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Every mirror is false because it repeats something it has not witnessed.


Chazal



















The Convent of Sant’Alvise,


Venice, 26th March 1511





The earth shook today. The bell woke me, and I lay for a moment not knowing if I was awake or still asleep. I imagined it was ringing for matins, and if it was, I could not understand why it was ringing so unevenly. I opened my eyes and saw that dawn was breaking through the window high up in the wall. I knew then that I had already missed matins. The Abbess was sure to punish me for missing it again. The bell continued to jangle, without rhyme or reason, and I realised that it wasn’t just our bell ringing, but everywhere outside our walls, throughout the whole city. The earth trembled, great rumbles from somewhere deep below me. The candle on the altar spluttered, and I lay on my bed of straw, listening to the madness that was in the sound and wondering what was making the earth shake so. For a moment, time seemed not only to stop, but also to go backwards and I imagined that my feet were growing smaller and the uncles I never knew were coming back to life. The dormitory seemed to shrink and yet everything seemed very near. This strange impression brought me to my senses and it was only when I was fully awake that I realised I was in great danger. I rose from my bed, put on my clogs and quickly left the dormitory. In the cloisters, the chickens were running around everywhere, frantically beating their wings. The bells were still clanging. The convent was deserted and silent. The tree in our courtyard stood bare. It was usually adorned with sugared almonds, but all these had been shaken off and now lay on the ground like hailstones. The morning air was cold. I ran down the cloisters and when I got to the front door of the convent, it was wide open with dust billowing in. It looked like some great monster was blowing smoke into our convent. I ran towards the block of milky light in the doorway and jumped through it, coughing when I reached the other side. Through the clouds of dust wafting around, I could see the outlines of people huddled in small groups near me. Then someone approached me and I saw it was the Abbess. ‘Thank the Lord,’ she said and embraced me. ‘I thought you were gone.’ Her habit smelled of dust and sweat, but I felt secure in her arms. The bells were beginning to calm down, but I could still hear the clanging bell of the campanile in St Mark’s. We were too far away to see it, but we could always hear it.


‘Where is Signora Lucia?’ I asked. The Abbess took me to where she was being held up by Signora Sordamor and Signora Lucretia. She was still dressed in her bed clothes. I could see in her sightless eyes that she was frightened, too frightened to speak. I could not imagine what must have been going through her mind. I held her hand and kissed it, but she didn’t notice me. We stood like that for what seemed an eternity as we watched the dust settle and the world come back into view. The sky outside was so big, so blue, the rising sun a glowing ball of yellow, like a golden ghost. It was the first time I had stood outside the convent since I had arrived four years before and I marvelled at how pure were the sun and sky. I could hear many voices from across the canal. On the skyline, some bell towers were bent out of shape and leaning over at a horrible angle. I looked up to our small bell tower, but it was not affected. Then I noticed that some of the taller buildings just across the canal had lost their chimney pots and were afflicted with cracks and the walls had burst open. Dust rose from the long line of buildings, making them greyer and pinker in the morning sun. In the dust, I could see the blood-red marble of the palazzo of Aldramin. Venetia is neither land, nor water, nor sky. The Abbess has told me that our city is a myth but, to me, it will always be a celestial heart and it saddened me to think that it may be destroyed. Was the city destroyed? Some far-off bells were still occasionally clanging in the red air. I stood, not knowing what to do, waiting for the earth to shake again. I listened to the people on the other side of the canal calling to each other. Mothers to their children, husbands to their wives. Some long minutes passed and it slowly dawned on us that the earth had ceased trembling. We made our way back to the entrance of our convent, and passed through the front door. Signora Sordamor and I helped Signora Lucia. The chickens were clucking with annoyance and strutting about. The Abbess told Signora Pellegrina to see to them. The Signora was not pleased to be told to do such a lowly task, but she began shooing them back down the cloisters to their coop in the gardens.


‘Is everyone here?’ the Abbess said to us. We accounted for all eleven of the Signoras, but it soon became clear that Ottavia was missing. The Abbess ordered the front door to be closed and locked. She assigned a sister to each of the spaces in our convent to check for damage and told Signora Arcanzola to prepare some bread and hot soup. I watched the sisters walk along the cloisters and disappear through doorways.  


‘Oliva.’


I looked at the Abbess. Her countenance was one of calm and courage.


‘Take Lucia back to the infirmary and put her to bed. Then go and find Ottavia,’ she said. ‘Check our cells first.’


I nodded and began walking with Signora Lucia along the cloisters. ‘Oh, good heavens!’ she said. ‘You are walking too fast. I shall tumble and fall,’ and so I slowed down. We passed into the kitchen and out into the gardens. Signora Pellegrina was still trying to get the chickens into their coop. She kept ducking and waving her arms, but this only made the chickens even more afraid. I guided Signora Lucia into the infirmary, to her bed in the corner. The air in the room was stale, the light dim as the candles had gone out, but I couldn’t see any damage to the walls. She sat on the bed and I lifted her legs up. She was like a child ready to be put to bed. I pulled the sheets up to her chin and kissed her forehead, telling her that I would come back soon. Retracing my steps, I walked towards the first of the cells that ran along the main cloister. It belonged to Signora Gratiosa. I opened the door and looked around. The straw bedding was empty, the fine rugs were still attached to the walls. Even her cross and chalice were standing upright. I was puzzled that there was not more damage. Pulling the door to, I went to the next cell, which was also empty. I checked every cell of the Signoras and then went to the dormitory where Ottavia and I slept. The long dormitory is poorly lit at its entrance, it is only at the altar that there is any light. As I passed through the darkness something caught my eye. In the gloom, I saw two pinpricks of light, looking at me. It was difficult to know if they were near or far from me. It took me a few moments to make out a pair of eyes and a face and then a body – it was Ottavia and the look on her face was the purest look of fear I had ever seen. Then the figure disappeared into the shadows and I stood still, unsure that I had seen anything at all. Or perhaps what I had seen was the fear in my own eyes?




   





Some hours later, sunlight filled the courtyard as I made my way to the choir. The hours for lauds and prime had passed without our attendance because of the quake and the bell was ringing now for terce. I went through the door in the cloisters and climbed the steps to the choir. The Abbess was already there. She handed me the psalters and watched as the sisters came in and took their places. When I had finished handing out the psalters, I crossed myself and knelt beside all the suore. We waited a few moments for the congregation below us to take their seats, then the priest said a prayer for the dead souls and we joined the congregation in chanting a mass. I did not need to look at my book as I knew the words by heart and, although I sang them for those who had been lost in the city that morning, I also sang with joy and thanks for the spared lives of Ottavia, Signora Lucia and the Abbess. I sneaked a glance at the Abbess – she was singing with her eyes closed. Ottavia was behind her with her head inclined. She always displayed a kind of agitation, but I could see the look on her face was still more than that. She must have been thinking of her family, if they were still alive. What damage had been done to the city and its inhabitants? We would only know when the priest came and brought news with him.


Just the day before, everything had been so different. It was the day of the Feast of the Annunciation and to celebrate the feast, the suore had brought some blue and white silk ribbons into the chapter and we hung them on the walls. The colours looked beautiful. Then we gathered in the courtyard and the suore gave each other little gifts. We sang some hymns, practising our polyphony, the courtyard alive with the sound of sparrows. Their noise is incessant, but I must not be unkind for, like me, they are God’s creatures, but they do chatter so. It was a beautiful morning and a happy way to start the New Year.


The day of the quake was also washday and so Ottavia and I were excused from prayer until the lighting of the lamps. On leaving the choir, we walked along the cloisters to the kitchen and I asked if her family were safe. ‘I don’t know,’ she said, wringing her hands in agony. I tried to reassure her, but my words sounded hollow, even to me. I did not believe that Ottavia was really in agony, but she was always in the most melancholy humour. In the kitchen, I tried to distract her by giving her jobs to do, jobs that I hoped would occupy her mind. I told her to fetch water from the well while I lifted the vats into the fireplace. After filling the vats, I put wood under them and lit the fires. It takes a whole hour for the water to heat, so I told Ottavia to collect the dirty linen from the infirmary and from the cells of the Signoras. But all this activity and hard work could not stop Ottavia from talking about the quake. As we put in and stirred the cloths and sheets from the infirmary, she constantly splashed me with water and said, ‘Were you frightened?’ I explained that I had been asleep in the dormitory. ‘Oh it was terrible,’ she said, ‘I did not know where to go or what to do.’ As she spoke, she was reliving it all again in her mind. I did not mention her apparition – I did not think it wise, for Ottavia has a delicate mind and I did not want to throw her further into the pit of agony. I assured her again that I thought her family were safe and asked if any of them would be visiting this week.


‘Yes, my brother will be coming on Friday.’


‘Will he bring any food?’


She nodded and smiled. ‘Some fishes. He said he would catch the fish himself, so let’s see. My brother is so handsome – you would like him, I know you would.’


I took no notice of her remark. I never said a word to her about what was going on in my soul.


‘Oh, Oliva, don’t look so surprised! Don’t you ever think about men?’


I continued to stir the sheets. With her temperament, fear made Ottavia shrink back, but any mention of love made her rush forward. ‘Do you?’ I said.


Ottavia laughed, showing her small, fine teeth. ‘Yes, all the time. If the Abbess only knew what passed through my mind all day, she would have the Doge lock me up!’


Despite Ottavia’s sinful words, I could not reproach her. She is no younger than me, but she is like a new, fresh doe trying to find its feet. Her soul is still so green and unused. Words and feelings come gushing out without her knowing what she is saying and I fear for her so. I looked at her face, a radiant expression of joy and hope looking back at me, and thought that a little bitterness in her heart would be better than all that sweetness.


‘Come on, help me get these out,’ I said. ‘They have to be dry by evening.’




   





It rained all the next day, and I was told that it was a good sign because it would help put out any fires in the city. After compline, I crossed myself, kissed the hand of the Abbess and walked to the dormitory along the gloomy cloisters. The rain fell in huge drops onto the gravel of the courtyard. The lamps were barely bright enough to light the halls and passageways. There were only a few of the suore there that evening. Most stayed in their cells for the last office of the day, passing the time with their sisters, cousins and aunts. Sometimes, when they deem me fit enough, they invite me in and I sit in a corner and have a nibble at the bread and cheese offered to me, or a sip of their wine. I sit perfectly still and listen to them talk about their families and the husbands they never had. I never knew my mother, or my father, and I know I shall never have a husband. I do not know what it would be like to be tied to a man, to a single person above all others. Men are such strange beings, but I have never been familiar with a man, so I cannot know for sure. Neither have the sisters, but they would like to know. They do not seem to think it wrong to talk about it. They seem to miss it, but how can you miss something you never had? I cannot think about it. The world the suore talk about has no meaning for me. Like the sparrows, they chatter on about nothing in particular. I am curious to hear their tales, but the world they talk about is as far away from me as the sun. I have no one to talk about and, although I am among the suore day and night, I am very alone. The suore do not understand what it is like to be alone in the world.


As I passed through the deep shadows of the corridors that evening, it felt as though all below me was dark water, swirling soundlessly, waiting with certainty for the moment I would fall in and drop to its depths. Was there pure love in my heart? Could I, like Ottavia, let temptation into my mind? I entered the dark dormitory; Ottavia was nowhere to be seen. Two candles had been lit on the altar. I crossed myself and dropped to my knees. With head bowed, I exalted to the stars the sanctity of my vocation. Will I make a good bride for Christ? Do I have the strength to endure the sufferings that will surely increase whenever I grow weary of the surrounding darkness and I try to find peace and strength by contemplating eternal life? Is there love enough in my heart for that struggle? I picture my soul as a patch of bare ground, on which Christ is building a grand pavilion. I am only happy if no one takes any notice of me, except You, of course. You are my radiant sun, shining on my upturned face. I will be the patch of ground for Your pavilion, a lovely edifice built with tears and draped in my veils. Until then, there is no veil and no pavilion, only a white wall which rises to the sky and hides the stars. In my ecstasy, I heard His first call, like a nearby murmur which heralded His joyful arrival. Then, behind me, I heard footsteps and the rustle of fabric, but I did not want to stop my prayer. Far off, I heard whispers and bells, as though something was trying to attract my attention. I have seen so many ghosts and apparitions in the corners and alcoves of these rooms. You can tell they are here for the flames of the candles turn blue when they go by, but I have learned that I must remain calm and still, for they will pass. Yet I fear them. I fear the appearance of temptation. I know it is cowardly to fight a duel, so if the devil arrives, I will turn my back on him and never look at him face to face. I got up from the altar and turned to face whoever had entered the dormitory, but there was no one there. I wondered where Ottavia could be. With that thought in mind, I lay down on my bed of straw, pulled a blanket over my head and tried immediately to fall asleep. She would come of her own accord.




   





The next day, it had stopped raining. After the reading at breakfast, the Abbess stood up and announced that the Bishop was visiting our convent that very morning. What a commotion her declaration made. The elder suore started fussing so, at a loss as to how to receive such an esteemed visitor at such short notice. Ottavia and I looked on in bewilderment, for we had never seen the Bishop in the flesh. The Abbess raised her arms.


‘Hush, hush, my sisters. Calm yourselves. It is not an inspection, he will only be here for a moment, so there is no need to tidy your cells.’


The suore seemed relieved to hear this.


‘Congregate in the chapter in one hour,’ the Abbess said.


At the appointed hour, we were all gathered in the chapter, the Signoras sitting on benches either side of the high chair and Ottavia and I sitting on the ground. I like the chapter because it is the brightest room in our convent. There are two big windows overlooking the orchard. They are so enormous that they fill the room all day with sunshine. My eyes are always drawn to the altar beneath the great windows and the silver altarpiece adorned with pearls that catch the sun. Footsteps and low voices outside the door to the chapter heralded the arrival of the Bishop and the suore covered themselves with their veils. When the doors opened, the Bishop entered and we all stood up. The Bishop was wearing a white mitre and a robe of white ermine that trailed along the ground, and he held a crozier. I had never seen such a luxurious costume before and I stared at him as he walked past. Ottavia whispered in my ear, ‘Doesn’t he look splendid in his white raiment?’ and I looked at her to be quiet. The Abbess entered after him and took her position next to the Bishop. He offered his hand to the Abbess and she kissed it, whereupon he sat in the high chair.


‘Greetings from the Pope, the Doge and the Diocese,’ the Bishop said. ‘All greet you warmly. News of the quake is bad. In St Mark’s, the marble statues of the four kings fell. We had already engaged the architect Giorgio Spavento to initiate a renovation, and now his plans are to be executed under the direction of Bartolomeo Bon of Bergamo. We will add a new belfry, in marble, and the sculpture of the lion of St Mark and Venetia will be placed on a new attic. Lastly, we will add a new spire, in gold leaf. The tall houses in the ghetto have been much damaged and many lives were lost, but the Lord showed mercy and Sant’Alvise, being such a small convent, was thankfully spared. The Abbess has told me that the damage is limited to a few cracks in the walls. If your convent had been bigger, there would surely have been lives lost, so thanks be to God.’ The suore said, ‘Amen,’ and crossed themselves. Ottavia and I did likewise.


‘Your convent may be small but it is highly valued by the church, as all our convents are, but this earthquake is nothing but a sign from God. Misfortunes occur on account of sins and the State of Venetia is full of these. I have heard from my confessors that fathers are interfering with daughters, brothers with sisters, and so forth. The city is becoming irreligious. In other years, the confessors would have heard the New Year confessions of half of Venetia by this time, but they have so far heard no one but the female tertiaries and a tiny number of others. There is disorder in the city and this has incurred the wrath of God. In order to appease Him, I have ordered processions at St Mark’s for three days, and processions in the evenings, and three days’ fasting on bread and water for all the citizens of the city.’


The sisters again said, ‘Amen,’ and crossed themselves. Ottavia and I followed their lead.


‘As you know,’ the Bishop said, ‘the family of the Abbess has kindly offered to engage higher officials to make a Book of Hours of the Passion of Christ for your convent. Our Christian devotion will be expressed in it by means of illumination and decoration. It will be the most beautiful Book of Hours in all Venetia.’


There was a murmur of approval, which the Abbess acknowledged.


‘But that is not all, my sisters.’ Gesturing to a man standing next to him, a man whom I had not noticed until then, the Bishop said, ‘This man is Signor Avílo, a renowned painter. Last year, the Diocese engaged Signor Avílo to paint eight episodes from the good book. Even though Signor Avílo does not usually make paintings for devotional, allegorical or historical purposes, he agreed and we are privileged. He has at last finished and they will soon adorn the convent walls.’


There was another murmur of approval. The man nodded in acknowledgement to the sisters. He was bearded and wore a tunic with enormous blue sleeves.


‘For a further fee of fifty ducats, Signor Avílo has been newly commissioned by the Abbess to paint her portrait.’ The Bishop turned to the painter and said, ‘Sir, your portrait should conform to pious decorum and sacred beauty and should avoid using scandalously rich colours and profane ornaments. Some outsiders think this convent is a place of vice and indiscipline, but that is not the case. It is rather a bastion of chastity and prayer that serves the Lord and compensates for the corruption of the laity. The purity of the nuns atones for the sins of the city – that is what I want to show them.’


The painter bowed slightly, but he didn’t speak.


‘The Abbess will not be able to sit often for your portrait, as she is exceedingly busy, so you will have to find another to model on. The suggestion of the Abbess is that you use the lay sister called Oliva. Where is she?’


All the suore and the Abbess turned and looked at me. I had never had so many eyes bearing down on me before. I burned with shame and discomfort at having so much attention paid to me.


‘The Abbess tells me that it is common knowledge how alike you are to her, and I see that it is true. Quite striking, in fact. If it were not for your humble beginnings, I would say you were two peas from the same pod.’


‘We all look like those we love, Bishop,’ the Abbess said.


The Bishop continued to regard me, so much so that I had to avert my eyes.


‘Good luck with your portrait, Signor Avílo. I look forward to seeing it in due course.’


With that, the Bishop got up and left the room, giving us benediction as he went. His white robe trailed like a curtain. The doors closed behind him with a thud. No one spoke for several moments. It was as though he had never come. His visit seemed like a dream. The Abbess clapped her hands.


‘Sisters, you may go about your business,’ she said. ‘Oliva, stay where you are.’ The sisters got up and left the chapter. The Abbess turned to the painter and said, ‘Welcome to Sant’Alvise, Signor Avílo.’


‘Thank you, Abbess Querini,’ the painter said.


‘I wonder how we will accommodate you into our life here.’


‘You will not notice my presence, I assure you.’


‘The Bishop tells me that you were an assistant to Giorgione?’


‘That is correct.’


‘I am very sorry for your loss, Signor Avílo.’


‘Thank you, Abbess.’


‘We all have our masters, but sometimes our masters desert us.’


The painter didn’t say anything.


‘Well, let’s see where we can put you. Oliva, come with me.’ The Abbess walked out of the chapter, accompanied by the painter, and I followed. In the courtyard, near the main entrance to our convent, lay a small wooden box and a long case. The Abbess pointed to them.


‘Pick those up, Oliva, and follow us.’


She turned to the painter. ‘Where would you like to work, Signor Avílo?’


‘Where there is most light, Abbess.’ His voice was slow and sweet, like treacle.


‘This way then,’ she said.


We walked through the cloisters, past the tree and the well. There were a few chickens running loose in the courtyard.


‘You are no longer an assistant to anyone?’


‘No, Abbess. It is because of my master’s passing that I now find myself striking out on my own. You could say I am a mendicant.’


The Abbess stopped walking and turned to him. She then did something I have never seen her do before – she smiled.


‘Have I said something to offend you, Abbess?’


‘No, it is just that no one has talked to me in such a jocular fashion since I was a young girl.’


‘My apologies, Abbess. I am a heathen tedesco.’


‘It’s quite all right, young man. In fact, it is rather pleasant.’


She carried on walking.  


‘How long have you been in our city, Signor Avílo?’


‘These past few years, Abbess.’


‘And do you like it here?’


‘Oh yes, Abbess. Venetia is an extraordinary city; its blue is unlike any other I have seen. The light constantly shifts and the water reflects everything. All shapes here have soft edges and outlines. Everything is blurred and dark, whereas in Florentia, everything is hard and bright.’


‘You have been to Florentia?’


‘Yes, Abbess.’


The Abbess looked impressed. We came into the kitchen, which was empty, and crossed to the storeroom. The Abbess stood still.


‘Tell me, on your way here, did you see any men wearing yellow hats?’


‘I did, Abbess.’


‘Do you know who they are?’


‘No, Abbess.’


‘They are Jews,’ the Abbess said. ‘The city has made the ghetto their new home. We are on the edge of the lagoon here and there is nowhere else for them to go. They are rounded up like sheep every night and forced to stay in their homes. I have a lot of sympathy for them, for their plight is much the same as ours. The lay sisters here cannot leave the convent, of course, but for a hundred years, we nuns from noble families have been allowed to come and go when it suits us. But no longer. The Magistrate also wishes to keep us, like the Jews, in clausura. Because the blood of Venetia is to be kept clear of foreign bodies, the Magistrate tells us that we at Sant’Alvise are no longer allowed to accept into our order any non-Venetians, women without a surname, or Jews. Vice is to be contained and virtue safeguarded, Signor Avílo. The Magistrate tells us it is for our benefit. He calls the Jews “vile and perfidious”, but he treats us just like them, so what does that make us?’


The Abbess pursed her lips, which she always did when she was displeased. The painter remained silent. The Abbess told me to put the boxes down.


‘This is our storeroom,’ she said. ‘What you lack in light you make up for in space.’


He looked about the small space where we kept the loom. There was only one small window, high up.


‘This corner will do very nicely, Abbess. Thank you.’


‘The place of salvation is very small, Signor Avílo, maybe just a window.’ She looked the painter in the eye. ‘Good day,’ she said and led me out.




   





Ottavia and I spent the following morning cleaning out the chicken coop and preparing the vegetable garden for planting. Because it was Lent, we could not eat meat and so relied solely on eggs and vegetables. We put the old straw in the kitchen fires and spread new straw for the chickens. Signora Arcanzola is in charge of the kitchen and she is the one who knows the most about the herbs and vegetables we grow in the garden and the fruit we grow in the orchard. Signora Lucia used to work in the gardens, until she became too old. She still knows the name of every herb in the garden. Signora Arcanzola is difficult to please, so we worked hard weeding and turning over the beds. The sun shone and the air was warm and we were both soon quite hot. I have no feeling for living things, but I love the trees in the orchard. There are so few trees in our city. The pomegranates, figs and peaches are beautiful creations, but the Abbess has told us that we are not allowed to pick or eat them. They are grown as gifts solely for the Bishop and Magistrate, and for those men who give money when they come to visit.


As if reading my mind, Ottavia said, ‘The tedesco looked very fine yesterday, didn’t he?’


‘He did,’ I said and carried on digging.


‘I know he is very old, but he still looks handsome.’


I said nothing.


‘Oh how wearing it is to find oneself always sitting at the same table with the same food! What a torment to retire every night to the same bed, always to breathe the same air, always to conduct the same conversations and to see the same faces! I am bored, Oliva!’


Ottavia spent a lot of her time crying and complaining. I felt sorry for her but I had learned to ignore these remarks.


‘Seeing the Bishop in his fine costume made me think about what it would be like to be with a man,’ she whispered.


‘Ottavia!’ I said. ‘What a wicked thing to say. Have you forgotten your vow of chastity?’


‘We make a great many vows that we never keep,’ she replied.


‘Hurry up,’ I said, ‘it will be lunch soon.’


We worked in silence for another long while until it was time for her to leave. I watched as she crossed the grass and disappeared through the entrance to the cloisters. She was gone in a flash. My sisterly affection for her was more like a mother’s love. I was devoted to her and full of uneasiness about the state of her soul. He had united us with bonds much stronger than those of blood.


When it was time for me to finish, I returned the tools to the storeroom and, when I came out, Signora Arcanzola was in the kitchen. ‘Quickly, child, you’re late for lunch,’ she said. I washed my hands and ran across the garden to the refectory. As I came in, Ottavia was already reading from the Bible and the sisters were eating their meal at the communal table. I was always jealous that Ottavia could read and write better than me. She came from a noble family with too many sisters for them all to be married, but at least her family taught her to read and write before they put her in the convent. I took my place at the end of the bench, next to Signora Gratiosa, and broke the bread on my plate. She pointed at the wall and there I saw four paintings hanging. She told me that all eight of the tedesco’s paintings had arrived early and she and Signora Agnesina had spent all morning fixing them to the walls of the refectory and the chapter. They were small and square. The colours were dark brown and dark green. Signora Gratiosa pointed to one of them and told me it was of the gold colossus of Nebuchadnezzar. The people in the painting were playing harps and flutes, and the three Jews were burning in the fiery furnace. Another was of Joshua taking Jericho. The towers were crumbling, just like the chimney pots in the earthquake, and the horses were frightened. Two men blew their trumpets and Joshua stood with open arms, dressed in long, bright red pantaloons.


‘Sisters.’


The Abbess stood in the centre of the table, with the other noble nuns either side of her, like Christ with his disciples at the Last Supper.


‘It was brought to my attention that Oliva missed matins on the night of the quake and, for that, there must be a punishment.’


She looked directly at me and I felt quashed under her gaze. ‘Oliva, you will be given only bread and water to eat tomorrow. Miss matins again and you will eat only bread and water for a week. When you have finished your meal, you will spend the afternoon sweeping the cells and cleaning the washroom.’


The sisters looked at me, some with expressions of pity, but the look on Signora Pellegrina’s face was one of satisfaction. I guessed it was she who had made sure the Abbess knew of my absence. Why is she so bitter? What have I done to deserve her contempt? I do not know, but I know I must bend to the will of my superiors. The orders of the Abbess are my compass and I am certain she will guide me in the right direction. If I should stop following this compass for a moment, I am sure the dark waters will swallow me up, so I took my punishment without complaint.


After I had finished my meal, I fetched a broom and went to the cells of the Signoras, opening them one by one and sweeping them clean. It does not matter how often I sweep them for the dust always seems to collect in the corners straight away. By the bed in each of the cells the Signoras all had their own breviary, with gold letters and beautiful red covers. All the walls were decorated with tapestries. I opened a few of the casse – I wasn’t supposed to, but I couldn’t resist. Inside were linen robes, handkerchiefs, tablecloths and altar cloths. There were silk garments, too, and I knelt down to touch the material. They felt as smooth as water. There were crucifixes, too, encrusted with jewels, and there were many beautiful candleholders. The beauty of these things no doubt reminded the Signoras of the splendour of their homes. It took many hours to sweep all the cells. I was tired, my lack of sleep made me melancholic and nervous, but I tried to lose myself in my task and carried on working.


When I finished sweeping the last cell, Signora Pellegrina was standing outside. ‘Have you finished?’ she asked. I nodded and kept my head bowed. ‘You are not worthy of anything more than this, Oliva, for you are a spoilt child lacking in manners. You place yourself more highly than your position warrants, but remember, all is vanity. You may go now.’ I left, glad to be out of her way. How she enjoyed tormenting me. How her words pierced my soul. Was she right? Was I vain? I guessed she was almost certainly right, but I also knew that she had as much vanity in her soul and vexation in her spirit as I did.  


When I had finished cleaning the washroom, I put away the tools and made my way to the infirmary to read to Signora Lucia. The lamps would be lit soon and I wanted to see her before the bell sounded for vespers. Her kindness is a pillar to me. When I arrived four years ago, she was already old and bed-ridden, but she treated me like a daughter and she is the closest thing I have to a mother. When I got to the infirmary, she was lying completely still in bed, as she had done for weeks. There was nothing more to be done for her except look after her and keep her in comfort. Her hands lay either side of her, like two dead leaves. I touched one of them and said, ‘It is me, Signora. How are you feeling today?’


She looked in my direction but she could see nothing. Her eyes were milky. ‘How nice of you to come, my child.’


‘Shall I read to you?’


‘That would be pleasant,’ she said.


I picked up her breviary, which was also red and gold, opened it at random and read aloud. Some months before, the Magistrate had banned all books from our convent except the breviaries belonging to the Signoras, psalters and the writings of St Augustine. When the Magistrate’s assistant announced this dictate, the Abbess became angry, more angry than I had ever seen, but it made no difference to me as the only books I had ever seen were the psalters and breviaries. Even with her failing eyesight, Signora Lucia had taught me to read when I first came to the convent. Signora Pellegrina didn’t want me to learn to read at all because she said it would divert my attention away from my duties in the convent, but Signora Lucia taught me anyway. I struggled over some words, which Signora Lucia corrected from memory, and I continued to read to her until she put her hand on mine for me to cease. I closed her breviary and sat by her side for some moments.


‘Is something the matter, child? What is it?’


I smiled. Signora Lucia is well known in our convent for her secrets, which she is always revealing. She cannot help herself. But, without moving from her bed, she also seems to know all that goes on in our convent.


‘Signora Pellegrina wants to destroy me, Signora.’


‘Nonsense,’ she said. ‘If you have anything to fear, it will not come from her.’


‘But she hates me so,’ I said.


‘She does not hate you, Oliva, she fears you.’


‘But I have done her no harm.’


‘You do not need to have done her any harm for her to fear you. She is jealous of the purity of your soul.’


I tried to take in what the Signora was telling me, but as soon as I thought about myself in such a way, my thoughts disappeared.


‘I have known Pellegrina Malatesta for a long time. We grew up together. You didn’t know that, did you?’


‘No, Signora,’ I said.


‘My family knew her family, we were practically sisters. I was better-looking than her, though, and she always resented it. I had a lot of admirers, but she had none. When she was sixteen, she was lured to this convent by her aunt, who promised her a life of luxury and comfort and pledged that she would receive frequent visits from her family, but those promises proved false. Her family abandoned her and she has been here ever since. And when you entered our convent, she began tormenting you because she saw herself in you, a younger, prettier version of herself. She is like a beast that attacks its own reflection in a looking glass.’


The bell sounded for vespers.


‘Do not worry, my child. You cannot have much to say to your superiors because your soul is very simple, and when you are perfect, you will be more simple still. The nearer one gets to God, the simpler one becomes.’ She squeezed my hand. ‘Now go and come back soon.’


‘Yes, Signora,’ I said and kissed her forehead.


I left her and made my way to the choir. As I walked, I wondered what other secrets Signora Lucia had locked away in her heart. What made Signora Lucia so different from Signora Pellegrina? They had endured the same life, yet they had answered it in such contrary ways. Why?


Ottavia was handing out the graduals when I arrived. I had not seen her all afternoon and I smiled at her. She smiled back and I took a place by the grille. This was my favourite part of the day, for I love to sing. Below me, the Bishop was in front of the congregation, about to hold a special mass for those who died in the quake. Someone took her place behind me, but I didn’t bother to look around. Then a voice said, ‘After service, go directly to your bed, my child. You may miss compline and matins today. You are dead on your feet.’ It was the Abbess, my compassionate Madonna. I nodded. The figures of the people below came in and out of my vision. I saw that the painter was amongst them. He was sitting with folded hands, looking directly at the crucifix and, when the mass started, I sang with all my heart, but it did not prevent me from being distracted and feeling sleepy. I closed my eyes and sang in harmony, as is my desire, for all the joy in the world.




   





A few days later, after prime, we were all congregated in the chapter, where the Abbess was setting out our tasks in the gardens. As it was spring, all the planting had to be done in the following few weeks. As the suore talked amongst themselves, there was a knock on the front door and Signora Gratiosa was told to attend to it. With no one watching me, I glanced again at the paintings on the wall. In the paintings, the human figures were very childlike, and the animals were drawn as if by a child. One of the people held a golden umbrella that had golden fringes and a big pompom on top. All the hats were very elaborate and the dresses very heavy and long. The shoes were fine and pointed. My eyes were attracted to Joshua in his red pantaloons. That spot of bright colour brought up a heat in me and provoked in me a shameful tug, but my daydream was broken when Signora Gratiosa returned to the chapter and said that the painter was waiting to speak to the Abbess.


‘What does he want?’ the Abbess asked.


‘He says he wants to show us something.’


The Abbess sighed and said, ‘Very well, bring him in.’


The sisters pulled their veils over their faces, and the painter stepped into the chapter carrying something large and rectangular that was covered in a sheet. He leaned it against the wall.


‘Good day, Abbess Querini,’ he bowed. He was wearing his smock with its huge blue sleeves.


‘What is it you want, Signor Avílo? We are conducting our daily business here.’


‘Forgive me, Abbess, but I need your permission to bring this into the convent.’


‘What is it?’


The painter removed the sheet to reveal a rectangle that seemed to be a hole. As I looked into it, I could see a portion of our own chapter, but the portion wasn’t right. Where there should have been part of a wall, there was a piece of the opposite wall. Looking into it caused my mind to slip up.


‘It is a mirror, Abbess.’


‘I can see that, Signor Avílo, but why have you brought it here?’


‘I need it for my portrait. Now that the glassmaking furnaces have moved to Murano, I cannot collect a mirror each time I come here as I was able to from the Rialto, so I request that I leave this one here until I finish my work.’


Signora Pellegrina wasted no time in showing her displeasure. ‘This is impossible, Abbess. Mirrors have no place in a convent. It will corrupt our cloistered seclusion.’ Signora Lucretia and Signora Agnesina murmured in agreement.


‘Abbess,’ the painter said, ‘I know it is unusual, but consider for a moment that the Virgin was the mirror of Christ, and God Himself is the mirror in which one sees oneself. In addition, you, and all the suore, are His mirror in which He contemplates His creations.’


Signora Agnesina was looking at the mirror. ‘It’s diabolical,’ she said.


‘It is not diabolical, Abbess, it only reflects back what it sees. It is not the surface of things that is important, only what lies inside. When we look into ourselves, isn’t the soul merely a mirror in which we know God?’


But Signora Agnesina would not give up. ‘What is our self-worth if we need to seek out a false truth?’


‘I say again, Abbess, just as the soul contemplates itself in the mirror of Divinity, so this mirror will uncover only what He wills.’


The Abbess looked long and hard at the painter. ‘You need this mirror to aid you?’


‘Yes indeed, Abbess. I need it to put perspective in my picture.’


‘And answer me this, has the Bishop already consented to its use?’


‘He has.’


‘Then, in reality, it matters little whether or not I give you my consent. Isn’t that true?’


The painter nodded and I could see that the Abbess struggled to hide her anger. ‘Very well, Signore, I have no choice but to agree to your request.’


‘Thank you, Abbess. I wish to start straight away, if I may.’


‘It seems you are to have everything you wish for, Signore.’ The Abbess turned to me and said, ‘Go with him, Oliva. You are excused from your duties for as long as Signor Avílo has need of you.’


The painter bowed and put the sheet over his mirror. I got up from the floor and followed him out to the courtyard.


‘Show me the way,’ the painter said.


I walked along the cloisters, conscious of the painter behind me. I had never seen a mirror before. I had seen reflections in water, but the reflections in this looking glass were so real. It was hard to tell what was real and what wasn’t. We came to the kitchen and crossed to the storeroom. The painter’s box and case were there in the corner. He leaned his mirror against the wall with great care and took off the sheet. I could see the ceiling in it. What should have been above me was now below. He spent the next few minutes unpacking, putting up a stand and placing paper on it. He fetched a stool and positioned it near the window.


‘Sit,’ he said.


I sat.


He took a position behind his stand.


‘Sketches first,’ he said and spent several minutes looking at me with a gaze I found unnerving. He took up a black stick and started making marks on the paper. The sounds of his scratching echoed in the small room, making the silence even more distinct.


‘How long have you been in this convent, Oliva?’


‘Four years, Signore.’


‘Four years in the same place? How you must yearn to travel, to see the world?’


He carried on making his marks on the paper. I wondered how long I would have to stay sitting here. Ottavia and I had work to do.  


‘Ah, you are one of the quiet ones, are you? Then I shall talk, for talk fills the void. I cannot imagine spending four years in one tiny patch of ground. I have travelled far and wide in order to find a landscape as deep as my imagination, but, to my disappointment, the only thing that changes from place to place are the skies. I have been searching for the truest blue and the ultimate yellow. Blue is the colour of adornment, the colour of the Madonna’s robe, but also the colour of the sky, space, emptiness, nothingness. It is the tint of the marvellous and inexplicable. When blue becomes bluest, it is black, and yet, a small amount of blue added to white paradoxically makes white appear whiter.  Yellow, on the other hand, is always the sun, and the sun is God. It shines from one source and shines alike upon all. This light in its glory is as golden in its grace. The yellowest thing I have ever seen is saffron, which is a stain as well as a spice. Have you ever tasted saffron, Oliva?’


‘No, Signore.’


‘It tastes of blood.’ He spoke with great passion, so much so that I became alarmed by his passion for something that was merely a spice. What was a passion for a spice compared to a passion for Christ?


‘My master Giorgione taught me everything I know about colour. I used to buy his pigments from the apothecary and prepare the panels of egg tempera for his work. He would sit with me and discuss what he was about to do. After he had laid down his precious foundations, he turned the picture round to face the wall and left it there, sometimes for months, without looking at it, and when he wanted to reapply his brushes, he examined the picture with a rigorous scrutiny, as if it were his mortal enemy, in order to see if he could find fault with it. He did this again and again, and then covered the picture with layers and layers of living flesh, so that they only lacked breath. When he was satisfied, he would leave his picture to mature, like wine.’


‘You loved your master, Signor Avílo.’


‘She speaks!’ He looked long and hard at me before saying, ‘Of course you haven’t seen my master’s Venus. She is lying down, quite without clothes, but instead of being a huddled, defenceless body, it is balanced, prosperous and confident. Her hair is a flaming red. She lies with her closed eyes, turned toward me, offering no obstacle to my glances over her body. It is the most beautiful image a man could ever make.’


‘But it is false worship to make images like this.’


‘All works of art seek to elicit buried feelings. Some reach into us so deep that we may be afraid they will expose our most shameful instincts. There are people who dislike being revealed to themselves in this way, and who condemn the artworks in question.’


The painter was busy examining me, but at the same time it was as if he had almost forgotten I was there. ‘How I wish you could see it,’ he said.


‘I am about to become a bride of Christ, Signor Avílo.’


‘Yes, of course,’ he said. ‘If I wasn’t in love with the body, I believe I would be a mystic too, but I try to keep myself open to extreme possibilities.’ His hand moved over the paper in front of him and from time to time he glanced in the mirror. He remained quiet for many minutes while he did this and I began to feel my resistance to silence and stillness rise to the surface. Signor Avílo’s words puzzled me, but I guessed he was unable to love, as though there were too many obstacles in his way, and I felt an urge to tell him that there was no purpose in suffering over obstacles to love. The final answer always comes from above, but it occurred to me that Signor Avílo thought it would come from below.


‘How odd you look, Oliva. Whatever are you thinking?’


‘Nothing, Signore.’


‘You have a fine face. Hold it up to the light.’


I did what was asked of me.


‘My portrait will be a frontal view in flat light against an uncluttered background. I don’t want to tell a story, I want to paint my feelings. I want nothing more than to execute you,’ he said, looking at me with an attention that made my ears and cheeks burn.




   





The bell for lauds woke me for the second time that night and so I rose and made my way to the choir. Ottavia had already risen. It seemed as though no time at all had passed since matins. Rising in the night ails me so, making me irritable, and the cold makes me shiver. The cloisters were dismal in the candlelight. A draught bit at my ankles and I wrapped my shawl around me. A few of the chickens had strayed out of the garden and they moved out of my way as I approached them. I had crossed the courtyard in darkness a thousand times but I could not shake off the murk inside me. Thankfully, I could see day breaking above. It was the time of day when a white thread could be black, and a black thread could be white. My heart had been troubled ever since I sat for Signor Avílo. He talked of suns and stains, but I wanted no stain on me. There is a divine light that illumines my soul, and which removes all stains. In my mind, I mark lucky days with a white stone and unfortunate ones with a black stone. Yesterday was marked with a black stone. I fear Signor Avílo, for he may catch me away, with an allure and a wickedness that could pervert my thoughts. My greatest fault is self-love, I know, and I am sure Signor Avílo has been sent to test me, as God sometimes appears veiled under signs and figures. Such witchery has come to tarnish my honour, but I have to remain pitying and gracious, patient and rich in mercy. All his praise heaped on me must not make me vain and the knowledge of my wretchedness must never leave me for a moment. I want to be ignored and regarded as nothing, so that I may find joy in contempt for myself. I need to heed this sign. Can I toss Signor Avílo’s words out of my heart? Is my heart open enough to admit Him? His face is my radiant sun and I shall look at no other.


The choir was gloomy, too. Ottavia was handing out the psalters. I smiled at her and her face broke into one of her beautiful displays of joy. The other suore drifted in, as if still dreaming. I took my place in the back of the choir, out of everyone’s way. The Abbess was at the front, as usual, standing still and straight. She is such a tower of strength. When everyone was present and in place, she kneeled, bowed her head and made every reverent gesture according to the correct procedure of the office. She then began the chanting of the psalms to our Lord Jesus, and we all followed her lead. While we were chanting Psalm 130, Signora Ursia was fidgeting with her rosary. My hearing is sharp and the loud noise irritated me. I wanted to turn and stare at her until she stopped, but deep down I knew it was better to endure it patiently, so I gave myself up to our glorious harmony. ‘Bless the Lord, ye His angels, that excel in strength, that do His commandments, hearkening unto the voice of His word.’


Then I heard a noise like a sack of potatoes being knocked over and I saw that Signora Ursia had fallen to the floor. The sisters around her dropped their psalters and attended to her and our singing stopped. There was a gasp from the few people gathered in the church below. What could have happened to her? Her eyes were tight shut, but she did not look in pain. Her hands were clenched tight. Signora Gratiosa tried to revive her, shaking her and calling her name, but Signora Ursia was as stiff as a board and didn’t respond. They looked at each other for guidance, not knowing what to do, and the Abbess said to carry her to the infirmary. The rest of us were rooted to the spot as we watched four sisters take Signora Ursia’s arms and legs and carry her off like a corpse. The Abbess ended the service and told us to go straight to the chapter. Then she left herself.


In the chapter, all the talk was of Signora Ursia’s fall. Was she all right? What was the matter? The Abbess eventually arrived and calmed the sisters, telling us that Signora Ursia was ‘perfectly all right’. She had just seen her and she was resting in her cell. ‘She will be on her feet soon, my sisters, so do not worry.’


Signora Agnesina asked, ‘But what is the matter with her, Abbess?’


‘She says she had a vision of Christ,’ the Abbess said.


‘Heaven be praised,’ Signora Lucretia said.


Signora Agnesina dropped to her knees, said, ‘Hallelujah,’ and crossed herself.


‘Oh yes, it is a marvel, I know, but this presents a problem for us,’ the Abbess said. ‘The Magistrate is a sceptic and does not look kindly on such visions. If word of this gets out, I fear he will bring Signora Ursia before the Inquisition and charge her with feigned sanctity. He wishes to control us, sisters, not nurture us. We must close ranks and hold firm. Not a word of this to anyone, do you understand?’


The sisters looked at each other in confusion.


‘Do you understand?’ the Abbess said.


The sisters succumbed and murmured their assent.


‘And now to our meeting,’ the Abbess said. ‘Is there any business?’


Signora Pellegrina immediately stood up. ‘The chickens are running loose in the dormitories again, leaving their mess everywhere. It is Oliva’s job to round them up but this child does absolutely nothing!’


A flame of indignation rose in my breast, but I remained silent. As usual, Signora Pellegrina spoke of me as if I were not in the room. She did not stand on ceremony and the freedom of her speech delighted her.  


‘Oliva.’ The Abbess looked at me. ‘Isn’t it your duty to look after the chickens?’


‘Yes, Abbess,’ I said.


‘Then do your duty and round them up into the coop. As today is a fast day, you are to collect their eggs as well.’


‘Very well, Abbess.’


‘You can go now.’


I got up and left the chapter, humiliated once again. I wandered in and out of the cells of the Signoras, but could only find one chicken astray. Signora Pellegrina is a liar as well as a wicked being. I drove it out of the cell. There were a few other chickens in the kitchen. They squawked and flapped their wings as I shooed them into their coop in the gardens. They fled to one end of the coop as I crawled in to collect the eggs. I counted the eggs as I put them into the basket. Fourteen. I took the basket with me into the infirmary. In the corner, Signora Lucia was dozing in her bed, her skullcap on and her shift undone. She looked very old today. I put down the basket of eggs and rubbed the back of her hand.


‘Signora,’ I said. ‘It’s me.’


At the sound of my voice, her eyes opened and remained open for several moments.


‘It’s me, Signora.’


She smiled. ‘Ah, my dear Oliva. You are the sunshine in my life.’


I sat on a stool near her bed and told her the story of Signora Ursia’s fall. The Signora liked stories, so I made sure to furnish it with as much detail as I could remember. I told her about the hushed crowd below, the astonished look on the faces of all the sisters, how stiff Signora Ursia was. When I had got to the end, Signora Lucia started to chuckle.


‘That Ursia is a crafty one,’ she said.


Of all her responses, I had not thought that Signora Lucia would laugh. ‘What do you mean, Signora?’


‘I have more faith in my little finger than Ursia has in her whole being,’ she said. ‘She has always been like that, making up stories, seeing things. She thinks it promotes her in the eyes of the Abbess.’ She lay back on the pillow, laughing quietly to herself. ‘She probably picked some salvia from the garden and put it in the bread, to flavour it.’


‘What’s salvia?’


‘It is a herb that makes you have visions. Salvia divinorum. It is an old trick. Go to the kitchen and see if there are any bits of green leaves in any bread she has baked herself.’


I picked up the basket of eggs. ‘I will, Signora. How clever you are.’


‘I am not clever, my dear Oliva, just old. Go now, child, and come to see me soon.’  


I crossed the garden and went into the kitchen. Signora Arcanzola was there, busy preparing lunch.


‘There you are, Oliva, you’re late,’ she said.


‘Sorry, Signora, I was visiting Signora Lucia.’


‘Hand me those eggs. Quickly!’


She took them from me and placed them all in a huge pan of boiling water. The oven was ablaze, sending heat out into the whole room, yet the corners were still dark and murky. Signora Ursia usually helped Signora Arcanzola in the kitchen, but now that she was resting in her cell, Signora Arcanzola was left on her own to cook. I went to the tables, where there was some bread lying around. I picked it up. There was a bitter smell to it and, when I broke it open, I saw tiny bits of green in it. I smiled. Signora Lucia can see nothing, yet she knows everything.


‘What are you doing, child? Stop loitering and take this to the refectory.’ Signora Arcanzola handed me a large bowl of vegetables. I did what I was told and left the Signora to her work.




   





In the afternoons, between none and vespers, the sisters usually gather in their cells to embroider and gossip. When the sisters congregate in the cell of Signora Pellegrina, she keeps me there to serve the sisters their wine and to fetch anything they need. Today as always there were fine delicacies – marzipan, sugared fruit, biscuits – and my mouth watered at the sight of them. Once the sisters had arrived and settled, I lit a platter of candles and the sisters started their needlework. There is a loom in the workrooms and, every Lent, the sisters spin and tie golden thread on it, which they use to make golden flowers on altar cloths – some of white or red damask, but the most beautiful one I have seen the suore make is one of mulberry velvet. It took Signora Gratiosa three years to make it. I saw her toil on it with my own eyes. These cloths are highly prized by people in the city and they can sell for a lot of ducats. They also use the golden thread to make fringes and borders for handkerchiefs to sell outside. Ottavia told me that one handkerchief had been ordered by Jacopo Negretti, a friend of her family, who would pay the convent handsomely. It was the only time I never saw any discord between the sisters. It was as if they were sewing themselves together.


‘Oliva, read to us while we work,’ Signora Pellegrina said. ‘I suppose we must hear from our St Augustine again, as that is all she can read. Here,’ she pointed to her bedside table.


I picked up the huge book and returned to my spot by the candles.


Signora Gratiosa looked up from her sewing. ‘You drive that poor girl too hard. She will turn on you one day and bite you.’


‘Nonsense,’ Signora Pellegrina said, ‘she doesn’t have it in her. And, besides, she needs the discipline.’


‘Sit down to read, my child,’ Signora Gratiosa said. ‘There’s no need to stand.’


I did as Signora Gratiosa said and opened our saint’s book, City of God, and began reading the words slowly. ‘The demons have knowledge without charity, and are thereby so inflated or proud that they crave those divine honours and religious services which they know to be due to the true God, and still, as far as they can, exact these from all over whom they have influence . . .’


No sooner had I begun reading, though, than Signora Ursia came into the cell. She seemed to fill the doorway and the expression on her face was one of radiant happiness. Her entrance caused quite a stir and the sisters paid me no more attention. They ushered her in, sat her down and began throwing questions at her. Was the Blessed Virgin carrying the Child Jesus? Was there a great blaze of light? Signora Ursia nodded at all the questions and said,  ‘I’m in love with Jesus – He’s courting me. What can I do but receive His grace?’ The sisters were excited by this news. Jesus is their husband and child. The wooden baby Jesus they cradle every Christmas is the child they could have had. He is also their brother and father. He is their whole family. When women are shut away among themselves, what do they talk about? Just men.


Signora Ursia took a place among her sisters and told them the whole story again, from start to finish. The sisters were deeply satisfied by the turn of events. Signora Ursia embellished so, and I took satisfaction from knowing that it was all lies. I had knowledge that they did not, and it made me feel less lowly. If only they knew what I knew, but I kept my nose in the book and heard all that was said, though it sometimes might have been better if I hadn’t. The talk turned to the tedesco. They spoke of his stature, his robes. Signora Arcanzola looked at me and said that she wouldn’t mind having her portrait painted by him. Her face looked pale and drawn in the candlelight, but I could see envy in her eyes. She could take my place and I wouldn’t mind a bit, but I said nothing. My position wouldn’t allow me to.


‘Portraiture is the devil’s work,’ Signora Pellegrina said. ‘It steals souls.’


The Signora’s words filled me with fear for the painter was coming for his weekly visit the following day and I had to sit for him again. The painter craved something from me that I did not want to give. His long hair, his beard, his blue robe all spoke of the devil to me. Signora Pellegrina looked at me and said, ‘Corporis munditia conformis sit anime.’ She laughed, saying that, of course, I could not understand. She knew that the only things I know in Latin are the psalms and prayers of the divine office and I know those only by rote. I do not know what they mean. Signora Pellegrina ordered me to carry on reading, so I tilted the book towards the candles and recited the words for the pleasure of the sisters.




   





The cloisters were empty as I made my way toward the workrooms the next morning. The bell rang for terce, but I had been excused. As I walked, I struggled with what had been taught me, that suffering is important, but not an end in itself; that hope is the light that illuminates the living soul in the dark of the night; that the love of Jesus lights me up from the inside and cleanses me. I am filled with suffering and darkness, but my soul will climb to the summit through gentle hope. Despair is the mortal enemy of the soul. It does not come from Heaven, but is sent by an evil spirit. I must cling to my hope. This is what I have been told.


I turned the corner and entered the kitchen, where Signora Arcanzola was busy, as usual. She glanced at me as I walked by. In the adjoining workroom, the painter had already set up his stand in the corner, a weak light falling on it from the window. Paints and brushes were lying on the floor. The looking glass was uncovered and leaning against the wall.


‘Ah, good day, Oliva,’ he said. ‘Please sit.’


I sat where he indicated, under the window. He opened his pad and looked at it for several moments. I did not know what I should do.


‘You seem tired today, Oliva. What is troubling you?’


‘Nothing, Signore.’


‘Come, come, tell me, child.’


‘It is just that we are few here and there is always so much to do.’


‘They work you hard here, do they?’


‘Yes, Signore,’ I said.


‘But there’s something else, isn’t there? Something you’re not telling me.’


He had stopped what he was doing and was waiting. I was sick of the way Signora Pellegrina treated me. I could not complain but neither could I hold it inside. Before I knew it, I was telling him of Signora Pellegrina and of how she disliked me and, for no good reason, made me work even harder than before. As I spoke, he looked between his mirror and me, and worked on his drawing. He didn’t say a word. When I had finished, he said, ‘You seem helpless here, a victim of your cruel Signora. She is a tyrant.’


‘She taunts me, it is true,’ I said, ‘but I have more here than I would on the outside.’


‘You are mistaken. In the end, you will find the same things on the inside that you have left on the outside.’ He came towards me and tilted my head toward the light, pulling my vestments straight. My skin burned where his fingers touched me, a sensation like the divine fire of Jesus that burns yet does not destroy. ‘The only people who get involved in religion are the ones with something on their conscience,’ he said. ‘The Church is nothing but chicanery.’


I did not know what the word meant, but I felt a heat rise within me. It was an unfamiliar feeling, one I couldn’t name.


‘Many of the nuns are vain and undisciplined, but not you, Oliva. Indeed, it is precisely your virtue that separates you from them. Surely you know that?’


I shook my head. ‘I am not virtuous, Signor Avílo. I have much to learn before I can become a bride of Christ.’


‘Where is your mother? Didn’t she teach you anything about becoming a bride?’


He carried on with his drawing, but I said nothing.


‘My dear Oliva, why do you look so angry? All I meant by my question is that mothers often have a lot to answer for. If you feel without virtue, it is perhaps that a daughter’s wrongs would be partly provoked by a mother’s faults.’


‘I did not know my mother, Signore.’


‘Oh?’ He stopped his painting and looked at me, expecting me to say more, but I didn’t want to say any more. This man was pulling out of me things that I hardly knew about myself and which were precious to me. He demanded of me what I was least willing to give.


‘Ah, I see,’ the painter said, ‘your mother was a prostitute. Yes, that is obvious now.’


My cheeks were aflame.


‘The palaces of the prostitutes here in Venetia are famous. They are a paradise for the lovers of Venus, like me. Each glittering room is glorious to behold. The walls are adorned with tapestries, gilded leather and red velvet curtains. And the courtesans themselves wear chains of gold and oriental pearls and rings with diamonds and rubies, like a second Cleopatra. They wear gowns of beautiful damask, petticoats of red camlet edged with a golden fringe and stockings of carnation silk. And their chambers of recreation have milk-white canopies of needlework, silk quilts embroidered with golden thread, and, by their bedsides, there is even a picture of your Lady with Christ in her arms.’


I wanted him to stop, so I said, ‘The Abbess says that, although these women are sinners, they are a necessary evil because they help to maintain the virtue of the city as a whole.’


‘Well she would say that, wouldn’t she?’ he said. ‘The trouble with courtesans, Oliva, is that they open their quivers to every arrow. In the case of your mother, she could not have been a good courtesan, for the best carpenters make the fewest chips. Maybe it was her beauty that was her undoing?’


Signor Avílo spoke in riddles, but his words made me think of my mother. I often wonder if my mother was beautiful. Every Candlemas, the prostitutes of Cannaregio gather in our church to seek guidance or to unburden themselves. I often peer down through the grille to see if I can see a likeness to me in any of their faces, but I never have. There is a house near St Mark’s used for no other reason than to bring up the abandoned children of courtesans. In the walls of this house, next to the iron gate, there is a hole the size of an infant, in which courtesans place their unwanted offspring. When I was a baby, my mother placed me in that hole in the wall. When the women of the house found me, there was a bag of olives wrapped up with me, so the women called me Oliva. I grew up in this house, neither an orphan nor a child with parents. I never found out who my mother was. I started singing when I was young, and soon the women of the house realised that I could sing the harmonies, those notes that made the singing of others sound more beautiful than it was. When I was twelve years old, the women of this house considered maritar ò monacar for me. They said that, although I had a face that men would not turn away from, I had no dowry, and so would not find a husband. The women said to me, ‘If you cannot have a husband to govern you, then you will need a wall to contain you,’ and so I was to become a nun. They asked many convents to admit me, but as the women could not pay the dowry for that either, none would accept me. When the women approached Sant’Alvise, they begged the Abbess to take me, but the Abbess asked why she should take me when all the other convents had refused. When the women told her that I could sing like an angel, the Abbess agreed to hear me. The next day, the women took me to Sant’Alvise and when the Abbess heard my voice, she agreed to take me gratis. I had little choice but to say yes, for if I had said no, I would have been homeless.


The next day, I left the only house I had known and walked to a place I knew nothing about. I said goodbye to the women of the house, but they were not too sad to see me go, for they had their hands full with dozens of other foundlings. Their memories of the people that come and go in that place do not wound them. They are like a knotless thread drawn painless through their hearts. I walked northwards through the city to Cannaregio, crossing many bridges and turning many corners. It was the hottest day I can remember. The streets were like a furnace and the sun was like an executioner. As I walked, I passed by street vendors crying out to sell their fish, and spice markets selling cinnamon and ginger. I can smell the spices now. I turned every corner and walked along every edge, feeling the life of the city as if for the first time, for I would not see these things ever again. I soon reached the edge of the lagoon. There was nowhere else to go after that. It was the end of the world. I arrived at Sant’Alvise with nothing but memories of the halfway house and those sounds and smells. The Abbess welcomed me and showed me to the chapter, where I met the madri di consiglio, the noble Signoras who made all the decisions in the convent. I was nervous about meeting them, for they held my future in their hands. The Abbess told me not to expect to become a nun overnight; she said that my becoming a nun would happen over a long period. The first thing I was told to do was to cast off my lay garments. I had no other clothes, so the Abbess directed me behind a curtain to the communal vestiario, which was replenished with the clothes of the sisters that had died. I chose a plain habit and a white wimple. When I came out, the Abbess told me to remove the white wimple and replace it with a black one as I would not be allowed to wear a white wimple or veil until I had married Christ our Lord. Then Signora Lucretia produced a pair of shears and my hair was cut short. I watched with sadness and humiliation as the locks of my hair floated to the floor. It was all I had left of me and it was being taken away. Wearing my habit, and with my hair cut to the skull, I then had to take a vow of poverty, chastity and obedience in the church next to our convent. Some of the sisters were present at my vows. The others were watching from the choir above. The Abbess said that, by casting off our lay garments, we were casting off the vanities of the world, and by wearing the habit, we were enveloped in a cloak of virginity. I lay down on the ground, my lips touching the stone floor, as I had been instructed. A black cloth was thrown over me, and lighted candles were placed at my feet and my head. One by one, the sisters stepped over me. Up in the choir, the litanies were sung. I remained perfectly still, as though I were dead. I was to be the witness to my own funeral.


Soon after I had arrived, the Abbess called me to the chapter one morning after lauds. There we were quite alone, except for Signora Arcanzola, who was holding a small wooden box. The Abbess told me that all new entrants to the convent were allowed to see and touch the greatest possession the convent had in its keeping. She signalled to Signora Arcanzola, who stepped forward and opened the lid. I looked inside. There was nothing in it but a long rusty nail.


‘Take it out,’ the Abbess said. I did so. It was a nail, just like any other. ‘This is one of the nails from Christ’s cross,’ she said.


I looked at it again.


‘That’s right, my child, you are holding one of the nails that was driven through the hand of our Lord Jesus Christ.’


I pictured an unnamed centurion putting the nail against the palm of the hand of our Lord and banging it in with a wooden hammer. I could not imagine how painful it must have been.


‘You may kiss it,’ the Abbess said. I did so and Signora Arcanzola put it back in its box.


‘You must never speak of the nail in front of anyone except the sisters. If the Magistrate or any of his priests should find out, they will take it away from us. Do you understand?’


I nodded.


‘Very well. You can go.’


In the following days, my faith became clear and vigorous. I saw no other way for me. I was ready to wait for four years before becoming a bride of Christ. Now those four years are nearly up and I am about to take the veil, I am not so sure. Every evening before I get into bed, I kneel at the altar in the dormitory and meditate upon the glories of my virginal state. Then I examine my conscience lest I have offended the Lord during the day. There is complete silence in the convent at this time of night. It is as quiet as a grave. Whilst praying, I watch the candlelight flickering against the wall. It is a sickly hue, a smouldering, unclean yellow, lacking in any goodness. We are not permitted to put out the candles and so they burn all night, giving off a hideous yellow smell, and sometimes when I wake up in the night, I can see a face in the wall as I lie there, and a faint figure seems to shake the pattern of the candlelight, as if it wanted to get out. But what am I to do? For me, the convent was once a haven, but now it seems to me more like a jail, an inferno and a tomb.




   





After breakfast the next morning, the Abbess called a special meeting in the chapter because one of the Magistrate’s priests had come with an announcement. I cleared the breakfast things in a doze. I had slept badly and could not rise for matins again. I would receive my punishment eventually. The sisters filed through to the chapter next door and sat on their wooden chairs and benches. Ottavia and I sat on the floor. When the priest entered, they covered themselves with their veils. The priest did not smile. He was carrying a scroll. He bowed to the Abbess, who said, ‘Prete, what can we do for you?’


At such a lack of courtesy from the Abbess, the priest hesitated. ‘Abbess, Magistrate Priuli has instructed me to read you a message.’ He took up his scroll. ‘Suore and signore. By decree of the Diocese, I hereby forbid the employ and use of an organist during mass and the office. In addition, it is hereby forbidden for the suore to sing in polyphony. Such emotive singing is a lure for foreigners, who come to hear the nuns sing, and who would fall in love with the women and leave money to have their way with them. Singing the mass and office in polyphony may be edifying for you, nonetheless it displeases me. Singing is seductive and therefore Satanic, and leads straight to public prostitution. From now on, you are ordered to speak the litany, not sing it, but if you must sing, you will only sing plainchant.’


The priest rolled up his scroll and bowed again to the Abbess before taking his leave. When the door had closed behind him, the suore erupted. Never had I seen them so agitated. Ottavia turned to me and said, ‘Oliva, this means you won’t be able to sing any more.’ I contemplated being robbed of singing to our Lord, of expressing my joy in that way, and I became agitated as well. Why was the Magistrate so strict with us? The Abbess, however, remained calm.


Signora Pellegrina was the first to appeal to the Abbess. ‘This is an outrage. What is your response?’ she asked.


The others waited for the Abbess to speak, but she seemed not to notice anyone.


‘Abbess!’ Signora Pellegrina said again. ‘You must act quickly and decisively. Do not waver when you need to show strength.’


‘Enough!’ the Abbess said, making everyone stop their chattering instantly. She looked at Signora Pellegrina. ‘Do not presume to tell me how to do my job. When you are Abbess, I will not tell you how to do yours, but you are not the Abbess, I am, and so you will do as I say until then. Do you understand, Pellegrina?’
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