She felt that she had nothing left of her great love, nothing but faded and tattered memories. Everyone had gained but her. Raf was up to his ears in revolution somewhere, she was sure, and enjoying it immensely. Even Alessandro Loredan, the wronged, cuckolded husband, had gained a son. Only she, Fosca, had lost everything.

The Roman ambassador advanced to greet her with his hands outstretched. “My dear, I’m so glad! I was afraid that you wouldn’t want to venture out in this filthy weather!”

I would venture into Hell itself rather than stay in that house, she thought, but she smiled and said, “Doesn’t it rain in Rome?”

“Never,” he said stoutly. “The Church forbids it! Now, come and sit by the fire and warm yourself. Let me take your cloak. How beautiful you look tonight! You are the only woman I know who looks more beautiful than my memories of her. Oh, I have some excellent wine to offer you tonight, a Bordeaux, from before the Terror. A fine example of what a royalist society can produce.”

“I don’t care for any right now,” she said. She began to undo the rows of buttons on her tight-fitted sleeves. “Why don’t we just get on with it?”

 
“Of course, my dear,” the Ambassador said with a shrug. “If that is your wish.”

He put his arm around her waist and they went up to his bedroom. The Ambassador was a knowledgeable and generous lover, unlike some she’d had. When it was over he hitched himself up in bed and looked down at her. He was one of those men who had grown handsomer with the onset of middle age. Graying hair gave distinction to an otherwise ordinary face, and the endless whirl of pleasures in Venice had worn away some of the paunchiness gained during years of sedentary service in Rome.

“You’re a strange woman, Fosca,” he said.

“Oh? In what way?”

“Your attitude towards love. It’s more like a man’s than a woman’s. You know what you want, and it isn’t romance.”

“Does that bother you?” she asked with a little smile.

“Dear me, no! Quite the opposite. I find it exhilarating and refreshing to be able to dispense with all that folderol. Although I confess that I forget myself very easily when I’m with you—I really can’t help praising your beauty and flattering you.”

“I don’t mind. So long as you mean it.”

“I do mean it,” he said warmly. “You’re using love as a potion, aren’t you? An aid to forgetfulness?”

“Not at all. I have used other things to help me forget my troubles: wine, religion. They both put me to sleep. A good enough way to forget, I suppose. But love—I use love to help me remember what I’ve lost.

Raf. The nights they spent together in each other’s arms. His smile. His warmth. Sometimes, when she closed her eyes and felt a man moving against her, she could almost believe that she was with him again.

 
 
She had been greatly shocked to find, in the months following the birth of her son, that she wanted a man, wanted one more urgently than ever before. The time she spent with Raf had accustomed her body to love, and even though her mind rejected the idea and saw it as betrayal, her body persisted in its cravings. Doubt was like a peeping mouse; desire like a roaring lion.

Her first lover was her cicisbeo, Antonio Valier. He was an obvious choice. Hadn’t he always been sweet and attentive, and passionately in love with her? And she wouldn’t even have to venture beyond the walls of her boudoir.

“Antonio,” she announced one evening, “I want you to make love to me.”

“My dearest goddess, don’t I make love to you every hour of the day and night, with every breath—”

“No, I mean real love. In bed. Will you?”

He was embarrassed and upset by the directness of her request, but he pretended to be flattered and delighted. He swore that he had dreamed of such a consummation ever since he met her; but he hadn’t the courage, the audacity, to suggest it himself.

They were all alone. She told him to lock the doors, and she drew the curtains around the bed. They undressed, backs turned to each other. Antonio was trembling like a leaf, and so was Fosca. They sat side by side on the edge of the bed, as nervous as a couple of adolescents, and fondled each other a little.

Antonio was terrified of failing. Fosca was too fresh from heartbreak and too preoccupied with her own problems to have much patience with him. They lay next to each other, each submitting to the other’s passionless caresses, and nothing happened. Finally Fosca, frustrated and annoyed, jumped up and announced a craving for coffee. Antonio was ready to weep, from relief or shame.

 
 
Their friendship suffered, as Rosalba Loredan could have told them it would. Antonio continued to call upon her, to escort her around town, to spend hours a day with her, but it wasn’t the same. There was restraint between them, and they never again felt so relaxed and easy in each other’s presence.

Two weeks later, on the feast of the Ascension, one of the most brilliant feast days of the year, Fosca tried again. The populace was given permission to mask. The elaborate golden ship, the Bucintoro, was brought out of storage. It carried the Doge and his party out past the Lido to the Adriatic, where he threw a golden ring into the sea and proclaimed it the bride of Venice. A regatta was held, a parade of decorated gondolas and other boats. In the town there were bullfights, boxing matches, contests and celebrations of every kind. It was Carnival for a day.

Fosca spent the day boating with Antonio and Giacomo. When she came home, she told Emilia that she was exhausted and suffering from headache, and she wanted to go to bed early. When the coast was clear, she dressed again, put on her mask, and slipped out of the house.

She walked briskly to the Rialto, the only bridge across the Grand Canal. She wanted to go to the Ridotto or the Piazza but she didn’t want anyone, even a gondolier, to see her. A few streets away from the Rialto, she encountered a sailor. He was lounging against a wall and staring glumly at the waters in the canal. He had a heavy-jowled, somewhat craggy face. The light was poor. Fosca decided that he resembled Raf. He didn’t, of course. But she wanted him to be Raf, and thought that if they shared the same profession they would share the same flair for love.

She approached him boldly and asked sweetly for directions to the Rialto. He regarded her stupidly for a moment and replied in an almost incomprehensible accent that he didn’t understand. He was a Neopolitain.

“So you’re no good at giving directions,” she said with a flirtatious smile. “What are you good at, then? Dancing, perhaps?”

He may not have understood her accent, but he read correctly the message in her eyes. He had a nice smile, and she didn’t resist when he put his arm around her waist and drew her deeper into the shadows.

She let him kiss her under her mask. He wasn’t used to coping with masks, for he gave an impatient snort and ripped hers off, scratching her face slightly. He tossed the mask into the canal.

“Stop that!” she gasped. “How dare you—!”

He paid no attention to her protestations, but dragged her deeper into the shadows. She had fallen into his lap, as it were, a gift from the heavens, and he wasn’t about to let her get away. He had just spent his last cent in a tavern and had been wondering how he was going to relieve the nagging hunger in his loins.

Fosca struggled futilely, recognizing the danger she was in. She started to scream, but he struck the side of her head with his fist. Her brain buzzed. For a moment she couldn’t see anything, but she could hear his breathing, like a roaring furnace in her ears.

He flipped her onto her back into a foul, fishy-smelling puddle, and ripped away her underthings. He entered her roughly and strained and heaved while she kept her eyes clamped shut and thought. “What a fool I was. What a bloody, simple-minded idiot.”

He finished and hauled her to her feet. He wanted her to buy him some wine. She shook her head. She felt dizzy and sick, and when his grasp slackened, she slipped away from him and started to run. He caught up with her easily, thinking that she was just playing some kind of game. She jerked her knee up and caught him squarely in the genitals. He howled with pain and let her go. Then she gave him a tremendous shove and sent him sprawling backwards into the canal. She picked up her skirts and ran back to Ca’ Loredan. She managed to get to her room without being seen, but Emilia heard her come in and found her sobbing hysterically. Emilia undressed her and helped her to bathe and didn’t say a word.

For the next three weeks, Fosca stayed in her room and never left the house. She hated herself and berated herself and called herself every kind of name, but she couldn’t quench the fires that burned inside. Soon after that, Alessandro requested that she attend a reception at the Doge’s Palace, and there she met a young senator. He flirted in a civilized and amusing fashion. Fosca saw Alessandro glowering at them from across the room, but knew he couldn’t fault her conduct. She and the senator left the ball together and became lovers that same night. He was kind and considerate, and he restored Fosca’s self-esteem. At least one man in Venice found her beautiful and desirable.

Their affair lasted through the summer. He was a frequent visitor to their country villa. But on the eve of the Loredans’ return to Venice, they parted.

“I just don’t understand you, Fosca,” he said miserably. “I love you so much. I’ve done everything I could think of to make you love me. But you don’t.”

“I can’t love you,” she said gently. “I can’t love anyone, ever again.”

She kept her word to Alessandro. She was as discreet as a nun, publicly as virtuous as anyone in Venice. After the incident with the sailor, she never took as a lover anyone who didn’t fit the mold of what Venice considered suitable.

 
 
Even Alessandro’s acknowledgment of Paolo as his son could not salvage Fosca’s reputation completely. Word of her affair with the Jew spread surreptitiously through the circles in which she used to move. She felt the taint of scandal. When she entered a crowd she detected a new electricity in the air. She was no longer invited to the most fashionable salons, and a couple of her father’s old friends cut her off completely. The rest tolerated her because she was, after all, the daughter of a Dolfin and the wife—however discredited—of a Loredan.

She found herself on the fringes of a class whose existence she never really noticed before: the outcasts. These were noblewomen who flaunted their lovers like prizes; who thrived on scandal and cared nothing for their reputations; who sneered at convention, routinely cuckolded their unconcerned husbands, disgraced their noble names. There were men, too. Not so impoverished as the Barnabotti, they still lived by their wits as spies and adventurers and procurers for these high-class whores.

One day on the Liston, not long after her confinement ended, Fosca met the notorious Princess Gonzaga, Alessandro’s old mistress, whose lovers were more numerous than the years of her age.

Gonzaga greeted her with the cry, “Ah, another noble Venetian whore joins our ranks. Welcome, Donna Fosca!”

Fosca ignored her and passed on, clinging to Antonio’s arm. He was scarlet with shame. She never spoke of the incident, and never forgot it.

A few days later, she was approached in the Ridotto by a young man with slate-colored eyes whom she recognized as a friend of Gonzaga’s, one of those opportunists who used other people’s misery for their own gain.

“It’s so marvelous to see you again, Donna Fosca,” he gushed, bowing deeply. “You have been sorely missed during your long convalescence. I trust your health is restored?”

“Completely, thank you,” Fosca replied coldly.

“I am delighted to hear it. Will you take coffee with me?”

Antonio had excused himself for a moment and she just happened to be standing alone and unprotected. She could hardly refuse. He slid his hand under her elbow and led her towards one of the smaller salons where refreshments were served.

“Very often,” the man observed, moving a tiny spoon in swirls around his cup, “a lady who has been absent from society finds herself in rather special circumstances when she returns. Old friends have forgotten her. Old debts continue to haunt her. Now I would hate to think that you were plagued by such worries, Lady. It would distress me to think that you lacked friends, or money.”

She said, “One can never have a surfeit of either.”

“That’s quite true, quite true,” he nodded approvingly. “You can never have a surfeit of either,” he repeated. “You know, I have an acquaintance who would agree with you. He has money, and he desires a friend. I foresee a relationship that could be mutually beneficial. I would be delighted to perform an introduction. I assure you, he is absolutely respectable. You need have no fears on that score. Why—”    

She dashed her cup of steaming coffee into his face. He sputtered and blinked at her through a liquid brown curtain.

 
“I do not need a pimp,” she said through gritted teeth. “If you ever speak to me again—even so much as a greeting—and if you ever mention my name to any man, I will inform the Inquisitors about your nasty little business.”

She stalked out of the Ridotto and never returned.

Fosca spent more time with her brother Tomasso. He was the only one to whom she could speak freely about Raf. Occasionally, through his connections with the revolutionary underground and the French Jacobins, he received news of a radical who called himself Leopard. This Leopard had worked hard for the enfranchisement of French Jews, survived the Terror, risen to a position of prominence in the First Directory.

The French were at war with everyone in Europe except Russia and Spain. In March of 1796 the Directory ordered a three-pronged attack on Austria, their most dangerous and aggressive enemy, and they appointed the Corsican general Napoleon Bonaparte to lead the Army of Italy and to expel the Austrians from the Italian territories they coveted for France.

Late in March, Tomasso met Fosca in Florian’s café to tell her that he had learned that Leopard had left Paris and joined Bonaparte’s staff as a captain.

“But I’ve heard that there’s fighting in the Piedmont,” Fosca said worriedly. “Do you think he’s safe?”

“Of course he’s safe,” Tomasso reassured her. “He’s an officer, isn’t he? Officers don’t fight. They just watch the action from a safe vantage point on a hillside somewhere.”

“Oh, why hasn’t he sent word?” she wondered disconsolately. “Six years, Tomasso. Six years and never a sign that he still cares about me. Why, I wouldn’t even know that he was alive if it weren’t for you! There are French spies all over Venice. He knows who they are, if he’s as important as you say he is. He doesn’t try to write because he doesn’t love me anymore.”

“That’s foolishness and you know it,” Tomasso said briskly. “He can’t communicate with you. It’s too dangerous, for both of you. And right now he’s in the thick of battle. What do you want him to do, ask Bonaparte to call off the war for a couple of weeks so he can ride over and say hello?”

“Six years is a long time,” she said thoughtfully, not even listening to him. “He’s forgotten all about me. He’s found someone else.”

“I don’t know why I talk to you about him at all,” Tomasso said crossly. “It only upsets you. I can’t bear to see you like this, Fosca. You’ve changed so much since—. You used to be so full of joy, and love of life! ”

“And now I’m one of the walking dead, eh, Tomasso?” she smiled grimly.

“I’ll never understand why you didn’t leave Loredan. No, that’s not fair. Knowing him, you probably didn’t have any choice. All right. So make the best of a bad situation. He’s given you a fair amount of freedom.”

“Oh, yes, he’s been quite civilized about it,” she said with bitterness.

“Then take advantage of it. Find someone else to love and forget Leopardi. Only new love can heal a broken heart.”

“Who was the man in the myth, Tomasso?” she asked. “The one who was condemned by the gods to lie chained to a mountainside while an eagle devoured his entrails, into eternity?”

Tomasso frowned. “You mean Prometheus?”

“Yes. That’s me, Tomasso. I’m chained to a mountainside and an eagle is eating away at my heart. The wound will never heal, because the wounding never stops.”

Tomasso looked away, not knowing how to dispel her hurt or ease her unhappiness. After a moment Fosca put her hand on his arm and laughed ruefully.

“Poor Tomasso, I didn’t mean to spread my dissatisfaction like a sickness. We are a fine pair, aren’t we? The last of the Dolfins: one reduced to utter penury; the other a slave to self-pity!”

He managed a grin. “How have the mighty fallen, right?”

“How? Very swiftly!” she countered.

“And how far?”

“To the lowest depths!”

“Well, what difference does it make?” Tomasso shrugged philosophically. “We’re both still young. We have our looks, and we have our brains!”

“Not so young,” she reminded him. “Do you realize that I’m nearly twenty-nine?”

“Good Lord!” Tomasso assumed an astonished expression. “Are you really? I wouldn’t have said that you were a day over thirty-five!”

She started to laugh, and so did Tomasso. They laughed until they felt weak and stupid and breathless.

Tomasso wiped his eyes. “When is your birthday? The tenth?”

“The fourteenth, two weeks away.”

“Why, we’ll have to celebrate! Let me take you out, buy you dinner, escort you to the theater. You’ll have to advance me a little money, of course.”

Her eyes lit up. He saw the old, reckless Fosca again. “No, wait, Tomasso, I have a better idea. I want to have a party. A huge celebration. A ball! I’m going to throw a great party for myself, in the ballroom of Ca’ Loredan!”

“A brilliant idea!” Tomasso applauded.

“You must bring all your friends, Tomasso. I want the Barnabotti to be there, as many of them as we can get!”

Tomasso stared at her incredulously. “Are you mad?” he gasped. “They’ll eat you out of house and home—not to mention the talk!”

There was a saying in Venice that one impoverished nobleman could eat more than a swarm of locusts. The Barnabotti were not popular guests. Their lean straits were an unpleasant reminder of how low many of the fine, old families had fallen, and they were unbelievably greedy when there was food and drink to be had.

“Why shouldn’t they come?” Fosca demanded. “No one ever asks them anywhere. Can’t you just see them, Tomasso? Parading through the gates in their rags and patches? Strutting around proudly, ever so pleased with themselves that they’ve been invited to Ca’ Loredan!”

“But—but the other guests!” Tomasso sputtered laughingly. “They’d never stand for it!”

“There won’t be any other guests. Just the Barnabotti—and me. All of us outcasts together.”

“But what about Loredan? He’ll be furious. He’ll never allow it!”

“This has nothing to do with Loredan,” she said, tossing her head. “He is not invited. It is my birthday, and my ball, and these are my guests, not his.”

Tomasso chuckled. “He’ll have apoplexy when he finds out. Can’t you hear the gossip? And the newspapers: ‘Five Hundred Barnabotti Entertained at Commissioner’s House!’ ”

 
“Yes,” said Fosca with a strange smile, “I can hear the gossip. And I don’t care. This is something I must do, and afterwards—. Afterwards, I don’t care what happens to me.”

“That’s the old Fosca I used to know and love,” said Tomasso happily. “Oh, what a night it’s going to be!”

At ten o’clock on the eve of Fosca Loredan’s twenty-ninth birthday, the first of her guests passed through the gates of Ca’ Loredan and mounted the great marble stairs. They arrived on foot because they could not afford to hire gondolas. Their faces were pinched and pale. They were dressed in their best: soiled linens and tattered lace, well-ventilated stockings, downtrodden shoes polished to brilliance with goose fat and spit, out-of-fashion coats, frayed at the front edges and pockets and cuffs and shiny from long use, waistcoats of rich brocade now fuzzy and faded and marked with the medallions of a hundred cheap meals, shapeless hats and breeches that bagged at the knee and at the seat. Their hands were soft and white, unaccustomed to any labor more taxing than writing diatribes against the state or shuffling cards at the Ridotto. Their eyes were haunted by the spectres of lost greatness. One and all, these were sons of the greatest families in Venice, whose names had been entered at birth in the Golden Book. A few had jobs as tutors to richer families. A few were pimps, a few prostitutes. Most lived solely on the meager stipends that the state gave them, and supplemented that with the few sequins they could pick up by selling their votes in the Grand Council.

Fosca knew most of them by sight and many by name. With Tomasso at her side, she stood at the doors, just inside the ballroom, and greeted her guests graciously. She wore a black velvet gown trimmed with gold threads at the neckline and hem. The sleeves were long and tight-fitted, and slightly puffed at the shoulder. Diamonds glittered on her neck and in her upswept hair. She was dazzling, and no one questioned the funereal colors of her costume.

The crowd of indigents swelled. Sweating footmen ran to and fro, carrying trays loaded with glasses of wine, and fruit and cake, and the trays were emptied almost as soon as they emerged from the kitchens. The Barnabotti were certainly a hungry lot. Most lived on a single meal a day, of polenta or cornmeal pudding supplemented with a piece of fruit and coffee. A few had brought their women, painted trollops and whores whose faces were so badly ravaged by smallpox or syphilis that they could attract no better-paying customers than these paupers. Fosca welcomed them warmly, as if they were visiting duchesses.

A small orchestra provided music for dancing. The hum of voices grew louder as wine warmed throats and loosened tongues. Soon the din was deafening, and the subdued tinkle of harpsichord and violin almost inaudible.

All around, conversations were of revolution and war with France. The name Bonaparte was on everyone’s lips. Here was their long-awaited saviour, the man who would reduce the Venetian government to ashes and give the Barnabotti a chance to rule. Bonaparte was in Italy, in the north, and whole cities were falling to his armies. Soon Venice would be French, they predicted.

Fosca perceived that the prospect of French invasion had done what Rafaello had failed to do: it welded these disgruntled souls together into a unit, bound by common desire and belief. Individually these men were pathetic and absurd. Collectively they represented a strong threat to the government of their fathers. Fosca smiled at the irony of receiving these rebels in the house of Alessandro Loredan, arch-defender of the status quo.

She danced with her guests until her feet were numb. They presented her with snatches of verse and song, because clever words and well-fed imaginations were all the gifts they could afford.

At midnight they drank a toast in her honor: “To Donna Fosca, our queen, the happiest of birthdays! Long life and much happiness!”

She lifted her glass and said, “And to all of you, my brothers, my deepest thanks. Let us drink to better days ahead, for all of us!”

They cheered until their throats were raw, then shouted for more wine to soothe them. The orchestra struck up a furlana, a merry peasant dance, and Fosca was swept away by eager partners.

As soon as the nature of Donna Fosca’s guests became apparent, the Loredan steward dispatched a messenger to Alessandro, to inform him of the goings-on under his roof. But Loredan had taken his mistress to the theater to see a new comedy. The Faithless Wife, and then accompanied her to a restaurant for a late supper. When he returned to his casino with her at two in the morning and heard the news, he sent his mistress home and proceeded immediately to Ca’ Loredan.

He knew about the ball, but just assumed that Fosca was entertaining a horde of her usual friends. Even before his gondola docked under the house, he could hear echoes of merriment. He disembarked, and the first thing he saw was a couple of men urinating into the fishpond in the center of the courtyard. He recognized one of them as a leading spokesman for the Barnabotti who had recently won election to the Senate.

He strode up to them as they fastened up their breeches. “What are you doing here, Brunelleschi?” Liveried gondoliers hovered in the shadows, ready to assist their master.

They looked around. The larger of the two men leered drunkenly. “Ah, our esteemed host! Look Angelo, Commissioner Loredan has condescended to come and help his wife celebrate her birthday!”

“Charming lady,” Angelo sighed. “A saint!”

“Out. Both of you,” Alessandro said curtly. He motioned to his men. “Show these gentlemen to the gates. And give them a ducking if they start to make trouble.”

“Ah, you can’t get rid of us so easily, Loredan,” Brunelleschi shouted over his shoulder while the gondoliers dragged him and Angelo away. “There are thousands more, just like us. We’re like the hydra, Loredan. Cut off one head and a dozen more appear in its place!”

Instructing his men to keep themselves in readiness but not to interfere unless he gave the word, Alessandro ran up the stairs to the ballroom. At first glance it might have been just another brilliant gathering of nobles in their natural setting: silks and laces, shimmering crystal, bright laughter and talk. But on looking closer the elegant shapes became distorted, the faces grotesque, the reality a hideous parody of the first charming illusion. Every ragamuffin and wastrel and troublemaker in Venice was there, and a sprinkling of the lowest whores as well. Fosca stood at their core, the shining hub of an unsightly wheel.

His steward hurried up to him and murmured, “I am sorry, Excellency. I didn’t realize—none of us expected—not even Emilia. I wanted to throw them out, but there were so many—and it might have embarrassed Donna Fosca.”

Alessandro said distractedly, “It’s all right. I’m not blaming you.”

Tomasso Dolfin appeared at his elbow. “Ah, my dear brother-in-law! I want to thank you, on behalf of all my friends, for permitting us the use of your house this evening. We’ve been having a political meeting—ha, ha!”

“So I see,” Alessandro said dryly. “And I suppose Fosca is chairing this meeting?”

Tomasso laughed heartily. His face was flushed with drink and excitement. “As you can see, Signor, she is adored by every man here. You’d better be careful. Your wife may well become a potent political force in Venice—even more powerful than yourself! With the Barnabotti at her feet, she could overthrow the government tomorrow and have herself appointed queen!”

Others noticed Loredan’s presence, and word spread quickly through the room. Silence fell, and soon the only center of loud noise came from the little group that surrounded Fosca.

Alessandro considered the matter. He had two choices: he could slink away and do nothing, and let the party come to an end of its own accord, or he could put an end to it then and there and get these wretches out of his house.

He pushed through the little crowd around Fosca and grasped her elbow. Thinking he was just another admirer, she turned and smiled up at him. Then she recognized him. Her smile vanished and the old, tired dullness returned to her eyes.

“Well, Signor Loredan,” she said slowly. “How very good of you to come to my party. ” Her speech was thick and slurred and he realized that she was quite drunk. She tried to pull away from him, but he held her fast.

“Come along, Fosca,” he said quietly. “I want to talk to you.”

“Talk?” she exclaimed. “Talk! Ah, you have made this a most memorable occasion indeed, Signor. A birthday gift from my husband!” She turned to the crowd that hemmed them in. “Did you hear that? After six years of silence, my husband wants to talk to me tonight! What, I wonder, can he possibly want to talk about?”

“Perhaps he objects to your choice of guests, Donna Fosca,” someone suggested.

“Oh, no!” She shook her copper-colored head firmly. “My husband is very tolerant. He has given me permission to do as I please—to select my own friends. And you are my friends, all of you! You are nobles, are you not? How can he possibly object to you?”

There was a ripple of nervous laughter. Alessandro took a breath and propelled Fosca through the crowd. She was unsteady and he moved his arm around her waist to keep her from falling on her face. She reeked of wine, her favorite French perfume, and the stink of poverty that clung to the Barnabotti.

“Well, it’s off to the madhouse for me!” she shouted gaily. “Goodbye, my brothers! Come and visit poor Fosca, will you? Good-bye!”

Alessandro heard ugly murmurs as he guided her towards the doors to his library, but he ignored them until they reached the far side of the ballroom. Then, still supporting his sagging wife, he turned and said in a calm but penetrating voice, “If you aren’t all out of here in five minutes, I shall have you arrested. I have already sent for the Inquisitors’ police.”

 
It was a lie and he doubted that it would work. There were some jeers and some rebellious shouts like, “You can throw us out of your house, but you can’t throw us out of Venice, Loredan!” But the Barnabotti were basically a cowardly lot, and even as he left the ballroom. Alessandro could hear them begin to shuffle out.

Resolutely, he half-carried Fosca to his library. Her eyes were closed and she was humming tunelessly to herself.

“It isn’t so bad, this madness, ” she observed. “Like floating. Or flying.”

They entered the library and Alessandro closed the doors behind them. They were alone together, for the first time in six years.

He lowered her into a tall chair near his desk and stepped away from her. She opened her eyes and cocked her head to the side.

“Well, Signor, bring on your dozen physicians. I am ready to go.”

“So this is the beginning of a new rebellion,” he sighed. “I’m very sorry to see it.”

“Oh, no,” she rattled her head slowly. “No beginning. The end. I am ready for the madhouse. It is my destiny. This event—was my farewell. To life. Tomorrow I will be on my way to San Servolo. I just wanted to spend my last night among my true friends. Outcasts, like me. Prisoners. Oh, we appear to be free. We can walk about, talk and take coffee where we please. But we are prisoners, all the same. Held by invisible shackles. We all stink of sorrow and disappointment. We groan about how unfair life has been to us. I am tired of it all, so very tired.” She sighed deeply and closed her eyes. “No more penances. No more heartbreak. You have beaten me, Alessandro. You didn’t expect it to take so long, did you? I’ve been your prisoner for six years. A good wife. I meet my lovers in secret. I don’t cause trouble. Not a whisper of scandal. That’s what you wanted, isn’t it? But it’s over now. I’m tired, too tired. Living this way—not living at all. I must have been mad to let it go on for six years. I want to go to San Servolo!” She gripped the arms of the chair and made an effort to stand. She couldn’t, and fell back. “Tell Emilia to pack my things. I want to go to the madhouse tonight!”

Tears of sorrow and exhaustion ran down her cheeks. She was weary and disheveled and defeated. Alessandro knew it would be useless to berate her. The birthday party for the Barnabotti was her last defiant gesture before giving up completely.

“You’re not going anywhere,” he said gruffly. “Forget San Servolo. Forget the madhouse. I was a fool to—. Look, it’s late. I’ll send for Emilia to come and take you to bed.”

“No!” she said stubbornly. “I want to get out of here. I only stayed and obeyed your wishes because I wanted my son. But you have taken him away from me, as surely as if you had locked me away long ago. He isn’t mine. I have nothing, no one in the world now. I can’t see him alone. You have poisoned his mind against me and told him lies. He will grow up thinking me evil and wicked and crazy, because that is what you’ll tell him about me. But it doesn’t matter now. I just want to go away, to the madhouse. I’ve thought—about my father. But he was braver than I realized. I must go to the madhouse, because I am too much of a coward to die.”

Neither of them moved for several minutes. Fosca put her hands over her face. When she dropped them again her face looked rather green.

 
“I think—I’m going to be sick,” she whispered. She pitched forward out of the chair. Alessandro caught her. She had passed out, from the drink and the strain.

He knelt on the floor and cradled her in his arms. Her head lolled against his shoulder and he pressed his cheek against her hair.

“Oh, my God, Fosca,” he said hoarsely, “what a mess we’ve made of our lives.”

He carried her up to her room. Emilia was waiting anxiously, and when she saw the unconscious form she gave an anguished cry.

“It’s all right,” Alessandro said dully. “She drank too much.”

“I swear, I didn’t have the faintest idea of what she was up to! What a mad thing—oh, the poor darling!”

Alessandro laid Fosca gently on her bed. “Do you think we ought to send for a doctor?” he asked.

“Doctor!” Emilia snorted, pulling off Fosca’s shoes and starting to remove her jewelry. “There’s nothing the matter with her body that a night and a day in bed won’t fix. But as for her heart—I blame you for this, Signor Loredan.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you!” The little black eyes were like bits of smoldering coal. “Keeping her child away from her, treating her like a leper. You couldn’t forgive her, oh, no! You had to keep on punishing her, year after year. And you call yourself a Christian! Even Christ forgave the Magdalen. But you—you think you’re better than God! Not speaking to her. Treating her like dirt. You don’t know how you’ve hurt her, what you’ve driven her to do. I know. I’m just surprised that she hasn’t thrown herself into the canal and put an end to it.”

Alessandro didn’t say a word. Emilia thought: Well, this is the last night I’ll be spending under this roof. But I’m not sorry I spoke out.

 
 
Together they managed to undress the limp form and to get her into a clean nightgown.

“But how can you go back?” Alessandro wondered aloud. “How can you undo the harm you’ve done?”

“You ask her to forgive you. And you tell her what you should have told her years ago, that you’re in love with her,” Emilia said tartly.

Alessandro gave a humorless laugh. “She’d never believe it. Not in a hundred years. I—I couldn’t do it.”

Emilia shrugged, as if to say that anyone who asked her advice ought to be prepared to take it.

Alessandro looked down at his sleeping wife. “Get some flowers in here before she wakes up in the morning. Fill the room with them. White flowers. Don’t tell her—where they came from.”

He gave her a handful of coins and stalked out of the room. He went back to the ballroom. Servants were cleaning up the debris. The last of the unwelcome guests had gone. The little immobile blackamoors that stood against the walls were festooned with fruit peelings and soiled napkins. The floor was littered with smashed glasses and blobs of cake and crumpled revolutionary pamphlets. A bluish cloud of stale cigar smoke hung in the air.

Alessandro saw nothing. He was remembering what Raf Leopardi had said to him that day in the Tombs: “You’ll see to it that she’s ashamed. You’ll make her pay for this. I know you.”

The next morning Fosca awoke to white roses and shame.

The last thing she remembered was sitting in Loredan’s library and talking loudly and watching the frown on his forehead deepen like a fissure in the earth during an earthquake. But she couldn’t remember what she had said, or what happened afterwards.

She pulled herself up in bed and gave the bellpull a weak jerk. Her head throbbed and her mouth felt like the Barnabotti had danced all over her tongue.

The door at the far end of the room burst open and Paolo came in with a bound. “Good morning, Mama! Happy birthday!” He climbed up onto the bed and kissed her cheek. “Are you ill? Why do you stay in bed so late? It’s nearly time for lunch. Can you come out with me and watch me sail my boat?”

She looked over his head. No Fra Roberto. No nurse. Not even Emilia. She was alone with her son.

“But where is everyone?” she asked. “Fra Roberto? Why isn’t he with you? Does he know you’re here, Paolo?”

“Oh, yes. He said I should come in and wish you happy birthday. Did you get lots of presents? May I see them?”

“No, no presents,” she said softly. “Only these flowers, from my friends. And you. Oh, Paolo!”

Paolo gave a resigned sigh and permitted her to hug him and to cry a little. Then he wriggled away from her and insisted that she get dressed at once and come play with him. It was her birthday, after all!


XII

LA GABBIANA

Fosca craned her neck and leaned far over the railing of her box in the Fenice Theater.

“I don’t believe it!” she said in an astonished whisper. “I simply don’t believe it!”

On the stage, a ballerina whirled lightly across the floor and catapaulted herself into the arms of Gaetano Vestris, leading male dancer on the continent. Vestris twirled her around three times, so quickly that they were almost a blur, then dipped her elegantly arched body abruptly, so that her head nearly brushed the floor. The audience gasped at this incredible display of grace and daring, and burst into spontaneous applause. The dancers held their position for several moments, then Vestris set the girl on her feet and hand in hand they came down to the footlights to acknowledge their ovation.

Vestris’ partner was Lia, the waif from the ghetto, the girl who had betrayed them and then saved Raf from the Tombs.

Fosca knotted her hands. Her color mounted. At her side, Antonio, blissfully unaware of her rising fury, clapped and cheered as lustily as the rest.

Fosca stood up. “Come on, let’s get out of here!”

“But my dearest angel, they’ve only begun,” he protested weakly. But she was gone. He grabbed up her cloak and fan, and followed her out into the corridor.

“I’ve seen all I want to see,” Fosca seethed.

 
Where did she come from? Who does she think she is, flaunting herself in public like that! Of all the nerve. A dancer! I should have known she’d pick a profession suited to her whorish talents!”

“But my darling,” puffed Antonio in her wake, “La Gabbiana is the finest ballerina in Europe, everyone says so! I thought you’d be delighted with her. She and Vestris and their company have just returned from a brilliant tour! I had a devil of a time getting a box for this performance.”

Fosca ignored him. “That little imposter. That—fraud! She’s nothing but a common acrobat, that’s all!”

“It is true that many people object to the athleticism of her dancing,” Antonio admitted,  but everyone agrees that she has brought new life to the art.”

“A common street entertainer!” Fosca fumed. They passed through the theater doors to the square outside. They could still hear the thunder of applause for Lia and Vestris. Antonio asked her if she wanted a gondola but she paid no attention, and strode angrily through the narrow alleys towards San Marco. “What audacity! What impudence!” Fosca muttered. “I shall expose her, that’s what I’ll do! I’ll tell everyone what she was!”

“But everyone knows her history,” Antonio said, stooping to retrieve a comb that had fallen out of his lady’s hair. “The dancer de Planchet discovered her performing right here in the Piazza, and took her in and taught her everything she knows. She’s a perfectionist, they say. And to see her and Vestris together—! She joined his troupe after de Planchet’s death. It was a brilliant move.”

“That was the most nauseating spectacle I have ever witnessed,” Fosca raged.  ‘I have never been so insulted.”

 
 
“But they were exquisite together!” Antonio plunged on recklessly. “She’s so full of fire and passion and truth.”

“I don’t want to hear another word about her, do you understand?” Fosca barked. “That wretched little tramp. That—whore!”

They went to Florian’s for coffee and Antonio skillfully turned the conversation to other matters. But soon other devotees of the dance began to drift in and everyone was talking about Lia and Vestris.

“What a triumph! I’ve never seen a finer dancer. Even de Planchet in her prime couldn’t match this girl. La Gabbiana is much more affecting and touching than de Planchet was.”

“She is perfection, my dear, simply perfection!” another fan lisped. “I’ve never seen anyone move like that. She’s airborne!”

“The critics were drooling, did you notice? Old Nerini from the Gazzettino was weeping at the end. He was that moved! I can’t wait to see what he writes. He’ll have to invent new words to describe her!”

“I can’t listen to anymore of this drivel,” Fosca grumbled. “These Venetians have no taste where the arts are concerned. They like anything that’s new and different, and they think that anyone who can hop around on one foot without falling down is a genius!”

Venice could talk of nothing else for weeks after the Vestris Company returned from their tour. They elevated Lia, La Gabbiana—“The Seagull”—to near sainthood, and marvelled at the way she and Vestris had changed the whole complexion of dance. It had been so stilted, so formalized in the past, just an elegant parade of elegantly dressed figures who never broke out of the stilted forms of the minuet and gavotte. But now—it was revolution! La Gabbiana wore skirts shortened to just below the knee and costumes made of fabrics that moved as she moved. Gone were the hoops and panniers of the past, the towering headdresses, the jewel-encrusted armor with which dancers had clad themselves.

Priests mounted their pulpits to condemn this unseemly display of ankles and shins. The Inquisitors’ police were present at every performance, to study the immodest brevity of her costumes. But all of Venice flocked to see her. Members of the audience wept at the truth and pathos of her acting. Her strength, so different from the vaporish posturing of the past, her beauty, her acrobatic suppleness were the subjects of many an ode and sonnet in the little newspapers of the day. In the cafés and salons, arguments raged over this new direction in the arts, but Lia’s detractors were overwhelmingly outnumbered by her supporters, who quoted their new goddess: “If they want pretty pictures, let them go to a gallery. Dance is movement!”

“But of course she’ll remember me,” Alessandro’s mistress yipped. “We were bosom friends, when I was in de Planchet’s company. Lia was my dearest—Lia, darling!”

Alessandro Loredan stifled a yawn and hung back while his companion shrieked and launched herself at the startled dancer. He looked around the cramped backstage area of the Fenice. It was grim, ghostly, and unappealing. Stage hands trooped past, lugging pieces of the set for La Fille Mal Gardée, the comic ballet of peasant life that had caused such an uproar in France before the Revolution, because of its sympathetic portrayal of the life of the lower classes. This was the underside of the illusion: a cardboard tree, the façade of a cottage, a painted backdrop representing a village street.

 
 
His mistress grabbed his hand and literally jerked him out of his reverie. “Come and meet Lia, darling. I just know you’ll adore her! Look, Lia, this is Sandro. Isn’t he handsome? We both thought you were wonderful, tonight, didn’t we, Sandro? Oh, look, there’s Marianna! Marianna, it’s me, Laura, remember?” She squealed and ran off, leaving Alessandro alone with Lia.

Alessandro bowed over the dancer’s little hand. As he straightened up their eyes met and held for a moment. Hers were cool and amused, with a serenity and wisdom that surprised him. Her wide mouth was curved into a most attractive, dimply smile. Her eyes were immense, large and dark with heavy lids and long lashes, and heavy brows. No wonder they had seemed so large from the audience. She was extremely small but not frail-looking.

Alessandro realized that he was staring and still grasping her hand lightly. He released her and cleared his throat.

“Well, did you. Signor?” she asked, eyes twinkling. “Think we were wonderful, that is? Or did our poor efforts to entertain merely lull you to sleep?”

He had been unusually exhausted that night and had, in fact, dozed through most of the performance. But he said, “Certainly not, Signorina. I thought you were simply magnificent. I have never seen a lovelier, ah, more inspiring display of, ah—”

She laughed deliciously. “I’m sure! The next time you come to the ballet. Signor, you must try and stay awake, at least until I’ve made my first entrance!”

Her dark, warm gaze seemed to absorb his brain and all his thoughts. Her nearness and her beauty excited him. He stammered an apology, finding that his wit had fairly deserted him. She smiled enigmatically. At that moment his paramour returned.

 
“Oh, Sandro darling, Count Flabonico is giving a reception at his palace tonight, for Lia and Vestris and everyone. Do you think we could go, just this once? I’m sure Lia wants you to come, don’t you, Lia?”

The little dancer said softly, her eyes never leaving Alessandro’s face, “Yes, please come. I’m sure it will be a very dull affair without you.”

“I think we might manage to make an appearance,” Alessandro smiled. His mistress squealed delightedly, knowing that he despised the dwarf Flabonico and that he detested gatherings of artists and theatrical hangers-on.

Lia nodded and excused herself. “Until later. Signor. It was good to see you again, Laura.”

Count Flabonico’s drawing room was overflowing with dancers from the Vestris company and their legion of admirers. When Alessandro and Laura arrived, Lia was already there. Alessandro caught her eye, and she smiled and looked away again. Their host rushed up to them and chirped happily.

“Oh, my dears, this is an honor! Truly, Signor Loredan, I never dreamed that you would deign to grace this humble room—but of course, the dancers are the real attraction, are they not? Have you met the brightest star of all, the beauteous Lia, little Gabbiana? Come, come, permit me to introduce you. Lia,” he tugged at Lia’s hand and pulled her away from the little group that encircled her, “we are fortunate to have among our guests this evening another illustrious Venetian!”

She smiled at the dwarf warmly. She had changed out of her costume into a simple gown—whose Parisian origins were obvious to every woman there—of blue silk sashed under the bosom with a pink satin ribbon. She carried a printed shawl. Her hair was simply dressed, as if for dancing, coiled into a thick knot at the nape of her neck and fastened with a deep pink rose. She looked vulnerable and childlike, and altogether lovely.

She opened her mouth to tell Flabonico that she and the gentleman had already met, but Flabonico rushed on breathlessly: “This is none other than the esteemed Senator and Commissioner of the Seas, Alessandro Loredan. Isn’t it delightful that he could come, darling? Oh, my God, look at that: there’s Vestris flirting with La Gonzaga—he’d better be careful! Come on, Laura, let’s warn him!”

He scampered off and quickly disappeared in the forest of taller people in the room. Laura followed laughing.

As soon as Flabonico said his name, Alessandro saw the warmth vanish from Lia’s smile.

He said, “It’s fortunate that we had this opportunity to meet again so soon.”

“Yes, very fortunate,” she echoed hollowly. “I feel—rather uncomfortably warm—”

“Let me take you to the balcony,” he suggested, offering his arm. She took it gingerly and they wended their way through the throng to the open French doors at the other side of the room. They went out and stood at the balcony railing and watched the play of lights and gondolas on the Grand Canal. He could feel the sudden awkwardness between them and said, “But perhaps I shouldn’t have inflicted myself on you—you might have preferred to be alone.”

“I wouldn’t have come here at all if I had wanted to be alone,” she said with unexpected coldness.

He felt puzzled at the change in her attitude. “If you look to the left you can see the ancestral pile of the Loredans,” he said lightly. “That barbarous collection of figures and sculpted ornaments and pillars of every size and description. My grandfather’s handiwork. He completely remodeled the existing structure, which must have been quite elegant in its simplicity. He wanted something that better matched his grandiose aspirations, I suppose.”

“Yes.” She was not interested in the greatness of the Loredans. It was as if she had sealed herself inside a glass box. She was there, and beautiful, but at the same time remote and untouchable.

“I often think about builders,” Alessandro said, hoping to put her at her ease. “These men who think that raising imposing structures will earn them a place in the memories of their descendants. How wrong they are. We can admire the works themselves, but so often even the names of the builders are forgotten. That’s the way it should be, I think. The Art survives rather than the artist, the servant.”

“Except in the theater,” Lia replied. “Nothing survives of it.”

“I’m not so sure,” Alessandro said thoughtfully. “I remember my father telling me about the great artists he had seen: the divas Faustina Bordoni and Francesca Cuzzoni. Farinelli—the greatest castrato of all. He remembered them vividly, and fondly. But the others—the Doges, the Senators he had known—he rarely mentioned. He remembered best the people who had given him pleasure in his lifetime. I envy you, Signorina Gabbiana.”

“Me?” She gave an incredulous laugh. “Why in the world would someone like you—important, respected—envy a poor dancer who can barely read and write? You surprise me. Signor Loredan. You are esteemed, even feared.”

“But not loved, as you are. The people hate those who govern. They hate anyone who makes them afraid. They want to be left alone, to live and to love, without any interference from the likes of us. Those of us who work at governing expect no thanks for what we do, and we are never disappointed. When we die, the people appear saddened, but only because they are afraid that someone worse may replace us.”

They stood silently, watching a gondola glide under the balcony. Two lovers embraced. The gondolier sang a lilting love song.

“Such a strange feeling,” said Alessandro Loredan softly, more to himself than to his companion, “to find one day that the mists have cleared, and that you can look coldly and clearly at your life, objectively, as though it belonged to someone else. It’s even stranger to find that you dislike what you see. Your work: worthless. Destined to disappear. Your friends: non-existent. Friends are a luxury that ambitious men can’t afford. But forgive me—I didn’t mean to bore you.”

“You’re not boring me,” Lia said. “And what about love?”

“Love? Love is as elusive as fame, I fear,” Loredan said.

“Yes, it is,” she agreed. “Fame is like a beautiful bubble. It exists, but it’s so fragile.”

“So you’ve found that out already,” Alessandro observed.

“Oh, yes. Long ago, while I was living with de Planchet. Her health was failing, her career was dying. Friends deserted her when she could no longer dance. She should have stopped performing. She was only making herself ridiculous. But she didn’t. People made cruel remarks, very cruel.”

“As people do,” he said.

“Yes. I know very well that they don’t love me for myself, but because I amuse them. When I am too old to dance, they will forget me. But right now, while they adore me, I will take their money and their gifts and smile at their praises. I’ll have rich men for lovers, men who would never have looked at me before I became famous. I’ll use them as they use me. And when we’re tired of each other. I’ll turn my back on them, go to my little house, and tell them all to go to the devil.”

“You’re a very wise young lady,” Loredan said approvingly. “You’ve learned a lot of wisdom very early in life. Some people never learn these things at all. You’re fortunate.”

“It’s not fortune,” she said. “I know what people are like because I know what I’m like: selfish and greedy and jealous. It would be foolish to expect anything better of them. Except—from the people who love me,” she amended.

“Why should they be different?”

“Because when your heart is full of love, there is no room for anything else,” she said. A church bell tolled the hour: one o’clock. “So late,” she said, drawing her shawl up around her shoulders. “I must go.”

“May I escort you?” Alessandro asked.

She shook her head. “I think not, Signor Loredan. The story of our love affair would be all over Venice by morning.”

“They would find me unworthy of you,” he said gallantly. “It’s true, I am.”

“Don’t be silly,” she said sharply. Even in the semi-darkness he thought he could detect a blush on her cheeks.

“I’m glad we met,” he said. “Perhaps we shall see each other again?”

“I think not. Good-night, Signor.” She went away without offering her hand.

He felt somewhat annoyed and disappointed. A few minutes later he winnowed a protesting Laura away from the merry crowd. In their gondola, on their way back to his casino, she chattered brightly at his side. Irritated, he told her to cease her incessant noise. She burst into tears.

“I don’t know why you’re being so cruel to me!” she sniffed. “I don’t know why I bother to see you at all. You don’t know how to be kind to women.”

“Then find yourself another lover, if you don’t like the way I behave towards you,” he growled.

He dropped her at her home, told her curtly that he would send her things in the morning, and told his gondolier to take him back to Ca’ Loredan.

Two nights later he attended the ballet alone, masked. Lia and Vestris were dancing La Fille Mal Gardée again. He watched her intently, and was relieved to see that her eulogizers didn’t exaggerate; she approached perfection. Her portrayal of the village maiden was touching and believable, and when she and the muscular Vestris danced together, it was a memorable and breathtaking experience.

Alessandro listened to the buzz of gossip that swirled around him during the performance and especially at intermission. According to the whisperers, Lia was sleeping with a Procurator of San Marco, an Inquisitor, several ambassadors, and a handful of lesser men, including her partner, Gaetano Vestris, a strapping, handsome man who looked at her, on the stage at least, with eyes of love.

Afterwards Alessandro went backstage to congratulate her, but she was mobbed by the usual well-wishers and parasites and moths that swarm around fame’s candle. He glimpsed her briefly, smiling coolly at her admirers and thanking them for their gifts and compliments. Her glance swept over him without stopping. For a moment he felt irritated, until he remembered that he was masked. He went away feeling foolish.

“I don’t belong here,” he muttered to himself. He resolved to forget her.

The next night he accompanied another woman to the Ridotto. He saw Lia, masked but unmistakable, on the arm of Carlo Bernini, his leading liberal opponent in the Senate and now, it seemed, a rival of a different sort. He attended the ballet alone a few nights later, when Lia and Vestris performed to the music of Gluck’s Orfeo and Eurydice. Lia made a pathetic and heartbreaking Eurydice. She was dressed in a classically-draped tunic that left one shoulder and arm exposed. Her hair was loose, held away from her face by a glittering band. When she moved it swirled around her like a veil, as disciplined and controlled as any other part of her body.

Alessandro sent a note with a small gift the next day. The gift was returned, and she didn’t answer the note.

The harder he tried to forget her, the more intrusive thoughts of her became. He found himself thinking about her-at odd times during the day: when he was supposed to be preparing an argument for the Senate; when he was in conference with the Doge and other advisers; sitting at his desk at home; playing with his son. He made inquiries and learned, to his surprise, that she did not live in the theater district, but that she owned a small house on the other side of the Canal Regio, by the gates of the Old Ghetto.

He went there at midday one day in late April. An outer gate opened into a small courtyard with a round fishpond in the center. It was flanked by two twisted olive trees and a lemon tree. He rapped on the door to the house. It was opened by a slack-jawed woman of indeterminate years who took his card and motioned him with her head into the drawing room off to the side of the foyer.

The room was a pleasant surprise. It was large and white and airy, uncluttered, furnished with some very valuable antique pieces. There were a couple of Renaissance chairs from Florence, cushioned in embossed leather; a tall chest of drawers against one wall and a fine desk against another. The center of the room was dominated by a broad table with gilt legs. The top was decorated in a flower and bird design, made of thousands of chips of semi-precious stones.

“Signor Loredan.”

She had obviously been practicing. Her feet were slippered in kid—dancers weren’t yet rising completely on their toes. She wore a peasant skirt that came to the middle of her calves and a short-sleeved chemise. She carried a shawl, which she threw around her shoulders. Her face was gleaming with perspiration.

“Why have you come here?” she demanded in a hostile tone.

“I wanted to talk to you, Signorina,” he said. “Forgive me if I arrived at an inconvenient time.”

“You can’t imagine why I don’t want you here, can you? You think that a lowly dancer ought to be flattered by the attentions of the great Loredan. But instead she returns your gifts and doesn’t answer your notes and refuses to see you. You think you have offended her in some way and that you can rectify the misunderstanding by plaguing her in her home.”

He flushed angrily. “I didn’t realize that your antipathy was so strong. I have indeed misunderstood—something. Forgive me.”

He bowed stiffly and started towards the door. She stepped aside to let him pass. At that moment an old woman came into the room. She was dressed all in black, even to the black shawl draped over her head and shoulders. Her pale wrinkled hands trembled in front of her like white birds fluttering against the night sky.

“Lia,” her voice quavered, “Lia, have you seen my knitting? I’ve looked and looked and I can’t find it anywhere.” The old face was creased with worry. “Do you think it’s lost? I was knitting for Rafaello. Socks. It will be winter soon and he will need them.”

With a gasp of horror Lia went to her side and put her arms around the old woman’s shoulders. She tried to lead the woman away, but the old one saw Alessandro and stood firm.

“Oh, you have a visitor. I’m so sorry, Lia. I didn’t mean to intrude.”

“Oh, no, it’s all right, Aunt,” Lia said soothingly. “This is Signor Montini—you remember, the manager?—and he wants me to dance in his theater sometime soon. I’ve been telling him he should talk it over with Gaetano, who handles all my engagements now.”

“Oh, she is a wonderful dancer,” the woman told Alessandro proudly. “Ever since she was a child—she always loved to dance. Such happy times—”

“Come along, Aunt Rebecca,” Lia said, urging her gently towards the door. “I think Nina can help find your knitting. But you must go upstairs and rest now, all right?” She looked over her shoulder at Alessandro. “Signor Montini will wait for me in the garden.” Alessandro took the hint. He sat on a stone bench under the olive trees and watched the goldfish swimming idly under the flat leaves of the water lilies. A few minutes later Lia, carrying a tray with two glasses, emerged from the house.

“I am sorry, Signor. I was rude—perhaps I shouldn’t have been. But I’m very concerned about Aunt Rebecca. She is old, and she has been ill. Her mind is clouded by sorry and worry.”

“I understand,” Alessandro said, taking a cool glass from the tray.

“No, you don’t.” Lia sat next to him and sipped her lemonade. “Sometimes I think it was a mistake to bring her here. I wanted her to be free, but she doesn’t know how.” She faced him squarely. “I didn’t tell her your real name. She would have been upset and frightened. She still has dreams about agents of the Inquisitors coming to her house. She is a Jew, Signor. She should be living behind those gates, with the rest. But she became ill—and I didn’t want her to die in the ghetto.” Alessandro was silent. “Well, what have you to say? Are you going to report us, Signor Loredan?”

He frowned deeply. “No, of course not. I wouldn’t think of it.”

“But you helped make the laws that would put her back there. Every Jew in the ghetto knows your name, and hates it.”

“Yes, I suppose they do,” he said softly. “A long time ago, twenty years or so, when I was younger and ambitious, I used them ruthlessly and coldly, without calculating the human cost of what I was doing. They were ideal scapegoats for the woes of the Republic: too many Jews, not enough jobs for Gentiles. Blame the Jews because the economy is rotten, don’t blame the government, the real culprits. It was very convenient, and at the time, very helpful to my career. Of course they hate me. I never regretted it before. I never regretted it—until now.” He stood up and bowed a little from the waist. “Again, please forgive me for disturbing you. It was inexcusable, and I promise I will not plague you again with my attentions. You and your aunt have nothing to fear from me, or anyone else.”

“We have your protection, then?”

 
 
“Yes, Signorina. It’s all I have to give. Good day.” He nodded politely and started down the path towards the gate.

“Signor.”

He turned. Her face was in shadow.

“We need to talk. I never see my lovers here—it would upset her. If we could meet—”

“I have a casino, on the Calle Cristo.” He gave her the number.

“Good. I will come tonight. After the performance.”

He nodded, and left the courtyard.

Alessandro paced the floor of his sitting room and cursed himself for feeling as nervous as a lady of twenty. It was well past midnight. He decided she wasn’t coming. Well, what did he care? He’d been a fool to hope—

Her knock sounded on the door. She was masked and cloaked.

“I know I’m late. It’s so hard to get away—all those people.” She let Alessandro take her cloak and she removed her mask and tossed it aside. “Phew. I hate these things.”

“Why did you wear it?” he asked.

“To save you embarrassment,” she said. “Why else?”

“To spare yourself. Your Jewish friends wouldn’t approve of your coming to see me.”

She gave a little laugh. “I have no friends, Signor, Jewish or otherwise. No one to approve or disapprove of what I do. Only one, and he is far away from here.” She came farther into the room. “Oh, what a perfectly beautiful place! So elegant!”

“Some women like this sort of thing,” he shrugged.

 
 
“I like it very much,” she confessed with a smile. “I just can’t afford it for myself.”

“You have some very beautiful pieces of your own, Signorina.”

“They’re not really mine. I’m just buying them back, for a friend of mine.”

“You’re very kind. He’s fortunate,” Alessandro said.

“No. I’m not kind. I’m the biggest schemer that ever lived. If 1 can’t win his heart. I’ll buy it. By collecting the things he loved and gave up. By making a home for him when he returns—if he ever does. By taking care of his aunt. Not that I don’t love her—I do. But everything I do is calculated to make him want me someday. Even my dancing. I wanted to make him proud of me, to impress him. I wanted to show him that I wasn’t just another slut from the streets, that I was somebody.” She cocked her head and gave him an inquiring look. “Do you think I’m terrible?”

“Not at all. I repeat, he’s a fortunate man. But I’m being a poor host. Do you care for some wine?”

“No, not right now.” She looked at him thoughtfully. “I suppose you’re wondering where you fit into my calculations?”

“I can’t imagine. Perhaps the Jews have selected you to be their Judith, and sent you here for my head.”

“No, I have brought no weapons, as you can see.” She smiled.

“At least none of iron and steel,” he corrected her.

“I confess to feeling some surprise that you wanted to see me again. I thought you detested me.”

“I did, before I met you. Then we met at the theater that night, and I liked you very much. But that was before I knew who you were, and I tried to hate you again, but I found that rather difficult. And now, I feel very confused and disturbed, Signor. I suspect that you are not the man you were twenty years ago, or even,” she added with a strange emphasis, “seven years ago.”

“We all change,” Alessandro remarked, watching her carefully. “Surely even you are not the same as you were—seven years ago.”

“That’s true. I was ignorant, untrained, a nobody. Signor Loredan,” she approached him and faced him boldly, “I don’t like fencing. I’m not witty and brilliant like the women of your class. I’m not clever. I came here tonight because I wanted to find out what kind of man you were. I’ve heard about you since I came to Venice. I have heard that you are brilliant and cold and cruel, that you love no one, that your wife ran away with a Jew because she wanted to spite you. ‘Loredan,’ they say, ‘can disarm with a glance, flay with a word, and kill with an epigram.’ But that’s not the Loredan I see. I see a lonely man who tries to hide his loneliness because he’s ashamed of it. Doesn’t he know that everyone is lonely? I see a man who wastes his time on lovely feather-heads like Laura. I see a man who wants not power and fame but love, which is what we all want. A man who has been humbled by life, but who has learned from his mistakes. No, this is not the Loredan they talk about in the ghetto, the monster who has ice in his veins. May I bore you further with a little story?”

“If you wish.” His eyes never left her face. “You’re a very perceptive young lady.”

“No, I studied men before I studied anything else. I know them. But to get on with my story: seven years ago the Inquisitors imprisoned a man in the Tombs. He was the Jew, Leopardi. I loved him. I will always love him. I felt some responsibility towards him, and great guilt, because I had spied on him and deceived him and betrayed him. I was jealous of the woman he loved. I wanted to help him, but I didn’t know how. Then a man came forward to help me. We always met at night, and he always wore a mask. He was careful never to reveal himself in any way. I suppose he would recognize me after seven years, but he wouldn’t expect me to know him. He wore no jewelry, no rings, but his right hand was oddly scarred, as yours is.” She grasped his hand and turned it over, palm down. “There was a scar on the back, very small, like a coin.” She looked up into his eyes. “Why did you do it, Signor Loredan? Why did you help him escape, the man who had stolen your wife?”

He didn’t betray himself with the flicker of an eyelid. He was a consummate politician and therefore an accomplished actor, and he knew how to control his features.

He said, withdrawing his hand. “My dear child, you must be daydreaming. I haven’t the faintest idea of what you’re talking about.”

“What about this?” She gestured towards his hand.

“A rapier, when I was a boy. A foolish error—a false step—the other fellow’s blade pierced my hand. There must be several men in Venice with such a scar. ”

“On their right hands?” she frowned. “Surely most men are right-handed, and would have been holding the rapier with that hand. But you are left-handed, and your right hand was free and unprotected. No, Signor, I know the truth. I would have known it anyway, from your voice and way of speaking, from your bearing. When we met—I was so happy to have found you again. I owe you so much. But when Flabonico said your name—. I didn’t know what to think. I was very confused. And I was frightened. But then I saw that I had nothing to fear.” She straightened up. “I swear to you: no one will ever know this secret but the two of us. I cannot use my knowledge without incriminating myself, can I? After all, I helped in the escape, too. I wouldn’t admit that to you now if I weren’t sure that you were my associate. But I must know why you did it. Won’t you trust me?”

Alessandro shrugged and moved away from her. “I saw him in his cell. He suggested that he was not there because of treason, but because he had seduced my wife, and eloped with her. It was true, of course. After they ran away together, the Inquisitors called me in and quizzed me carefully about what had happened. They were happy enough to be rid of him, but the fact that he had absconded with the wife of one of their nobles was no small matter. They asked me if I wanted them brought back, in secret, before anyone found out, and they helped me invent the excuse of illness for her absence.” He clenched his fists. “Yes, I wanted her back. And yes, I wanted him dead. I knew about his association with the Jacobins, and I told myself that he would have deserved to be hung anyway. Then I saw him in his cell. He goaded me into attacking him. For the second time in my life, I lost control. I would have murdered him with my bare hands if they hadn’t pulled me off. He was going to be put to death because I had failed to keep my wife’s love. He knew it. She knew it. And I knew it. I wanted her back. If he lived, she could never accuse me of murdering her lover. That was a crime she would never forgive. Never. And so I decided that he must go free. I heard about de Planchet’s inquiries, and I sought you out. I knew you at the theater, but I never dreamed that you would know me. I was entranced: you were beautiful and talented, and you had risen so far, on the strength of your indomitable will. I liked that. I was—proud of you. And I wanted to know you better.”

 
 
“You love her still?” Lia asked softly.

Alessandro walked to the open windows and looked out over the rooftops. Then he lifted his face to the sky. His eyes were bright.

“She’s like the wind, like the air I breathe. Elusive. Essential. Impossible to define, or capture. I’d be lost without her. I have been abominably cruel to her, and all for love. It’s absurd. She loathes me, more than ever. I don’t stand a chance of winning her, but I’ll never let her go.”

“It’s not too late—speak to her—ask her to forgive you.

‘Speak to her?” He gave a dead-sounding laugh and came back into the room. He sank into a chair and slumped forward, resting his elbows on his knees. How can I speak to her? We’ve hardly exchanged a word in six years, since her child was born. We walk past each other like strangers.”

She came up behind him and put her hands on top of his shoulders. She pulled him back and rested his head between her breasts, and smoothed the longish hair away from his forehead. He sighed and closed his eyes. “I’ve never been able to speak to her,” he said. Not since I fell in love with her—and then it was too late. The damage was done. I can’t talk to her. I become stiff and mute. Tongue-tied, like a schoolboy. Or unbelievably pompous. Because I’m terrified that she’ll mock me, or laugh in my face.”

“I know,” she said. “Why is it so terrible to be laughed at by the one you love?”

They were silent for a long time: he, taking comfort from her warmth and nearness; she, thinking about what fools men and women make of themselves in the name of love.

“Isn’t it stupid?” she murmured, stroking his temples with her strong fingers. “The two of us, here together, moaning about what might have been? It’s time to think about what is, right now.” She came around and knelt beside his chair! He smiled down at her. “Perhaps we ought to fall in love with each other?” she suggested. “Don’t you think that’s a good idea? It would serve them right! And even if we can’t—we could pretend.” She leaned forward and kissed him softly.

He caressed her cheek tenderly, and kissed her again, more deeply. Then he gave her a quizzical smile.

“You are a very remarkable young lady, Signorina Gabbiana,” he said.

She took his hands and urged him out of his chair.

“Perhaps, after you have made love to me, you can call me Lia, Signor Loredan.” She led him into the bedroom.

“Fosca, my dear girl, how kind of you to visit me! ”

Donna Rosalba Loredan stretched out a withered hand. Fosca took it and stooped to kiss her cheek. Of all of them, Rosalba Loredan had changed the least in seven years. She attributed it to her withdrawal from the world, and declared that the Angel of Death had forgotten all about her because she didn’t make a constant fuss about being old.

“As I recall, you asked to see me. Mother?” Fosca straightened up.

“Did I?” Rosalba shook her head. “You see what old age does to the mind? But come and sit next to me, dear. How well you look. You could still pass for eighteen!”

Donna Rosalba’s little dog Vespa, now quite ancient, made room for the visitor with his usual ill grace. Fosca settled herself on the edge of the bed. Her mother-in-law was not a true invalid. No malady kept her confined to her room: She could still walk, if she wanted to. But years earlier she had declared that she was tired of the world and its hollow pleasures. She didn’t want to spend her last years in a convent. So she took to her bed in her old home and was seldom seen out of it.

“If I have the look of an eighteen-year-old, I haven’t the energy,” Fosca confessed. “You’re looking remarkably well. Mother. You don’t change from one year to the next.”

“That’s easy for you to say, because you don’t visit me from one year to the next,” the old woman said wickedly.

“Forgive me for neglecting you,” Fosca said apologetically. Actually she had very little in common with her mother-in-law. She was bored by the old lady’s stories about Venice in the past. The past was dead, and there was no point in dredging it up again and again. Fosca lived in the present; or so she told herself.

“And how is dear Paolo?” Rosalba inquired. “He neglects me, too. Just like his parents!”

“I shall instruct Fra Roberto to make sure that Paolo visit you frequently,” Fosca promised.

“Not frequently, dear. Just occasionally. Frequency implies habit, and I’m too old to develop new habits. I would only get used to seeing him, and feel disappointed when he missed coming. He is a very handsome little boy, I think. Much handsomer than Alessandro at that age. Must be the Dolfin blood in him. Your father was dark, as I recall.”

“Yes, that’s true.”

“I knew Orio very well,” Rosalba said reminiscently. Fosca stifled a yawn and braced herself for an endless story about people long dead—or people who, in her opinion, should have been long dead. Rosalba rambled on for a good ten minutes about Orio Dolfin’s collection of Etruscan jewelry, his keen interest in botany and physiology, his skill at translation. Fosca had heard it all before, and she nodded and smiled and interjected comments at appropriate moments while she surreptitiously busied her mind with other things.

“—not gambling that broke him, but women,” she heard Rosalba say.

Fosca jerked her head up. “That’s not true!” she said sharply. “My father never had women, never! Not even after Mother died!”

“Of course it’s true. He just didn’t let you know about it. It’s no business of a young girl what her parent does. The body has its needs and its reasons. The only thing that worries me is that Alessandro seems to be going the way of his father-in-law. Wouldn’t that be ironical? After he married you and saved you from poverty and disgrace, he should lose all his money to that little dancer and leave you impoverished anyhow!”

“I can’t imagine what you’re talking about,” Fosca said crisply. “Of course my father gambled. That was his weakness, everyone knows. He couldn’t help himself.”

“He gambled on women as well as on cards,” the old woman chuckled. “That’s a losing game, every time. I can’t remember her name: Marianno? Mariucci? His last mistress. A common girl. She took everything he had and when he was destitute she deserted him. I wonder if that isn’t what really broke his heart in the end.”

Fosca’s brain was reeling. Suddenly little faded images from the past floated up to her conscious mind. A woman’s laugh. Unexpected. Unexplained. Her father, coming home very late, saying that he and a friend had been talking and lost track of the time. A strange, sweet smell that clung to his shirts sometimes.

“Do you love me, Papa?”

“Of course, my dearest. You are my only darling, my sweet, little Fosca. You are the love of my life.” A note written on rose-colored paper, whisked out of sight into the top drawer of his desk. A pair of earrings in his waistcoat pocket. He said they were for her, a surprise gift. Footsteps outside her door, very late at night. He was leaving her. Running to his room to find him gone, and crying herself to sleep in his bed.

“You look very white, dear. Let me get you a glass of something,” Rosalba said.

“No, thank you, I’m all right.”

She felt suffocatingly warm. She never knew, never even suspected. He sent her away to school. It nearly broke her heart. But he wanted more time with his mistress, who betrayed him in the end.

“I’m surprised you never heard about it.” Rosalba searched through the mountain of objects on her bed until she found her snuffbox. She put a generous pinch up each nostril, snorted, then sneezed noisily into a lace-edged handkerchief. “Ah, that’s good! Now, about Alessandro. It’s a great pity. I’d hate to die in a convent after all, because my son was too poor to keep me at home.”

“I still don’t know what you’re talking about, Mother,” said Fosca waspishly. “I’m quite willing to believe that Father had mistresses. It’s quite a normal thing for a man to do,” she said bravely.

“I’m not talking about Orio anymore, dear, but about Alessandro. This new fancy of his is milking him dry. As though the government hasn’t strapped us enough already! Did you know that he had to put a third mortgage on this house to cover the expenses of the reception for the English Ambassador? Thank heavens for rich monasteries. The nobles have supported them generously, and they deserve to get a little of their own back.”

Fosca moved her shoulders impatiently. “I fear that I have very little interest in my husband’s affairs, Madame. He has always had mistresses. Who they are and what he spends on them are no concern of mine.”

“You’re wrong there, girl,” Rosalba said. “This one concerns you very much indeed. He’s spending money on her like he really had it to spend. It’s the talk of Venice! Carlo told me everything, and he suggested that I speak to Alessandro at once. He sounded quite alarmed. Why, he and this dancer are seen everywhere together. At the Ridotto, at the theaters, even sailing around the Lido! They shop together, dine together, dance together. He buys her expensive clothes, even pieces of furniture! Antiques! And jewels! And expensive wines for her table. If he keeps on at this rate, we’ll all be out on the street in our small clothes, mark my word. This little Gabbiana is a shrewd creature. I’m surprised. Usually he chases women who haven’t the brains they were born with. But this one knows what she’s doing. She’s set out to ruin him, and she will.”

“Gabbiana!” Fosca said incredulously. “You’re making this up. Carlo is mistaken, surely!”

“My Carlo? My dear, he is never wrong. When he brings me news like this it is because it is true and he has seen it with his own eyes.”

Lia. Fosca felt her jealous anger swelling inside her. Lia. The little whore had already taken Raf away from her, and now she was trying to ruin Loredan!

“I should have known she’d try something like this,” Fosca said through her teeth. “That—tramp!” She took a deep breath and straightened her spine

 
 
“Well, what difference does it make to me if she makes a fool of Loredan? I don’t care what happens to him.

She can ruin him, for all I care. It’s nothing to do with me.

“I don’t think you appreciate, Fosca, how close Alessandro is to enjoying the fate suffered by your late father and my friend, Orio Dolfin. Alessandro was deeply in debt before this business came up—a fact of which I am sure you were ignorant. His businesses have not been going well, and the demands of the state are nothing short of ridiculous. But lately he has been selling off things that should rightfully go to your son. If he keeps this up, Paolo could well end up like your brother Tomasso: a charming but penniless ne’er-do-well.”

“No!” Fosca cried. “He can’t! He won’t! He loves Paolo, I know he does!”

“So did your father love you,” Rosalba said reasonably. “But men, especially when they get to be Alessandro’s age, are often very foolish about young girls.”

“He’s doing this to hurt me, I know he is!”

“You think so?” Rosalba wrinkled her nose thoughtfully. “I disagree. This has nothing whatever to do with you—at least not on his part. Whatever is between you and that girl is another matter entirely. But Alessandro is very lonely. I suspected he would tire of these useless wenches of his, and now it has happened. She is beautiful, and she is also talented. She is rather special, and a challenge to him.”

Fosca made an angry noise. Rosalba sighed and took her hand.

“I know what has happened between you, Fosca. I have always known that you were not suited to each other. But I have tried to remain impartial. Yes, I want what is best for each of you, but I particularly want what is best for the Loredan name, and for Paolo, who bears it. He is a charming boy, a credit to all of us. No one would ever guess that he wasn’t really a Loredan.” Fosca started. She gave the old lady a sharp look, and received one in return. “Is there nothing you don’t know?”

“Not very much. Although this was something that Carlo didn’t have to tell me. I’m not a complete fool, and even though I don’t go out, I keep my finger on the pulse of this house. I knew very well that you weren’t really ill or incommunicado or whatever that lie was that Alessandro invented. But servants talk, when I urge them a little. Ah, he was like a wounded lion when you were gone! Now, it’s none of my business if he wants to pass off another man’s bastard as his own. I think it was a fine idea, actually. A brilliant solution to many problems.”

“Well, I don’t know what you expect me to do now that you’ve told me about this sordid business,” Fosca said, trying to regain her shattered composure. “Do you want me to tell him that he’s making a fool of himself with this strumpet? He’d laugh me to scorn or wither me with one of those freezing looks of his.”

“Don’t mix your metaphors, dear. Really, I don’t know what kind of advice to give you. But I have done my duty by telling you. I leave the matter in your capable hands. Run along now, like a good child. I declare. I’m feeling rather sleepy. I shall take a little nap so I can be fresh for Carlo when he comes.”

Fosca stood up slowly . “You will be disappointed, I fear. I can do nothing, nothing at all. I don’t know why you don’t just talk to him yourself.”

Rosalba slid lower in her bed and closed her eyes. Her lids were so thin and papery that Fosca had the impression that she was still watching her.

 
“I couldn’t possibly do that,” Rosalba murmured. “I am only his mother, after all.”

Fosca walked through the house in a trance. Yes, things really were missing. A vase, an oriental rug, a small table, a candelabrum, a statue. The mausoleum of a house was looking a little threadbare these days, but she had been so preoccupied with her own problems that she never noticed.

She went downstairs to his library. Her heart froze. An old nightmare reared up. Whole sections of Alessandro’s precious library were missing, volumes he prized. Exquisite samples of the Venetian art of bookbinding and printing, treasures he had displayed proudly when they were first married. Vanished from their accustomed places on his shelves.

Fosca remembered when she first noticed the gaps in her father’s library. “But where have they gone?” she wondered. Those vellum-bound tomes that she used to love to look at. Beautiful engravings. Verses that she didn’t understand, but which teased her imagination.

“Oh, those old things? I got tired of looking at them and sold them, that’s all. Fine books always find ready buyers. Venice is full of collectors.”

Trembling, she sat down in the chair in front of Alessandro’s desk. Rosalba hadn’t lied. It was happening all over again. Soon her son wouldn’t even have a roof over his head.

She wanted to scream. She had sold herself to Alessandro, sold her silence and her good behavior, in exchange for her son’s legitimacy. Now Alessandro was cheating the boy of everything that should be his.

It was all the fault of that dancer, that whore. Lia.

Lia, who at this very moment was sneering at her, mocking her, laughing at her blindness and stupidity.

Fosca could almost hear the common little voice in her ears: “I took your lover. And I’ll take your husband as well.”

Paolo. Paolo would become like Tomasso, who couldn’t live up to his noble heritage because he couldn’t live down his poverty. Paolo, one of the Barnabotti, dressed in soiled lace and patched velvet. Paolo, bored, idle, a troublesome dreamer who would live in shame and die unmourned by anyone. All because of her. Lia. La Gabbiana.

“She won’t get away with this,” Fosca vowed. “Not as long as I have a breath left in my body. I will destroy her before I’ll let her destroy my son!”


XIII

THE CAMPAIGN

The curtain went up on Vestris’ new ballet, Turandot, based on the play by Count Carlo Gozzi. The audience was well-behaved enough by Venetian standards—a Venetian visitor to Paris having observed with astonishment that audiences there actually paid attention to what was happening on the stage—until Lia made her entrance, dressed in the flowing robes of the mythical Oriental queen. Then angry shouts came from the balcony, drowning out the applause of her ardent admirers.

“Whore! Tramp! Get off the stage! Get out of Venice! We don’t want you here!”

Lia ignored them and began to dance for her courtiers. Then objects began to crash to the stage: bottles, fruits, marbles and nails that made the floor impossible to dance on safely. The mob never stopped its shouting, and when other members of the audience tried to silence them a riot broke out. Vestris ordered the curtains closed and the stage cleared of debris. He intended to begin the performance over again when the house was reasonably quiet. But quiet never returned. The fighting spread to all parts of the theater. Women ran screaming to the doors. A few shots were fired into the air. One man was trampled to death.

Behind the curtains the dancers milled uncertainly, wondering aloud what had sparked such an incident.


 
 
Lia stood quietly off to one side, a worried frown on her face.

The next day the newspapers were full of stories of the riot. Writers editorialized on the immorality of La Gabbiana’s dancing, her lewdness in exposing parts of the female body never before seen on a public stage: a bare arm, a leg bared to the knee, naked shoulders. Others remarked on her bad example and on the undesirable character of dancers in general.

The next performance by the company was also disrupted. This time some mischief maker greased the stage, and when Vestris entered with a leap, he slipped and fell, badly hurting himself. The performance was cancelled and ticket money refunded. The audience felt cheated and angry, and several small fights erupted. The following morning wall posters appeared, urging the police and the Council of Ten to ban further performances by the Vestris Company and particularly by La Gabbiana, in the interests of public safety. That night Lia appeared in a solo recital in one of thepalazzos, and several uninvited guests pelted her with fruit and eggs.

“La Gabbiana is a whore!” they shouted as they were apprehended and subdued. “She is corrupting public morals! Throw the whore out of Venice!”

The miscreants were Barnabotti. The police demanded to know who had hired them, but they refused to speak.

“I just don’t understand it,” Alessandro said angrily. “Why? Why these attacks on you now, after the public had accepted you so graciously? It must be the Church—who else? Every so often they feel the need to flex their muscles. It’s not safe for you here, Lia. Perhaps you should leave the city for a while.”

 
 
Lia didn’t look up from the flowers she was arranging. “But that’s just what they want,” she said calmly. “No, I won’t go. Not yet.”

“Then at least cancel your performance tonight. Do that much for me,” he urged her. “I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

“Nothing will happen. If they grease the stage, I will have it cleaned. If they throw things, I will get out of the way. If they start fights, I will wait until everything is calm and then I will dance, even if the theater is empty. I won’t let them stop me.”

“I just don’t understand it,” Alessandro muttered, I’ll get to the bottom of this. There must be some reason for this attack.”

“Oh, yes, there’s a reason,” she said, stepping back from her bouquet to admire it. “I’m surprised you haven’t guessed.”

“What do you mean?”

“You, darling.” She went to him and put her arms around his neck. “You are the reason. Someone resents your attentions to me.”

“What nonsense. This has nothing to do with me.”

“Very well,” she said with a shrug. “Some priests were offended by my naked ankles.”

“I can’t think why you’re not more disturbed by all this,” he said.

“I can’t let it ruin my life. You know, not long after I moved in with de Planchet, something like this happened. One of the girls in her company was very jealous. She ripped up my costumes and cut up my slippers and knocked into me while we were performing, so that I'd look clumsy.”

“What happened? How did you stop her?”

“Oh, I believe in influential friends, as you know. I told de Planchet, who gave her a good talking-to and threatened to throw her out of the company. She stayed a while longer, then left of her own accord.”

Alessandro said suddenly, “It wasn’t—Laura, was it?”

Lia laughed. “Dear me, no! Poor Laura hasn’t the brains to manage all of this—even though she’s furious with me and is saying the most awful things about me. No, dearest, we are dealing with a much more devious and intelligent mind.”

Alessandro hooked his forefinger under her chin and tilted her face up to his. “You know who’s behind this, don’t you?”

“Of course. Don’t you?” She gave him her enigmatic smile.

“Tell me.”

She shook her head. “No, you wouldn’t believe me anyway. And perhaps I’m wrong. I have no proof—only suspicions.”

“Then tell me your suspicions. The Barnabotti? They’re trying to discredit me. But why use such a twisted approach when a more direct one would suffice? If they want me out of office, why not just muster their forces in the next election and vote me out?”

“Because it’s not you they want out, but me. You really don’t understand?”

Alessandro scowled. “I thought you didn’t like playing games.”

“It’s no game. Please, let’s forget all about it. I’ll make lovely love to you now,” she kissed the tip of his nose and loosened the white stock at his throat, “and later we’ll send out for some supper, and you can make passionate love to me. Tomorrow will take care of itself.”

“I’m very fond of you, Lia,” Alessandro said. “You know that, don’t you?”

 
 
“Yes, I know. That’s why you buy me all those lovely presents, and why you’re worried more about me than about yourself. I’m fond of you, too, Alessandro. I’ll never regret what we’ve shared. I shall always remember you with respect, and affection.”

“You needn’t talk about me in the past tense,” he smiled. “I have a few good years left, I think.”

“Of course, but we both knew when it started that it couldn’t last forever. You have been good and kind and generous—the doctors for Aunt Rebecca, the repairs to my house, the expensive gifts. You’re trying to hard to persuade yourself that you’re in love with me.”

“But I am,” he protested. “I don’t need to persuade myself of anything. Since I’ve met you, I’m a new person. You’ve shown me how to derive pleasure from giving. How to accept love. How to laugh at myself. I owe you a great deal, Lia. More than a few trinkets can ever repay. I know you don’t love me—”

“Can’t you feel it, Alessandro?” she asked. “It’s ending. Not because of us, but because someone out there is working against us, to destroy what we share. It was inevitable, I suppose. I’m not surprised. Only that it happened so soon.”

A few nights later Alessandro attended a reception for a visiting dignitary. The castrato Benelli sang, and later, after supper, donned the red robes of a Senator and sang a light-hearted love song while the dwarf Flabonico, dressed as a tiny ballerina in a Grecian tunic and kid slippers, pranced around him. As Flabonico cavorted, grinning and leering grotesquely, he entwined Benelli in yards of ribbon and shouted, “So does the dancer ensnare the great and the near-great!”

Everyone stole sly looks at Alessandro, and whispered and laughed. He went quite pale, and walked out midway through the charade. In the Senate the next day they were still laughing at the parody.

 
When he saw Lia that night, Alessandro was still furious.

“How dare they! How dare they make fun of us! I want to know who put those two freaks up to this. You know. I insist that you tell me!”

“I told you that I wasn’t certain,” Lia said.

“Tell me!” he barked.

She sighed and twirled the ring on her finger. “Your wife, of course.”

Alessandro was speechless for a whole minute. “That’s absurd.”

“Is it?” she looked at him shrewdly.

“She doesn’t care about me, about my love affairs. It’s absolutely ridiculous! Why would Fosca engineer such a campaign against you? The very idea is absurd! ”

“Perhaps. But if you don’t believe me, why don’t you ask her?”

He and Fosca had not exchanged a word since the night of her birthday débâcle, and he braced himself for a confrontation. He found her with Paolo in the music room. They were sitting at the piano and trying to get through a Mozart duet, but they made more laughter than music. When they came to the end of the piece, Alessandro coughed to announce his presence.

Paolo ran up to him. “Did you like it, Papa? I played the top!”

“You were brilliant, my son,” he said approvingly. “Why don’t you run along and play for a few minutes? I want to talk to your mother.”

He waited until they were quite alone, then said softly, “Are you responsible for these attacks on La Gabbiana?”

She was pale but composed. She folded her hands in her lap and said, “Yes, I am.”

 
 
He was unprepared for her ready admission of guilt. “I don’t believe it. Why?” He shook his head uncomprehendingly and walked to the window. He turned and said more strongly, “Why, Fosca? What has my relationship with this woman to do with you?”

“You are making a fool of yourself and disgracing the name of Loredan,” she said steadily.

He gaped at her, then gave a shout of bitter laughter.

“You chastise me for disgracing the Loredan name? You, who tried your best to cover it with muck and slime? I don’t believe it!”

“Signor, ordinarily I do not concern myself with how you comport yourself, or with whom. But the Loredan name is my son’s now, and any shame you bring to it will reflect upon him. You have stooped so low—this association with a dancer, a harlot!”

“She is not—”

“I know what she is!” Fosca snapped. She rose and crossed the floor to the fireplace. She picked up a fan that was lying on the mantelpiece and toyed with it. “That would be bad enough. But when you start spending money on her, selling things that should go to my son so that you can give her gifts, then I must interfere. I will not let you do to him what my father did to my brother and me. I will not let you leave him a pauper, do you hear? You wanted him for your own. You gave him your name. But I swear that he will have more than just that name. He will have this house and everything in it. I have not endured shame and humiliation for six years so that I could watch you squander my son’s inheritance on a trollop, a drab from the theater! I sold him to you, in exchange for my promises of good behavior. But if I saw you mistreating him, those promises would mean nothing. And they mean nothing now. I don’t care what you do to me. Throw me into the madhouse. Chain me up. But before you do, I will put a stop to this disgusting liaison, this farcical love affair!”

The fan in her hands snapped with a loud crack, punctuating the conclusion of her outburst.

Alessandro didn’t say a word for several moments, then he chuckled. Fosca jerked her head around. Her nostrils flared.

“Oh, the extraordinary machinations of the female mind,” he sighed.

“Don’t you mock me!” she snapped.

“I wouldn’t dream of it, my dear wife. I am merely expressing my astonishment at the processes of logic whereby you have managed to convince yourself that you are undertaking a noble crusade against immorality in order to save your son from the indignities of poverty, when all the time you are just another jealous woman trying to get rid of her rival.”

“Rival?” she repeated derisively. “For your love? Don’t make me laugh!”

“No, not for my love. For Leopardi’s. I am not unaware of Gabbiana’s connection with him, and her affection for him. She saved his life, you know. He has a lot to thank her for. Men are simple creatures at heart. They like to pay their debts.”

“She was also responsible for putting him into prison in the first place,” Fosca reminded him. “She betrayed us to your spy!”

“Actually, 1 rather think that you had more to do with his imprisonment than she. If you and he had never met, he would have gone around spouting his naive revolutionary cant, no more a menace to society than any of the Barnabotti. He might have received a warning from the Inquisitors. He might even have earned himself a few days in the Leads. But he would never have been condemned to death and thrown into the Tombs. That was your doing.”

“And yours! You were spiteful and vindictive.”

“No, Fosca. I admit that I was happy enough to see him there, but it was really the Inquisitors’ decision to punish him for debauching the wife of a noble. Such things are terribly destructive to the order of society. Yes, they were harsh, but with a purpose: to warn others that the order of the whole is more important than the individual’s gratification of his senses.”

“I might have known you’d find a way to lay the blame for the whole thing at my feet,” she sneered. “Of course I am always at fault, and she is blameless, as you are! You think me jealous of her? That’s utter nonsense. He could never love her, a common jade like that. Never!”

“She has qualities that you could never appreciate. For one thing she is not wholly self-absorbed and selfish, intent on her own pleasures, thinking nothing of the consequences. She is caring, and generous. Not demanding, not exhausting. I suspect that after you, Leopardi found her as coolly soothing and refreshing as a woodland pool is to a man who has been parched by harsh desert winds.”

“That’s a lie!” Fosca cried, her face flushed with rage. “He loves me, me! He would never forgive her for what she did! He hated her for it!”

“They spent over a week together after his escape,” Alessandro said softly. “Can you imagine any man, particularly one fresh out of prison, resisting her beauty?”

“It’s not true!” Fosca blinked back tears. “He wouldn’t have betrayed me with her. Never!”

“He is only a man, Fosca,” Alessandro reminded her with a sigh. “We are all of us only men.”

 
“You’re all fools!” she rasped. “Traitors! Throwing yourselves at women—common, horrid, dirty women—you think they love you? What a laugh! They’ll use you, drain you, take what they can, and then leave you, the way that woman did to my father! ”

“Ah, so you’ve found out about that, have you?”

“Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

“You think that you could have rescued him from her clutches?” Alessandro looked sorrowful. “Oh, Fosca, you were only a child then.”

“He said he loved me! He betrayed me with her!”

“You were his daughter. A man has simple needs that have nothing to do with those he loves. Your father was no different. He was a bit of a fool, no doubt. But he was only looking for a little love.”

“Love!” she cried. “Love! What does any man know about love? Traitors! Beasts!”

Sobbing, she threw herself into a chair. Alessandro watched her silently for a moment, then said, quietly.

“She is very dear to me. I won’t give her up. You are confused, Fosca, I am not your father, and I will not share his fate. He was a weak man. Shrewd when it came to politics, but unable to control his desires. I promise you, this affair presents no threat to your—to our son. I forbid you to interfere any further in our lives, is that clear?” He walked out of the room.

That night she dreamed about Raf and Alessandro and her father, all circling like doomed moths around an incandescent Lia, who smiled triumphantly and smugly.

Two nights later, Lia and Vestris performed at the Fenice. There were no disturbances that night, or any time after. The furor over the immoral dancer gradually subsided into memory.

 
 
Fosca decided that the only way to stop La Gabbiana from ruining her son’s life was to confront her in person, and reason with her. Paolo was, after all, Raf’s son, and Lia loved Raf, didn’t she?

One afternoon she donned cloak and mask, and went to the Teatro La Fenice, where Vestris’ company was rehearsing a new ballet. She asked one of the workers backstage to summon Signorina Gabbiana, and he told her she could wait in Lia’s dressing room. Fosca looked around. Dancers stood in groups in the wings, ready to go on. Some were bending and stretching, warming up. Beyond them Fosca could see Lia and Vestris going slowly through the movements of a pas de deux. They were breathtaking, soaring, but her deep anger and bitterness persuaded her that the ballerina was ugly and that Vestris was just another clumsy eunuch. She went to the dressing room and paced nervously.

Half an hour later Lia, panting and perspiring, came in. She seemed startled to see the masked woman and said, “Yes, Signora? Is there something I can do for you?”

“Will you close the door, please?” Fosca asked.

Lia considered the request and obeyed with a shrug. When she turned around again she saw that her visitor had removed her mask: Fosca Loredan, looking pale and pinched. It was the first time the two women had seen each other since the day that Fosca and Raf had run away together.

“I’ve been wondering when we’d meet,” Lia said. “I suppose I should be flattered: the great lady seeking out the humble dancer. But this isn’t a social call, I’m sure. Well, what do you want?”

“I want you to leave my husband alone,” Fosca blurted out.

“You—what?” Lia stared at her and then burst out laughing. “Your husband! Dear lady, I know very well that Alessandro hasn’t been your husband for years! By what right do you come here and give me orders? Don’t you think you’re being rather a dog in the manger? After all, you certainly don’t want him for yourself. Why won’t you let me have him?”

“Because you intend to ruin him, to disgrace him and his name, to destroy my son’s happiness,” Fosca said rapidly. “You think that you can win Rafaello’s love by destroying Loredan. You can’t fool me. But you can’t force Raf to love you out of gratitude. He loves me!”

“Really?” Lia smirked. “I suppose he’s written you hundreds of sweet little notes over the years, telling you so?”

Fosca felt a stabbing pain in her head, behind her eyes. “He—he doesn’t have to write,” she said defensively. “Our love will last forever, we both know that! When he comes back, everything will be as it was!”

“And if I get Loredan out of the way for you, why should you complain?” Lia wondered.

“You’re the same dirty little spy you always were,” Fosca said. “Spying on Loredan for Raf as you once spied on Raf for Loredan. What a turncoat! What a disgusting little opportunist! But Raf will see through your game. He despises you for what you did!”

“Does he?” Lia walked to her dressing table and smiled into her mirror. “Just because you don’t know how to forgive, Lady, doesn’t mean that everyone is like that. Yes, he despises me. He despises me so much that he sends me messages through the Jacobin agents here. Don’t you wish he hated you like that?”

“You’re a liar,”Fosca hissed. “He’s never sent you a word!” But deep in her heart she believed it: Raf loved this witch and he wrote to her.

 
 
Lia shrugged. “Believe what you like. You know, I’ve been taking care of his aunt, the old woman you saw at the house that day. He’s very fond of her. He likes to know that she’s safe and well.”

“You are a fiend,” Fosca said. “Using that old woman as bait!”

“Why not? I use what I must, and so would you. But you have nothing to give him. You never did. All you did was take, and you never thought about the consequences—to his safety, his family. That affair was just a game to you. You liked the danger and the thrill of hiding and dodging spies. And it’s the same now. You don’t love your husband. But you’ve heard that I’m bleeding him of money and you don’t like that, do you? You’d like to be rid of me. That would solve all your problems. You’d like to be sure that I’m not here when Raf gets back, because you know that you’ve lost him to me.” She sighed dramatically. “I really don’t know what they see in you, either of them. Poor Alessandro, after all these years. He’s a fine man. Too good for the likes of you.”

“Don’t you dare preach to me,” Fosca snapped. “I know what kind of man he is.”

“You don’t know him at all!” Lia whirled around. “You never gave him a chance. I’m not sorry I met him. He deserves some happiness, after being married to you for so long.” She gave a sharp little laugh. “Isn’t it interesting? The two men who have loved you the most—and you’ve managed to drive both of them into my arms! You may be Fosca Loredan, rich and noble and beautiful, but you can’t hang on to a man.”

With a shrill scream, Fosca threw herself at Lia, who managed to lift her arms just in time to ward off a killing stranglehold. The two women grappled with each other. Lia wondered where the other woman got her strength. She tore at Fosca’s hair and Fosca clawed at her face, drawing blood. They fell to the floor and wrestled together like a couple of dirty-faced urchins in a back alley. Lia scratched and kicked, and tore Fosca’s gown off her shoulder. Fosca sank her teeth into Lia’s arm and bit down hard, until she tasted blood. Lia squalled loudly.

Vestris and some other dancers burst in and separated the screeching combatants. As soon as Fosca realized that she was not alone, she pulled her cloak over the bottom half of her face. She looked around desperately for her black oval mask, which had gotten kicked out of sight in the scuffle, and instead snatched up one of Lia’s, a molded larva of blue satin. She pushed through the curious crowd of dancers in the room.

“Let me out! Let me out!”

Finally, she was alone, in the narrow alley alongside the theater. She closed her eyes and leaned heavily against the wall. She felt shaken and sick. What odious behavior. What lack of self-control! Battling with that slut, like a couple of whores brawling over their pimp. She felt disgusted with herself. She wanted to die, to throw herself into the murky waters of a canal and lie in the silt and the filth on the bottom until the tides moved her bones. At last she pulled herself up, fastened on the mask, and drew the hood of her cloak over her head. She walked swiftly towards the square in front of the theater.

A shape appeared at her elbow. “Signorina Gabbiana?”

Without thinking she said, “Yes?”

“A note, Signorina.” He handed her a folded rectangle of paper, sealed with a blob of wax bearing the imprint of Alessandro’s signet ring. She looked up. It was Guido, The Loredan gondolier, but he wasn’t wearing Loredan livery. She said curtly, “Wait,” and she opened the note.

“My darling Lia,” she read, “my meeting has been cancelled. I shall be free earlier than I thought. Come as soon as you can. I shall be waiting impatiently—each minute an hour, an eternity. My love, hurry.” The note was signed with the initial “A.”

Her hands trembled. She felt the heat of anger rising again to her cheeks and she remembered Lia’s mocking words “I love your husband . . . you can’t hang onto a man ... too good for you. . . .”

“Guido?” She faced the gondolier and moved her mask aside for a moment. He turned pale with fear at his mistake. “Guido, do you love me?” she asked.

Without hesitating, he said, “Donna Fosca, I would gladly die for you.”

“Then help me now. Does she know you?”

“Yes, I have often brought her messages, Signora. Please, forgive me.”

“It’s all right. Go to her and tell her that he will be engaged in meetings with the Doge until very late tonight and that he cannot see her. Will you do that for me? I promise, no harm will come to you. He won’t touch you. I will protect you. When you have seen her, come back here.”

“Yes, Donna Fosca, I will do it.” Impulsively the young man grasped her hand and pressed it firmly to his lips, then he disappeared into the alley at the side of the theater.

Fosca thought furiously if not too clearly. She would go home and repair the damage done in the fray, and then she would go to Alessandro’s casino.

 

One hour later, Fosca made her way up the staircase to the apartment at the top of the house on the Calle Cristo.

Alessandro had been waiting for some reply to his message to Lia, and he flung the door open when he heard the knock. A small masked woman stood on the threshold.

“My darling,” he said fondly, “You came so quickly!” He took her hand, kissing the palm softly, and ushered her inside. “I’m happy you came so soon. We’ll have that much longer together. Are you very tired?”

Fosca withdrew her hand said, “I fear you are laboring under a misapprehension. Signor.” She pushed back the hood of her cloak to reveal a mass of red-gold hair. “I am not, I regret, who you think.”

He recognized her, of course. He loved her too well not to know the nuances of her voice, her carriage, her fragrance, the shine of her hair. Damn her, he wondered, what kind of game is she playing now? But he hid his surprise and said smoothly, “You will forgive my confusion, Signora. I was expecting another lady. ”

“Yes, I know. I have come as a messenger from her, Signor.”

“May I relieve you of your cloak and mask?” he offered.

“I think not. I cannot stay.”

“A pity,” he sighed. “Would you disappoint me twice in the same afternoon?”

Fosca took a breath. “She asks me to tell you that she will be occupied with rehearsals far into the night, and that she cannot come to you. She was deeply unhappy about this occurrence, I could tell, and she asked me to convey her deepest apologies and regrets.”

 
 
Alessandro nodded thoughtfully. “I see. Well, such are the misfortunes and vicissitudes of love. And you, Signora? You are—her friend?”

“Yes, indeed,” Fosca said warmly. “We know each other very well. We have quite a lot in common.”

Loredan stifled a grin. So, she wasn’t ready to reveal herself. “You do, indeed. For one thing, you are both very beautiful. Differently colored, of course, but both quite dazzling. I can tell very little more until you remove your mask, though. Won’t you?”

“No, no.” Fosca shook her head and stepped farther into the room. Was it really possible that he didn’t know her behind the mask? “I couldn’t unmask for you. You find me in a rather awkward situation, Signor. By performing this favor for Signorina Gabbiana, I place myself in a somewhat compromising position. Visiting a gentleman in his casino—alone and unchaperoned. You can see how embarrassing it would be if anyone found out.”

“Your husband, for instance,” Alessandro suggested slyly.

“Particularly my husband,” Fosca nodded. “He is extremely jealous of me, the poor man. But I have vowed never to embarrass him publicly, and so you see, I must be very careful. I am sure I can trust you to be discreet, but I cannot trust luck.”

“I appreciate your caution, Signora,” Alessandro said, “and I quite approve. But it’s rather warm in here, don’t you think? At least let me take your cloak. I promise I won’t try to unmask you. You have my solemn word.”

Fosca yielded up her cloak and he smiled appreciatively. Her gown was cut very low, off the shoulder, with large puffed sleeves that came to the elbow. Her skirts were flowing, but narrow, in the new style, and the waist was quite high, just under the bosom. She wore fingerless white lace mitts and carried a small mother-of-pearl fan not much bigger than her hand. Her hair was dressed in a mass of curls, piled and pinned on top of her head. Even masked, she presented a dazzling spectacle.

She looked around her. “How perfectly charming!” she exclaimed, and thought angrily. So this is how he spends my son’s money, entertaining his whores in grand style. I’ve never seen anything so disgusting. She approached the fireplace and raised herself on her toes to examine the small painting over the mantel. “A Watteau, if I’m not mistaken! And over here—a Fragonard as well! Utterly enchanting, Signor. It’s a lovely room—very French, is it not?”

“Yes. I have always admired the French taste in decoration.”

“And in other things as well?” Fosca smiled suggestively. She strolled across the room, touching a figurine here, a flower there, admiring and exclaiming. The long windows were open to admit the soft breeze from the sea, and she went out on the balcony.

Alessandro followed her. A small table had been set up outdoors, overlooking the little courtyard below. The table was covered with snowy linen and it bore a shining array of silver dishes with covers and a bucket of ice for chilling champagne.

“Perhaps you would permit me to offer you a glass of this champagne, Signora?” he said, lifting the bottle and uncorking it. “It seems a pity to waste it on myself. It’s very dry. I think you’ll like it.” He poured.

She accepted the glass from his hand and said, “Signorina Gabbiana is a very fortunate lady, I think, to have found such a generous and learned friend.” She raised her glass in a silent toast to her host.

“You are too kind,” Alessandro said with a smile, touching the rim of his glass to hers. “I assure you, the good fortune is all mine. Having an opportunity to entertain you in her place is more than I deserve.” He refilled her glass and they drank again, not taking their eyes off each other.

“You’ve had this place a long time?” she asked. “Oh, yes. About a dozen years, I guess. I am not a man who likes change. It’s much the same now as it was then. But I think it needs redecorating. Perhaps you would like to make some suggestions? I would be very grateful for your advice.”

Fosca stood at the doors and looked at the room. “It’s delightful, just as it is. I am sure if you change the people who visit you here from time to time, it will always seem new.”

“Valuable counsel,” he said, smiling to himself. “But I’m neglecting my duties as a host. You must take supper with me.” He turned back to the table and lifted the cover from one of the dishes. “As you can see, I have more than enough for two, and it would please me greatly if you would join me. It’s only a cold buffet—nothing fancy—I was uncertain just when my guest would arrive. I think the choice of dishes might interest you: oysters, some cold pate in a crust, fruits and cheeses—ah, fresh strawberries! And under this one—mushrooms in a cold sauce. I detect just a hint of garlic.”

“It’s very kind of you,” said Fosca, surveying the exquisite dishes. Really, the Doge himself didn’t eat this well. All for that dancer! “But I don’t think I should stay.”

“Your husband again?” Alessandro said sympathetically. “You are very faithful. But surely he would understand. Everyone must eat, after all. Even golden-haired goddesses like yourself!”

“I have never found him to be very understanding,” Fosca said. “But you’re right, of course, one must eat—and it looks so very tempting—”

“Please,” said Alessandro, pulling out a chair and settling her into it. “Now what may I serve you first? Oysters, perhaps? So good with champagne, I find. I’m sorry I have no ambrosia.”

Fosca laughed. “I must disillusion you, Signor. I am no goddess, only a mortal woman with mortal appetites and mortal failings.”

“You will never persuade me to believe that,” Alessandro said warmly.

“Ah, you should consult my husband,” Fosca said, lifting a shining oyster on a half shell and tipping it into her mouth. She swallowed some champagne to help wash it down. Alessandro refilled her glass. “He could catalogue all my faults alphabetically, I’m sure.”

“I don’t think I like this husband of yours,” Alessandro said disapprovingly, uncovering the mushrooms and spooning some onto her plate. “Does he always intrude when you’re trying to enjoy yourself?”

 “Always.” Fosca savored a mushroom and helped herself to another. “He has a lot of bad habits.”

“Let us make a pact never to mention him again.”

“I’m agreeable to that, surely,” Fosca said. “But what about your wife? You have a wife, do you not?”

“Yes, indeed.” Alessandro swallowed an oyster and patted his mouth with his napkin. “A very gracious and beautiful woman with, alas, a host of bad habits.”

“How sad for you,” Fosca sighed, picking up another oyster. “Let us not discuss her, either. It’s only fair.”

“Agreed. Our respective spouses are now— forgotten!” He waved his hand. “What shall we discuss in their absence? Politics? The Church?”

“The theater? The weather?”

“Fearfully dull, all of them. Does one discuss fireflies when a comet is blazing across the sky? Let us talk about you, Signora.”

“A poor choice of subject,” Fosca said. She drank more champagne and nibbled at the pate. Her brain was buzzing faintly but pleasantly. She suppressed a sudden urge to laugh. Imagine, dining à deux with Loredan and pretending—no, almost believing!—that he wasn’t Loredan at all. How droll! “I am only a simple creature with simple tastes. Unlike your friend, Signorina Gabbiana, I have no accomplishments, no talents.”

“But you need none,” Alessandro assured her. “Does the sun have talents? None, that we know about. Yet we couldn’t live without its light and heat.”

“You’re very kind,” Fosca smiled and coyly toyed with a mushroom on her plate. “But I would prefer to talk about you, Signor.”

“Ah, an infinitely boring topic,” Alessandro said with mock regret. “I am old, as you see, and turning gray. I have lived long enough and managed to accumulate neither wealth nor power nor fame. Only knowledge, from lessons hard learned. Sadly, beautiful women disdain old men of learning. I can’t blame them.”

“You’re wrong!” Fosca exclaimed, stopping a forkful of pâté midway along its passage to her mouth. “If anything is wanting among young men today, and if anything contributes to their excruciating dullness, it is want of knowledge. I am sure that I could ask you a hundred and one questions on a hundred and one different subjects, and you could answer them all with absolute accuracy.” The pâté was delicious. Smooth and well-spiced, and the crust wasn’t a bit soggy.

“Well, perhaps a hundred of them,” Alessandro said modestly. “I must confess that even I have gaps in my knowledge.”

“Indeed? In which area, I wonder? Botany?”


 
“No, I am an accomplished botanist.”

“Ah. In physics?”

“I have read Newton. I fancy I understand and comprehend the laws that govern the universe. I am also a musician, and a poet—albeit a poor one.”

“I am sure you judge yourself too harshly,” Fosca said.

“And I have the rudiments of knowledge in things nautical, theological, and philosophical. But the area in which I have gained the littlest knowledge, and which I have tried without success to conquer—but surely you can guess?”

Fosca pretended to ponder the question while she munched a bit of Camembert on a crust of bread. Finally she said, “In love.”

“Ah, then my ignorance is obvious!” he said triumphantly. “Or else you are unusually astute in that area. Yes, of course you are.”

“Naturally, as a woman of no accomplishments and no talents, I have had to master the subject which requires neither.”

“But love requires both accomplishment and talent,” Alessandro said, plunging his knife into the cheese. “I am certain that you have conquered a hundred hearts. ”

“But what can one do with a hundred hearts?” Fosca shrugged, wrapping her lovely mouth around an enormous strawberry. “Collecting hearts is not unlike catching fish: you keep pulling them in, one is exactly like another, and the sport quickly becomes tedious. In love, as in fishing, there are few new worlds to conquer.”

“You think not? Well, you could use your skills to land a bigger fish. A monster!”

“He would still have gills and fins and scales,” Fosca pointed out, reaching for another berry. “A fish is a fish, when all is said and done.”


 
“And a lover is a lover.”

“Precisely. You think you have a gap in your education, Signor, but let me reassure you, there is less to the science of love than you might suppose. You have very likely learned it all twice over and forgotten it again.”

“You are just being kind to me, but I would expect nothing but kindness from you,” he said with a sad smile. “Suppose I told you that in my long life there has been only one woman that I loved, and she alone has eluded me. Hers is the heart whose conquest I desired most, and hers is the only heart I ever pursued that I failed to capture. What do you think of that?”

“Why, I think the fault is not yours at all, but that the fault lies with her. She is cold, and without a heart, or you could not have failed to win it. But I am very curious—you have whetted yet another appetite with a a vitalizing morsel—who is this ungrateful woman?”

 Alessandro shook his head. “I cannot break the vow of silence, the pact that we made.”

“You mean—?” Her mouth dropped open.

“Yes. My wife.”

Fosca could feel a flush rising behind her mask. You astonish me, Signor. Surely—isn’t it—it’s rather a rash thing to do, to fall in love with one’s spouse!”

“It is indeed. I have a horror of offending propriety and violating the strictures of good taste, and I have tried hard to hide my broken heart. I have managed rather successfully most of the time. I feel quite sure she has never guessed my secret.”

“I imagine not,” said Fosca weakly.

“I think now that I must have fallen in love with her the first time I saw her,” he said reminiscently. “I glimpsed her through a window, a young girl with hair that looked like bright flames in the sunlight. She was wearing a blue dress, and she was running. It’s a picture I shall always treasure. At the time I didn’t admit to having any feelings for her at all. I wooed and wed her because her family connections were valuable to me. I went about it all in the most cold-hearted way. I deliberately set out to make her love me, and then I compromised her so that her father could not refuse my offer. I killed her love. I never dreamed that one day I would sell my soul to regain it. Things that come easily are seldom appreciated as they ought to be, I find.”

“That’s true,” Fosca murmured.

“I saw what I was doing, but I told myself it didn’t matter. Perhaps I thought she had no right to be so innocent, so naive, so foolish as to believe in love. I was cynical, worldly, disillusioned. I killed her love,” he repeated softly. “I behaved cruelly and unfeelingly towards her from the first. I lit the spark that fired her resentment of me, and later I fanned the flames until resentment became hatred. I ignored the sorrows that touched her—her father’s unhappy death, a child that didn’t live—because they didn’t really touch me. Through it all I never once showed her the slightest consideration, or warmth, or understanding. I treated her as a possession, an acquisition. I even had the effrontery to be outraged when she finally refused to submit to my desires.” He winced at the memory.

“What happened then?” Fosca asked coldly. “Did Cupid’s arrow pierce your stony heart?”

He grimaced. “You see, even you, a kind-hearted stranger, are revolted by my callousness. Yes, my heart was touched, and my love for her grew in proportion to her blossoming hatred for me. Poets will have you believe that love is a beautiful and thrilling experience. But for me it was hellish. I saw myself through her eyes, and what I saw sickened me. I couldn’t blame her for loathing me. I loathed myself.”

Fosca was silent, remembering. Oddly, the memories his words evoked didn’t seem nearly so painful and terrible as they once had. Either the years had softened the harshness of recollection and healed her rounds, or her heart was anesthetized by too much champagne.

Night was falling. The shadows in the courtyard below lengthened and then softened into darkness. Alessandro lit a candle on the table. A gentle wind made the flame dance and spark, but did not extinguish

He watched the flame as he talked.

“What I should have done right away, of course, was humble myself, apologize, beg her forgiveness. I—couldn’t. I still had a vastly inflated opinion of myself in those days, and in that instance my arrogance was exceeded only by my stubbornness and stupidity. She may have been the object of my desire, but she was still only my wife, and a snip of a girl at that. How could I possibly go down on my knees in front of her without looking and feeling ridiculous? So I said nothing. The chasm between us widened. How could it have been  otherwise? The years passed. We lived apart, coming together, it seemed, only to hurt and wound each other. I drove her into the arms of another man, and hated them both because he had won the precious gift that I once spurned. I was guilty of the most abominable cruelties towards her. I have no defense, no excuse, except I loved her. I loved her and I wanted her love, and even though I knew that she would never give it, I couldn’t bring myself to let her go.” He toyed with the stem of his wineglass. “God, the sins, the follies we commit, all in the name of love.”

“But you should have spoken truthfully to her about your feelings,” Fosca said. “She would have understood.”

“No,” he shook his head morosely. “No. Apologies are like open bottles of wine: the longer you wait to serve them, the flatter and more sour they become. I found myself paralyzed when I was with her. I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t even think clearly. As the catalogue of my offenses against her grew, it became unthinkable that I should beg her pardon. I would have earned not forgiveness, but scorn, and incredulity, and mocking laughter. All of which I richly deserved, of course. But I couldn’t—I could not bring myself—.” He broke off and looked away.

“You are too proud,” she said softly but not severely.

“Yes. I have always been proud. Pride, I found very early in life, is a fine mask for uncertainty and fear.”

“In love there is no room for pride,” She found to her surprise that her eyes were filled with tears.

“In love,” he said, “there is no room for anything—but love. Women seem to know that instinctively. Men have to be taught, or they must learn it themselves, through scarring experience.” He sighed deeply and sat up straighter in his chair. Then he said in a lighter tone, “I must beg your forgiveness for boring you with that dismal confession, Signora. I merely offer it as proof of my base ignorance in matters romantic. Never in your life will you meet a greater fool than the man who sits before you now.”

They sat silently for several minutes, and the silence wasn’t uncomfortable, but strangely companionable.

“You are very hard on yourself,” Fosca finally spoke. “Everyone behaves foolishly from time to time. Possibly your wife has done some foolish things for which she is sorry. It seems to me that the ones who are most hurt by foolish acts are the ones who perpetrate them. Even if a man kills another in anger, it is not the victim who suffers—except for a short time—but the one who has done the crime. I think that forgiveness can happen without a word ever being spoken. It comes with time, and wisdom, and self-understanding. When you find that you yourself are capable of doing the very things you hate in others, you cannot hate them without also hating yourself. Someday, when you have the courage to speak to your wife, you may find that she has already forgiven you in her heart, as you seem to have forgiven her.”

“I have forgiven her, a hundred times over. And will she ever love me, do you think?”

“I cannot say, Signor. Love is harder to earn than forgiveness.”

“You are very kind, Lady,” he smiled. “Your husband is a most fortunate man.”

Fosca said, “He would not agree with you.”

“Then he is a blind fool,” Alessandro said vehemently. “A moron! Why, it would not surprise me to earn that he is in government!”

“Yes, he is,” Fosca laughed.

“Ah, a dolt, as I thought! One of the ironies of civilization is that those who have the energy and vision a become fine rulers rarely achieve power until they become old and lethargic and near-sighted. Sometimes I think I should have stayed a simple sailor. The sea is a smaller kingdom, and one in which all the citizens are dedicated to preserving order so that they may also preserve their lives.”

“You were a sailor?” Fosca asked brightly, relieved that they had changed conversational directions.

Alessandro nodded. “For a few years, as part of my apprenticeship in life. My father raised me in the old-fashioned way—which may explain a deplorable tendency on my part to behave in an old-fashioned manner. I was sent to the University at Padua when I was fourteen. At seventeen I entered the Navy as a sub-lieutenant on a warship.”

 
“So young!” Fosca exclaimed. “Were your parents trying to hasten your maturity?”

He laughed. “No, I think they were trying to slow it down. I had become involved with a girl of unacceptable parentage.”

“Your first love!”

“Yes. I resented my father’s interference in my life, but fortunately one has very little time to brood when one is battling Turks. I recovered quickly from heartbreak.”

“Did they make you an admiral within the week?” Fosca wondered. “No, it took four years, and even then I only achieved a captaincy.”

“Oh, I’m impressed!”

“Don’t be. I was lucky enough to have among my subordinates knowledgeable men whose competence compensated for my ignorance.”

“I think you are being overly modest,” Fosca chided him gently.

“I deny it!” Alessandro said with a laugh. “The distance of a quarter of a century enables me to see myself as I was then with some degree of objectivity. I was as crass and callow as any young man of twenty. I am being not harsh, but honest.”

“Well, what did you do after you conquered the Navy?” Fosca asked. Incredibly, she knew virtually nothing about her husband’s early career.

“After the military,” Alessandro said, “the young Venetian gentleman is assigned to one of our many embassies in Europe. He is secretary, or minion, to a dodderer to whom he must appear respectful and subservient, all the while detesting him. The dodderer—the ambassador, that is—knows full well that his country carries little weight and importance in the world and that his mission on foreign soil is merely to enjoy himself and to stay out of trouble. The secretary’s job is to help him in this task by smoothing ruffled feathers, appeasing outraged mistresses, and occasionally carrying his employer home from a function at which he has had too much too drink. I was fortunate enough to be assigned first to the London embassy, and then to Paris.”

“Fortunate, indeed!” Fosca marvelled. “Your father helped you?”

Alessandro nodded. “Yes, he used his influence in my behalf—what are fathers for? It is to him that I owe my knowledge of the English language and my love of all things French.”

“Dear me, you must have cut quite a figure among the Parisian ladies,” Fosca clucked.

“I was irresistible! Young, vigorous, arrogant—”

“Handsome and wealthy,” Fosca added gleefully.

“A real swaggerer! I broke a thousand hearts, and had my own broken an equal number of times.”

Was La Pompadour one of your conquests?” Fosca asked slyly.

“Now you’re teasing me,” Alessandro said sternly. “I’m not that old!”

“Then you mustn’t talk like one of your dodderers,” Fosca said crisply.

“You mean you don’t find my great age repulsive?” Alessandro asked incredulously.

“Great age?” She studied him. Yes, his hair showed a little gray, but it was rather becoming. It softened the harsh lines of his lean face. Nice, the way it curled a little around his face. When he smiled, the creases at the corners of his eyes seemed to extend down to his chin. That was something you don’t see in a young man. It gave his face character. “From your appearance,” she said coolly, “I wouldn’t have guessed that you were older than forty.”

“You do know how to flatter,” he said with a grin. “I could have deceived you!”

“Easily. Let me give you some advice, Signor. When you’re trying to attract a younger woman, one who might be put off by your real age, don’t mention years at all. You will only make her think that age is important, and of course it isn’t.”

“Thank you,” he said humbly. “I shall remember that.”

“I hope you don’t think me presumptuous for advising you.”

“Not at all! I welcome your suggestions, Signora. You are my superior in all matters—except in age,” he amended hastily.

They laughed together. He reached across the table for her hand and raised it to his lips. Their eyes met. Fosca felt a rush of warmth to her face and a peculiar tightening in her middle. She reminded herself that this was no ordinary flatterer; this was her husband, whom she loathed.

“I find you quite perfect, in every way,” Alessandro said softly, planting a kiss on her palm.

If this were a play, Fosca thought, I would jump to my feet and remove my mask and show him that he is making love to his own wife. He would cringe with embarrassment and shame for revealing himself as a craven philanderer. How dare he try to seduce me!

She withdrew her hand and said firmly, “I really must leave. It is very late—”

He stood up and came around behind her chair. “Of course, Signora, you don’t want to make your husband suspicious.”

 
 
“No.”

He bent over and kissed the back of her neck. She shuddered.

“Please don’t do that!” she said. “I don’t like it!”

“Forgive me,” he murmured. “You made me forget myself.” But he didn’t stop. He put his hands on her shoulders and inched the sleeves of her gown down her arms so that the top of her bodice gapped away from her breasts. He cupped them in his hands and felt her nipples harden.

“Stop it, I beg you!” She jumped up and whirled around, and he caught her in his arms and kissed her. She was momentarily overcome by anger and as his mouth moved on hers her brain silently accused him of the most flagrant treachery. Her body was the real traitor: relaxed and rendered somewhat helpless by the wine and food, it surrendered happily to the kiss. Alessandro reached up to take away her mask. She caught his hand. “No, please, I want to keep it on!”

He leaned over the table and blew out the candle. “Darkness is mask enough for lovers,” he said. He removed the pins that anchored the mask, and while he was at it pulled out the pins that held her hair up off her neck. She tried to wriggle away from him, but he held her firmly. “Don’t run away yet,” he whispered, encircling her mouth with soft, small kisses.

“But my husband,” she said weakly, “what if he—”

“Bother your husband,” Alessandro growled. “If he’s fool enough to let you out of his sight for a minute, he deserves to be cuckolded. He doesn’t want you but I do. I do.”

He slid his hands into her loose hair and cradled her head while he kissed her deeply and languorously. She felt herself slipping into the sweet oblivion of Desire. Her brain said, “This can’t be Alessandro. I loathe him. I hate him. I can’t bear his touch. This must be someone else. I am drunk. I am mad. I am dreaming!” She let her head fall back and she laughed throatily. “I’m having the most absurd dream,” she said, “and I can’t wake myself up. Wake me up, please.”

“I won’t. If it’s a pleasant dream, you must yield to it. Give yourself up to it. Enjoy it.”

“But you don’t understand,” she gasped. “I am not—what you think. My mask deceived you!”

“There’s nothing wrong with a little deception,” he assured her. “As long as it furthers the course of true love.”

She felt his fingers move along her spine. “What are you doing now?”

“Undressing you.”

“Oh. You’re very good at this, you know.”

“Better since fashions changed and stays disappeared. I always managed to knot the strings and thereby defeat the whole purpose of the exercise.”

She laughed softly. “I don’t believe you. You were born knowing how to seduce a woman.”

“Yes, it’s done like this.” He lowered his head a little and covered the tip of her breast with his mouth. She caught her breath and raked her fingers through his hair. Her eyes were closed. He scooped her up in his arms and carried her into the sitting room.

“You’re very strong, for an old man,” she joked, kicking off the dress that had fallen to her knees.

“I have to keep in shape. I find that young ladies like being borne off to bed.”

“Ah. Is that where you’re taking me?”

“Yes. Do you mind?” They passed through the darkened sitting room, into the small bedroom. He deposited her gently on the bed and finished undressing her.

“It’s very odd,” she said, stretching lazily while he undressed himself. “I ought to mind, but I don’t. It was a delicious dinner—”

“Oh, please don’t feel that you owe me anything for that.” He eased himself down beside her and ran his hands over her body.

“Oh, but I do. I am yours for the price of a strawberry.”

“They were very expensive strawberries,” he told her. “It’s a good thing you’re not my mistress. You have an enormous appetite.” He kissed her throat, her shoulders, her breasts, her belly, the insides of her thighs. “I suppose you are just as greedy when it comes to love?”

“Worse,” she sighed. “You’ll never be able to satisfy—.” She moaned softly as he slid his hands under her hips.

“I’d be a very poor host if I permitted my guests to go hungry,” she heard him say.

She felt the searing heat of his mouth on the fountainhead of her desire and she gave a convulsive shudder. “Now, please. Take me now,” she sighed. But he withheld his prize until he could feel tremors begin, then he covered her with his body and a violent quake shook them both.

“I must apologize,” she said a few minutes later. “I underestimated your abilities. You must permit me to entertain you sometime, in similar fashion.”

“I accept your invitation,” he said. “If you can wait a few minutes.”

She awoke just before dawn and slipped out of bed. He was still sleeping, with one arm thrown over his head and one knee hitched up. He was a restless sleeper, and he muttered a little as he dreamed, but he hadn’t kept her awake. She hadn’t slept so well in years.

She gazed at him thoughtfully in the pale light, and shook her head a little. Such a strange dream. And it wasn’t over yet.

Her clothes were scattered all over the little apartment. She gathered them up and dressed quickly. She was just pinning the ribbons of her mask to her hair when he appeared naked in the bedroom door.

“You’re leaving,” he grunted, leaning against the doorjamb.

“I must. I make it a point to leave my lovers before dawn. I always look so wretched in the morning.”

“You don’t. You look beautiful.” He crossed his arms. “Will you come again?”

She felt suddenly tired, and said, “I don’t know. I don’t know what to do.”

He approached her then and took her in his arms. He touched her chin and said, “It’s a beautiful dream, Lady. Don’t let it get away. Come to me again, tonight. Say you will. I won’t try to unmask you, I swear it.” She took his hand and held it for a moment, then left the casino without giving him an answer.

Later that day Fosca was leaving Paolo’s schoolroom in Ca’ Loredan when she encountered Alessandro in the hall. She felt her pulse quicken, and she opened her mouth to speak.

He passed without seeming to see her, and without saying a word.


XIV

THE MAZE

“We won’t see each other again, ever,” Lia said. She and Loredan strolled across the Rialto Bridge. They were engrossed in conversation and hardly saw the profusion of goods on either side, nor hear the shouts of merchants and hawkers.

“I’m not surprised,” she went on. “I knew it wouldn’t last. But it still hurts a little. Like going to the surgeon to have a tooth pulled. I guess. Bracing yourself for pain doesn’t lessen it.”

Alessandro guided her away from a ratcatcher’s pole with its row of unsavory trophies and pushed away a beggar’s grasping hands.

“I'm sorry,Lia,” he said. “I just thought it best—”

“It’s all right, I understand.” Her hand tightened on his arm. “I knew I could never compete with her. Because you’ve always loved her, and you never really loved me. I’m not angry, Alessandro. In a way. I’m even glad. Are you sure of her?”

“Sure? Of Fosca?” He gave a short, mirthless laugh. “No, I’m not sure of her. We’ve been playing a game for the past couple of weeks. Or at least it’s a game to her. I’m now one of her legion of lovers, and she is life itself to me. She’s the only woman I want. What we share now is so fragile as to be almost non-existent. But I don’t want to spoil it. She’s rather irrational in her attitude toward you, you know. I couldn’t go on seeing you and deceiving her. My only regret is that I’ve hurt you.”

“I’m not made of glass,” Lia smiled bravely. “I don’t break. I only bruise a little. I hope for both our sakes that you win her. I want to tell you, I came very close to loving you, closer than I’ve ever come to loving any man except one. But that shouldn’t surprise me. You’re very like him.”

Alessandro looked startled. “I doubt that.”

“It’s true. I know you both so well. You’re both incredibly stubborn and pig-headed. As hard to move as a couple of boulders. You’re both proud, and strong-willed, and passionate. You control your passion better than he does because you have a cool head. You’re like a sleeping volcano with a snowy peak. And you’re both very, very easy to love. Good-bye, Alessandro. Think of your Lia now and then. She will be thinking of you.”

“Won’t you at least take some coffee—”

“No. Go along. I want to—to look at some of those embroidered handkerchiefs back there. They were quite beautiful, I thought.”

She touched his cheek with her gloved hand and walked away quickly, but not before he saw the glint of tears on her cheeks.

She bought a half-dozen handkerchiefs and wept into three of them as soon as she left the shop. So Fosca Loredan had won her husband back. Well, that was all to the good, wasn’t it? If she loved Alessandro she would be no rival for Raf’s attentions. And what about Raf? Lia thought dismally. Yes, there had been messages, but only because of Aunt Rebecca. He still loved Fosca, and when he returned to Venice, he would go to Fosca first.

Lia lifted her chin and walked in the direction of the theater. She was thankful that at least she had hard work to take her mind off her troubles. Lazy bitches like the Loredan woman had nothing.

The days were lengthening as 1796 relaxed into summer. It was June, and the nights were warm, but not hot, and just right for living.

Her gondola dropped Fosca at the foot of the Campo Sant’ Angelo and she crossed the square and turned into the Calle Cristo. So far the game with Alessandro had not lost its interest and its thrill. He was a charming companion, sophisticated and amusing without being obsequious, handsome, elegant, a superb lover, a wit, a raconteur—and yet, when she was with him, she wasn’t quite sure that he knew he was speaking to his wife when he talked about “his wife.” It was maddening, and fascinating.

He handled his part beautifully, never slipping, never varying his attitude towards her when they met in the halls of Ca’ Loredan. There he was a different person from the Masked Lady’s ardent lover. When she felt the sting of one of those cold silences, she was sure that he didn’t know that she was his masked mistress. How could he possibly utter professions of love in the evening, and shun the object of his affection in the morning? Could any man be so expert at dissembling? Yes, she thought. Loredan could.

She tapped lightly on the door. He flung it open immediately and she came into his arms.

“My Lady,” he said, kissing her fondly, “when darkness falls, the moon and all the stars come out. You are the most brilliant. I find myself hating the daylight.”

“You always have some pretty speech to greet me.”

“I spend all my time thinking up ways to amuse you. Someday I will show you the moonstruck verses I have written about you.”

“I would love to see them! Tonight, perhaps?”

“No, I have another treat for tonight,” He took her light shawl but did not touch her mask, and led her over to the mantelpiece in the sitting room. He had acquired a new figurine, a pretty porcelain statue of a masked woman, dressed in the style of the early part of the century. Her voluminous gown was light blue, and her elaborately-dressed hair was just the color of Fosca’s, Titian red-gold. She was seated on a low stool, and she was laughing behind her white oval mask. You could almost hear the bell-like tinkle of this tiny creature’s laughter. She seemed to breathe.

“How charming!” Fosca exclaimed. “Where did you ever find her?”

“In a run-down shop near the Rialto. She’s you, my Masked Beauty. I want you to have her.”

“Charming,” Fosca said again, turning the figurine around. “But I think I shall leave her here, to keep you company before I arrive.”

“I accept. Although I don’t need reminders of you. You are in my thoughts at all hours of the day and night.” He pressed her hand to his lips.

“Oh, I wanted to tell you,” Fosca said casually, “that my husband has decided—at long last!—that it’s high time we left for the country. We have a villa on the Brenta, near Vicenza. I wondered, though, what this will mean to us? Shall we not see each other again until the Autumn?”

Alessandro frowned. He was determined to follow through with this charade until Fosca tired of it, or of him. He hated it. He saw how his behavior towards her at Ca’ Loredan baffled and wounded her. She wasn’t a good actress and she couldn’t conceal her hurt. He had started snubbing her long ago because he wanted to hurt her. But he couldn’t stop now. He couldn’t drop his guard until she was ready to drop the mask. The choice was Fosca’s.

Yet they had to leave for the country. It was already well past the normal time for beginning villegiatura and most of their friends were already ensconced in their country homes. The poor parasites who were accustomed to making their way to the Loredan villa had no place to go. People would begin to suspect that they were too poor to afford the mind-boggling expense of constant entertaining.

But where did this leave him and his Masked Lady? He sighed. “You will forget me, I fear. You will find another to love.”

She felt a little surge of disappointment. “Perhaps we could meet during the summer?” she offered sweetly. “Have you no villa of your own?”

“I do. Coincidentally, near Vicenza, like yours. But it would be fairly dangerous.”

“Yes, it would. If my husband, or your wife, discovered our secret—”

“What a scandal!” He grinned and added, “Lady, in the country there are no masks. Nothing to hide behind. You would have to show yourself to me undisguised. Are you ready to do that?”

She thought a moment. “No, I think not. Not yet.”

“So.” He lifted his hands helplessly and dropped them again. “We must bid each other good-bye tonight. Perhaps we may meet under the summer moon. But my true hope is that you will come back to me when once again we return to Venice. I won’t ask for a promise. Many remarkable things can happen in the course of the summer. Who knows? You might even fall in love with your own husband.”

 
“Never,” she said crisply. “He is undeserving of love. I wish he were more like you. He has never shown me the least kindness, and you have been kindness itself.”

“It’s easy to be kind to Beauty,” he said. “Look, it’s night.” He took her hand and led her to the balcony. “See the stars. How bright they are tonight. They give me courage to say what I feel. In the few weeks since we have been meeting, I have come very close to happiness, Lady. Something I thought I would never experience while I lived. For that I thank you.”

Fosca was touched. She was tempted to throw off her disguise, to heal the breach that existed between Fosca and Alessandro Loredan. She touched the edge of her mask. To take it off? To speak? To begin their marriage over again, as lovers rather than as combatants?

She found she couldn’t do it. She wasn’t ready to commit herself to reality. Drop the mask and they would be Signor Loredan and Donna Fosca again, their memories restored, their anger sharpened by the period of truce, their old hostilities intact. No, she wasn’t ready to give up the game. Not yet.

Instead she left his side, extinguished the candles in the room, shed her mask, and came into his arms in the darkness. His kisses thrilled and excited her as a husband’s never could. The attraction they shared was make-believe, lovely pretense, the shimmering dream of a summer evening. It could never survive truth, the harsh light of day, the memories and antagonisms they shared as husband and wife.

He held her close. He had sensed the moment when she made her decision not to trust him. He sighed inwardly and resigned himself to living longer with the masquerade that he loathed, for her sake. He felt no pride now. He would willingly have prostrated himself in front of her and begged tearfully for her love, if he thought that could win her. But he couldn’t rush her. He knew that if he shattered the fragile mirage of their happiness now, she would turn cold, and he would lose her.

“So, we won’t see each other in the country,” Fosca said with regret. “Well, it wouldn’t be the same. There is magic in Venice that exists nowhere else. We might find, away from Venice, that we didn’t like each other at all.”

He smiled at her in the darkness. “No, I think that I would like you even if by some miracle we were transported to the moon.”

“I doubt that,” Fosca laughed. “None of the people we know would be there. We would have nothing to gossip about!”

“Then we would have to make love all the day long,” Alessandro said. “Would that be so boring?”

“It sounds wonderful,” she whispered against his cheek. “Take me there, now.”

At first his lovemaking was gentle, tender. Then a demon seemed to take possession of him and he treated her roughly, violently, grabbing her by the hair, grinding his mouth down on hers, biting her throat and breasts and belly, pinning her hands above her head and battering her until she swooned. When it was over he stumbled away from the bed and leaned heavily against the window frame. She could see him silhouetted against the moonlit sky.

She waited until the throbbing in her body eased a little, and then said, “What happened? I’ve never seen sou like that before? You’re angry with me, aren’t you?”

“With you? No, no, certainly not. With myself. Not with you. I’m sorry if I hurt you.”

 
“Oh, you didn’t hurt me. I rather enjoyed it, actually. Why are you angry with yourself?”

“Because I’m such a damned idiot. All the time I’ve lost. Wasted. Happiness I might have enjoyed—if only I had thought with my heart instead of my head. Long ago, that is,” he let out his breath. “Not now. You have captured my heart and I haven’t had a coherent thought since we met.”

“How perfectly delightful!” she laughed. “Come back to me.” She opened her arms and welcomed him with a kiss.

Later she lay with her head pillowed on his chest. She could feel his breath on her hair.

“I have observed,” he said thoughtfully, “that most people are not such victims of fate as they claim to be. No, we’re really victims of our own characters. We earn our fates, our happiness or misery, through our actions. Our lives are the results of the choices we have made or failed to make. The things we have done, or failed to do. I was cold, overbearing, selfish and ambitious. And intolerably lonely. I thought I could live without love. What a fool I was. It’s taken me years to learn these lessons, Lady. I share them with you, free of charge.”

“What you say is true,” Fosca said. “I was headstrong, stubborn, willful. I wasn’t happy with myself. I couldn’t be happy with anyone else. I thought I was, once. Perhaps that was just a dream, too.”

“Are you happy now?” he asked softly.

“Yes, because I have pleased you,” she answered.

“That’s not what I mean. Are you happy with yourself, with the woman you have become?”

She thought about it, for the first time in her life. “No,” she admitted truthfully. “I don’t think so. Perhaps I will be someday, but not now. Not yet. Will you help me?”

 
 
“I can’t,” he said gently. “These are things you must learn for yourself, without the help of those who love you.”

“Ah, so you admit that you love me!”

“Was there ever any doubt of it in your mind, Lady? I loved you the first moment I saw you.”

“Then you saw through my mask,” she said, turning her face up for a kiss.

Alessandro complied. “Yes, I saw through all your masks.”

Trunks of china, glassware, clothes, provisions, books, games, musical instruments, linens, and household items were loaded into flat-bottomed, boats and taken to terrafirma, then transferred to coaches and wagons and hauled through the dusty countryside to the Loredan villa near Vicenza. Even Rosalba Loredan permitted herself to be dislodged from her room in Ca’ Loredan and installed in another, equally comfortable, overlooking the broad lawns and the Brenta River.

The villa, designed and built under the supervision of the great architect Palladio in the sixteenth century, stood on a broad plain with low mountains at its back and the sluggish Brenta at its feet. White and symmetrical, roofed with red tiles and studded with columns and statuary, it resembled a richly decorated birthday cake set on a green platter with sprigs of olive and citrus trees at its base. There was a huge rotunda at the center, two stories high, and four wings of equal size sprouted out from the sides, exactly facing the points of the compass. A balcony ran around the waist of the rotunda, giving access to the bedrooms on the second floor. The rooms were airy and large and less elegantly furnished than those of Ca’ Loredan.

There were broad brick terraces all around, where guests could dine and listen to music being performed under the rotunda while they enjoyed the soft breezes, sweet fragrances, and mosquitoes out of doors. The gardens had been designed before the craze for natural wildness came into vogue, and they were stiffly formal, with well laid-out paths lined with hedges, closely shaved lawns, ornate fountains that shot columns of water thirty feet into the air, an orangerie and greenhouse, and a boxwood maze that had grown up over the years until it was nearly twenty feet high. So intricate and confusing was the maze that guests had to be extricated from its devious twists and turns and cul-de-sacs by gardeners and footmen every year, and some said that on a summer’s evening you could hear the plaintive wails of ancient guests who were still wandering, hopelessly lost, searching for the single exit.

While the Venetian nobles did little entertaining in their imposing homes in the city, preferring the more congenial atmospheres of the cafés and salons and restaurants, during the summer months their villas were crowded with guests, some spending the entire season with their affable hosts. There were games on the lawns, picnics on the water, horse-races, balls, concerts , theatricals, charades. Here the Inquisitors and the censorious Council of Ten held no sway. The atmosphere of freedom, plus the warmth of summer nights, was highly conducive to romance.

It was the most restful summer Fosca had experienced for years. She felt wiser, more sure of herself, less desperate for love. She knew that Loredan loved her, and the knowledge brought her a new serenity and peace. She wasn’t quite sure yet how she felt about him. In the country he continued his policy of cold behavior towards her, never once indicating that there was something more between them. But they rarely saw each other. The Senate dispatched him to France in July, and he didn’t return until mid-August.

 
 
Fosca spent a large part of her day with Paolo, and the rest with her friends and guests. Alessandro liked to ride and went out for hours by himself, without even a groom for company. In the evenings he shut himself up in his library and worked on his correspondence. He, too, spent a generous amount of time with Paolo, but not when Fosca was present.

She wondered occasionally why he didn’t approach her. Why didn’t he come to her room, and try to break through the barriers that had grown up between them? Could he really love her as much as he said, and not give in to his desires? She felt cheated an annoyed, and when her pique was particularly sharp she tried to recall the violent feelings she had so long harbored against him. But she found to her amazement that while the memories of the humiliations she had suffered still burned, she understood why he had acted as he did. Try as she might, she no longer hated him.

The talk that summer was of war and the ongoing conflict between France and Austria. The Venetians were divided into two camps, those who believed that Venice should arm and prepare to defend herself against the encroaching French armies, and those who preached neutrality and non-involvement at all costs. The Senate was heavily weighted with the latter, and although they issued a stern warning to the warring parties that they would tolerate no violation of their neutrality on land or sea, they refused to do anything to put teeth in their warning, like authorize expenditures for arms.

“Like Switzerland we have tried to remain neutral,” Alessandro argued one night. “Unlike Switzerland we have not the advantage of nearly impassable natural borders. We have no mountains behind which we can hide, and we are shockingly vulnerable to attack by sea because we have failed to keep our navy strong. How can we possibly repel the invader? I’m afraid the time has come to pay for two centuries of mindless pleasure.”

“But my dear Alessandro,” another man sighed, “are you suggesting that a state should be in constant readiness for war?”

“Yes, if she wants to remain free and not become a vassal of some greedier power.”

“But it is in times of peace that civilization grows and flourishes! The arts, music and theater, pleasant conversation and fine literature.”

“Venice was never more civilized than during the sixteenth century, when she was warring with everyone. Someone should have told Titian, Tintoretto, and the rest that they weren’t supposed to flourish.”

 Fosca had to admire her husband’s quickness of mind, his directness and eloquence. He wasn’t like the rest, who were softened by years of self-indulgence. He was more like the Venetians of old whom he admired so much, warriors who ventured forth to conquer Greece, Dalmatia, the whole of the Adriatic. Men who also fostered art and architecture, who built the palaces and cathedrals that everyone took for granted nowadays.

Her mind cleared of the mists of prejudice, she was able to look at him clearly and honestly. He had changed over the years. He was more patient, less ambitious, more tolerant of weakness in others. Sorrow had aged him, fatherhood mellowed him, love humbled him. She could not imagine this Alessandro deliberately seducing an innocent girl for political gain. Yes, he was worthy of respect and admiration, and even love.

Fosca’s friend Antonio noticed a change in her that summer.

“You’re very preoccupied and dreamy lately, my dear,” he remarked one afternoon as they were sitting on the south terrace watching some young men showing off their boating skills. “You’re like women are supposed to be when they are about to become mothers. You’re not hiding something from me, are you?”

“You would be the first to know if I were anticipating motherhood, dearest heart,” Fosca replied, shading her eyes with her hand. “You know that I have no secrets from you.”

“What a lie,” he said in a bored tone. He fanned himself lazily. “You have some new admirer. A new lover. I am never wrong.”

“Dear me, am I so easy to read?” Fosca clucked. “So, I seem like a woman in love, do I?”

“If not in, then on the verge. I’ve seen the signs before.”

“You sound just like Loredan’s mother,” Fosca observed with a yawn. “Is that what you want to be, darling, a nosy old woman? You’d better watch out, Antonio. Time is passing. Why, you’re even showing a little gray! Antonio,” she said, reaching over and grasping his hand, “why don’t you get married? You really should, you know. You’re well-off, and handsome, and I know a dozen girls who would be delighted with the prospect!”

“It is not the girls but their parents who need to be delighted,” Antonio reminded her, “and I can’t be bothered courting the favors of the elderly. Besides, I have never noticed that marriage has ever brought any special happiness to anyone. My married friends might as well be unmarried, for all they care about their spouses.” He gave Fosca a long, sharp look and muttered, “No, it can’t be. The summer sun must have baked my brains.”

She gave him a strange smile, enigmatic and a little smug.

The weeks passed quickly, giving the impression that even though the days were long, there were not enough hours to do all the delightful things that needed to be done. At the end of September the Loredans traditionally gave a costume ball. Guests came to stay from villas as far as thirty miles away, and the party lasted a night and a day and into another night. Barrels of wine were drunk, dozens of fowl slaughtered to feed the crowd, and the kitchens kept busy night and day.

Fosca dressed for the ball as a Spanish lady, in a tight-fitting gown that flared away below the hips into acres of flounces. She posed for her mirror and waggled her black lace fan under her nose. Yes, it was very nice, very mysterious. On her head she wore the traditional high comb and black lace mantilla. Drawing the mantilla over the lower half of her face, she wondered if she should slip into Alessandro’s room that night. It was very tempting, and it would be fun to pretend that the Masked Lady had come unrecognized to the ball.

Everyone agreed that the ball was the best the Loredans had ever given. The more astute and perceptive gossips in the crowd, like Donna Rosalba’s cicisbeo Carlo, remarked on Alessandro’s unusual good humor, and on the fact that he danced not once but twice with his wife. They danced a waltz together, and although many thought the new dance scandalous, all agreed that the Loredans performed it gracefully. They were a beautiful couple. It was a shame they weren’t happier.

At midnight, supper was served on the north terrace, and then a treasure hunt was announced: something very precious had been placed in the center of the boxwood maze. The first couple who discovered it could share it.

Fosca and Giacomo Selvo were among the last to enter the maze. All around, on the other side of the impenetrable hedges, they could hear the delighted but frustrated squeals of contestants who had lost their way.

“I don’t see how you can thread your way through this thing every year for thirteen years and not remember your way to the center,” Giacomo grumbled.

“But I do remember,” Fosca said. “This is a false trail. The way to the center is this way.” She waved her gloved arm. “Come along.”

“It’s the other way, I tell you,” Giacomo insisted.

“You know very well that you can’t even find your way to the Piazza San Marco without the help of a guide. You can’t possibly remember this thing.”

“I most certainly can remember it, and I can too find my way to the Piazza. Now, are you coming or not?”

“I am going this way,” Giacomo said firmly. “Oh, bloody hell!” he squeaked as a boxwood twig snagged the lace on his cuff.

“And I am going this way,” Fosca said with equal firmness. “I shall win the prize alone and I won’t share it with you!”

“That’s not fair. It’s your maze!”

They separated huffily and Fosca found herself alone in a dark alley between high hedges. The moon was full and brilliant but still low enough in the sky to cast long shadows across the paths, and even though lanterns had been placed at certain intersections, the place was ghostly and mysterious. Giacomo called out to demand if she had reached the center yet, and she laughingly admitted that she hadn’t. She plunged resolutely down a likely-looking avenue and suddenly perceived that she had followed a dead end.

A man, masked and cloaked, appeared beside her, almost as if he had materialized out of the shadows.


“Ah, another victim!” Fosca cried merrily. “Well, Signor, which way shall we go now?”

 
 
“Fosca.”

She felt the blood drain out of her face. The strength left her legs and she swayed. He put his arm around her shoulders.

“No,” she whispered. “Oh, no.”

“Yes, Fosca.” He turned her around slightly so that she faced the moon. “It’s really you. Still beautiful. Oh, Fosca, are you frightened of me? Didn’t you know that I would come back to you?”

“Yes,” she said softly when she found her voice. “Oh, Rafaello!” She touched his mask. He took it off and they gazed at each other.

“Well, Fosca, do you still love me?” he asked at length. “Did you think about me?”

“How can you ask that?” Tears sprang to her eyes.

“There hasn’t been a day when I haven’t thought about you, every waking hour, even in my dreams.” She leaned into the sheltering curve of his arms.

“And I have dreamed about you,” he said, stroking her cheek.

Just then a couple of players appeared at the end of the alley and asked if they were on the right track. Raf turned, holding Fosca in front of him to shield him, and told them it was just another cul-de-sac. Laughing, they went away again.

He said, “So many people. It’s not safe here. Is there some place we can go, to be alone?”

“There are hundreds of guests,” she said. “Everywhere. But later—”

“No, I can’t stay. I have to get to Venice right away. But I thought you might be here—I took a chance on seeing you. Funny, I knew you right away, even in this costume.” He lifted the edge of her mantilla. “Listen, Fosca, I’ve come to prepare Venice for Bonaparte’s takeover. I don’t know where I’ll be from one day to the next, but I’ll try to leave word with Tomasso. You can always get in touch with me through him, all right?”

Two more searchers came into sight and he called to them, “Whatever you’re looking for, it’s not here.”

The man shouted back, “No, but what you’re looking for is!” They went away.

“I don’t understand,” she said. “Bonaparte, in Venice? But it can’t happen. Everyone says that we’re safe—he’ll never come here.”

“They’re fooling themselves,” Raf said. “Nothing can stop him. I know. Part of my job is to see that he succeeds.”

They heard Giacomo calling Fosca’s name. Raf kissed her quickly and stepped away from her, into the shadows.

“Raf,” she whispered.

“In Venice,” he said in an almost inaudible voice. “Ask Tomasso.” Then he was gone.

“So there you are!” said an exasperated Giacomo.

“You see, you got lost after all. Well, what’s the matter with you, Fosca? Did you see a ghost? For Heaven’s sake, let’s get out of here. Aren’t you bored by this game?”

“Yes,” Fosca replied faintly, “I am.” She could still taste Raf’s kiss. “Quite bored.”

Complaining of headache, Fosca went to her room immediately and dismissed her servants as soon as they undressed her. Her brain was whirling. She needed to be alone.

He had come back. He had risked his life to see her for a brief moment. He still wanted her. And in that instant when his arms closed around her, she knew that she still wanted him.

Since commencing her strange affair with Alessandro, she had begun to realize that she could live contentedly without the one man whom she thought could make her happy. She hadn’t stopped loving Raf. She would always love him. But she saw that she could learn to accept her life for what it was. She could stop longing for the impossible, and making herself wretched because life had cheated her of true happiness. She could be content, loving her child, honoring her husband, growing in wisdom, truly earning the love and respect of those around her. She could forgive old wrongs and live without regret and shame.

But Raf had swept back into her life like a hurricane, uprooting the tender shoots of her new found serenity, twisting the fragile structure of her existence, turning her life upside down—again.

She paced the floor for hours. The house grew quiet. The guests who lived close by went home. Those who were staying finally adjourned to their beds. The clatter of music and conversation and laughter stopped at last, and she could hear the little songs of the crickets and the other creatures of the night.

She didn’t even try to sleep. She knew it would be impossible. He had been in such a hurry to leave her. The Revolution was calling. Or was it? There was a woman waiting for him in Venice, a small, dark-eyed dancer. Fosca clenched her teeth. How dare he upset her like this, and leave her with just a quick kiss and a few words of instruction! How dare he run to that girl and leave her behind, to wait for his love just a little longer.

“Damn him!” she muttered angrily. “Damn them both to hell!”

Her room felt hot, stifling, suffocating. She threw her windows open. A rumble of thunder sounded beyond the horizon, but it was far away yet. The storm might never reach them.

 

 
 
She couldn’t bear the confinement of the small space. She pulled a thin wrapper on over her nightgown, grabbed a candle in a holder, and left the room. She went down the stairs, through the drawing room in the south wing, and out onto the terrace. A breath of wind blew from the east, from the sea. It extinguished her candle. She lifted her face to the sky. That was better. She felt cooler, freer, less encumbered by worry. Clouds were gathering, moving swiftly across the sky, obscuring the sprinkling of stars. Yes, it would surely rain soon.

She began to pace again. He had come back. But not to see her. She was just a little detour. He had come to work for the French, for Bonaparte. She smiled grimly to herself. That little dancing harlot would soon find that Raf Leopardi had a mistress that he loved more than either of them: Revolution.

The French were approaching. Everyone said that Venice would never fall because it had never fallen to an enemy in the past. But Raf said it would. He knew Bonaparte’s strengths, and Bonaparte’s ambitions, which clearly included Venice.

She had a sudden sickening recollection of what she had seen in Paris. Revolution meant delirious, uncontrollable crowds, angry shouts, marching, violence. She remembered the head of the Governor of the Bastille, stuck up on a pike for all to see. Bloody, nauseating, unforgettable. She closed her eyes and shuddered. That’s what Raf's return would mean to Venice.

But it also meant that they would be together again, and forever. She could divorce Alessandro and marry Raf—. She stopped short. And what about Paolo?-

Alessandro was so fond of the boy. It would break his heart to lose him, and her, too. He would never give them up without a fight. She knew that she should stop thinking about him as a lover and let their relationship return to its old pattern of separation and hostility. It would be cruel to let him think that there was hope. Now those frigid silences as they passed each other in the halls were just part of the game of flirtation. But to go back to the times when they were real, cold and deep and lined with hatred—no, she didn’t want that, either.

She realized with a start that she wasn’t alone on the terrace. Another night walker was pacing farther down He approached and she saw that it was her husband. He wore no coat or neckcloth and his shirt was open at the throat.

He looked up and their eyes met. He paused and seemed about to speak, but then his face assumed its accustomed blank expression and he started to walk past without acknowledging her.

Without thinking she cried, “Alessandro, no more, I beg you.”

He turned slowly. The moon emerged from behind a cloud and he saw her clearly. Her hair was loose and her flimsy gown caught the wind and billowed around her. She seemed distraught.

“Fosca.”

She turned away and braced her hands against the balustrade.

“What are you doing up at this hour?” he asked, coming up behind her. He wanted to touch her but restrained himself. “Are you all right?”

“Yes, yes, I’m perfectly well,” she answered unconvincingly. “I—I couldn’t sleep. Or perhaps I did sleep. I dreamed—I was lost in the maze. And when I woke—the room felt like it was closing in on me Horrible. I couldn’t breathe.” She put her hands to her throat and lifted her chin. She closed her eyes.

“Yes, I feel it, too,” he said. “It’s the storm. There’s a tension in the air, an electricity. Which reminds me, Paolo will be angry with me for not waking him. I promised him that the next time there was a lightning storm we would try Dr. Franklin’s experiment with the kite and the key. I’ve been regretting the offer ever since. I’m quite sure that I’ll get myself killed. I suppose I must lie and tell him I slept through it.” He saw that his talk soothed her a little, and he kept up for a few minutes, knowing that she wasn’t really listening but that the sound of his voice comforted her.

Finally he asked, “What is it, Fosca? What’s troubling you? Can you tell me what it is? I want to help you, if I can.”

She shook her head. “No, no. I’m fine, really. I don’t know what’s the matter with me tonight. I feel nervous and upset and all out of sorts.”

He said sympathetically, “Poor child, have you quarrelled with one of your summer lovers?”

To his surprise and pleasure, she whirled and threw herself into his arms. “Oh, Alessandro, I’m so confused! I don’t know what to do!”

He held her close and breathed a prayer of thanks. After a few minutes he smoothed the damp hair, away from her face and said, “Do you want to talk about your troubles?”

But she pulled away from him and said angrily, “Why haven’t you come to me! Why have you been so cold, so distant this summer? I’ve waited and waited— I don’t believe you love me at all!”

“Ah, so that’s it,” he smiled. “I couldn’t speak to you, my dearest, can’t you see that? I had to wait for you to make the first move. If I had approached you, you would have shied away from me. You had to be ready in your own time. I’m sorry. I know it hurt you. But I had no choice. I was willing to wait.”

 
“You were cruel! It was torture for me!” she cried. “I didn’t know whether you really loved me or not. I even thought—that you didn’t know that I was the Masked Lady and that you loved her instead of me!”

He laughed. “Oh, you’re marvelous, Fosca! I knew it was you from the first. Masked or unmasked you are the loveliest woman in Venice. You walked into that room and my heart stopped. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I was in agony the whole time, terrified that I’d spoil the magic.”

“You didn’t look terrified,” she said crossly. “You were extremely artful and convincing.”

“I had to be. I didn’t want to frighten you away, and I had to insure that you would come back to me. It wasn’t easy.” He grinned. “I thought I managed it all rather well.”

“You were horrid,” she sniffed.

He put his hands on her shoulders. “I know that when a woman is pursued, her first impulse is to flee. If I had played the ardent lover, you would have been frightened. We needed the pretense, you and I, until you learned that you could trust me, and until you knew me better for the frightened, wretched fool that I am.”

She said in a softer tone, “Forgive me. I didn’t mean to scold. I should have known that you had your reasons. You’re very wise. You see, you know me better than I know myself.”

“You have been the subject of many years of observation and study,” he said. “I know that this is only a beginning for us. The walls between us are down, and at least we can talk without bitterness. But we can’t go back—you know that. No more Masked Lady, Fosca.”

“I don’t want to go back,” she said seriously. “I’m tired of her, tired of the game. I had to speak to you tonight—I needed to know that you still love me.”

“I understand. I do love you,Fosca. You don’t love me, not yet, and perhaps you never will. You loved me once, in your heart’s sweet innocence. It may be too much to hope that someday you will love me again. But I’m willing to wait and to hope. Can you tell me—am I being a fool? May I hope?”

But she evaded the question, and said, “I want to ask your forgiveness, Alessandro, for the things I have done. I have wronged you.”

“No, Fosca, you don’t need to—”

“I must. You’re right. I don’t love you yet. Not the way I loved Raf Leopardi.” She saw him stiffen. “I have to speak of him now, and I’11 never mention him again. I loved him deeply, and I don’t think I’ll ever be able to love that way again. I was younger—you had hurt me—I was frightened of love—and he taught me to trust, and to believe in it again.” She sighed and turned away from him a little, but he continued to hold her hand lightly. “It’s taken me a long time to grow up, to learn that you can’t always have everything you want, and that the things you want aren’t always good for you. There are many, many people in Venice who look up to you and respect you, Alessandro. You have always stood fast for the things you believed in. I feel shamed because I never bothered to look past our relationship at your good qualities. I was selfish—I never really thought of what I was doing to you.”

“Fosca, don’t, please—”

“Please let me speak, Alessandro. I know that if you had divorced me and turned me out, my son would have been a bastard and I would have been an outcast, a real outcast. You saved us both from that humiliation, at the cost of your own reputation and career. I know that you could have gone much farther in government if it hadn’t been for me. Everyone knows it. But you protected me, and sacrificed yourself.”

“I wasn’t being noble,” he said gruffly. “I was sick with jealousy. What I did, I did more out of spite than out of love.”

“That doesn’t matter now. You still loved me then, and you love me now, and Paolo, too.”

“You are both dearer to me than my own life,” he said simply.

She knew it was true. “Why do married people do the things they do to each other?” she wondered sadly. “Awful things, hurtful, that they wouldn’t do to their friends or even to people they despised. I’ve been a bad wife. I was a bad choice.”

“I’ve never regretted marrying you, Fosca. My career doesn’t matter now. I’ve done some growing up, too, you see. I was proud enough to think that if I kept you close, and bound you to me with hoops of steel, as the English poet said, someday you’d relent, and forgive, and start seeing me as a man and not a monster—in spite of my monstrous behavior.”

“At least,” she said playfully, “I’ll never see you as a god, as I did once.”

“And you’ll never be disappointed, as you were then. Fosca,” he moved closer, “may I—”

She stepped away from him. “No, please, not tonight. I’m not ready for that.”

“It’s all right. I understand. I’ll wait. I don’t care if it takes a hundred years.”

“I can’t promise—I wish I could.” She gave him her hand. He kissed it warmly and she withdrew it. “Good-night, Alessandro.”

“Good-night, my dearest love.”


XV

LAST CARNIVAL

The Loredan entourage left the villa for Venice in mid-October. Bonaparte’s troops had encroached on Venetian territory as they battled the Austrians, and an emergency session of the Signoria had been called. The Senate decided to send emissaries to the French General. They would bear the greetings of the Republic and sound out his intentions. Alessandro Loredan, having experience in diplomacy, war, and things French, was the logical choice to head the delegation.

On the night before Alessandro was scheduled to leave for the French encampments at the western edge of Venetian territory, Fosca went to see him in his library. He was working at his desk and looked up wearily when he heard her enter. His face brightened.

"Ah,Fosca,” he rose to greet her. “Have you come to wish your ageing warrior farewell?”

She offered her hand. He held it and gazed at her fondly.

“You look tired,” she said. “Are you worried about this trip?”

“I have absolutely no hopes for success,” he said with a wry grin. “Otherwise though, I am cheerfully optimistic.”

“You’re in no danger?”

“No, unless this cagey Corsican decides to provoke a war by assassinating me on the spot. He will be disappointed. Our leaders would find some way of overlooking his bad manners. They might declare me expendable and even thank the French for ridding them of a nuisance.”

“Please don’t talk like that,” said Fosca with a shudder.

“I’m sorry. It was thoughtless. But I’m pleased that I’ve provoked some response.” He looked at her sharply. “You do care, a little.”

“Of course I care.” A blush rose to her cheeks. She looked away. “I didn’t mean to disturb you. I just wanted to give you something to take with you.” She handed him a flat gold case, a little bigger than a water case. “You see, when you open it, there are two portraits inside. One of Paolo and one of me. Your mother’s cicisbeo Don Carlo did them for me this summer He’s very talented, isn’t he?”

Alessandro smiled at the miniature portraits. “Yes. he is, and at something besides gossip. They’re perfect likenesses. Thank you, Fosca. I’d been wishing I had something like this to take with me. I shall treasure this. You’re very thoughtful.”

“There seems so little that I can do,” she said shyly “I must go now. Be careful, I beg you.”

“I will,” he said solemnly. “I promise.”

She nodded and went out. He sat on the edge of his desk and gazed at the portraits for a long time. Then he snapped the case shut with a sigh and went back to work.

Fosca didn’t sleep well that night. She felt sick with guilt and apprehension. As soon as Alessandro was gone in the morning she intended to betray him.

Tomasso told her that Raf was staying on Burano. one of the smaller islands in the lagoon. There was a small village there, where generations of women had ruined their eyes making lace for the gentry. She and Tomasso went out together in a hired gondola. Both were masked.

It was mid-afternoon, the hottest time of the day, and the inhabitants of the treeless little island were hiding from the sun in the cooler interiors of their houses. Inside doorways Fosca could see some women working at their lacemaking. Some chased after her, offering items for sale, but she shook her head. Canaries in cages chirped and sang. A dog slunk along in the shadows of the buildings.

Tomasso led her through a maze of small streets to a mean-looking tavern. They passed through the empty public room and mounted a flight of crooked stairs. The place seemed silent, deserted.

They stopped in front of the door at the top and Tomasso knocked three times, slowly and deliberately.

“Ah, a secret signal?” Fosca remarked with soft irony. “How terribly clever.”

“Be quiet,” he grumbled. “If we went in without giving the signal, he’d shoot our heads off.”

“Dear me! Neither of us would be much good without a head, I fear.” She felt nervous. Her hands were trembling a little.

They heard the scrape of wood on wood as a bar was lifted. Tomasso stepped closer to the crack of the door and said his name in a low voice. As the door swung open slightly he stepped back and motioned to Fosca to enter.

“I’ll be downstairs, drinking with the landlord in his special parlor,” he said. “Take your time.”

She went in. Raf closed the door behind her and barred it again. The room was low-ceilinged but not too small. It was on the shady side of the house and felt cooler than the stairs and considerably cooler than the outdoors. The windows were open. No breeze stirred the curtains. A small bed in the corner, a good-sized table covered with papers and writing materials, a few rickety chairs completed the furnishings.

She took off her mask and dabbed at her moist forehead with her handkerchief. Then she faced him. He looked drawn, thinner. The lines around his eyes and mouth had deepened, and there was a grim cast to his mouth that hadn’t been there before. As usual his clothes looked clean enough but they were plain and unfashionable. His shirt was open to the waist and his chest sparkled with beads of sweat. He needed a shave. “You look older,” she said awkwardly.

“You don’t. You look the same. Still beautiful. It’s good to see you again, Fosca.”

She walked around, looking. There wasn’t much to see. “So this is where you carry on your revolutionary work,” she remarked. “How interesting.”

“It’s as boring as shit,” he growled. He jerked his head at the table. “I’ve been drafting some pamphlets. The usual stuff: “Throw off your oppressors! Arise! Deliverance is at hand!”

“You didn’t used to be so cynical about it,” Fosca said. “You used to believe those slogans.”

“I still do. But I’ve lost my innocence somewhere along the line. The slogans are true, it’s getting the people to accept them and act that’s hard. I watched the French shouting, ‘Liberty, Equality, Fraternity’ while they were lopping off the heads of their noble brothers. Scenes like that make you think.”

“And that’s what you want to happen in Venice? You want heads to roll?”

Raf perched on the edge of the table and crossed his arms over his chest. His eyes were hard, unreadable. The light of youthful hope and enthusiasm had gone out of them and had been replaced by the calculating coldness of experience. For a moment Fosca was reminded of how Alessandro had been when she first knew him: ruthless, impatient, intolerant, cruel. It had taken the years to soften him, to make him see that worldly success does not bring happiness. The world will use its gifted, drain them, and forget them.

“This is history, Fosca,” Raf said. “I’m not making it. I’m just following along, riding it to my destination. I’ve been a loyal son of the Revolution, changed my name to Leopard, paid my dues, attached myself to the men who wield real power, like Bonaparte. Now the time has come for me to step forward and claim my reward. When the French take over Venice, I’m to be leader of the Provisional Revolutionary Government. I’ll be the most powerful man in Venice. Me, the troublesome Jew from the ghetto. It’s my turn now, Fosca. This is what I’ve always wanted. I don’t care if I have to take off a few heads.”

“You didn’t always hold life so cheaply,” she said.

“I didn’t know just how cheap it was. Taking a life is as easy as making one.” He saw her flinch. “I have a son, I hear. How is he?”

She swallowed. “He’s fine, just fine. It’s very kind of you to take an interest. How did you find out about him? From your dancing whore?”

“So that’s what’s been eating at you. I might have known.”

She said, “You couldn’t wait to get away from me so that you could fly to her side! Well, where is she?” She tossed her head. “I’m surprised you didn’t bring her along to keep you company in this desolate place and to help you with your writing. I hear she’s a brilliant correspondent.”

“Stop that,” he said sharply. “You have no reason to be jealous of her.”

 
“I, jealous, of that! You’re joking, of course. In order to be jealous of her I’d still have to care about you, and I don’t. I don’t care about you at all. I hate you!”

She spun around and covered her face with her hands. He came up behind her and put his arms around her. “You always were such a rotten liar, Fosca,” he said with a sigh.

“You went away,” she said thickly. “It was like you had disappeared from the face of the earth. You never wrote, never sent word. But you wrote to her, didn’t you!”

“No, I didn’t,” he said. “She sent a few messages through our people here because she thought I’d like to know about my aunt’s illness. I was grateful for the news, even though there wasn’t anything I could do to help.”

“Yes, I’m sure you were. And I’m sure you expressed your deep gratitude the first time you saw her after you got back. Well, why not? It didn’t cost you anything, and I’m sure it made her very happy!” She tried to break away from him but he held her arms tightly and jerked her around. “Let me go. I’ve had enough of you and your slut and your stinking Revolution! I’m sick of you! I wish I’d never set eyes on you! Let me go!”

She was becoming hysterical and her voice was rising. He struck her sharply with his open hand. It didn’t slow her down. He slapped her again, very lightly, and shook her. Fosca moved her mouth silently, and then burst into tears. Raf held her as she sobbed. "

“You’ve been storing this up for a long time, haven’t you?”

“Why didn’t you write to me?” she said, choking. “Just once? Just to tell me you were alive and that you loved me.”

 
 
“I don’t know, Fosca. I thought it would be easier not to. I told myself that you’d forget me, that it would be better.”

“How could I forget you, when I had your child to remind me of you? I thought of you every day, every hour.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I thought about you, too. When things were unbelievably ugly and cruel, I’d close my eyes and remember how it was with you, here, and in Paris. Just the two of us. How beautiful you were. How much I loved you.”

“We quarreled then, too. Just like now. I’m such a jealous bitch.” She looked into his face. “You must tell me, Raf. Do you love her? Be truthful. I need to know.”

He sighed. “What do you want me to say, Fosca, that I hate the sight of her? She’s done a lot for me. I don’t hold what she did to us seven years ago against her. She was a child then. Now she’s taking care of my aunt, and she’s bought back my furniture, the things I had to sell—”

“So that you could afford to run away with me,” she said bitterly.

“Yes, and I was glad to do it. But now—I have a lot to thank her for.”

“She saved your life, too. Remember that? She rescued you from the Inquisitors’ prison—you were very lucky. If you had waited for me to save you, you’d be dead now. I’m only a corrupt and helpless noblewoman. I don’t have the courage and the imagination of a scheming peasant!”

His fingers bit into her upper arms. “Will you stop that? I’m telling you that I love you, Fosca.” He said it again very slowly. “I love you. I have never loved any other woman the way that I love you, never. Not Lia. Not anyone. You, Fosca. Only you.”

 
A fresh torrent of tears spilled down her cheeks. “I can’t stop myself. I don’t know what’s the matter with me. I think about her and what she tried to do to Alessandro, and then I picture the two of you together—”

“What are you talking about? What about her and Loredan?”

“Oh, you’ve heard about it. I’m sure. You even planned it, didn’t you? You told her to seduce him, to bleed him of every cent that she could, to drag him down into the mire of disgrace and ruin! She was spying for you, trying to weaken the moral fabric of the nobility.”

“That doesn’t need any help from Lia or anyone else,” Raf said curtly. “Loredan? Lia and that smug, pompous bureaucrat? I don’t believe it!”

“It was common gossip for weeks, until I put a stop to it. Ask anyone. Tomasso, anyone.”

“Why did you stay with him, Fosca?” he asked suddenly. “Why didn’t you let him divorce you?”

“He didn’t give me a choice. He wouldn’t let me

“That damned villain,” he breathed. “That spiteful, evil—”

“You’re wrong,” she said quickly. “He did it because he loved me. He loves me still. I know that my husband has many faults, but he is not what you think. We were both very stubborn and unsympathetic to each other after we were married. We hurt each other. But now—I understand him better.”

“Well.” Raf let out his breath in a long whistle. “That’s very cozy. Very cozy, indeed! So you and he have come to an understanding, is that it?”

“Yes, we have.”

“He’s tricking you, Fosca. He’s tried everything else—force, captivity. Now he’s trying a play for your sympathy.”

She moved away from him. “I wouldn’t expect you to understand.”

“Meaning I don’t have the refined sensibilities of the nobility,” he sneered. “You’re right there, Fosca. When I love a woman I don’t treat her like a piece of filth.”

“No, you just forget about her altogether and fall into bed with the first little trollop that comes along!”

“Very well, Lady,” he said coldly, “so I’m a boor, a brute and a lout. I’m crude, barbaric, lusty, and uncivilized. You found all these qualities very attractive when we first met, remember? And I’m not ashamed of what I am. But you—you’re so weak-minded that you’d fall for the first lie that that overbred imbecile Loredan spins!” He threw back his head and let out a shout of laughter. “I can just see it: Loredan scraping along on bended knee, mumbling pretty metaphors about how like the sun and the moon you are—depending on the time of day, of course. Kissing your hand, feeling your breasts, flattering and petting, just like one of those damned prissy castrates you were always so fond of!”

“They were my friends,” she barked, “and if they couldn’t do anything else at least they knew how to make a woman feel wanted!”

“They were a bunch of weak-kneed, simple-minded fops,” he snorted. “As scented as women and about as manly as ten-year-old boys. You people are all such goddamned cowards. All of you! Hiding everything behind your masks. Not just these,” he picked up her black oval and tossed it into a corner, “but masks of pretense. Manners. Conventions. Everything false and meaningless and corrupt.”

 
“Oh, of course simple peasants like you have honor to spare,” she said scathingly. “If someone annoys you, you just chop off their heads! Even the King and Queen of France! I suppose you were there when they dragged Marie Antoinette to the guillotine? I’ll bet it was a pretty sight. It must have made you proud to be part of the revolution that slaughtered them!”

“A revolution is not an exercise in gentility, like the minuet,” he said. “It’s a struggle, a fight. It’s war, not between nations but between classes.”

“Yes, yes, I know all about that,” she said disdainfully . “War between the oppressors and the oppressed. Well, I think it’s just so kind of your lovely General Bonaparte to take the happiness of the rest of Europe into his own hands, and to liberate all the peoples of Italy from their oppression, even those who don’t want to be liberated. He must be counting himself lucky at this very moment for finding a Venetian traitor who would pave the way for him here!”.

He flushed angrily and clenched his fists. “I’m no traitor, damn you,” he said through his teeth. “No one loves this country more than I do. No one! I’m here to help, Fosca. Not to hurt.”

“Then leave Venice now. Stop your dirty work. Let someone else do it. Come back when it’s over. But don’t help destroy the city and the people you love.”

“There won’t be any destruction. Any more than necessary, that is. Listen to me, Fosca.” He put his hands alongside her face and made her look at him. “Why are you treating me like this? You’ve always known what I wanted. You believed in me once. You loved me. I think you still love me. What’s happened to you? Have you let Loredan persuade you that we’re all a bunch of animals, and that Revolution is a nasty, ungenteel business that no gentleman would soil his hands on? He’s right. Gentlemen haven’t the guts to change what’s wrong because they know that they’re at the core of the problem. What can they do, eliminate themselves? But they have to be eliminated, Fosca. And it’s happening, all over Europe. It’s really happening. The upper classes are vanishing.”

“I am noble, too, or have you forgotten?” she said coldly. “Will I vanish, too?”

He gave an exasperated sigh and pulled her into a tight embrace. “Yes, Lady, you will vanish right into my arms. We’ll never be apart again after this is all over, I swear it. I’ll be as loving and as faithful as a hound. Maybe I’ll even learn how to pay pretty compliments.” He grinned. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Raf Leopardi playing the cicisbeo?” her body felt stiff and unyielding in his arms. When he tried to kiss her, she turned her face away.

“No, please, I don’t want to.”

“Yes, you do. You’ve wanted to ever since you came into this room. You just had to get a few details out of the way first, like telling me what you think of me.

She said faintly, “I’m not finished yet.”

“Yes, you are,” he said, holding her so tightly that she couldn’t breathe and kissing her until she felt faint. She gave a little sigh and sagged against him. “That’s better. Come on, woman. I’ve waited seven years and I’m not going to wait anymore.”

He took her to his bed. He pushed her skirts aside, unfastened his breeches, and plunged into her without any preliminaries. She felt herself plummeting backwards into the welcoming warmth of old familiar delights. Jolts of pleasure shot through her, and as he gripped her fiercely with his strong hands and poured his life into her, she cried out and fastened herself onto him with her teeth and legs and fingers.

After awhile he kissed her softly and rolled aside. “It was good, wasn’t it?” he murmured with satisfaction. “Just like the old days.” He groped for her hand and pressed it tightly.

“We shouldn’t have tried to talk,” she said, exhausted.

“It wasn’t my idea to waste time in talking,” he grunted. “Fosca, tell me about the boy. What’s he like?”

“He’s wonderful,” she said warmly, “handsome—so handsome!—and smart and funny and—! But I sound like a proud mother. Well, I am proud. He’s a fine little man, our Paolo.”

There was a silence. She braced herself. “Paolo? I thought we had decided on Daniel?”

“Yes, I know we did. But Alessandro chose Paolo.”

Raf hitched himself up on his elbow and glowered down at her. “Alessandro chose!” he echoed angrily. “What in hell does Alessandro have to do with naming our son?”

“He wanted a son,” she explained. “An heir. And so he adopted mine. Ours. He’s been a very good father, Raf. He’s really fond of the boy. He spends a lot of time with him, teaching him—”

“Teaching him how to be a damned little snot like himself,” Raf snarled. “Damn him. Adopted my son! You mean he told everyone that he had fathered the child. And you—you let him do it!”

Fosca sat up and said, “Yes, I let him. He didn’t give me a choice. It was either go along with the lie, or never see my son again. But do you know what? I’m glad he did it. At least the boy has a name!”

“He could have had my name!” Raf said angrily.

“Oh, yes, your name! And he could have had your fortune as well, I suppose, and your protection, and your care!”

“You know damned well that I couldn’t have given him any of those things. I was lucky to get out of Venice with my life. But he’s my son! Not Loredan’s!”

Fosca said tightly, “Any man can plant the seed of a child in a woman’s belly. It doesn’t take any special talent to do that.”

“You were always very appreciative of those talents, as I recall,” Raf said with a hint of a sneer. “You still are.”

“What of it? I’m not ashamed of that. I’m just saying that you weren’t here and Alessandro was, and for whatever reasons he had then, he took the boy in and provided for him and loved him, as much as any man could.”


Raf said quietly, “I want to see the boy.”

Her first impulse was to refuse him. But how could she? She loved him. And he was Paolo’s father, after all.

“I don’t think—”

“He’s my son. Not Loredan’s. Mine!” he said doggedly. She sighed. She knew how obstinate he could be. He said again, “I want to see him.”

She sat up, lifting her legs over the side of the bed, turning her back on him. “Loredan is away,” she said. “I will let you see Paolo. On one condition. That you don’t say anything to him about who you are. It would only confuse and upset him.”

“He has a right to know!”

“My God, Raf, he’s only six years old!” she cried. “He loves Alessandro. Can’t you understand that? I won’t have you coming at him, telling him you’re his father. You haven’t done any fathering, and Alessandro has. I’ll let you see him, because it would be wrong of me to refuse. But I have to think of the child, too. Promise me, Raf,” she turned and stroked his cheek lightly with her fingertip. “Please, Raf, do as I ask?” His mouth was set in a stubborn expression that she recognized. She knew she could never talk him around, so she leaned over and kissed him softly.

“Please?” she said again in a whisper. “I’m his mother, after all. I only want to do what’s best for everyone. Please, Raf, don’t make it more difficult for me.”

She could feel him relenting. He put his arm around her waist and pulled her closer, and rested his head against her breasts. She smoothed his hair and kissed his forehead.

“Tomorrow,” he said. “I want to see my son tomorrow.”

“All right,” she sighed. “Tomorrow. I’ll take him out in the morning, to the latteria near Florian’s. You know the place. But you’ll have to be careful about what you say in front of him. I won’t tell him your name. He’s very sharp, and he would tell Alessandro or someone else all about you. We will pretend to meet casually. Perhaps you should be masked.”

Raf uttered an extremely vulgar word. Then he dragged her down under him and covered her body with his own.

Alessandro faced his adversary across the dinner table. It had taken all his self-control to keep his temper and to offer the appeasing platitudes that the Senate had instructed him to give. They were received with the utmost scorn, and he knew from the outset that there was nothing that he or anyone else could do to dissuade Napoleon Bonaparte from taking Venice tomorrow, if he so desired.

“Ah, yes, the Doge,” the little general said, sipping his champagne. “I have heard a little about this Doge of yours. A senile old man, is he not?” He was, but Alessandro refrained from agreeing.  ‘A strange choice for a leader,” Napoleon observed, “but perhaps a not inappropriate one. A senile leader for a senile republic.” He laughed at his joke. “And the Inquisitors! I hear they are toothless old men, nearly blind and deaf, and that the citizens of Venice tremble when they are mentioned.”

“Only when they have something to fear from them,” Alessandro said smoothly. “Only the guilty need be afraid.”

“Indeed? But all men are guilty of something, are they not? Therefore all Venetians are afraid.”

“Fear is an effective means to control the populace,” Alessandro shrugged.

“Foolishness!” the Corsican snorted. “It takes an army to inspire fear in real men. Frenchmen would never be daunted by three toothless old men! But tell me,” he leaned forward, his black eyes shining, “they say that the Doge weds the sea every year. Is that true? What an extraordinary spectacle that must be! Does he enter her fully clothed or naked? Or perhaps he spills his seed into a vessel and tosses that to the waves? Does this union ever produce children? Are they fish—or little old men?”

His officers were sniggering. Alessandro kept a cool smile fixed on his face and said nothing.

“They say that a man can sire children even into his nineties,” Napoleon went on. “I really think that it would be a kindness to inform the Doge that, if that is his intention, he should choose a less temperamental lover, and a less dangerous one.”

Another member of the Venetian delegation tried to explain that the wedding of Venice to the Adriatic was just a symbolic ceremony in which the Doge tossed a golden ring into the waves, but Napoleon interjected insulting and sarcastic remarks at every turn and made the explanation seem more farcical than the actual event.

“They say,” Napoleon said sneeringly, “that the noblemen of Venice are so stupid that they can’t remember who they are, and that is why they have their names entered into a special Golden Book at birth.”

 “Perhaps,” a French aide suggested, “it is to verify their parentage as well?” The French laughed heartily, while the Venetians maintained a strained silence, and Bonaparte observed that a name entered in a book was proof of nothing.

Napoleon then launched into a mocking appraisal of the Venetian form of government, from the Council and the Senate to the Council of Ten and the Inquisitors. Alessandro didn’t bother to inform him that the system had worked brilliantly in the past, and that it was organized to prevent just the sort of internecine rivalries that had plagued and tom the French Revolutionary governments apart. Power was not invested in a single man or group. Venice had experienced a remarkable history of internal peace, while all around her states were falling prey to the ambitions of single men or parties. Alessandro did not voice his opinion that if France were Venice, no Napoleon Bonaparte would have been possible.

Finally the meal ended and the general dismissed his guests rudely and returned to work. The Venetian delegation found its way back to its lodgings, a reputable inn in Verona.

“How dare he?” one of the younger men fumed when they were gathered in Loredan’s room. “How dare he attack us like that? The impudence of the man!”

“I’d be impudent, too, if I had an army of eighty thousand men at my back,” Alessandro said calmly. “I’m rather afraid that we failed to impress him with the inadvisability of attacking us.”


 
 
“To have to sit there while he humiliated us!” another seethed. “It was outrageous! We should have stopped him!”

“How?” Alessandro asked. “Believe me, I dearly wanted to turn him over my knee and spank him. But our instructions were not to antagonize him. We were to sound him out, assure him of our peaceful intentions, affirm our neutrality, but not to anger or provoke him.”

 “Filthy little commoner.”

“He’s not even a gentleman! A Corsican!”

“He is a soldier. A brilliant tactician and a brave and charismatic leader,” Alessandro said. “He’s got the finest army in Europe eating out of his hand. He can have anything he wants—the entire continent!”

“But what can we do? What shall we tell the Senate, that we sat still and let him insult us?”

“We will tell them the truth: that he was unreceptive to our overtures and that we should prepare to defend ourselves. We have done our best.”

Lia let herself into her house on the Canal Regio. She had performed that night at a reception for the Swiss ambassador, then dined with her dear friends, Gaetano Vestris and his wife. It was late.

The house felt cold. It was the end of October and the nights were beginning to feel cool. She went into the drawing room to see if her servant had left a fire burning, but the fireplace was cold.

A voice came out of the darkness. “Where have you been?”

She jumped and turned quickly. Raf sat in a deep chair in a dark corner.

“Oh, it’s you! You might have given me some warning instead of trying to scare me out of my skin. I suppose you came to see Aunt Rebecca. How is she tonight?” She lit a candle, and another.


 
“No better. Fat lot you care, running around half the night. I sent the woman away. I asked you where you’d been.”

She took a stance in front of him. You don’t need to act the part of the jealous lover because I know you don’t mean a word of it. You know very well that I had to dance tonight, for the Doge and his guests. Not that you care, but I was brilliant. The old man himself gave me a little bracelet.” She dropped the bangle into his lap.

He ignored it. “Why didn’t you tell me that you and Loredan were lovers?”

She frowned. “Because it’s over, and has been for months. Not that it’s any of your business.”

“Loredan is my business! What he does, who he sees. What are you trying to do, make a fool of me?” He heaved himself out of his chair and stood in front of her. She could smell sour wine on his breath. “You know how I feel about him. Have you lost your mind, taking up with that Jew-hater? What about Aunt Rebecca? What if he finds out about her? Do you want her to die in prison?”

“He knows all about her, and he has given us his protection,” Lia informed him. “I know very well how much you hate him. But that has nothing to do with me. He was kind to us.”

“Kind! You mean he paid well for your services!”

“Yes,” she said coldly, “he paid very well. And why shouldn’t he? I’m worth it. I have to look after myself, Raf. No one is going to do it for me. I won’t marry. What kind of man would want to marry a dancer? I liked him. I more than liked him!” She looked at him shrewdly. “Ah, I know why you’re angry. It’s because of her. What’s the matter, Raf, didn’t she throw herself into your arms? Wasn’t she glad to see you?”

 
 
“Be quiet,” he growled.

She shrugged and crouched down in front of the hearth to lay a fire.

“He’s the only man in Venice who could muster enough support to give us any trouble,” Raf said. “He’s popular with the Arsenal workers and with the military. The people like him. He could be planning some resistance.”

“If you’re asking me to worm any secrets out of Alessandro Loredan, don’t bother,” Lia said mildly. “He wouldn’t tell me anything, even if I could get him to sleep with me again. Ask his wife. He’s pouring his most intimate secrets into her ears now.”

“That’s not true. She hates him!”

“You’d like to believe that, wouldn’t you?” She looked at him pityingly. “If she hates him so much, why did she move heaven and earth to get him away from me? Why did she spend every night at his casino long after he had thrown me out and her job was finished? If you ask me, he’s made her fall in love with him. He’s capable of it. I know. I was half in love with him myself.”

“You’re trying to make me angry.”

“Why would I bother? You’re already angry. No, it’s the truth. You can’t see it, but he’s a very attractive man. Very attractive. Ask Donna Fosca. She’s found that out by now. What a joke!” Lia laughed shrilly and humourlessly. “She’s betraying her lover with the husband they cuckolded together!”

Raf leaped at her and shook her. “Stop it. I’m going to break him, I swear! I’m going to bring him down, destroy him! I’ve hated him all my life.”

“If you hate him so much, why are you trying to be like him?” Lia demanded. “You want his power and his money, and his woman. All this talk about revolution is just an excuse, so that you can get rid of him and take what he has for yourself. In a few years you’ll be as corrupt and evil as any noble!”

He hit her, a stinging slap on the cheek. She pressed her hand to the spot.

“Get out of my house, Raf,” she said with deadly calm. “You are not welcome here any more.” She walked quickly out of the room.

He stood in front of the smoldering fire and brought his fists down on the mantelpiece with a crash.

“Damn him!” he muttered. “Damn Loredan!”

Fosca and Paolo spent the morning inspecting a rhinocerous that had recently been brought from Africa. The animal created a sensation in Venice, and conversations that Fall concerned not the threat of French invasion, but the miraculously hideous creature with the single horn.

Paolo was delighted by the rhinocerous and wanted to ride him. Fosca dissuaded him with difficulty. When it was time to meet Raf at the latteria or dairy shop, she asked Paolo if he would like some whipped cream for a treat. The choice between further observation of the beast and whipped cream was a difficult one, but Paolo’s insatiable appetite won the day.

Raf was already there, looking hulking and out of place in the small sweet shop. Fosca noticed that he wasn’t masked, and she felt frightened. She led Paolo to a table near Raf’s, and after giving their order to the waiter pretended to notice him for the first time.

“Ah, Signor Busoni!” she chirped. “Please join us. I don’t think you have met my son, Paolo.”

Raf came over to their table. Paolo, beautifully trained, jumped out of his seat and made a courtly bow. Raf returned it mockingly, at least to Fosca’s eyes, and they both sat down again. He and Paolo stared at each other curiously for a moment, then Paolo said. “We’ve been to see the rhinocerous, Signor! It was wonderful! He’s very large. Papa says they don’t have horns when they’re born, but that they grow them, like beards, when they are older.”

“Don’t chatter so, Paolo,” Fosca said in a motherly tone that didn’t conceal her pride in her son.

“It’s all right,” Raf said. “I’m very interested in what Paolo is saying. I suppose your Papa has been to Africa and seen these rhinocerous babies, Paolo?”

“I don’t think he has, but we decided that it was a logical thing to believe. Baby goats don’t have their horns when they’re born, either.”

“That’s true,” Raf admitted. He looked uncomfortable. Their order came. Fosca sipped her coffee and Paolo attacked his treat with gusto. “I suppose your Papa knows a lot of things?”

“Oh, yes,” said Paolo enthusiastically. “I think he knows more than Monsieur Diderot’s whole Encyclopedia!”

“Really. Have you read it?”

“Some of it. Mostly I just look at the pictures and Papa explains what they are. I can’t read French very well yet. One picture showed a man having his head drilled open,” he said with relish, spooning a glob of cream into his mouth, “and another one having a stone taken out of his stomach! Did you know that they have a curved knife that can cut your scalp open in one slice—”

“Please, Paolo,” said Fosca quickly. “It’s not nice to talk about such unpleasant subjects while you’re eating.”

“Why not?” Paolo wondered.

“It might spoil the appetites of those around you,” she explained, “even if your own is, as usual, unaffected.”

“Excuse me. Mama. I didn’t know,” Paolo apologized cheerfully. “I think I shall become a doctor and cut people up all day long. Oops, I forgot.” He looked guilty while Fosca tried to assume a stern expression. Paolo swung his feet under the table and then said to Raf, “Have you been to Africa, Signor?”

“Yes, a few times. The Mediterranean coast, mostly.”

“I would like to go there,” Paolo decided. “I want to see the animals and the jungle. I don’t want to see the slaves, though. Papa says that slavery is wrong. One day on the Molo we saw a whole line of black men, all chained together. They didn’t look very happy. Mama’s friend Signor Valier has a little black boy named Zabar, but he is not a slave, he is a servant.”

“Is there a difference?” Raf asked.

“Of course. Servants are paid and slaves have to work for nothing. That’s not fair, is it? If they do the same work, they should get the same pay.”

“I quite agree with you,” Raf smiled. “All men should be treated equally.”

Paolo scraped his spoon against the bottom of the bowl. “I’m finished". May I have a sequin to go and see the puppets now, Mama? Please?”

“Two treats in one day?” Fosca said doubtfully. “I don’t know—let me see if I have a sequin. ” She opened her purse.

“Permit me,” said Raf, digging into his pocket and producing a coin. Paolo looked at his mother before accepting it, and when she nodded he thanked Raf politely and ran out of the shop. Raf watched him go. “He’s a fine boy,” he said softly.

“I’m afraid I’ve had very little to do with that,” she said with regret. “His tutors and nurses, and mostly Alessandro.”

“Come to Burano tonight,” he said, covering her hand with his. “It’s important. Please.”

 
 
She felt a warm thrill just at the touch of his hand, but she said, “I can’t Raf. Not tonight. I’m supposed to go to Giacomo’s salon for cards.”

“Make some excuse. Tell him you’re ill. Tell them something. But come.”

She shook her head. “It’s not right—not fair to Loredan, or to Paolo. Please, Raf, I don’t think we should.”

“I’m leaving tomorrow, Fosca. I have to see you again.”

“Leaving?” She looked alarmed. “For where?”

“The lines. I’ve gotten things started here and there’s nothing more I can do for the moment. I’ll be back in a few weeks, or maybe a month. Come tonight, please?”

She nodded, knowing it would be impossible for her to refuse him anything. Suddenly she saw him stiffen, and looking over her shoulder she saw one of the Inquisitors’ police strolling past the latteria. Raf pulled a white larva out of the folds of his cloak, put it on, and disappeared into the throng in the Piazza. Fosca paid their check and followed slowly. Why did their meetings always have to be like this, tense and dangerous? There had been a time when she had loved the danger, but no longer. She felt frightened, and she was relieved when she saw Paolo standing in front of the puppet theater and laughing delightedly at the antics of Pulchinello and Harlequin.

Once she raged at the restrictions that Loredan placed on her movements, but now, when she had her freedom again, and his trust, she found that she no longer wished to violate those limitations. She had narrowed the scope of her desires. She didn’t need to reach out, to search for danger and adventure, to test the limits of society’s and Loredan’s permissiveness. She thought fleetingly about how simple life would have been if Raf hadn’t come back. Now, all of a sudden here she was, looking over her shoulder again for spies, shying away from the police, feeling sick and apprehensive because Raf was in danger and because she was betraying the trust of one who loved her. Suddenly, cuckolding Loredan was not the sport it used to be.

She went to Burano alone and found her way to the inn. She didn’t trust herself to speak when she saw Raf, and she threw herself into his arms at once. He didn’t say a word, but kissed her hungrily. They undressed each other and went to bed.

Later he said, “I’m taking you away from here, Fosca. To Rome. You’ll be safe there, and when it’s all over I’ll send for you.”

“I don’t understand you,” she frowned and pushed the tumble of hair out of her eyes. “What are you talking about? What about Paolo?”

“Him, too. I want you both out of Venice. The Papal States have capitulated to Napoleon. The agents of the Inquisition can’t follow you to Rome—French protection is too good. You’d be safe there, out of danger.”

“I wasn’t aware that I was in any sort of danger,” she said slowly. “I don’t want to leave Venice. I don’t want to take Paolo away from his home. He wouldn’t understand. And frankly, neither do I.”

Raf shifted impatiently. “I don’t understand you, Fosca. A few years ago you couldn’t wait to get away from here. You wanted to be with me. You didn’t care about Venice, about your home. What’s happened to you, Fosca? You don’t want to forsake Loredan. That’s it, isn’t it? He’s turned you against me. You’re in love with him!”

“No, no. I’m not!” she said quickly. “Oh,Raf, you know that I love you and no one else. But why must you make impossible demands of me? You’re just testing me, aren’t you? You think you can ask me to do something ridiculous, and if I loved you I would do it. But I won’t. My life is here now. It’s not a bad life. My son has a secure home and a loving father—”

“A loving jailer!” Raf rasped. “Listen, Fosca, Venice won’t be secure very much longer.”

“But it is secure now. We are in no danger. You’re just trying to frighten me. You're jealous of Loredan. But there’s no reason to be. I don’t love him,” she said firmly. “I don’t hate him, as I used to. I couldn’t bear the burden of that hatred forever. He is not the archfiend I thought him. He just wanted to do what was right, and so do I now. I won’t let you bully me into running away for no reason. You aren’t even going to be in Rome with us. You’ll be here, bringing down the Republic!”

“Damn it, Fosca,” he breathed, “I am not trying to test your loyalty. I know you love me. I just thought you’d be safer removed from all this.”

She sighed. “Oh, darling, let’s not spend our last night quarrelling.” She pressed close to him and kissed him. “I love you so—”

Raf pulled away from her. “You’re sleeping with him, aren’t you?” You’re letting him make love to you!”

“I have slept with several men since you left Venice,” she retorted. “Loredan is my husband, after all. I have treated him very badly in the past and I owe him—”

“You don’t owe him a damned thing!” Raf barked. He gripped her wrist. “I won’t let you go back to him, Fosca. You’re mine. Mine! I’m taking you away with me tonight, whether you like it or not!”

“I won’t go with you,” she said, jerking her hand away. “And you can’t force me without exposing yourself to danger. He would follow us, I know he would. Napoleon and all his armies couldn’t stop him! I want to stay in Venice. I’ll—I’ll come and see you as often as you like, after you get back. I’ll do whatever you say, but not this. I won’t leave!”

“Will you spy on him for me?” Raf demanded. “Tell me what he’s thinking, planning?” His eyes were burning.“ Will you do that much for me? I need to know what kind of resistance he’s got here—I know he’ll organize something—. How many men can he muster? What’s their strength? You could find all of that out from him, and tell me.”

She stared at him. “No,” she said. “No, I won’t!”

“Why not? He trusts you now, doesn’t he? Love loosens tongues. Men are flattered when women take an interest in their affairs. Ask him a few questions. He’ll tell you just what I need to know.”

“But it wouldn’t be right!” she cried. “He trusts me, yes. Just betraying him now, with you, is agony for me. But I love you—I can’t help myself. How can you ask me to do this—to use his love for me as a weapon—to destroy him!”

“I told you before, Fosca, this is war. You’re going to have to choose sides. Me or him. Freedom for all men, or continued privileges for the few. You know in your heart that the old ways are wrong. Change has to come, even to Venice.”

“But he’d suspect. He’d learn that you were here and he’d guess that I was spying for you!”

“What’s the matter,” Raf sneered, “are you afraid that he’ll stop loving you? What difference does it make? When this is all over, you’ll belong to me, not to Loredan. Can’t you see that, Fosca? The life you knew is ending. The ancien régime is gone forever. The nobles are dead. Men like Loredan are obsolete. The future is now! Freedom, equality for all men, the right to say what you like and write what you like and take part in your own government. That’s what this is all about!”

She said, “Are the French so free now? I saw Paris that day. And I’ve heard about the Terror.”

He snorted impatiently. “That’s not the point, Fosca. Aren’t you paying attention? I’ll admit that crimes have been committed in the name of Liberty. I was there at the Bastille, and I saw what you saw. It was horrible, I know. And I’ve seen worse things since then. The Terror. The day they executed the King. Bloodthirsty crowds at the guillotine. Heads rolling into bloody baskets like cabbages. It was sickening. And there isn’t a man in France who isn’t ashamed of it and who doesn’t regret it. But that’s behind us now.”

She left the bed and started to put on her clothes. “You keep forgetting. I’m one of them. Part of the ancien régime you’re trying to bury.”

“No. You’re one of us.”

“You think that because I’m in love with you, I have to want what you want, and believe what you believe. But I can’t, Raf. You’re talking about destroying everything that is important to me. These obsolete institutions that you sneer at are the framework of my whole existence, and the same is true of everyone in Venice. I don’t think you can persuade even the common people to give up the things that they’ve lived with all their lives.”

“A child that’s brought up in a cage doesn’t know the meaning of freedom,” he said. “How could he? Ask any man out there if he’d like to choose his own representatives to government, if he’d like to be equal to the nobility, and he’ll say yes. A thundering yes!” She sat on the edge of the bed and started to draw on her stockings. “Do you remember that last day in Paris? You told me then that I was more important to you than any revolution. You were ready to take me away with you, to a safe place where we could wait for our child to be born, where we could live without fear. Will you do that now, Raf?” she asked softly. “Will you give it all up and come away with me now? To England, or America, or to the moon? Will you?”

He looked grim. “I can’t, Fosca. Do you remember what happened that day? Agents of the Inquisition stuck a knife into my back and dragged us both back here. It doesn’t matter what kind of dreams you have when history intervenes. We didn’t have a choice then, and we don’t now. I’m not going anywhere until I see Venice free and men like Loredan brought down. I’ve come too far to turn back now. We both have. What’s happened to us, Fosca? Once you would have dared anything to be with me. You didn’t care two damns about Venice or Loredan or anyone else. You would have defied Heaven itself to be with me, because you loved me.”

“I still love you. I have never stopped loving you.”

“Then why won’t you help me?” he demanded.

“Because what you want me to do is abhorrent to me. Ugly.”

“War is ugly. Revolution is ugly. Oppression is ugly. Wake up, Fosca!” He turned her around to face him. “You can’t go back now. No more hiding from the truth. Our lives were changed forever that night on the Lido when I kissed you for the first time. You felt it then, remember? I felt it, too. You fell in love with a revolutionary, and you took on the Revolution. Because it was part of me, and you loved everything that was part of me. That hasn’t changed. Nothing has changed. I’ve been away, and now I’m back, and I need you, Fosca. I need you so much.” He buried his face in her hair. She shivered. “When this is over we’ll be together, just the two of us, no one spying on us, no one trying to separate us. I’ll never let you go then, never!”

 She let him kiss her, then she stood up and gathered up her cloak and mask. “You’re as persuasive as ever,” she remarked without looking at him. “You should do well as a leader of men.”

“Then you’ll do it?”

“If you loved me, you wouldn’t ask me to do something that was distasteful to me.”

“It’s all in the way you look at it, Fosca. In other days you would have thought that meeting in places like this was distasteful.”

She walked to the door. “Will you lift the bar, please? I don’t think I can manage it alone.”

“Of course.” He let her out. Before she left she gave him a long look, but neither spoke, and they did not touch each other again.

In January, 1797, Napoleon’s Army of Italy subdued the Papal States. The Pope and his armies came to terms. The French were in control of all of Italy, with the exception of Venice.

In Venice, the last Carnival was reaching its climax. Living in the shadow of war, the Venetians seemed to think of nothing but pleasure. Parties were never gayer, pranks never more outlandish, the women had never looked more beautiful nor given themselves so freely. The streets were never empty, never silent, but were filled until dawn with groups of revelers who didn’t want the night to end. They were afraid that if they went to their homes to sleep, they might wake up under foreign rule.

Alessandro Loredan worked night and day with a commission of Senators on new treaties with France and Austria. In February, the French and Austrians met to do battle on Venetian soil, thus violating Venice’s neutrality. The French won the battle. The Venetian Senate drafted a message to Napoleon, congratulating him on his victory and asking for restitution for damages done to the towns of Brescia and Cremona. Once again they asked a reluctant Alessandro Loredan to carry their message to the Corsican.

On the eve of his departure Fosca attended the theater and a ball. She came home very late and saw that a light was still burning in his bedroom. She hesitated, then knocked lightly.

“Enter.”

The room was strewn with books, papers, articles of clothing, rolled documents, leather portfolios. There were heaps of charred paper on the hearth.

Fosca was shocked at how tired her husband looked, and how old. But he smiled when he saw her.

“Ah, my Masked Lady has come to call. Please, come in, Fosca. You’ll forgive this appalling mess—I’ve been trying to pack and also to sort through some of my things before I left, and I’m not managing either very successfully, I fear.”

She removed her mask and offered her hand. “I hear you’re off on another mission,” she said. “I wanted to wish you good luck and a safe journey.”

“I wish to Heaven I didn’t have to go,” he sighed. “I feel a fool before I even start. I know very well what Bonaparte is going to say, and I don’t much feel like listening. If these idiots in the Senate would stop trying to pretend that they can slip out of this mess through diplomacy—but forgive me, I’m boring you with my woes. You look extraordinarily lovely this evening, Fosca. Did you have a good time tonight?”

“It was a nice enough ball—the play was terrible. Antonio and I left before it was over.” She took off her cloak and perched on the only clear chair in the room. Her gown was green silk, slim and high-waisted, with a scalloped overskirt that showed glimpses of a peach-colored slip underneath. “You are very kind not to chastise me for neglecting you, Alessandro,” she said.

“It is I who have been neglecting you,” he aid apologetically. “Forgive me. I didn’t mean to become so absorbed in work ever again. I haven’t even been able to spend time with Paolo lately. I’m sure he’s very annoyed with me.”

“He understands,” Fosca said. “And so do I.”

“If only it weren’t so futile!” he said, exasperated. “They’re so blind, so imbecilic! Sending requests for compensation when they should be girding their loins for war! We could defend ourselves. We don’t have to give up without a fight.”

“Then it’s true that the French will invade?”

He looked sorry for his outburst, and said, “Oh, I don’t think there’s anything for you to worry about, Fosca. You know we’ve never been invaded before. Strategically, our location is superb, and there’s always the chance that Bonaparte—.”

“You don’t have to lie to me, Alessandro,” she said. “I know very well that we have no navy, just a rag-tag collection of ships and no one to sail them, and that we are exposed and vulnerable. Then he will come, this Napoleon?”

“Yes, it’s inevitable, I’m afraid.” He sat wearily on the edge of his bed and rested his elbows on his knees. “Despite the enormous efforts of many good men in the Council and Senate to wish him away, Bonaparte will come. And why not? Venice may be powerless and pathetic in her dotage, but she still has a lot to offer a greedy conqueror. Imagine the prestige attending the first conquest of the Queen of the Adriatic—toothless and crippled as she may be! He’s so close—he’d be a fool not to try for Venice. And believe me, Bonaparte’s no fool. But don’t think about it. There’s no point in letting the encroaching menace rob us both of sleep.”

“And what will happen afterwards, when the French take over?” she asked.

“I have seen that you and the boy will be quite safe. The riches that you and my mother persuaded yourselves I was squandering on my mistress have really gone into banks in Switzerland and England. I have dear friends in London who will look after you both if it becomes necessary for you to escape. So far Bonaparte has instituted no reprisals against the wives and children of the men who oppose him. When things settle down, you and Paolo will be able to travel quite safely if you should decide that you do want to leave.”

She got up and stood in front of him. “But what about you? You haven’t mentioned yourself.”

He looked,up and smiled feebly. “I am going to try and save Venice from total humiliation, if I can. It would be a shame to give in without a fight, don’t you think?”

“You would resist the French?”

“Oh, I won’t stand alone against the invader, Fosca,” he said reassuringly. “There are many others who feel as I do, who would rather die on their feet than live on their knees.”

“But it’s madness!” she gasped. “You can’t defend a city that doesn’t want to be defended. Against a whole army? No, Alessandro, you can’t mean it!”

“I do mean it,” he said calmly, taking her hands in his. “I intend to do everything in my power to keep those ruffians from taking over the Republic without a struggle.”

 
 
“But you’ll die!” she said in a horrified whisper. “You’ll—you’ll die!”

He held her hands firmly. “Listen to me, Fosca. I’m not a complete fool. I’ll try to preserve my own worthless life if I can, but I won’t run from danger. I won’t hide. I won’t capitulate, no matter what the Senate decides. A man must do what he thinks is right, even when he is grossly, hideously wrong, as I have been many times. I believe that a country softened by pleasure becomes weak, and history has shown it is so. I’ve been preaching for the past twenty years that we needed to keep our defenses up. If I run now, the years I’ve given to the government will be meaningless. I don’t want to sound noble. I’m not. I’m not brave and I don’t particularly want to become a martyr. But I wouldn’t be worthy of the name Loredan if I didn’t defend my country with my last breath.”

She bent her head over his hands.

“Forgive me for causing you distress, Fosca. You were right to ask that I not lie to you. The truth is always better, and I feel better for having spoken it. Go to bed now. It’s late.”

Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes bright. “What about Paolo?” she said. “And your mother? And the people in this house, whose livelihoods depend on you?”

“They’ll all survive, I daresay. Paolo is still a child, a baby. He’ll forget. And Mother is old—. ”He looked at her searchingly. “What about you, Fosca? Will you miss me?”

“We’ll all miss you!”

“Of course,” he said gently, touching her cheek. “I haven’t been much of a husband to you. Or much of a lover, either. You’re still young and beautiful—you’ll find someone to love very soon.”

She stepped back from him. “You said you love me. But it was a lie.”

“I don’t tell lies,Fosca,” he said. “I do love you.”

“No, you don’t. If you loved me, you wouldn’t even think about deserting me! You’re in such a tearing hurry to go and get yourself killed, aren’t you? One last glorious show of Venetian strength! Oh, what insufferable pride. You think the world will care what you do—or even take notice?”

“No,” he said evenly, suppressing a spasm of anger, “but I will know, and so will my son.”

“Yes, this son who is supposed to forget you so easily. What about Paolo? You’re cheating him. He needs you now, and he’ll need you even more as he grows older, to help and guide and teach him. You have so much you could give him—but you don’t care about that. All you care about is your moment of glory. What a lot of nonsense. You have no right to weigh your worth to other people. To assume your mother won’t suffer because she’s old. She adores you, but you don’t care about that. And what about me? You ’re trying very hard to marry me off before you’re even gone. You keep telling yourself that I don’t love you, but the truth is that love is too great a burden for you. You’re not comfortable with it and you never have been, which is why you’ve always been a better lover than husband. You don’t want me as your wife, Alessandro. You never did. All you wanted was another mistress, conveniently placed in your house, someone who wouldn’t make unreasonable demands, who would be available when you wanted her for lovemaking, and who would stay out of sight when you didn’t. I think you enjoyed the charade of the Masked Lady even more than I did. I thought you had changed, but you are still as arrogant as ever. Presuming to know what people are thinking and feeling! I don’t care two pins if you let the whole French army fill you with their bullets, but don’t you dare tell me what I’m supposed to feel about it when they do!”

She stopped abruptly, having run out of breath. Alessandro stood up slowly. “What’s come over you, Fosca?”

She blinked at him. “I—I don’t know,” she said shakily. She covered her face with her hands. “I don’t know what’s the matter with me!”

He pulled her hands down and tilted her chin with his forefinger. “I think you’re learning to love me a little!” he said in an amazed voice.

She jerked her head aside. “I’m not! I hate you! I hate you as much as I’ve always hated you! More!”

“You do. You must, or you would never have jumped down my throat like that!”

“Let me go!” She broke free of him. Her cheeks were flaming and her eyes brimming with tears. “I hate you, Alessandro Loredan! I—”

She pressed her fingers over her mouth and ran out of the room. The door slammed behind her. Loredan stood stock still for two minutes, then shook himself and tried to go on with his packing and sorting. But objects slipped out of his trembling hands. He tripped over the edge of the carpet. He mislaid things. He couldn’t think.

Damn her. In a burst of anger he kicked over a chair. Damn her! He stormed out of his room and threw open the door to her bedroom. She had left candles burning near the bed. Her clothes lay strewn on the carpet, All was silent except for the crackle of low flames in the fireplace.

He closed the door and locked it, then stripped off his clothes and left them in a heap near hers. He approached the bed and stood over her. The coverlet was pulled up to her chin. Her head was turned sideways and a veil of hair hid her face. He sensed that she wasn’t asleep. He grabbed the covers and wrenched them away from her body. She was naked.

Brushing her arm over her face so that it pushed her hair into a coppery cascade over the pillows, she stretched languidly and smiled up at him.

“It certainly took you long enough to get here,” she said.

“You bitch,” he breathed, throwing himself on top of her. She laughed softly until her laughter dissolved into soft moans of pleasure.

When it was over she said, “I’m glad you don’t have the courage of all your convictions. I really did think you were going to wait a hundred years, or until I gave you permission.”

“If you were so eager, you could have come to me,” he said crossly. “You didn’t have to make me compromise my principles.”

“Yes, I did. It wouldn’t have been any fun otherwise.” She kissed him.

“It’s a good thing you weren’t around when Satan was tempting Christ,” Alessandro said.

“There you go, thinking yourself better than God,” she sighed. “Oh, dear. I really didn’t want to fall in love with you. It was a game, after all. Just a charade. Summer madness.”

“I willed it to happen,” he said with a grin. “You can use that as a measure of the strength of my will: it’s taken twelve years.”

“But it’s so inconvenient,” she protested. “You’re all set to sacrifice yourself for the Republic, and I’m going to fall in love with someone else. You said I might. I have him all picked out.”

“Forget him. I’m going to live to be as old as Abraham, and to make you a mother many times over.”

“But what about your plan? What about Venetian honor?”

“I will repel the French, capture Bonaparte, sink their ships, and slaughter their armies. I can do it all, with ease, because you love me.”

“Was this all a trick?” she demanded, suddenly suspicious. “You planned this whole thing, just to provoke me into revealing what I felt!”

“No, Fosca, I didn’t,” he said seriously. “I didn’t expect you to care. I confess that I had grown tired. Tired of waiting for a love that looked like it was never going to materialize. Frankly, tired of celibacy. I was not meant to live a priestly life.”

“Alessandro, did you really? You gave up all your mistresses, for me?”

“Every one. From the night you walked into my casino. I did it to show you—and myself—that I was indeed capable of honoring my wife. It wasn’t easy. Tonight I felt old and frustrated and impatient, and I decided that I might as well end it all in a blaze of glory.”

“But I have dissuaded you,” she said happily. “No. I told you, Fosca, this is something I must do. For my own sake, and for Venice, and for you, too.”

“No, not for me!”

“Yes,” he said firmly. “I will be careful, I swear. Let’s not argue about it anymore, please.” He held her close. “I love you so.”

“And I—no, I can’t say it yet.”

“It’s all right. You don’t have to speak it yet. You have shown me, and that’s all I need right now.”

He left her just before dawn, and as he slipped out of bed he heard her murmur, “Come back to me, Alessandro.”

 
 
“I will, I swear.”

Alessandro steeled himself. The Corsican was in a fury, actually screeching with rage. He didn’t know if this show of anger was genuine or merely a charade for his sake, so that he could carry back an impressive report to the Senate.

“I will have no more Doge!” Napoleon shouted, bringing his fists down on the table in front of him with a crash. “I will have no more Senate! No more Council of Ten! No more Bridge of Sighs! How dare you bring me a message like this! I am insulted! France is insulted! And you will pay for this insult, I promise you! Go back and tell your senile Doge that I reject his request for—compensation!” he spit out the word with a sneer. “You dare ask for compensation? I demand compensation for this insult! Now get out of my sight before I have you shot, Venetian!”

Alessandro had suspected that Napoleon would treat the message from the Senate as a provocation to war. He had told them it would happen. But they were determined to put on one last show of diplomatic power, like a toothless old dog who growls at intruders in the night, hoping to frighten them away so he won’t have to give chase on crippled legs.

A few days later, on March 28, Napoleon’s emissary entered the great hall of the Grand Council. Spurs clanking, sword swinging at his hip, Rafaello Leopardi strode through the silent throng of Senators and Council members towards the dais, where the Doge and the Council of Ten were waiting to greet him. As he approached they rose to their feet, except for one Commissioner who steadfastly remained seated and watched the arrival through cold black eyes.

Raf paused for a moment. He and Alessandro Loredan glared at each other, then Raf sat impudently in the vacant chair that was ordinarily occupied by the Papal Nuncio. He did not remove his hat and he kept his hand firmly on the hilt of his sword.

“General Bonaparte has instructed me to inform you of his deep sorrow over your intention to war with France,” he said to the silent crowd. “He asks me to remind you that war is costly business. You would lose lives, and you would certainly lose money, and in the end you would still have to submit to the messengers of Freedom, the French Army. You can spare yourselves the agonies of confrontation in battle by dissolving your government and turning the power over to representatives of the people. You have one week to meet our demands, and then your city will be bombarded.”

He waited a few moments for them to absorb his remarks, then he stood and walked out of the hall.

Alessandro rose to his feet and shouted after him, “Traitor! Jew turncoat! We will not bow to any requests carried by a Jew traitor to Venice! Tell your General that!”

Raf whirled. “You’re a dead man, Loredan!” he roared. “You’re all dead men!” He stalked out of the chamber, and it erupted.

Many of the Senators recognized the messenger as the radical Jew who had insulted that austere body some years earlier. Some shouted for his arrest, others shouted for war, a few begged that they consider capitulating. The Barnabotti began to shout the French motto of “Liberty, Equality, Fraternity!” Angry rebukes were hurled at Alessandro Loredan for having the effrontery to insult Bonaparte’s personal representative, and he came forward to defend himself.

“Would you have the proudest Republic in the world grovel on her knees in front of the Corsican upstart? Would you have her repudiate her past, her government, her ideals? We have one week in which to reply to this sickening ultimatum. I say we answer them with guns!”

He was cheered, and the meeting broke up. The old Doge, nearly weeping with fright and fatigue, had to be helped to his rooms and put to bed. The Senate agreed to meet in emergency session to decide the fate of their city, while Jacobin sympathizers urged surrender to their French liberators.

That evening the cafés and streets were flooded with thousands of pamphlets informing the citizens of Venice that war with France was at hand, and that fathers and brothers and sons would die uselessly unless the Signoria agreed to French terms and accepted freedom for all men. Fights broke out between French sympathizers and patriots. Bands of burly Arsenal workers, staunchly loyal to the Republic, roamed the streets, looking for Jacobin heads to crack. Later these workers met with Alessandro Loredan and the Commander of the Fort of Sant’ Angelo on the Lido. They agreed to man the barricades of the fort in case of attack from the sea.

Through it all, Alessandro thought of Raf Leopardi. Was it worth it, to have spared his life? Yes, he had won Fosca. But in setting the man free he had endangered Venice, and his own happiness.

Fosca. Did she knew that Leopardi had returned? Had she seen him? Made love to him?

He suspected Raf of authoring the pamphlets that were circulating around Venice. Had he perhaps been slipping unnoticed in and out of the city, before appearing at the Council meeting as Bonaparte’s emissary? Did Fosca know that her old lover was working for the French?

He worked hard, preparing his city for battle, lobbying Senators to vote for war when the time came to decide, promising the Arsenalotti his support and his money. He persuaded the Senate to requisition from religious institutions all gold and silver plate not necessary for worship to help finance the war effort. He was interested to note that the Jews, supposedly the most oppressed segment of the population, were the first to respond.

He spent little time at home, returning only to bathe and change his clothes. He asked for Fosca, but she was out. He finally saw her one afternoon. She and Paolo were playing backgammon in the little drawing room near the library. Alessandro greeted them both warmly, and spent a few minutes observing their play and listening to Paolo’s chatter, then he asked the boy to deliver a message to his valet. When he and Fosca were alone he said, “Did you know that Leopardi was in Venice?”



She looked startled. The color drained out of her face. She knew she couldn’t lie to him successfully, and she said, “Yes, I did.”

“Did you see him?”

“Yes, Alessandro. I had to.” She looked miserable. He flinched. “So your elaborate show of concern—and love—that night was just that, a show?”

“No, it wasn’t!” She came up to him and put her hands on his arms. “I swear it, Alessandro, I do care for you, very much!”

He held her off. “What does love mean to you, Fosca?” he demanded. “Does it mean only pleasure, losing yourself in lovemaking, titillating the senses and delighting the body?” He shook his head. “You have no honor. No idea of what honor means. That—traitor!” he rasped. “I should have known he’d be back. I did know it, but at the time I wanted you more than I wanted to see him dead. You’re still the same, aren’t you? You’d sell your soul for a new thrill, a new pleasure. What do you care about your country, your name, your son, your honor? You’d betray us all for that man!”

She was very pale, “You wrong me, Alessandro. I have betrayed no one. I haven’t seen him since that night we—”

“I don’t want to listen to your excuses and explanations. You saw him. You shared his bed, didn’t you? Didn’t you!” he bellowed. She gave a small nod. “I swear to you, Fosca, that I would burn this city to the ground before I’d let it fall to the likes of you and that bastard!”

He left her. An hour later he left the house. She tried to intercept him, to reason with him, but he pushed past her without a word or a glance.


XVI

ECHOES OF WAR

A few days later, Venice heard the first sounds of war. A French frigate, the Liberateur d’ltalie, sailed boldly into the harbor. Unauthorized by the Senate, but clearly in accordance with their policy not to permit ships of war in their harbors, Alessandro Loredan ordered the Commander of the Fort of Sant’ Andrea to fire on the intruder. The Liberateur d’ltalie returned fire, but was itself badly damaged by Venetian gunners. Loredan led the boarding party himself. In the bloody fight that followed, the captain of the frigate, Laugier, was killed. The ship was captured and the crew taken prisoner. That night the Venetians celebrated, as though they had won a great victory.

Fosca was proud of her husband, and thankful that he hadn’t been hurt. She hadn’t seen him since he left Ca’ Loredan after accusing her of treachery with the enemy. The anger she had nurtured against him for the injustice of his remarks didn’t last long. She couldn’t blame him. She had been unfaithful to him and betrayed his trust.

On the morning after the capture of the frigate, Emilia woke Fosca at eleven o’clock.

“You’d better get up, Donna Fosca. Your friends are here and they say they must speak to you at once.”

“What friends? I don’t want to get up yet—went to bed so late last night,” Fosca mumbled. She sat up and shielded her eyes from the harsh sunlight that poured through the windows. “Oh, how bright it is!”

Emilia opened the door to Antonio and Giacomo and they approached the bed. They both looked unusually solemn.

“I congratulate you both on your ambition this morning,” Fosca said acidly. “Such early risers! Emilia, do you have coffee for me? Well, sit down, both of you. What brings you out at such an obscenely early hour?”

Giacomo perched on the end of the bed. He had lately adopted the dress of the Incroyables, the unbelievable young men of Revolutionary Paris, who vied with each other to see who could come up with the most outlandish and shocking costumes. This morning Giacomo wore a coat of the brightest orange, with a red waistcoat, blue knee breeches, red and blue striped stockings, and a hat with a pink ostrich plume. His walking stick was shoulder height, and topped with a representation in gold of a naked couple engaged in amorous activity.

He made an idiotic remark about the weather, and Antonio scowled at him. “We thought you ought to know at once, Fosca,” Antonio said. “Loredan has been arrested.”

She stared at him, and at Giacomo, who nodded in confirmation.

“What do you mean, arrested? But he’s a hero! Arrested by whom? For what?”

“The French Ambassador protested strongly over the attack on the Liberateur yesterday,” Giacomo explained. “Not that they had any grounds for complaint, everyone knows that, but—”

“But he insisted that the Senate place Loredan and the Commander of the Fort—what was his name, Giacomo?”

 
 
“Pizzamano. Place them both under arrest and free the French sailors we’d imprisoned.”

Fosca was sitting bolt upright, wide awake now. “And you mean to tell me that they actually agreed? They did it?”

“In the interests of appeasement,” Antonio said glumly. “They said they had no choice, otherwise the French would take the incident as a provocation of war.”

“But that’s exactly what they were trying to do by sailing in here!” she cried. “Oh, this is ridiculous. It’s unfair! They ought to be shot, all of them. And they call themselves Venetians! They’re cowards, that’s what they are!” She threw off the bedclothes and called to Emilia to help her dress. “I must go to him at once,” she said feverishly. “This is outrageous, simply outrageous. Where is he? Is he all right? They haven’t thrown him into the Tombs, have they?” she asked worriedly.

“Oh, no, no,” Giacomo said quickly. “We understand that he’s being very comfortably housed in a room in the Palace. There was no question of the Tombs, ever. This was just a formality.”

“A formality!” she sneered, stepping behind a Chinese screen and throwing off her nightclothes. Emilia brought underthings, petticoats, and a gown.

“They arrest the bravest, most patriotic man in Venice, and you call it a formality!”

Antonio and Giacomo exchanged glances. They were not used to hearing Fosca speak of her husband in such glowing terms. Even more astonishing was hearing her condemning the Senate for cowardice, and speaking of such things as patriotism. This was not the Fosca who a few years ago couldn’t even remember the name of the Doge.

 
 
She came out from behind the screen and sat on a low bench so that she could put on her shoes. She wore a simple gown of sheer beige muslin, long dark brown mitts, and a shawl of brown silk embroidered with small orange blossoms. The gentlemen murmured appreciatively, but she ignored them and sent Emilia to fetch her bonnet and parasol.

“You must come with me, both of you. How can they do this to him? He’s worth a dozen of them. Two dozen!”

Again Antonio and Giacomo exchanged meaningful glances but saved their inferences for later. They entered one of the Loredan gondolas and arrived at the Doge’s Palace a few minutes later.

Fosca wasted no time but demanded to see the Doge’s secretary, whom she knew slightly.

“I understand that you are holding my husband here. I demand to see him.”

“Of course, Signora. It’s a most unfortunate circumstance, wholly a gesture—political, you understand. He is quite comfortable. He even took breakfast with the Doge this morning. He has everything he needs.”

“Except his freedom,” she snapped. “I suppose that if the French had asked you to imprison the Doge, you would have done that, too!”

The man looked embarrassed. He led Fosca and her friends through long, lushly decorated corridors, up broad stairs to a room on the third floor, near the Doge’s private apartment. He stopped outside a door and tapped. Fosca was relieved to see that there was no guard and that the door was even unlocked. The secretary asked them to wait, and he went in to tell Alessandro that he had visitors.

He emerged a moment later looking somewhat abashed. “Forgive me. Signora, but your husband asks me to convey his, ah, greetings. He says that he, ah, does not wish to cause you needless distress by seeing him in this unfamiliar setting, and he would like you to wait at home until he sends word to you.”

She felt her cheeks turn crimson. He didn’t want to see her. She lifted her chin. “Please tell my husband that I shall accede to his wishes. Please assure him that his mother and son are both well, and that we will all pray for him.”

She thanked the man politely, nodded briskly to her two escorts, and walked away. The secretary mopped his brow and went back into Alessandro’s chamber to give the prisoner his wife’s message.

Fosca set aside her humiliation and ordered her servants to collect her husband’s favorite books and clothes, some bottles of wine and special foods, and take them to him. She resolved not to try and see him again. They had nothing to say to each other anyway. He wouldn’t believe her explanations and he wouldn’t accept her apologies.

Napoleon sent the Senate a declaration of war based on fifteen violations by the Venetians of the peace, among them the death of Captain Laugier, the firing on a French vessel and the capture of the crew, the recent uprisings against the French garrisons in some towns on terrafirma, and a long list of other trumped-up grievances. There was no hope for peace; and war, in such an advanced state of unpreparedness, was unthinkable. With Loredan in prison, the strongest voice against capitulation was stilled. On May 12, 1797, the Grand Council and Senate voted themselves out of existence. The Republic of Venice was no more. As the old Doge was led trembling and weeping from the chamber, he was heard to mutter, “Tonight we are not even safe in our beds.”

A written proclamation was posted on the door of the Cathedral of San Marco, and the people learned of their leaders’ perfidy and cowardice. There were riots, shouts of protest, accusations of treason. But the Signoria could not retract. From that day on, Venice was officially a democracy.

The next day, Captain Rafaello Leopardi crossed into Venice from the mainland with a battalion of French soldiers. He was ready to assume control of the Provisional Revolutionary Government, which would exist until elections were held and the Venetian people could choose their own representatives.

Fosca was in her bedroom when she heard the clatter of martial feet on the cobblestones of the courtyard. A few minutes later, Emilia, her face flushed with fear and excitement, rushed in.

“The French are here, Donna Fosca, with that Jew at their head! He wants to see you at once!”

“Please ask the gentlemen to wait in the small drawing room. I shall come in a few minutes.”

She checked herself in her mirror. She wore a plain morning dress of pale green silk. It was cut rather low in front, and she draped a filmy fichu around her neckline. She patted a few stray wisps of hair into place, fastened a small gold cross on a thin chain around her neck, blessed herself, braced herself, and went downstairs to confront the invader.

Raf was standing in the middle of the drawing room carpet, a thick blue Aubusson that perfectly set off the hand painted wallpaper and the exquisite blue porcelain vases that flanked the mirror over the fireplace. He and his two soldiers looked clumsy and out of place in the bright, delicately furnished chamber. He wore the uniform of a French officer. When Fosca entered the room he doffed his hat, but kept his left hand resting on his sword.

 
 
“Good morning, gentlemen,” Fosca said politely. She turned to Raf. “I’m afraid I don’t know how to greet you, Signor. Are you General, or Colonel, or— what?”

“Captain, Signora,” he said a little stiffly. They were both conscious of the other two men in the room. “I wanted to inform you that as Provisional Governor of this province, I have chosen this house as headquarters for myself and my staff. I promise we shall try not to inconvenience you too much.”

“Is that so?” She sat gracefully in a low chair and stared pointedly at the clods of mud deposited by heavy boots on the carpet. “That’s very kind of you, Captain, I’m sure.” She stressed his title slightly, mocking it. She saw a slight flush mount to his cheeks under his tan. “Of course you are welcome to use this house. I don’t see how I could prevent you if I wanted to. But since this is really my husband’s house rather than mine, I suggest, Captain, that you apply to him for permission to use it.”

“Signora, General Bonaparte has ordered that all mortgages on all properties be paid immediately. It is my understanding that this house has not one but three such loans outstanding against it. If you can pay these debts, well and good. If not—then this house and all its contents belongs not to the Loredan family, but to France.”

“How interesting,” Fosca remarked. “So your General finds himself owner of half of Venice, just like that! Well,” she lifted her hands helplessly, “I cannot pay, obviously. Therefore the house is yours. I shall have my servants pack only what we need, and I’ll move out as soon as possible.”

“That won’t be necessary, Fos—Signora,” Raf said. “We don’t want to disturb you. I can promise you that you and everyone here will be quite safe if you stay.”

She said, “But I do not wish to stay, if you don’t mind.”

“But I do mind.” His voice was steely. “We do not want to cause needless disruptions in the life of the city. You will stay here.”

She shrugged. “Why didn’t you come right out and tell me that you were keeping me a prisoner here? It would have prevented misunderstanding.” She stood up. “If that is all you have to say, I will leave you now.”

“Wait just a moment,” he said sharply. He jerked his head at his two officers, indicating that he wanted them to leave. They obliged. When they were alone he put his arms around Fosca. She was as stiff and as cold as a corpse.

“Is this part of my duty as prisoner of war?” she demanded coldly.

“You know damned well that you’re no such thing.”

“Oh, no? What do you mean by barging into my house like this and assuming possession of it in the name of France? You think you can take possession of me in the same way! You are wrong, Captain. I want nothing to do with you or your revolution or your Bonaparte. You forbade me to leave. I am sure if I disobey, you will shoot me. Therefore I must stay. But I will not let you make love to me. I won’t let you touch me. Let me go!”

He opened his arms and stepped back with a mocking bow. “You’re quite free, Fosca. I’m sorry. I seem to have upset you. I didn’t intend to. I didn’t realize that our last meeting—our last quarrel—had turned you against me.”

 
 
“Where is Loredan?” she demanded. “Why haven’t you let him go?”

“Because he killed a captain of the French navy,” he said. “He will remain a prisoner until his trial, which is set for next week.” He added, “I’ve ordered him moved to the Tombs.”

“No!” Fosca gasped. “How could you! You know very well that this whole thing is a mockery of justice. He was only doing what he thought was right, defending our waters from the enemy, protecting his country and his home! And the Tombs! It’s harsh! It’s cruel!”

Raf said, “I’ve been waiting for a chance like this for seven years, Fosca. No, longer than that. For nearly thirty years. Since I was a child. Loredan, Loredan, always Loredan. The epitome of everything corrupt and evil and repressive.”

“This is nothing more than spite, vendetta!” she cried. “I would have expected better of you, Raf. You used to pretend that soldiers of the revolution had higher principles than those they fought against, but you’re no better than those Parisian headhunters! You want Loredan’s head as a trophy!”

“No, damn you, it’s not like that at all.”

“Oh, yes it is. It’s because of me. You want me, and you think as long as he’s alive, you can’t have me. But you’re wrong, Raf. I’ll do whatever you say, go wherever you like. I’ll be your mistress, your consort, your queen. But let him go!”

“How touching,” he sneered. “The faithful wife sacrificing herself to the evil soldier, so she can save her husband, her real love.”

“Oh, Raf, it’s not like that at all,” she said despairingly. “There is not love between Loredan and me anymore. He knows I saw you. He thinks I’m a traitor to Venice, as you are.” She broke off and bit her lip.“I mean, he thinks I have revolutionary sympathies. But I don’t. I can’t! I don’t want you to destroy all the things I love.”

“You used to love me,” he said in a low voice. “More than any of this!” He waved his arm.

“Yes, I loved you, I do love you! But it’s not the same anymore, can’t you see that? We can’t go back and recapture what we had. It’s gone forever. And the future—. We can’t go back, we can’t go ahead. It was an impossible romance, impossible from the very beginning. We were never suited to each other, but it didn’t matter so much then. We should have left it to our dreams.”

He said angrily, “Is that how you feel about it now? That you wish it had never happened?”

She said nothing, but walked to the window and looked down at the courtyard.

“I don’t believe you,” he said more gently. “You can’t wish that—you can’t want to forget, to pretend that it all meant nothing to you. We were young. We loved each other so much, so very much.”

“We’re older now,” she said. “We’ve both changed. It’s been seven years since you escaped from the Tombs. Eight years since we met. A long time, Raf. I’m different from what I was then. Wiser, perhaps. I don’t crave excitement anymore. I don’t need danger as I used to. I want stability. Love and marriage. A home, secure and safe. More children, and a husband to look after all of us. I wouldn’t have that with you. You’d be bored with that kind of life, and I’d always play second fiddle to your real love. You’ve loved Revolution even longer than you’ve loved me, and you’ve been more faithful to her, too. You won’t give her up.”

“You’re wrong, Fosca,” Raf said. “Everything I’ve done, everything I’ve worked for has been not for Revolution, but for Venice. My home. Our home. But it won’t mean a thing if I don’t have you. I mean that, Fosca. I love you, more than any of this. I need you.”

“You’re saying that you’ve won the things you’ve been fighting for, and you’re ready to give it all up?” She faced him.

“But we haven’t won, not yet. Listen to me, Fosca. Two days before he even drew up his declaration of war against Venice, Napoleon was making a deal with the Austrians: Venice was to go to them, in exchange for territories we—the French—had taken on the left bank of the Rhine. This wasn’t any crusade for freedom, to liberate the oppressed peoples of Venice. It was a purely political move on Napoleon’s part. It was done even without the knowledge of the Directory. Someday soon, Venice will belong not to France, but to Austria.”

“But what does this have to do with you, with us?”

“In all of this conniving, no one bothered to ask the people of Venice what they wanted. But I know what they want, even if they don’t know it themselves. They don’t want to be French, they don’t want to be Austrian, they want to be free. They need someone to speak for them, to fight for them, to win back the freedom their leaders bartered away. I don’t trust Bonaparte. I never did. But I needed him, as he needed me. I used him to unlock the gates that were closed to me before. This city is mine now. Mine. I wanted it, and I got it, and by God, I’m going to do my best for it. But that doesn’t mean that we can’t have the life you want, right here.”

“Free Loredan, please,” she said.

“I can’t, Fosca. He killed Laugier and he has to pay. He’s a sworn enemy of this government. What do you want me to do, let him go so that he can plot against me?” He laughed harshly. “If he were in my shoes he’d do the same. He’d refuse, even if my loving wife got down on her knees and begged for my life.”

“It’s such a little thing, really,” she said pleadingly. “Please, for my sake, because of what we meant to each other once.”

“I can’t run a revolution on sentiment, Fosca,” he said gruffly. He went to her and pulled her into his arms. “Don’t worry. I have our future all mapped out.”

“We have no future,” she said dully. “Don’t you see that? It’s over. It’s all over.”

“No. I don’t believe that, and neither do you. We belong together, Fosca. We need each other. I won’t let you go. I’ve worked too hard—”

She shook her head. “You’re so blind—you really can’t see—”

A knock on the door startled them. They sprang apart. One of the French soldiers told Raf that Donna Rosalba Loredan demanded to see him at once.

“Who?” Raf scowled.

“Alessandro’s mother,” Fosca explained with a sigh. “This is her house, too. It would be a courtesy.”

“I don’t know the meaning of the word. Well, if she thinks that she can beg for her son’s life, too—”

“If you don’t visit her now, she’ll keep pestering until you do,” Fosca said. “You won’t have to stay long. She tires quickly.”

“Is she ill?” Raf thought about his Aunt Rebecca, who rarely left her bed now.

“Oh, no, she’s as healthy as a horse. But twenty years ago she decided that she was bored with society and she’s hardly left her room—or her bed—since. But she knows everything that goes on. Her cicisbeo, Carlo Dandolo, brings her all the news.”

 
 
“I suppose a few minutes wouldn’t hurt,” he muttered.

She led him up to Rosalba Loredan’s room on the second floor. They found the old woman sitting up in bed, surrounded by the usual jumble of possessions, her old dog snoring at her side. Her small black eyes were bright with excitement and curiosity.

“You asked to see me. Signora,” Raf said. “Well, here I am. I warn you, I have little time—”

“Dear me,” Rosalba clucked, “you young people are always in such a hurry! Come and kiss me, Fosca!” She turned her cheek and Fosca complied. Rosalba gave Raf an appraising look and said, “So this is your lover!”

“Mother!” Fosca gasped.

“You needn’t sound so shocked. It’s the truth, isn’t it? Really, anyone would think you were a prude, Fosca.” She subjected Raf to a short but penetrating scrutiny. He had an inexplicable urge to fidget. He felt ten years old again. “Well, Fosca, he’s quite a fine figure of a man. Handsome, in a rough sort of way. I don’t blame you a bit for eloping with him. I might have done the same when I was your age.”

“I assure you. Mother,” said Fosca stiffly, “that whatever happened—”

But Rosalba ignored her. “So,” she said to Raf, “you are the young man who has brought Venice to her knees!”

“Forgive me. Signora,” he said with the merest trace of a smile, “but I suspect that General Bonaparte has had something to do with that, too.”

“Oh, him,” she sniffed. “Yes, but his interest is only transitory. Venice will be only one of many jewels in his crown. But it means more to you than just a trophy of war, doesn’t it, boy? Well, now that you have us, what do you intend to do with us? Must we address each other as ‘citizen’ and ‘citizeness?’ I defy anyone to call me ‘citizeness.’ Horrid word!”

“We will exempt you from that, then,” Raf said a little impatiently.

“Will you?” the old woman exclaimed. “How very kind of you. But you needn’t humor me, merely because I am old. Old people deserve no more consideration than the young. Age happens to all of us; it’s not an award for goodness or virtue, God knows. But so many people are deceived into believing that we ancients are truly sweet and kind.”

“In your case that is no deception,” Raf said smoothly.

“So you do know how to pay a compliment!” Rosalba beamed. “Not a brilliant one, but rather good, even so, don’t you agree, Fosca? But I imagine that he has paid you many pretty compliments.”

“Very few, actually,” Fosca said.

“You surprise me. Well, young man, you’ve come a long way from the ghetto haven’t you? Governor of Venice! I imagine your grandfather would be very pleased with you.”

Raf frowned. “What do you know about my grandfather?”

“Old Eli the peddler? I knew him well, everyone in Venice did. He made a show of being scrupulously honest, which earned him rather a larger share of business than I suspect he deserved. He was shrewd. Oh, yes, I know all about him, and I know all about you, boy. You’ve worked very hard to prove that a bastard can be as good as any legitimate child, isn’t that so?”

Raf's mouth tightened. “Yes, I have. And I’ve succeeded!”


“Yes, you’ve succeeded. You went to Padua to study law, didn’t you? But you left the University when your grandfather died. So touching. You took over his business, and became even richer than he was. Surprising how much income a little pushcart can generate, isn’t it? He must have been a very astute merchant, indeed.”

“He was,” Raf said sharply. “Very clever. I learned a lot from him.”

“One man can’t teach another anything, but we all like to pretend that it’s possible. Where would Socrates be without such a myth to sustain him, or Christ? So, your grandfather bought and sold used goods, and you are buying and selling a used-up city. I don’t think you’ve made a very smart bargain, boy.”

“The fabric of the city may wear,” he replied, “but the spirit doesn’t. 1 don’t think I did so badly. I won’t dishonor this city, Donna Rosalba, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“Me?” The old woman cackled. “I’m not worried about anything. At my age, what would be the point? Death is the solution to all our worries. Mine, and yours, and Alessandro’s, and Fosca’s. She sighed deeply and closed her eyes. “You may go now, both of you. I was just curious to see what you looked like, boy. You remind me of Alessandro’s grandfather, my father-in-law. You never met him, Fosca. He was dead long before you and Alessandro married. He looked like a peasant, large and square. Like a man who should be tilling the earth instead of making laws. Stubborn. Hard-headed. No flair for diplomacy, like Alessandro, because he hated lies. Sometimes men like that are the best leaders of all. They know men and their capabilities, and they aren’t afraid to refuse to pander to their wants. He was the last great Doge Venice ever had. I am glad that you are like him.”

 
 
She said nothing more. After a few moments, Fosca tugged at Raf’s arm and they left her room. Out in the hallway, Raf let out a long breath.

“What was that all about? What is she some kind of witch? How did she know all that stuff? Did you tell her?”

“I have never discussed you with her. I told you, her Carlo brings her all the news, and she never forgets anything. It’s the only pleasure they have left. He gathers tidbits and brings them to her, and they pore over them together. Those two know more about what’s happening in Venice than anyone else. They’re both over eighty.” Fosca said angrily, “Hardly a mention of her own son, who is languishing in the Tombs, thanks to you!”

“I don’t think Loredan could languish anywhere,” Raf said. “He’s too much of a prig.”

Fosca said stiffly, “I’ll have one of the servants show you to your rooms. The house is yours now. The larder is full, and so are the cellars.”

He laid a restraining hand on her arm. “And Paolo? Is he here, too?”

“Yes, he’s here. With his tutor. Fra Roberto. He misses his father greatly,” she added cruelly. “I know you’re busy Captain. Forgive us Loredan women for keeping you from your duties.”

“Fosca, don’t be like this,” he said softly. “You’re not keeping me—”

“Like what?” She removed herself from his reach. “I haven’t been insulting to you, have I?”

“You’re hiding from me, trying to get away. Don’t. That mask of noble condescension doesn’t become you. It never has.”

“I really don’t know what you mean, Captain,” she said. “Pray excuse me.” She walked away from him down the hall to her own room. She didn’t look back, and he gazed after her until she disappeared.

Then he sighed deeply, clapped his hat back on his head, and shouted orders at the top of his lungs. He had a lot to do, including drafting a proclamation to the Jews of Venice, summoning them forth to enjoy the rights of free men, citizens, after centuries of oppression.

No one who saw the great bonfire in the Piazza that night would ever forget it. Flames leaped high into the air, nearly reaching the top of the campanile, some said, and the flying sparks were more spectacular than any Carnival fireworks.

Raf and Fosca stood side by side on the loggia of the Cathedral. The four bronze horses that had stood for centuries on that porch overlooking the square were gone now, taken away as part of the plunder of wartime. But so had they arrived from Greece a long time ago, as spoils of war.

French soldiers and Venetian Jacobins threw into the fire trappings and symbols of defeated glory: the Doge’s oddly-shaped hat, the cornuto; the Golden Book, in which were listed the names of all the noble families in Venice; the red robes of Senators and black togas of Council members; and lastly, hacked to pieces, the magnificent gilded ship, the Bucintoro, used once a year to carry the Doge out to sea where he performed the ancient ritual of marrying Venice to the Adriatic. The gilt decorations, the richly carved angels and cherubs, the plush seats and polished decks, were all fed to the devouring flames. It marked the end of Venice’s sovereignty, the passing of the old order.

Fosca thought, “Perhaps, like the phoenix, it will rise someday from is own ashes.” But she knew in her heart that it would never happen. The shame of surrender and the disgrace of defeat had cut too deep. Venice had been living on borrowed time for the past two hundred years, existing independently only by the grace of her stronger neighbors. Now it was time to pay for her Carnivals and dreams and childish pleasures and come into the grown-up world.

She gave a throaty sigh, like a moan. Raf looked over at her and saw that her face was drained of color, except for the wet trails on her cheeks that caught the fire’s glow. He realized that this was torture for her. He shouldn’t have made her come.

“Let’s go now,” he said, taking her arm.

But she stood fast, shaking her head. “I want to stay until it’s over. Until the ashes are cold.”

He let her go. A fight broke out at the far end of the Piazza, between some Barnabotti and some loyal patriots. French soldiers quickly intervened and dragged all participants off to jail. Fosca’s gaze never moved from the flames.

“I never paid much attention to any of this,” she said. “I took it for granted, because it was always there. The flags. The Lion of St. Mark. The ceremonies and the traditions and the costumes. It was all like one long, beautiful pageant. Bright and gay. But it wasn’t real. It was just show, invented to impress the poor and ignorant, and visitors from abroad, and eventually everyone was bored by it and no one was impressed. But it went on just the same. Like you said that day in the Senate, the old hag pretended that she was still young, and she believed it, because no one dared say different.”

“That’s true,” Raf said.

“But are such lovely lies all that terrible?” she wondered. “Is it wrong to think yourself greater than you are? How many people get through their dreary, dull lives by pretending that they matter, that they are needed, that they are loved? It may be a lie, and everyone knows it’s a lie, but they need that lie to survive.”

“No one needs a lie,” Raf said. “A lie is a crutch. A healthy man doesn’t need a crutch.”

“No.” She sighed again. “So now we’re free, liberated. All of us, Jews and nobles and bourgeoisie. But at what cost? The end of the illusion.”

Raf thought of his Aunt Rebecca, whom he had visited that afternoon. It was the first time he had been to Lia’s house since they quarrelled and he struck her, but he didn’t see her. He knelt down by the side of his aunt’s bed and told her that she was free, that the French had come and that the gates of the ghetto had been flung open. She didn’t understand. She shivered and asked him for another blanket. He repeated what he had said, and she reminded him to hurry home because he wasn’t permitted to be on the streets after sundown.

Fosca leaned wearily against him. “I’m tired. Please take me home, Captain Leopardi. ”

The palazzo felt strangely quiet and cold. Raf walked Fosca to her room. There was no welcoming fire in the grate. No Emilia. No chambermaid. The bed had not been turned down. The curtains at the windows were still open.

Fosca said “You might as well come in. I can’t imagine where they’ve all gone. Anyone would think this was a holiday.”

She walked around the room performing the small tasks that ordinarily would have been done for her. It made her feel better to be doing something.

“It is a holiday, for everyone but you,” Raf said. “I told my men to make sure that everyone in the house went to the Piazza tonight. Very often people don’t understand that something important has happened unless they see evidence with their own eyes, something spectacular, memorable.”

“Yes, that fire was our Bastille,” Fosca said, sinking wearily onto her bed and kicking off her shoes. “What, I wonder, will be our guillotine? No, you’re right. It was spectacular. Even beautiful. Were the heads falling into the baskets beautiful like that? A pity they didn’t let me stay longer in Paris. I would have liked it, I think. All those heads.”

“Stop that, Fosca,” he said sharply. “There’s no reason to be morbid. No one died today. No one will die.”

“Only Alessandro. You’ll kill him, I know you will.”

“Yes, but only if he’s found guilty.”

“But who will do the judging? You. And you will find him guilty, of being noble, and aristocratic. Of being ambitious for himself, and for Venice. He is guilty. Guilty of being in love with me. Guilty of opposing the forces of freedom.” She lay back, flinging her arms over her head.

Raf stood over her. “I love you, Fosca.”

“I have no part in your new world, Raf,” she said.

“I’m one of them. I can’t change that. I can’t forget my upbringing. I can’t change my likes and dislikes. I wept tonight because the world I know is gone. But I am part of that world. I wept because I was losing part of myself. You and I don’t belong together. Alessandro and I do. We speak the same strange language. It’s obsolete, I know, but we understand each other. We understand the symbols, the importance of certain gestures . We know how to dance the minuet, the gavotte. I am Fosca. Daughter of a Dolfin. Wife of a Loredan. I swear allegiance to the Doge and to the Republic of Venice.” She closed her eyes.

Raf sat down beside her and stroked her cheek. “No one knows better than I do just how meaningless—and effective—slogans can be, Fosca. Don’t hypnotise yourself with words. Names. Dolfin. Loredan. Doge. They are just that—words. Vanished as soon as they’re spoken. Don’t think about them. Look at me, Fosca,” he urged, and she opened her yes. “I’m here with you now. We’re alone together. We love each other. This is the real world. Here and now. Us. ”He le leaned over and kissed her.

She turned her head on the side. “Words. Wife. Mistress. Lover. Only words. Love. Loyalty.”

“We’ll rule Venice together,” he said.

“Rule? I don’t want to rule. I can’t even rule myself. I have no power over my own desires. How could I ever exert my will over others? Go on, Raf. Do whatever you want to me. Make love to me. I’ll probably respond, because I won’t be able to stop myself. But that’s my body. My soul is different, strange and separated. Far away. I feel light-headed, sleepy. As if—I had taken poison.”

“Stop that,” he hissed fiercely.

“You take the poison,” she went on dreamily, “and you wait. You don’t know how long it will be before you feel anything. You don’t know if there will be any pain at all. Perhaps not. Or perhaps it will be unbearable, and death will be a relief. And so you wait, and wait—”

Raf got up. “Nobody ever died of self-loathing, Fosca,” he said harshly. He left the room. She gazed unblinking at the ceiling over the bed.

 
 
The judicial tribunal met a few days later. Raf presided, flanked by two other officers.

The Chief Inquisitor and his two helpers, Alessandro thought wryly as he faced them. He felt no fear, merely some irritation at being awakened. He had been allowed no books in his cell, and he found he preferred sleep to thought. Thinking always brought him images of Fosca, which cut like knives into his heart. But lately these piercing, painful images had started to invade his dreams.

“Alessandro Loredan, you stand accused of the murder of Captain Emile Laugier,” Raf said. “How do you plead?”

“Not guilty, of course,” Alessandro said with a bored yawn. “I’m no murderer.”

“We have witnesses who saw you drive a sword through his vitals,” Raf said. “Would you like me to read their statements?”

“You’re a soldier, Leopardi,” Alessandro said with a shrug. “You know damned well that spitting an enemy on your sword in time of war isn’t considered murder. It’s unpleasant, and messy, but not murder. Still, if that’s what you choose to call it for your revolutionary purposes, so be it.”

“The accused pleads guilty to the charge,” one of the other officers remarked to the secretary who sat in a corner taking it all down.

“Venice and France were not at war at the time,” Raf reminded the prisoner.

“No? So a neutral nation has no right to protect its boundaries against attack by an unfriendly power? I stand corrected. I seem to have been laboring under a misconception.”

“You acted without permission of your own government,” Raf said sternly. The man’s imperturbable calm annoyed him. “This tribunal has no choice but to find you guilty and to sentence you to death. You will be executed in one week, in front of a firing squad.”

“May I return to my cell now?” Alessandro asked without a ripple in his calm. “I find this whole farce rather boring.”

Raf nodded curtly to the guards, who led Alessandro Loredan through the door to the Bridge of Sighs.

“Well, he certainly took that calmly enough,” one of the French officers observed.

“Maybe, but that kind always falls apart at the last minute,” the other said. “I’ve seen ’em on the guillotine, cool and calm as you please, and then just when it comes time to kneel down and put their heads in the notch, they start cryin’ and carryin’ on. Shameful. Oh, he’ll break, you’ll see.”

“I don’t think so,” said the first with conviction. “I’ll make you a small wager. A hundred francs?”

“A hundred francs? We haven’t been paid in six months, remember? But a glass of wine says—”

“Next case,” Raf said wearily. “That is, if you gentlemen are ready?”

“Ready enough.”

Late that night, Raf went to Loredan’s cell in the Tombs.

“Ah, I expected you,” Alessandro grunted, wincing at the strong glare from Raf’s lantern. “I knew you couldn’t pass up an opportunity to gloat.”

“Why not? You didn’t.”

“No, must be a human failing, this urge to crow over the carcass of your foe.” Alessandro’s eyes became accustomed to the light and he looked around his cell. “Ah, this isn’t so bad. I notice that you gave me the same room you enjoyed as a guest here. Very appropriate. The turning of the worm, eh? So this is liberation! I can’t say I think much of your idea of freedom. ”

“Murderers forfeit freedom in any society,” Raf said.

“We’re not in front of your friends now,” Alessandro said. “You don’t have to wave any revolutionary flags in front of me. I’m not impressed. Yes, I killed the man. I only regret that I didn’t get an opportunity to impale more of you on my sword.”

“So the fine gentlemen fancies himself a swordsman,” Raf sneered.

“The finest in the land, if you must know,” Alessandro informed him. “I don’t mean to boast. It’s the truth.”

“I’d like to test your boast,” Raf told him. “A pity we won’t get the chance.”

“Why not? A little duel might liven things up around here. I’m not in my best form—that requires practice, which is hard to come by in prison—but I could still take you.”

Raf flushed at the dare. Alessandro noticed his anger and smiled.

“What’s the matter,” he taunted softly, “are you afraid of being bested by an old man? No one needs to watch you make a fool of yourself. You’ve been aching to fight me hand to hand for a long time, haven’t you? Come on, then. Why not? My wits against your youth. I warn you, though, wits win every time. It’s hard to beat an old fox.”

Raf said, “You’d like me to rise to the bait, wouldn’t you? A duel on the parapets in the moonlight, no one watching. You slaughter me and make your escape. Sorry I can’t accommodate you this time.”

“A pity,” Alessandro shrugged. “I would have enjoyed disarming you, and then turning you over my knee and whipping you soundly before I cut your throat.”

“A pleasure we’ll both have to forego,” Raf said with a grin. “Well, any last requests, Loredan? I won’t be back.”

“So premature in your farewells,” Alessandro clucked. “I still have a week left to me. Why not pay your final visit a little later? I don’t think you’ve enjoyed this one enough. In a week I might be showing a little more of the fear and trembling you wanted to see tonight. I might—but I doubt it.”

“Any messages for your wife?” Raf asked with a trace of a sneer.

“I have no wife,” Alessandro said matter-of-factly. “If you are referring to Fosca, I have nothing to say to her in death, any more than I did in life. I’m sure she’s adapting very well to your new regime. She always was more of a whore than a lady. I wish you joy of her, Jew. You’re both prostitutes. Very well suited to each other.”

“I could kill you for that,” Raf said tightly.

“Well, why don’t you? I won’t care. She certainly won’t.”

“You’d like me to put you out of your misery, wouldn’t you, so you won’t have to think about her in my arms. Too bad, Loredan. She’s mine now. Call her what you like, but you know that a woman in love is no whore.”

“Men who frequent the same whores over and over again frequently fancy themselves loved,” Alessandro said, closing his eyes and stretching out on his hard bunk. “It makes the association more palatable.”

Raf’s hand flew to his sword, but the other man seemed to be unaware of his visitor anymore. Raf called for the guard and left the cell. He would be glad when Loredan was dead.

The announcement of Loredan’s conviction and death sentence was posted on the Cathedral doors. A few Barnabotti rejoiced that their opponent was meeting such a just and fitting end. But most Venetians, ashamed of their government’s cowardice and cheated of a spokesman and leader by Alessandro’s premature arrest, mourned his fate and raged at the French, and in particular at Raf Leopardi.

Fosca heard the news from Guido. “You’re certain?” she said weakly. “Oh, God, I knew it would happen!” She knew that further pleading with Raf would do no good. It would only make him more obdurate and stubborn. “Is there nothing we can do?” she wondered desperately.

Guido shook his dark head mournfully. “No, Donna Fosca. Although I would give anything to free him. Others feel the same, many others. This won’t make the Jew very popular with the people, let me tell you. A lot of them think he is a traitor to Venice.”

“But he’s not!” she cried, defending her lover. “He loves Venice!” But he was going to execute Alessandro, and there was nothing she could do to stop him. She thought hard. Perhaps there was still one person in Venice who could reason with Raf, who could persuade him that executing one of the city’s most respected leaders would only hurt his own leadership. “Guido, take me to the Canal Regio.”

Like Alessandro, Fosca was surprised at Lia’s tastefully decorated house. Unlike Alessandro, she recognized some of the furnishings as having come from Raf s ghetto house. She felt a surge of jealous anger but firmly set it aside. She had no reason to doubt Raf s love for her now, and she needed the dancer’s help.

The slatternly maidservant directed her to wait in the drawing room and went to fetch her mistress. In a few minutes Lia appeared. She was clearly on her way out, dressed in a long-sleeved blue gown with contrasting shawl and bonnet.

“Oh, it’s you!” She regarded Fosca with a mixture of astonishment and contempt. “Well, what do you want? I was just about to leave.”

“You’re not very hospitable to guests, are you?” Fosca said.

“Would you be, if I called at Ca’ Loredan?” Lia sat down. “You’d refuse to see me, and send me away with a flea in my ear. There’s no reason on earth why I should show you any respect at all.”

“No, you’re right. There isn’t.” Fosca sat on the edge of a tall chair across from Lia. “Alessandro is in prison. He’s going to be executed next week.”

“Yes, I know.” Lia’s hard expression softened a little. “Well, it’s too bad, but what can I do about it?”

“Speak to Raf. He might listen to you. He won’t listen to me, because he’s so jealous—”

Lia shook her head. “No, he’s jealous of me, too. Like a fool, I told him that I loved Alessandro. Besides, I haven’t seen Raf for ages. He comes from time to time, but we don’t meet. I couldn’t persuade him that a clear sky was blue if he wanted it to be cloudy. Why don’t you work on him a little harder? He’s in love with you. I know he’s stubborn, but—”

“It’s no good. I’ve tried and tried. You said that you were in love with Alessandro.”

“Maybe I was, a little. I certainly cried enough when he left me. He’s a fine man. You were a fool to treat him as you did.”


 
“I suppose I was,” Fosca admitted. “He’ll never love me again. But I don’t want him to die. You—you saved Raf from the Tombs. Couldn’t you do it again, for Alessandro?”

Lia gave a shout of laughter. “Oh, that’s really marvelous! You want me to bed the whole French garrison and free your husband so that you can have him back! What arrogance! Why don’t you do it yourself, if you want him that badly? But I warn you, you won’t get within ten miles of that cell. I know. I tried to see him yesterday.”

“You did?” Fosca said anxiously. “And what happened?”

“What do you think? They turned me away,” Lia shrugged. “Raf’s no fool. The French are more careful with dangerous criminals than the Venetians were.” She watched Fosca, who seemed bowed down by despair. “Do you know who masterminded Raf s escape? Your husband.”

“What?” Fosca jerked her head up. “What are you talking about?”

Lia told her about the masquer who had aided and advised her, and how years later she had met Alessandro and seen through the disguise.

“But why?” Fosca wondered, frowning. “Why would he do it? Let him go free, when he hated him?”

“He did it for you, so that you could never blame him for your lover’s death,” Lia said.

“But why didn’t he ever tell me?”

“No one else knows in the world, except those mutes who helped him. I swore I’d never say a thing.”

“But you must!” Fosca said excitedly. “You must tell Raf at once! It might make him reconsider.”

“No, I won’t. I promised Loredan that I would never tell him. But you—”


 
“Yes, yes, of course,” Fosca said, rising. “He’ll have to reconsider. He’ll know that Alessandro’s not the monster he thinks him.”

Lia said warningly, “Don’t count on it. In the first place, he’ll never believe it. And even if he did, he wouldn’t let it dissuade him. He wants your husband dead.”

“I wouldn’t care if he freed Jesus Christ himself,” Raf said brusquely. “I want him dead.”

“Then there’s nothing more I can say—nothing,” Fosca whispered.

“No, Fosca,” he said. “Not a thing. No tearful entreaties. No bribes. No promises. It’s over. Forget about him. Soon you’ll be free, really free.”

He put his arms around her, and then carried her to bed. She didn’t resist him. But it was like making love to a ghost. The life had gone out of her, along with her hope. She looked up at him, but he knew she wasn’t seeing him. Her mind was far away, in the Tombs, with her husband.


XVII

GATES

Since the arrival of the French battalion and Raf's commandeering of Ca’ Loredan as his headquarters, none of Fosca’s friends had come to call. Not even those who, like Antonio and Giacomo, had remained doggedly faithful in the aftermath of her worst scandals. Now, not even they came.

One night she and Raf attended the opera, and her fears were confirmed: the aristocracy of Venice had turned its back on her as a traitor and a collaborator. Even those unsavory souls like Gonzaga, who had once welcomed her as a fellow outcast, now pretended that she didn’t exist. Not a head turned to greet her when they entered the theater, although a path widened to allow them to pass. Fosca saw Antonio, who gave her a sorrowing look and quickly turned away. Even the dwarf Flabonico snubbed her. Tears burned her eyes.

“Let’s go home, Raf,” she begged in a husky whisper. “Please.”

“No,” he said stubbornly. “I’m not going to let you back down. Don’t let them see how much it hurts. Don’t let it show.” He gripped her arm and led her to their box.

People looked at them, then looked away quickly. The theater was strangely quiet; instead of the usual rowdiness, there were hushed conversations, disapproving murmurs, a few scandalized gasps.


 
They sat through the first act of Mozart’s The Magic Flute, but there was no magic in the evening for Fosca, who barely heard a note of the music and didn’t even look at the stage, her eyes cast down. When the act ended and people began to leave their seats to socialize during the interval between acts, Raf leaped to his feet and said in a booming voice that carried to every part of the auditorium,

“You’re nothing but pious hypocrites! There isn’t a woman here with a tenth of the courage she has!”

Fosca gasped, “Raf, no! Please!” She grabbed his arm and tried to pull him back in his seat.

He shook her off. “You do your loving in back alleys and whorehouses, and Heaven help anyone who proclaims her love in public!”

Fosca moaned and covered her face with her hands. I can’t bear this, she thought. I’ll die of shame.

The audience murmured angrily. The place sounded like a vast roomful of hissing serpents.

Then someone yelled, “Jew Murderer! Take your whore and get out of here! We don’t want you here, either of you!” Other angry voices joined his. Raf stood silently while they hurled accusations of murder and treason.

He and Fosca stayed until midway through the second act, and then he took her arm. “Let’s go.” He led her out of the theater to his waiting gondola, the most elegant of the Loredan boats that he had taken for his personal use.

“I’m sorry, Fosca,” he said when they were on their way back to Ca’ Loredan. “I didn’t expect that.”

“I did,” she said. “I didn’t know it would be so horrible, though. It was a shock.”

“Those hypocritical bastards,” Raf seethed. “I didn’t realize—it never occurred to me that moving into your palazzo would put you in a position like this. Damn them!”

“It’s not important,” she said wearily. “They knew all about us, you see. How they must have laughed when you took over the house—and its mistress. And then you sentenced Loredan to death. Getting him out of the way. A nuisance! Strange, no one in Venice has ever taken husbanding very seriously—neither the husbands nor the wives nor lovers. And all of a sudden they’re outraged by this public show of adultery.”

“It won’t last,” he said not very convincingly. “They’ll forget. They’ll accept us.”

“No, never. I know them. It doesn’t matter that most of them don’t have a sequin left. It doesn’t matter that there is no more Golden Book. You can’t erase the fact that they are nobility from their minds. Nor the fact that I betrayed Loredan, and them.”

“But you didn’t betray anybody!” he raged. “This was all my doing!”

“They don’t see it that way, ” she said calmly.“ I’m not blaming you, Raf, I thought I could have it both ways—husband and lover. But I shouldn’t have tried to see you again. It was a mistake—I should have known better. But I couldn’t stay away. I love you— And now I have to pay. It’s only fair.”

Later that night he made gentle love to her, but it was like holding a wraith. She seemed to have no weight, no substance. Raf told himself that time would heal her hurts, that she would recover from Loredan’s death, that things between them would be even better than before. All the same, he sensed that he was losing her, and it frightened him.

During the day Raf plunged into the work of organizing the new government. In place of the Signoria there were now numerous committees: Public Safety, Maintenance, Religious-Affairs, Canals, Commerce—all the things that the nobles had managed in their lumbering but effective way were now delegated to members of the general public. Committee members were selected from among the working people and the bourgeoisie; they were doctors, lawyers, shopkeepers, gondoliers.

Men and women were encouraged to address each other as “Citizen” and “Citizeness,” as Donna Rosalba had predicted. In the ghetto, they called the Chief Rabbi “Citizen Rabbi.” This was equality without masks, which were banned.

Raf encouraged the Jews to leave their cramped homes and move into neighborhoods all over the city. The new government declared an end to all excommunications, logically, since the dangers to Jews that would have resulted from breaking Venetian laws no longer existed. One Saturday just a few days before Loredan’s scheduled execution, Raf attended services in three synagogues. Wary of him at first, and still reluctant to violate the old strictures of excommunication, the Jews avoided him. They were unsure of where his real loyalties lay. That afternoon he ordered the gates of the ghetto to be taken down and burned.

It was an impressive sight. The fire was set in the square in the heart of the New Ghetto, less congested and less flammable than the Old Ghetto, where Raf had been raised. French soldiers hacked the gates to pieces and tossed them to the flames. When the conflagration had subsided a little, Raf stood on the steps of the synagogue and addressed the crowd.

“Listen to me, all of you! Some of you know me as a man who has been fighting for the freedom of Jews, and all men, for many years. Today I wear the uniform of a French soldier. But underneath I am still a Venetian, and in my heart I am still a Jew.” There were appreciative murmurs from the crowd. He went on, “This is a new age, my brothers. An age of religious tolerance and freedom, and the brotherhood of all men. No field of endeavor is closed to you. You have the right to worship where and how you choose. You have the right to elect representatives to the new government, to choose the men who will speak for you. You can walk the streets of Venice freely, at any hour, without fear of arrest or detainment. Your children will never know the real meaning of the word ‘ghetto.’ The age of persecution and oppression is past, gone forever! In the last days of the Republic you showed your loyalty to those who oppressed you. You gave your treasures freely. I am sure that you will be equally honorable and loyal to this newer government, which has already given you so much.”

The crowd in the square was silent for a moment, then burst into spontaneous cheers. A short, black-robed man raced up the steps and embraced Raf warmly. It was his old friend, Malachi, whom he hadn’t seen since the day he and Fosca ran away together. Then others came forward to greet him, and to offer congratulations and thanks, even rabbis and members of the committee that had ordered his excommunication. Finally Lia, modestly dressed in black, her hair covered, greeted him solemnly in Hebrew and kissed him on both cheeks.

“What’s this?” Raf laughed. “Are you thinking of becoming a nun, Lia?”

“No! Tell him, Malachi! He won’t believe me—”

Malachi grinned. “On this day, Lia became a Jew! Isn’t it wonderful?”

Raf gaped at the smiling girl. “You’re right. I don’t believe it.”

 
 
“You see, I told you!” Lia said gleefully. “Well, why shouldn’t I?From now on, it’s not such a bad thing to be a Jew. And I’m the first Jewish ballerina Venice has ever had, I’m sure!”

“Now remember, Lia, from now on you can’t eat pork,” Malachi cautioned with mock severity.

“Why not?” she demanded. “It hasn’t killed me up to now. I think that’s a silly rule. I think it ought to be changed!”

“Wait, wait, you just became a Jew today,” Malachi laughed. “Give yourself a little time before you take on the Talmud!”

“This is a great day,” Raf said, watching the thick black columns of smoke rising from the embers of the ghetto gates. “I’ve never been so happy.”

“You have every right to be proud,” Lia said warmly. “And we’re all proud of you!”

“If only Aunt Rebecca could be here—”

“But she is here!” Lia said excitedly. “Look up, at that window!” She took his arm and directed his attention upwards to a second-floor window of a house that overlooked the square. Raf’s Aunt Rebecca, well-wrapped against the chill, sat watching the proceedings with a gentle smile on her old face. “I didn’t want her to miss this. I think she’s looking much better, don’t you?”

“Yes, I do,” Raf said. He looked down at her. “Thank you, Lia. For her. For this.” He fingered the edge of the black shawl. “I hope you didn’t do it just for me.

“For you! I should say not!” Lia lied. “I’m a Jew at heart, really I am. I’m still waiting for my savior!”

“Lia, I’m sorry about what happened that night. I didn’t mean—”

“No, hush.” She stopped his mouth with a gentle pressure of her fingertips. “I was never angry at you for that. And it was partly my fault for provoking you. Come on, let’s dance!”

Some musicians had gathered at the end of the square and a group of young people started a circle dance. Taking Raf by the hand, Lia led him over and they joined the circle.

The smoke from the fire billowed into the blue sky and a light wind from the sea carried it away. In a few hours, the gates of the ghetto were ashes, and only a memory.

“Is Papa coming home soon?” Paolo asked for the twentieth time.

“Soon, darling,” Fosca said softly, pulling him closer and smoothing his hair away from his face. “Any day now.”

How could she tell her son that in three days the man he called his father would be dead?

Paolo had accepted the presence of Raf and the French soldiers with his usual aplomb. His own routine hadn’t changed much. He still took lessons with Fra Roberto in his third floor nursery, and practiced the piano under Fosca’s watchful eye, and sailed his boat in the pool of the fountain in the courtyard. Raf kept pressing Fosca to tell him that he, and not Alessandro Loredan, was his true father, but she put him off. Paolo wasn’t ready, she said. One disturbance at a time. There would be time for that after Alessandro was dead.

“I like the soldiers,” Paolo chirped. “One of them, Monsieur Louis, showed me his gun today.”

“Paolo, I forbid it!”

“Oh, it wasn’t loaded,” he assured her hastily,“ and he said he wouldn’t let me fire it because it would knock me down. We spoke French,” he added proudly. “I’m learning a lot of words from the soldiers.”

 

“I’ll bet you are,” she muttered angrily. She had tried unsuccessfully to keep her son away from the intruders, but Raf insisted on introducing Paolo to the soldiers and letting him play with the children of the servants and gondoliers, from whom he had formerly been strictly segregated.

“Democracy,” she thought irritably. “What a lot of rubbish.”

They sat together in the little music room. The deepening, dying sun cast its orange light on the mirrored walls. The sounds of lapping water drifted up from the canal below, along with echoes of laughter, bumping boats, a snatch of song from a gondolier. It was a peaceful afternoon, golden and quiet.

It’s so strange, Fosca thought, to be sitting here as though there weren’t a thing wrong in the world. And perhaps there isn’t. Perhaps my fears are imaginary. There is nothing hateful or ugly in this magically beautiful world. No death, no war, no danger.

“How ironical,” she said half-aloud, “that when you get what you want, you discover that you really didn’t want it at all.”

She had wanted Raf. She had wanted freedom. And now she had both. But at what cost? The life of a man she had come to respect, and to love. Her friendships. Her place in the world.

“Don’t worry, Mama,” Paolo said, wriggling out of her arms. “Papa will be home soon.”

“I hope so,” she murmured. “I hope so!”

This thoughtful lull was shattered by Raf’s return. He bounded up the stairs. He bellowed Fosca’s name, shouted orders to his guards, flirted joyfully with one of the maidservants. Fosca braced herself. The palazzo had always been as quiet as a church when Loredan presided there. Now it was more like a barracks. “Fosca, where in hell are you?”

 
 
She sighed deeply and went to the door.

“Damn it, woman!”

“We’re in here,” she said when he came into view. “We’ve been having a music lesson.”

He swept her up in his arms and kissed her soundly.

“What a day, what a great, great day!” he said exuberantly, swinging her around. “Do you know what happened today, my love? We burned the gates of the ghetto! The Jews are free men now, Fosca! My dream has come true! And they cheered me, and thanked me, and wept!” He set her down and looked over at Paolo, who was watching them curiously. He went over and lifted the boy high and sat him on his shoulders. Paolo looked embarrassed, and uncomfortable. “You should have been there, both of you!” Raf said happily. “It was something that no one who was there will ever forget, ever. Better than the fire in the Piazza. Brilliant! Wonderful!”

Paolo said to him politely, “Please put me down, Signor.”

“What? Oh, all right.” He lifted the child down from his shoulders and tousled his hair. Paolo frowned a little and smoothed it back into place. “Listen, Fosca, we have to celebrate, all right? I want you both to join me for dinner tonight, in the big drawing room at the front of the house. I’ve already ordered the meal. You won’t have to worry about a thing. We’ll celebrate, just the three of us.”

She said quietly, “Really, I’m afraid that it will be too late for Paolo—”

“Oh, just this once, Fosca, please?” he pleaded, laughing. “Come on, don’t be a drudge. Paolo will survive very well on a shorter night’s sleep, won’t you, Paolo? We won’t keep him up too late.” He grinned at the boy. “What do you say, Paolo? Would you like to dine with your mother and me?”

 
 
“If she says it’s all right,” Paolo said cautiously, looking at Fosca.

“Of course it’s all right, isn’t it, Fosca? Come on, you know you’ll have to agree sooner or later.”

“Very well,” she said with a little shrug. “If you wish.”

“Yes, I wish. It’s settled then. Make yourselves beautiful—I want it to be really special. My tailor just delivered a new dress uniform for me today.”

“Getting used to the trappings of authority already, are you?” Fosca remarked.

His face clouded. “No. Certainly not. But you have to wear something when you appear in public, after all, and why not show off your position, impress the people a little?”

“You might impress them more by dressing as one of them. That’s what democracy is all about, isn’t it? Come along, Paolo. I think you ought to have a little nap if you’re going to be up late.” She extended her hand and Paolo obediently slipped his smaller one into it. “Please excuse us, Captain,” she said with a polite nod to Raf. “We will see you at dinner. Because you insist,” she added pointedly.

He stepped aside to let them pass, his face stiff with anger. Damn her, he thought. Why does she have to act like this? He went to Loredan’s library and looked over some plans for a new sea wall near the Lido, but he couldn’t concentrate. The joy he had felt when he came in was gone. She had spoiled his pleasure, blighted his great happiness with the day’s events. He stood up. He couldn’t let this go on. He would have to have a talk with her.

She was in her room. She was standing at the open windows that faced the courtyard. Emilia was with her, arranging flowers in a vase on a little table near the bed. Raf entered without knocking. Emilia looked up, cast Fosca a sharp look, and left without a nod or a curtsy. She detested Raf, but she couldn’t abandon Fosca.

“We need to talk, Fosca,” Raf said sternly. “This has gone on long enough. How much longer are you going to act the martyr? The longer I’m here, the colder you become! Why? You love me. You’ve said it a hundred thousand times, and I know it’s true. Why won’t you let us be happy together? We have everything we wanted now. I’ve tried cajoling, pleading, bullying and scolding, and I’m getting tired of it. My patience is wearing thin. You’re trying to shut me out. And you’re trying to turn the boy against me, aren’t you? What have you been telling him about me?” He gripped her shoulders and whirled her around to face him. Once again he had the peculiar sensation that she wasn’t even there. “You’ve been filling his head with lies, haven’t you? That’s why he doesn’t like me. You’ve been telling him that I’m nothing but a Jew, a commoner, a ruffian! Haven’t you? Haven’t you!”

 “No.” Her face was oddly expressionless. “I have not spoken to him about you at all. If he’s a little shy of you it’s because you frighten him. You’re so big, so loud. A stranger. And he doesn’t know what to think—about us.”

“Then tell him the truth. Tell him I’m no stranger, but his father. I love him. I want to be his friend. Tell him, Fosca, or I will. Tonight.”

This time she didn’t argue. She said with a shrug, “It doesn’t matter. In three days—nearly two, now—Loredan will be dead. I won’t be able to lie to him about that, will I?”

“No, you won’t,” Raf said firmly. “Listen, Fosca, you’re not going to let this execution come between us. I won’t let you!”

“I can’t help the way I feel. I did this. I am responsible for his death. If I hadn’t gone to see you—”

 
 
“It’s not true, Fosca.” He shook her. He tried to control his anger and spoke slowly and clearly, as if to a child. “We were meant to be together, Fosca. Loredan came between us once, or tried to, and we wouldn’t let him. You don’t love him. You can’t. After the way he treated you, and what he did to your father.”

“There are kinds of love,” she said softly. “Love given freely, out of ignorance or innocence, like a child’s love. Love given out of a sense of duty. Even love of your oppressors. Why else did your Jews give their gold to save the city that you say treated them so badly? Even dogs are faithful to the masters who mistreat them. I started to love him—but what difference does it make? I betrayed him with you. I’m killing him.”

“You’re being ridiculous, Fosca,” Raf growled. “He killed a man, Laugier. He has to pay like everybody else who murders . Just stop this nonsense right now. Forget him. I won’t let you spoil this day for me, do you understand? Now pull yourself together.” He kissed her lightly and released her. “Wash your face and do whatever women do to make themselves beautiful for the man they love. I expect you and the boy to be downstairs at nine o’clock.”

“As you wish, Captain,” she said with distant politeness. “I shall endeavor to obey your—”

“Oh, Fosca,” he said despairingly. “Don’t duck behind that mask of artificial aristocratic mannerism. I hate it! Better tears, better self-pity or real honest-to-God anger than this—pose!”

“But you don’t like me as I am. You want me to change, don’t you?” she said coolly. She could feel his irritation growing. She wanted to hurt him, and so drain away some of the pain that was making her life unbearable. “I only want to please you. Captain.”

“Nine o’clock, damn it.” He left her.


 
Raf thought that she had never looked more beautiful or seemed more unattainable. Her hair was dressed in thousands of ringlets and piled on top of her head. Two strands of pearls gleamed lustrously across the crown. Her gown was pale green silk decorated with silk leaves of darker green. The bodice was cut very low and square across the top half of her breasts. A small gold cross dangled in her cleavage. Small puffed sleeves rode low on her shoulders. He gloves came up over the elbow, and she had rolled them back to the wrist so that she could dine. Rings flashed on her slender fingers.

The three of them, Fosca, Paolo, and Raf, sat silently at the long linen-draped table that had been set up in the large room at the front of the house. Long windows opened onto the balcony that overlooked the Grand Canal. A liveried manservant moved around the table, pouring wine, offering tidbits from silver platters.

They had feasted on a delicious vegetable soup, followed by a whole fish, poached and delicately sauced. There had been green beans and mushrooms from the country, lamb scallops in a piquant wine sauce, ices, salads, cheeses. When the servant brought coffee, Raf told him to leave them alone and to clear up later.

He glowered at Fosca over the sea of china, crystal, and gleaming gold flatware. The mood of forced joviality with which he had started the evening had quickly turned sour. His attempts to carry on a light and amusing conversation had been met with perfunctory politeness, and his fund of small talk, never large, quickly ran dry.

Two enormous candelabra with a dozen branches each cast considerable heat as well as light. Raf had removed his coat, cast off his neckcloth, and opened his shirt. The forest of black hair on his chest gleamed with sweat. He slouched in his chair and never took his eyes off Fosca, who sat at the opposite end of the table from him. She fingered her wineglass. She had drunk a lot, but had touched not a morsel of food. Between them, on one side of the table, Paolo had slipped down, drawn his legs up under him, and rested his head on the arm of his chair. He was sleeping soundly, breathing through his mouth.

“Don’t you think we ought to let Paolo go to bed?” Fosca broke the silence.

“No. He’s all right where he is. I want him to stay. I want you both to stay. This is my party, remember? My celebration.” Raf had drunk a lot of wine and he was feeling surly.

“Of course, Captain.” She folded her hands in her lap. She was sitting bolt upright, her straight back never touching the chair. She had sat that way for the past two hours, queenly and cold.

“I’m sorry you didn’t like the menu,” Raf said. “I suppose I should have consulted with you.”

“Not at all,” she said. “Everything looked wonderful. But I have no appetite these days. Please forgive me.

“Oh, you’re forgiven. You have no appetite for anything these days, Fosca. Not for food, or love, or life. I was worried. I thought you were put off by my shortcomings as a host. You didn’t find my jokes funny. You weren’t interested in my stories. I know I’m not as clever as your fancy friends—”

“Please don’t,” she sighed. “I have always found you very interesting, Raf. You know that.”

“You found me crude and quaint, a novelty, like Paolo’s rhinocerous.”

“And what did you find me?” she asked softly.

 
He stared at her for a long moment. “Beautiful,” he said. “Then, as now.”

One of the French guards knocked and entered without waiting for permission.

Raf snarled, “Get out of here, damn you! I gave orders not to be disturbed!”

The soldier began to speak quickly, breathlessly, in strongly accented French that Fosca couldn’t follow. Raf sat up straighter. His eyes never left Fosca’s face as he listened. Once she heard Loredan’s name and she jerked a little. Raf gave some brisk orders. The soldier nodded and hurried out of the room.

“It appears I won’t be able to stay,” Raf said with mock regret. “There’s a fire at the Arsenal. Not a bad one—they think they have it under control—but it had the effect they planned. It was a very nice diversion.”

“I don’t understand,” she said, frightened. “What effect? What—?”

“A band of Arsenalotti attacked the Doge’s Palace and stormed the prisons. Two of my men were killed. Loredan has escaped.”

She closed her eyes and sagged against the back of her chair. “He’s free!” she whispered thankfully. “Oh, thank God. Thank God!” She took a few deep breaths then her eyes flew open. “Surely you don’t think that I had anything to do with this!”

“Didn’t you?” he barked, leaning forward and taking a long chink of wine. “No, I guess you didn’t. I’ve given orders to have this house searched, and to stop and search all boats. We’ll get him back, I promise.”

Paolo shifted and muttered a little in his sleep. Fosca looked at him anxiously. “You won’t—you won’t kill him, will you?” she asked.

Raf gave a snort of laughter. “No, I want him alive as much as you do. To face the firing squad.” He lifted his wineglass.

 
 
A strong gust of wind billowed the curtains and the table cloths and extinguished some of the candles. Suddenly Fosca felt a hand on her shoulder and an icy cold sharpness under her throat.

“Don’t move, either of you.” Alessandro Loredan stood behind Fosca’s chair. He pressed the sharp edge of a dagger against Fosca’s neck. “Don’t say a word, Jew, or she dies. I mean it!” he hissed.

Raf stared. Fosca could see his incredulity, and shared it.

“Where in hell—?”

“This is my house, remember? I know every passage, every closet, every approach.”

“You shouldn’t have come here, Alessandro,” Fosca whispered. “It’s so dangerous. You should have escaped.”

“Don’t bother with any little shows of consideration for my well-being, my dear,” he said scathingly. “I came back to finish a job that I thwarted years ago, sentimental fool that I was. I should have known you’d come back, Jew. Accursed plague that you are. And I should have known that Fosca would run to your bed.”

“You won’t hurt her, Loredan,” Raf said, pushing his chair back a little. Fosca felt the edge of the blade press a little harder against her skin. “Your fight is with me. All right, you’ve got it. Come on.”

Raf reached over and removed the sword from the scabbard that hung on his chair. The pressure on Fosca’s throat relaxed and Alessandro Loredan stepped around to the front of the table to face his opponent.

Fosca had her first look at her husband. His clothes were filthy and they bagged on his wasted frame. They were stained with blood, fresh and still red. His hair was long and vividly streaked with gray, and his lean cheeks were covered with a thick brush of beard. His shirt was open to the waist and the sleeves were torn off at the elbow. In his right hand he held a knife with a curved blade, and in his left he hefted a sleek sword. He didn’t even glance at her, but kept his eyes fastened on Raf.

Fosca left her chair and ran around the table to Paolo, who was beginning to awaken. She didn’t want him to cry out.

Raf moved toward the older man, sword in hand.

“No!” Fosca pleaded softly. “Alessandro, you mustn’t! There are soldiers everywhere—they’ll hear you!”

He gave a dry, short laugh. “I think not. You know how thick these doors are. After they’ve failed to find me in the house, they’ll start to scour the city for me. They’d never dream of looking for me here. Well, Jew, it looks as if we’ll get that little duel we both wanted,” he said to Raf. “Let’s get it over with.”

“It will be a pleasure, old man,” Raf said, eyes shining. “I’d like nothing better than to spill your blood on your own carpet.”

At the first clash of metal against metal, Fosca winced. They started slowly, circling each other like cats, taking each other’s measure, dabbing and feinting to test quickness and direction and force. Raf saw immediately that he would be at a disadvantage because Loredan was left-handed. It would be very easy to leave himself exposed to a thrust from an unaccustomed direction. But he also saw that the other man was already wearied from battling his way out of the Tombs, and that he was limping slightly from a wound on the thigh.

Fosca saw the wound at the same instant. “Alessandro, you’re hurt!”

Loredan ignored her. She crouched next to Paolo, holding her son’s head against her breast so that he wouldn’t see the duel. But the sounds of rattling swords brought him fully awake, and he squirmed and twisted in her arms so that he could see clearly. He stood on the seat of his chair. Fosca stood behind him, her arms around his shoulders.

“It’s Papa!” he cried excitedly. “Papa! Papa!”

“Hush, darling, don’t distract them,” Fosca warned. “You must try to be very quiet.”

Alessandro lunged at Raf and caught the tip of his sword in Raf’s shirt. Fosca heard the tear. Raf brought his own sword down on the other blade to turn it away. He was a careful fighter, Fosca noted. Not hasty and impetuous, like her husband, she saw with surprise. Then suddenly Alessandro produced a lightning-quick series of thrusts, giving his opponent little time to think, or even breathe. His sword seemed to be everywhere. Raf was on the defensive. He moved backwards, working feverishly to keep that flashing blade at a safe distance, and also watching the dagger that Loredan held in his right hand. They circled the table. Fosca picked up Paolo and removed him to a safer corner of the room.

She saw what Raf was doing: letting Alessandro tire himself out in the attack. She knew that when Raf felt her husband begin to weaken, he would press his own offensive.

Alessandro swung his sword, trying to find the chink in the younger man’s protection. Raf, rested and fresh, successfully kept him at bay, although with considerable effort. Soon he noticed that Alessandro’s thrusts were coming more slowly. He parried one blow by a strong sweep of his own sword that nearly disarmed the ragged-looking older man. Then he lunged forward, his weapon singing. Alessandro needed both his weapons to fend off the attack. He was weakening rapidly. The throbbing pain in his wounded leg distracted him. he tried to ignore it and to favor his good leg. He decided that his only chance would be to duck in under their crossed swords and plunge his knife into Raf with his right hand.

He neatly parried a thrust and dove at Raf with his knife aimed at his heart. The unexpected move caught Raf off guard. He felt the blade graze his side as he twisted away. Loredan, thrown off balance by the other’s sudden move, stumbled a little. Raf's sword caught him in the thigh, opening his wound still wider. Alessandro fell heavily, dropping his sword.

Raf kicked the sword away and pinned Alessandro’s arm to the floor with his booted foot so that he could remove the knife from his hand. Then he stood over the fallen noble and pricked the hollow of Loredan’s throat with the point of his sword.

“And now you damned aristocrat,” he panted, “I’m going to—”

“Dear me, such goings on at Ca’ Loredan tonight!” a new voice clucked. Rosalba Loredan stood just inside the doors, a curious smile fixed on her face. “Well, Signor Leopardi, would you kill your own father?”

Without moving his sword a fraction of an inch, Raf looked up angrily.

“Mother!” Fosca breathed. “What are you doing here?”

“Someone has to persuade these foolish warriors to listen to reason,” she said cheerfully. “I do occasionally leave my bed, when circumstances deem it necessary, as they do now. Well, I asked you boy,” she said to Raf, “would you kill your own father?”

“You’re raving, old woman,” Raf puffed. “He’s no more my father—”

“You think not? My dear young man, I don’t have to remind you that your parentage is dubious, do I? The identity of your true father has always been a mystery, at least to you. But not to your grandfather, and not to me. I know for a fact that you are the product of a youthful dalliance between the Jewess, Daniella Leopardi, and my son, Alessandro, who lies before you now in such an undignified state. What a rebellious young thing she was! They met secretly, of course. She slipped out of the ghetto after the gates were closed, and the moonlight and nature worked their incomparable magic. The poor boy came to me and announced his intention of marrying the girl. I certainly couldn’t permit that—one must occasionally think of family, after all—and so his father and I sent him off to sea. I promised him that I would look after her, though, and I did. She had the best doctors in Venice, although her pregnancy was a difficult one and her delivery fatal. She died giving birth to you, Rafaello. Your grandfather assumed your care, with some financial assistance from me.”

“I don’t believe you. Lies. Lies!” He pressed the tip of his sword deeper into Alessandro’s neck. “Is it true, damn you? Is it?”

“I knew nothing about any pregnancy,” Alessandro rasped. “No one told me—”

“We wanted you to forget the unfortunate affair and get on with your growing up,” his mother said tartly. “Does a mother have to tell her child everything? Certainly not, if it’s not good for him to know. You will recall, boy,” she said to Raf, “that your grandfather attained riches with remarkable rapidity. From a pushcart he graduated to a shop, and from there to money-lending. He accumulated a very tidy fortune, didn’t he? Now, it wasn’t only his sharp business acumen that won this wealth for him, but a very nice sum of money from the Loredan coffers. Loredan money helped him prosper. Loredan money bought you the finest tutors, a place in the University, a ship of your own. You know, you might have had a very nice career in law, if you had stuck with it. Your professors at Padua certainly spoke highly of you. I received reports from the old man, you see. One likes to look after one’s investments.”

“You’re fabricating this whole thing!” Raf snarled. “It’s all a damned lie! You can’t prove a word of it!” Nevertheless he stepped back a pace from Alessandro and lowered his sword.

At once Fosca was on her knees beside her husband. She tied a linen napkin around his bleeding leg. He tried to push her hands away, weakly, but she was insistent. He looked dazed and exhausted, like Raf.

Rosalba Loredan moved to the table and sloshed some wine into a glass. She drank it down, poured another glassful and took it to Alessandro. “Take a swallow of this, son,” she advised. “You’ll live, if the seed of your youthful indiscretion will let you.”

Fosca supported Alessandro’s shoulders and helped him drink. When he had drained the glass he said thickly, “Get away from me, damn you.”

“I won’t,” she murmured. “I won’t leave you.”

Rosalba lowered herself into a chair and sighed deeply. “Well, Signor Rafaello, I’ve dumped a very pretty dilemma into your lap, haven’t I? You can either accept what I have told you, or you can reject it. If you believe me, but persist in murdering my son, you will be haunted for the rest of your life by the knowledge that you slaughtered your own father. Such crimes, at least in legend, have a way of earning their own special punishments. But you will also be tortured by doubts if you reject my tale and carry out your execution. You will think you know the truth, but you will never be certain. You’ll never know, will you? So what to do? If you like, I can take you upstairs and show you the portrait of Alessandro’s grandfather, whom I told you you resembled strongly. I think even you will see the likeness.”

“It’s—it’s insane!” Raf sputtered angrily. “Impossible! This is just a damned trick!”

“You heard my son admit that he knew your mother, Daniella!” Rosalba said imperiously. “To assume that still another man impregnated her would be to impute certain qualities to her character that would do her memory a grave injustice. Would you call your own mother a whore? No, boy. You are rough-hewn and crude, but you have the seeds of a gentleman in you.”

“It’s a lot of damned nonsense,” he muttered. “Gentleman. I’m not a gentleman!”

“I cannot argue with that, as far as your behavior goes,” the old woman said with a shudder. “But you see what must be done, don’t you? You must let my son go free. Let him leave Venice. You know very well that if that Captain Laugier was killed it was only because he was stupid. When he saw that his ship was overrun and the battle lost, he should have surrendered his weapons. Alessandro would never had killed an unarmed man. In a similar situation, you yourself would have done the same, and you know it. No, you cannot justly sentence Alessandro to death for that. Then what is your quarrel with him? Is it Fosca? You must leave that to her, and not try to dictate the conditions for happiness. She must choose, and not you. Or perhaps you want my son dead because he is a Loredan, a nobleman. But if what I say is true—and it is—so are you a Loredan. Fully one-half.”

“No, damn you!” Raf shouted.

 
 
“Yes, I say! It is the truth! What are you going to do about it, commit suicide because the thought of being noble repulses you? That’s ridiculous, unthinkable. You have a future ahead of you, a fine future. Venice needs you. Spare Alessandro and Venice will thank you. Kill him and they will never forgive you. And you will never forgive yourself. You are smart enough to connive at his escape without incriminating yourself. So far no one knows he is here. No one will ever know. Let him live, Rafaello Loredan.”

“Don’t call me that!”

“You are Rafaello Loredan!” she said vehemently. “You are his son and my grandson! And I will thank you to remember your manners when you speak to me, boy. Let him go. Help him escape. You will never regret it, I promise you. But kill him and you will pay the rest of your life.”

“Please, Raf,” Fosca said softly but urgently, “please let us go. For my sake. Because you love me.”

“Let us go?” he echoed bitterly. “So you want to go with him, do you? No, Fosca, he doesn’t want you anymore. And I do. I do! Stay. Stay with me and I’ll let him go free.”

“I know what he thinks about me,” said Fosca, not moving from her husband’s side. Alessandro against her, his eyes closed. She didn’t know if he could hear her or not. He had lost a lot of blood and was very weak. “But I still want to be with him, now more than ever. He and I don’t belong in Venice anymore. But you do. It’s your city now, not ours. Your world. Let us go away. Forget about us. We’ll never return, I swear it.”

The room grew silent. The women watched Raf’s face for signs that he would relent. Finally he tossed his sword onto the dining table and said, “All right, go. Both of you. But the boy stays with me.”

 
 
Paolo looked startled. Fosca gave a little cry. Alessandro, fully alert now, struggled to rise. Fosca left him and went to Raf s side. She held his hands and looked deeply into his eyes. Life had come surging back into her along with her hope. She was a different woman from the distant goddess who had faced him across the table.

His mouth felt dry. “Fosca, please—”

“Would you take a child away from his mother?” she asked in a low voice. “No, Raf, I know you too well—you couldn’t do it. You’re not cruel. But you’re hurt. I understand. Forgive me. But don’t break my heart just when you’ve given it back to me again. You know we will bring him up properly, a son for you to be proud of. And we’ll tell him the truth someday, I promise. Please, let us all go. Now. Tonight.”

“I’ll have nothing left,” he said, shaking his head. “I can’t!”

“You will have all of this,” Fosca looked around the elegant room. “It’s yours now, by right of birth. You will have Venice, and liberty, and great, important work to do.”

“And you’ll have me,” Rosalba informed him.

“I’m too old to leave this house now. I’ve stayed in that bed for twenty years, waiting for death. I’m not about to leave it.”

“No, Mother!” said Alessandro hoarsely. “I forbid it!”

“Do be quiet,” the old woman said crossly. “At my age I’ve earned the right to make my own decisions. I’m not feeble-minded, am I? I know what I’m doing. Paolo, dear, please bring your father a chair. Quickly now, before he falls down. Fosca, run upstairs and fetch some cloaks and hats. Then go to my room. Under my pillow is a sackful of ducats. Money I’ve won playing bezique with Carlo. I don’t need it, but it was fun to gloat over. Naturally, if you meet anyone—soldiers, servants—you must make up some excuse. You still know how to tell a charming lie, I trust?” she asked Fosca.

“Yes, Mother,” she said obediently. She pressed Raf’s hand and then went to the door and peeked out into the hallway. It was empty. The French soldiers had searched the house, and finding nothing, had left to search the neighborhood.

“Now you, Rafaello,” said Rosalba when Fosca had gone, “write some safe conduct passes so that my children can get through the French lines. There are pen and ink on that table over there.”

Raf hesitated just a moment, then moved to obey. Sighing, Rosalba stood and went over to Alessandro, sitting slumped in his chair, his face drained of all color. Standing beside him, Paolo watched the goings-on through wide eyes. The old woman put her hand on her son’s shoulder and looked down at him.

“We won’t see each other again,” she said. “It doesn’t matter. You’ve seen far too much of me these past few years. I should have died long ago.”    1

“Mother—”

“I’m not sorry to be staying! I am rather interested in this new era we seem to be entering. As you know I am not opposed to new ideas . I can’t think how you came to be such a prig, dear. Your father’s legacy, I suppose. The Loredans always were rather stuffy. Now, listen carefully, Alessandro. You have a chance that not many men get: to begin your life over again, with a woman who loves you.” She saw that he was about to argue with her and she said sharply, “Don’t be a fool, boy! Fosca is a good girl. She was as faithful to you as you deserved. But the heart has a long memory, as you will learn. She couldn’t stop loving him, even though she might have wanted to. The important thing is that you have won her heart. Don’t be an idiot. Forget your pride. Don’t let happiness slip away from you again. Forgive, and live.” She patted his head. He covered his eyes with his hand and shuddered.

Rosalba stooped to kiss his forehead. “I’ll go back to my room now. Good-bye, my son.” He grasped her withered hand and pressed it to his lips. Then with her thumb she traced a cross on his brow, embraced and blessed Paolo, and walked slowly toward the door.

“I am a very demanding grandmother, Rafaello,” she said over her shoulder. “One visit a day, without fail!”

At that moment Fosca returned, cloaks flung over her arm, a three-cornered hat in her hand.

“Hurry and embrace me, Fosca,” the old woman said, opening her arms. “I’ve done enough mischief for one night. Bless you, child.”

“Thank you,” Fosca whispered tearfully. “Thank you, forever!”

“Stuff,” the old woman sniffed, and added softly, “Don’t wait too long to speak. Get it out in the open. Get it over with quickly.”

Fosca nodded and Donna Rosalba left the room. Raf came over with the safe conduct passed in his hand. He said, “Take my gondola. I imagine Guido’s around someplace—he’s never far from where you are. They shouldn’t challenge you, but if they do, show them these.”

She took the papers. “Paolo, do you know Guido?” she asked, turning to her son. The boy nodded eagerly. “Run and tell him to make the large gondola ready. But don’t mention your papa to anyone else, do you understand?”

“Yes, Mama.” He looked at Raf curiously, and than at his mother. “Am I going, too?”

“Yes, darling. Wait with Guido until we come.”

 
He started to go, then remembered his manners. He said to Raf, “Good-bye, Signor,” and raced out of the room.

Raf’s eyes were suspiciously bright. He turned away from Fosca abruptly and stalked over to the windows. He stood there, his back towards them, while Fosca helped Alessandro to stand and draped a cloak around his shoulders. The cloak shrouded him almost to his knees. Then she swung another cloak around her own shoulders and put her arms around his waist.

He said gruffly, “I don’t need help.”

She said nothing, but did not remove her support. He leaned heavily on her. He had to. They moved slowly towards the door.

“Just a minute.” Raf s voice was sharp. They halted and looked at him. He walked to a table that stood against the wall and unlocked a wooden case. “You’d better take these. They’re primed and ready.” He lifted a pair of duelling pistols out of the case and brought them to Fosca, who recoiled. But Alessandro nodded and took them both, tucking them into his waistband. Raf looked at Fosca intently. “Good-bye, Fosca. God go with you.”

Her eyes filled. “And with you, Rafaello. Thank you.”

She and Alessandro went out into the darkened hallway. Raf closed the door behind them. He stood motionless for a long moment, then went out onto the balcony over the Grand Canal. In a few minutes he saw a gondola glide out of the small artery to the right of the palazzo and turn left into the main waterway. A tricolor French flag fluttered on the bow. He could see two cloaked figures seated in the center, but he knew that a third, a smaller one, was with them, too. He watched until they turned south towards the Giudecca Canal and terrafirma and vanished. Then he came back into the room.

He stood over the remains of their feast. He picked up Fosca’s wineglass. He stared at it for a moment, then hurled it violently into a darkened corner. Fury possessed him. Cursing loudly, he swept his arm over the end of the table. Crystal and china shattered on the marble floor. He fell heavily into a chair and slumped forward, resting his head on his arms.

That was how Lia found him half an hour later when she burst into the room. She had come directly from the theater and was wearing the costume of Eurydice in Orfeo: a short Grecian tunic that left one shoulder bared, little kid slippers, a light stole. Her hair was laced with ribbons.

“Oh, you’re still here!” she exclaimed. “I heard about the escape and the fire and I was worried—I’ve looked everywhere!” She ran to his side. “Raf, are you all right? I know you don’t want me to come here, but I had to!” She looked around anxiously and saw the swords lying on the floor. She knelt beside him and saw the smear of blood on his shirt. “He was here! You’re hurt! Oh, my God, Raf!”

He sat up slowly. She saw at once that his wound was slight and had hardly bled at all. But his face was etched with fatigue and grief. She felt such a strong surge of relief that she became dizzy and had to grip the arm of the chair.

“Oh, you’re all right,” she murmured. “Thank God!”

He said dully, “He’s gone.”

“Gone? What do you mean? You mean he ran away?”

“I let him go free. And her, too. They’re both gone. With the boy.”


 
 
“You let him—! Oh, Raf, you let him go? And her? And Fosca, too?”

He gave a weary nod and closed his eyes. He relapsed into brooding.

She stared at him unbelievingly, feeling the pain of his sorrow and his loss. But suddenly a spasm of joy welled up inside her and she found that she couldn’t contain it.

“Gone!” she cried, rising to her feet. “They’re gone! Both of them. Gone!” She began to laugh, and she threw back her head and flung out her arms and whirled and hugged herself tightly. “Gone!” she said gleefully. “Oh, I can’t believe it! It’s wonderful, impossible, a miracle! I feel—I feel like the sun has come out in the middle of the night! I feel that I’ve risen from the dead, that a stone had been lifted off my heart, that a real miracle had happened! Gone! Oh, God, thank you, God! God of the Jews and the Christians and everybody, thank you!”

She laughed and cried and danced for joy in that cold, darkened room. The man at the wrecked table didn’t look up at her. She pranced and leaped higher than she ever had in her life. She soared and spun and hovered in the air like one of the seagulls for whom she was named.

“Look at me, oh, look at me!” she gasped breathlessly. “I’m free, free! The world is a beautiful, beautiful place tonight! It’s a wonderful world, a fine old world! Only it’s not old, it’s new, new! And it’s ours, Raf, ours! Your world, my world, ours! No more nobles—down with the nobles!” She crouched down and buried them all with a wave of her arms. “Look at this place, will you?” She shouted gaily, “It’s a palace, Raf! Oh, my God—will you look at this? Raf Leopardi, the Jew rebel from the ghetto, sitting in the middle of the Loredan Palace! And me, Lia, Lia Gabbiana, nothing, trash from the gutters of Naples and Venice who never belonged to anybody in her life—I’m here, too! Ha! Two bastards, Raf, that’s us. Two bastards, and Venice is ours! Ours! Oh, this is real freedom! This is happiness, and love, and everything I’ve ever wanted in the world!”

She ran over to Raf and put her arms around him. His head was slumped forward on his chest. His whole body was distorted with sorrow. She perched on the arm of his chair and cradled his head against her small breasts. His face was streaked with sweat and set in a mask of defeat. She began to rock him gently.

“Oh, Raf, Rafaello,” she crooned. “Poor darling. I’m sorry, so sorry. Left all alone. It’s so sad. My poor darling.”

With a moan he grasped her tightly around the waist and leaned heavily against her.

“Oh, Lia,” he sobbed. “Lia!”

“It’s all right, my darling,” she said gently. “I know. I understand.”

She rested her cheek on the top of his head and looked out at the lights that gleamed on the Grand Canal. They seemed blurred and indistinct, like little moons seen through a haze.

The gondola surged gently through the darkness. A half-moon glimmered in the sky and cast a broken reflection on the uneven face of the water.

Fosca twisted around in her seat and looked back. Venice rode the waves. It shone dully in the moonlight, proud as ever, as beautiful as a mirage. Fosca felt that this last view of her city would be imprinted forever on her mind and heart.

Resolutely, she turned back again and faced the front of the boat. As she did so, Alessandro glanced at her face and saw, in the pale moonlight, the glint of tears on her cheeks.

Guido guided the gondola along a broad southwesterly route that would take them well out of the way of French patrol boats. Alessandro knew where they could hire a coach once they reached the mainland. He would take them to a deserted house in the country, where they could stay safely until he was stronger.

Paolo slept peacefully in his arms. He could feel the child’s breath on his face, sweet and soft, like flowers. His child. And Fosca’s. He was keenly aware of Fosca sitting desolately beside him. They hadn’t spoken a word to each other since leaving that room. He knew she was wondering how long she would have to endure those cutting silences that he used so effectively in the past. He didn’t know how to break through the almost tangible barrier that separated them, how to heal the breech that yawned chasm-like between them.

He thought about her as she had looked back at the palazzo, even more beautiful than the dreams of her that had haunted him in prison. He had raged at her then, cursed her and the Jew, called her vile names, wished them both in hell. But when they entered the boat, the rage and resentment he had felt drained away suddenly, like stinking pus from a lanced sore. She loved him. She had chosen him.

He groped in the darkness and found her hand gripping the armrest of her seat. He closed his dirty fingers over hers. In answer she lifted his hand to her cheek. He could feel the hot wetness of her tears.

“I love you, Fosca,” he said softly.

“I’m sorry, Alessandro,” she whispered. “So sorry.”

“Oh, Fosca, it is I who should be sorry.”

 
 
“Alessandro, I love you,” she said.

The barrier fell, the chasm closed. It had been so easy. His mother was right: forgive, and live. He had come very close to making a fool of himself again.

Paolo sighed and stirred in Alessandro’s lap. His leg pained him greatly and he couldn’t suppress a grunt of discomfort.

“Let me take him” Fosca said. He relinquished the sleeping child and helped her settle him on her lap. He stretched his leg and rubbed it gingerly.

“It pains you,” she said, concerned.

“A bit,” he admitted. “I fear that you will have to demonstrate your superior skills tonight, lady.”

She smiled. “It will be a pleasure, Signor.”

“God, that fellow could fight!”

“You were very reckless,”Fosca said. “It surprised me.”

“It shouldn’t. If you recall, I’ve done a lot of reckless things since we met.”

‘That you were sorry for later?” she asked slyly. He found her hand again. “No. I’ve never been sorry, Fosca.”

The boat bobbed. Guido began to hum under his breath. Fosca closed her eyes. It could have been any dream-filled evening in summer: riding in a gondola with your lover while the soft wind of the Adriatic ruffled your hair, and the gondolier sang a love song, and the music of Venice drifted across the water, magical and seductive.

“We will never go back,” she said sadly.

“No.”

“It’s like a dream, or like a story you see on the stage—hectic and noisy and so real that you forget it’s just illusion. And all of a sudden—it’s over.”

“I have all the dream I want right here,” he said.

 
“Alessandro,” she said after awhile, “was it true, what your mother said? Is—was Rafaello really—your son?”

He gave a little shout of laughter. “Not to my knowledge, my darling. Thank God for that!”

“You mean—your mother—?”

“Concocted the whole fairy tale,” he nodded. “She was brilliant, wasn’t she? By God, she should have been a lawyer herself: ‘You heard my son admit—!’ Oh, she was splendid. A true Venetian noblewoman to the very end, spinning her fantastic lies so charmingly that everyone believed them. I nearly believed her myself!”

“Then you never knew the Jewess, Daniella?”

He hesitated, just the merest fraction of a second. “I never knew any Jewess. And I certainly never offered marriage to any woman before I met you. That part was a little wild, I confess. I’m surprised he didn’t catch her up on it.”

“Daniella was his mother, after all,” Fosca reminded him. “He would want to believe that she was honorable.”

“I’m sure she was,” Alessandro said meditatively. “The kind of girl who wouldn’t tell her lover she was pregnant, because she knew they weren’t suited to each other.” He broke off and shifted a little in his seat to relieve the pressure on his leg. “Hey, Guido,” he said almost cheerfully, “do you know that little cove about five miles below Mestre, behind those islands where they make nets?”

“Yes, Signor, I know it.”

“That’s where we’re going. And be quick about it, eh?”

“Yes, Signor,” Guido said brightly,

Alessandro shifted again. “Ah, this damned leg,” he muttered. His foot struck something under the seat. “What’s this?”

He bent over and pulled out a Carnival mask, the white beaky larva. It gleamed like a ghostly husk in the pale light. Sinister, with thrusting nose, jutting upper lip, blank, black eyes.

“Well,” said Alessandro, “I guess we won’t be needing this where we’re going.”

He tossed it over the side of the gondola, into the waters of the lagoon. Weightless and white, it rode the rest of the small waves like a cap of foam, and drifted in their wake like a fallen leaf, back towards the gleaming city from which it had come.
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