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About the Book

Set amid the wealth and beauty of sixteenth-century Europe, Judith Lennox’s novel transports her readers to a world of passion, intrigue and bitter rivalry.

The du Chantonnay estate of Marigny on the Loire consumes the desires of two powerful men – bitter, worldly-wise Guillaume du Chantonnay, and ruthless Hamon de Bohun – who will stop at nothing to possess it. Toby Crow, a young soldier of fortune, is also drawn to Marigny for his mysterious origins are somehow bound up with the chateau.

Italy’s most priceless beauty, exotic Joanna Zulian, would crown Marigny’s perfection. But Joanna, bred a vagabond and newly escaped from a stifling marriage to the artist Gaetano, vows never again to be possessed by any man, nor obey any laws but her own. With the help of the adoring English doctor Martin and a reluctant Toby, Joanna forges her own path through war-ravaged Europe.

And when Joanna comes at last to Marigny, it is to weave the whole intricate tale of the de Bohuns, the du Chantonnays, and her own colourful life into the Italian garden she designs. It will be her own legacy, a legacy fraught with danger.


PART ONE

1500–1509

The Garden of Jealous Love

The rose of gardens is planted and sette and tylthed as a vyne. And if it is forgendred and not shred and pared and not clensed of superfluyte: thene it gooth out of kynde and chaungeth in to a wylde rose.

Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De herbis


CHAPTER ONE

In Castile, they sold powders of antimony and salts of mercury at a mystery play that lasted for twenty-five days. An epidemic of sweating-sickness broke out among the audience: Donato mumbled Latin verses, Sanchia made tisanes of feverfew. The child Joanna, pulling her tattered velvet cloak around herself, watched as Death and Beauty, Five Wits and the Angel, strutted on the ochre dust.

The end of the century approached. The clouds rained blood, and in France a triple moon cursed the night sky. A thunderbolt seared through the Vatican, hurling the Pope from his throne. There were plagues and epidemics, but they were necessary to Donato Zulian’s trade.

In Navarre, Sanchia taught Joanna her letters and the names and properties of plants. Donato stood on a dais in the market-place, roaring at the crowds, one fist thumping his other open palm, his pointing fingers and wild eyes drawing the sick like lodestones. A musician played the fiddle, and another the tambourine and Joanna danced, chestnut hair whirling in the dusty heat, her bright skirts fanned around her. When the dance was done, people clapped and threw her coins.

In the summer of 1502 they carried vipers coiled in woven baskets to cure snake-bites. Donato sold all his oils and unguents, and a gentleman paid gold for a remedy for the French pox. They dined in the kitchens of the gentleman’s castle, and Joanna breathed in the scent of the sweet rushes on the floor, and heard in the distance the sound of a lute. The gentleman, in his gratitude, gave Sanchia a pair of black velvet sleeves and Joanna a fur-trimmed cloak. Later that night Donato drank bottle after bottle of good red wine, and Sanchia bought her daughter a pen and a horn of ink. They had no paper, so they drew letters and faces on the back of Donato Zulian’s banner, and Donato, returning from the tavern, laughed, and called Joanna his pet, his kitten.

In Lisbon, they bought ginger and rhubarb from Cathay and, from the Malabar coast, zedoary to warm the stomach. The spices and drugs had been carried by sea from the Indies: Donato, opening another bottle of wine, said that the journeys of the Portuguese sailors would mean disaster for Venice. Sanchia, watching the ships with grey-green, troubled eyes, held her daughter’s hand and said nothing.

That autumn, the crops failed, cursed with a dark purple blight that made people mad. Sometimes hungry crowds threw stones at the Jews, sometimes at the gypsies, at other times they hurled them after the travelling physician with his useless remedies and his hollow promises of everlasting life. Donato carefully bound the cut on Sanchia’s forehead, and his hands hardly shook at all. Joanna, who was almost eleven now, built up the fire, and cooked the meal, and set heavy stones on the edges of the tent, so that her mother, sleeping inside, should not feel the cold wind. Joanna ate alone, because Donato was not hungry, only thirsty, and Sanchia, lulled by one of her husband’s philtres, did not wake. She ate alone, and remembered the expressions on the faces of those who had thrown the stones. Mountebank, they had shouted. Zany, a boy had spat at her, and she had picked up a stone herself. It had struck him on the forehead and he had fallen to the cobbles, and lain there, quite still.

In the spring, when Sanchia’s cough had eased, they travelled north into France. At the fair in Lyons Donato set up his stand and his booth and sold cures for toothache. To kill the worms that wriggled from the head and gnawed into the teeth, Donato burned wax candles studded with henbane seeds. Sanchia had gathered the henbane by the sea. Joanna took the money from the patients as they staggered from the booth. One of them, hazy with henbane, pinched her chin and asked her for a kiss: Sanchia, crouched in a corner, cursed him in Spanish and sent him on his way.

In the gentle valleys of the Loire the grapes ripened in the misty sunlight, and lizards darted among the stones, finding shelter from the heat. At night, they watched the St John’s Eve bonfires flare up into the sky and paint the darkness. The light changed the fields and the meadows to gold, gilding the endless flowers, limning the cornfields and the vineyards with bronze. Half closing her eyes, Joanna saw sparks and flames mingle with the stars in the sky. Soon, Donato said, Saturn and Jupiter would be no longer in conjunction. Then the evil times would be past.

The following day they were invited to the castle of a great nobleman, whose daughter was sick of the bloody flux. Donato fortified himself with wine, and talked of the university of Bologna and watching the dissection of corpses in the theatres of Padua. Sanchia, shaking out and sponging crushed and grimy garments, smiled and kissed her husband.

Waiting alone in a cold ante-room in the castle, Joanna studied the single great tapestry on the wall. There was a lion, and a unicorn, and rabbits, and ermines and monkeys and dogs. And there were flowers everywhere – in the grass, in the sky, studding the graceful, spindly trees. If she looked through the one narrow window, she could see the thousand flowers of the valleys outside: poppy and corncockle, larkspur and buttercup and wild rose.

The nobleman’s daughter died, and Donato Zulian and his wife and child left town quietly one night. To cheer up her father, Joanna made a new banner out of an old petticoat. The banner bore the name of Zulian, and was decorated with a glorious garden painted in the dyes Sanchia had extracted from the roadside flowers. It pleased Joanna to make flowers from flowers, and Donato looked, and hugged her, smiling.

Winter came early. On All Souls’ Day they stood on the grey rocky coast of Brittany looking out to a jagged sea. There were holes in the tent, and none of them knew the language of the Bretons. We’ll sail to England, said Donato, narrowing his eyes as though he could pick out England’s island coastline from the horizon. A new country – a new beginning …

Sanchia had red marks on her cheeks the colour of bruised poppy petals. Joanna watched as her mother took Donato’s sleeve and walked with him across the white sand to where the foam whisked patterns of lace on the shore. The gulls circled overhead, their cries as meaningless as the gaunt jabber of the Bretons, and Sanchia spoke, her head resting against Donato’s shoulder. Her words were torn to shreds by the wind, but when they returned, Joanna saw that Donato’s eyes were wet, as though the sea spray had washed over him. We’ll go back to Spain, he said.

Sanchia died when they were within sight of Aragon. Joanna, who had fallen asleep crouched by her mother’s pallet, heard Donato’s terrible roar of anger and grief.

The next day they walked to the nearest church. Donato carried Sanchia wrapped in Joanna’s best fur-lined cloak; Joanna led the mule, which was laden with the tent, the banner, their pots and pans, jars and unguents. The bitter wind tore at the girl’s uncovered hair, and tugged at the tattered garments covering Sanchia Zulian’s corpse. Donato told the priest that his wife had been shriven: the priest, had he known the truth, would have said that Donato Zulian lied. Donato had no shame, though, he knew that Sanchia would have had nothing to confess.

Donato drank through the spring. Joanna sold simples and salves, wrote letters for the anxious and illiterate, refused offers of easier money with a curse or a flick of a sharp, narrow-bladed knife. In the summer, rousing his shaking, abused body, Donato said that they would go back to Venice, to stay for a while with his brother Taddeo.

They bought another mule, and Joanna patched the holes in the tent. To Joanna, Venice was as unknown a country as England or the Americas. Donato’s old reluctance to return to his family, his homeland, increased as they travelled from Toulouse to Avignon, from Savoy to Genoa. Donato rode the mule, Joanna walked beside him. She dosed him with feverfew when his head ached, with ivy and centaurean when his stomach heaved. When he was feeling better, he spoke of his brother Taddeo, and his sister-in-law Isotta. When he tried to speak of Sanchia, he cried.

In Genoa, Donato drew his daughter to his side. He must go back to Spain, he said, to the town where he had met his beloved Sanchia. There was a monastery near by, where his skills had been respected: the brothers would look after him until he was better.

But Joanna could not accompany him. Joanna was a young woman now – Donato’s voice trembled, tears started again from his eyes – and a young woman needed a mother’s protection. Isotta Zulian would be Joanna’s mother, Taddeo her father. Perhaps, God willing, there would be sisters, brothers, too. Donato’s most precious treasure must travel to Venice alone. When he was recovered, Donato would join her.

He had written a note to his brother. The tails of the letters formed spider trails, crawling into the margins, blurring into the words below. He would not, Donato added proudly, send her to his brother undowried. Breathing heavily, rummaging through a battered saddlebag, Donato took out a book, a purse and a necklace. The book was Dioscorides’ herbal, the purse contained two Genoese ducats, a French ecu d’or and a Venetian zecchino. The necklace, which was of jade and black pearls, had belonged to Sanchia. Donato began to weep again.

When he had wiped away the tears, he told Joanna that she would set off the following day. He had engaged a reliable escort for her. He himself would join her in Venice by the end of the following summer.

The painter Taddeo Zulian, his workshops and his family, occupied a house in the same square as the church of San Giovanni e San Paolo. The great brick body of the church, its façade as yet unfinished, towered over the piazza with a benevolent, orderly authority.

It was late autumn, and a thin grey mist had begun to settle over the city of Venice, blurring the outline of the church and the nearby Scuola di San Marco, hazing the features of the people hurrying through the streets. At the window of his workshop, Taddeo paused and looked out to the brick-paved campo beyond. He could hear fragments of conversation, the cries of street-sellers, tail-ends of bargains and beginnings of quarrels. Greek and Spanish and Turkish and Slav wafted through the damp air to dissolve in the busy, quiet industry of Taddeo Zulian’s workshop. Merchants and sailors, mercenaries and courtesans crossed the campo, hailed friends, carried baskets of shopping. Taddeo’s mouth curled at the pretensions of the courtesans, who wore low-fronted, over-ornate gowns, and the white silk headband of the bride. Five crowns for a kiss, one hundred crowns for rather more, Taddeo’s brother-in-law Gaetano had told him. Taddeo sniffed.

But as he glanced back round the workshop, his smile returned. The workshop was the largest room in the house, spacious and organized, all the rolls of canvases and fabrics, the jars of paints and sizes and dyes, in their proper places. Taddeo Zulian ran a successful business and an orderly house with the help of only two apprentices and a journeyman. And Isotta, of course, and Lena in the kitchen and Matteo to run errands. He did not squander his earnings on fancy clothes, or on black slaves to row his gondola. He did not envy his betters these things – his livelihood depended on the need of the Contarini, the Querini, the Malipieri, for frescos, portraits and wedding-chests.

He did not envy, and neither did he desire, the responsibilities that were the lot of the families of the Great Council, those families whose names were listed in the Libro d’Oro. Politics – the machinations of the della Rovere Pope, Julius II, the lust for all things Italian of the French king, Louis XII – were simply not his concern. Taddeo’s concerns were his family, his house, his guild.

Taddeo Zulian was of medium height, grey-haired, his loosening stomach hidden by black robes. He had selected a wife who neither nagged nor flirted, and he took only hard-working, sensible boys as his apprentices. He resisted innovation, both in his work and in his private life, believing that to stray from existing rules invariably proved foolish. His one regret was that his wife had proved to be barren, providing him with no healthy sons to guarantee the continuance of his name. He prided himself that, years ago, when Isotta’s barrenness had become apparent, he had been forgiving and generous. Her dowry had been substantial, and besides, Isotta was a good, dutiful wife in every other respect – hard-working, undemanding and acquiescent, and of good family. On Taddeo’s death, the house and workshop would be left to Isotta’s brother Gaetano, an arrangement with which Taddeo was perfectly content. Gaetano Cavazza was a strong, capable man, good company, lacking his sister’s feminine weaknesses of extravagance and inconsistency.

Taddeo turned his back to the window, checking the industry of his apprentices, Marin and Alessandro. Cursing his deteriorating sight, he inspected the progress of the altarpiece, the wedding-chest, the trays. From below, he heard the knock at the door, but, taking up his paints and brushes, he did not go downstairs to receive the visitor. He was busy: Isotta would tell him if the caller was worthy of his attention.

She had Italian from her father, and Spanish and French from her mother, as well as a smattering of Flemish, English and Portuguese from their travels. But Venice, with its exotic, distorted idiom, almost defeated her. Her father’s accent had softened over the years, adapting to other tongues. Joanna sat with her head held high, her lips clamped together, her heart beating unusually fast, as the gondola slid past palaces and warehouses, waterways and bridges.

She had separated from the reliable escort in Cremona after he had tried to climb into her bed one night. Since then, she had journeyed alone along the valley of the Po, attaching herself to groups of pilgrims, merchants or journeymen. She covered her red-brown hair with a black shawl, and she kept her knife hidden in her sleeve. She saw wolves prowling the high plains of Mantua, and mist hazing the marshes of Ferrara. She sold her horse in Chioggia, travelling by barge through the marshes and lagoons up the coast to Venice.

Venice had come to her out of the sea, unreal, floating, suspended somewhere between grey water and grey sky. On the Grand Canal, Joanna alighted from the barge and hired a gondola. The gondolier had laughed at her accent, but had accepted her coin and set off through the darkening afternoon towards the house of Taddeo Zulian. The tall, cramped buildings of Venice crowded over the water, jostling for space. There was no road in front of her now, only the slick black water, the towering houses.

She found her uncle’s house in the corner of a small square. Inside, as the servant scuttled away to find his mistress, Joanna waited.

It annoyed Taddeo Zulian to be interrupted in his work, something which he made quite clear to his wife. Isotta was mumbling something about a girl, and Donato. It took Taddeo a good five minutes to realize that she was jabbering about Donato Zulian, his brother, but when he understood, he frowned and hissed, so that the apprentices might not hear, ‘Donato? You’ve had word? A letter?’

Isotta shook her head. For a moment her faded features looked triumphant. ‘Not a letter. Donato’s daughter is here.’

The apprentices were staring open-mouthed, but for once Taddeo Zulian did not call them back to work. He put aside his brush and paint.

‘Donato has a daughter?’

Isotta nodded, her pale blue eyes wide. ‘She is here, husband. Downstairs. Her name is Joanna.’

Unusually, Taddeo found that he wanted to shake his wife, to destroy her pathetic pleasure in being the bringer of such unexpected news. Generally, Isotta induced in him no emotion stronger than mild irritation. Taddeo acknowledged that he was upset.

He said, unkindly, ‘You must calm down, Isotta. You’re making a spectacle of yourself.’

For once she did not redden and weep; instead, she tugged at his sleeve and said, ‘You must come, Taddeo. She’s downstairs.’

Taddeo found himself rising to his feet, his curiosity overcoming his irritation. He was half convinced that the foolish woman had got it all wrong, that Donato and the Spaniard were still childless and on their travels, but he followed Isotta to the door and out of the workshop to the small chamber his wife used for mending and embroidery.

The light was poor, the single window faced on to the back wall of the house beyond. The room stank of the canal, of the herbs Isotta scattered to counteract its smell, of the wax candles and pomanders and scented handkerchiefs she collected.

He did not comment on her extravagance this time. Isotta had brushed past him to lead a figure from the shadows. A woman – no, a girl: Taddeo quickly estimated that she could be no more than twelve or thirteen years old. Donato had left Venice in 1490, had sent word of his marriage to the Spanish woman in 1491.

‘This is Joanna,’ said Isotta, proudly. ‘Donato and Sanchia’s daughter.’

The girl curtsied. Her clothes were ridiculous: she looked, thought Taddeo, like a gypsy. Her face – when she rose from her curtsy, looking up at him, he realized that she was beautiful. It was the artist that told him, not the man. Taddeo preferred the sort of prettiness that Isotta had once possessed: fair curls, round pink cheeks. Joanna Zulian’s long hair was a light chestnut, her eyes grey in a pale oval face. She was tall for a woman, only a few inches shorter than Taddeo himself.

The girl said, quite composedly, ‘I’m sorry to appear so unexpectedly, Uncle Taddeo, but if I’d sent a letter it would like as not have reached you after I arrived.’

She wore a red skirt striped with braid, a green bodice and black sleeves. All three were travel-stained and patched beyond what even Taddeo would have considered reasonable economy. Her bare feet were grey with dust.

‘Is he dead?’ Taddeo said suddenly. ‘Is Donato dead?’

He experienced no grief at the thought: he barely remembered his younger brother, had not seen him in fifteen years. And Donato had been such a fool.

But Joanna shook her head. ‘My father is still alive, Uncle Taddeo. He has gone to Castile, to the hospital of the brothers in Valladolid. My mother is dead. She died last winter.’

‘Ah.’ In a stab of the fraternal resentment he had thought long buried, Taddeo saw it all. He laughed humourlessly. ‘So my brother found himself saddled with an undowried daughter.’ He considered Joanna Zulian’s slight body, her heavy-lidded eyes, her small curved mouth. ‘And no wife to chaperone her. A liability indeed! Enough to make any man unwell.’

‘Taddeo!’ exclaimed Isotta, but Joanna Zulian, crouching on the floor to scrabble in a bag, merely said, ‘I am not undowried, uncle. I’ll not be a burden to you.’

Standing, she showed them her pathetic dowry with such pride that even Taddeo, drawn to the limits of civility by his brother’s habitual lack of consideration, found himself silenced. A rubbishy necklace, an equally rubbishy book, and a few odd coins in an old silk purse.

Isotta said hesitantly, ‘Joanna can sew and cook, Taddeo. And write. Her mother taught her.’

Isotta could write no more than her name. Isotta already called this ragamuffin, decorative flotsam, Joanna. Yet he listened to what his wife was saying. There was always a need for another cook, another seamstress, another clerk. And you did not have to pay a niece. And besides, he knew that he had no choice. The girl bore his own name, the name of Zulian, and he could not leave Taddeo Zulian’s niece to earn her bread on the streets, or shout her wares in the market-place like that mountebank, her father.

Joanna knew within a week that to Isotta Zulian she was the daughter fate had denied her, and to Taddeo Zulian she was another pair of hands to help in the smooth running of the artist’s household. She had no objection to either role, she had always expected to work in return for her bed and board. Work took her mind off things. And besides, she would not remain in Venice for long. Her father would come for her within a year.

In the back of Dioscorides’ herbal, Joanna noted down the day on which she had parted from Donato. She had ridden from Genoa on the last day of July, 1504. Which meant that her father would come to Venice by the end of the following summer.

Meanwhile, she struggled to accustom herself to life in Taddeo Zulian’s house. To eat sitting at a table, to sleep in a bed. The bed seemed cramped and unsafe, horribly high and narrow. During her first week in Venice, she wrapped a blanket round herself and slept on the floor next to the window. But Lena, the cook, found her there one morning and laughed until the tears ran from her eyes. After that, Joanna slept in the bed, her fears of falling exceeded by her fear of ridicule.

Mealtimes, too, were an ordeal. How to hold her cutlery, what to use her napkin for. She was afraid to touch the delicate Murano glass that held her wine, convinced that it would fracture as soon as she gripped it. She went thirsty for two days until she was forced, trembling, to lift the fine-stemmed goblet. Then it seemed a miracle: that this beautiful thing, which appeared to be made of ice or crystal, was strong enough to touch, to hold, to lift to her mouth.

Most difficult of all was to know when to speak and when to be silent. Isotta, showing off her new niece to acquaintances visiting the Zulian house, went pink when Joanna greeted the adult strangers with a kiss, an inquiry as to their health and a comment on the splendour of their clothing. Later, recovered from her embarrassment, Isotta kindly explained the importance of silence, of not speaking until spoken to, of curtsying and answering only questions addressed to her, briefly, like a respectable Venetian girl.

At night, Joanna’s face had grown hot remembering Isotta’s gentle admonishments, but it had grown hotter on the day that she had danced in the square. They had been walking home from church, she and Isotta and Taddeo, and there had been a blind fiddler playing in one corner of the campo. Joanna had always liked music: she knew a hundred songs, she thought, in a dozen different languages. She knew also that she danced well: Sanchia had told her so, and the few coins she had earned had always been a useful supplement to Donato’s income. So while Isotta and Taddeo had been bowing and talking to one of Taddeo’s patrons, Joanna had danced for the fiddler. Not to earn money for herself, she had explained hastily to Taddeo, as he had dragged her away from the square. For the fiddler, whose hat had been empty until she had begun to dance. Taddeo had been rendered almost speechless then, but his face had said everything.

After that, she became more careful. Listening to Taddeo and Isotta, watching the dull daughters of acquaintances, Joanna copied them, keeping her behaviour within the rigid bounds imposed by Venetian society. She felt as though she were acting in a dumb-show, sometimes: she wanted to laugh at herself, or cry, as she played the part that Sanchia’s death, Donato’s absence, had cast her in. She was not used to houses, to walls and floors and ceilings. She was used to a tent, patched multicolour with odds and ends of material, and the night and the stars glimpsed through the holes in the roof. She was used to the open road in front of her, not the slow dark waterways and congested campi of Venice. Sometimes, in her bedchamber, when the walls seemed to close in on her, and the window grew smaller and smaller, Joanna had to clench her fists and pin them beneath her elbows to stop her beating them against the plaster, to stop her seizing and shaking the bars of the window frame.

As well as learning to behave like a respectable Venetian girl, Joanna learned the names of the servants of the Zulian household and their functions. There was fat Lena in the kitchen, who had a brother who worked at the Arsenal and a fund of sailors’ stories in consequence. Joanna, who had seen more of the world than Lena, had stories in return. Lena’s round dark eyes grew rounder at some of Joanna’s tales, and she crossed herself several times.

There was old Matteo, the messenger, who pinched her chin and called her his peach. Looking at Joanna, Matteo’s eyes would water and he would mumble about the little sister who had died more than thirty years ago. And Joanna would smile and offer to take the messages for him, because Matteo had grown old and slow. And besides, it was hard to spend even one whole day encased in Taddeo Zulian’s crowded house.

In Taddeo’s workshop there were the apprentices Alessandro and Marin, and the journeyman, Benedetto. Alessandro and Marin were much the same age as Joanna, but spotty; they quarrelled constantly, jostling for position. Benedetto, the journeyman, wore scarlet doublets and part-coloured hose and tried to pinch Joanna’s bottom when Taddeo wasn’t looking. Benedetto was helping Taddeo with an altarpiece for the Scuola di San Giovanni Evangelista. Scenes of the Evangelist’s life blossomed under Taddeo’s cold, accurate sketching, Benedetto’s flamboyant colouring.

The workshop was high-ceilinged, to accommodate the larger commissions, its walls lined with shelves crammed with jars and bottles and brushes and palettes. It smelt of oil and spirits and canvas, and the floor was littered with wood-shavings and paint-stained cloths. Joanna had never seen a room like it before; inside the workshop, she would stand breathless, silenced, her dazzled gaze darting from the sketches, to the easels, to the gloriously coloured paints.

Her mornings were spent with Isotta, in the dark, poky back room, patching and hemming linen, spinning and weaving thread. Isotta would feed the fire in the grate, and talk of the Paduan family she had left to marry Taddeo, of the sisters she had rarely seen since her wedding-day. She spoke of Gaetano, her younger brother, who was, like Taddeo, an artist. Gaetano was becoming a great man, said Isotta proudly.

Isotta made Joanna a respectable Venetian gown: black velvet with a wide neck and black oversleeves. Joanna thanked Isotta with a kiss, and secretly longed for her colours and her braid. Her feet were blistered with the rubbing of her fine new shoes. Isotta spoke of gowns and jewels and wedding-gifts, of the carnivals and banquets of her youth. Isotta herself rarely left the house now, preferring the hot, safe darkness of the sewing room.

In the afternoons, as soon as Isotta had fallen asleep open-mouthed by the fire, Joanna would leave the house. In the Rialto, the canal was packed with ships and barges from every country in the world. Sailors called to each other, merchants jostled at the quayside, unloading goods into the warehouses. The barges were crammed with grain and silk, fruit and spices. The scents of the fruits and spices conjured as many memories as the languages. The dry, sharp smell of cinnamon, from a barrel on the dockside at Lisbon … the sweet scent of melons that they had once eaten in a garden in Madrid … Donato had licked melon juice from Sanchia’s mouth, Joanna’s fingers had stuck to the dusty skirts of her dress.

Every day she expected one of the figures who stepped from a barge or caravel to be that of Donato Zulian, the tall and handsome physician, wearing his best quilted doublet and fur-lined cloak. Every day, when Donato did not come, Joanna turned from the waterside back towards the city, walking until the pain had gone from her heart.

Inside the Basilica di San Marco, she would stand and gaze up at the exquisite mosaicked prophets, at the golden-winged, inscrutable angels. Once she heard the choir sing, rehearsing for some great ceremony, their voices soaring and echoing off the five golden domes. When she closed her eyes, she could believe she heard the voices of the angels themselves.

As autumn turned into winter, the air grew damper and colder, and the mist never lifted. Joanna was glad; the changing of the seasons reassured her that time had not frozen, trapped for ever in the stillness of the lagoon. She wandered through the Campo di Rialto, with its fish-market and meat-market and money-changers, and she gazed at the treasures of the silversmiths and ivory-carvers. She learned how to repel the attentions of the young men with their black and red hose, their shoulder-length hair and velvet caps and slashed silk doublets. She watched the negro slaves, dressed in the colours of their owners, steering their black-painted gondolas under wooden bridges, gliding past the palazzi of the great families. The slaves had travelled even further than she, and were now trapped here, in Venice, for ever. That thought made her shiver. Through the doorways of the palazzi she could see to the courtyard beyond, to the paved faded gardens with their trees and fountains and frescoed walls. Sometimes she would glimpse ladies stepping down from the gardens into their gondolas, their cloth-of-gold gowns mirrored in the water, their round breasts covered only by the finest of veils.

Sometimes she walked in a different direction, towards the church of San Cassiano. Beggars crouched in the shelter of doorways, tattered garments pulled about them to keep away the cold and mist. There were quarters like these in every city, the quarters of the sickly, the weak, the unlucky. Whores paraded the squares, some of them with the marks of syphilis already on their faces. She had nothing to give the beggars, no remedy to offer the whores.

In the evenings, Joanna wrote in the margin of Dioscorides’ herbal the vernacular names of the flowers and their purposes, adding tiny drawings so that she would not forget all that she had learned. She must not forget, because with Sanchia gone she would be Donato’s only help. By New Year, there were over a hundred tiny flowers drawn in the margin of the book.

In February, in the last few days of carnival, Isotta’s brother Gaetano visited the Zulian household.

He was a big man, dark-haired and muscular, the opposite of his fair, worn-out sister. Gaetano greeted Isotta with a peck on the cheek and an inquiry concerning her health; he flung open the workshop door and, calling Taddeo’s name, clapped his brother-in-law on the back. He ran a critical eye over the contents of the studio and realized that though Taddeo had work aplenty, he had long lost what little flair he had ever possessed. He was still churning out the coats of arms and trays and trousseau-chests that were his stock-in-trade: competent and conscientious every one of them, but so conservative compared with the sort of work Gaetano had begun to do. Gaetano, still only in his early thirties, intended to be remembered. You were not remembered for coats of arms and trousseau-chests.

But Taddeo had a larger commission now: a fresco covering the entire courtyard wall of one of the palazzi by the Grand Canal. He was asking Gaetano’s help, Gaetano’s advice. Gaetano, seizing a brush, began to sketch on the corner of a blank canvas. Trees, caves, flowers and nymphs grew out of nothing. Taddeo looked dubious at Gaetano’s suggested subject-matter, but Taddeo would come round, he always did. Gaetano thought to himself that he would show Taddeo how to paint a fresco that would make him the talk of Venice. He offered to help Taddeo with the commission: he would take note of the measurements so that he could work on the sketches for the fresco on his return to his own studio in Padua. After all, because of the lack of fire in poor Taddeo’s loins, the Venetian workshop would one day be his.

He knew by the expression of relief on his brother-in-law’s face that he had made just the suggestion Taddeo had been hoping for. The journeyman, Benedetto, would have his nose put out of joint, a thought that did not distress Gaetano one jot. He put the brush aside at last and, smiling, showed the youngest apprentice how to mix exactly the right shade of blue for the Virgin’s cloak. Then, his eye caught by something in the campo beyond, he glanced out of the window.

He could see a girl crossing the snow-stained cobbles. She was tall and slender, and her long, reddish hair was pearled with flakes of falling snow. She had, thought Gaetano, the sort of face he had always tried to paint. That thought, unaccountably, hurt him. When she walked to the door of the Zulian house, Gaetano said, curiously, ‘You have a visitor, Taddeo.’

Taddeo, whose sap, had it ever risen, had desiccated long since, merely glanced through the window and said, ‘She’s not a visitor. She is my niece, Joanna.’

Gaetano said, ‘Niece? What niece, brother?’

‘Donato’s daughter. You remember Donato, Gaetano.’

He did, but only after an effort. Donato Zulian was Taddeo’s younger brother, the one who had left Venice to go and do something unsuitable. A mercenary … a mariner …

‘A physician,’ said Gaetano, remembering.

‘A mountebank,’ said Taddeo Zulian scornfully.

The door of the workshop opened as he spoke. Gaetano had been aware of the front door opening below, the sound of light footsteps on wooden stairs, long skirts brushing against the boards. He knew again, looking at Joanna Zulian’s perfect face, that she was what he had always tried to paint, and he knew also that she had heard her uncle’s words, and resented them.

He saw how hard she tried not to betray her anger. She said nothing, but her eyes were very bright and her pale cheeks had flushed. He wondered idly why she dissembled, and distrusted her for her dissembling. Gaetano knew that women were creatures of guile, to whom deceit came almost as naturally as breathing.

He realized, watching Taddeo’s niece, that Joanna Zulian was much younger than he had at first thought, little more than a child. He realized also that tonight he would have to leave Taddeo Zulian’s small, overheated house and find solace amongst the eleven thousand or so ladies of the night who haunted Venice like lovely, impecunious ghosts.

Carnival, of course, had its own special trail of memories. Donato had often done rather well at carnivals: people made themselves sick with too much food and drink, needed remedies to ward off the consequence of a careless night. Carnivals in Spain, France, Portugal, Navarre and Savoy. There had been different flavours to each of them: the scent of the sea in Lisbon; the wide black arc of the sky flecked with stars in Castile; a procession of ships, decked with flags and flares, gliding down the Loire.

And now, there was Venice. Joanna wore the black gown Isotta had made for her, and a matching black mask. Not that long ago, Sanchia had plaited ribbons into her hair and decked her with beads and baubles. The mask made her feel odd, as though she were someone else. When the Zulian gondola glided past other gondolas, the young men bowed to her and blew her kisses and threw paper roses. ‘Bella, bella,’ they called, as though she were a lady, not a child.

Even Isotta had come tonight, finding the courage to quit the safety of the house. Joanna sat next to her, her arm linked through her aunt’s. Isotta also wore a mask, which she fiddled with nervously as it threatened to slip from the tip of her small, upturned nose. Opposite them in the gondola sat the two apprentices, Alessandro and Marin, and behind them were Taddeo Zulian and his journeyman, Benedetto. Isotta’s brother, Gaetano, stood at the stern of the boat, oar in hand, steering them through the tangle of brightly lit, heavily laden craft. All the men wore masks, long-nosed, animal-eared, frilled with lace. If she half closed her eyes, the figures opposite Joanna blurred and became unrecognizable: creatures from a bestiary.

Disembarking, they tied the gondola to the mooring-post, and Isotta clutched Joanna’s arm as they walked through the crowds. The flames of the bonfire in the middle of the square soared as high as the roofs of the surrounding buildings. If she looked up to the sky, Joanna could not distinguish the sparks from the flakes of falling snow, made glittering gold by the reflected light. The flames gilded the paving-stones and the glorious mosaics on the Basilica. Venice was no longer grey, blanketed in mist, but a magical place.

Joanna began to feel alive again, to recollect some of the certainty, some of the joy, that had crumbled steadily away since Sanchia’s death, Donato’s desertion. Soon, she thought, she would be free again. Donato would be with her by the end of the summer and then they would travel the world. The names of Donato Zulian, physician, and his daughter, Joanna, would be known in the courts of every land. No one would call them mountebank or zany, no one would throw stones at them.

A band of musicians – trumpeters and flute-players and viol-players – stood on the steps of the Basilica. People had begun to dance, encircling the fire, their bodies quartered like the young men’s motley, scarlet by the fire, black by the night. Isotta was complaining of the heat, of the cold. The music worked its old magic, and Joanna began to sway, to laugh. Taking her aunt’s fidgeting hands in hers, Joanna started to dance, slowly at first as Isotta squeaked and protested, and then faster, guiding her round the bonfire, leaving the apprentices and the journeyman and Taddeo open-mouthed in the distance.

He still drank the flagon of hot wine, still supplied niceties of conversation to the neighbours Taddeo had introduced him to, but Gaetano’s eyes and mind were solely preoccupied with that distant, whirling figure dancing round the bonfire.

He had talked at length, earlier in the evening, to Isotta, his pale, faded sister. Isotta, full of sisterly affection for him, had at least been interesting and informative on the subject of Joanna Zulian. Her father was Donato Zulian (drunkard, physician, mountebank, what you will), her mother had been a Spaniard, from Valladolid. The mother, Sanchia, was dead, the father – according to Joanna – still lived.

Taddeo’s talkative neighbour had four plain daughters: Gaetano, subtracting himself effortlessly from the prospect of a tedious duty, waited until Isotta and Joanna had encircled the fire once more, and caught Isotta, breathless and laughing, in his arms. Then it was just a simple matter of passing her to Taddeo, and taking Joanna Zulian’s long slender fingers in his.

Her foot was still tapping, her grey eyes, beneath the mask, were as luminous as the bonfire. The square was crowded now, it was easier to dance than remain still, they were sucked into the maelstrom. Beside the musicians, Gluttony, a fat, feather-capped man, his splendid garments hung with lengths of sausages and sides of ham, danced with Lent, a thin old woman dressed in rags. Overhead, the sparks from the fire, the snowflakes, and a few pale, shimmering stars whirled.

Gaetano looked down at her at last. Joanna was tall for her age, and well-developed. He did not feel as though he was dancing with a child. The black velvet mask hid the soft curves of her cheeks, refining them, hollowing her face. Snowflakes clung to her long unbound hair, multi-faceted like jewels. Gold, pink, purple and emerald, colours drawn from the fire. He was glad that she had spared him the boredom of dancing with a plain woman, but he pitied, suddenly, the man that would marry Joanna Zulian. A child, in an ugly, old-fashioned dress, but every man in the square glanced at her as she passed.

He considered idly, as with a flourish of grace-notes the dance drew to an end, the sort of life Taddeo’s niece might have led. A drunken, irresponsible father, an exotic tramp of a mother. Gaetano was hot; as he bowed, sweat trickled down the back of his neck and lined the inside of his mask. He could see the apprentices and Benedetto, each of them with a girl resting on his arm, but he could no longer see Taddeo and Isotta. ‘We were to dine with Messer Capponi,’ said the child suddenly, rising from her curtsy and Gaetano smiled and nodded, following her as she walked away from the piazza in the direction of the Capponi house.

The street closed in, the tall houses on either side abruptly cut off the sound of laughter and music. Gaetano could no longer feel the heat of the bonfire; it had become winter again, an icy Venetian night speckled with snowflakes. The alleyway was unlit, but he could see the girl walking ahead of him by the hazy light of the moon.

They had almost reached the canal when she held one hand out to stop him, a single upraised finger touching her lips. He drew level with her, his shoes silent on the cobbles, his palm curled around the handle of his knife.

He could see four youths silhouetted by the light of the moon and the flares on the bank of the canal. They were dragging something towards the water’s edge: some shapeless bundle of dirty rags. The bundle was alive, it moved and moaned. A dog, thought Gaetano, until he saw that the tattered, dirty robes were marked with a yellow square.

Even if he had wanted to, he could have done nothing. There were four of them, each one viciously drunk, each one with a knife in his hand. Gaetano heard the girl gasp as the body was toppled into the canal and the head held under the water. He saw her small flurry of movement, and his hand grabbed her shoulder firmly. ‘No,’ he whispered.

She was still then. She would have run forward, called out, Gaetano thought wonderingly, as the man in the canal stopped struggling and the bubbles ceased. Gaetano realized that Joanna Zulian both fascinated and disturbed him.

When the youths had gone, running laughing along the canal bank to the safety of an alleyway, Gaetano glanced down at her. She was still at his side, staring out to the canal as his restraining hand gripped her shoulder. Her grey eyes focused on the last of the ripples that travelled slowly to the water’s edge. She had slid off her mask; it lay crumpled on the ground beside her.

‘He was a moneylender,’ said Gaetano, roughly. ‘A Jew.’

He took her hand and dragged her off in the direction of the Ca’ Capponi.

The snow failed to settle, Lent passed, and it was spring. Each afternoon Joanna went to the Grand Canal and watched the passengers step from the barges. But still, Donato did not come. It was a long way from Spain, she reminded herself. Joanna thought of the places Donato must travel through, of the rivers he must cross, the mountains he must climb. And all alone, without either his daughter or his wife to help him.

In the mornings, Isotta taught her to embroider. Tiny silk flowers on a woven background, edgings for table-linen, bedlinen, collars and bodices and cuffs. Joanna remembered the flowers she had painted on Donato’s banner, and the flowers in the valley of the Loire. Running errands for the workshops, she glimpsed the sketches that Gaetano Cavazza had sent from Padua for the fresco. They were unlike any pictures Joanna had seen before: she thought if she touched those hills, those streams, she would feel grass or pure spring water.

In the early summer, Isotta caught a fever. Joanna made tisanes and poultices; outside, the sky was violet-blue, but Isotta insisted the shutters must be drawn and the fire built up. Isotta coughed and cried, Joanna mopped her forehead, fed her soup from a spoon, brushed away the flies that somehow found a way through the shutters. Joanna held Isotta’s hand until she slept, worn out by fits of coughing. Isotta coughed blood sometimes, and Joanna knew no remedy for that.

When she began to recover, Isotta told Joanna about the babies she had lost at birth. Twins, a boy and a girl. She had never conceived again. She wept as she spoke. Joanna must marry young, Isotta sobbed, and have lots of children, and never have to look at an empty cradle as Isotta had done.

Exhausted, Isotta slept. She would not marry, Joanna thought, she would never have children. There would be Donato to look after, and new places to see, and money to earn. Soon Donato would be here, and she would leave Venice for ever. She worried about Isotta being left alone again, and planned the remedies that she would leave for her aunt. She still remembered it all: the treatments for the ague, the plague and sweating-sickness; how to prevent a wound from festering; the principal organs of the body and their purposes, which veins to use for blood-letting; the names of the four humours and their characteristics, the astrological signs and their influences; love-philtres, charms against witchcraft; wallflowers to ease the pain of childbirth, the fruit of the peach tree to cure impotence; nightshade, hemlock, thorn-apple, and cowbane – the darker secrets of the poison phial.

In May, the Fair of the Ascension lasted for fifteen days. As Isotta was confined to her bed, Joanna walked alone down the crowded Merceria to buy ribbons and pins, thread and linen.

Lengths of cloth-of-gold, of brocade and embroidered damask hung, gently swaying in the heat, from the first-floor windows of the shops. The stalls were decorated with flowers, both fresh and of silk. It was as though, thought Joanna, she walked through a golden, gleaming forest, where the birdsong came from the nightingales imprisoned in their cages, and the flowers were scented with the rosewater and sandalwood of the perfumiers. Venice was transformed once more, an enchanter’s country.

She saw him as she paused beside the glass-blowers’ stall. Spread out on the cloth in front of her were bulbous, translucent jars and wine-goblets, fragile globes of gold and pink and turquoise. And there, when she looked up, was Donato.

He was fifteen yards or so ahead of her, walking away down the Merceria towards the Rialto. His back was to her, but she recognized immediately the set of his shoulders, the threadbare cloak, the shoulder-length greying fair hair topped by a flamboyantly feathered hat. As she began to run away from the stall, the glass-blower called out to her that she had left her purse, but Joanna did not turn back.

The street was swarming with people enjoying the fair; mothers with their children, sailors and their sweethearts, slow old people shuffling along with the help of a stick. Desperately Joanna struggled not to lose Donato in the crowds, to keep her gaze fixed on that familiar bouncing gait, and on the old velvet cap set at its customarily jaunty angle. Her heart felt as though it would burst, her breath was tight in her throat.

She caught up with him as he rounded the last corner and the Rialto came in sight. As the street opened out and the sun poured in, Joanna touched her father’s shoulder.

‘Donato. Papa.’

The man turned slowly. She realized as he turned, before he spoke, that she had been wrong. She had not followed Donato Zulian, returned to Venice at last to reclaim his daughter; she had followed a stranger.

‘Signorina. Good day to you.’

The Italian was poor, the accent German, she thought shakily, or perhaps Flemish. She felt the smile wither on her lips, the pounding of her heart begin to slow.

‘I’m sorry – I thought –’

Her voice was feeble, little more than a whisper. Her eyes stung, tears brimming at her lids. The stranger had seized her hand in his, was raising it to his lips, and was asking her something.

At first Joanna did not understand the clumsy, ugly Italian. Then, suddenly, she did understand. He had asked her her price. She began to tremble in spite of the oppressive heat of the crowded, enclosed street.

The stranger’s face was crudely made, his eyes pale, his lips thick. So unlike Donato.

Something inside her, fragile since Sanchia’s death, broke then. Joanna cursed him in German, in Flemish, and in English just in case. She caught the hand that imprisoned her fingers, and bit it, hard, drawing small pinpoints of blood. Then she ran back through the Merceria, past the armourers and the goldsmiths and the shoemakers, leaving the man howling in the street.

She began to doubt then. For the first time in her short life, Joanna began to doubt Donato Zulian, her father.

Her father – a man of great passions and great generosity. A fine physician, a skilful surgeon. Sanchia’s brave and handsome lover, Joanna’s guide and mentor: her childhood idol.

Or, a drunkard and a braggart. A wastrel. A man who had made his ailing wife and small daughter walk the length of Europe, with no pity for their limited health and strength. A man who had squandered the education that he had received, who had abandoned the city that would have nurtured his gifts. A man whose wealth and status had declined, quickly and inexorably, throughout Joanna’s childhood.

A quack, a hawker of useless potions. A gypsy, a rogue. A trickster who exploited gullibility and pain.

A mountebank. A man who had killed his wife, and deserted his daughter. In Venice, the mountebank’s daughter – the mountebank’s zany – still waited.

The summer drew to a close. The sunlight that had sparkled the entire width of the Grand Canal diminished a little, so that the water no longer seemed spiked with sapphires and diamonds. The gondolas, whose graceful crescent shapes had been transformed by the sun into crafts of gold, darkened, and were no longer magical gilded chariots, but black-painted boats again, ferrying people about their daily business.

At the end of September, Joanna knew that she need wait no longer. Rising at dawn, silently leaving Taddeo’s house, she walked not to the Rialto to watch the disembarking ships, but along the length of the Riva degli Schiavoni.

Bundling up her skirts, Joanna sat at the edge of the quayside, her knees bunched up to her chin. In the distance, beyond the Bacino di San Marco, the vast expanse of the Adriatic Sea glimmered, hazed with mist, reflecting the weak early-morning sun. Venice was silent: the sounds of the city had faded into the distance, and the sun hung heavily on the horizon, painting the sea gold, lilac, crimson and scarlet. A cold breeze fluttered on the water, rippling its smooth surface into a thousand tiny waves.

The summer was over, and Donato had not come for her. Over the past year, Joanna had repeated a litany of faith to herself. That Donato would be here, today, tomorrow, next week. That he had set off already on his long journey from Spain, that he was standing perhaps that very evening in some far-off market-place, selling cures for snake-bites, offering to set broken bones.

But now her faith had died. It was a terrible thing, to lose faith. A voice in her head said, Mountebank, and in her mind’s eye she saw a child pick up a stone and hurl it into the screaming crowd. She wondered, as she had wondered so many times before, whether the boy she had struck had died. Once, that thought had haunted her; now, she found that she had almost ceased to care.

Sitting at the quayside, Joanna understood that Taddeo Zulian’s home was now her home, that Taddeo Zulian’s family was now her family. That she would sleep in a bed, eat at a table, wear shoes, for the rest of her days. That she would never again dance alone in a dusty market-place, or watch the midsummer bonfires burn in a field in France.

Below her, the waters of the canal seemed bottomless, dark and opaque. In the gently shifting water she could see her own reflection: the pale oval face, the long unbound hair. The features were blurred and faded by the movement of the waves. No longer a child, not yet a woman. Something between – something forgotten, something forsaken.

She rose at last, stiff and awkward with cold, her black skirts falling crumpled around her. Alone, she began the long walk back to the Zulian house.

Later that day, Isotta’s brother, Gaetano, returned to Venice from Padua, bringing with him the last of the sketches for the fresco.

The five of them – Taddeo, Isotta, Gaetano, Joanna and the journeyman Benedetto – dined that night with greater ceremony than usual to celebrate Gaetano’s visit. Dinner was long and over-rich: lamb and venison, crabs and oysters, partridges and guinea-fowl. After dinner, Isotta embroidered. The journeyman, sitting on the floor by the hearth, made eyes at Joanna, and Gaetano and Taddeo discussed the ambitions of the kings of France and Spain, the Emperor, and the Pope.

‘Bologna first,’ said Gaetano, cutting an orange into quarters. ‘And Perugia. Pope Julius II will evict the Bentivogli and the Baglioni from the Papal States. And then he will turn his attention to Venice.’

They were seated by the open window. Outside, the fading autumn light gleamed on the paved square.

‘The Pope is Venice’s ally,’ said Taddeo confidently. ‘He will not threaten us. Besides, Venice is impregnable.’

His complacency did not yet annoy Gaetano, who was heavy with good food and wine. ‘The Pope is a soldier.’ Gaetano refilled his glass. ‘And although Venice may be impregnable, what of the cities of the terra firma, Taddeo? What of Verona? What of Padua?’

He knew that the fate of the mainland cities had not crossed Taddeo’s self-centred Venetian mind. Gaetano’s own house and workshop were in Padua, without any convenient sea-barrier to protect it from those rulers hungry for land or power, or simply impatient for revenge on arrogant, greedy Venice.

Taddeo shrugged, uninterested. Across the room, the journeyman stooped to pick up Isotta’s fallen skein of thread, his hand brushing against Joanna Zulian’s ankle as he did so. Suddenly Gaetano found that he wanted to shake Taddeo, to rouse him from his self-satisfaction. Controlling himself, he said, shortly, ‘Venice is dependent on the terra firma for food, for taxes. She will not be able to survive in isolation.’

‘She will not have to survive in isolation,’ said Taddeo stubbornly. ‘The French have always been our allies.’

Gaetano had ridden from Padua that day, and although he had washed and changed his clothes, he still felt as though he were covered in a layer of dust. Rising, he loosened the ties of his sleeveless doublet, and stared out of the open window. The square below was still crowded: children squabbled over a plaything, mariners, wine-bottles in hand, called to the passing courtesans.

He turned back to Taddeo. ‘You say, my brother, that the French have always been Venice’s allies, that they only want Milan. But two years ago the French signed a treaty of alliance with Pope Julius and the Emperor Maximilian. A formidable combination, don’t you think?’

Taddeo said, disdainfully, ‘As you know, the Treaty of Blois did not stand. The signatories fell out on the queen of Spain’s death. No, Gaetano, the French are Venice’s friends, and they will remain Venice’s friends. Because of the spice trade, you see. They need Venice for the spice trade.’

‘And we need the French for the fair at Lyons. They are not our dependants – we are interdependent.’

Isotta was coughing, she held a handkerchief to her mouth. A wasp whined, feeding off Gaetano’s discarded orange-peel.

Taddeo said, ‘Such matters are for the Great Council. They are not our concern.’

The journeyman, Benedetto, was sketching Taddeo’s niece, Joanna. Gaetano felt a surge of anger: Benedetto had not the skill. One day he, Gaetano Cavazza, would draw Joanna Zulian. When she was older, when he had found the right setting for her. Benedetto wore tight-fitting orange and black hose. One leg was striped, the other quartered. His soft boots had ridiculously long pointed toes. The girl Joanna was paying no attention to him; was paying no attention, Gaetano realized, to anyone. When Isotta coughed, Joanna would hold her aunt’s embroidery for her, handing it back when the spasm had finished. But her movements were mechanical, her expression detached. Gaetano wondered whether Joanna was unwell: it had been her animation, her obvious life and vitality, that had made him notice her, as much as her good looks.

Quelling his irritation, Gaetano turned back to Taddeo. ‘Consider, my dear friend,’ he said patiently, ‘this possibility. That the Pope, having driven the Bentivogli and the Baglioni out of the Papal States, will decide to march upon the cities of the Romagna, so recently acquired by Venice herself. Consider also that both the French king and the Emperor regard Italy as a box of comfits, to be squabbled over like greedy children, to be shared out for her cities, her treasures, her arts. Consider how many other Italian states – Florence, Milan, Genoa, Naples, for instance – regard Venice as an object of envy, rather than an ally.’

There was a short silence. Then Gaetano added softly, ‘It will happen, Taddeo. Bologna and Perugia will fall within one year – two at the most.’

Taddeo frowned. ‘Bologna and Perugia may not fall. The Bentivogli, too, are soldiers. Giovanni Bentivoglio will not part with Bologna without a struggle.’

It was dark outside now, and the noise from the square had lessened. ‘Giovanni Bentivoglio,’ said Gaetano, slowly, ‘hasn’t a fraction of Julius II’s wealth, Taddeo. Bologna will need a great deal of money if she is to pay mercenary soldiers.’

‘Venice has money,’ said Taddeo stubbornly. ‘Venice is the greatest city in Christendom.’

Gaetano knew that his brother-in-law spoke the truth. Outside, beyond the campo, were the canals and harbours, the great warehouses that stored the wealth of nations, and the Arsenal, the largest shipyard in the world. Venice’s wealth was founded on the profits of trade: on the silks and spices and wines carried up the Adriatic in her barges and caravels. If any city could defend herself, then Venice could. She was protected by nature, protected by history. It was the jealousy which this sort of wealth inspired that troubled Gaetano; that, and a suspicion that Venice’s military success and strength of purpose might neither be willing nor able to extend itself into the terra firma.

But perhaps Taddeo was right. Perhaps the French were their allies, and Julius would be content with Bologna, and Padua would not be left undefended. And besides, he knew that it was futile to argue with Taddeo, who had drunk more than he was used to, and had not the imagination to conceive of the sort of future Gaetano feared.

Gaetano leaned over and refilled Taddeo’s glass. ‘Let’s talk of our fresco instead, Taddeo. Will it make the names of Zulian and Cavazza famous the length of Italy?’

He saw Taddeo’s eyes gleam, Benedetto scowl. When he was owner of the Venetian workshops, thought Gaetano, there would no longer be a place for Benedetto. The journeyman specialized in complicated perspective, mathematical renditions of churches and bridges. Benedetto had laughed when he had seen Gaetano’s initial sketches for the fresco. He would not laugh when Gaetano Cavazza was master of the workshop.

‘We’ve begun to mark out the pictures on the walls,’ said Taddeo. ‘We’d best finish the work before winter comes.’

‘Aye.’ Gaetano laughed. ‘You’ll not enjoy painting while the snow falls, Taddeo. Your fingers will freeze to the brush.’

Taddeo, too, laughed. Then, frowning suddenly, he added, ‘I’ll have to look for another apprentice, Gaetano. It’ll take two of us to finish the fresco by winter, and that’ll only leave two in the workshop. Two is not enough to keep up with the rest of the work.’

‘The rest of the work’ was, Gaetano knew, Taddeo’s wretched wedding-chests and coats of arms. Gaetano smiled. ‘You have money enough for another apprentice, brother,’ he said. ‘The fresco will bring you two hundred and fifty ducats, perhaps three hundred.’

Taddeo nodded. ‘We’ll be paid by the yard – if we complete the commission in time. But my expenses have risen, brother. Gold leaf is a terrible price – and you can pay a fortune for some of the rarer dyes. And besides, there’s the girl, Donato’s daughter. We’ll not see Donato again, I’m sure, so I’ll have to find her a dowry if she’s not to go to a nunnery. And if she’s her father’s daughter, she’ll not be satisfied with a nunnery …’

The old fool had forgotten the girl was present. Gaetano’s skin tingled, he glanced across the room.

Isotta looked up from her embroidery. ‘Taddeo. You should not speak of such things in front of Joanna. She is too young.’

Gaetano did not know whether the shock on Taddeo’s face was caused by Isotta’s unprecedented reproof, or by his recollection that his niece was in the room. But Joanna Zulian had risen from her seat and had crossed the room to stand opposite her uncle. Her hands clenched the folds of her gown and her knuckles were white.

‘I have a dowry, uncle. I showed it to you.’

Taddeo, who had drunk too much, said, ‘What man will marry you for an old book and a half-empty purse?’

Gaetano saw something at last in Joanna Zulian’s lovely eyes. He had seen that haunted expression once before, at the carnival, when they had watched the boys drown the old Jew. She had disturbed him then: he had understood suddenly that such sights were not new to her, that the life she had led had accustomed her to that sort of random violence. He heard Joanna whisper, ‘Aunt Isotta, Messer Cavazza,’ and he saw her turn on her heel and leave the room.

‘Taddeo,’ said Isotta again. There were tears in her eyes. ‘She is only a child …’

She was wrong, of course. Gaetano had realized that Joanna Zulian was not a child, had never been a child, had been a small, knowing adult since birth. He, too, rose, making his apologies, aware that the room was too crowded, too hot, that his need for the night and a different sort of company had suddenly become irresistible.

Joanna did not go to her bedchamber, which was small and dark and cramped. She went instead to the workshop, the largest room in the house. From the window of the workshop you could see the square, the church, the sky. You could believe that beyond the confining sea were other cities, other countries.

But she could not, as she had done so many times before, simply stand at the window and look. She found herself unable to be still, unable to do anything but circle the room, staring at the paintings and sketches on the easels, her fists clenched, her sight blurred. The long, seemingly endless day was drawing at last to a close. And she had not cried, she had not wept for the life she had once had, or for the family she had lost, until Taddeo had spoken those few, careless words.

Now she struggled not to bury her head in her hands and weep. Dignitaries, capped and robed, stared indifferently back at her from the canvases, the perfect brushstrokes blurred by the tears that gathered in her eyes. Townspeople paraded disinterestedly by, dwarfed by towers and bridges. Endless archways of immaculate perspective drew her towards them, triumphal in their dazzling mathematical bravura. Pompous men posed outside pompous houses that mirrored the palazzi lining the Grand Canal. All of Venice’s grandeur and pageantry was here, in Taddeo Zulian’s studio.

Joanna took a deep, shuddering breath, and wiped her eyes dry with her sleeve. Now the pictures were clear, the lines and colours no longer blurred. She saw that the canvas in front of her was incomplete, sketched in black, the colours indicated with only a few bold washes. Forests and plains, lakes and waterfalls, formed out of the candlelit void. Her breath caught in her throat, her heart hammered painfully. She knew that this painting was different from the others in the workshop: that when she looked at it she was somewhere other than Venice, somewhere, perhaps, where she might see the stars in the sky through the holes in her tent. The walls and the sea ebbed away: she was in another country.

Beside the painting was a jar of brushes, and a shell still daubed with the remains of today’s ultramarine. Dipping the brush into the shell, Joanna Zulian began to paint.


CHAPTER TWO

There were three of them: the first a huge fellow with a stringy pigtail scratching the shoulders of his leather jerkin, the second wearing an assortment of grubby silks and satins, and the third dark-haired, good-looking. An ill-assorted trio. But they were all young, they were all soldiers, and they were all stinkingly drunk.

Martin Gefroy rode after the three inebriated mercenaries, because Martin Gefroy was lost. Travelling from Rome to Padua, he had attached himself, as was his usual practice, to a group of merchants. But he had become sidetracked by a fascinating disease encountered near Pistóia, and the merchants had continued on their way without him, leaving Martin with pustules and boils and excrescences to investigate, and an appallingly poor sense of direction. He had attempted to continue his journey alone, telling himself that geography, like anything else, could be acquired by diligence. He had found himself, eventually, on a wooded river bank, alone in the rain and the grey November twilight. He had known the name of neither the wood nor the river, and he had heard, not far away, the howling of wolves.

Then, when he was debating the possibilities of sleeping in a tree (Could wolves climb? Would he fall from the branches when he dozed off?), the three soldiers had ridden along the track. He had heard them a quarter of a mile away, their songs and raucous laughter drowning the night sounds of the forest, the rushing of the river. He had watched and he had waited, hidden by the trees, and then, when the three were a decent distance ahead of him, Martin had mounted his horse and ridden cautiously after them.

He knew they were mercenaries by the swords they carried at their sides, the breastplates and sallets strapped to their saddlebags. Had it not been for one thing, Martin would have hid from them as he hid from the wolves, knowing them to be just as dangerous. He might have little money, but he had a reasonable cloak, and a good horse, and a bag of medical equipment that would fetch more than a few soldi in any market-place. Unemployed soldiers had been known to kill for considerably less.

It had been the languages they had spoken that had stopped Martin Gefroy scrambling hastily up the tree, his horse already hidden in the undergrowth. The three men spoke a muddle of dialects, but the man with the pigtail was an Englishman, like Martin himself. The other two were French perhaps, or Italian. Martin trailed hopefully after them, trusting that their superior sense of direction would lead him to a clean bed and a hot meal by nightfall.

Snatches of songs – Italian, French, English, all of them bawdy, the words of none of them complete – filtered through the rain and shadows as Martin eased his way through the forest. The Englishman’s voice bawled a riddle over the whispering of the trees and the rain.


‘“I have a hole above my knee

And pricked it is and pricked shall be …”’



His friends responded with a mixture of howls and catcalls. The man in the dirty silks slumped over his horse’s mane and pretended to be sick, and the dark-haired soldier groaned, ‘Something new, Penniless, please.’

‘I haven’t finished, Toby,’ said Penniless, aggrieved. He repeated, enunciating with care:


‘“And pricked it is and pricked shall be

And yet it is not sore …”’



There was a howl of rage from Penniless as the fair-headed man hurled himself at him, and both slipped from their saddles in a tangle of stirrups and reins and leaf-mould. ‘Bastard!’ yelled Penniless. ‘You bastard, Gilles!’

Martin, hidden in the shadows, sighed. His hopes of a clean bed and a hot meal began to recede as the scuffle threw up handfuls of earth and torn fragments of silk from the forest floor. He watched as Toby reined in his horse a short distance away from his squabbling companions. It was too dark for Martin to see the expression on his face.

Then Martin heard, unmistakably, the sound of steel against steel, the rasp of a sword being drawn from its scabbard. Sickened, but unsurprised, Martin struggled to turn away, entrapping himself and his horse in a thicket of thorns and willow branches. He was aware again of the rain and the cold and the isolation. He wondered which of the three soldiers intended to slit his companions’ throats.

But immediately following the hiss of the sword, he heard a voice cry out, ‘Penniless! Gilles! For Christ’s sake …’, and then Martin turned, and saw that things weren’t quite as he’d imagined.

He, Penniless, Gilles and Toby were surrounded by wolves. But the wolves that circled them were not grey-coated and yellow-eyed, but of human form, raggedly dressed, hunger shadowing their gaunt faces. And carrying a daunting assortment of staves and cudgels, knives and clubs.

Dry-mouthed, Martin couldn’t count them. Then he realized that the brigands had not yet seen him hidden in the thicket, but had noticed only the mercenaries, with their tempting, saleable clothes and armourer-made weapons.

A cudgel thumped Penniless, still brawling amidst the leaves, on the back of the head: Penniless, stunned for a moment, released Gilles, then shook himself and roared furiously.

The darkness, the drizzle, the noise and confusion, made it impossible for Martin to follow all that then took place. His hand reached for his dagger twice and then retreated, and several times he made ready to clutch his reins and turn about, struggling through the thorns to ride for the hills. But he was held still by a mixture of admiration and horror: a horror of this butchery, which nevertheless was one of the mainstays of his trade; and an admiration for the sheer physical prowess of the three soldiers. Martin, untidy and hopelessly clumsy away from his phials and his philtres, respected coordination, speed, agility.

Soon, most of the brigands had fled, or lay sprawled like split sacks of corn among the mud and bracken. Penniless and Gilles were crouched on the forest floor, rifling the pockets of the dead. Only Toby still fought, the dull steel of his sword whirling in the darkness, his ragged black hair soaked by the rain. Only Martin, watching, saw him pay the price for one too many tankards of ale, and slip on a tree root, staggering backwards so that the back of his uncovered head slammed against the trunk of a beech tree. Only Martin saw the gleam of steel in the darkness, the triumphal grimace on the face of the brigand. He heard himself cry out.

The brigand’s knife didn’t strike at the man’s heart, though, as Martin had expected. Instead, it scored deeply along the forearm, the right forearm. There was a clatter of a sword to the stony ground, as the mercenary’s fingers, suddenly losing all strength, let go of the hilt.

Then Penniless was there, wrapping brawny arms around a thin throat in an unloving embrace. And Martin was suddenly aware of the silence, of the gentle sounds of the river and the trees, and of Gilles, who stood in front of him, blue eyes glaring, sword pointing.

Very, very carefully, Martin raised his hands, fingers outspread, palms open. ‘I’m a scholar,’ he said placatingly. ‘On my way to Padua. To study medicine and natural sciences.’ He said it first in French, and then in English, and then in Italian for good measure. He was about to try Latin when the sword wavered a bit, and was withdrawn and returned to the scabbard.

‘Medicine?’ asked Gilles.

Martin slithered off his horse, and began to walk across the copse on rather unsteady legs. Penniless was already lost in the darkness, hacking his way through the trees, howling for vengeance. Kneeling down beside the wounded man, Martin saw the small shake of Gilles’s head. Gilles’s eyes were fixed on the steady stream of blood that flowed from Toby’s sword-arm.

‘There’s a tavern half a league up the river,’ said Gilles softly to Martin. ‘Could you …?’

Could you take him back to civilization, slung over your saddlebow? Could you attempt to repair the irreparable? Could you find a priest to mutter the last rites?

And yet the wounded man was still conscious. Martin saw Toby’s eyes, the dark blue-grey of twilight, stare first at him and then look downwards, almost with disbelief, to the knife-cut that gaped the length of his forearm, showing grey bone beneath the layers of skin and muscle.

Martin Gefroy nodded his assent. Then, with Gilles to help him, he put the wounded man across his horse, and started to ride to the tavern.

Following the path very, very carefully.

Toby dreamed.

The dreams were from far back: before his four years of soldiering, before the schoolmaster and his wife. His father was holding him by the hair and beating him, and though he struggled and spat he could not shake that hold. A vice was tightening around his arm; the pain was unbearable. Through the pain he could smell new leather and beeswax, and see the hammers and nails and lasts of the shoemaker’s shop. Everything hurt: his head, his arm, his back. He was fighting for breath, trying to scream.

Something cool touched his forehead, an unfamiliar voice murmured soothing words, and he opened his eyes. Shaking, gasping, Toby saw at first the square of the window, and then the fire with its flickering flames. At last he focused on the figure standing at his bedside. He blinked, but he still did not know the face.

The stranger said gently, ‘You’ve rejoined us, then?’ and a hand held a cup to his lips. He could not swallow the wine, it burnt his throat, making him cough.

The cup was taken away. Toby closed his eyes, exhausted, but he did not let himself sleep. He did not want to sleep: if he slept, he would be a child again, pumping the bellows to keep the fire going, drawing water from the well with icy, bruised hands.

‘You were riding through the forest, monsieur. You were attacked by brigands. Do you remember?’

The voice was pleasant, the French slightly accented. Still, opening his eyes again, Toby did not recognize the face.

‘My name is Martin Gefroy. I am an Englishman. Your friend Gilles asked me to bring you to this tavern and look after you.’

Martin Gefroy lied, though: it had not been quite like that. Gilles had expected him to die. Suddenly Toby wanted to prove Gilles wrong. Gilles was a conceited bastard.

But the memory of Gilles brought with it another recollection. Of lying in the mud somewhere between Pistóia and Bologna, and looking down at his arm. Toby summoned up the tattered remains of his courage and looked down once again. His arm was swathed in bandages. His right arm, his sword-arm. He felt waves of panic washing over him.

He heard Martin Gefroy say, ‘It’s a bit of a mess, I’m afraid. I found a competent barber-surgeon, and I did what I could myself as well. It’s bleeding a great deal less.’

A priest, a schoolmaster, a notary’s clerk … A trail of similarly unsuitable professions rattled relentlessly through Toby’s aching head. He tried to move his fingers, and could not.

He was too tired to think. His eyes closed again and shut away the present.

Dreaming too much, he slept fitfully until the following morning, when Gilles woke him with sops of bread in wine and a plateful of boiled chicken.

Gilles was looking pleased with himself; Penniless, awkward and shuffling in the small room, stood behind him. The rain had stopped overnight and the sun glared through the window. Gilles was silhouetted by its rays. Painfully, Toby hauled himself upright.

‘We thought we’d have to bury you,’ said Gilles conversationally, adjusting the lace at his cuffs. He wore a particularly florid doublet, filched, Toby recalled, from one of his countrymen at the battle of Gaeta. ‘There’s a nice little churchyard near by. Penniless insisted we buy you flowers. Does it hurt?’

Penniless clutched a ragged bunch of daisies. ‘Yes,’ said Toby briefly. Gilles, sitting down beside the bed, began to eat Toby’s boiled chicken. Penniless jammed the battered flowers into a cup and said mournfully, ‘Poor Crow.’

It hurt like hell. So did his head. He wasn’t sure whether it was a hangover or a fever. He tried to move his fingers again, and a band of sweat broke out on his forehead.

Gilles was dissecting the chicken with long, elegant fingers. ‘One of those bastards had some money,’ he said. ‘If we don’t have to pay the sexton …’

A purse was placed on the table beside the bed. The remains of Gilles’s sentence lingered in the air, unfinished. Toby knew the gist of it, though: we’ve money enough so that you’ll have food in your belly, a roof over your head. Something to keep you going until you’re well enough to become a priest, a schoolmaster, a notary’s clerk … Poor Crow indeed.

He forced himself to smile, though. Gilles, finishing the chicken, rose, clamping his hat, an extravagant affair of feathers and ribbons, on top of his fair curls.

‘We’ll look out for you.’ Gilles smiled. ‘And behave yourself, Toby. The innkeeper has a very pretty daughter.’

The door shut behind them. The smile on Toby’s face slipped, faded utterly. Wiping the sweat from his forehead with his good arm, he stared out of the window.

A flock of crows squabbled in the treetops outside. Poor Crow: Penniless’s nickname for him, a tribute to his black hair the colour of a crow’s wing, echoed forlornly round the room, an epitaph to a life that was over with. A void yawned before him, memories he had spent years trying to escape crowded round him, clawing at his heels. He didn’t hear the door open or see Martin Gefroy come into the room.

‘They’ve gone,’ said the Englishman. ‘Your friends. I didn’t catch your name, by the way, monsieur?’

‘Dubreton,’ said Toby absently. ‘Toby Dubreton.’ Then he added, ‘Will it mend?’

Martin sat on the stool beside the bed. ‘I don’t know,’ he said apologetically. ‘I’m sorry. I wish I could say one way or the other, but I can’t. If you look after yourself and the wound heals well, then yes, you might be able to use your arm again. I’ve seen worse. But not often.’

Toby stared out of the window again. The crows had flown away, their cawing replaced by silence.

Martin Gefroy added, ‘I’ll stay here a while. There’s some grain merchants travelling to Padua soon, apparently. I’m a scholar,’ he explained to Toby. ‘I’ve studied at the university of Paris, and in Rome. I was travelling from Rome to Padua, but I got lost. So I followed you.’

Toby had to force himself to speak. ‘Why Padua?’

Martin pushed back his untidy hair from his face, and flicked a torn, trailing shirtsleeve from his plate. His light blue-grey eyes gleamed. ‘For the natural sciences, my friend. For medicine. The university of Padua teaches Aristotelian science from the original Greek.’

‘You’re a physician, then, Master Gefroy?’

‘I will be a physician. When I’ve finished my studies.’ The Englishman added, his voice level, ‘And I don’t think a physician of twenty-five years’ standing could tell you whether your arm will fully recover or not. It’s just a matter of time. And of trying to prevent the dangerous symptoms that may follow such a wound.’

Toby leaned back on the pillows. Four years ago he had thought his future resolved. Soldiering had answered all his needs, had kept both mind and body occupied. Now, assuming he avoided the infections and gangrene that the scholar had hinted at, the future gaped before him again, another open wound. A priest, a schoolmaster, a notary’s clerk … All three would give him far too much time to think. He did not want to think: he wanted to sleep, to avoid facing up to the reality of the brigand’s knife-cut. But sleep, damn it, had yesterday brought with it dreams of the past. He knew then that he was afraid to close his eyes, afraid to reawaken the old nightmares that waited for him, calling him with cracked, insistent voices, allowing him no rest.

It was early spring before Toby was able to ride back to France.

He had parted with the Englishman a couple of months before, saying his farewells as Martin Gefroy set off down the road to Padua with a group of well-armed merchants bound for Treviso. Although he could not yet wield a sword, at least his hands could hold the horse’s reins. His cuirass and sallet were inside his saddlebag, and he travelled the more populous routes. Just another civilian in search of a decent tavern and the least dangerous road home.

His journey was slowed by his reduced stamina, and by a gallingly limited ability to defend himself. He did not reach the village until late May. Then, long golden clouds streaked the hills and valleys, gilding the ridged lines of vines. Toby was tired; it took him a while to calculate how long it had been since he had last seen his home. Almost five years, he thought. He did not know why he had stayed away so long.

His adoptive mother saw him as he dismounted from his horse at the corner of the narrow cobbled street. She was pulling weeds from the small garden in front of the schoolmaster’s house. She had always liked flowers. Toby held in his bad arm a sheaf of spring blossom he had gathered from the fields: bluebells and primroses and daffodils.

He saw her glance at him, and then glance a second time and freeze. She rose to her feet with tremulous slowness, resting one hand against the plastered wall. And then he was running the length of the street, the horse on its leading-rein behind him struggling to keep up.

His adoptive mother’s name was Agnès Dubreton, his adoptive father was called Paul. There had never been any secret made of their relationship to him; there could not have been, because he remembered what had gone before. He remembered, but did not speak of it, and the Dubretons had always respected his silence.

Agnès tutted when she saw his arm, shaking her head over the jagged red scar. Paul brought out the best cognac and poured him a double measure. The flowers were put in a vase on the dresser, and the table was set. Toby was crammed full of chicken and bread and soft runny cheese until he thought he would burst. He slept that night in the small bed of his childhood, in the room where he had played with the toy soldiers Paul had made, charting fortifications with rushes on the stone floor.

He had thought that here, where he had discovered a temporary sort of happiness, he would have been able to sleep. But he could not: each night he dreamed the same dreams, those dreams awakened the previous autumn by fever and fear and pain. The shoemaker’s shop, with its fire and bellows and lasts and knives. Bruises on his back, hunger in his belly.

Exhaustion made him touchy, incommunicative. As the days passed, conversation became strained and full of effort. He had been away too long; he knew himself to be haunted, ghost-ridden. How could he speak of what war did to men, to women, to children? How could he speak of what arquebus-shot, cannon-shot, did to limbs, to bodies? Worst of all, how could he escape his own childhood, which snarled like a black dog at his bedside every time he closed his eyes?

In the end, it was Paul who, for the second time in his life, coaxed him back to civility. One morning he gave Toby a hammer and some nails, and ordered him to the schoolroom next to the church.

There were no children in the classroom now; they were all out in the fields helping their parents to shoo the birds from the currant bushes or to hoe weeds from between the rows of vines. The room was dark and cool, the windows high and mullioned.

Paul pointed to the benches stacked in a corner of the room. ‘They’ve hardly lasted out the year. Every leg wobbles.’

Toby raised the hammer while Paul held the bench steady. Toby’s arm was infuriatingly weak, the first nail went in crooked. As he battered at the second nail, his chief emotion was suddenly one of anger, anger that some cursed rabble looking for trouble should have disrupted a life that had suited him so nicely. An unlucky wound to the arm, and there he was, unemployable, and nightly plunging back into a hell he had never wanted to see again.

His forehead was beaded with sweat, his arm ached. He would use a sword again only if he made his muscles work hard, bloody hard. And besides –

‘Stop,’ said Paul. He covered Toby’s hand with his own until the muscles in Toby’s fingers relaxed, and the hammer slipped to the floor. Toby glared at him. Paul said gently, ‘If you spoke about it, it might help, you know. It sometimes does.’

Toby stood up, wiping the sweat from his face with the back of his shirtsleeve.

‘You don’t sleep,’ persisted Paul, ‘and you can’t sit still. You never were the reflective sort, Toby, but …’

The words trailed away, lost in the buzz of a bee and the scuffing of Toby’s boots as he restlessly paced the schoolroom.

‘Tell me,’ said Paul, ‘about what you have seen, about what has happened to you.’

Toby paused at the doorway. He heard Paul add quietly, ‘I know that I am only a country schoolmaster. I know that I have not travelled, that what adventures I have experienced have taken place, on the whole, between the pages of a book. But I am not without imagination.’

Toby made himself turn and smile. The smile, he knew, was as crooked as the nail he had driven into the bench. ‘I know, papa,’ he said softly. ‘I know.’

Paul had crossed the room towards him. He waited, Toby knew, for some sort of an explanation. He couldn’t speak, though. He had lived through the happy part of his childhood – the part with the Dubretons – by refusing to allow himself to think of the past, by creating, almost, another person. Toby Dubreton, the schoolmaster’s son, instead of Toby Lescot, the shoemaker’s apprentice. At sixteen, finding the village too small for him, and knowing himself well enough to see the possible consequences of that narrowness, he had ridden away before his restlessness could turn into mischief, his boredom into something he might regret. As a soldier, the noise of battle, the varied company, had created yet another man: one who lived for the present, one whose only thought was to stay alive, in one piece, experiencing to the full all the pleasures and terrors of his new life.

But now, the distant past seemed to have flooded into the vacuum of the present. When he heard Paul say, ‘War is a terrible thing, Toby. And you haven’t told us how you hurt your arm,’ he almost laughed out loud.

He managed to say, ‘That was nothing glorious, I’m afraid, papa. We were attacked by brigands, and I was too drunk to defend myself properly. It’s not that …’

He shook his head, his sudden amusement utterly gone. He could see, glancing desperately out of the open doorway, the intense blueness of the sky, the wild roses that clung to the walls of the schoolroom. His memories seemed jarring, almost indecent, here.

‘It’s my father,’ he said suddenly. ‘I keep thinking of my father. I dream of him.’

Paul was silent.

Toby added, glimpsing his face, ‘I mean the shoemaker. He was my true father, after all.’ He hadn’t meant to be so curt, so brutal.

But Paul only said, ‘Of course. Perhaps.’

In the silence that followed, Toby became very aware of the small sounds of the village: the women’s clogs as they clacked across the cobbles to the stream in which they washed the clothes, the dogs squabbling over a bone in the gutter.

Toby said, very carefully, ‘I meant, papa, that I am of the shoemaker’s blood. I did not mean that you are not …’

He stopped. Still so hard to find the right words; some of what had been beaten out of him in childhood he had never reclaimed. But there was no hurt on Paul’s face; his eyes, as they met Toby’s own, were steady.

‘And I meant, Toby, that Monsieur Lescot was perhaps your father. But I was never sure.’

Staring at Paul, Toby did not move. Incurably restless by nature, he found his feet were sealed to the ground, his limbs as still as a statue’s.

‘Does it help?’ said Paul, looking at him. ‘I didn’t speak to you about it when you were a child because you seemed to prefer to forget. Does it help?’

Toby shook his head, bewildered. ‘I don’t know, papa.’

‘I found you in Chinon,’ said Paul. ‘In a cobbler’s workshop. You remember that, I expect?’

He did. Fingers always torn from cutting the leather, his back always bruised from the cobbler’s hand.

‘You were the shoemaker’s errand-boy. And apprentice. And whipping-boy. You were about seven or eight years old when I found you. Maybe older – you were a half-starved little thing.’ Briefly, he rested his hand on Toby’s shoulder. ‘As I’ve said, I’ve never been sure how much you could remember. Some things are best forgotten, don’t you think?’

Toby said, ‘Some things are never forgotten. I remember the shop, the yard. I remember being cold and hungry.’ His fists were clenched in anger. He saw the pity in Paul Dubreton’s grey eyes, and he pulled away from him. He watched Paul cross the room and sit down on a rickety bench.

Paul’s eyes were screwed up, his forehead creased, remembering. ‘I’d gone to Chinon to buy some books. I was walking past a cobbler’s yard when I heard a child screaming. I went in, and saw the shoemaker – your father. He was holding you in one hand, a hammer in the other. I believe that he would have killed you if I hadn’t come in then. He was a big brute, built like a bull.’

Toby almost wanted to smile then, at the thought of gentle Paul Dubreton, book in hand, confronting a man who was built like a bull. ‘Go on,’ he said, evenly.

‘I got myself measured for a pair of boots I didn’t need, which put him in a better frame of mind. I managed to slip you a coin when he wasn’t looking. I went back to my hotel, but I couldn’t get you out of my mind. We had no children, as you know, Agnès and I, and it seemed such a waste. I went back the following day and bought you.’ Paul smiled. ‘I had some reservations about what Agnès might say, presented with an undersized infant whose every other word was a curse. But she rose to the occasion, of course. Bathed you in the horse-trough, and had you eating with a knife and a spoon within a fortnight.’

He said to his adopted father, who had bought a pair of boots he didn’t need, along with a foul-mouthed son, ‘Why me? You’ve seen a hundred half-starved children, a dozen of them on the streets of Chinon, I expect. You’d have liked to rescue them all, no doubt, but you knew that you couldn’t. So why me?’

Paul shook his head. ‘Nothing logical. There was just something about you – a brightness, a stubbornness. It struck me, in one so young, in such a place. You should have cowered, Toby, you should have grovelled. But you didn’t. But I knew that if you stayed there, he’d beat the last sparks out of you. So I bought you.’

It didn’t help, thought Toby. Much of it he could remember: the stranger’s coin in his palm, the ride from Chinon to Bourges. Kicking and struggling most of the way, because he hadn’t believed a word Paul had said to him, of course. He had known only bad things: he had not been able to conceive of the possibility that a stranger might intend him good.

Paul persisted. ‘I’d made inquiries, you see, Toby. In case you had family in the town who might protest at me taking you away. But there was no one. I talked to Monsieur Lescot’s neighbours. Lescot had never married, and they thought you’d been in your father’s … care, if that is the word, for only three or four years or so. It seemed odd – why would a man like that take on such a young child? You can have been of little use to him, and I found it hard to believe that he did it out of the goodness of his heart. And if a mistress, for instance, had abandoned her unwanted child – well, there are foundling hospitals, after all.’

The sun was still casting pools of diamonded light on the floor, and the bee buzzed frantically, trapped in a cobweb slung between the rafters. Disjointed thoughts fluttered through Toby’s mind, failing to make sense.

‘And my father – the cobbler? Did you ask him?’

‘I did. He told me you were his son. But –’

Toby looked up, eyes wide. ‘But … you didn’t believe him?’

‘I wasn’t sure. Would he have sold me his son? Perhaps.’ Paul shrugged. ‘I guessed that he had no capacity for telling the truth, that he would say whatever he believed would suit him best in the circumstances. He told me that you were his illegitimate son by a girl from Bourgueil.’ The schoolmaster added, his voice level, ‘There is the possibility, Toby, that though he lied over the details, the gist of what he said was the truth. You must consider that.’

There was a silence. Even the bee, choked by the spider’s web, had ceased buzzing. Toby stepped through the doorway into the sunlight, and took in great lungfuls of warm summer air.

He stayed another few weeks with Paul and Agnès Dubreton, making himself useful. He drew water from the well for Agnès, he fed her hens, and held wriggling sheep while she inspected them for ticks. In the schoolroom, he repaired tables and benches, and painted walls scabbed by chalk and small grubby fingers with a wash of lime. He worked from dawn to dusk, exhausting himself so that he could sleep soundly at night. By the end of a fortnight, he could have wielded a sword or loaded a pistol, if very slowly.

One evening he waited until Agnès had gone to bed, and then spoke to Paul, who had been alone in his study with his books and quills and papers.

‘The cobbler’s surname was Lescot, but I can’t remember his forename. Nor the street where I lived.’

Paul looked up from his desk. ‘You’re going to him?’ he said quietly. ‘Toby, he may be long dead. He drank too much, fought too much …’

‘I know.’ He had had time to consider all that, time also to consider that he might simply be the brutal shoemaker’s son, putting his father’s belligerence to slightly better use as a soldier of fortune. ‘His forename … please.’

Paul’s nod of assent was scarcely noticeable. ‘His name was Pernet Lescot. The shop was in an alleyway off the Rue Haute Saint-Maurice in the centre of Chinon. There was a small courtyard with a baker and a laundry as well. It shouldn’t be difficult to find.’

He rose from the desk, stopping Toby before he reached the door. ‘Have you thought, mon fils?’ There was pain in his voice. ‘Have you thought what you intend to do?’

‘I intend to satisfy my curiosity, that’s all.’

Toby knew that he lied. Unlike Paul Dubreton, he could lie very well, having learned that particular skill long ago. It was no tame, biddable emotion like curiosity that sent him to Chinon, but something altogether blacker. Exorcism, he thought. The need to obliterate a very persistent ghost.

Toby saw the fear on Paul’s face. He said, in an attempt at reassurance, ‘I won’t kill him, father. I just need to know.’

The schoolmaster smiled, but his eyes were sad. ‘I know you wouldn’t kill him, Toby – at least, not in cold blood. But I know also that you won’t ride to Chinon, ask your question and accept Monsieur Lescot’s answer, and then ride contentedly away. I know you well, my son, and you’re not capable of that.’

He had never been anything other than transparent to Paul Dubreton. Fourteen years ago Paul had, presumably, seen through the layers of dirt and sores and lice to something better, something worth preserving.

If Toby had been a different person, then he might have changed his mind, have spent a few months more regaining his skill with sword and pistol, and eventually ridden back to Italy to take part in whatever war his betters next intended to fight. But he was what his past had made of him. And the same itching restlessness that had sent him from this village years before would not allow him to do anything other than ride the following day to Chinon.

Chinon was baked in sun; sunlight glinted on the towers of the castle and caught the pennants flying from the square-rigged boats that slid down the Vienne. The river was green and opaque, trimmed with sandbanks. The castle’s vast ramparts dwarfed the town. Less than ten years previously Cesare Borgia, son of Pope Julius’s predecessor Alexander VI, had ridden to Chinon to present King Louis XII with the annulment of his marriage to the crippled Jeanne de France. Louis had then married Anne of Brittany, Charles VIII’s widow, thus securing her vast inheritance. Louis XII’s gaze had since turned a little further afield, to Italy. Everyone wanted Italy, for its wealth, its treasures, its culture, its availability.

Toby remembered the bridge, and he remembered the boats. He also remembered the castle: Pernet Lescot, in one of his more imaginative moods, had threatened him with its dungeon. Riding through the town walls, he found the Rue Haute Saint-Maurice easily enough. The Grand Carroi branched off to his right, winding steeply up to the castle, climbing past wine-cellars cut into the rock-face. The street was busy; it was market day. Stalls were set up at the side of the road, housewives clustered round them, the hems of their gowns trailing in the dusty straw. A pretty girl offered him a bunch of rosebuds for his sweetheart, but Toby smiled and shook his head.

He found the cobbler’s workshop hidden in a courtyard at the back of a tavern. He remembered the tavern, too, he had been sent there often enough to fetch ale or wine. There was no longer a baker to one side of the shop, but there were still baskets of dirty washing piled up outside the laundry. Toby was glad that the baker had gone: the smell of new bread had once tormented him.

Looping the reins round the hitching-post, he left his horse outside the cobbler’s shop. He pushed open the door and called the shoemaker’s name. At first the room was empty, giving his eyes time to adjust to the poor light, and to see the lasts, the knives, the hides, just as before. Nothing had changed: it was merely a little older, a little dirtier. Then he heard a shuffling and a grumbling, and the tattered curtain at the rear of the shop swung aside.

Toby could smell the wine on Pernet Lescot’s breath, see the dark stains that spilled down the front of his leather apron. Toby felt instant and almost overwhelming fear. He wanted to run and hide behind the barrels in front of the tavern, to bury himself in the piles of washing by the laundry. He still bore the scars of this man’s temper on his back.

But he recollected himself immediately. He was no longer eight years old and in the shoemaker’s possession; he was a grown man with a sword at his side and five years’ experience of war. And besides, Pernet Lescot had produced a sickening, ingratiating smile, and was already ushering him towards the nearby stool and assessing the condition of his boots.

He did not sit down. He said, ‘Monsieur Lescot, I’m not here for shoe leather. You don’t recognize me, do you? I’m your former apprentice, the one you sold to the schoolmaster, Paul Dubreton.’

He saw confusion, then shock, then fear, flicker in the cobbler’s bloodshot eyes. Then Pernet Lescot began to laugh, a hoarse, obscene cackle that made the skin on the back of Toby’s neck turn cold.

‘He paid ten écus d’or for you,’ the shoemaker gasped. ‘The old fool!’ The laughter subsided; the shoemaker, wheezing, rested his palms on the table and leaned forward. ‘And what do you want with me, boy?’

Anger had begun to replace the fear. ‘A little information, that’s all. I want to know where I came from.’

His answer was more laughter, and an obscenity. There was a half-full wine-bottle on the shelf next to the row of finished shoes. Lescot took a mouthful from it. ‘I needed help in the shop.’ His eyes measured Toby, their mockery blatant. ‘You’re mine, boy. The result of a little misunderstanding between myself and a girl in Bourgueil. She thought I’d marry her – I was damned if I would. She’d have drowned you at birth. Aren’t you grateful that I’d the decency to take you in and care for you?’

Sitting inside the peaceful schoolroom, Paul Dubreton had said, ‘He told me that you were his illegitimate son by a girl from Bourgueil. There is the possibility that though he lied about the details, the gist of what he said was the truth.’

Toby had had time to work out the implications of that one. That he was the shoemaker’s son by a married woman, or by his first cousin, or by his sister … That thought sickened him.

Lescot had lowered the bottle, was wiping the wine from his chin with the back of his hand. He grinned. ‘What a fine fellow you are now, though. What did the old fool make of you? A priest … a farmer … or his catamite? That’s what I thought he wanted, a little –’

He did not finish his sentence. Toby’s knife was in his hand, his other arm round the shoemaker’s neck, squeezing. His right arm, his sword-arm, did not hurt at all just now. He hissed, his voice thick, ‘He made of me a soldier, Lescot. A mercenary. Someone who kills for money.’

He felt Pernet Lescot writhe, trying to free himself. But the once-hard muscles had turned to fat, the powerful movements had been made clumsy by age and drink. Toby knew that he had only to slice the knife across Lescot’s throat, cutting through skin, tendon and windpipe, to avenge himself for all the countless cruelties and humiliations of his childhood.

But there was a movement of the torn curtain at the back of the shop and a voice whispered, ‘Master?’

Blue eyes, round with fear, stared at him, then at the knife. The child was not, Toby told himself as his hand started to shake, his former self come back to haunt him, but only the shoemaker’s latest apprentice.
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