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CHAPTER I
THE BOOK OF UNHOLY MISCHIEF

My name is Luciano—just Luciano. I’m Venetian by birth, old now and chained to
my memories, compelled to return, link by link, seeking clarity.
There’s a matter about which I am sworn to secrecy, but times have changed since I
took my oath. In my lifetime, I’ve witnessed man’s emergence from centuries of
darkness. Great thinkers have unlocked our minds, and great artists have opened our
eyes and our hearts. Some are calling it a renaissance—a rebirth—and it will
reverberate far into the future because of a miraculous new invention called the
printing press. Perhaps, now, it would be a disservice to the advancement of
knowledge to remain silent. Perhaps the pendulum has swung a full arc, and the time
has come for me to speak. If I proceed with caution … well, those who have ears, let
them hear.
The intrigue took place in my youth, when I served as an apprentice to the doge’s
chef in Venice. I first suspected some unholy mischief when the doge invited an
uncouth peasant to dine with him in the palace. In the time-honored tradition of
servants everywhere, I assumed my post behind the slightly open service door to the
dining room in order to spy, and I marveled at the sight of them together: The doge,
chief magistrate of the Most Serene Republic of Venice, gracious and bejeweled, sat
with his guest, a bewildered paesano with calloused hands, dirt under his fingernails,
and unwashed hair that had been hastily wetted and pushed off his face to show
respect.
The meal began with clear calf’s-foot broth served in shallow porcelain bowls so
fine as to appear translucent in candlelight. The peasant offered the serving maid a
sheepish smile and murmured, “Grazíe, signora.” His rough voice clashed with his
meek demeanor.
She snorted at his ignorance—the absurdity of thanking a serving maid—then
bowed to the doge and took her leave. Out on the landing, with me, she mumbled, “I
hope that dumb contadíno enjoys his free meal. The doge is up to no good.” She
shrugged and went down to the kitchen for the next course, but she needn’t have
bothered.
The peasant stared into his soup bowl like a Circassian studying tea leaves. Having
come from his world myself, I could read his mind: Surely, here in the palace, soup
should not be gulped from the bowl as it was in his own dirt-floor kitchen. How
should he proceed?
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When the doge selected a large spoon from an array of filigreed silverware beside
his plate, the peasant did the same. The shabby guest attempted to slide the soup
silently into his mouth from the edge of the spoon, as the doge did, but gaps in his
rotted teeth caused a loud, sibilant slurping. The man’s bristled face reddened, and he
laid his spoon down in defeat.
The doge appeared not to notice. He smiled—a glimpse of gold winking from the
back of his mouth—and generously filled a silver goblet with his private stock of
Valpolicella, a dark red wine with a floral bouquet and bittersweet aftertaste. With a
hospitable tilt of his head, the doge said, “Per favore, sígnore,” and offered the goblet
to his chastened dinner companion.
The poor man smiled timidly and wrapped two meaty hands around the goblet. He
tried to drink his wine slowly, soundlessly, and this self-conscious attempt at delicacy
allowed the wine to saturate his senses. Unaccustomed to such complexity of flavor,
he drank the goblet down and finished with a lusty smacking of his lips. Flush with
pleasure, he carefully placed his empty goblet on the lace tablecloth and turned to offer
his thanks to the doge, but … Marrone!
The man’s smile twisted into a grimace. His forehead knotted like a ginger root, and
he clawed at his throat. While he choked and struggled, his eyes spilled shock and
confusion. He fell sideways off his needlework seat and tumbled headfirst onto the
Turkish carpet with an inelegant thunk. His eyes glazed over with a dead man’s stare.
The doge, a feeble, syphilitic old man, dabbed the corners of his mouth with a linen
napkin, then heaved his royal personage off the chair. He steadied himself on the table
edge with one liver-spotted hand, knelt over the corpse, and reached into the folds of
his robe to bring forth a vial of amber liquid. He pried open the dead man’s mouth,
tipped the vial to lips already turning blue, and carefully dribbled in his elixir.
With a grunt of disgust, the doge poked his finger into the fetid mouth, pressing on
the tongue to make sure the fluid trickled down the dead man’s throat. When the vial
was empty, the doge released the sigh of a man who has completed a small but
unpleasant task. He pulled out the lemon-scented handkerchief he always kept tucked
in his sleeve, wiped his hands, and then pressed the handkerchief to his nose. He
inhaled deeply, clearly relieved to be able, finally, to counter the peasant’s stench.
The doge, clad in his cumbersome brocades and with his handkerchief pressed
firmly to his nose, sat back in his chair and watched the corpse with small, critical
eyes. Absently, he adjusted his sly red cap so that the blunt peak at the back stood up,
like a middle finger pointed at God.
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CHAPTER II
THE BOOK OF BEGINNINGS

The dead peasant had been an invited guest, but I, a street orphan, gained entry to the
palace through the kindness of my maestro. I owe him, and all my teachers,
everything. Without teachers, humankind would be sitting in a cold, dark, clammy
cave, picking nits and wondering how Grandfather started his legendary fire.
I met my maestro when I was fourteen or fifteen, but how could I know my true
age? I don’t know the date of my birth, though it hardly matters now. The peasant’s
murder occurred many years ago, in the year of our Lord 1498, the year the chef saw
me stealing a pomegranate from a fruit stall in the Rialto and rescued me from my
squalid life on the street.
I remember that pomegranate well—the leathery red skin, the fleshy weight of it in
my hand promising wine-sweet clusters of ruby fruit. As I lifted it off the pile, I
imagined the satisfying crunch, the release of tangy perfume, the juices glazing my
lips and running down my chin. Ah, that biblical fruit with its poignant umbilical tip,
choice of the gods and food of the dead. I clasped it to my breast and ran.
But the chef stepped into my path and grabbed me by the ear, saying, “That’s not the
way, boy.” He took away my pomegranate—indeed I thought of it as mine—and he
returned it to the vendor. My disappointment was spiked with anger, but before I could
react, the chef said, “I’ll feed you in the palace kitchen. But first you have to wash.”
Marrone. To eat in the doge’s palace I would have washed every lice-infested
orphan, every suppurating leper, and every diseased prostitute in every poverty-ridden
calle of Venice. I mumbled, “Sí, signore.”
“Andíamo.” He kept a firm hold on my ear as we walked through the Rialto. We
passed a baker from whom I’d often stolen bread, and the man gave a self-satisfied
grunt, no doubt thinking I was finally off to be punished. We passed the fishmonger
from whom I’d recently stolen a smoked trout, and the man raised his scaling knife to
show me its wicked edge. We wended our way through crowds of shoppers who
glanced at me and then nodded at the chef as if to say, “Good. You caught one of the
rascals.”
We passed some of my scruffy and begrimed compatriots, who watched us from
shadowed corners with suspicious eyes. Being escorted off the street by a well-dressed
man could be either very good or very bad. I might be headed for a warm meal given
freely out of charity, or I might be in for some cruel abuse reserved for boys like me
whom no one would miss. I winked at my friends to suggest that I’d run into a bit of
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luck, but I wasn’t nearly so confident as I was hungry.
In a back courtyard of the palace, I undressed and washed with harsh lye soap in a
wooden tub of cold water. As I sat shivering in the tub, the chef lathered my matted
hair and shaved my head. He said, “There’s no place for lice in my kitchen.”
“As you wish, sígnore.” I remembered his promise of food.
I recall a moment of panic when, as I sat naked and shaved in the wooden tub, he
touched the dark brown birthmark on my forehead. He followed its outline too
lovingly, and his hand lingered on my face a moment too long. Having encountered
men who enjoyed the company of boys in intimate ways—and having more than once
twisted out of their sweaty hands—I drew my head back sharply, afraid, but ready to
be belligerent. I searched his face for a hint of the predatory mien I’d learned to
recognize on the street, but no, it was an open face with intelligent eyes, mild as milk.
The chef withdrew his hand and resumed a businesslike air. “Scrub,” he said.
“Behind your ears and between your toes.” He burned my clothes right there in the
courtyard and stamped out the embers, saying, “Boh. Filth.” He gave me clean woolen
pantaloons and a coarsely woven tunic of white cotton. The feeling of clean clothing
on my freshly washed body made me squirm with pleasure as he led me inside.
The palace’s busy kitchen was redolent of bay laurel and thyme, and it had three
fireplaces, each of them large enough to hold a grown man standing upright. The chef
ordered me to sit on a three-legged wooden stool in a corner, and he gave me a slab of
yellow cheese and a slice of fresh bread with a thick, chewy crust. It had been a long
time since I’d eaten cheese without spots of mold or ragged edges chiseled by a rat’s
teeth. I sat on the stool with my shaven head bent low over my food as I gobbled it
down. Marco always said, “If you get a free meal, eat fast before they take it away.” I
crammed my mouth full; my cheeks bulged like melons so that I could barely chew.
Still, I stuffed in more.
The chef touched my shoulder. “Slow down, boy,” he said. “Everything has its own
time.”
As I gorged, I scanned the kitchen. Perhaps I could find something to steal on my
way out—some tasty bit to take to my friends Marco and Domingo, a spoon to slip
under my shirt and sell for a few coppers, or maybe an onion to trade for a slice of
meat. But the precise choreography of a well-run kitchen captured my attention. A
corps of about a dozen cooks in immaculate white jackets moved about the room with
grace and purpose. That kitchen buzzed like a hive of efficiency—clean and fragrant
and well lit by daylight flooding in from high windows on two sides of the long room.
The nimble cooks stepped around scarred wooden chopping blocks heaped with
vegetables and bearing ceramic bowls of meat marinating in pungent liquids.
The baker, who I later came to know as Enrico the Gossip, kneaded a raisin-studded
dough as flour puffed up around him, a culinary wizard in a magic cloud. Enrico
worked near a brick oven with an arched top, and that day he used his long-handled
wooden paddle to pull out a shiny golden loaf with an intense perfume so intoxicating
I had to stifle a moan.
Of course, Giuseppe was there, too—that mean, churlish, round-shouldered drunk—
and he sneered at me as he swept the floor. I knew him from the Rialto; he was the
brother of a fishmonger widely respected for the high quality of his product. I ignored
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Giuseppe that day just as I did in the Rialto, not yet understanding how bitterly he
resented my presence in the kitchen.
I turned my attention to a fireplace with rows of glistening game hens turning lazily
on rotisseries. Even with my stomach comfortably full, my mouth watered at the sight
of so much meat, rubbed with spices, browning, and dripping fat. The seductive sight
of poultry roasting and the smell of bread baking blended with sounds of knives
chopping, pots bubbling, and pans sizzling. The sensory glut verged on erotic.
In another fireplace, an iron pot, hanging over the fire, sent up twisting wisps of
steam, and I wondered what culinary masterwork simmered there. I imagined thick
white-bean soup or savory rabbit stew or fresh vegetables tumbling in burbling
chicken broth, dishes I’d heard of but had never tasted.
At the far end of the kitchen, a steep, narrow stairway led up to the dormitory where
I would sleep—although, sitting on that stool, frantically devouring my bread and
cheese, I never would have dreamed it. I assumed the chef was a kind man who fed
street orphans from time to time, and I expected to be sent on my way at any moment.
As I sucked the last bits of cheese from my teeth, I noticed a stone cistern near the
back door. Before my tenure in that kitchen expired, I would carry hundreds of
sloshing buckets to that cistern. The adjacent wooden door led out to the courtyard
where I’d bathed, and from there out to the carnivorous city. It struck me as odd that a
simple door was the only thing that stood between the kitchen’s world of plenty and
my own world of want.
On the other side of the cistern there was another door—closed that day—which I
would come to know as the door to the chef’s notorious garden, an assemblage of
queer plants that spooked the cooks and contributed to my maestro’s reputation for
eccentricity.
The chef’s modest desk faced the length of the kitchen, allowing him to survey his
domain at a glance. In coming days, I would observe him at that desk, writing menus
and planning banquets. Always the artiste, adept and original, he seldom consulted a
recipe from the crowded bookshelves behind him. The books were dusty with disuse,
but my maestro, a guardian of knowledge, loved to collect them. That day he stood
near his desk, hands on his hips, monitoring the kitchen and calling greetings to the
maids and charwomen coming and going through a swinging service door.
He said, “Buon giorno, Belinda,” and a disheveled girl hauling a pail of sudsy water
smiled at him; “Come stai, Teresa?” and a gray-haired chambermaid, slack faced and
worn as an elbow, shrugged as she shuffled by.
As I watched the parade of uniformed women lug mops and trays in and out the
door, the majordomo interrupted the drab procession with a fabulous entrance. He
swooped in with his head thrown back at an imperious tilt, his prominent chin thrust
forward, one soft hand holding out his gorgeous satin robe and the other swishing a
silk fan with a fussy flourish. He wore beaded slippers with curled toes. Oh, those
calamitous shoes.
The majordomo’s theatrical presence held me spellbound, but the cooks,
accustomed to the grand sight of him, paid no attention. Only one cook, Dante, paused
while salting the eggplant and attempted a wry little smirk, but his heart wasn’t in it. I
would soon discover that the majordomo appeared in the kitchen almost every day,
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and the cooks were impervious to his glamour. That day, he wore delicious robes of
peacock blue embroidered in salmon and trimmed in gold braid. As he swept past me,
I found myself enveloped in a strong scent of lilac. The majordomo clucked a question
at the chef—something about that day’s sauce or soup; I don’t remember, so dazzled
was I by the sight of him—then pursed his lips and fluttered his fan while he listened
to the reply. He chirped, “As you wish,” and made a grand, slightly indignant exit, as if
to punish the rest of us for being ordinary.
With the majordomo gone, the chef turned his attention to me. I picked the last
crumbs off my shirt, wishing I were invisible so I might linger in that safe haven, but
when he saw that I’d finished eating, the chef brought me a brown lumpish thing he
called a potato. I’d never before seen that exotic New World vegetable, but I
immediately liked its solid heft and its earthy smell. He gave me a utensil I came to
know as a peeling knife, showed me how to use it, and told me to get to work.
And so it was. I peeled, swept, carted away garbage, carried water (extraordinary
amounts of water), stacked wood, stoked the fires, and scoured heavy pots, all in
return for food and a straw pallet in the servants’ dormitory. It took several days to
comprehend the miraculous fact that the chef—his name was Amato Ferrer—had
taken me for his apprentice.
Giuseppe, the disgruntled sweeper, understood my good luck before I did. As an
apprentice I outranked him, and the miserable ubriacone couldn’t bear it. Whenever he
passed by me, he whispered, “Bastardo,” or shot me the evil eye with his index finger
and pinky stabbing in my direction. Behind the chef’s back, he tripped me with his
broom, scattered my neatly stacked wood, threw vegetable peelings on my clean
dishes, and carried garbage back into the kitchen to make me look lazy.
Still, I ignored him. For the first time since infancy, I ate three meals a day and slept
indoors every night. I would become a cook, but it would not have mattered to me if
the chef had been a cobbler or a fisherman. He fed me and offered to teach me a trade;
it was more than I had expected from life. Seduced by luxury and afraid to offend, I
dared not complain about Giuseppe or inquire into the chef’s motives. I did his
bidding and ate his food, and I counted myself blessed.
However, I did miss Marco, and I struggled with guilt for the inexplicable fortune
that had favored me and excluded him. At first, I hoped there might be work in the
kitchen for both of us, but it soon became clear that I had secured the only job to be
had. I redeemed myself by stealing food for him at every opportunity. Early each
morning, before the cooks arrived, I gathered leftovers that wouldn’t be missed,
wrapped them in oilcloth, and hid them behind the cistern until late in the evening,
when I took out the garbage. Marco sometimes waited outside the courtyard, hungry
and anxious, and when he wasn’t there, I left the package behind a trash pail. It was
always gone the next morning.
I also fed scraps to my faithful cat, Bernardo, who had grown fat and sleek since I
rescued him as a starving kitten. After my first week in the kitchen, Marco brought
him to me, saying, “Here’s your pesky cat. You can’t expect me to feed him.”
Although Bernardo often disappeared, in the mysterious way of cats, he always came
back to eat and to sleep under my arm in the dormitory. Chef Ferrero tolerated him for
my sake.
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In those early days, I flattered myself that Chef Ferrero chose me because he
thought me exceptional, because he saw the signs of a keen mind or appreciated the
deftness of my quick, pickpocket fingers. Now, so many years later, I know that his
choice had more to do with his faith in the human capacity to transcend adversity, as
well as his wish for a son and his need for an heir—especially his need for an heir.
And the chef’s timing was not capricious. In those days, a rumor was exciting
Venice like a tickling sea breeze from the east. Everyone from the servant classes to
the aristocracy was whispering about an old Byzantine book said to contain the
formulas of ancient sorcerers. It was told that the book, thought to have been lost in
antiquity, was actually hidden somewhere in Venice. I would eventually come to
understand how the urgency created by this rumor spurred the chef to take an
apprentice.
The rumors enthralled everyone. I recall one conversation, overheard early in my
apprenticeship, that catapulted me into a feast of fantasies involving the object of my
desire, la mía bella Francesca. One afternoon, Enrico huddled near the brick oven with
the vegetable cook, Dante. They held their heads canted toward each other at a tense
angle and stood with their arms folded tightly across their chests. Enrico whispered out
of the side of his mouth, and Dante appeared captivated. Teresa—Enrico’s gossiping
counterpart and the palace’s other conduit of news—loitered within earshot.
Always mindful of new developments around me, I busied myself stacking wood in
their vicinity so I could listen to their conversation. Having lived by my wits on the
street, eavesdropping seemed as natural as breathing, and every bit as necessary.
Enrico said, “The book could have a formula for turning lead into gold.”
“Boh.” Dante sounded mildly disappointed. “Alchemy is a myth. Anyway, the ones
who want that book are already rich. No, it must have to do with manipulating people.
Formulas for controlling minds or melting hearts.”
“Melting hearts? You mean a love potion? Boh. What good is that?”
Dante raised an authoritative finger. “A man will tell his deepest secrets to a woman
who befuddles him with desire.” He nodded knowingly. “There’s no better spy than a
temptress. A man in love is at a disadvantage.”
Enrico thought this over, then said: “That’s true. To be besotted is to be vulnerable.
But there must be more than a love potion. Otherwise, why would the old doge want
the book? Maybe there’s a formula to prolong life.”
“Forever?”
“Who knows?”
Dío mío. The idea of a love potion that I might share with Francesca left me
cockeyed and bedeviled. Of all the spectacular secrets attributed to the fabled book, I
believed a love potion would certainly be its most valuable.
Everyone believed the book held whatever he or she wanted most. Francesca was
the only thing I wanted, but other people wanted other things. Love, riches, and
immortality—these were the lusts that would lead us into imbroglios of mistrust and
disaster.
The web of secrets began with the peasant’s murder, which I did not hesitate to
report to the chef. He knew that I spied on the doge, and he approved. He felt it could
be instructive for me to observe noble behavior and polite customs, particularly at the
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table. He always said, “Tell me how you eat, and I’ll tell you what you are.”
For him, the preparation of food was a tool to illuminate the mysteries of life. I can
still see him whisking a froth of egg whites in a copper bowl held in the crook of his
arm. He hummed to the tinny rhythm of his stroke until the viscous slush transmuted
into a mound of snow. “You see,” he said, waving his whisk like a wand, “magic!” He
pointed the whisk at me. “Never forget, Luciano: Animals feed, but men dine.” He
spread his meringue on a buttered parchment, saying, “That’s why we call men of
refinement men of taste.”
Under Chef Ferrero’s tutelage, I began to glimpse the value of refinement. Among
other things, it seemed to lend a man the power to attract a certain type of woman, like
the chef’s well-bred wife, Rosa. I was curious about women, but I’d never been with
one because the street girls all demanded money for the tiniest of favors. Marco was as
curious as I, but he pretended not to care. Marco, who was bitter about the mother who
had abandoned him and kept his twin sister, often said, “Women, boh! A necessary
evil.”
I didn’t think women were evil, just inaccessible. My beloved Francesca lived in a
convent, cloistered and untouchable, and yet I clung to hope. Francesca had been
relegated to the convent by circumstance, but I could tell by her brazen curiosity in the
Rialto and the careless way she allowed strands of blond hair to escape her novice’s
veil that she did not take her novitiate seriously. Indeed, I would soon discover that
under her habit she was lush as a plum and saucy as sin. My youthful optimism
allowed me to believe she would leave the convent and marry me if I could offer her a
gentrified life.
But my transformation from street urchin to prospective husband would take time.
The gritty cunning of the streets was embedded in me. It showed in my furtive walk,
my rough speech, and my wary eyes. Eager to become a gentleman worthy of
Francesca’s notice, I observed palace life surreptitiously and cataloged my discoveries.
On my weekly half day off, I entertained Marco and Domingo with pantomimes of the
highborn. I dabbed the corners of my mouth with an imaginary napkin and I pranced
over bridges with my shoulders thrown back and my chin thrust out. I executed a
flamboyant bow to Domingo, saying, “By your leave, my lord.” I flapped my hand at
Marco, saying, “Bring my gondola, boy.” For them it was a game; for me it was a
rehearsal of my future life as a gentleman chef.
However, first I had to serve my apprenticeship to Chef Ferrero’s satisfaction. After
I saw the doge pour his amber fluid into the dead man’s throat, I ran down the service
stairs, two at a time, anxious to tell the chef about the murder. To my surprise, he
didn’t gasp or clutch his chest or even widen his eyes. He sighed and sat at a wellfloured table carelessly pressing his elbows into a mound of dough.
“Are you sure, Luciano? Was the man truly dead?”
“Yes, Maestro.”
“Other states can be mistaken for death.”
“Maestro, he was poisoned. I saw his eyes. Dead as stone.”
“Oh, Dio.” The chef put his head in his hands. “It’s begun.”
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CHAPTER III
THE BOOK OF LUCIANO

Memories spawn more memories, and recalling those early days with the chef
always pulls me further back to a time of wider possibility—indeed, time now feels
like a cone of narrowing possibilities. My earliest memory is of a broad, coal-black
face framed by gold hoops swinging from elongated earlobes. The whites of her eyes
were yellowed, but her teeth were dazzling white. She had big teeth, and big bones
that bulged under the scuffed black skin of her knuckles and elbows, the rough knobs
of a hardworking woman.
La Canterina—The Songstress—was not her real Nubian name, but rather the name
the girls gave her for the way she sang her moody African canzoni as she worked. La
Canterina made the house run. She cooked the meals and scrubbed the floors and
boiled the stained linens. At night, she put on a fresh blue turban and a clean apron to
serve wine to the men in the piano nobile, where they drank and laughed with the
girls. She tidied the bedchambers after each use, emptied the cloudy water in the
washbasins, and poured fresh water into the pitchers. La Canterina brought the girls
steaming hot rose-hip tea when they woke at noon. She took her breakfast much
earlier, in the kitchen with me—hot tea for her, warm milk and bread slathered with
honey for me.
I don’t know how old I was when the nun brought me to the brothel, but La
Canterina said a big man could have held me in one hand. I often begged for the story,
and I can still see her briskly folding bedsheets while she recited it for me. “Your legs
were still bent up like a frog’s, your cry was no more than a kitten’s, and you flailed
your tiny arms like a blind man.” At this juncture she would tsk and shake her head.
“Scrawny. Pathetic. Another burden in this heavy life.”
Sometimes she’d pause and lay down a half-folded sheet, and her voice would
soften. She’d say, “I couldn’t send you back.” She’d straighten her shoulders and snort
righteously as she whisked the wrinkles out of the sheet. “Not that the strega would
have taken you back anyway.” Strega—witch. Sometimes La Canterina rolled the r—
strrrrega—curling the bow of her thick upper lip with contempt. She’d snap the sheet
and go on. “Her strega face was pinched and small, like her heart. The strega said,
‘We’d hoped it was a girl for us to raise in virtue. But it’s a boy, boh.’ The strega
dumped you in my arms and dusted off her hands. She said, ‘They all end up here
sooner or later, so here he is.’ And she calls herself a Sister of Charity. Strrrrega.” La
Canterina would snort one last time and walk off with the laundry, her high buttocks
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swinging in time to some lugubrious Nubian ballad.
La Canterina talked tough, but when one of the girls gave birth to a baby boy and
left him, naked and squirming, on the kitchen table, La Canterina swaddled him in a
soft towel and hummed to him as he sucked on the tail of her milk-soaked apron.
When she saw me watching, she smiled and said, “He’s ours now.” She named him
Bernardo—who knows why—and she doted on him for the one week of his life. When
she discovered him dead in the drawer that served as his cradle, her wails brought the
girls to the kitchen. The dim-witted young mother took her baby from La Canterina’s
arms and shook the limp little body. When he didn’t respond she dropped him into the
garbage pail and went back to work. La Canterina unwound her turban to wrap the
little fellow, and I will never forget how stricken and vulnerable she looked leaving by
the back door, bare headed and clutching the shrouded bundle to her breast.
When I was big enough to pull a chair up to the cupboard in order to reach the jar of
sweetmeats she kept on a high shelf, La Canterina started putting me out every day
after breakfast, like a pet. She said, “You can’t blame the girls. They say, ‘Take in one,
take in twenty,’ and this isn’t an orphanage.” She shoved me gently out the back door,
saying, “The less they see of you the better. Anyway, you need to learn how to take
care of yourself.” She touched the birthmark on my forehead and traced its uneven
outline with a fingertip. The birthmark covers one quarter of my forehead above my
left eye, and to this day it’s still a deep nut-brown. She muttered, “Dark skin, even that
little patch, is an omen of sorrow. You might as well know it.”
The first time she put me out, I huddled outside the back door and whimpered all
morning. When I became hungry, I picked through the brothel’s garbage pail and
found fresh food scraps wrapped in oilcloth, just enough to quiet my belly. I ate, and
then I curled around the pail for my nap. La Canterina let me go on that way, day after
day, always making sure there was a wrapped meal tucked into the garbage pail.
Soon, I began letting myself out. I wandered the streets in widening circles, curious
about the world. I was not the youngest on those streets crawling with cats and
orphans, and I was more fortunate than most because after dark, while the girls were
busy with their customers, La Canterina took me inside to sleep in her bed.
She promised me a cherry tart for my birthday, a date she had chosen at random and
traditionally celebrated by baking something special. I remember my selfish
disappointment when I found her too weak on that birthday to rise from her bed to
bake my tart. Soon after that, I came home one night and she was gone. A new woman
with thick finger pads and rancid breath shooed me away from the door. That night I
slept outside the brothel’s back door. The thing I recall missing most was La
Canterina’s scent, a warm mix of baking and fresh ironing and womanhood—a
distinctive blend I would not encounter again until I met Francesca. The following day
there was no food wrapped in oilcloth.
I grew up on streets swarming with merchants of every stripe and sailors from every
country. Venice has always been an international port of fevered comings and goings,
and never more so than in those days. It was a clearinghouse for the goods of the
world. The Far East supplied bolts of brocaded silk; Egyptian merchants sold chunks
of alum for dying wool; Muslim traders brought brilliant violet dyes made from lichen
and insects. In the Rialto you could buy sturdy iron implements from Germany, tooled
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