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            A MORSEL

         

         I don’t sleep anymore.

         At each fading of the glow-choked stars, I stand at my window, waiting for a light at hers.

         While I wait, I hope. For years, this.

         Some years, I’ve hoped for a sighting of my favourite mad beggar, shuffling across the fish market with a model ship tied to his head. He mumbles and weeps, inconsolable as a new-born. I like looking at men who’ve lost their money or their minds. Even better if I’ve had hand in beggaring or bewildering them. As in this case.

         Other times, I’ve waited on a glimpse of the masked Hyena, the Austrians’ favourite assassin, loping through the fish guts on his way to a killing and a flaying, not necessarily in that order. The Hyena’s prey: the Carbonari, a tiny – maybe mythical – sect of feather-brains hot to topple Habsburg rule in Venice.

         Musing on beggars and murderers always passes the hours pleasantly while I wait for the sight I desire most of all: my little love’s candle in her window, across the canal, granting me the first glimpse of the day. But here’s something I’d never had a reason to wait or hope for: a puffin riding the Grand Canal on a seal’s back.

         Yet that’s what I saw in dawn’s crumpled light on the last Friday of March, 1817. A seal, deferential as a butler, drew up to the fondamenta where the puffin hopped off. Seal saluted bird in a warbling mew. The puffin nodded its thank-you-kindly. It inspected the deserted market with an air of satisfaction. No doubt it could smell fish. That stench is the air that breathes me. 2No perfume, however cheap, masks it.

         I’d never seen one before, but everyone knows a puffin by the carnevale of its beak, its milk jug of a body, its livery of black and white. People love puffins. People will pay for what they love. I ran down the stairs, pausing only to snatch a flour sack from the kitchen. The puffin was still standing in the campo. It looked up at me without judgement, something I’m not used to these days. A tall triangle of indigo around the eyes gave it a considering expression.

         ‘Consider this!’ I told the bird, dropping the sack over it.

         ‘Uff da!’ it exclaimed, or at least it made a noise to that effect.

         I’ll say it now and I’ve had reason to say it before: sometimes, what you want – involves dragging.

         Inside the sack, the puffin emitted a series of solemn ‘awwws’ like a priest who decries a sin. The sermon continued with popping, groaning, grinding and burbling. I began to distinguish a pattern to its lament: a repetition of curt syllables along the lines of ‘Lodde’. The bird’s ‘Lodde’ were uttered in a key of quietness with a texture of supplication, as if the creature knew me and so understood its case was hopeless. I shook the sack, needing silence. Our Habsburg masters have made no regolamento against Venetians seizing puffins. Yet if they beheld a puffin-seizing in progress, they’d assuredly coin one. A puffin’s from the barbarous north, as they are: the Austriaci would stand in solidarity with the bird against Venice. They’d stand in solidarity, of course, with a potato or a doornail against the Venetians.

         The bird suddenly ceased its struggles. Perhaps, like a wise Venetian, it had decided to conflate containment with protection. Or – also like a Venetian – it was pretending so.

         I carried the sack upstairs to the room where my hip-bath stands. I poured a ewer of water before releasing my captive into the bath. The puffin righted itself with a hop. It stood unruffled, ankle deep in water, its breast seeming to give out a capacious 3notion of its own grandeur, proffered as if for the pinning of a medal.

         ‘Lodde?’ it croaked.

         Then – from across the water – a scintilla, the very one I’d been yearning for when the puffin broke my vigil. I knew that spark by heart: the little milliner lighting her lamp to begin her day’s servitude to my wife’s dull head. My mind’s eye followed the lamp-light up the pale parting of the milliner’s hair, the skin the colour of roasted chestnut flesh inside the intimacy of the shell. I imagined her lids lowered, like white cherries cut in half, the way I like them. I imagined her lips, upper and lower, taut as a buttonhole yet – surely soon – also compliant as a curtsey. Between my thighs, a match was struck. I smiled hugely at the puffin, who was about to change my fortunes.

         This is what it’s like, I thought, the delicious moment when your luck turns and delivers a morsel worth chewing.

         The Hungry Reader is welcome to take up his best fork. 4
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            PART ONE

            A Brimstone Milliner making combustible hats

            1800 – 18156
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         PUFFIN

         
            I min begynnelse var ordet Lodde.

            In my beginning, the word was Lodde.

            Give me Lodde.

            Give it to me, fleet, Salt-Sweet and holy.

            Give it to me, raskt raskt.

         

         ALVA

         Let me say this softly, in my mother-tongue of truculent.

         In our beginning, we were the last Venetians. We were children born in the final days of a free Venice, still infants when our city fell under Napoleon’s vicious little foot, which promptly kicked her into Austrian dominion. None of us was yet nine years old in 1804, the year Favaloro, Tommaso and I began to row a green sandolo through the night. In those times – when our city was not yet yellowed and disfigured by full Habsburgery – a sister, a brother and their friend could still scull the tiny canals at midnight, taking their joy unbegrudged. Now of course the whole city is sick with not having what she wants. Memories of our radiant nights are more dear to me. Even owning these memories tastes like a savoury act of defiance.

         Our most beloved place was the canal that slipped beneath the church of Santo Stefano. At low tide, our boat could pass through arches that dipped their feet in water like segments of melon standing in port-wine. Between one pair of arches lurked a secret space – the length of a gondola – where the darkness had a delicious quality unlike anywhere else in Venice. Water trickled like peals of tiny bells down unseen walls. Unaccountable reflections rode the arches in flowing ripples of milk-light. And if you lay on your back and howled up at the stones, they’d answer you lovingly in echoes. 8

         In the lowest arch was a flower-shaped window no priest ever thought to lock. Tommaso struggled, of course, with his thin, strangled leg that could hold no more weight than a toothpick. But, with me above and Favaloro below, we could drag Tommaso up through the window to the narrow hall that led to the church’s nave. With its wooden sky-vaults and the water-murmurs washing through its clerestories, Santo Stefano resembled a shipwreck lying upturned and uneasy on the sea floor. For three children with wildness to spare, however, the best part of the church was its empty cloister.

         Except it wasn’t quite deserted. On cold nights, the dead lived there.

         In Santo Stefano, doctors staged their public corpse dissections – spectacles called feste – always in winter months as bodies stank too fast in summer. The year Tommaso and Favaloro turned eleven, the three of us conspired to attend a festa. It was Carnevale: most spectators wore masks. So did we, slipping through the universal parentage of Venetians who’d have stopped us if they’d known us for whom we were. I hid behind an owl-eyed Colombina mask; my brother loomed a Plague Doctor’s long beak. Tommaso wore a hook-nosed, wrinkled Pantalon that somehow made sense of his crutch. We took our places on the wooden bench, carefully silent for Favaloro and Tommaso still spoke in trebles. Beneath my mask, I retched as the dissector drew his blade across the torso. For a moment, my imagination made the corpse flinch. I heard his blood sigh.

         The boys had no more appetite for gore than I did. We never attended another festa. For years, however, midnight in Santo Stefano remained our preferred time and place of appointment. Sometimes we shared it with a cadaver. One January night we climbed into the cloister and found a dead man waiting patiently in an open coffin for his appointment with the knife the next day. I held my lantern to his face, which was neither hideous nor sad. 9He’d been a handsome man with a chestnut beard; no more than forty. The candle’s flicker lent his face an angel’s slurred light. I knew what to do next; the boys as always followed my lead. Suffused with the pleasurable morbidness of childhood, we climbed onto nearby slabs of stone, disposing our limbs in postures of extinct life. We tried to wish our bodies as chill as corpses. We lay in pure silence fuddled only by the fall of flakes from the cloisters’ decaying frescoes.

         Then Tommaso rose. He spoke a poem of his own instantaneous making, about old friends and dying and about our new friendship with death. We knew it was a poem because it grew in single-breath lines, because it burned and hurt, because it made the mortuary a place of changed destiny, the way a spider web becomes the rigging of a glass galleon in the dewy night. As he spoke, the muscles around Tommaso’s soft mouth grew hands, tugging his lips upward. His fingers rose like doves and fell like eagles. All the while, his yew-dark eyes fixed on me and then on Favaloro, as if he pleaded for our understanding.

         Did I understand what his words meant? That didn’t seem to be the question. I understood how Tommaso’s words felt. My brother raised his head. Following his eyes, my own locked on that beautiful boy; half-crippled, too delicate to eat meat and yet owning the power to turn a dead man into an anthem.

         In the shadows under the wisteria that embraced our garden wall, I’d seen Favaloro kiss another boy on the lips, and not quickly. I understood that my brother would always want the lips of boys. I did not judge him on this – I didn’t know enough to calculate that kiss in terms of sin. Also, the kiss itself seemed too wonderful to be judged. Its sweetness was only to be envied.

         Now my brother wanted Tommaso’s lips too? Of course he did – who could not? Tommaso’s eyes had never rested a second longer on Favaloro than on me. I can tell you this because I was always counting. Now sadness clenched my fists, for I foresaw a 10world of pities. I didn’t see any happy way of sharing. Tommaso would need to divide himself. That would never work in equal proportions for me and Favaloro. Only one of us could feast. For the other: lifelong famine with a daily view of the table. Tommaso would have to decide who would be happy. And yet he was so frail. Such a decision might break him.

         Favaloro and I dragged our eyes from Tommaso. We nodded at one another. And so my brother and I agreed tacitly, as we did most things, that we wouldn’t explicitly ask it of Tommaso. Our nods sealed this pact: we would continue to surround him, one on each side, but neither of us would tug.

         I had started that night in the cloister loving Tommaso. I ended it knowing love has a spectrum and ‘dearest friend’ is just one colour. From that time onwards I would love Tommaso in all the colours, especially red. There’d be years, I thought then, to let that red ripen. Meanwhile, muddled by friendship and by the quandary of Favaloro, love was a perturbation. But hate – that could shine a bright, clean light, and was about to do so.

         We children didn’t know what empire meant. We knew what freedom was: our nights in the green sandolo, a small cradle of a boat with tender, brittle ribs – inherited from my grandfather who’d known Casanova but never needed to meet an Austrian. Like me, like my mother, our sandolo was called Alva. Tommaso, Favaloro and I passed all the best hours of our early adolescence together aboard the Alva, rocking on our native waters, cleaving lantern-lit wakes through canals and under bridges built and plied by our ancestors through a thousand years. My parents, if they knew what we did, chose not to deny us what they’d never been denied themselves. Tommaso’s parents didn’t care enough to be curious about why their son’s bed lay empty so many nights. We made that not matter. We three thought exclusively about one another. Everyone else, we perceived as a distant loose echo.

         But just weeks after the corpse-poem’s revelations, a clutch 11of Habsburg soldiers put a stop to our sacred journeys. We were tying up by the Maddalena church when the stones were suddenly bitter with their boots. Three officers hauled us out of the sandolo. I shook off the rough hands under my armpits and refused to let go of the Alva’s rope.

         ‘You have no right,’ I told them, my heart high and tight inside my chest.

         Their leader, a grey slab of a man, tutted. ‘What do we have here? Wasser sprites? Children? A girl, even. Out late at night, unchaperoned. This can only be trouble. Trouble, we stop.’ He lifted my chin. ‘Look at this kleine Maus of a face – how it squeaks! But her wise little boyfriends have nothing to say? Ah, one is ein Krüppel; the other looks like a girl. Venetians, what can one expect? Nein! Diese kleine Maus dares to bite my finger?’

         I comforted my slapped face with my palm, spitting out the sour taste of Austrian officer onto that officer’s own boot. Favaloro and Tommaso placed taut arms around my shoulders while a young soldier wrenched the rope from my hand and tethered the Alva to their own ugly boat. Watching the Austrians drag our sandolo away – like a land-beast going to the slaughter – that was the moment I knew what ‘conquered’ meant, what impotent meant, what loss meant. My left hand tremored like a beached fish. Water sprites? Yes, our boat had given us wings. We had flown through the veins of our city. The Austrian commander had peeled off our wings, dividing the flesh from the bones of our happiness.

         I saw the Alva at Rialto a few days later. She was freshly repainted in Habsburg Yellow and renamed Gretchen. She was a thing of empire.

         Gacetas giaba, facts for free – dogs mark their empires with yellow. As do Habsburgs. Habsburgery’s applied in a bland rind of yellow paint to every place they occupy. Habsburg Yellow isn’t Evening Primrose or the sun’s coinage on water. It’s a darker, staler, urinary hue with liverish pink hazes. It’s less a colour, I 12tell you, and more a continual state of war, a sick stir of unwilling participants. It’s yellow like amber with sauerkraut; like pink calamine with egg yolk; like Autumn muscatels with pus; like the greasy fur between the spots of a hyena who once snarled at me from its cage in a menagerie on the Riva degli Schiavoni. It’s the colour Judas chose for his robes.

         I knew the Alva, yellow-shamed and Gretchened as she was: the sandolo was a member of our family. My heart ached with pity for her, brought so low. Swiftly, I opened her hatches, untied her rope and pushed her into the ebbing tide. Better float out to sea and sink – than belong to Austrians.

         After that, I became aware of Habsburg Yellow creeping over Venice’s walls and café awnings like a putrid skin condition. I was sickened by the stench of yellow paint in buckets on too many street corners.

         Habsburg Yellow and a triangle pointed by Tommaso and Favaloro: these were the first things I truly knew about my life and how I would live it.

         Palabra, my word on it.

         PUFFIN

         My word on it

         da vi var barn

         when we were pufflings

         I am syk with remembering

         Here are the first knowings that I knew, before I knew what trøbbel was, before a world of it fell on my small hode.

         I remember my first glimt of light through the translucent shell of my egg. I remember the first hole I made with my beak, my first lung-fill of Clear Blue and its lilting smak on my tongue. I remember the feathery underparts of my Fa and Ma, their beautiful red føtter raised carefully around me, their beaks gentle on 13my scruff. I remember the loving touch of their fiolette-rimmed eyes. I remember the northern sun smiling at me, and the rain licking my little toes clean, the breeze tickling the feathers around my boms-hull.

         I remember the grusomme yellow colour inside a skua’s beak rushing down to snappe me. I remember my Fa throwing himself at the monster so it skittert off the cliff-top without a kill.

         Uff da! Faen ta, fryktelig fugl! No puffling for you today!

         Best av alt, I remember when my Fa kom with his beak overhung with living silver, all for me. I remember my first sakrament of my dear Lodde, the Numen, and how It wriggled salt-sweet in my beak, how It filled my belly with warmth, how It became me.

         ALVA

         After our boat was subjugated, Favaloro and I grew more tender ears for trouble. The Habsburgs would never again catch us unawares. Our ears also grew acute to whispered conversations. The word uttered most quietly of all was this: ‘Carbonari’, the name of the secret Venetian sect that refused to submit to the Austrians or the French.

         It wasn’t long before we learned what happened to the Carbonari. They hanged a man in the Piazzetta that Christmas because the Austrians claimed he was one. He was convicted of what they called an ‘ungrateful Carbonari plot’ against our benevolent Emperor in Vienna. Favaloro and I joined our fellow citizens in the Piazzetta to watch Austrian benevolence rendered. A white hell-hole of winter sun knifed the waves of the bacino with blinding silver. I held my breath and fistfuls of humid air. Venetians stood in silence so profound that we heard the click of the Carbonaro’s vertebra before he slumped. When it was over, I opened my fingers to find my palms slick with distilled fear and pride. 14

         ‘It is a lovely and terrible thing to die for your city,’ I told Tommaso afterwards. ‘Aren’t you ashamed you didn’t come to witness his heroism?’

         It was the wrong thing to say. Tommaso didn’t need me to denounce him. He limped everywhere under the burden of deficiency. His parents had dreamt of a perfect son and he had not conformed with the shape of their dreams. They barely glanced at him.

         My own dreams, though, were perfectly shaped to each inch of Tommaso.

         And so, still, were Favaloro’s. I knew this when I saw my brother’s arm linger on Tommaso’s shoulder, when I saw his lips resting on Tommaso’s cheek. If I could love Tommaso in all the colours, then Favaloro wanted me to understand he could do the same.

         I’d outgrown the wistful little girl who admired a boys’ kiss under the wisteria. I could not blame my brother for wanting what I wanted. I’d become aware, however, of a precarious world outside our triangle of intimacy. Favaloro’s desires were not my dilemma alone. They laid him open to less loving judgement. Fifty years before, Empress Maria Theresa put ‘sodomitical sins’ in the same class as bestiality and necrophilia. The punishment was beheading, followed by incineration. Napoleon loosened the noose, but it was still a prison offence: three years’ hard labour. Would I do three years of hard labour for loving Tommaso? Of course I would. So I knew Favaloro would too.

         The Alva had held us together in innocence. The boat was gone. Napoleon was back. For all we knew then, he was back to stay. That’s how little we knew.

         As the years passed, as the Habsburgs returned, my sex kept me in closer confinement at home with my mother the seamstress, a needle and an endless basket of silk, which I did not hate but which gave me too much time to wonder about the boys. I couldn’t always know where Tommaso and Favaloro were, or what they 15did together. Even if Favaloro wished to honour the pact, would Tommaso break it open?

         No one in Venice craved love more than Tommaso did.

         TOMMASO

         Our family home in the Calle dei Cinque Savi was gaunt and anxious, like my parents. It lurched visibly westward, towards the declining sun. Inside, too, the rooms had a camber that made you feel faintly insecure, even in your own bed. It was while clinging to a bedpost that the black inkling first leaked into me that there was another life withheld, one rich in love, safety and establishment, a life where even a lame boy could stand supported, never stumbling.

         In my limping childhood lurked blind trapdoors leading to hard falls. Alva and Favaloro were my only soft landings. I loved my parents but wasn’t fully loved in return. I’d shamed them with my defect: one foot that refused to grow apace with the other. Our paths would not cross for decades, yet I was, in age and shrivelment, foot-twin to the idolized Scots-English milord who trades as a poet. (Alva had a tongue in every language you could imagine and read his poems in English. She always insisted that the dearest object of Byron’s artistry was the cult of his own numen. ‘True heart-touching poems,’ she said fiercely, ‘are not born in melodramatizing mirrors.’) My mother and father knew nothing of the infant Byron or his forthcoming fame, or indeed that he’d one day bring his panoply here to Venice. Deprived of such gratifying parallels, I could not rid myself of the suspicion that my parents would have preferred me to join the half of children who in those times never reached their eighth year.

         I have wondered if Byron, like me, still dreams of the healthy leg, the one stolen in the night from his cradle. That healthy leg didn’t choose to stay with us but opted for a happier destiny somewhere else. From infancy, I did penance in Vienna with doctors, 16who, like Byron’s, chiselled at my limp with scalpels, encasing it in an iron cage. Of Vienna, I remember only the pain. I’ve no memories of yellow-painted palaces or elegant streets shaded by Linden trees. The torture didn’t cure the limping. I became, instead, a more defined kind of krüppel, one who carried his own instruments of torture around with him. In the hands of the doctors, I grew fluent in a craven kind of German. It hurts. Please don’t do that to me. I’m a good boy.

         Returning to Venice, I exchanged the leg-cage for a crutch and my pleading for laughter with my friends. One night, a poem danced out of me in a cloister, witnessed only by Alva, Favaloro and a corpse. After that, it kept happening. Poems grew out of an egret’s feather shed in flight, an apple floating in a canal crowded with waves. My parents feared my work febrile, bribing my tutor to discourage me, which only stimulated more verse and more secrecy; also, more stolen night-journeys in the green sandolo with Alva and Favaloro, until the Austrian soldiers took our boat away.

         Meanwhile, my unhappy knowledge of German refined my love of our own language and the way it inhales and exhales our thoughts. So I wrote poetry only in Italian. Favaloro told me, ‘That’s the first step’. I stopped him there, before he spelled out something dangerous. I suspected my friends of revolutionary leanings, which frightened me. Wasn’t there enough fear in this world without taking on the successive empires that now exchanged Venice like a trinket? No one ever truly won against the Habsburgs or the French. A continent’s earth was moist with the blood of those who’d tried to resist them. Shame found me here too – I could not share these cowardly thoughts with my fearless friends.

         In summer of my nineteenth year, both my parents fell to typhus. I mourned them; perhaps I mourned even more the conclusive fact that I would never now win their love. Solitary, in our dim apartments near Rialto, I found it hard to breathe like a 17human. I panted like a rabbit pursued by foxes. I spent more time with Alva and Favaloro than they could easily bear, I fear. They gave me the run of their lives without question. Yet it was too much, what I asked them, for they too were marked by sorrow. The Easter of 1808, their laughing mother and their clever father had been killed on a rare mainland excursion. An over-whipped horse dragged a Viennese nobleman’s carriage out of control. The tall hoops of its wheels pressed their own small cart into the earth, along with their blood and bones. Alva and Favaloro already hated the Austrians for appropriating our boat and our city. Now they sank their grief into violent rancour against all things Hapsburg. Meanwhile, we three began to parent one another, each of us taking turns to be the child. Somehow, the child came to be me all the time.

         I was infantilized by my relatively good fortune: I’d inherited funds to live comfortably. Alva and Favaloro, at twelve and thirteen, had been forced to leave their wisteria-clad childhood home by the church of the Maddalena. They took trades; she as a milliner and he as a merchant sailor in the fish and feather business. By the time they’d grown into their full heights – she small and neat as nun, he tall and tawny – their talent and industry had delivered prosperity. Favaloro acquired perfect fluency in navigation and the languages of the north, securing a supply of cheap Norwegian cod for hungry Venice. These things made him too valuable to be requisitioned for the fodder the Austrians flung against Boney’s latest armies. Alva apprenticed herself to a milliner in San Stae, but her talent soon outgrew her mistress. She set up on her own, daringly, in an unfashionable Cannaregio street not frequented by promenaders. Word of mouth and rivalry drew the ladies addicted to exquisiteness.

         Poetry erupted out of Alva in hats. Her bonnets told stories and sang lyrics in an irresistible accent. Like a storyteller, Alva threaded pace through image. Like a poet, she could evoke the 18mist around a spice-ship’s mast, using just a coil of net. She could swoop joy into the contour of a brim. She’d sometimes let me sit behind a screen in her studio to witness her recasting women’s biographies with her hats.

         Straw was the least thing Alva worked with. She worked with luminosity, awling holes through brims so light exploded like a blown dandelion on the skin. Like weather, she could make the air different under a hat. A writer and the weather must bend the knee to a milliner of Alva’s genius, for she also illustrated her tales in a whole lexicon of colours: Dust of Ruins, Pomona Green, Barbel Blue, Nankeen yellow and a cavalcade of reds. She had texture. She had fantasy. What if everyone had their own flower? – that’s what Alva made happen: scooping worlds into a single face. Her hats could steal the breath of strangers. Isn’t that intimacy? Isn’t that poetry? Stolen, intaken breaths?

         And yet Alva valued her talent so little.

         ‘Hats,’ she’d say. ‘People only look at them because they’re sitting on top of your face.’

         Alva’s passion was all for Venetian freedom, for which she deployed another kind of poetry, a form she invented herself: two- and three-word dramas not composed but smelted from the lingua franca, the tongue of the ports, which Favaloro, her living dictionary, brought back from each voyage. In the lingua franca, she juxtaposed things and feelings that did not belong together except by the force of Alva – rude clashes of syllables that crackled like thunder and lightning, detonating explosive ideas, driving stakes into the hearts of hateful things. In three or four words, even in two – all while neatly sewing straw in her studio in the Calle della Pegola – Alva’s tongue was an Amazonian heroine, adventuring in places where whole sonnets of mine never arrived.

         I wasn’t jealous. I was in awe of her words, and a little bit in love with them too. 19

         ALVA

         Once upon a time the Calle della Pegola was the street of the caulkers, the men who keep ships afloat, attending to the risk of leaks with tar and wooden pegs. When I was sixteen, it became my street, where I fashioned hats to set women at full sail, keeping them safe upon the salt-sweet sea of encroaching age and lovelessness that might otherwise engulf them.

         Catrame, tar. Cavia, peg. Nofragio, shipwreck. Fisonomia, face.

         That’s how you make poems in the lingua franca, the motherless mongrel tongue of Mediterranean, the one language the Habsburgs could never subdue, the only one fit for my feelings then and now, the only skin that could stretch over the words fermenting inside me. I felt like a flower petal breaking cover from its bud whenever I transcribed one of its phrases. ‘Samisami’ was a pearl of the lingua franca I particularly liked. It means ‘good friend’. ‘Samisami’ is close to ‘sangre’, which sounds like ‘blood’ but means ‘family’. ‘Nous autros’: that’s ‘We’. As in ‘We Good Cousins’, otherwise known as the company of the Carbonari. ‘Abuba’ is plague, like the Austrians, like Napoleon.

         Many words of the lingua franca seem uncannily familiar, like close relatives whom you’ve only just met.

         Dona, lady. Plazer, delight. Amor, love.

         Each time a merchant ship noses into the smile of a bay, all aboard are ambassadors of the lingua franca. Starting in the Levant, spreading to the Ottoman cities, the young language was soon infiltrated by Italian. Along the way, it’s also acquired scintillas of Greek, Spanish, Portuguese and Catalan. Necklaces of words, each a perla from a different place, are strung side by side in a way that makes sense and has grace. This necklace is a bridge, strong enough to make men of different bloods cleave together for the necessities of life and trade, and lately, revolution.

         The lingua franca is gorgeously far from those shabby pidgins 20and creoles coined when a so-called ‘civilized’ nation colonises its perceived inferiors. Then there’s a smashing, mutilating and de-glossing of the ‘superior’ language into grammarless fragments for their subjects to use when and as directed. It’s the masters who brutalize their own language, the way adults gurn ‘baby talk’ to their infants.

         Facts for free, our lingua franca is the tongue of equals. Also, it has miraculous powers of persuasion. The Turks think it belongs to them. The Catalans claim it theirs. I love this idea, of a language that seduces and deceives all who speak it. How magical a parlance is that? Taking us by our tongues and spinning us around! More powerful than drugs or love is the lingua franca. I whispered to myself, ‘May its magic keep our revolution safe! And keep the Habsburg Yellow off our walls!’

         Honta. Malura. Pinta. Shame, sickness, painted on.

         When Favaloro was away, I practised the lingua franca on my têtes à chapeau, the life-size busts on which I, like all the sisterhood of milliners, displayed my wares. The têtes were modelled in painted cartapesta stuffed with horsehair. Ranked on hollow tree trunks fluttering with silk shawls, these neat bodiless ladies were my own little army. I added one more tête with each year of success, ordering them from Brussels. I myself animated and made singular their bland faces with watercolours, adding highlights to their eyes and character to their eyebrows.

         Tommaso once observed that my favourite tête looked like me, with her small mouth, light eyebrows and narrow cheeks. After that, I kept a sharp eye on her pretensions to beauty. Her eyes were equally intent upon me and were not uncritical. It was to this tête that I addressed my most extravagant flights of the lingua franca. 

         I knew what she was thinking. She called me ‘Mistress Tongue’ or, in sarcastic mode after Tommaso visited, ‘Glass of milk-water’ and ‘Afraid-of-your-own-heart.’ 21

         TOMMASO

         I loved Alva’s word dramas. Yet I was desperately afraid that Alva, like Favaloro, was running towards trouble as fast as her fluent tongue could carry her. A child might bite a soldier’s finger and survive it with nothing worse than a slapped face. But in Austrian and then French-again Venice, a seditious woman – even a young and very small one – could find herself in the madhouse, or worse. There’d been one hanging already. And accounts were coming back to Venice of men broken by hard labour in Špilberk, a fortress in Bohemia, where the Habsburgs despatched their enemies of state.

         Alva doubtless believed I knew nothing about such things, that I thought of nothing but terza rima and Petrarchan sonnets. I let her believe that. I made sure, however, that I knew plenty. Obscure and picturesque as their brothers the Freemasons, the rebels styled themselves as ‘Carbonari’, rustic ‘charcoal-burners’ – this on an intensely urban island. They called treeless Venice, their ‘bosco’ or forest. They named their meeting-place a ‘baracca’. Inside was ‘la vendita’, their lodge. Somewhere in Venice, it was whispered, the Carbonari met for bizarre ceremonies and to conspire against the Habsburgs.

         I comforted myself that the Carbonari entertained no female members, so Alva was at least distanced from danger. She would never set foot inside a baracca. As for Favaloro, he had the sharp fresh air of the North inside his lungs, and he’d never take a breath in fear.

         ALVA

         Favaloro and I were inducted into the Carbonari the year I turned seventeen. At least, Favaloro was inducted, and I was present – for reasons I shall presently explain. I mouthed the oaths silently, so that, by the end of proceedings, I considered myself every inch 22as Carbonara as my brother and our friends Enzo the artist and Fausto the former soldier, both apprenticed as Good Cousins the same day.

         Where did this take place? In my home and studio in the Calle della Pegola. By day, the hollowed tree trunks of our rite were covered with shawls anchored by my têtes on top. Our ceremonial hatchets hid inside them when we were not at our Cousinly business; also, our cockades in the Carbonari colours of black, red and azure.

         Who would look for revolution inside a milliner’s studio? That’s what Favaloro and I told the Grand Master when proposing the Calle della Pegola for Venice’s own baracca. And he – a prosperous, pompous lawyer – agreed, exulting, ‘And that’s the beauty of you, Alva, the very silly feminine frippery of you!’

         Only Favaloro’s eyes could make me keep my tongue inside my mouth. Had it ventured out, that tongue would have been forked and fiery.

         TOMMASO

         As children, Alva and Favaloro looked alike as twins despite the year between them. I say this, remembering, for I was so close to both of them that I was incapable of really seeing them, separately or together. So I didn’t catch the physical changes as they happened. Yet who else but me should have noticed?

         By eighteen, I read in women’s faces that Favaloro was a walking model of pleasure. Alva was more careful of her looks. Even when standing in front of you, she contrived to hide something of herself away. Favaloro spoke less; it was as if his beauty said too much already. Alva was the one with the words. She was of course mother to no-one, but Favaloro called her ‘Mother Tongue’ when she raved.

         That raving got in the way of us. Alva was in love with 23revolution. I feared she had little use for a poet with a crutch and a pretty way with terza rima. She craved a hero with a cockade and bayonet. It infuriated her when I questioned – mildly – her frenzy to dismantle the world rather than trying to live in forgiving peace with its imperfections. She was at war even on the colour yellow, never passing a freshly painted wall without kicking a cloud of dirt at it.

         When I remonstrated, Alva raged, ‘If you’re unwilling, or incapable, I’ll do your politics for you. Someone has to.’

         ‘Sweet of you,’ I answered with a smile, which made her scream.

         Could it be that simple? Alva tucking my political brain under her slender arm and striding off with it? It could not. The fact was – Alva’s owning my politics made me even more a part of her. And I was happy as a cat in a sunbeam because it stopped us quarrelling. It saved me from the pain and terror of severance. Arguing about politics – such an abstraction – I judged complacently, simply wasn’t big enough to come between the phenomenal three-headed singularity of me, Alva and Favaloro.

         For what we had, I was certain, there were no predators.

         PUFFIN

         And so I grew to my fulle size by partaking of the limber silver Numen. Each time I ate, I knew Its salt with all my essenser and belonged to it.

         In Its enorme tenderness, the Numen creates us beings in infinite variasjoner. There is something spesielt about each of us.

         So what is the spesielle thing about me? From a little puffling, I always wanted to put my beak into things. My Ma warned me. ‘So curious! Always wanting to snuser about. All beak, that’s what you are! It’s dangerous!’

         But I call it sosial. I have a sosialt hjerte.

         I lost my grå baby feathers and begynte to look more like my 24Fa. Next, I learned what my wings are for. I loved the feeling of lifting up from the water to gli over the Clear Blue. I loved air-dancing in long lines with my companions, their beaks thrust out, like mine, in profil.

         The more I grew, the more I saw of life, the more I knew of beauty, the more I had to say about the Numen in my beautiful praiseful voice. This is how I did it.

         Dear Numen, bathe my short-feathers and down in benedictions. May You hang over my beak thick as the rind of a whale, God of Glistening. All hail, my Dripping Divinity, in Your colours of shadow, pine needles and evening Clear Blue and Your eyes like dew-drops on an ancient spruce’s bark. Let that fiend the skua and my rival the Grønland Shark take no more than their just tithes of You. Keep me from the jaws and paws of fleet yellow lundehunder and the leaf-shaped eyes of the flat-faced creatures who run with them.

         I did not heed my Ma’s warning to curb my curious ways. My hjerte became more sosialt every day. I never let the grass grow between me and any new thing. Soon I had snusered the whole cliff-top and found out all about the puffins like myself, about the rabbits, beetles and flowers.

         ‘Enough now?’ asked my Ma.

         Nei, it was not. I was still curious about the flat-faced creatures with featherless wings, the ones who climbed our cliff-top with their lundehunder. Sometimes, they reached into our burrows and tok puffins away.

         I wanted to know – Hvorfor?

         ALVA

         In my language of millinery, I made stories to put on women’s heads. I began to fashion other stories too, to put inside men’s heads; also, iron in their arms and bellicosity in their hearts as our 25time drew near. I had found a way to be a Good Cousin and not merely the sister of one. My millinery studio now served as a kind of post-restante for correspondence from our comrades far from Venice. Almost no foreign publications were allowed in Venice by then. However I was still permitted my Journal des Dames et des Modes, a relic of the Bonapartist age considered harmless as only for women. Taking a secret detour to Paris, my brother befriended the publisher, who arranged it that messages from the world over arrived inside my Journal. The Censors would never think to check the margins for secret notations in the lingua franca, which I could transcribe into Italian for the Good Cousins.

         The lingua franca even bound us few free-thinking Venetians to our counterparts half a globe away in the New World. There, revolution was on the march and empires were being shrugged off like cloaks that have gone out of fashion. News – and a sketched likeness – reached Venice of an extraordinary seamstress in Bogotá. While I tacked each coil of straw, I pictured my needle-sister Policarpa Salavarrieta, embroidering the bodices of the Spanish oppressors’ wives. I admired her to idolatry, Policarpa Salavarrieta, she with the fierce heart of a jaguar and hair like rivulets of black lava surging towards her waist. In the New World, there are so many complexions that each person has his own page in a vast book of human skin. Policarpa, a vivid mestiza, stole from each fitting with her pale Spanish mistresses a new fragment of information or a map – paper pieces of matériel, fragrant with the spice of danger, each a sprung cog of intelligence to power a deadly ambush or a raid.

         Libertà, freedom. Lentezza, slowness.

         Policarpa Salavarrieta – invisible as a milliner to her betters – sewed slowly to make freedom speedier. She knew nothing of me, and what I knew of her was more than half imagined. Yet I soaked in her story and took Policarpa as my model in all things, even when they said her existence dangled on a fraying thread, with a 26hundred Spanish soldiers on the hunt for the spy who had cost their army so many lives. Her safety lay in their never suspecting that such a creature could be a woman.

         ‘You want to be like Policarpa?’ Tommaso asked, unhappily. ‘Sometimes it sounds as if you are in love with her.’

         I couldn’t tell him, could I, that I wanted to be her? An active working part of revolution itself. I said nothing for once, troubled into silence. For how could I be Policarpa Salavarrieta and Tommaso’s too?

         PUFFIN

         I fløy down to the part of our island that the flat-faced creatures had made råtten ugly with their blod-coloured upstanding burrows made of cut tree. I passerte over tree-skeletons hung with rattling grey leaves, swooping right down to one of the burrows so I could find out what happened to the puffins whom the creatures tok from our cliff-top. Perching outside the burrow, I learned the flat-faced creatures can make an Invisible Hard, which klirrer and hurts au au if you try to poke your beak in for a snuser.

         Peering through the Invisible Hard, I learned a grusom thing – that those flat-faced creatures are eaters of me and mine!

         I watched horror done to other beings who were piled up extincted inside. Worse than skuas are these groteske creatures for they plyndrer us. I saw a female plukke ut a being’s feathers and soak the pale body in the grass-beasts’ white-blod. Then she cut the being in pieces and browned them in hot bobler on the fire.

         I fløy away, telling myself I’d never come back. As I left, I realized that grey leaves hanging from the tree-skeletons were hundreds of my kind, døde, splayed like fisk to dry, the way spiders hang up flies in their white webs.

         And that isn’t even the end of the hatefulle things that flat-faced creatures do to us. My Ma would have been indignert if 27she knew I could not stop myself from going back to take more snusers through the Invisible Hard of the upstart burrows.

         Each time, I saw something worse.

         The flat-faced creatures slept on our feathers. They burned our juices to make light! They wore our skin on their too-soft pink føtter. Came a day when I saw a female creature, a Ma, snatch up a puffin whose snø-white bryst still rose and sank in gasping breaths. The female made a lilting noise and lifted a glinting sliver. With it, she slit the being’s very centre and pulled out its still-beating hjerte. Pure puffin blod dripped down between the cracks of the Ma’s claws. She called her own puffling and popped the throbbing puffin hjertet into his beak. Both of them made more lilting noises.

         Makabert!

         I tok av in a flurry of feathers, lurching through the trees. Turbulens shook my own hjerte which felt løst inside my bryst. I tried to understand this thing that was cruelty and groteskt obscenity inkarnert. How could the creatures treat our own raw hjerter as delikatesse?

         Finally the fenomenale thought kom to me. Eating perfekte beings like me was how those poor ungainly creatures groped towards divinity. So dismal must it be for the creatures to be for evig ekskludert from the joyous cycle of egg, hjerte-beat, feather, sex, all held together by the wonder of the Numen. Of course, every puffin’s hjerte is full to the brim with mirakuløse Numen. So hvorfor would the creatures not want to fodder upon it? They took our lives in order to be us.

         I thought, it’s almost as if we puffins are the creatures’ Numen.

         I could not blame them for this.

         Yet nei, please, I would pray whenever I saw the flat-faced creatures climbing our cliff-tops, please, let us be having none of that. 

         I could not warn anyone out loud, because then my Ma would know that I had yet again been to take a snuser at the flat-faced creatures. 28

         ALVA

         In all the years since that night in Santo Stefano, Tommaso had not made the choice between Favaloro and me. But my bones knew that things could, at any moment, go either way.

         For name me a creature who didn’t love looking at Favaloro.

         Star buona genti, he’s fine made, Favaloro.

         Of course, to me, Favaloro had the look of an overgrown boy with a trying younger sister – you could see it in the one shoulder lower than the other from the listening; in the patient cowls pooling under his eyebrows from the constant raising of them at her nonsense; in the laughter that tight-stitched the fibre of his voice. My sense of smell was acute as a hound’s: a milliner must have a nose for mould on straw, for the exact moment to remove the hot egg-iron before the beaver-felt begins to smoulder on its hat form. So my nose knew that, despite his line of work, there was no cling of fish to Favoloro’s linen, and that he’d float rosemary in his hip-bath. Yet a sweet melt of salt always crusted my brother’s earlobes with a diamond-glister that looked like pearl earrings from afar.

         It was a problem that Favaloro was growing too good to look at: we needed precisely no-one looking at him. He needed to be no particular kind of person; anonymous, smooth as a balustrade: eyes should simply glide over him. Of all people, Favaloro needed to keep his beauty to himself because, after our Carbonari induction, my brother began to trade in secrets connecting him with hundreds of Good Cousins whose necks would fit snugly inside Austrian nooses.

         Yet eyes wanted to rest wherever Favaloro’s face was. Favaloro’s own eye was the debatable grey-brown of a tabby cat glossed with the rapture of sleep. That was the eye the women wanted to climb into. The women noticed Favaloro’s eye never settled on one of them. Still looking, they thought, not understanding it would 29never settle on any of them. Not one of those women would ever see Favaloro out of the frock coat he inhabited as sleekly as a seal wears its fur in water. The wanting women came to his magazzino on the pretence of buying a fish, scarcely restraining the hands that wanted to touch the slant of bare skin before Favaloro’s cheek nestled down into his slight beard. They might not do that in decency. Instead they lavished caresses on his puffin hound.

         Strange to speak now of the lundehund without thinking of the puffin who was to undo and remake all our lives! But there were no puffins – or indeed masked Hyenas – in Venice when Favaloro came home from Røst in the winter of 1814 accompanied by a golden pup with six toes on each foot, a plumy tail and a soft white ruff. The seashore dog pined for the scent and taste of the ocean. Favaloro trained her to jump high enough to lick the persistent pearls of salt from his earlobes, a taste she savoured above meat.

         The most extraordinary and endearing thing about my brother’s lundehund was the way she stared at you. First, the head arched upwards. Her neck kept unfurling till her forehead touched the feathery ruff on her back. The eyes gazed at you upside-down. Looking at you like this, the lundehund seemed to know your very soul.

         Her beauty too proved dangerous for us.

         Favaloro was walking his lundehund when, by a butcher’s stall, the dog rolled her head to examine an elderly lady.

         ‘Cane del diavolo’, the woman hissed. ‘Lupo diabolico!’

         The delicate lundehund, with all her nuances, was as far from a wolf as I am from a Habsburg. She wouldn’t even consent to eat unless Favaloro had dined first. But the dog continued to stare until the woman cried, ‘That’s not a natural beast’.

         Two days later, an Austrian officer arrived at Favaloro’s magazzino. ‘I’ve orders to confiscate this dog. It was seen turning its head full circle, indicating possession by the devil. It must be destroyed before it destroys the peace.’ 30

         My brother’s dog behaved enchantingly with the officer. She willingly demonstrated her backward look. She gambolled and capered. She licked the officer’s hands. He admitted to a spaniel of his own in Vienna. ‘My little Lupi has eyes just so lustrous,’ said the conquered soldier. ‘She too is an honourable spinster dog.’

         By now the lundehund was sitting on his lap, all but purring. The Austrian lifted one paw to his lips and kissed the air just above it. The lundehund nuzzled the soldier’s chin. Favaloro pressed his advantage: ‘You really want to execute her?’

         ‘Gar nichts. We’re going to arrest the woman who denounced this beauty. She’ll be made to regret her malice.’ He bent to kiss the dog on the nose. ‘Bertolt’, he added, extending an extremely pink paw of his own.

         ‘What does he look like, this Bertolt? His nails? His hair?’ I asked my brother. I couldn’t keep the tremble of out of my hands, which were burnishing thread on a spool of white wax. The spool was like a miniature neck. The thread was like rope. The image in my head was of Favaloro’s neck spooled with a noose.

         By Favaloro’s casual ‘How should I know?’ I’d guessed Bertolt was of the persuasion that loves not just she-dogs but she-men. ‘You’ve made another conquest,’ I accused him.

         ‘Bititre,’ he laughed, hoping to charm me with a fragment of lingua franca for which I was so greedy. ‘Perhaps I have.’

         Sprezzatura – that’s how Favaloro named his air of unrufflable blithe nonchalance, which he considered a superb cover for our work. To my mind ‘ruinously cocksure carelessness’ was the identical twin of sprezzatura. The Habsburgs would adore to make an example of a Venetian with unnatural inclinations: it would answer nicely to their desire to demonstrate how sorely we decadent islanders needed the moral guidance of a sober Catholic empire. And what if they discovered his inclinations were not Favaloro’s only defiance? 31

         ‘Your smile is a harlot. Your smile will kill us all one day,’ I lamented. ‘Your fool smile.’

         It was also the smile Favaloro turned on Tommaso. And Tommaso found no friction in my brother’s smile, even though Favaloro had already embarked on real political missions while I merely raved about them.

         By that winter of 1814, Favaloro had acquired a boat he named the Gemma Querinia II. In the Gemma, he made his journeys on cod business, on Good Cousin business and also on his other great secret business, the one I called ‘bititre’, his perilous, intimate business of perhaps.

         PUFFIN

         Kom the cold and the light snek out of the Clear Blue. The Dark-Time was coming.

         My Fa and Ma had investert their seed, their souls and repeated beakfuls of the Numen in me. But as soon as I fledged, I dived into the Salt-Sweet Heaven and said farvel. I’d never see them igjen, yet nor would my parents’ blod ever be outside mine. For beings like us, that’s enough. Uff da! We don’t want anything back. We are put here to give, to love, to make more beings, to take the sakrament of the Numen and to praise our mirakuløse Moist Maker.

         I made my first Dark-Time swim to Wit-less Bay and back. I did it igjen og igjen, always singel and alene.

         Beings don’t breed until we’ve lived a few world-turns. But from very young, we practise. We learn to use our backward-facing teeth to stack up Divinities, just as if we were excellent providers for a hungry puffling. On our cliff-tops, we look other beings up and down, marking potensielle wives for investigation in the to-come. Meanwhile, we enjoy the prattling, the warmth and the variasjonen of so many other lovely beings. 32

         It tok a few more world-turns before the next knowing formed inside me. I begynte to understand that I would serve the Numen even better if I were no longer alene.

         I understood it in my feathers, in my bones, in the curl of my talons and in my testikler, restless between my legs.

         ALVA

         Once a month, the Good Cousins assembled at my studio. Hats and têtes were piled on my cot behind the screen. I hung boughs of spruce from the beams. The room’s confines were debatable in the motile candle-light: I made it feel like a forest in there.

         Men would take their places, some sending fearful glances towards the door. The apprentices sat on benches at the left; the Masters had chairs at right. Two Assistants, also bearing hatchets, guarded the entrance. To open proceedings, the Grand Master asked all present, ‘What’s the object of our work here?’

         ‘To enfranchise humanity,’ replied the faithful.

         ‘At what hour do apprentices start work?’

         ‘At cockcrow,’ was the answer. For the cock announces the dawn of a new age. The most vigilant of birds, it also alerts those who fear capture.

         Then we would confront the business of the day which was always the same: how to build a revolution under the noses of the Habsburgs; how to put spirit back inside a dispirited people and recruit them to our cause; how to smuggle in funds, matériel and information from supporters and comrades outside our city; how to stay alive while doing so.

         If Favaloro was back from Røst, his dog also joined, sitting on my lap: we two females watched my brother with hungry eyes – she because she wanted to be at his side, and I because I wanted to be in his place. I was allowed to speak only if I asked permission first and it was not always given. Though the only female in our 33baracca, and half-muzzled, Favaloro always said I was the most fiery of our number. ‘Around each campfire there’s one person whom the smoke chases. That’s you,’ he smiled. ‘Mother Tongue, beloved of smoke.’

         It was not enough for me. I still felt like more like the landlady and the postmistress of the revolution than a part of it. Frustration flavoured everything I touched, including Tommaso. I never understood why he refused to use his luminous talent for our cause. ‘Write a poem about a beautiful green boat,’ I told him. ‘I know a tale about a sandolo taken into captivity, denatured, turned yellow, made to groan under the heavy haunches of Habsburgs where once it flew through the waters with three free Venetian children in the joy of their lives. There’s a metaphor for you.’

         He would not have it. We quarrelled, and quarrelled again. Favaloro mocked me for it. ‘Who’d choose you for a lover? Too much mouth, too-little ears.’

         While we were at war about political poetry, the road back to peace between me and Tommaso was also paved with poems. When Favaloro was away, I would share the sunset passeggiata with Tommaso along the Zattere. Our childhood friendship gave me the right to take his arm as we walked. I’d be the first to read his early drafts, providing a safe place for each poem’s landing, especially if a new-born poem staggered awkward and slippery as a calf. I was trusted even with ideas for poems not yet born.

         I was proud to meet Tommaso’s mind on the tenth line of a poem and show I recognized him there. I might even, modestly, offer a word or an image to set smouldering verse afire. These small steps might put me ahead of my brother in Tommaso’s affections or at least to set me in a different dimension of intimacy. We walked, talked. I was aware of my thighs touching underneath my skirt, the skin sighing, lightly, like a bolt of muslin unrolling.

         Frutar, rub. Ti dar segno de to amor, give me a sign of your love.

         Blink three times if you want me to kiss you. 34

         Let me sing a poem into your mouth.

         So many times I thought that. But I myself had a face to look out of, not a face to look at. That must have been why Tommaso never quite saw me. Sometimes Tommaso’s mouth came close to mine. Yet he never blinked. So I never kissed. Not one evening did I kiss. But it was everything to me that his mouth came close.

         Favaloro took the risk of that kiss each time he left Venice for the puffin-haunted cliffs of Røst in the Lofoten Islands. I missed my brother and wanted him gone, both with equal intensity. I was a bad sister, imagining how, if Favoloro stayed away long enough, Tommaso would realize what his lips were really for.

         But Tommaso remained like a sleeping princess who needed to be kissed awake.

         ‘Or slapped’, said my tête à chapeau.

         Unrequited love is the greenest. I was jealous of everything that felt the touch of Tommaso’s eyes.

         My tête had one experience I begrudged her sorely. One day Tommaso picked her up and stroked her face. He said she was a poem better than any he could write. ‘She’s not just a poem but also the page on which poems are written.’

         He also said, ‘She looks like you.’

         He pressed his lips softly on hers. My heart went on a gallop but my mouth was stuffed with horsehair: nothing came out. My tête’s eyes glittered with disgust – not at Tommaso but at me. After Tommaso left, she called me names like ‘tongue-biter’ and, snarling like wildfire, ‘one-not-fit-to-be-loved-by-a-man.’

         Favaloro made journey after journey. It got so that he was away from Venice more than he was here. And yet Tommaso never woke. And I never woke him because of that old pact made silently in the cloister of Santo Stefano on the night of his first poem. I could not betray it. This was not purely a matter of honour. If I stole Tommaso from Favaloro, then my brother would have the right to take him back from me. 35

         The tête said, ‘Look at you. What are you? You are made of waiting and wanting. Snuffling like a little wave when you think you are a tempest.’

         But I refused to be the Habsburg here, crudely taking what I wanted.

         PUFFIN

         The next Green-Time, my beak grew all redness, hardness, ridges, lovely kurver. My bryst feathers grew soft and white as smeltende snø.

         This was the next knowing I knew: that I was ready to stop practising and to start not being alene. I allerede knew which wife would be mine. I told her, ‘I have something for you.’

         It was loin sizzle.

         ‘Ja,’ she said. ‘Kom.’

         Pure happiness chose me and tucked me under its wing. On the rim of Salt-Sweet Heaven, waves weave white spray for puffins, male and female. My wife and I learned to love one another in sea and spume and upon grass. The love happened igjen og igjen.

         I had no thought but that my first love would be my only love. She was more beautiful and necessary than the fosforescens on the ocean. I was fyr and flamme for her. There were hours when I wanted her more intenst than I wanted Lodde. We beaked and paret till we sank to the ground heaving great breaths, full of one another. And this was good. For the Numen requires no more of us than that we partake of one another in knowing, praiseful gladness.

         Love, I had learned, is not a little snuser. It’s a snøstorm in the blod. And it’s a kind of endeløs curiosity about another being that will never be satisfied. 36

         TOMMASO

         Alva and Favaloro were part of me. So for romance I looked elsewhere. At nineteen, I fell on love as a cormorant falls on a silver fish – by ravening instinct. My hunger was indiscriminate, like that of a baby who seizes and sucks fiercely upon a piece of wood that perforates its mouth with splinters. Lidia, a red-haired wafer of a girl, felt herself my prey. She took herself away to safety, like a hind who plunges into the forest’s darkness. Lidia’s fear monstered me. It made me frightened of myself. I fell insane to the night terrors of starved love. Death seemed to me the only place where I’d be entirely welcome. I pocketed one of Alva’s awls and harmed myself with serious intent.

         It was Favaloro, just home from Røst, who found me. He ran for a doctor to bind up my incompetent wounds and to numb me to sleep with a tincture of opium. Waking, I found my friend at the end of my small childhood bed: I’d never summoned the courage to broach my dead parents’ room. Favaloro was holding my deformed foot in his hand. His face was tender. He talked not of my lost love, for that was where my pain lived, but of things he’d witnessed in his travels: a glacier calving into a turquoise sea, a Lapland shaman transubstantiating his spirit into a bear, a tawny Judas reindeer leading his wild brothers into a corral. As Favaloro knew, these things needed to become poems. Also, any moment I was writing, I wasn’t mourning my abortive tilt at love with Lidia.

         In the following months, my friends took turns to coax me back into a functioning relationship with life. After Lidia, love seemed to me a dangerous thing, like a flood in a cellar that lifts the whole house up and sweeps it away. I resolved to walk lightly around love. If I did so, love wouldn’t hear me coming. One day I’d find it gentling and sleepy. Then I might have a chance with it. That was my secret hope.

         Meanwhile, I had Favaloro and Alva, who saw me as their 37overgrown child and now would clearly never think of me in any way but as a victim of romance. As we all three grew into our twenties, I felt that, among us, there was just one loving resource for all three to enjoy. To cut, to separate, to look at Alva as if she were a … Lidia … would have unravelled what was unique and intense about us.

         I followed the traditional poetical course, writing of the thing that terrified me: nearly every new poem was a shattering tale of lethal love. A musical gondolier fashioned my sonnet about a dragonfly into a song in a lilting minor key. In the tiny story of the poem, a woman grows drowsy waiting for her lover in a water-haunted grove. A dragonfly is drawn to her rosy sleeping lips. It hovers over her, its scintillating wings illuminating her beauty. It cannot resist her. Bestowing a kiss, the dragonfly sighs softly into her mouth. Venetian folk-wisdom has it that the breath of this insect is fatal. When her lover arrives, he finds his lady extinct, her pale face bathed in fulgurating water-light. The poem is his lament and his farewell. For, by all laws of romantic love, he must now join her in death.

         Venice loved that song. ‘Libellula’ was on every tongue. People sang their favourite lines as I limped past. It was my poetic duty to respond with a sad, knowing smile.

         For my next poem, I imagined a broken lover
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