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Rome, 1659


Girolama


The angels stare, stone-eyed, at the casket. Their chiselled faces are smooth and untroubled, as they are throughout the many funerals, marriages and baptisms that take place beneath them every day. Mostly, this past year, it has been funerals, for the plague has swept through Rome and the mosaic of states that make up Italy. Now, though, the plague is silent, having burnt itself out. It is not plague that killed this man.


On the floor of Santa Maria del Popolo, Girolama watches the mourners as they walk past the body laid out for burial, bowing their heads, murmuring. Some touch the arm or gloved hand of the willow-tall young woman who stands near her dead husband’s casket, her face shrouded in a black veil. Behind her waits another woman: older, broader, but with a similar bearing. This, Girolama, thinks, must be the widow’s mother, for her protective gaze doesn’t leave her daughter.


There are two young men by the casket now. They’re peering too closely, speaking in a manner not suited to a funeral, to the death of a man who died at just thirty years of age. Death might have ravaged Rome, the plague carrying off the good and the evil and the young and the old, but it has, in Girolama’s experience, not inured people to it. They still grieve as deeply as they ever did, each loss a puncture to the soul. These two young men, though, seem untouched by grief or pity. They might be visiting the waxworks at a fair. She hears one say, ‘What rosy cheeks! He looks better in death than he did in life. I’d say it rather suited him.’


Under her breath she curses them, wishes them down to the devil. They know nothing. They understand nothing because they’re young, confident males and haven’t experienced what she has, nor what these women have. They have little idea what it takes to survive in a city made by, and for, men. She wishes that the earth would swallow them up, but there’s only one man who’s going into the ground today, and he is long past caring.


Once the people have paid their respects, the church workers begin pushing their pikes into the black and white rosettes that bloom on the flagstone floor. The smell is immediate – the noxious breath of death released as the floor is raised, for this is the lid to the common grave. The ground beneath the church is divided into a honeycomb of coffins and corpses: a whole house of the dead lying beneath the living. Even if the women had wanted to, they couldn’t have buried him elsewhere. The chapels and tombs are the preserve of the rich. Most of Rome’s dead reside in this subterranean city.


The priest and the chaplains have withdrawn, as have the mourners. Only the workers and the women remain, and the perfect Madonna, robed in crimson, her arms open wide as if to comfort them. As Girolama watches the body being lowered by ropes into the pit beneath, she wonders what secrets the man takes with him to his grave, for in life there are secrets we write down in books, others we pass on, and yet others we carry with us to our deaths.


She crosses herself, then leaves the church. Outside, the sky is a pale, scrubbed blue.
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Stefano


It is, Stefano thinks, a moment of unalloyed joy. All these people, together again, celebrating the intertwining of two families, a union that will bring new life and light to Rome. Above the bright music of the quartet, they hear the clop of hooves, and his little sister arrives in the palazzo courtyard on a white horse, the scarlet silk of her gown stark against its pale flanks. Fioralisa’s new husband, the son of an ambassador, steps forward to greet her, his face flushed pink above the black velvet doublet. She bows her head, the picture of Roman womanhood: beautiful, blossoming, biddable. Fioralisa’s hair is garlanded with flowers, and the girls that follow her throw dried petals and crushed lavender, so that the air is sweet-scented and filled with the laughter and chatter of the guests. How different it is to the pestilence and desolation that the plague wrought these past two years: the empty streets, the whispers, the fear.


Stefano watches as his brothers walk forward to help their little sister from the horse and, for a moment, his happiness dips, knowing why he hasn’t been chosen for this role. But he has no time to dwell on it for the players strike up a new song and the bridal couple begin their dance, weaving before the ornate tapestries that have been hung from the walls, their eyes only on each other.


Stefano catches sight of Lucia, his older sister. She is watching Fioralisa with what, he thinks, is a trace of sadness. But then of course she is alone: there is no husband at her side, no children clutching at her skirts. At thirty-six, she is a widow, returned to the authority and home of their father, not something Stefano would wish on anyone. For Lucia, this wedding must be a bittersweet event. She could, Stefano thinks, remarry if she set her mind to it, for she is still handsome, and clever into the bargain, but she has shown little desire to find another husband. Perhaps she considers herself too old, for in Italy, women are compared to roses: sweetest when they’ve just bloomed. Perhaps it is the dowry, or lack of a decent one, for all the money has gone on their little sister’s portion and her marriage cassone; on the rented tapestries, sparkling wines and lavish entertainments that surround them. Now, Stefano thinks, if he were to advance himself, improve his position, he could afford to be more generous with her. She senses him staring at her, turns, meets his eye. He gives her a smile but it is a moment before she returns it.


There is a feast to follow the ceremony, the many dishes laid out on long trestle tables in the courtyard: roast capons and baked eels, dove breasts in white wine and pears in sweet liquor, sea bass ornamented with pomegranate, and roasted hares covered in juniper. His father holds court amid the many courses and the numerous guests, two cardinals and the Governor of Rome among them. A senior prosecutor, a man with a large beard and an even larger opinion of himself, is seated to Stefano’s right and absolves Stefano from the duty of making conversation by talking without cease of his cases and the importance of severity in punishing criminals. Stefano himself is but a junior magistrate and, though he is young to have reached such a role, it galls him that he is still a small fish in the great pool of the Papal Court. True, he is not yet three and thirty, but God knows there are many who die before that time. So many of his colleagues have succumbed these past few years that Stefano knows he is lucky to be here at all. The smell of pestilence has gone from the streets, but the reminders of death and mortality are everywhere: in the faces that are missing from this wedding banquet, in the names removed from the plaque on the entrance to the court. The sand falls through the glass with every minute that passes. He must succeed, and quickly, or what will he have achieved in life?


As for Stefano’s younger sister (now seated at the table and pink-cheeked with wine), she must breed and quickly, for that is what women do. Already she has been taking potions to ensure her fertility, or so he has gleaned from snatches of overheard conversation. Women have all sorts of means for encouraging their wombs; indeed they have potions for almost everything. He is not sure what these remedies are, only that they are shared and traded between women and referred to as ‘secrets’ and written down in libri di segreti: glorified recipe books.


Stefano’s oldest brother, Vincenzo, a cardinal’s secretary, leans over the table towards him. ‘And when will it be your turn, Stefanino?’ he teases him. ‘When will you choose one of the lucky daughters of Rome?’


‘When the time is right, Vincenzo,’ Stefano says, washing his hands in a bowl of scented water. When he has made a name for himself and is allowed to select his own bride. He wants to find someone to match his brother’s wife in beauty and wit, someone to raise their family’s status. He glances across the room at a woman called Sulpizia: skin white as a sugar loaf, hair dark as a raven. But Sulpizia is of noble birth. As things stand, he doesn’t stand a chance. Though they have money, he and his siblings are still the children of a cloth merchant in a city where the undisputed elite are some thirty noble families who vie for supremacy and whose oft-spilled blood marks them out as better – the Colonna and Orsini, the Aldobrandini, the Borghese, Barberini and Chigi.


As the youngest son, Stefano will inherit the least, and he does not delude himself that he has sufficient looks or charm to offset this lack of wealth. He is well enough looking with a clear complexion, a full head of dark hair, and an almost full set of teeth, but he is shorter than his brothers, and slighter, and he has not their easy confidence, nor their father’s commanding manner. His eyes are hazel, not the rich brown of his siblings and father. With his dark lashes and beardless chin (he has tried, but it does not grow), he worries that he has a feminine aspect about him. No, if he is to raise himself in stature, then it will require something more.


‘Well, don’t leave it too long, Stefanino,’ Bruno says, ‘or you’ll end up having to marry your horse!’


‘Yes, very good, brother.’ This is Bruno’s idea of humour. He and Vincenzo have always mocked Stefano for his love of horses, as they have mocked him for many things. Stefano wishes he would grow immune to it, as Mithridates grew immune to poison by taking a little a day, or as men build up a tolerance to liquors. Still, however, his brothers’ taunting stings, the alcohol notwithstanding. He must grow a thicker skin. Perhaps the women have a potion for it.


After the feast and the sugar sculptures come the entertainments. There are dancers on stilts and breathers of fire spitting pillars of flame into the air. A dozen acrobats dance across a new-made stage and begin to climb one atop the other, the crowd urging them on. As the final performer takes his place at the pinnacle of this pyramid, Stefano feels a hand on his shoulder. He turns to see the immense form of Francesco Baranzone, the Governatore di Roma himself. ‘A word?’


‘Of course.’ Stefano feels a pulse of alarm. Baranzone, both bishop and governor, has been their father’s friend for years and Stefano has never felt comfortable with him. He is too broad, too impressive and self-assured, much like the man Stefano wishes himself to be. In his presence, Stefano always feels like a minnow.


‘This way,’ Baranzone says as confident in Stefano’s father’s house as he might be in his own. He enters the saletta, where a fire is burning and where more food and wine have been laid out. He pulls the curtain that divides the rooms, then turns back to Stefano.


‘Your father says you are already being tasked with some of the most complex cases.’


Stefano shifts from one foot to the other like a schoolboy. He is mildly surprised his father has said anything positive about him, but then everything the man says is calculated to impress. ‘I have been fortunate in that regard, yes.’ Fortune, in fact, has little to do with it. He works harder than most.


‘I may have a role for you.’ Baranzone is scrutinising him with his small, dark eyes. ‘But it requires a man of some mettle. Some … stomach.’


Stefano meets his gaze. ‘I don’t shirk from difficult matters.’ In his time as an advocate, he’s seen a variety of humanity’s horrors, a decent amount of gore. After all, this is Rome, a city founded on Romulus’s murder of Remus. Its male-heavy population is preoccupied with honour, status and vendetta; most men carry knives or swords and know how to use them. The conflicts of French and Spanish factions, rival artists, warring beggars, and gangs of thugs and thieves regularly spill over into nose cutting, face-slashing, death. ‘I have dealt with the most serious crimes.’


‘Indeed.’ Baranzone gives a half-smile. ‘I’m sure you have, but this isn’t just about dealing with the dirt. It is about keeping going, and holding firm.’


Stefano holds his gaze. And? He might be small, but he is tenacious. He has had to be, growing up in the house he has.


‘Come. Sit.’ Baranzone takes a seat at a small table on which cups are set out, and he pours wine from a flask into two of them. When Stefano has joined him, he says, ‘Here it is: word has come to me of a dyer recently released from prison, struck down with some sickness and dead from it, leaving a grieving widow. So far, so normal.’


Stefano waits, drinks. From the next room he can hear laughter and conversation. Why is Baranzone talking to him about this here, now, at his sister’s wedding?


‘Only,’ Baranzone says, ‘the corpse does not decay as it should.’ He raises his eyebrows. ‘It’s said that the man remained ruddy and healthy looking for days after his death; that, even when he was buried, there was no scent of decay.’


Stefano frowns. He has heard all this before, in tales of saints whose bodies do not decompose and who remain as beautiful in death as their spirits were in life, preserved by some celestial magic. This, though, is no saint, but a common man, a prisoner. ‘You did not see the body yourself?’


‘No, but I’ll come to that. You see, Stefano,’ – and here Baranzone glances around to check they are still alone – ‘there are rumours. Rumours that are dangerous at times such as these. Specifically, there are rumours that, despite the thankful passing of the plague, men continue to die in unnatural numbers.’


Stefano feels the hairs on his arms rise. ‘Is there any truth to these rumours?’


‘Well, that is where you come in, if you are up to the task. It may well be that these are just baseless whispers, no more than the chitter-chatter of market women. Or it may be that there is something to them.’ Baranzone nods. ‘This Dyer at the Elm, as he was known: his is not the first story that has come to me of a body that is strangely preserved after death.’


‘Who—?’


The Governor cuts him off. ‘There are no names, no specifics. I am merely telling you of the rumours. It will be for you to investigate, if you think yourself capable.’


‘Investigate the dyer’s death?’


‘The dyer’s death, the death of any other common man which seems to you to be linked. Carry out an inquisitio. It may be, as I say, that this is women’s talk with nothing to it save for a need to pass the time and titillate. Let us hope it’s that. But it would pay to be sure and to carry out a proper inquisitorial inquiry, secretly. Rome is on the rise. We’re clawing ourselves back from pestilence and reshaping ourselves as the centre of the Catholic world. The Pope wishes Rome to exemplify the new order, and this hardly fits with the brief.’


‘The Pope is aware of all this?’


‘Of course. It is done on his orders, my boy. This will be a Papal inquiry, a holy inquiry. You would be appointed inquisitor on his behalf.’


Stefano swallows. Alexander VII himself, centre of all of Rome, spiritual head of Christendom reigning across all the territories of the Church. ‘Then of course I will do it. Indeed, I am honoured to be asked.’


Baranzone takes another sip of wine and smiles. ‘Good man. But, and I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you this, you must proceed with the utmost caution. The utmost discretion. It would not do to alarm people. They’ve suffered enough these past years and are only now beginning to prosper again. If they think there is some possible new epidemic, then the public mood will be dangerous. This inquisitio must be kept from the public gaze. You may tell those closest to you, but no more.’


‘Of course. I will be discreet.’


‘Very well. For there is a second reason for such an approach: if there is any truth to these rumours, and if it is human hand rather than the hand of God behind the deaths, then it’s vital that the person or persons responsible are not alerted to your investigation.’


‘I understand.’ Not just rumours, then. They must think there is something to it. Why else order an inquisitio? Why else proceed so very quietly? Stefano feels his heart thumping. ‘Some possible new epidemic’, the Governor said. Please God, let it not be so. ‘This would be my first appointment as sole investigating magistrate in such a matter. Not, of course’ – he hurries to say – ‘that I think I’m unable to carry out the task, merely that I may need some assistance.’


‘And assistance you shall have. I’ve already appointed a doctor, a man whose mind is as keen as his blade.’


‘Excellent.’ But that was not what Stefano meant. He has only recently been appointed a judge. Complex cases he has considered, yes, but he’s never played the role of inquisitor investigating a suspicious death.


Baranzone says, ‘You’ll forgive me for raising this on such an auspicious occasion, but the body, you see, is on its way up.’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘They’re exhuming the dyer’s body tomorrow, before decay can set in, so you’ll need to get started at once.’


Stefano stares at him. He thinks of the other cases he has said he will take. There is no choice, however, but to accept. He cannot refuse. This is the Governor asking him, the Pope’s man in the courts, and, really, he is not asking him, he is ordering him.


Baranzone gets up. ‘We must return to the fray. There is celebrating to be done. Although’ – and here he nods at Stefano’s glass – ‘you may wish to curtail your drinking if you’re to keep your stomach contents in the morgue tomorrow.’


Stefano smiles, for he must oblige the man. ‘I said I had the stomach for it, and I do.’ He pauses. ‘Does my father know of this?’


‘Well, I did not seek his permission before asking you. You are hardly some blushing bride.’ Baranzone’s eyes are hard. ‘But yes, I told him I had a project for you. He assured me you wouldn’t disappoint me.’


As Stefano leaves the chamber and makes for the central courtyard, a tall woman turns towards him. Lucia. She waits until Baranzone is some distance away. ‘What did he want?’


‘Why do you assume he wanted something?’


‘Because he always does. That’s the sort of man Baranzone is. It’s why he’s got where he has.’ She folds her arms. ‘Well?’


‘Well, sister, I have a new and important role. One which I must carry out with some subtlety.’


She frowns. ‘What is this role?’


Stefano considers. Baranzone had said he might speak of it to those closest to him, and Lucia, surely, is the closest. There are few others, truth be told, for he does not find it easy to make friends. ‘This is not to go outside the household, but I will tell you.’ And he does, with some excitement. He watches her frown deepen as he reaches the part about the exhumation of the body.


‘I am not sure that you should accept this commission, Stefano.’


Anger flares within him. He should have known not to have told her. He should have known she would only pour cold water on his joy. ‘I’ve already accepted it, Lucia. It would have been unwise for me to do otherwise, and, in any event, this is an opportunity.’


She chews her lip. ‘But if it is indeed some new epidemic, then you are putting yourself at the forefront of it, and your health—’


‘I will be careful, I promise you. I am not a sickly little boy anymore, Lucia. You really don’t need to fuss.’


She shakes her head. ‘I don’t like it.’


Stefano snaps. ‘For goodness’ sake, Lucia, why cannot you simply be happy for me? Why must you always regard life as a glass half empty?’


His sister turns away from him and Stefano feels a moment of regret, but it is true what he says. These past few years she has often seemed cast down, peevish.


‘I am trying to help you, fratellino, as I always am. I don’t trust Baranzone and I don’t trust his motives. Why has he given this commission to you? You are only newly a judge.’


‘Maybe, Lucia, he thinks me capable. Had you considered that? Maybe he has heard I have a quick mind and thinks I will do a good job.’


‘Or maybe he thinks he can manipulate you,’ she says quietly.


That cuts him to the quick. He has always been the little brother, the runt of the family, the weakest. ‘God’s blood, I am not going to let the man push me around. Would it hurt you to have a little confidence in me, Lucia?’


‘It isn’t that. It’s him.’


He doesn’t believe her. ‘If that’s the case, I don’t understand why you’re so against the man. He’s obtained his position through hard work and the tireless pursuit of justice, and he’s been a friend of Father’s for years. Or do you doubt Father’s judgement now too?’


She turns back to Stefano and regards him, her dark eyes still. ‘I am a good judge of men these days, I think.’


‘No, Lucia, you are bitter. Jealous of your sister and now jealous of me.’ Maybe he should not say such things but the wine and the anger combined make him rash. ‘I’m going back to the celebrations. This is Fioralisa’s marriage day, remember? It is supposed to be a day of joy.’


‘Supposed to be, yes,’ she says quietly.


‘Meaning what?’


‘Meaning one cannot assume happiness, Stefano. One cannot assume anything. It is all more complex than that.’ She has turned away from him again and is looking out of the window.


‘One can hope, though, Lucia. One can hope and make merry and wish the best for those you love. You’ve just chosen not to do those things.’ He leaves her and returns to the laughter and dancing outside. Despite the Governor’s warning, he takes another glass of wine and drains it to take away the taste of her bitterness. He will not let Lucia ruin his moment. He is entitled to some happiness.


As if in echo of his thoughts, fireworks shoot all at once into the sky like comets: astonishing, sparkling jets of silver and gold making a river of gold across the darkness. The coos of the guests mix with the delighted screeches of the children and Stefano thinks yes, this is the moment.


Everything is about to change.
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Anna


Have mercy on us, O Lord.


The banging on the door is so loud that Anna can feel it right inside her head, and she knows that if her husband gets in, the fists will be pounding not her eardrums but her body, her skull, her swelling stomach. Fear has lived within her for so long that it should be a familiar thing, grown rounded and numb. Still, though, its edges are sharp as a knife.


‘In God’s name, let me in, you witch, or I’ll kill you!’


He doesn’t seem to see that there is no logic in what he says, but then he is drunk and furious. There is no point attempting to reason with him. Anna discovered that months ago, after weeks of pleading and begging. It’s best, she’s deduced, to remain entirely silent while he rages, and hope that he’ll tire himself out, or pass out, before he manages to break down the door. And so she stands, back against the wall, one hand over the unborn child in her belly, quietly praying, in that small and darkened room.


Next to her stands her maid, Benedetta, also silent, also terrified. Philippe has never hurt Benedetta, but Anna doesn’t doubt that he’d knock her out of the way were she ever to get between them. It’s why she’s told Benedetta to keep back and stay quiet when the rages come. ‘There’s nothing you can do for me. You must protect yourself.’


It is enough to know Benedetta is there with her in the darkness. That she is not alone. The woman came to her only a month ago and immediately she saw how it was between them. From what her maid has said, Anna understands that she too has had much difficulty in marriage, and though Benedetta says that her husband died, Anna suspects she ran away from him, or that she was deserted.


More banging, this time with something harder than a fist. He must be using a chair leg, or some other implement. She fears that the door will begin to crack. ‘I am your husband,’ Philippe is shouting. ‘I am lawfully entitled to punish you, and punish you I will!’ Another violent thwack against the door.


Anna can feel the sweat trickling down her neck and prays that the babe in her stomach – over six months now if she has calculated right – cannot sense any of her anxiety, nor hear his father’s anger.


‘You must do something,’ Benedetta whispers. ‘It can’t go on, it can’t.’


Anna takes her hand from her stomach and reaches out to Benedetta, as much to comfort herself as her maid. Do something, yes, but what? Where can she go? Who can she ask, other than God, who does not seem to hear her prayers? It’s a question she has asked herself over and over. She has begged her mother, even showed her the bruises on her thighs, but her mother only pulled down her dress and said sharply, ‘He is your husband. It is his right. He is of an artistic temperament. It is your duty to soothe him and to forebear. It is all of our duties, Anna. This is the world in which we live.’


Maybe if her father were still alive, her father who promised Anna to Philippe in the first place (‘a rising artist’, he had claimed. ‘A man of great promise’), then he would do something, but her father died shortly after her marriage, and never got to see its true misery, never realised what he had done.


So no, not her family, not the law, certainly, for she knows the police and courts won’t help her. What her husband does is lawful, mostly, and the things that aren’t? Those are things she can’t talk of, even to God. In Rome, a husband may kill his wife in some circumstances, if his action is passionate and swift. That is how much value is placed on a woman’s life. No, the law will not help her. Though she might in theory apply for an annulment of her marriage, she has no money to pay the lawyers and, even if she had, Philippe would surely kill her as soon as the papers were served. Who, then? Who? How can she find a way out?


She sees a flash of light through the door. The wood is giving way. It is seconds until he is here.
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Stefano


When Stefano opens the door out onto the street, a line of sightless mendicants are passing, hand in hand, the man at the front holding out a basket for money. The blind leading the blind. Stefano gives them a handful of copper baiocchi and hopes this is not an omen as to how his investigation will proceed. He has sometimes seen Lady Justice depicted wearing a blindfold, though it’s unclear to Stefano whether this is to suggest she is blind to the iniquities carried out before her, or anxious to ensure she is not swayed by wealth and status. He will ensure that, in his court at least, it is the latter version of justice that presides.


He walks to the church of Santa Maria in Trastevere where he dips his fingers in the holy water of the font, crosses himself, genuflects, then kneels and prays for divine guidance. He offers thankfulness to the Holy Spirit for his new commission and asks for his assistance in finding the truth, in ensuring he does not disappoint his father, his family, or himself. He also prays for protection, for Lucia was surely right in that regard: this case of the dead Dyer might mark some new disease, some new scourge come to taunt them after the plague’s departure. That would account for why Baranzone wanted it dealt with quickly and quietly and perhaps why he has chosen him for the task, rather than some aged judge. For the first time in some months, Stefano has lined his pockets with taffeta pouches of sandalwood, cinnamon, camphor and musk: a protection against disease. He has also taken a dose of theriac to guard against the plague. He regrets his harsh words to his sister at the wedding. Lucia has always considered it her duty to look out for him, as their mother died when he was still young and their nurse was a curious woman, full of frightening tales and peculiar superstitions. It was churlish of him to accuse Lucia of trying to ruin his happiness. She was trying to protect him, as she always is. He will apologise to his sister, take her a small gift. Some sugared fruits to sweeten her.


Stefano crosses the grey-green Tiber at the Ponte Sisto and makes his way south, past a cackle of women beating their laundry against the stones of the riverbank, past the grand Palazzo of the Orsini, and through a piazza where dust-covered workers are still constructing a church. So much of Rome has been a building site for so long that Stefano has given up on expecting things ever to be finished. For his entire life, popes have been pouring money into the capital, redesigning it, trying to reshape it into a model that will compel faith and crush dissent. New layers are being added to the old; an army of architects, artists and urban planners have been tasked with turning Rome into the image of Catholic majesty and triumph. For now, though, it is a city swathed in scaffolding and sheeting: churches without domes, buildings without roofs. This doesn’t deter the pilgrims. They still come in their thousands, more to see the crumbling relics and touch the shrines to martyred saints, than to view the ambitious architecture and astonishing art. Even this late in the year, a swarm of them sleep on the steps of Saint Peter’s Basilica, rolled in their dark cloaks like moths in cocoons.


As Stefano reaches L’Ospedale del Uomini Feriti, a patient is being hurried in on a stretcher, his cries piercing the air. The stretcher-bearers move too quickly for Stefano to understand exactly what he sees, but there is enough blood for him to appreciate their urgency. That man, at least, is alive. Where Stefano is bound, there lie only the dead. A nurse directs him along a corridor and down some steps. He knows he is in the right place because, even outside the mortuary door, the smell of the air is putrid. Dottor Marcello, for he assumes it is he, sits on a stone seat, waiting. He is a dark-complexioned man and as he stands, Stefano sees he is not much taller than he is himself, but stockier, better formed. ‘Dottor Marcello?’


‘Signore Bracchi, a pleasure.’ The man has a wide, mischievous smile. ‘Your first time at the morgue?’


‘It is,’ Stefano concedes. ‘Not yours, of course.’


‘No. This place and I are old friends.’ He has warm brown eyes that seem to twinkle. Stefano cannot tell if he’s laughing at him. Perhaps he is merely good-humoured, but it seems a strange thing to be good-humoured around the dead. ‘They’ve had me in here before examining a variety of things that have been dragged out of the Tiber: a two-headed calf most recently.’


‘An omen?’


The man shrugs. ‘The Governor feared so. He suspected sorcery, but strange things happen in nature with no need for human hand.’


‘You … like this particular work?’


‘I am paid for it.’ Another smile. ‘And yes, I find it interesting. Our bodies give up secrets after death that we’ve maintained during life. They are like books that we learn to read. We will have to hope this fellow has some answers for us today.’


‘You’ve seen the body?’


‘Only from the outside. Baranzone instructed me to wait until you arrived.’


‘Very good.’ Stefano follows Marcello into a room and towards the table on which the man lies, his body covered by a sheet. The smell is overwhelming, despite the herb pomanders that have been hung from the ceiling. Stefano is reminded of the odour that wafted from the plague pits every morning when they began the incinerations: the sweet, sickening stench of death. He hasn’t missed it, that’s for sure.


Marcello looks at Stefano. ‘Given that we don’t yet know for sure what caused this man’s death, it is sensible to be cautious, I think. I would suggest you stay away from the body.’


Stefano swallows and steps back, grateful for the excuse to do so. ‘You think, then, that it might be some new disease? You think that is why Baranzone has tasked us with investigating?’


‘Perhaps. Truly, I don’t know.’ Marcello is putting on a pair of gloves. ‘I understand that the physician who saw the man while he was still alive didn’t think so, but we will know better when we’ve examined the body. You’ve not seen a post mortem before, I take it?’


‘No, but I’ve read much of them.’


A small smile. Marcello draws back the sheet to reveal the dead man’s mottled face and Stefano, though he has vowed he will appear untouched, struggles to keep his own face expressionless. This is no flush-faced saint preserved from decay. This is a man whose skin has begun to bloat with corruption, his lips as thick as worms.


‘Yes,’ Marcello says, ‘not exactly perfectly preserved and full of health, is he? But then he has been in the ground a week at least.’


‘What is this, on his hands?’ The man’s palms and fingers are discoloured – streaked with deep red like a birthmark.


‘The mark of his trade,’ Marcello says, rolling up his sleeves. ‘You can’t dye gloves or hides without some rubbing off on your own skin.’


Of course. Stefano feels a fool. ‘Could it be the dye that killed him?’


‘Unlikely. It would have to be some very potent substance and this is a man who’d been a dyer for years, I believe. Let’s see what the insides show.’ He takes a knife to begin his work.


Stefano realises he is holding his breath.


‘We open the chest first,’ Marcello explains. He makes the first incision along the collarbone and down the man’s side, lifting the skin to expose the breastbone and lungs, then the unpleasantly meat-like heart. He then begins to work at the ribs with a handsaw. The sound is disconcerting.


Stefano listens and watches carefully, wanting to miss nothing. The smell is worse than he anticipated and he is grateful that his breakfast was plain and that he stopped drinking before ten o’clock at night. Even Marcello, who must be used to such things, occasionally refreshes himself with a perfumed handkerchief. As he cuts and saws, he explains what he finds: heart and lungs normal, liver consistent with cholera.


‘Nothing unusual so far?’


Marcello shakes his head. ‘Not really. It all fits with a man who’s been sick with cholera. The liver and spleen congested with blood, the intestines much diseased. The decay is, admittedly, less pronounced than one might expect of a body this age, but then his corpse is severely dehydrated as is often the case with cholera. There’s nothing to suggest assault. Nothing that I can see that might suggest contamination or poison, for there are no blackened nails, no spots on the skin, no corrosions in the oesophagus or stomach. His stomach is perhaps redder than I would have expected, but then it may just have been particularly inflamed by the disease. So far as I can see, there is nothing to suggest some mysterious new illness.’


‘Then he died just as his family claim?’


‘Perhaps, but, as I say, the decay is not as advanced as I would have expected in a corpse that has been in the autumn earth for a week.’


They both regard the body.


Stefano says: ‘Assuming that the people who viewed his corpse at the funeral were right and his flesh did at that time seem ruddy and healthy, what might have caused that?’


Marcello licks his lips. ‘Honestly? I don’t know. Certainly he’s far from ruddy now, but rather has the bluish grey complexion I’d expect. I’ve been reading what literature I can put my hands on and have found nothing to provide an explanation. It could of course have been that the people who made up the man’s face did a particularly good job, but Baranzone was told he was not painted at all.’


‘How do you know him? Baranzone, I mean?’ Stefano curses himself for this clarification. It’s obvious how he knows the other man. He has just dissected him.


‘I’ve worked for him several times before, on various cases. We met some years ago when I gave evidence on an instance of alleged witchcraft.’


‘And was it?’ Stefano asks sharply. ‘Witchcraft?’


‘It could not be proven,’ Marcello says vaguely.


Stefano realises that the doctor may be one of those new men who do not believe in witchcraft at all. He wishes he had his certainty.


They both look back at the dead man. ‘Could it be some medical trick?’ Stefano asks. ‘Something administered to slow the decomposition of the body?’


Marcello slowly shakes his head. ‘I cannot identify what that would be. If it is a poison, it has left no trace. Clearly he hasn’t been dried or mummified or pickled like a herring. I don’t see how it could have been done with potions or ointments, and what other solution is there?’


Sorcery, Stefano thinks. Maleficia. Magic swirls about the streets and alleyways of Rome: tales of people cured or killed by incantations and curses, people brought back from the dead by healers. This is a new age, the age of the Reformation, and they are not supposed to believe in such miracles unless they’re those sanctioned by the Church, but still, people do, just as they pray to saints, create wax statues, and wear amulets for luck.


Stefano says: ‘The Governor suggested that there were stories of another man so preserved.’


‘Yes, he did. We must find out more of these stories, see if there is any truth to them, speak to any doctors who treated the deceased.’ Marcello puts up his hands. ‘Forgive me: I am not telling you how to do your job. You are the investigating judge here.’


Stefano’s instinct is to be annoyed, but he realises that in fact he needs all the help he can get. ‘I welcome your suggestions, Dottor Marcello. Indeed, if we are to succeed we must work together.’


Marcello glances at his gloves, which are coated in gore. ‘I would give you my hand, but you may not wish to shake it.’


Stefano smiles. ‘Do the man’s family know that he has been exhumed?’


‘In theory they should have been informed,’ Marcello says, ‘but based on my work with Baranzone before? I very much doubt he’s told them. These are poor people, after all.’


Stefano is grateful for Marcello’s ease and good humour. He often struggles with initial meetings, feeling himself awkward, but this one has proceeded well. They agree to visit the dyer’s widow, Teresa, at once. She lives not far from the Pantheon, behind the church of Santo Stefano del Cacco. The Pantheon area is the heart of the city, full of craftsmen and workshops, art merchants and pastry shops. Teresa lives in the poorest part. Here the city retains its old dark, narrow and dank streets, winding and crooked, many still unpaved and muddy, their gutters filled with refuse. The widow’s apartment is in a crumbling building that reeks of decay. The woman who comes to the door, however, is beautiful, quite strikingly so: tall and slender with skin like porcelain against the black of her rough woollen dress. Yes, she says, surprised, she is indeed Teresa Verzellina, wife of the Dyer at the Elm. Stefano introduces himself and Marcello and explains that he has heard about the sad demise of her husband, and has been tasked with conducting some enquiries. He does not say what those enquiries are, nor who has tasked him with them.


The woman stares at Stefano, her white brow slightly furrowed. ‘You’re with the police?’


‘No, indeed,’ he smiles. The police – the sbirri – are ruffians and scoundrels, in general, renowned for their corruption and greed. He does not wish to be mistaken for one. ‘I am a magistrate – a judge. My friend here is a doctor. We are here with the authority of the Governor of Rome, but you mustn’t concern yourself. We are merely doing as we do in all such cases and making sure all is well.’ This is a patent lie. If the Governor investigated all deaths, then he would have no time to do anything else, even piss, for scores die in Rome each day.


Teresa is polite, however, invites them in and introduces them to her younger sister who sits sewing by the window. Stefano is struck by the poverty of the rooms: the flaking walls, the meagre furnishings (two beds, two chairs, irons for the fireplace, and an aged wooden trunk). A third woman, older, emerges from a back room. She wears a black dress with slit sleeves over a dark grey underdress, and worn black slippers on her feet. Teresa introduces the woman as her mother, Cecilia. She is handsome enough with still rich dark hair, but she does not have her daughter’s graceful beauty. Nor, it seems, does she have her naivety. This woman is warier than Teresa, and wishes to know what his purpose is. ‘The Governor sent you, you say? But why?’


Stefano takes the drink Teresa hands him, glances at Marcello, and decides he must tell them some of it. ‘There were some concerns raised about the state of Signore Beltrammi’s body. No doubt it was your good work in preparing it, but he appeared, it was said, not to have decayed.’


There is a flicker of alarm in the older woman’s eyes. ‘If someone has been suggesting some sorcery, some trick…!’


‘No, no,’ he hastens to reassure her, ‘no such thing is claimed.’ Though in Rome such suggestions are frequent. This is the city of saints and relics, of potions and portents, where a flight of red butterflies might be seen to augur death. ‘Tell me,’ he says. ‘When did Signore Beltrammi grow ill? I understand he’d been in prison.’


‘Only for his debts,’ Teresa says quickly. ‘He wasn’t a criminal.’


‘Of course,’ Stefano agrees, though he doesn’t yet know if that’s true. Certainly it is plausible. A good part of Rome has spent time in prison for debt.


‘It was there he grew sick,’ Cecilia tells them. ‘Only a few days after he was arrested. Tell me how that makes any sense: to imprison a man because he can’t pay his creditors, then keep him in such conditions that he sickens and dies and can never pay them at all?’


‘He was kept poorly, then?’ Stefano asks.


Cecilia looks at him with, he thinks, a hint of scorn. ‘It is, Signore, one thing to be rich in Rome and to be imprisoned, quite another to be locked up with nothing. We took him what food and blankets we could, but he was sleeping in a damp cell on the stone floor.’


Marcello leans forward. ‘And this illness: what was it? What symptoms did he show?’


‘It was a persistent fever,’ Teresa says. ‘He complained first of a burning in his throat, but then the pains went to his chest and stomach and he became so weak that he couldn’t stand.’ She is tugging at the fabric of her dress.


‘Do you know what malady it was?’ Marcello asks.


‘We didn’t then. They wouldn’t let us take our own doctor to him.’ Tears are now running down Teresa’s cheeks.


‘Why not?’


Cecilia has her arm round her daughter. ‘The prison governor said it wasn’t permitted. That only their own doctor could see him, but he was some old quack who saw hundreds of prisoners a day and cared nothing for any of them.’


Stefano nods. This is interesting. He will have to talk to the prison governor. ‘Was it because of his health that Beltrammi was released?’


‘No, the creditor dropped the suit,’ Teresa said, wiping her eyes.


‘Because you paid them?’


‘No, because I begged them. It made no difference, though, for by the time we got him home it was too late. We couldn’t save him.’


‘You nursed him yourself?’ Marcello asks.


‘We did. Our doctor said it was cholera and prescribed medicines and purges, but nothing we tried made any improvement. He only worsened.’ Her voice is choked. Stefano cannot doubt that her distress is genuine.


‘Can you give us the name of the doctor you saw?’ Marcello asks.


‘Of course, Signore. It was Dottor Corsilli who lives near Sant’Ignazio.’


‘What medicines did you use?’


‘At first an emetic with acid of sulphur. It made him vomit so badly that he said it felt as if the roof had fallen on his chest. We didn’t try it again.’ Teresa looks at her hands.


‘Anything else?’


Cecilia takes the lead: ‘An infusion of ginger, and a draught of sal volatile and poppy. Mint and vinegar for the fever.’


‘Also the Saint’s oil,’ the younger sister says.


Cecilia glances at her daughter. ‘Yes, that too.’


‘You’ll forgive me for asking,’ Marcello says, ‘but how long between him first becoming ill and his sad passing?’


The women look at one another and Teresa says: ‘He grew sick within four days of his arrest, which was just before the festival of the Assumption.’


‘And he died on the sabbath after the day of the Madonna in September,’ her mother concludes.


Stefano calculates. ‘So, three weeks.’ It is a fairly standard period of time in which to die. If you do not rally within the first week, you will succumb over the next two. ‘Did anyone else at the prison grow sick, that you know of?’


Teresa shakes her head. ‘The prison said that others were ailing, but none so sick as he. Certainly no one else died, so far as I’m aware.’


Stefano nods, but he is thinking. ‘I’m so sorry to have troubled you with these questions, but we want to be sure, you see, that there is nothing strange in the manner of your husband’s death.’


Teresa merely frowns, as though not understanding. A tendril of hair has escaped her bun and winds its way down her delicate neck. Stefano can imagine her husband would have been protective of her, jealous even. ‘What sort of man was he, your husband?’


‘A good man, Signore. A strong one.’


‘Did he have enemies?’


‘Not more than any man.’


Yes, then. ‘Anyone in particular?’


‘There were some brothers he’d fallen out with over of some supplies they were supposed to have got for him. But really, it was not the sort of dispute that would have caused them to harm him, I think. It was a trivial thing.’


Stefano nods. Men in Rome kill each other every day over apparently trivial matters: swords are drawn over honour besmirched, the wrong look, the wrong gesture. ‘Who are these brothers?’


‘Rinaldi is their name. In the Prati district. They sell flowers and lichens. For the dyes. Madder and vermilion and such. There was some disagreement, I think, over payment.’


‘I see. Were there any other quarrels with anyone else? Had anyone threatened him?’


‘Oh, no. They wouldn’t have dared.’


Stefano scrutinises Teresa. He has a sense she is holding something back, but maybe she is simply nervous in their presence. ‘Did he have any trouble in prison? Any fights, disagreements?’


‘If he did, the prison didn’t tell me.’


‘But, Signore,’ Cecilia, her mother, says with a touch of impatience. ‘Even if someone wanted to harm him, you can’t intentionally kill a man with cholera, can you?’


Stefano glances at Marcello.


‘No, Donna Cecilia,’ the doctor says. ‘You cannot. You must not worry yourselves.’


Cecilia nods. ‘Well, if that is all? You can see my daughter is distressed. It has been a difficult time for her. For all of us.’


‘Of course,’ Stefano says. ‘We will take our leave.’


They make towards the flimsy door.


‘Is that true?’ Stefano asks Marcello once they are back in the street. ‘That you can’t infect someone with cholera?’


‘I suppose it may be possible to do so,’ Marcello says. ‘I’ve heard of the disease being passed on with clothing or blankets. There were tales too of Caterina Sforza trying to infect Alexander, the Borgia Pope, with plague, and in Naples there were riots against alleged purveyors of powders spreading the contagion. But, Stefano, I don’t believe this was cholera. If it were cholera and he contracted it in jail, other prisoners would most likely have died of it.’


‘Unless the prison are lying?’


‘That’s possible,’ Marcello says. ‘We’ll have to speak to the prison governor.’


‘Yes, and the physician the women spoke of. Those brothers too.’ Stefano pauses. ‘What did you think? Of the women? Of what they told us?’


Marcello shakes his head. ‘The insides of people’s bodies: those I can tell you about. The contents of their minds? Less so. After all, do we even know our minds? Often not, I’d say. I thought the mother seemed defensive, but perhaps that isn’t surprising. People like that only come in contact with authority when there’s some calamity or crime, and she wishes to protect her daughter. To them, you with your black lawyer’s suit must seem like a harbinger of doom.’ He gives Stefano a toothy grin.
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To deliver a child in danger:


Take a date stone, beat it into powder, let the woman drink it with wine, then take polipody fern and emplaster it to her feet, and the child will come whether it be quick or dead; then take centaury, green or dry, give it the woman to drink in wine, give her also the milk of another woman.


Girolama


The woman is screaming. This is good. It’s worse when they’re too exhausted to scream, when they turn their faces to the wall. Girolama puts her hand to the woman’s chest, which is damp with sweat, the pulse fairly strong. ‘How long’s the labour been?’ she asks Vanna.


‘It started after the Ave Maria bell.’


Some twelve hours, then, poor putta. During a pause in screaming, she mops the woman’s forehead. ‘And little movement?’


‘It’s the wrong way about,’ Vanna says. ‘That’s what the midwife said.’


‘Where’s the midwife?’


‘Gone home. Tired, she said, but she stank of wine.’


And who could blame her? ‘At least she sent for you.’


They’re not midwives nor doctors as such, but they and their circle know a few things. Many things, in fact, Girolama in particular: secrets that have been passed to her, closely guarded. At forty-three, she’s been written off by most of society as worthless or worse, but Girolama knows her value. So do the women who assist her, and the women they assist. She’s no gem, perhaps, but she’s as unbreakable as the hardened magma of Etna. She’s saved a few lives in her time, one way or another, and she’s attended enough births to know this woman doesn’t have that long. If they’re to act, it must be now.


‘Please, help me,’ the woman begs as another wave of pain begins, and it’s not clear if she’s speaking to Girolama or God or the devils that torment her body.


‘Yes, cara,’ Girolama answers. ‘We’ll help you, all right, but you’re going to have to be strong.’


She doesn’t have to instruct Vanna on what to do. They’ve worked together for many years, and before that Vanna assisted Girolama’s stepmother, Giulia. They remove the woman from the birthing chair with its grips and straps and bolts.


‘Look at it,’ Vanna mutters. ‘Like something the Inquisition would use to torture a woman.’


‘Well, you would know.’ Vanna escaped the Holy Inquisition not so long go, denying claims she was a healer. You wouldn’t guess it by looking at those gnarled old hands, but they’ve achieved things no doctor could. The Church doesn’t wish to see power of any kind in a woman’s hands, least of all power that threatens its own. They wish to hold the monopoly on miracles and have demonised all other rituals and magic.


Once they’ve got the woman onto the bed, Vanna begins to massage the woman’s body with scented oils: verlain and nutmeg to draw the womb downward, madonna lily, chamomile and mallow. Girolama takes a little of the draught of belladonna and henbane and pours it down her throat. It’s forbidden, this soother of pain, but then in this city, laws are made by men who believe that all women are the descendants of Eve and should suffer as she did, though their knees would buckle at only a fraction of such agony. Girolama’s seen them cry over their riding injuries and gouty toes. She’s seen them weep for the loss of a tooth. In any event, Girolama has little interest in the legalities of the matter. She wants only to ensure that this woman doesn’t continue to suffer as she has for the past twelve hours. She wants only to stop her screaming.


‘Fetch Maria,’ Girolama tells Vanna after a time. ‘Tell her we may need to cut.’


Vanna’s face is a frown, her grey eyes narrowed. ‘We don’t need her.’


‘We do. Whatever you think of the woman, she has the skill of a surgeon.’


‘A butcher, more like.’


‘Dio e tutt’i santi, I’m not interested in your disagreements,’ Girolama snaps. ‘Just get her.’ Girolama has four key women who help her and, though they are largely fast friends, sometimes tempers flare. For the past few weeks, Vanna and Maria have been at each other’s throats, each thinking that the other is trying to oust her from her position and deprive her of her proper cut of the money. It’s like dealing with squabbling children, fighting over some toy, though both women are long past fifty. ‘First, though, bring me clean linen and hot water. Once the pain has lessened I’ll try to pull the baby out.’


Half an hour passes, however, and Girolama makes little progress. For all her unguents and oils and prayers to Saint Margaret, it seems she can’t help the woman, nor the babe. She begins to fear that she will lose both, and though Girolama has spent her lifetime thickening her skin, the woman’s screams still rattle her. A memory; a flash of red in the darkness. She sees herself, smaller, younger, writhing on a wooden floor, no midwife, no friend. No one. Pain beyond anything he’d done to her, and that was saying something. She’d been fifteen summers old.


She doesn’t try to stem her rage, for it’s anger that drives her, anger that fuels her: anger at what’s been done to her, done to others like her, for generations before her. Anger at the injustices she sees every day. It keeps her mind sharp and her household running, it provides a living to a host of others. Giulia, her stepmother, had that flame of anger too. It didn’t burn as strong as hers, for she was softer, Giulia. She’d experienced good times as well as bad, but it was Giulia who taught her that, in a world in which women are granted little room, they’re entitled to use a few tricks.


Girolama stares at the pregnant woman who is now lying, exhausted, half-asleep, half-dead, her lips pale, the skin around her eyes were tinged grey. She decides she will try something else, something for which the Holy Office of the Inquisition, were they to hear of it, would have her arraigned before the tribunal by dawn. ‘Maleficia’ they’d call it, but why should they decide what’s evil and what’s good? In nature, nothing is wholly good. Nothing is wholly evil.


She dips her fingers in scented water, then lights a candle and turns her face to it, so that she is recreated as a dark, shuddering figure cast across the wall.


‘Good evening,’ she whispers. ‘My shadow, my sister. I call upon you to help us.’
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Stefano


The prison governor is the sort of person Stefano seeks to avoid in everyday life, but today he must try to charm him and extract the truth about the dyer’s death. The governor is a broad, coarse-faced man with a nose deepened to red by wine and a temperament embittered by years of working in the pit that is the Curia Savelli.


‘I don’t see why you’re asking me, Signore,’ he tells Stefano and Marcello. ‘It wasn’t here that he died.’


‘No,’ Stefano says, ‘but I believe it was here that he first became ill and I need to try to establish what happened. Tell me: what sort of man was the dyer? On what charges was he held?’
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