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Veni ce Drowned
Ki m St anl ey Robi nson

I remenber Kim Stanl ey Robinson as one of the best witers in quite an inpressive group of
students | taught at the Clarion science fiction witing workshop in the m d-seventies. He was not
the one who dismantled the ceiling, though, nor the one who carried around a small bale of
marijuana and a gl azed expression, nor the one who supposedly had shacked up with one of the
instructors, nor the one who liberated the fire hose . . . unfortunately for nme, Stan was just a
pl easant, hardworking guy who was mainly thereto wite, and wite well. Wiich nmakes it difficult
to do a racy introduction for him Doubly difficult because he pl eads nodesty and will only revea
the follow ng infornation:

1. He did his Ph.D. thesis on the novels of Philip K Dick (whether in the departnent of
Engl i sh, theol ogy, philosophy, or pharmacy, he does not say).

2. He teaches at the University of California at Davis.

3. H's first novel, The WIld Shore, cane out from Ace in 1984.

"Venice Drowned" is a nearly flaw ess exenplar of a kin of witing that can only be done in
science fiction. | don't knowif it has a name-in acadenic jargon | suppose it woul d be sonething

like "refractive minesis"-but it's that creepy kind of double-vision witing where an inagi ned
world, simlar to ours b~ different in sonme dramatic particular, is described with such

pai nstaki ng authority that it becones absolutely real, to such c extent that the world ceases to
be sinmply background for the story; in a curious way, it becones the story. Philip Dick was the
master of this kind of invention, of course, which doesn't detract from Stan's achi evenent.
Rereading it gives nme goosebunps.

By the time Carlo Tafur struggled out of sleep, the baby was squalling, the teapot whistled, the
snel | of stove snoke filled the air. Wavel ets slapped the walls of the floor below It was just
dawn. Reluctantly he untangl ed hinmself fromthe bedsheets and got up. He padded through the other
room of his home, ignhoring his wife and child, and wal ked out the door onto the roof.

Veni ce | ooked best at dawn, Carlo thought as he pissed into the canal. In the dimmauve light it
was possible to imagine that the city was just as it always had been, that hordes of visitors
woul d cone fl ooding down the Grand Canal on this fine sumrer norning .... O course, one had to

i gnore the patchwork constructions built on the roofs of the nei ghborhood to indul ge the fancy.
Around the church San G aconb du Rialto-all the buildings had even their top floors awash, and so
it had been necessary to break up the tile roofs, and erect shacks on the roof beans nade of
materials fished up frombel ow. wood, brick lath, stone, netal, glass. Carlo's hone was one of

t hese shacks, made of a crazy conbinati on of wood beans, stained glass from San G aconetta, and
drain pipes beaten flat. He | ooked back at it and sighed. It was best to |l ook off over the R alto,
where the red sun blazed over the bul bous donmes of San Marco.

"You have to neet those Japanese today," Carlo's wife, Luisa, said frominside.

"1 know." Visitors still canme to Venice, that was certain.

"And don't go insulting themand rowi ng off w thout your pay," she went on, her voice sounding
clearly out of the doorway, "like you did with those Hungarians. It really doesn't nmatter what
they take fromunder the water, you know. That's the past. That old stuff isn't doing anyone any
good under there, anyway."

"Shut up," he said wearily. "I know "

"l have to buy stovewood and vegetables and toil et paper and socks for the baby." she said. "The
Japanese are the best custoners you've got; you'd better treat themwell."

Carlo reentered the shack and wal ked into the bedroomto dress. Between. putting on one boot and
the next he stopped to snobke a cigarette, the last one in the house. Wile snoking he stared at
his pile of books on the floor, his library as Luisa sardonically called the collection; all books

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D...Stanley%20Robinson%20-%20Venice%20Drowned.txt (1 of 12) [2/5/2004 12:08:59 AM]



file:///D}/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Kim%620Stanl ey%20Robinson%20-%20V enice%20Drowned.txt

about Venice. They were tattered, dog-eared, mldewed, so warped by the danp that none of them
woul d cl ose properly, and each noldy page was as wavy as the Lagoon on a wi ndy day.- They were a
m serabl e sight, and Carlo gave the closest stack a light kick with his cold boot as he returned
to the other room

"I'"'moff,"
Torcello."

he said, giving his baby and then Luisa a kiss. "I'lIl be back late; they want to go to

"What could they want up there?"
He shrugged. "Maybe just to see it." He ducked out the door

Bel ow the roof was a small square where the boats of the nei ghborhood were nmoored. Carlo slipped
off the tile onto the narrow floating dock he and the neighbors had built, and crossed to his
boat, a w de-beanmed sail boat with a canvas deck. He stepped in, unnmoored it, and rowed out of the
square onto the Grand Canal .

Once on the Grand Canal he tipped the oars out of the water and let the boat drift downstream The
bi g canal had

al ways been the natural course of the channel through the nudflats of the Lagoon; for a while it
had been tamed, but now it was a river again, its banks nade of tile rooftops and stone pal aces,
with hundreds of tributaries flowing into it. Men were working on roofhouses in the early-norning
|ight; those who knew Carl o waved, hammers or rope in hand, and shouted hello. Carlo wi ggled an
oar perfunctorily before he was swept past. It was foolish to build so close to the G and Canal

whi ch now had the strength to knock the old structures down, and often did. But that was their
business. In Venice they were all fools, if one thought about it.

Then he was in the Basin of San Marco, and he rowed through, the Piazetta beside the Doge's

Pal ace, which was still inposing at two stories high, to the Piazza. Traffic was heavy as usual
It was the only place in Venice that still had the crowmds of old, and Carlo enjoyed it for that
reason, though he shouted curses as loudly as anyone when gondol as streaked in front of him He
j ockeyed his way to the Basilica w ndow and rowed in.

Under the brilliant blue and gold of the domes it was noisy. Mdst of the water in the roons had
been covered with a floating dock. Carlo nobored his boat to it, heaved his four scuba tanks on,
and cl anbered up after them Carrying two tanks in each hand he crossed the dock, on which the
fish market was in full swing. Displayed for sale were flats of mullet, |agoon sharks, tunny,
skates, and flatfish. Clans were piled in trays, their shells gleam ng in the shaft of sunlight
fromthe stained-glass east w ndow, nmen and wonen pulled live crabs out of holes in the dock,
risking fingers in the crab-jammed traps bel ow, octopuses inked their buckets of water, sponges
oozed foam fishermen bawl ed out prices, and insulted the freshness of their neighbors' product.

In the middle of the fish market, Ludovico Sal erno, one of Carlo's best friends, had his stalls of
scuba gear. Carlo's two Japanese custoners were there. He greeted them and handed his tanks to
Sal erno, who began refilling themfromhis ma

chine. They conversed in quick, slangy Italian while the tanks filled. Wen they were done, Carlo
paid himand | ed the Japanese back to his boat. They got in and stowed their backpacks under the
canvas decking, while Carlo pulled the scuba tanks on board.

"W are ready to voyage at Torcell 0?" one asked, and the other sniled and repeated the question
Their names were Hanmada and Taku. They had nade a few jokes concerning the latter nane's
simlarity to Carlo's own, but Taku was the one with less Italian, so the sallies hadn't gone on
for long. They had hired himfour days before, at Salerno's stall

"Yes," Carlo said. He rowed out of the Piazza and up back canal s past Canpo San Maria Fornosa,
whi ch was nearly as crowded as the Piazza. Beyond that the canals were enpty, and only an
occasi onal roof-house narred the | ook of flooded tranquillity.

"That part of city Venice here not nany people live," Hanada observed. "Not houses on houses."

"That's true," Carlo replied. As he rowed past San Zani pol o and the hospital, he explained, "It's
too close to the hospital here, where many di seases were contai ned. Sicknesses, you know. "
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"Ah, the hospital!" Hanada nodded, as did Taku. "We have swam hospital in our Venice voyage
previous to that one here. Salvage many fine statues from | owest rooms."

"Stone lions," Taku added. "Many stone lions with wings in roombel ow Twenty-forty' waterline."

"I's that right," Carlo said. Stone |lions, he thought, set up in the entryway of sone Japanese

busi nessman' s expensive home around the world .... He tried to divert his thoughts by watching the
brilliantly healthy, mask |ike faces of his two passengers as they |aughed over their

rem ni scences

Then they were over the Fondamente Nuova, the northern limt of the city, and on the Lagoon. There
was a small swell fromthe north. Carlo rowed out a way and then stepped forward to raise the
boat's single sail. The wind was fromthe

east, so they would nmake good tine north to Torcello. Behind them Venice |ooked beautiful in the
morning light, as if they were nmles away, and a watery horizon bl ocked their full view of it.

The two Japanese had stopped tal king and were | ooking over the side. They were over the
cenetery of San Mchele, Carlo realized. Below themlay the island that had been the city's chief
cenmetery for centuries; they sailed over a field of tonmbs, nausol euns, gravestones, obelisks, that
at low tide could be a navigational hazard .... Just enough of the bizarre white bl ocks could be
seen to convince one that they were indeed the result of the architectural thinking of fishes.
Carlo crossed hinself quickly to inpress his custoners, and sat back down at the tiller. He pulled
the sail tight and they heel ed over slightly, slapped into the waves.

In no nore than twenty mnutes they were east of Mirano, skirting its edge. Miurano, |ike
Venice an island city crossed with canals, had been a quaint little town before the flood. But it
didn't have as many tall buildings as Venice, and it was said that an underwater river had
undercut its islands; in any case, it was a weck. The two Japanese chattered with excitenent.

"Can we visit to that city here, Carlo?" asked Haneda.

"I't's too dangerous," Carlo answered. "Buildings have fallen into the canals."

They nodded, smiling. "Are people |live here?" Taku asked.

"A few, yes. They live in the highest buildings on the floors still above water, and work
in Venice. That way they avoid having to build a roof-house in the city."

The faces of his two conpani ons expressed i nconprehensi on

"They avoid the housing shortage in Venice," Carlo said. "There's a certain housing
shortage in Venice, as you nmay have noticed." His listeners caught the joke this tinme and | aughed
uproariously.

"Could live on floors below if owning scuba such as that

here," Hamada said, gesturing at Carlo's equipnent.
"Yes," he replied. "O we could growgills."'
at his neck to indicate gills. The Japanese loved it.

Past Murano, the Lagoon was clear for a few mles, a sunbeaten blue covered wth choppy
waves. The boat tipped up and down, the wind tugged at the sail cord in Carlo's hand. He began to
enjoy hinmself. "Stormcom ng," he volunteered to the others and pointed at the black Iine over the
hori zon to the north. It was a comon sight; short, violent stornms swept over Brenner Pass from
the Austrian Al ps, dunping on the Po Valley and the Lagoon before dissipating in the Adriatic

once a week, or nore, even in the summer. That was one reason the fish market was held under the
domes of San Marco; everyone had gotten sick of trading in the rain.

Even the Japanese recogni zed the clouds. "Many rain fall soon here," Taku said.

Hamada grinned and said, "Taku and Tafui, weather prophets no doubt, make big conpany!"

They | aughed. "Does he do this in Japan, too?" Carlo asked.

"Yes indeed, surely. In Japan rains every day-Taku says, "It rains tomorrow for surely.
Weat her prophet!”

After the laughter receded, Carlo said, "Hasn't all the rain drowned sone of your cities

He bugged his eyes out and waved his fingers

too?"

"What's that here?"

"Don't you have sonme Venices in Japan?"

But they didn't want to talk about that. "I don't understand .... No, no Venice in Japan,"
Hamada said easily, but neither |aughed as they had, before. They sailed on. Venice was out of
si ght under the horizon, as was Mirano., Soon they would reach Burano. Carlo guided the boat over
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the waves and listened to his conpanions converse in their inprobable | anguage, or mangle Italian
inawy that alternately made hum want to burst with hilarity or bite the gunwale with
frustration.

Gradual | y, Burano bounced over the horizon, the canpanile first, followed by the few
buil dings still above water. Mirano still had inhabitants, a tiny market, even a nidsummer
festival; Burano was enpty. Its campanile stood at a distinct angle, like the mast of a foundered
ship. It had been an island town, before 2040; now it had "canal s" between every rooftop. Carlo
disliked the town intensely and gave it a wi de berth. H's conpanions discussed it quietly in
Japanese.

A mle beyond it was Torcello, another island ghost town. The canpanile could be seen from
Burano, tall and white against the black clouds to the north. They approached in silence. Carlo
took down the sail, set Taku in the bow to | ook for snags, and rowed cautiously to the edge of
town. They noved between rooftops and walls that stuck up like reefs or like old foundations out
of the earth. Many of the roof tiles and beans had been taken for use in construction back in
Veni ce. This happened to Torcello before; during the Renaissance it had been a little rival of
Veni ce, boasting a popul ation of twenty thousand, but during the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries it had been entirely deserted. Builders from Venice had come | ooking in the ruins for
good marble or a staircase of the right dinensions . . . . Briefly a tiny population had returned,
to nake | ace and host those tourists who wanted to be nel ancholy; but the waters rose, and
Torcello died for good. Carlo pushed off a wall with his oar, and a big section of it tilted over
and sank. He tried not to notice.

He rowed themto the open patch of water that had been the Piazza. Around them stood a few
intact rooftops, no taller than the nast of their boat; broken walls of stone or rounded bri ck;
t he shadowy suggestion of walls just underwater. It was hard to tell what the street plan of the
town woul d have been. On one side of the Piazza was the cathedral of Santa Maria Ascunta, however
still holding fast, still supporting the white canpanile that stood square and solid, as if over a
l'iving comunity.

"That here is the church we desire to dive," Hamada sai d.

Carl o nodded. The anusenent he had felt during the sai

was entirely gone. He rowed around the Piazza |ooking for a flat spot where they could stand and
put the scuba gear on. The church outbuildings-it had been an extensive structure were al
underwat er. At one point the boat's keel scraped the ridge of a roof. They rowed down the | ength
of the barnlike nave, |ooked in the high windows: floored with water. No surprise. One of the
small windows in the side of the canpanile had been wi dened with sl edgehammers; directly inside it
was the stone staircase and, a few steps up, a stone floor. They hooked the boat to the wall and
moved their gear up to the floor. In the dimmdday |ight the stone of the interior was pocked
with shadows. It had a rough-hewn | ook. The citizens of Torcello had built the canpanile in a
hurry, thinking that the world would end at the millennium the year 1000. Carlo snuled to think
how rmuch | onger they had had than that. They clinbed the steps of the staircase, up to the sudden
sunlight of the bell chanber, to | ook around; viewed Burano, Venice in the distance . . . to the
north, the shallows of the Lagoon, and the coast of Italy. Beyond that, the black line of clouds
was |ike a wall nearly subnerged under the horizon, but it was rising; the stormwould cone.

They descended, put on the scuba gear, and flopped into the water beside the canpanile.
They were above the conpl ex of church buildings, and it was dark; Carlo slowmy |led the two
Japanese back into the Piazza and swam down. The ground was silted, and Carlo was careful not to
step on it. His charges saw the great stone chair in the center of the Piazza (it had been called
the Throne of Attila, Carlo remenbered fromone of his noldy books, and no one had known why), and
wavi ng to each other they swamto it. One of them nade |udicrous attenpts to stand on the bottom
and wal k around in his fins; he threw up clouds of silt. The other joined him They each sat in
the stone chair, colums of bubbles rising fromthem and snapped pictures of each other with
their underwater caneras. The silt would ruin the shots, Carlo thought. Wile they cavorted, he
wonder ed sourly what they wanted in the church.
Eventual | y, Hamada swam up to him and gestured at the church. Behind the nmask his eyes were
excited. Carlo punped his fins up and down slowy and |l ed themaround to the big entrance at the
front. The doors were gone. They swaminto the church.

Inside it was dark, and all three of them unhooked their big flashlights and turned them on. Cones
of murky water turned to crystal as the beans swept about. The interior of the church was

undi stingui shed, the floor thick with nud. Carlo watched his two custoners swi mabout and let his
flashlight beamrove the walls. Sone of the underwater wi ndows were still intact, an odd sight.
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Qccasionally the beam caught a colum of bubbles, transnmuting themto silver

Qui ckly enough the Japanese went to the picture at the west end of the nave, a tile nosaic. Taku
(Carl o guessed) rubbed the sline off the tiles, vastly inproving their color. They had gone to the
big one first, the one portraying the Crucifixion, the Resurrection of the Dead, and the Day of
Judgment: a busy mural. Carlo swam over to have a better |ook. But no sooner had the Japanese

wi ped the wall clean than they were off to the other end of the church, where above the stalls of
the apse was another nosaic. Carlo foll owed.

It didn't take long to rub this one clean; and when the water had cleared, the three of them
floated there, their flashlight beans converged on the picture reveal ed.

It was the Teotaca Madonna, the God-bearer. She stood against a dull gold background, holding the
Child in her arns, staring out at the world with a sad and knowi ng gaze. Carlo punped his legs to
get above the Japanese, holding his light steady on the Madonna's face. She | ooked as though she
could see all of the future, up to this nonment and beyond; all of her child' s short life, all the
terror and calanity after that . . . . There were npsaic tears on her cheeks. At the sight of
them Carlo could barely check tears of his own fromjoining the general wetness on his face. He
felt that he had suddenly been transposed to a church on the deepest floor of the ocean; the
pressure of his feelings threatened to inplode him he could

scarcely hold themoff. The water was freezing, he was shivering, sending up a thick, nearly
conti nuous colum of bubbles . . . and the Madonna watched. Wth a kick he turned and swam away.
Li ke startled fish his two conpanions followed him Carlo | ed themout of the church into murky
light, then up to the surface, to the boat and the w ndow casenent.

Fins off, Carlo sat on the staircase and dripped. Taku and Hanmada scranbl ed through the w ndow and
joined him They conversed for a nmonent in Japanese, clearly excited. Carlo stared at them
bl ackly.

Hamada turned to him "That here is the picture we desire," he said. "The Madonna with child."

"What ?" Carlo cri ed.
Hamada rai sed his eyebrows. "W desire taking honme that here picture to Japan.”

"But it's inpossible! The picture is made of little tiles stuck to the wall-there's no way to get
them of fI"

"Italy government permts," Taku said, but Hamada silenced himwi th a gesture:

"Mosai c, yes. W use instrunents we take here-water torch. Archaeol ogy nethod, you understand. Cut
bl ocks out of wall, bricks, nunber themconstruct on new place in Japan. Above water." He flashed
his pearly smle.

"You can't do that," Carlo stated, deeply affronted.

"l don't understand?" Hamada said. But he did: "lItalian government permnmits us that."

"This isn't Italy," Carlo said savagely, and in his anger stood up. What good would a Madonna do
i n Japan, anyway? They weren't even Christian. "ltaly is over there," he said, in his excitenent
m stakenly waving to the sout heast, no doubt confusing his |isteners even nore. "This has never
been Italy! This is Venice! The Republic!"

"1 don't understand." He had that phrase down pat. "ltalian governnent has giving pernit us."
"Christ," Carlo said. After a disgusted pause: "Just how long will this take?"

"Time? W work that afternoon, tonorrow. place the

bricks here, go hire Venice barge to carry bricks to Venice--"

"Stay here overnight? I'mnot going to stay here overnight, God dam it!"
"W bring sl eeping bag for you-"
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"No!" Carlo was furious. "1'mnot staying, you m serabl e heathen hyenas--" He pulled off
hi s scuba gear.

"l don't understand."

Carlo dried off, got dressed. "I'll let you keep your scuba tanks, and |I'Il be back for
you tonorrow afternoon, |ate. Understand.'"

"Yes," Hamada said. staring at himsteadily, w thout expression. "Bring barge?"

"What ?-yes, yes, I'll bring your barge, you miserable slinme-eating catfish. Vultures
He went on for a while. getting the boat out of the w ndow.

"Stormcom ng!" Taku said brightly, pointing to the north.

"To hell with you!" Carlo said, pushing off and begi nning to row. "Understand?"

He rowed out of Torcello and back into the Lagoon. |Indeed, a stormwas coning: he would
have to hurry. He put up the sail and pulled the canvas decking back until it covered everything
but the seat he was sitting on. The wind was fromthe north now, strong but fitful. It pulled the
sail taut: the boat bucked over the choppy waves, |eaving behind a wake that was bright white
agai nst the black of the sky. The clouds were drawi ng over the sky like a curtain, covering half
of it: half black, half colorless blue, and the line of the edge was solid. It resenbl ed that
first great storm of 2040, Carl o guessed, that had pulled over Venice |like a black wool bl anket
and dunped water for forty days. And it had never been the sane again, not anywhere in the world

Now he was beside the weck of Burano. Against the black sky he could see only the drunken
canpanil e. and suddenly he realized why he hated the sight of this abandoned town: it was a vision
of the Venice to come, a cruel nodel of

the future. If the water | evel rose even three neters, Venice would become nothing but a big
Burano. Even if the water didn't rise, nore people were |eaving Venice every year .... One day it
woul d be enpty. Once again the sadness he had felt |ooking at the Teotaca filled him a sadness
becone a bottom ess despair. "God damm it," he said, staring at the crippled canpanile: but that
wasn't enough. He didn't know words that were enough. "God damm it."

Just beyond Burano the squall hit. It alnpst blew the sail out of his hand: he had to hold
on with a fierce clench, tie it to the stern, tie the tiller in place, and scranble over the

pi tchi ng canvas deck to lower the sail. cursing all the while. He brought the sail down. to its
| ast reefing, which | eft a handkerchief sized patch exposed to the wi nd. Even so, the boat yanked
over the waves and the mast creaked as if it would tear loose . . . . The choppy waves had becone

whitecaps: in the screaming wind their tops were tearing |loose and flying through the air, white
foamin the bl ackness ....

Best to head for Murano for refuge, Carlo thought. Then the rain started. It was col der
than the Lagoon water and fell alnost horizontally. The wind was still picking up: his
handker chi ef sail was going to pull the mast out . . . . "Jesus," he said. He got onto the decking
again, slid up to the nast, took down the sail with cold and di sobedient fingers. He craw ed back
to his hole in the deck, hanging on desperately as the boat yawed. It was al nost broadside to the
waves and hastily he grabbed the tiller and pulled it around, just in time to nmeet a | arge wave
stern-on. He shuddered with relief. Each wave seemed bigger than the last: they picked up quickly
on the Lagoon. Well, he thought, what now? Get out the oars? No, that wouldn't do; he had to keep
stern-on to the waves, and besides, he couldn't row effectively in this chop. He had to go where
the waves were going, he realized: and if they m ssed Murano and Venice, that neant the Adriatic.

As the waves lifted and dropped him he grimy contenplated the thought. H s mast al one
acted like a sail in a wnd
of this force; and the wind seemed to be blowing froma bit to the west of north. The waves-the
bi ggest he had ever seen on the Lagoon, perhaps the biggest ever on the Lagoon-pushed in about the
same direction as the wind, naturally. Well, that nmeant he woul d miss Venice, which was directly
sout h, maybe even a touch west of south. Damm, he thought. And all because he had been angered by
those two Japanese and the Teotaca. What did he care what happened to a sunken nosaic from
Torcell 0? He had hel ped foreigners find and cart off the one bronze horse of San Marco that had
fallen . . . nore than one of the stone lions of Venice, synbol of the city . . . the entire
Bri dge of Sighs, for Christ's sake! Wat had cone over hin? Wiy should he have cared about a
forgotten nosaic?

Well, he had done it; and here he was. No altering it. Each wave lifted his boat stern
first and slid under it until he could | ook down in the trough, if he cared to, and see his mast
nearly horizontal, until he rose over the broken, foam ng crest, each one of which seened to want
to break down his little hole in the decking and swanp himfor a second he was in mdair. the
tiller free and useless until he crashed into the next trough. Every tine at the top he thought,
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this wave will catch us, and so even though he was wet and the wind and rain were cold, the
repeated spurts of fear adrenaline and his thick wool coat kept himwarm A hundred waves or so
served to convince himthat the next one would probably slide under himas safely as the last, and
he relaxed a bit. Nothing to do but wait it out, keep the boat exactly stern-on to the swell
and he would be all right. Sure, he thought, he would just ride these waves across the Adriatic to
Trieste or Rijeka, one of those two tawdry towns that had replaced Veni ce as Queen of the Adriatic
the princesses of the Adriatic, so to speak, and two little sluts they were, too .... O

ride the stormout, turn around, and sail back in, better yet

On the other hand, the Lido had becone a sort of reef, in nost places, and waves of this
size woul d break over it, capsizing himfor sure. And, to be realistic, the top of the Adriatic

was w de; just one nistake on the top of these waves (and he couldn't go on forever) and he woul d
be broached, capsized, and rolled down to join all the other Venetians who had ended up on the
bottom of the Adriatic. And all because of that damm Madonna. Carlo sat crouched in the stern,
adjusting the tiller for the particulars of each wave, ignoring all else in the howing, black,
hori zonl ess chaos of water and air around him pleased in a grimway that he was sailing to his
death with such perfect seamanship. But he kept the Lido out of nind.

And so he sailed on, losing track of time as one does when there is no spatial referent.
Wave after wave after wave. A little water collected at the bottomof his boat, and his spirits
sank; that was no way to go, to have the boat sink by degrees under him....

Then the high-pitched, airy how of the wind was joined by a | ow boom ng, a bass roar. He
| ooked behind himin the direction he was being driven and saw a white line, stretching fromleft
to right; his heart jumped, fear exploded through him This was it. The Lido, now a barrier reef
tripping the waves. They were smashing down on it; he could see white sheets bounci ng skyward and
blowing to nothing. He was terrifically frightened. It would have been so nmuch easier to founder
at sea.

But there-among the white breakers, off to the right-a gray finger pointing up at the
bl ack-

A campanile. Carlo was forced to | ook back at the wave he was under, to straighten the
boat; but when he | ooked back it was still there. A canpanile, standing there |ike a dead
i ght house. "Jesus," he said aloud. It |ooked as if the waves were pushing hima coupl e hundred
meters to the north of it. As each wave lifted himhe had a nmonent when the boat was sliding down
the face of the wave as fast as it was noving under him during these nmonments he shifted the
tiller a bit and the boat turned and surfed across the face, to the south, until the wave rose up
under himto the crest, and he had to
straighten it out. He repeated the delicate operation tine after time, sometines nearly broaching
the boat in his inpatience. But that wouldn't do-just take as much from each wave as it will give
you, he thought. And pray it will add up to enough.

The Lido got closer, and it | ooked as if he was directly upwind of the canpanile. It was the one
at the Lido channel entrance or perhaps the one at Pellestrina, farther south; he had no way of
knowi ng and couldn't have cared |l ess. He was just happy that his ancestors had seen fit to
construct such solid bell towers. In between waves he reached under the decking and by touch found
hi s boat hook and the Iength of rope he carried. It was going to be a problem actually, when he
got to the canpanile-it would not do to pass it helplessly by a few neters; on the other hand he
couldn't smash into it and expect to survive either, not in these waves. In fact the nore he
considered it, the nore exact and difficult he realized the approach would have to be, and
fearfully he stopped thinking about it and concentrated on the waves.

The | ast one was the biggest. As the boat slid down its face, the face got steeper until it seened
they would be swept on by this wave forever. The canpanile | oomed ahead, big and bl ack. Around it,
waves pitched over and broke with sharp, deadly boons; from behind, Carlo could see the water
sucked over the breaks, as if over short but infinitely broad waterfalls. The noi se was
trenendous. At the top of the wave it appeared he could junp in the canpanile's top w ndow she got
out the boathook, shifted the tiller a touch, took three deep breaths. Amd the roaring, the wave
swept himjust past the stone tower, snacking against it and splashing him he pulled the tiller
over hard, the boat shot into the wake of the canpanil e-he stood and swung the boat hook over a

wi ndow casenent above him It caught, and he held on hard.

He was in the lee of the tower; broken water rose and dropped under the boat, hissing, but w thout
vi ol ence, and he held. One handed, he wapped the end of his rope around the sail cord bolt in the
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stern, tied the other end to the boathook

The hook held pretty well; he took a risk and reached down to tie the rope firmy to the bolt.
Then anot her risk: when the boiling soupy water of another broken wave raised the boat, he |eaped

off his seat, grabbed the stone windowsill, which was too thick to get his fingers over-for a
monent he hung by his fingertips. Wth desperate strength he pulled hinself up, reached in with
one hand and got a grasp on the inside of the sill, and pulled hinmself in and over. The stone

fl oor was about four feet below the wi ndow. Quickly he pulled the boathook in and put it on the
floor, and took up the slack in the rope.

He | ooked out the window H's boat rose and fell, rose and fell. Well, it would sink or it

woul dn't. Meanwhil e, he was safe. Realizing this, he breathed deeply, let out a shout. He
renenbered shooting past the side of the tower, face no nore than two neters fromit getting
drenched by the wave slapping the front of it-why, he had done it perfectly! He couldn't do it
again like that in a mllion tries. Triunphant |aughs burst out of him short and sharp: "Ha! Ha
Ha! Jesus Christ! Wow "

"Whoooo' s theeeerre?" called a high scratchy voice, floating down the staircase fromthe floor
above. "Who000000's there? .

Carlo froze. He stepped lightly to the base of the stone staircase and peered up; through the hole
to the next floor flickered a faint light. To put it better, it was |less dark up there than
anywhere el se. More surprised than fearful (though he was afraid), Carlo opened his eyes as wi de
as he could

"Whooooo0' s t heeeeeerrrrrrrre?

Quickly he went to the boathook, untied the rope, felt around on the wet floor until he found a
bl ock of stone that would serve as anchor for his boat. He | ooked out the wi ndow. boat stil

there; on both sides, white breakers crashed over the Lido. Taking up the boathook, Carlo stepped
slowy up the stairs, feeling that after what he had been through he could slash any ghost in the
ether to ribbons.

It was a candle lantern, flickering in the disturbed air-a roomfilled with junk

"Eeek! Eeek!"

"Jesus!"

"Devil! Death, away!" A small black shape rushed at him brandi shing sharp netal points.
"Jesus!" Carlo repeated, hol ding the boathook out to defend hinself. The figure stopped.

"Death comes for ne at |ast,’
hand.

it said. It was an old wonan, he saw, holding | ace needles in each

"Not at all," Carlo said, feeling his pul se slow back down. "Swear to God, G andnother, |I'mjust a
sailor, blown here by the storm"”

The wonman pul | ed back the hood of her black cape, revealing braided white hair, and squinted at
hi m

"You've got the scythe," she said suspiciously. Afew winkles left her face as she unfocused her
gaze.

"A boat hook only," Carlo said, holding it out for her inspection. She stepped back and raised the

| ace needl es threateningly. "Just a boathook, | swear to God. To God and Mary and Jesus and all
the saints, Grandnother. I'mjust a sailor, blown here by the stormfrom Venice." Part of himfelt
I'i ke | aughi ng.

"Aye?" she said. "Aye, well then, you've found shelter. | don't see so well anynore, you know.
Cone in, sit down, then." She turned around and led himinto the room "I was just doing sone |ace
for penance, you see . . . though there's scarcely enough light." She lifted a tonboli with the
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| ace pinned to it; Carlo noticed big gaps in the pattern, as in the webs of an injured spider. "A
little nore light," she said and, picking up a candle, held it to the Iit one. Wien it was fired,
she carried it around the chanber and lit three nore candles in lanterns that stood on tables,
boxes, a wardrobe. She notioned for himto sit in a heavy chair by her table, and he did so.

As she sat down across fromhim he | ooked around the

chamber. A bed piled high with bl ankets, boxes and tables: covered with objects . . . the stone
wal | s around, and another staircase leading up to the next floor of the campanile. There was a
draft. "Take off your coat," the wonan said. She arranged the little pillow on the arm of her
chair and began to poke a needle in and out of it, pulling the thread slowy.

Carl o sat back and watched her. "Do you live here al one?"

"Al ways al one," she replied. "I don't want it otherwise." Wth the candl e before her face, she
resenmbl ed Carl o's nother or soneone else he knew It seemed very peaceful in the roomafter the
storm The old wonan bent in her chair until her face was just above her tonboli; still, Carlo

couldn't help,; noticing that her needle hit far outside the apparent pattern of |ace, striking
here and there randomy. She might as well have been blind. At regular intervals Carlo shuddered
with excitenent and tension; it was hard to believe he was out of danger Mre infrequently they
broke the silence with a short burst of conversation, then sat in the candlelight absorbed in
their own thoughts, as if they were old friends.

"How do you get food?" Carlo asked, after one of these silences had stretched out. "O candl es?"

"I trap | obsters down bel ow. And fishernen cone by and trade food for |ace. They get a good
bargai n, never fear. |'ve never given | ess, despite what he said-" Anguish tw sted here face as
the squinting had, and she stopped. She needled furiously, and Carlo | ooked away. Despite the
draft, he was warnming up (he hadn't renoved his coat, which was wool, after all), and he was
beginning to feel drowsy ....

"He was ny spirit's mate, do you conprehend nme?"

Carlo jerked upright. The old worman was still |ooking at
her tonboli. -

"And-and he left ne here, here in this desol ati on when the floods began, with words that ['1|
renenber forever and ever and ever. Until death cones .... | wish you had been' death!" she cried
"I wish you had."

Carl o renenbered her brandi shing the needles. "Wat is this place?" he asked gently.

" \Mat ?Il
"Is this Pellestrina? San Lazzaro?"
"This is Venice," she said.

Carl o shivered convul sively, stood up

"I'"'mthe last of them" the woman said. "The waters rise, the heavens how, |ove's pledges crack
and lead to msery. I-1 live to show what a person can bear and not die. I'Il live till the del uge
drowns the world as Venice is drowned, I'Il live till all else living is dead; I'Il live . '

Her voice trailed off; she | ooked up at Carlo curiously. "Wo are you, really? On. | know. 1 know.
A sailor."

"Are there floors above?" he asked, to change the subject.

She squinted at him Finally she spoke. "Wrds are vain. 1 thought 1'd never speak again, not even
to ny owmn heart, and here | am doing it again. Yes, there's a floor above intact; but above that,
ruins. Lightning blasted the bell chanber apart, while | lay in that very bed." She pointed at her
bed, stood up. "Come on, I'll show you." Under her cape she was tiny.

She picked up the candl e | antern beside her, and Carlo followed her up the stairs, stepping
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carefully in the shifting shadows.

On the fl oor above, the wind swirled, and through the stairway to the floor above that, he could
di stingui sh bl ack cl ouds. The wonman put the lantern on the floor, started up the stairs. "Cone up
and see," she said.

Once through the hole they were in the wind, out under the sky. The rain had stopped. G eat blocks
of stone lay about the floor, and the walls broke off unevenly.

"I thought the whole campanile would fall," she shouted at himover the whistle of the wind. He
nodded, and wal ked over to the west wall, which stood chest high. Looking over it, he could see
the waves approaching, rising up, smashing agai nst the stone bel ow, spraying back and up at him
He

could feel the blows in his feet. Their force frightened him it was hard to believe he had
survived them and was now out of danger. He shook his head violently. To his right and left, the
white lines of crunbled waves marked the Lido, a broad swath of them agai nst the black. The old
worman was speaking, he could see; he wal ked back to her side to listen

"The waters yet rise," she shouted. "See? And the lightning . . . you can see the |ightning
breaking the Alps to dust. It's the end, child. Every island fled away, and the nountains were not
found . . . the second angel poured out his vial upon the sea, and it becanme as the blood of a
dead man: and every living thing died in the sea.”" On and on she spoke, her voice nmngling with
the sound of the gale and the boom of the waves, just carrying over it all . . . until Carlo, cold
and tired, filled with pity and a bl ack anguish |ike the clouds rolling over them put his arm
around her thin shoulders and turned her around. They descended to the floor bel ow, picked up the
extingui shed |l antern, and descended to her chanber, which was still lit. It seenmed warm a refuge
He coul d hear her still speaking. He was shivering w thout pause.

"You nmust be cold," she said in a practical tone. She pulled a few bl ankets from her bed. "Here,
take these." He sat down in the big heavy chair, put the blankets around his | egs, put his head
back. He was tired. The old woman sat in her chair and wound thread onto a spool. After a few

m nutes of silence she began tal king again; and as Carl o dozed and shifted position and nodded off
agai n, she tal ked and tal ked, of storns, and drownings, and the world's end, and lost |love ....

In the nmorning when he woke up, she wasn't there. Her room stood reveal ed in the di mnorning
Iight: shabby, the furniture battered, the blankets worn, the knickknacks of Venetian glass ugly,
as Venetian glass always was . . . but it was clean. Carlo got up and stretched his stiff nuscles.
He went up to the roof; she wasn't there. It was a sunny norning. Over the east wall he saw that
his boat was still there, still floating. He

grinned-the first one in a few days; he could feel that in his face.

The woman was not in the floors below, either. The | owest one served as her boat house, he could
see. Init were a pair of decrepit rowboats and sone | obster pots. The biggest "boatslip" was
enpty; she was probably out checking pots. O perhaps she hadn't wanted to talk with himin the
Iight of day.

From t he boat house he could wal k around to his craft, through water only knee deep. He sat in the
stern, reliving the previous afternoon, and grinned again at being alive.

He took off the decking and bailed out the water on the keel with his bailing can, keeping an eye
out for the old woman. Then he renenbered the boathook and went back upstairs for it. Wen he
returned there was still no sight of her. He shrugged; he'd cone back and say good-bye anot her
time. He rowed around the canpanile and off the Lido, pulled up the sail, and headed nort hwest,
where he presunmed Venice was.

The Lagoon was as flat as a pond this norning, the sky cloudless, |ike the blue done of a great
basilica. It was amazing, but Carlo was not surprised. The weather was |ike that these days. Last
night's storm however, had been sonething else. There was the nother of all squalls; those were
the bi ggest waves in the Lagoon ever, w thout a doubt. He began rehearsing his tale in his mnd,
for wife and friends.

Veni ce appeared over the horizon right off his bow, just where he thought it would be: first the
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great canpanile, then San Marco and the other spires. The canpanile . . . Thank God his ancestors
had wanted to get up there so close to God-or so far off the water-the urge had saved his life. In
the rain-washed air, the sea approach to the city was nore beautiful than ever, and it didn't even
bother himas it usually did that no matter how close you got to it, it still seened to be over
the horizon. That was just the way it was, now. The Serenissina. He was happy to see it.

He was hungry, and still very tired. Wen he pulled into

the Grand Canal and took down the sail, he found he could barely row. The rain was pouring off the
land into the Lagoon, and the G and Canal was running |like a mountain river. It was tough going.

At the fire station where the canal bent back, some of his friends working on a new roof - house
waved at him | ooking surprised to see him going upstreamso early in the norning. "You' re going
the wong way!" one shout ed.

Carl o waved an oar weakly before plopping it back in. "Don't | knowit!" he replied.

Over the Rialto, back into the little courtyard of San G acometta. Onto the sturdy dock he and his
nei ghbors had built, staggering a bit careful there, Carlo.

"Carlo!" his wife shrieked fromabove. "Carlo, Carlo, Carlo!" She flew down the | adder fromthe
r oof .

He stood on the dock. He was hone.

"Carlo, Carlo, Carlo!"™ his wife cried as she ran onto the dock

"Jesus," he pleaded, "shut up." And pulled her into a rough hug.
"Where have you been, | was so worried about you because of the storm you said you' d be back
yesterday, oh, Carlo, I'mso glad to see you . . . ." She tried to help himup the | adder. The

baby was crying. Carlo sat down in the kitchen chair and | ooked around the little makeshift room
with satisfaction. In between chewi ng down bites of a |oaf of bread, he told Luisa of his
adventure: the two Japanese and their vandalism the wild ride across the Lagoon, the nmadwonman on
the canpanile. Wien he had finished the story and the | oaf of bread, he began to fall asleep

"But, Carlo, you have to go back and pick up those Japanese."

"To hell with them" he said slurrily. "Creepy little bastards .... They're tearing the Madonna
apart, didn't |I tell you? They'll take everything in Venice, every |ast painting and statue and
carving and nmosaic and all .... | can't stand it."

"Ch, Carlo . . . it's all right. They take those things al

over the world and put themup and say this is fromVenice, the greatest city in the world."
"They shoul d be here."

"Here, here, come in and lie dowmn for a few hours. 1'll go see if G useppe will go to
Torcello with you to bring back those bricks." She arranged himon their bed. "Let them have
what's under the water, Carlo. Let themhave it." He slept.

He sat up struggling, his armshaken by his wife.

"Wake up, it's late. You've got to go to Torcello to get those nen. Besides, they've got
your scuba gear."

Carl o groaned.

"Maria says G useppe will go with you; he'll neet you with his boat on the Fondanente."
"Dam. "

"Conme on, Carlo, we need that noney."

"Al'l right, all right." The baby was squalling. He collapsed back on the bed. "I'Il do it;

don't pester ne.
He got up and drank her soup. Stiffly he descended the | adder, ignoring Luisa' s good-byes
and warni ngs, and got back in his boat. He untied it, pushed off, let it float out of the
courtyard to the wall of San G aconetta. He stared at the wall
Once, he renenbered, he had put on his scuba gear and swum down into the church. He had
sat down in one of the stone pews in front of the altar, adjusting his weight belts and tank to do
so, and had tried to pray through his nouthpi ece and the facemask. The silver bubbles of his
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breath had floated up through the water toward heaven; whether his prayers had gone with them he
had no idea. After a while, feeling somewhat foolish-but not entirely-he had swum out the door
Over it he had noticed an inscription and stopped to read it, facemask centinmeters fromthe stone.
Around this Tenple Let the Merchant's Law Be Just, H's Wight True, and Hs Covenants Faithful. It
was an adnmonition to the old usurers of the Rialto, but he could make it his, he thought; the true
wei ght

could refer to the diving belts, not to overload his clients and sink themto the bottom....
The nenory passed and he was on the surface again, with a job to do. He took in a deep
breath and let it out, put the oars in the oarlocks and started to row.
Let them have what was under the water. What lived in Venice was still afloat.
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