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Paterfamilias





Prologue

THEY CALLED ME “honest Iago” from an early age, but in Venice, this is not a compliment. It is rebuke. One does not prosper by honesty. One does not rise in the social ranks. One does not curry favors. Honesty causes upset, and Venice is serene. The Serene Republic. It says so right there on the seal of state, which I could read when I was two, or so claimed the governess who struggled to keep up with my precociousness.

I am the fifth son born into a family where even a second son is redundant. My eldest brother, Rizardo, learned the family business, which he would inherit someday, along with the family home and the family riches. The second-born, lacking all imagination, of course became a priest. The third and fourth did not amount to much: one died in infancy; the next made it to maturity with military aspirations, but when I was ten years, he wounded himself so severely in cadet training that he bled to death. An artillery man, he had been cleaning his ceremonial sword when it slipped from his grasp, and the blade gouged him deep near his groin.

A tragedy, of course. But young as I was, I found in it a poignant irony, and said so one too many times in father’s hearing. I was whipped for my candor. And then I was informed that it fell to me to restore the family’s military honor. Clearly I would never make it as a courtier, a merchant, or any other trade that required me to don a false front. I was, said father irritably, too blunt and honest for anything but warfare.





Chapter 1

IN VENICE, EVERYTHING is a competition. The higher up the social scale you climb, the more rarefied the competition becomes. Thus among the upper echelon, whose houses are all equally gaudy and overdecorated, whose wives are all equally lamed by the weight of their jewels and gowns and hairstyles and footwear . . . among this circle of dandies, the prosaic is glorified beyond all reason. At the time of my brother’s demise, the rage among these fine gentlemen was the owning of hens.

There were any number of categories for competition, in this scintillating hobby: how many hens, how lovely, how large, how small, how cute, how ugly, how elaborately gilded the coop, how pristine the pedigree, and so on. But the ultimate glory of the hen-keeper was the aphrodisiacal potency of his hens’ eggs. The master of all egg maestros, one Pietro Galinarion, possessed one hen whose ovum, eaten raw and singly, accomplished things that gentlemen spoke of only obliquely, with knowing, pleased expressions. These eggs were too precious to sell. Galinarion occasionally doled them out as treasured gifts, and even used them in lieu of money at cards. I overheard of their existence in the late-night chatter among my eldest brother and his companions.

I knew the word virility and I was almost certain I understood the premise of the eggs. That “almost” fueled a burning curiosity. Roderigo understood only that the eggs were coveted—but that was enough to make him curious too.

Poor Roderigo. He was so earnest, and trusting, and he adored me. We’d met in the crib. Our mothers shared a wet nurse: his family was too poor to keep a nursemaid, even for their sole offspring; mine was rich enough, but by the time the fifth son came along they could not be bothered to spend the money. His father was a failing spice merchant, mine a setaiòlo, a thriving silk trader.

Roderigo and I did nearly everything together.

“BUT WHY AM I the one who must steal all the supplies for the break-in?” he demanded, wiping his nose with his sleeve. His legs hung over the side of the paving, and his feet dangled a foot or two over grey-green canal water by the Saoneri bridge. “Why don’t you have to do any stealing?”

“It’s not stealing,” I reminded him. “It’s borrowing things under a false pretense, but you’re returning all of it. It’s not stealing, it’s lying.”

“Why must I do all the lying, then?”

“Because you are an heir,” I explained patiently, brushing aside my envy of this title. Drawing on what I had observed passing between my father and my eldest brother, I explained, “Heirs must be able to lie convincingly, so that when they are grown men, they will be able to operate smoothly in good society. This is important practice for you. There is no need for me to learn to lie. I would not rob you of an opportunity to practice an important skill that will be valuable to you when you’re a great Venetian merchant.”

He considered this for a moment, then nodded, satisfied with my reasoning.

“So after we get up there, then what?” he asked.

“We’ll eat the egg, of course. We’ll crack it open and split it,” I said. “Or if you’re too chicken, I’ll do it.”

Roderigo’s face broadened with a huge grin. “Too chicken to eat an egg! That’s funny, Iago! You’re so clever.” He punched me on the arm. He was the only boy my age whose punches didn’t make me wince. I smiled and punched him back.

“So you’ll eat it with me?” I pressed. “And then we’ll keep the shells as proof we did it.”

“And then we’ll start a secret fellowship!” he announced, leaping up with excitement. The slime of Venice stained his already stained breeches; he did not notice. “And the only ones who may join are the ones who can accomplish what we did!”

We agreed upon a time the next day to do it, and swore each other to silence with our secret handshake, invented by me and known only to the two of us. Then we parted ways, each terrified and eager to embrace the hardened life of a juvenile criminal.

THE NEXT DAY we approached the tall iron gate built into the fence that surrounded the Galinarion garden. It was latched on the inside but not locked in daylight hours; by perching on Roderigo’s shoulders I was easily able to reach up, slip my slender hand and wrist through the rails, and unlatch it. Roderigo knelt, and I climbed off his shoulders; we each carried a coil of hempen line that he had borrowed from the stores his uncle sold to mariners. To the end of each line we tied another borrowed item: a small grappling hook, the sort used by the navy to teach maneuvers in mock battles out in the lagoon. Emulating the champions of classical romances, we intended to hurl the grappling hooks up the full height of the building and scale the walls.

Inside the gate, we found ourselves in an unoriginal, but sumptuous, garden. It contained statues depicting pagan gods and fountains depicting pagan Venetians, and a few actual plants. In the center was a well.

Roderigo stared about with a slack jaw and glazed eyes.

“Come along,” I said urgently, heading straight toward the tall stone house. There was a wooden staircase obtusely zigzagging up the right half of the three-story building. It led straight to the roof. We would not even need the lines and grappling hooks!

It was about dinnertime, and nobody was out here. We climbed a short flight of steps, which took us to the first elevated floor, and heard through the closed door the clanking efficiency of a kitchen. Up the next set of steps, to a heavier and more ornate door to the main hall, where Galinarion would be dining. The next flight went up to the bedrooms, and the final one—more of a ladder than a stairway—took us straight to the roof. The hardest thing about getting to the top was keeping the coils of line neat upon our shoulders.

A usual Venetian roof is shallow gabled, tiled with tight red brick. There is commonly a cistern in one corner, with pipes running down to the kitchen. I have been on our own roof (smaller than this one), and I thought I knew what to expect.

But this roof was flat, canted slightly to slough rainwater into the canal below. It was laid out just like the garden beneath, in miniature, with small wooden statues in lieu of the large stone ones below. The central well’s rooftop equivalent was a round storage bin, by the smell of it containing dried corn. Directly across from us was the henhouse. It was designed to be a perfectly scaled miniature of the house upon which it sat. One half of this henhouse was made of wood, but the other half was made of glass, creating an outrageously expensive solarium for a single hen. There were wire-covered vents in the glass, but there was no open-aired coop for the legendary fowl at all.

We trekked gingerly across the roof, not wanting to alert whoever might be on the floor below. The henhouse waited quietly. We flicked the latch open and invaded.

“We’ve made it!” Roderigo whispered gleefully.

“It should have been more difficult,” I countered. “That was too easy to give me any sense of accomplishment.”

“Don’t cheapen the pleasure, Iago,” Roderigo begged. “Who cares if we’ve earned our success, or merely lucked into it?”

I care, I thought, but said nothing lest I sound like a moralizing parent.

The hen—the most famous hen in all of Venice, perhaps the world (considering the relative anonymity of domestic fowl outside of Venice)—was sitting in a nesting box covered with gold leaf and ornate arabesque decorations about two feet off the ground. Given the famed magnificence of her ovulations, she was not especially feminine. Her eyes were cold and dull, her feathers were a mottled grey and white. There was no fancy or no finery to her. I respected her simplicity. It was not her fault that she’d been made the heroine of a bored patrician’s farce.

For the first time I was a little nervous. We had a clutch of hens, each nearly identical to this one, but the cook always collected the eggs. Would she peck at me? Would she cluck and squawk and make a fuss when I reached in for the egg?

“Shoo,” I said and waved a hand at her. She made a wonderfully guttural sound, delicately grouchy, and settled farther into the box.

“She doesn’t want to move,” Roderigo said with spectacular powers of observation. “You can take the egg out from underneath her, and she’ll let you. I’ve seen my mother do it all the time at home.”

I reached under her, enjoying the silky softness of her warm feathers. I could feel the structure of her body—bones? sinews?—against the back of my hand as my fingers tentatively groped beneath her. She allowed me the grope and complacently repeated her guttural hum as she felt me under her.

And then I was holding the famous egg. It was warm in my palm, as I was not used to feeling eggs. I felt a strange thrill in the pit of my gut.

“Shall we eat it here? Or shall we go someplace public so people may watch us?” asked Roderigo, wide-eyed.

“It’s just a regular egg,” I said.

He pulled his head back a little and tried to stop gaping. “If we want to prove that, surely we need witnesses?”

“Who is going to believe two boys?” I asked. “We’re just proving it for ourselves. Isn’t that enough, Roderigo?”

This, I think, had not occurred to him, but dutifully he fell in line. “Well of course it is,” he said, with a frowning nod. The eager beam returned to his face; he even rubbed his hands together. “All right then,” he said. “Let’s have at it.”

There was a gold-embossed drinking bowl for the little fowl. I reached over with both hands and cracked the egg on the side of the bowl. The hen watched me, disinterested. Roderigo watched me, fascinated. The shell broke neatly, and a drop of transparent sludge ran down the side, the tiniest sliver of eggshell clinging to it. The jelly of the egg white glistened like molten glass in the dappled light of the solarium.

Roderigo imbibed first and announced “uck” from his throat. I dumped the rest of it down my own throat and swallowed as quickly as I could, thinking intensely about candy. It wasn’t as bad as I’d feared.

Roderigo wiped his mouth and fingers on his clothes; I used a handkerchief with my eldest brother’s mark upon it. I had set the shell aside; now I picked each half up and daintily wiped them clean, then couched one half-shell within the other, and lay them in the center of the kerchief. Carefully, I tied the corners together and lifted the small bundle by this lacy knot.

“And so, that is that,” I said.

“That is that, indeed,” he agreed.

WE DESCENDED JUST as uneventfully as we had climbed. Perhaps because we had now actually committed the act, my pulse was quicker and my hearing more acute as we stepped down into the garden. Roderigo, out of habit, glanced at me for guidance before beginning the obvious next step, which was to walk straight across, past the well, to the still-unlatched gate. I nodded and gestured; he nodded and smiled. He began to walk. I followed, shells cupped gently in the handkerchief, which was cupped in my left palm.

Roderigo approached the well, and my gaze flickered ahead to the gate, briefly. As I looked away, my mind registered that the gate had been relatched, and alarmed, I instantly looked back.

“And here are the little varlets left my gate open,” growled the craggy-faced stranger, erupting from the far side of the well. He grabbed Roderigo by both arms, and Roderigo screamed.

I leapt back, startled.

“You’re going nowhere,” the fellow warned me. He was dressed as a gardener. He was glowering but not really threatening, and so clumsy-looking that I knew I could outrun him. Leaving Roderigo in the lurch would have been dishonorable, which does not mean I didn’t consider it.

But I had a better idea: “Glad you caught us,” I declared, defiantly. “We almost got away undetected. That would have been quite bad for you later on, when we reported to your master that we successfully broke in.”

“Well now I’ll be reporting to my master that you unsuccessfully broke in.”

“Of course you will,” I said. “Roderigo, calm yourself. The fellow’s only doing his duty. Let’s get it over with.”

I RECOGNIZED PIETRO Galinarion by sight but did not know him so well as Roderigo did; Galinarion did business with Roderigo’s father. He was rotund but he was handsome, and perhaps the bulk was muscle. His hair was curled and nicely styled; powder paled his face and hands; he had delicate fingers for his size, with fingernails exactly long enough to keep him from the sort of escapade we had just been caught at. He was eating in his grand hall, replete with chandeliers descending from a painted ceiling full of naked angels. The walls were of marble-painted panels largely covered with Persian tapestries, the floor of real marble laid out in a serpentine motif.

Galinarion’s fellow diners were imitations of him but generally more wan, or in other senses diminished: one was shorter, one thinner, one less ribboned in his costume. There were five of them. As if they had been practicing synchronized feasting, every man of them held a knife with a bit of meat stabbed on it near his mouth, and froze like that as we were brought in. They lowered these utensils, the morsels untouched, again in unison, and watched the gardener triumphantly and indignantly present us.

“Roderigo,” Galinarion huffed, astonished. “Tell me what mischief you’ve been up to, son.”

Roderigo gaped as if at indoor lightning. He opened his mouth. No sound came out.

“Roderigo!” Galinarion repeated, plucked brows crinkling over powdered nose. “Answer me, boy. Or I’ll summon your parents and ask them to tan your hide in front of me.”

The other men around the table hummed with laughter, and—again, synchronized—finally put the meat into their mouths and began to chew. Roderigo still could not speak. I feared he had wet himself, but I did not wish to add to his humiliation by checking.

“You there, then!” Galinarion snarled, pointing at me with his knife. I must have jumped, or looked alarmed—something to afford the table mirth. What cretins, I thought, to find amusement in the terror of those smaller than yourselves.

“Yes, sir,” I said smartly, and executed a courtly bow. This made the gentlemen of the table nearly choke on their meat, they were so amused.

“Who are you?”

“My name is Iago, sir.”

“What were you doing in my garden without my permission?”

The table quieted itself in anticipation of the answer. Roderigo squinted and appeared to be praying silently.

“We were just coming down from your rooftop, sir, where we had stolen an egg from your hen,” I said.

Galinarion sat up very straight, and his eyes opened very wide; the other men made amused ooooo-ing noises until he held his hand up, commanding silence.

“Those eggs are priceless, boy.” He held his hand out. “Return it to me at once.”

I held up the handkerchief with the shells in it. “I’m afraid this is all I can give you now, sir. We ate the raw egg between us, because we’d heard your eggs were special. I suppose we heard wrong.”

Galinarion went red beneath the dusting of powder on his face, and his guests banged the table with the meat of their fists, howling. Roderigo made a small noise, and I felt him gaping at me, terrified. His breath began to shake, and I feared he would burst out sobbing.

For what felt like eternity, Galinarion glared at me, furious accusation on his face. The fury was so venomous that the table spontaneously quieted itself, sensing something hideous about to happen, hideous beyond the scope of even their perverse and petty mirth.

Suddenly, this was no entertaining escapade, but a catastrophe. It was within this patrician’s rights to beat me savagely or imprison me, and my parents did not know where I was. He raised his impressive bulk out of his chair and took a threatening step in my direction.

Then abruptly, he sat back down . . . and burst out laughing.

His laughter was forced, like water through a fountain. It was so intense that his guests responded to it as to an order; they all laughed as well, although with less intensity and much bemusement.

“You little liar!” Galinarion harrumphed. “This is some prank one of my rivals has set up to discredit the worth of my hen!” He looked around the table, pointing at each of them in a grand, nervous gesture. “Which of you did this? Confess now! A very worthy prank, and neatly done, but you cannot unman me with it! Come now, which of you has set these boys on me?” They all continued guffawing, pointing at one another with good-natured accusation, shaking their heads in good-natured denial. Finally Galinarion turned back to me, still trembling with furious laughter. “Well, boy, tell me, don’t be afraid, which of these gentlemen bribed you to try to make a fool of me? What are these then, the shells of some other eggs, eh?” He reached out for the kerchief, and I gave it to him.

“None of them bribed us to do anything,” I said, raising my voice to be heard above the raucous chuckling. “We did it ourselves. We’re boys. It’s the sort of thing boys just do.”

This brought a new wave of louder and more genuine laughter from the group.

“Precocious little whoreson, isn’t he?” one cheered as two others echoed me, using a childish lisp I did not have.

“Well if it’s none of you, it must be that whoreson da Chioggia! He is always trying to start a feud with me, he is so hopelessly jealous of my hen and all my other treasures. Admit it, boy, was it da Chioggia?”

“No,” I said, impatient now that I realized we were out of danger.

“Of course it was. Well, never mind, this will yield a ducat for you each. Go back to him and tell him that you’ve failed. Give him my heartiest congratulations, though, for it was quite a good idea.” He turned back to the table. “Have boys eat such eggs as those! One wonders what he does with his own boys when the lamps are low!”

This signaled the greatest laughing swell of all. Reassured that none of his guests now believed we had eaten his eggs without being transformed into young satyrs, he summoned his steward to hand us each a ducat from a velvet purse, and then shooed us away.

“May I have my handkerchief back, sir?” I asked.

He chucked it at me as if we were bosom chums.

The gardener, annoyed that his arrest had come to nothing, grabbed us each by the collar and trundled us through the great house, down the stairs, deliberately trying to take us off our balance, which he managed to do with Roderigo several times. We went through the kitchens and out into the garden, where he’d apprehended us. He expelled us from the back gate as if we were rodents.

Finally Roderigo and I looked directly at each other. “You are the most remarkable person I know,” he said in an awed whisper.

“All I did was tell the truth,” I said.

“And we got ducats for it!” Roderigo said, brandishing his.

“So the maxim is true: it pays to be honest,” I said. I untied the kerchief and shook out the eggshells, then folded it up and tucked it into my belt. I’d have received a cuffing if I’d lost it.

I glanced at Roderigo. He was still staring at me as if I had performed a miracle. His clothes were dirtied from our adventure, and I knew he had little else to wear at home. I had the rummage of two surviving elders, so my wardrobe, although faded, was ample. “Here,” I said and handed him my ducat. “I could never have got this without you.”

He blushed. “But you’re the one who earned it!” he stammered. “If anything, I should give you mine.”

“I don’t need it, Roderigo,” I said with the kindest bluntness I could manage. “And I know you do. Take it. Let it help your uncle buy new line and hooks, to make up for the ones we left back there. Or perhaps your father might purchase better clothes for you.”

He started blubbering then and grabbed me in a tight embrace. “You are the best, most righteous fellow I have ever met or can imagine on this earth,” he declared. “I don’t know why Providence has blessed me with such a remarkable friend, but I shall always try to be worthy of you.”

“Thank you,” I said awkwardly. He smelled of barley, for some reason. I took a step backward, and he relented his grip. I patted his arm and held out my right hand, palm up, to initiate our secret handshake. “Let’s be getting home now.”

A fortnight later, the craze for hens in Venice was passé.





Chapter 2

BOYS GROW INTO YOUTHS, and youths to men. There are other tales of Roderigo and me, all conforming to pattern: Iago dreams up something clever to pass the time; Iago invites Roderigo to join him; they are nearly triumphant but in the end foiled; Iago gets them out of the scrape, and always by a blunt honesty that so embarrasses whoever apprehends them, that the apprehender would rather let them free than face the consequences of pursuing anything Iago is saying.

BUT THEN I became a man, and I put away childish things—for example, Roderigo. Our friendship faded without rancor. There were no fallings-out, no betrayals or public humiliations. We reached an age at which our time went into our emerging vocations, and here we differed so profoundly we simply had no chance to fraternize.

RODERIGO NOW SPENT his days by his father’s side, a spice merchant acolyte. And I? I craved a life of the mind. I wished to be a scholar—a professor or at least a teacher. I was an insatiable reader and from the age of ten used my small allowance to buy the octavo size of every book published by the Aldine Press. In their original languages, I devoured Aristotle, Sophocles, Euripides, Aristophanes (although humor is too topical to age or translate well), Homer, Herodotus, Thucydides, Demosthenes, Hippocrates, Plato, Dante, Pindar, Virgil, Horace, Ovid, Plutarch, Pliny, Cicero . . . and, of course, Machiavelli, even though he was from Florence. My room, lacking shelf space, was filled with piles of books, every one of which I’d read and some of which I had nearly memorized. The Aldine Press’s invention of italics delighted me: I loved that passion and intensity could be expressed with such a subtle alteration from the norm.

But for all my love of learning, I had known from the age of ten, from the day of my brother’s funeral, that my future was to be a military one. I had no passion or interest in the military arts. In fact, given how little interest most Venetian families had in military reputations, I suspected my father, in declaring I must become a soldier, was merely being punitive. But he was still my father, and so his word was law.

Having exhausted the best teaching minds of Venice, I was declared (by father) to have finished my education, abruptly, one day in high summer. I had learned everything he felt I needed to know, from fencing to dancing to grammar to mathematics, history, classical languages, and philosophy. Now I faced my life’s most defining decision: to which branch of the Venetian armed forces should I devote myself? There were four:

Cavalry. Navy. Artillery. Infantry.

I closed myself in my bedroom and languidly paced, then settled onto my uncurtained bed, then rose and paced again, then stared out the window at the rooftops of lower surrounding houses, then threw myself faceup onto the bed, then rose to pace again, all the time chewing my lower lip until it was swollen, playing out various scenarios regarding the remainder of my life.

I might become a horseman on the mainland cavalry—the best in Italy. Or I might be an officer in the ranks of Venice’s fabled naval forces. I decided within the first hour of deliberation that I had no interest in the artillery, for they simply blew things up. I also had no interest in the infantry. Nobody had any interest in the infantry.

After a few more hours of pacing and fidgeting, I determined that between cavalry and navy, I preferred the navy. It would allow me to get farther away from Venice, a place full of people whom I felt compelled to try to impress even while I knew I never would—most notably, my father. Further, it seemed to me that in the navy, skill mattered more than privilege. In the cavalry, a rich man could afford a better mount than could a poor man, and therefore accomplish more. I did not want to rise because of the horse my father’s money could buy; I wanted to earn what I became. I did not want people whispering what my own inner demons whispered to me: you are nothing at all, only your father’s unloving wealth gives you the right to exist. On your own, you’re nothing, because you are uncouth.

And so in the swampy height of summer, ruminating languidly upon my summer bedding, I chose the way of the sea. I had a weakness for the romantic: I liked the notion of continuing the ancient tradition of ruling the waves. I was, of everyone I knew (possibly excepting Roderigo), the least capable of filling the boots of the ancient mariners who went before me—and yet I committed to it in my heart. That commitment, once made privately, filled me with a giddy expectation. I stood and looked about at my piles of books, then selected Herodotus and resettled beneath the bare canopy frame, to revisit the Battle of Salamis with a new appreciation now knowing that I might someday find myself in straits similar to Xerxes’.

But my reading was interrupted by a tentative rap at my door. “Come,” I said. A pretty, plump servant girl, whom I suspected my father was sleeping with, pushed open the door just enough to glance inside.

“If you please, master, your father has called for you,” she said, with lowered gaze.

“Thank you,” I said and set Herodotus aside, glad of the summons. I would have made my way down to his office soon anyhow, to share with him my vocational intentions.

Father was a silk merchant—or more precisely, an entrepreneur, a setaiòlo. He bought raw silk, oversaw the production without dirtying his own hands, and then traded the finished product at a profit. He was an officer in the Silk Guild and often took his dinner at the Silk Office in Campo San Giovanni Crisostomo, across the Grand Canal.

His storeroom was the first floor of our home, but his office was one broad flight of steps up from there, the marble burnished bright from so many feet trampling on it over centuries. Our bedrooms were all one floor above that; I descended briskly, affecting an energy I did not really have in the oppressive heat. I felt a happy nervousness; as I descended the steps, I anticipated Father’s reaction to my decision. I knew he would agree with it, as it would save him the cost of a horse, but since he never outright approved of anything about me, I wondered how he would manage to express his approval in a disapproving manner.

The heavy oak door to his office was standing ajar, and I stepped through.

Father had a very comfortable chair in his office, of dyed leather rigged on a wooden frame. The seat was permanently concave from decades of taking the imprint of his buttocks. It was the only chair in this room; all other seating consisted of floor cushions around low tables, a custom borrowed from our one-time trading partners far to the east.

I was in my favorite ormesini summer wear. (The youngest son always gets the cheapest weave.) Father, in his black silk cap, in his unadorned red broccatello doublet, his samite breeches, his eyes glancing over an invoice from one of his shops, gestured me to sit on a fat cushion on the rugs. I did so, bowing first.

“And so,” Father began, his eyes still on his work. “The da Cremona Artillery School starts next week.”

I blinked in confusion. “I do not know anything about that, Father. I have decided on a naval career,” I said.

He glanced up briefly as he transferred the invoice to a pile on his left while taking a new invoice from a pile on his right. I tried to ignore the sudden sinking feeling in my gut.

“A naval career for whom?” he asked.

“Myself,” I said.

An expression crossed his face as if a bug was worrying his ear. Then the expression softened and he said, with a small cough, “No, you’re going into the artillery. I have already enrolled you at the school.”

“Father—”

“I have given this more thought than you have, Iago. Every member of the navy must be in top fighting form at all times. You would fail at that. The artillery has excellent placement and also gives you an inside advantage for a civilian office in the infantry later.”

I stared at him, flummoxed.

“I do not need you making a fool of yourself or bringing embarrassment on our family name by being inadequate. I did not call you in here to discuss which branch of the military you prefer.”

Swallowing a stomachful of bile in total silence, I managed to ask, “Then why did you call me in here, Father?”

His voice almost muffled behind the new invoice he was purposelessly staring at, he replied, “To remind you to pay your respects to your mother before you depart. She gets sentimental about these things, and I do not have the energy, in this heat, to soothe her. Make sure to leave her contented. And take this,” he said, picking up a leaf of paper from his desk and holding it out to me without looking at it, or at me. “It details your training program. You’re dismissed.”

TOO FURIOUS TO be stunned, too stunned to be furious, I slumped on my bed and read the leaf he had given me.

The state-sponsored Artillery School, I learned, had once been based in the campo of Santa Barbara, Barbara being the patron saint of things that explode. The school’s official quarters had moved to Campo Santa Maria Formosa, but there was a particular intensive training program based within the Arsenal. “Our three-month-long sequestering is meant as much to induct participants into military life as to teach artillery skills” I read. “This includes living as members of a company, specifically mess and bed in a dormitory built 350 years ago, when the entire Republic gave herself over to the creation of a Crusader fleet.”

That fleet, by the way, besieged and defeated Constantinople, the greatest city in the world. You never see Venice attempt such heroics nowadays.





Chapter 3

ON THE APPOINTED DAY, my father’s servants packed a leather satchel for me with the few requisite items that the Academy had advised. I was so disinterested in my imminent career that I did not even bother to examine the contents of the satchel. I added only a small blank parchment and a stub of lead, to capture interesting thoughts, if I should happen to have any.

Possibly the only issue about which my father and I were in agreement (although for different reasons) was that I should carry my own satchel to the Arsenal, rather than be escorted by a servant. I liked the notion of appearing self-sufficient from my first moment there.

Father liked the notion that he would not be inconvenienced by the lack of a servant for the afternoon.

I LEFT THE house on the fifteenth of August. This was the eve of the feast of San Rocco, when the doge would make a pilgrimage to our neighborhood church. I was glad to miss the pomp of that. There were no emotional leave-takings, not even with my mother.

To avoid the crowded Rialto, I took a gondola across the Grand Canal and then serpentined through the narrow alleys of San Marco until they opened up into the Piazza. Fabric stretched on large wooden frames had been erected to afford some shade to all the ministers and commissioners and aides and clerks who were trying to conduct business among the peddlers and fortune-tellers and flower sellers and notaries. The cloth frames had crowds beneath them; the rest of the Piazza was baking, heat rising in mercurial shimmers for two hundred paces.

I skirted the edge of the Piazza, asking pardon of the young gentles who were grudgingly trying to impress the older gentles in a game of patrician politics that I, by birth, would never be allowed to join. I turned right into the Piazzetta and, by the two columns, considered a second gondola. I decided that was a choice for weaklings. I was a man, and strong, and self-sufficient. I would walk. Laden with satchel, I strode the length of the Riva degli Schiavoni, growing sticky and then slick with sweat in the sultry breeze meandering in from the lagoon.

Near the Arsenal—a part of the city I had never ventured into—a series of side streets led me to a goodly campo, beside an inn called the Dolphin. Off the far right corner of the campo was the Arsenal’s water gate. But directly ahead of me, the paved yard led to the Arsenal’s sole doorway: a large iron gate in a brick wall, with stone lions flanking either side of it.

For centuries, this has been the most guarded door in the entire Venetian empire. Citizens have easier entry to the Doge’s Palace than to the storehouses of the Republic’s armaments. Beyond that wall lies all the munitions of our state, from rifle shot to warships. And gunpowder. Lots of gunpowder. I was about to be among the favored few allowed within. This was something most of those young gentles hobnobbing in the Piazza could not claim.

With clammy palms clinging to the satchel as if for comfort, I crossed the sun-baked campo. My heart beat harder with each step. Finally I reached the steps leading up to the door. I took a deep breath, heaved a steadying sigh, and climbed the steps, feeling my garments sucking at my skin with sweat.

A young guard in a red-and-white jerkin brusquely asked my name and I gave it, surprised to hear my voice tremble. The Arsenal entrance swung open to receive me.

The guard, not much older than myself, and proudly hefting an arquebus as well as sword and dagger, squired me over the high-arching Arsenal Bridge. There were large, intimidating guards posted in pairs on either end of it. We crossed between two tall brick buildings; when we emerged from the shaded canyon between them, to our left opened out a huge man-made boat basin, at least ten times the size of Piazza San Marco. My jaw fell slack. About a dozen galleons sat moored in there; they looked like sparrows in an enormous puddle, so vast was the basin.

To our right, fronting this basin, was a row of enormous brick buildings full of men, lumber, and loud mechanical devices: they were actually building ships!

I tamped down my eagerness, because I was a man now, and men do not get giddy about such things.

We walked to the end of the basin past the different groups of men who were building ships, then turned left to skirt the basin, and then shortly after that, turned right across a small wooden bridge into a walled triangle of brick buildings and open courtyards. From reading father’s educational leaf, I knew that this was to be my home for the next three months.

The barracks was the least ornate building I had ever entered in my life. There was not one decorative flourish to the architecture, no devices anywhere to suggest that those associated with the building had time or money to waste on nicety. It was functional, and nothing else. I noticed this detail with unexpected pleasure, almost a thrill. This building, like myself, had no time for artifice. For certain, military life would be likewise, and however dilatory, I would finally feel at home somewhere.

Inside, a corridor led down to a mess hall, but to our immediate left there was a spiral stairway—spiral! Small, compact, efficient, no broad swaths of carpeting, no murals, no alabaster handrails, no broad concourse to accommodate womanish costumes. Climbing that stairway, I fell in love with military life.

Briefly.

My enthusiasm was dampened immediately by what awaited me in the dormitory. Perhaps because I did not have a servant to help me with my load, I had arrived last, and there were nine other youths my age making up their sleeping cots.

“. . . just a bit trashy, isn’t it?” one snickered to another. “They might have warned us of that.”

They all wore brightly dyed silk jerkins—canevazze mostly, by my guess—and breeches; jerkin and breeches slashed with crosses or stars, showing white taffeta beneath. I, in sharp contrast, wore a jerkin with a better weave than theirs but of much simpler tailoring, and no slashes at all. I looked, almost literally, like the black sheep of the herd.

I glanced quickly at the faces and realized at once that I would make no friends here. Not that I would have known what a friend’s face looked like, but I know complacency at a glance, and these fellows fairly radiated it. At a guess I’d say that all of them had come from families like mine—well-off merchants—although I was mystified why so many well-off merchant families would send their sons, in peacetime, to become artillerymen.

They all glanced at me with passing interest and then returned to carping about the state of our lodging. The room was small and high ceilinged, which made it seem even smaller. Lacking windows, it was lit by stinking pitch-torches and one oil lamp. As well as the cots, there were two tables, one with jugs lined up on it, the other with stacks of paper. There were no stools, chairs, chests, or closets, no tapestries or carpets—it was completely naked of decoration. And it was blessedly cooler than outside, but I was the only one who seemed to appreciate that. The rest of them looked sullen.

Eventually one of my fellow students, whom I mentally titled Brawny Lug (for he was brawny, and a lug) pointed out that this was an excellent chance for us all to live like Real Military Men, and we should welcome the opportunity to prove that we were tough enough to survive without drapes and plaster and upholstery.

If I had made this observation, I’m sure I’d have been sneered at, reviled for preachiness, and so on. But Brawny Lug was just the fellow to make the point, and from his mouth this suddenly became a brilliant idea, one to be embraced.

I rolled my eyes and set about to make up my hard little cot. I knew how to do this no better than any other youth there, and my cot looked just as lumpy as did theirs.

As I finished, the Campanile bells tolled from afar, by the Doge’s Palace, and within a minute after that, a handsome, broad-shouldered man in his prime years came up the stairs, an attendant youth to either side. They stood at sharp attention by the doorway as he stepped farther into the room. All three wore red-and-white jerkins, with the winged lion of San Marco, emblem of our Republic, sewn over their heart. Between the thumb and first finger of his left hand, the captain fidgeted with a stone about the size of a peach pit.

“Attention,” he said.

He did not speak it in the smart speech of childhood military play-acting. He said it rather almost as a casual suggestion. Expecting a different demeanor, none of us leapt to obey.

“Attention!” he repeated, loud and fierce. Instantly we all stiffened and attempted sundry awkward shows of obeisance—one put his hand on his heart, several bowed, I saluted, and four who were clumped together scrambled to present themselves in a straight line.

His green eyes glanced coldly over all of us. “From now on,” he informed us, resuming the quiet tone, “you will listen and attend me without my having to shout at you. It is a waste of my energy to shout. I am here to make you expend effort, not the other way around, is that clear? Say yes, Captain, if it is.”

“Yes, Captain!” we all shouted in unison.

“Don’t yell at me,” he said calmly. “That is equally a waste of your own energies. Speak at a normal level, but clearly and respectfully. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Captain,” we all said at once, with half the volume.

He nodded, his finger still worrying the stone. “Better. On behalf of the Alberghetti family, I welcome you to the Bartolomeo da Cremona training program. You will practice in the ranges here in the Armory, and four times a month you will muster with trained militia on the Alberghetti estate on Giudecca. Otherwise, for the next three months, except on Friday evenings, you are not to step foot off the grounds of the Arsenal unless in formation in this unit, and your presence is to be known to me or my attendants at all times. There is another unit being trained as you are, here in the Arsenal, so you will see other young men like yourselves attending to business like yourselves. You are to ignore them. You will have no time at all for anything but your own development, the development of your weaponry skills, and your understanding of what it means to belong to the military. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Captain,” we said.

“Two units of ten young men apiece, and that is just this quarter; there will be more coming through soon after, and there have been plenty before you. If you understand the most basic mathematics you will know that there are more of you—budding artillery officers—than the state will ever need. I expect that most of you will come to nothing, despite the excellent training I am about to give you. I expect that half of you will not even last the first week. I have no interest in helping you to last here, I am only interested in making sure that if you do, you have come by it honestly. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Captain,” we said. I liked this kind of talk, even though it frightened me to wonder how Father would receive me if I did not last the week. But the captain’s speech was honest, blunt, and practical, and it encouraged bluntness. It had no connection of any sort to Venetian culture outside the walls of the Arsenal.

“We will now introduce ourselves, and I will assign each of you a daily task for the week, and then we will repair to the mess hall,” said the captain. “I am Master Gunner, Captain Alvisio Trevisan.”

Immediately after that my attention wandered. I did not care what the names of my fellow students were; I was bad at names and doubted I would ever call out to them anyhow.

Because I had been the last to arrive, I was also in the farthest cot, and so the last to present myself. Several of the young men received some ribbing or even rebuke from the captain as they announced their family name. No doubt the military, like the frivolous social culture my mother so adored, was full of family insiders, and everybody probably knew everyone else’s second cousin. I was glad my eldest brother had worked on the civilian side of the army, and so there was no risk that my family name would mean anything to anybody here.

Or so I thought. “Iago Soranzo,” I said, briefly pressing my right fist against my heart, as I’d seen others do.

I was nonplussed when four of my fellow students exchanged surprised looks, and then turned in my direction tauntingly. I glanced, trying to hide sudden nervousness, at Captain Trevisan, but he looked even nastier than they did. “Soranzo?” he repeated, archly. “As in Paolo Soranzo?”

My brother. The dead one. The one who had lethally wounded himself right here, in the Arsenal, six years back.

“Yes,” I said stonily. “He was my brother.”

The captain stared at me a moment blankly, his fingers neatly shuffling the stone. Then a cruel smile curled his lips. “When I said I doubted all of you would last the week, I did not literally mean I expected anyone to self-expire. Need I change that assessment?” He strolled in my direction along the row of youths.

“No, sir,” I said, teeth clenching. The entire line was openly leering at me now.

“May I assume you are apter than your brother was?” the captain asked, moving closer still.

“I hope so, sir,” I said, feeling my face turn red.

No sooner were the words off my lips than he chucked the stone at me. He was close enough to me that even if I’d been expecting it, I would have failed to catch it. As it was, it hit me in the ribs; I winced and let escape a pained sound.

The others laughed.

“That is no way to convince me you are apt,” said the captain. “Pick it up.”

I bent over to grasp the stone straight-legged, which brought more blood rushing to my face. Without his asking, I offered it to him, and he took it from me as if I might have a skin disease.

“Apparently it takes more than stone to destroy one of your family, it takes an actual blade,” he said. “Luckily this is the artillery, and blades are not in common usage here. Not that that stopped your brother, of course.”

This was permission to the entire group to cackle overtly. A few of the youths leaned in toward one another whispering, as the ones who did not know the story of my brother’s embarrassing demise got some version of it—accurate or not, it did not matter—from the ones who did. The newly informed ones laughed even louder. And the captain let them.

This was appalling. On the one hand, of course, my very blood cried out to defend a kinsman; on the other, what the captain said about poor clumsy Paolo was true, and it would be insincere of me to proclaim otherwise. And then on the third hand: whether it was true or not, why was I to be punished for Paolo’s mistake? Especially since his mistake had no guilt associated with it but acute humiliation; why was I to be held accountable for it? Is it inhuman of me to feel that I should not be held accountable for my older brother’s haplessness? I did not make him hapless. God did. Or if anyone on earth did, surely it was our parents. They were never held to account for it—but somehow, I was.

I said nothing. The captain kept looking at me, as if expecting me to say something. I continued to say nothing. Finally he turned away from me and continued to stroll past us all. He began a new speech.

“We will begin the walking tour of the grounds, and I will assign tasks to each of you as we go. In Iago’s case it is clearly important to keep him from sharp objects”— here of course another swell of nasty snorts—“so he will be the company’s lamplighter. Iago, you will learn where the lamp oil is stored, and you will see to it that there is always enough oil in all the lamps in this building.” He pointed to the table on which sat a row of jars. “You will begin by filling those lamps. I assume you know that oil is extremely expensive and should be used sparingly, and only when and where absolutely necessary.”

“My father is a lamp oil merchant,” offered a youth who looked even snottier than the rest of them. “He supplies the oil for the whole of the Arsenal.”

“That’s why you are not being given this assignment,” the captain said dryly. “We would not trust you to be economical in the burning of oil.” Laughter from the group, finally not aimed at me. “All right, then, you have now seen the room where you will sleep and store your clothes. Before the bells strike again you will have learned where you are to bathe, eat, shit, and receive your requisitioned weapons, powder, balls, and match, and most important, of course, you will see where you shall practice. You are expected to become master gunners in time, but most of you will fail and return to your father’s trades, which I gather from your presence here none of you find interesting. In which case you are welcome to remain here as custodians, or perhaps young Iago will simply kill himself off.”

Again the laughter. It was worse than Father’s silence.





Chapter 4

“I HEARD HE cut his cock off,” Brawny Lug said. “Heard he was trying to get the sword out of its case and shwoosh!”—here there was an illustrative gesture that actually implied flattering things about my brother’s anatomy—“sliced it right off!”

“I don’t believe you heard correctly,” I said as calmly as I could. We had finished the tour of the grounds; I had been given, with a flood of forms and receipts, a large jar of oil that I had to carry with me for most of the tour. The others had been assigned their tasks—food preparation, foundry cleanup, sweeping the captains’ quarters, managing the laundry—and we were now back in the dormitory, waiting to go down for our first shared mess. “If you will excuse me, I must light the lamps now,” I muttered, to avoid any actual conversation. I picked up the jar of oil and turned back to the table.

“Of course, once he’d castrated himself, he better resembled the rest of his family,” Brawny Lug continued. He was more than twice my body mass.

“How did you come to be so familiar with my family’s private parts?” I asked, reaching for one of the lamps. “And, for future reference: do you swallow?”

That was foolish—because now, of course, he would have to break my head against the wall. “You half-witted little ninny!” he hollered and threw his weight forward to rush me.

I looked up






















































































































Excerpt from Stepdog


Chapter 4

So. We were married, which changed nothing at all, and would continue to change nothing at all, except for certain appearances intended to convince Uncle Sam: I left some clothes in Sara’s closet, a few instruments in her living room, a toothbrush in her bathroom. But otherwise, nothing changed.

Well, to be honest, that’s not exactly true. I had a mad crush on her, and I was secretly tickled we were married, although I wasn’t sure I should admit it, since that seemed a violation of our agreement. I know it was a marriage of convenience, but I had genuinely fallen for her. I had to keep shaking my head and reminding myself: Rory, this is for practical reasons. And then I’d see her looking at me and I’d think, I’m married to her!—and I’d get so excited I had to tickle her to have a good excuse to squeeze her. She seemed to like the excuse to squeeze me back.

So it turned out not to be as casual as I’d thought. That’s why, in part, I agreed with Sara that we just shouldn’t tell anyone, not until we were settled into it ourselves more. My family was mostly back in Ireland now, lured home by the economic boom called the Celtic Tiger and then trapped by the meltdown that followed. Sara’s family was mostly in New York or Chicago—as with me, her parents had already passed. She had an older brother lately moved to Milwaukee who would “probably flip out,” so there was no family to tell yet.

So we didn’t tell anyone. We didn’t wear rings. We never considered actually living together. We continued on with our new-romance buoyancy, enchanting and nauseating all our mates by finishing each other’s sentences, eating food off each other’s plate, practicing our secret handshake in public. We threw lots of little dinner parties in Sara’s apartment (the dog loved this, of course), taking photos for reasons we never told anyone, but the parties themselves were such great fun, and it was lovely to be toasted with equal heartiness by everyone from art-history professors to Trad musicians to plumbers. We had the honey-est of honeymoon periods. It really was romance, we agreed once the marriage certificate was stowed away in her bedroom desk. Romance is a glorious thing.

Not at all like being married.

But now what? The “marriage” was just a piece of paper, but a crucial one: the inaugural drop in a cascade of required paperwork. Sara was great with paperwork, from all those years of writing grants and convincing her bosses to hire impertinent fiddlers. A fortnight after the “wedding,” she printed out a load of government documents, as well as absurd bits of advice from advisory websites, warning us we’d be asked what color our spouse’s toothbrush was at the immigration interview.

That weekend, we huddled together at her coffee table over takeout Chinese. (Weekends I would always stay at Sara’s place because her neighbor was away, so there was nobody to feed the dog.)

When I saw all the paperwork I was terrified. I knew to expect it, but my brain just shut down. I couldn’t understand bureaucratic lingo. It was a foreign language I couldn’t penetrate.

The goal, this first night, was just to get an overview of what was ahead of us. The dog lay stretched out beneath the coffee table on her side. To avoid getting stiff, Sara and I shifted all evening up and down, now sitting on the floor (best for moo shu), now on the sofa (fine for egg rolls). The dog, whose priorities did not match ours, made it clear that when we were on the floor, Sara existed to rub her belly; when we were on the couch, I was nudged into taking over this activity with my foot. I was less compliant than Sara.

Sara read over the forms and commentaries in concentrated quiet, and I pretended to do likewise. The phraseology was a load of mundane shite. Then it occurred to me that maybe some lonely government bureaucrat was an undiscovered poet, and had secretly encoded a complex rhyming scheme into the directions, so obscure and obfuscated that only a close reading of the text would reveal the scansion. I devoted myself to such a process for a good half hour, seeking rhythm where Sara sought meaning.

She had more success than I did.

“ . . . evading any provision of the immigration laws,” I tried under my breath, then huffed in disgust and gave up. “This is shite,” I said, tossing the form down onto the table.

“Are you reading it closely?” Sara asked.

“Of course,” I said, without defining what I considered “close.”

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Every man dreads when a woman asks that.

“I’m thinking this crowd will not be writing for the New Yorker.”

She gave me a look. Then she said, quite grim, “Rory. I think we might actually have to live together for a while to pull this off.” What? Panic. Slack face. I hadn’t lived with anyone, not even a roommate, for years. I talked out loud to myself too much. I didn’t want my morning routine of espresso-and-crossword messed with, it was the only thing that kept me from smoking. I didn’t like anyone touching my laundry. “Why would we have to do that?” I asked.

“If we’re married, we need the same address, for starters,” she pointed out.

“We knew that. The plan was to use one address and pretend we both live there.”

“And we should have the same health insurance, the same doctors—who’s your doctor?”

“I don’t have a doctor,” I said, feeling defensive. “The Irish don’t get sick, we just drop dead from alcoholism or existential melancholy.”

“Well, you need a doctor because according to Form . . . hang on . . .” She wiped her left pointer finger on a napkin and poked at the papers. “Form 693 says you have to get a complete physical.”

“I am already completely physical.”

She rolled her eyes and soldiered on. “We should get on the same car insurance. Open a joint bank account—”

“A what?” I coughed, now really choking down panic. “For what? We don’t have any joint expenses. You’re taking this too far. My cousin and I weren’t bothering to do anything this involved. If we have to move in together, let’s at least ease into it.”

“The more shared expenses there are, right away, the better. We need a paper trail. That’s why we should probably live together— not forever, but until you’ve gotten the conditional green card. Three or four months at least. Get our mail at the same place, share the utility bills, that kind of thing.”

I was horrified. Getting married was one thing—but actually living together? We’d only been dating a few weeks. That’s not nearly long enough to get over the distraction of another person’s scent on the sheets, to become immune to the foreignness of each other’s bathroom rituals and daily tics. I loved waking up next to her, but then slipping away at dawn to return to a purely Rory-centric world. I loved the frisson that came of not knowing exactly when or where we’d see each other next. Living together would ruin that.

“What do you want, frisson or a green card?” Sara asked, when I said so.

I pursed my lips. Suddenly priorities became clear: okay, so we’d have to live together, temporarily. However, independent of my laundry peccadilloes, and the talking-to-myself, and the espresso at my local café, it would be a bloody pain to pack up and move my LP collection. “You should move to my place,” I said decisively, “because it’s bigger and closer to the T.”

She almost spat from the laughing. “Are you serious?” she asked. “What about Cody?”

As usual, the dog had slipped my mind. “There are plenty of dogs who just stay in all day,” I said. 

“They don’t allow dogs in your building. I saw a sign. So you’ll have to move in here or we’ll rent a new place together.”

Internal alarm bells sounded so loud I got a sudden headache. “You sound terribly casual,” I said. Mentally I was trying to guess how many boxes I would need for the LPs.

“I’m just trying to do this thing right,” said Sara.  “I have lived in the same place for ten years,” I said.

“That’s not really true, you sublet it several times to move in ill-advisedly with certain girlfriends,” she said. “Remember who you’re talking to? I knew your entire romantic history before I was ever close to being a part of it.”

“But all my stuff was there. I knew I could always come home to my stuff,” I said. “Are you telling me to give up the place where all my stuff has lived for ten years, after us dating for a few weeks?” “I said we can move in somewhere new together if that helps. As

long as it’s dog-friendly.”

“It doesn’t help, and besides—the dog decides where we live?” I said. “It’s all about the dog.”

“Actually, it’s all about the green card,” she replied without looking up from the form. “They want to know if you’re a communist,” she said, reading. “Or a Nazi.”

“Don’t change the subject, please. This isn’t going to work if you keep making me feel like I’m beholden to you,” I warned.

“I’m not doing that,” she said. “You are.”

“I’m not.”

“You are.”

“I’m not.”

“You—” I grabbed a couch cushion, slammed it to my face, and briefly screamed into it with the frustration. God, that felt better. I lowered the cushion. “You are,” I said calmly.

“I’m not. But I’m not willing to give up my dog so you can get a green card.”

“You should have thought of that before insisting that I marry you,” I said.

“You should have thought of that before marrying a woman with a dog,” she retorted.

I moved in with her.

No, let’s be clear about this: I moved in with them.
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