



  [image: cover]






  




  

    Marina Fiorato


  




  Marina Fiorato is half-Venetian. She was born in Manchester and raised in the Yorkshire Dales. She is a history graduate of Oxford University and the University of Venice,

  where she specialized in the study of Shakespeare’s plays as an historical source. After university she studied art and since worked as an illustrator, actress and film reviewer.




  Marina was married on the Grand Canal and lives in north London with her husband, son and daughter.




  

    Praise for Marina Fiorato


  




  ‘A great read’ Best




  

    ‘Captures the scents, passion and vigour of Italy’ Books Quarterly


  




  ‘Fiorato creates her own masterpiece’ Booklist




  

    ‘Mesmerising’ Waterstones Books Quarterly


  




  ‘Recommended’ Good Book Guide




  

    ‘A sizzling . . . read, and a must to pack in the suitcase’ Italian Magazine






  

    ‘The enchanting tale . . . is rich with passion, mystery and intrigue’ Booktime


  




  





  

    Also by Marina Fiorato


  




  

    The Glassblower of Murano


  




  The Madonna of the Almonds




  Daughter of Siena




  The Venetian Contract




  





  [image: ]




  www.johnmurray.co.uk




  





  First published in Great Britain in 2010 by Beautiful Books Limited




  This edition first published in Great Britain in 2012 by John Murray (Publishers)


An Hachette UK Company








  Text and illustrations copyright © Marina Fiorato 2010




  The right of Marina Fiorato to be identified as the Author of the Work

has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright,

Designs and Patents Act 1988.




  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,

stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any

means without the prior written permission of the publisher.




  All characters in this publication – other than the obvious historical

figures – are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or

dead is purely coincidental.




  A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library




  ISBN 978-1-84854-799-5




 



  John Murray (Publishers)


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH




  www.johnmurray.co.uk




  





  To my mother, Barbara Fiorato, who first took me to see La Primavera.




  





  

    

      

        ‘Seven Kings, five are fallen, one is and the other is not yet come;




        And when he cometh, he must continue a short space.’




        The Book of Revelations, chapter 17 verses 9-10


      


    


  




  





  

    Contents


  




  

  Author biography and quotes




  Also by Marina Fiorato


  Title page


  Copyright page


  Dedication page


  Epigraph page


  

  

    1


  




  

    CHAPTER 1




    CHAPTER 2




    CHAPTER 3




    CHAPTER 4




    CHAPTER 5




    CHAPTER 6




    CHAPTER 7




    CHAPTER 8




    CHAPTER 9


  




  

    2


  




  

    CHAPTER 1




    CHAPTER 2




    CHAPTER 3




    CHAPTER 4




    CHAPTER 5




    CHAPTER 6


  




  

    3


  




  

    CHAPTER 1




    CHAPTER 2




    CHAPTER 3




    CHAPTER 4




    CHAPTER 5




    CHAPTER 6




    CHAPTER 7


  




  

    4


  




  

    CHAPTER 1




    CHAPTER 2




    CHAPTER 3


  




  

    5


  




  

    CHAPTER 1




    CHAPTER 2




    CHAPTER 3


  




  

    6


  




  

    CHAPTER 1


  




  CHAPTER 2




  CHAPTER 3




  CHAPTER 4




  CHAPTER 5




  CHAPTER 6




  CHAPTER 7




  CHAPTER 8




  

    7


  




  

    CHAPTER 1


  




  

    8


  




  

    CHAPTER 1




    CHAPTER 2




    CHAPTER 3




    CHAPTER 4




    CHAPTER 5




    CHAPTER 6


  




  

    9


  




  

    CHAPTER 1




    CHAPTER 2




    CHAPTER 3




    CHAPTER 4




    CHAPTER 5




    CHAPTER 6




    CHAPTER 7




    CHAPTER 8


  




  

    10


  




  

    CHAPTER 1


  




  

    11


  




  

    1492







 Author’s Note


  Acknowledgements


  




  





  1




  FLORENCE 1482




  





  CHAPTER 1




  Florence looks like gold and smells like sulphur.




  The buildings are massive, gorgeous and epic. They are made of glowing gilded stone and silver marble. Yet the smells—animal dung, human waste, rotting meat and vegetables left in the

  gutter from market—would make a tanner blanch. In fact, the city is a mass of contradictions. It is built for giants, with the huge loggias, toothsome palaces and massy pillars, yet the

  Florentines are a tiny people and scuttle around the plinths like brightly dressed pygmies. The only citizens that truly fit such a scale are the statues that wrestle their stony bouts in the

  Piazza della Signoria.




  Florence is beautiful and brutal. Her beauty is skin deep; underneath, the blood runs very near the surface. Wondrous palaces and chapels stand right next to the Bargello jail, a place worse

  than the Inferno. In every church, heaven and hell coexist on the walls. These opposite fates sit cheek by jowl on the ceilings too, divided only by the cross-ribs. In the dome of Santa Maria del

  Fiore, our great cathedral, angels and demons whirl around together in a celestial fortune’s wheel. Paradise and damnation are so close, so very close. Even the food is a contradiction. Take

  my favourite food, carpaccio; slabs of raw meat fair running with blood. It’s delicious, but something had to die to make it.




  On the streets, too, gods and monsters live together. I have no illusions. I am one of the monsters—Luciana Vetra, part-time model and full-time whore. The preachers spill poison about the

  likes of me from their pulpits, and decent women spit at me in the street. The Lord and the Devil compete for the souls of the Florentines, and sometimes I think the Devil is winning; if you enter

  the Battistero and look upon the mosaics of the Last Judgment, which bit do you look at first? Heaven, with the do-gooding angels and their haloes and hallelujahs? Or hell, with the long-eared

  Lucifer devouring the damned? And if you were to read Dante’s Divina Commedia, would you start with Paradiso, with its priests and pope-holy prelates? Or the Inferno, where the skies rain

  blood and feckless nobles fry feet first? You know the answer.




  So there was I; a jade and a jezebel, reviled by decent folk, touting one or more of the Deadly Sins on the street. A lost sheep. Sometimes though, a shepherd will come among us; one of the

  godly, selling salvation.




  And that’s how I met Brother Guido della Torre.




  It was not an auspicious meeting. He did not see me at my best. I was dressed in my best, to be sure, for I am always aware of the passing trade. But I happened to be sitting on the

  balustrade of the river, pissing into the Arno. Framed poetically by the saffron arches of the Ponte Vecchio looming behind. In fairness, it would not have been immediately obvious to the good

  Brother what I was doing, as my skirts were voluminous. But I had just come from Bembo’s bed, was on my way to Signor Botticelli’s studio, and the quantity of Muscat I had drunk for

  breakfast begged for evacuation.




  Actually, I’m telling this all wrong—before we go on to talk about Brother Guido, and the right path, let me give you a glimpse of my old life, and the wrong one. Because unless you

  know about Bembo, and how I came to model for Signor Botticelli, you will never get to understand the secret, and the secret is the story. So let’s go back to...the night before? No;

  no need to take you through all the depraved sex acts we committed for pleasure on Bembo’s part and payment on mine. That morning would be time enough: Friday the thirteenth of June, an

  unlucky day for so many reasons. Spring—the right place to start.




  





  CHAPTER 2




  ‘Chi-chi?’




  Madonna. I hated being woken up after a hard night’s work. ‘Yes?’




  ‘Will you do a favour for me?’




  Another one? After the night he’d just had, Bembo should’ve been doing me favours. Over and above our agreed rate of course. But business is business. I smiled sleepily.

  ‘Of course.’




  Bembo hauled his considerable weight to his elbow and I caught a whiff of his armpit. Madonna. I reached for the lavender pomade from the night table and pressed it to my nose. Smiling

  coquettishly to dissolve the insult I waited for what came next. It was always hard to tell with Bembo; obscenely rich men reserve the right to be unpredictable.




  Benvolio Malatesta.




  Fact one: Primo fatto: He was called Benvolio Malatesta, but everyone called him Bembo. Maybe because he had a carefully studied jocular air, like your favourite uncle; a quality totally

  belied by his utter ruthlessness in business. He smiled and joked a lot but;




  Fact two: Secondo fatto: Bembo was one of the richest men in Florence. He made all his money from importing pearls from the Orient. Lovely things they were; big and fat and as white as an

  olive is black. He sent little boys with oyster knives to dive for them. Sometimes these boys ran out of breath or got tangled in seaweed.




  Once Bembo brought his finest pearl round for me to wear in my navel when we were fucking (do you see what I mean about never knowing what to expect from him?) Afterwards he wanted it back but I

  told him I couldn’t get it out. That was a lie. I tried later in my bath and it came out, just...but it hurt a lot. I put it back in there. It fit so well, and now I am known for it—I

  make it one of the things I am famous for. (Like my tits and my hair.) I always wear gowns with cropped bodices or cut-out holes to show off my pearl. Clients always love something unusual.

  Especially the rich ones.




  Bembo didn’t seem to mind. His big pearls were used in jewellery, and the little ones ground down for toothpaste for rich gentlemen or facepowder for rich ladies. The pearls made their

  teeth and skin glow, even when they were spotted as liver and raddled as hags. My navel pearl was all good advertising for Bembo. He said that the pearl would pop out one day when my belly grows

  big with child. (I didn’t tell him there’s no chance of that happening. Every middle of the month I stuff waxed cotton squares up my hole to stop men’s tallow getting

  through to my woman’s parts. It makes me tighter but no one has complained yet.) For one horrible moment I thought that Bembo was planning to get me pregnant. Was he so cock-dazzled that he

  wanted marriage? Madonna. Is that why he let me keep the pearl? But then I came to my senses. A man like Bembo would hardly want to father a brat on a whore like me, for all my beauty: he

  has a rich frigid wife at home to cool his bed and bear his sons. And he has never asked for the pearl since, though some clients would have cut a girl’s navel to prise it out, not caring if

  she lived or died. Bembo wouldn’t do that to me though. He likes me. He even paid me three dinari for the night when the pearl got stuck, despite the fact that he couldn’t get

  his gem back. Must have been a good fuck.




  Fact three: Terzo fatto: Bembo knows a lot of artists. I think it makes him feel a little bit cultured, like one of his pearls, even though he is actually more like the common little ugly

  oysters that crowd the seabed. He came from nothing, from a line of fishermen, so he is trying to drag himself up to the surface and the light. Like his oysters he is an ugly creature capable of

  creating beauty, and he does this by his patronage of painters. It’s this third fact that he hit me with. And it bought me a whole heap of trouble.




  ‘Will you pose for a friend of mine?’




  I was still half asleep. ‘Which friend?’ My voice was a crow’s croak.




  ‘Alessandro Botticelli. Sandro.’




  I vaguely knew the name.




  ‘He thinks you’d be perfect for the central figure for his new panel painting.’




  I opened one eye. ‘The central figure?’




  He smiled and his teeth flashed pearl. I swear Bembo wore his wealth in his mouth. ‘Yes, Chi-chi. Don’t worry. You will be centre stage and all the other figures will pale before

  your beauty.’ Poetry didn’t sit well on Bembo’s tongue.




  ‘How many figures?’




  ‘Seven others. Eight in total.’




  Crowd work. ‘Doesn’t sound very central to me.’




  His smile widened. ‘Oh but you will be, Chi-chi. The whole panel is to be called La Primavera—spring—and you will be the goddess Flora herself.’




  Still I grumbled. ‘At least it could have been the Madonna.’




  Then he laughed. ‘You, the virginal queen of heaven? The notorious Chi-chi untouched by a man’s hand? No and no and no.’




  I sulked and turned my head. He tickled my nipples to placate me. ‘Listen, pigeon. Sandro wants you because you have known the heat of a bed. Flora is to be experienced, fruitful,

  with a knowing face; even a suggestion that she is with child. But more beautiful than the day.’ He knew how to appeal to my vanity.




  ‘And how does Sandro know of my charms?’




  Bembo collapsed onto his back again and the mattress buckled. He waved his arm to the thin muslin panel stretched like a window next to the bed. I had seen such things before in pleasure palaces

  and private rooms—a finestra d’amore; love’s window. Sometimes the host’s friends would watch him in a sex act, if the client liked to feel he was being watched. Or

  another couple would...well... couple in a chamber on the other side, sharing the sounds of their union. I had no problem with the concept normally—in fact, Signor Botticelli must have had

  quite a show if I remember some of the positions of last night; but suddenly I felt nervous. Watched by clients pleasuring themselves, fine; watched by an artist who was all set to immortalize me;

  unsettling.




  I sat bolt upright and pulled two ropes of wheat blonde hair over my breasts in an unaccustomed gesture of modesty. Actually I should tell you my three facts since I’ve now

  mentioned two of them.




  Primo fatto: I was named Luciana Vetra because I came from Venice as a baby in a bottle. True story; I’ll tell you all about it sometime.




  Secondo fatto: I have lots of golden hair—natural colour untouched by lemon juice, before you ask—waist length, with ringlets that have never seen a poker.




  Terzo fatto: I have fantastic tette—round and firm and small like cantaloupes. And they taste just as sweet according to my clients. But can you really believe what a man

  says about your breasts just before he spills his cuckoo spit?




  ‘What do you say?’ Bembo interrupted my musings.




  I crashed back onto the pillows. ‘I’ll think about it.’ I knew what Bembo wanted. He wanted everyone to see the panel so he could tell them that he’d fucked Flora.




  ‘Perhaps this...’ he tapped the pearl in my navel, ‘will help you think well of my request?’ He was wheedling now.




  I looked down at the glowing, milky gem and back at him. That fucking pearl. I knew I’d have to pay for it one day. ‘Alright,’ I said. ‘Give me his

  address.’




  And that’s how I found myself by the Arno that day, all dressed up on the way to Sandro Botticelli’s and badly needing a wee.




  





  CHAPTER 3




  Unwilling to go all the way back home just for a piss, I answered nature’s call, and this was the moment when Brother Guido approached me. He was holding a pamphlet.




  I groaned inwardly and would have sent him packing with a well-chosen epithet (I know many) but as he came close I saw that he was, in fact, extremely well-favoured.




  Primo fatto: He had thick, curling black hair with the sheen of a magpie’s breast.




  Secondo fatto: He had astonishing eyes, the same blue as the Della Robbia roundels in Santa Croce.




  Terzo fatto: I could see that he was not tonsured, so he must be a novice (not that full orders would not have prevented our coupling...If I couldn’t rely on a steady stream of

  monastic clients I would go out of business. Let them take care of their souls; I would take care of mine).




  And yet, this baby monk did seem to want to be a part of my salvation. He sketched a cross over my head and wished me peace. Then he handed me the pamphlet. I sighed and said, ‘Brother,

  this is no good to me.’




  His face became lively. ‘Sister, you may think that the words writ there are not for you.’ His voice was sweet and low. Cultured. Posh. ‘But God loves everyone, even the

  fallen. I think even you might find some assistance from these pages.’




  I wriggled out the last drops of urine, registered the unintentional insult in ‘even you,’ and decided to have some fun with him. ‘You are right,’ I said penitently. I

  took the pamphlet from his hand, wiped my arse on it, and dropped the paper in the churning Arno. ‘It was very useful, thank you,’ I said sweetly.




  He took in my action and at the same moment realization dawned that I had been relieving myself while he spoke to me. A fiery blush spread across his face and I saw him struggling with his

  conscience. He badly wanted to leave this thankless slut, but his ministry demanded that he at least try to recover one very lost sheep.




  He took another pamphlet from the sheaf shoved in the rope belt of his habit. ‘I am Brother Guido della Torre, novitiate of the monastery of Santa Croce. These teachings are important,

  Sister, for they speak to us of the salvation of our souls.’




  Now I was enjoying myself. ‘Arseholes?’ I kept my features straight. ‘Do you think arseholes are important?’




  ‘Nothing could be more so.’




  ‘And do you pray for arseholes?’ my tone was earnest.




  ‘Every night.’




  ‘And if I was to repent of my ill ways, and follow a life of virtue, do you think arseholes could ever be saved?’




  His eyes burned even bluer with a zealot’s light. ‘Surely, sister. For if we pray and strive for all the days on earth, one day our souls will rejoice together in heaven.’




  I nodded sagely. ‘So on that day, one might even say that heaven is full of arseholes.’




  He closed his eyes with joy at the sentiment. ‘Indeed it would be.’




  ‘Then we have certainly found agreement.’ Poor booby. I decided to relent. ‘But despite our accord, your pamphlets are truly no use to me. For I cannot read.’ Typical

  monks: printing pamplets for whores who were so ignorant they could not read ‘cock’ on a wall.




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Yes.’ My early entry into prostitution had given me little time for letters. I did, however, have a fantastic memory—I only had to look at a picture or face to remember it

  forever. I had trained my mind too—I try, as you have probably noticed by now, to remember three facts about everyone and everything I know. So although I am ignorant of letters, I am not

  stupid, so don’t go thinking that I am.




  The monk shook his head, as if he had glimpsed another world. ‘I’m sorry...it’s just...I have always been around books. They are everything to me. I have read hundreds, and

  even now,’ he blushed again, but this time with pride, ‘I have been given the honour of becoming the assistant librarian at Santa Croce, even though I have not yet taken full

  vows.’




  Now it was I who glimpsed another world. A world of words where the black characters printed on the parchment he held meant more to this monk than the people or places around him. I looked in

  his eyes and at that moment he saw through me. He knew that he had something that I did not, and that for all my braggadocio and insolence, and my guttersnipe ways, I would like to have what

  he had, and know what he knew.




  ‘How old are you, signorina?’




  This was a first. No one had ever called me signorina before. I was so shocked that I actually answered truthfully.




  ‘I don’t know.’ Now was not the time to recount that I came from Venice as a baby in a bottle. I decided a little more filth might help me regain ground. ‘I began my

  woman’s courses last winter, if that helps you.’




  ‘Woman’s courses?’ He brightened, no doubt thinking that I’d already embarked on a programme of study.




  I let him have it. ‘I bleed from my cunt once a month,’ I leaned in conspiratorially and added in a stage whisper; ‘I have to stuff cotton rags up my gatto.’




  He backed away and blushed again—hotter this time. I liked seeing it. But he was not such a booby after all—he had more in his armoury.




  ‘Young, then, but you will not always be young.’ He was good—he used the ultimate threat to all women; impending age. His hand reached out as if to touch my cheek, then drew

  back, like one who reaches into fire. ‘You will not always have the face of an angel, as you do now. Will you still live this way, when you are old, signorina...?’ his voice rose in a

  prompt.




  I knew this one. ‘Luciana Vetra.’




  He smiled, and was suddenly as handsome as an angel. I could see he had all his teeth, and white ones too.




  I narrowed my eyes. ‘What?’




  ‘It means the light in the glass.’




  I stared. This was why I had been named so. Because I was the baby in the bottle. A glass bottle, from Venice, the home of glass. I saw, now, what book learning would do. And could not

  speak.




  He saw that I was reeling and took his moment. He held my wrist and spoke urgently. ‘Signorina Vetra. The monks of Santa Croce are running a shelter for fallen women. For was not the

  Magdalene, most beloved of Our Lord, herself a prostitute? We plan to train women to earn money in gainful professions, and to instruct them in the Scriptures, teach them to read, yes, and write

  too. Then they could find honest work, or even enter our sister order as nuns.’ His grip tightened on my wrist. ‘We could help you. Let the light out.’




  For a moment I saw a different life for myself. I wandered in the cloister with Brother Guido, psalter in hand, starched wimple framing my face. Perhaps if I improved myself, I would be able to

  find my true mother, Vera Madre, the sweet, kindly lady I had dreamed of for as long as I knew how to dream, the fragrant embrace, the strong arms around me. In my dreams she was beautiful,

  maternal, and confused with all those images I had seen of the Virgin, whenever I dared enter a church. At every shrine of Mary I saw, I spoke to her as if she were my Vera Madre. The

  monk’s words had held forth the prize to me: the shining grail. I could be a daughter to be proud of, instead of a cheap tart who would be better dead and lost forever, than found again in

  shame. Then I shook my head, more to myself than to the monk. I had let down my guard, I needed to regain the ascendancy. Where was my tough exterior? How had I let him talk to me like this? Why

  was I nearer to tears than I had ever been? Where was Chi-chi when I needed her? I summoned back my subdued persona. The monk had taken hold of me; very well, I would take hold of him. Quick as a

  flash I snaked my hand into the folds of his habit and accurately grabbed his cock. ‘I could help you too, you know,’ I said, tugging away. ‘I’m damn sure I could let your

  light out!’




  His eyes widened in shock. He jumped away as if burned, but not before I had discovered something which chastened me further. You should know that I have never, never laid my hand on a

  man’s member and not felt it harden for me. But this monk remained soft as a baby and, to my further chagrin, regained his composure quickly. Worse, his eyes now held pity tempered with a

  little contempt, as though I’d disappointed him. As if I’d reverted to type. As if he’d seen some good in me in that instant of connection, and I’d proved him wrong. He

  turned to walk away, and absurdly, I felt like crying again. But by this time a small crowd of rival whores had gathered, and I had to keep my end up. I stood up and bawled at him. ‘Come back

  if you change your mind!’ I flashed my tits for good measure. ‘Just ask for Chi-chi!’




  He carried on walking, ’til I lost sight of his black curls in the crowd. My greatest rival, Enna Giuliani, sidled up. With her yards of brass-blonde dyed hair, and her lead-painted white

  skin, she looked like a bad copy of me. If someone had been cast to play me in a Commedia dell’Arte performance, it would be her. I know that the johns all asked for Enna as a back-up when I

  was not available. She knew I was the most popular, but Enna charged less, so she got more work. The tension did not make for a close friendship. Usually I could deal with the bitch but today my

  confidence was knocked. Worse, she had witnessed the whole thing, and knew as well as I did that I had failed to get a rise out of the monk.




  ‘Losing your touch, Chi-chi?’ she cackled, nudging me with a bony elbow. The raggedy polls around her smirked to see me brought low.




  I felt tears prick again. Madonna. ‘You’d know all about that,’ I rejoined. As I looked at her face, lined beneath the paint, and saw her sagging dugs peeping out of the

  top of her dress, I felt a sudden chill. The monk was right. We would all get old one day. Enna was twice my age, maybe five-and-thirty, and coming to the end of her use as a whore. She would earn

  less and less, and finally starve, or perhaps be murdered by those clients who liked their sex a little dangerous. Just one more dead tart, to be found floating and bloating in the Arno. I lifted

  my chin. Not me. I was on my way to Botticelli’s to be immortalized forever as the embodiment of youth. I flounced away.




  ‘Pick up some borlotti beans for dinner?’ wheedled Enna after me. (I forgot to say—my rival is also my housemate.)




  Recovering my bravado, I raised my skirt and farted in her face. ‘Get them yourself!’ I said. The polls snickered at Enna this time, and I left them cackling. Mentally removing

  myself from their low ways, I set off down the Via Cavallotti to the house of Signor Botticelli, and higher things.




  





  CHAPTER 4




  Here are the three facts I knew about Botticelli.




  Primo fatto: He was actually called Alessandro di Mariano Filipepi, but was nicknamed Botticelli after his corpulent brother Giovanni, a pawnbroker, who was known as Il Botticello,

  ‘the little barrel’.




  Secondo fatto: Botticelli was a Florentine by birth. He came from one of the poorest rioni of our city, Ognissanti. It’s so rough even I don’t go there.




  Terzo fatto: He was totally in the pockets of the Medici. Even Signor Lorenzo de’ Medici, the father of our city, a man so great he is known as Il Magnifico, thought the sun

  shone out of Botticelli’s arse. Apparently the Medici villa of Castello, which you can just see on the hill above Florence when the winter trees drop their leaves, is lousy with

  Botticelli’s frescoes.




  A powerful artist then. But I was not nervous as I arrived at his studio. I merely told the acolyte who answered the bell that I was here to be painted. The boy was a negro, eyes and teeth

  bright in his face, and he gave me a look I was well accustomed to as I swept past. The studio itself was light and airy, with more glass in the windows than I had seen in all Florence. At the far

  end of the room stood a shadowy figure, but I hardly noticed him. There was something else there too. Huge, rectangular, and with colour that captured the rainbow. I could see the panel was nearly

  finished, and it was wonderful. There were seven complete figures there, all larger than life, with a fat baby cupid flying above. All the figures, even the cupid, dwarfed their creator who stood

  before. The vibrancy of their colour made him almost a silhouette. I saw Bembo had been canny with me; the eighth figure—Flora—who was a mere faceless sketch at present, stood slightly

  to the side and to the fore of the picture. A Madonna of sorts was actually the central figure, already complete and beauteous. She looked exactly as I imagined Vera Madre in my head and in

  my dreams. The sward on which she stood was dotted and studded with amazing flowers that peeped from the grass like fallen jewels. She was flanked by three dancing maidens in white, and a couple of

  other figures—mythological?—whom I did not recognize. I was well pleased with the work, and must have made some sound of approval; for Botticelli turned and looked at me.




  He was middle-aged, perhaps five-and-thirty, with black hair worn long to his shoulders. He was pretty well-favoured but quite short. And now, thinking about it, the figure on the far left of

  the painting, the fellow with the sword, looked exactly like the man who regarded me now.




  Our eyes were on a level as he studied me. He took hold of my chin, and moved my head left and right, and forward again. Then he looked into my eyes and smiled. ‘Perfetto,’ he

  said. His accent was thick and a contrast to the beauty before us. But I understood him well enough. Perfect. I smiled back. This was the second time today I had had a man lay hands on me

  uninvited, and, as with the monk, I knew in an instant that Botticelli was not interested in me for sex. He wanted Flora, and I was here to give her to him.




  He motioned to me to get ready and I followed his pointing finger behind a screen where a brocaded dress awaited me. The dress had numerous flowers painted onto the creamy white silk. And was

  beautiful and heavy. The screen told me that Botticelli did not know what kind of woman I was, as he clearly thought I had some modesty. He did not know that I would have stripped in the middle of

  the room in a heartbeat. I put the dress on, shook my hair loose at his bidding, and came forth; Flora personified.




  I could tell that Botticelli was pleased, though he said little. I knew I was in the presence of greatness as he circled me, arranging my pose. He placed a wreath of flowers at my brow, throat

  and waist. There was a silver ewer of coral roses by the window and he filled my skirt with them, counting them in—twenty, thirty, more—pulling the heads forth so every bloom may be

  seen. He showed me how to hold the skirtful of roses, my left hand beneath with the thumb tucked away for grace, and the right hand dipping into the blooms as if I was to scatter petals on the

  sward. I stayed still as a mammet, exactly as he had placed me, and he seemed pleased. Finally, he twisted my hair behind my shoulders. ‘No need to hide such a face,’ he said, and I

  began to like him.




  ‘As to your expression,’ he said in his coarse Florentine, ‘I want you to give a tiny smile, as if you have just enjoyed yourself in bed.’ Perhaps he did know what

  kind of girl I was. I thought about the night before, for I had trained Bembo well enough to please me. He had a little trick with his tongue... I thought of the monk doing it to me and my face

  heated and my lips curled. ‘Esatto,’ said Botticelli. Exactly. And began to paint.




  He painted all day. He said little and I said less. He let me take breaks and walk around, but then was exacting about my return to my pose. I watched the golden motes of light from the windows

  revolve like the gnomon of a sundial as the shadows lengthened and the room heated with low sun. At last he laid his brushes down and his palette too. I looked at the work and had to put my hands

  to my face to check it still rode atop my neck, so perfectly was it reproduced on the panel. My expression was replete, comely, and...well... cheeky all at the same time. No painted Madonna I.

  Bembo was right. I was a beating heart, a wet sex, a warm bed.




  Flora.




  The dress was still a sketch, though my hands were complete. ‘Will you not need me again?’ I said, for despite my aching limbs I had enjoyed the day, enjoyed being a part of

  history.




  He shook his head. ‘No. For I can paint the dress anytime. Such things are commonplace. You are a rare Florentine treasure. Bembo was right.’




  I shook my head in turn. ‘A Venetian treasure,’ I corrected him.




  He raised a brow. ‘Truly? I have never been to the place, but I have heard of its beauty.’




  Now I am always a great advocate for my home city, although in truth I know no more of it than the artist does, for I was a mere babe when I was bottled and shipped to Florence. So now I nodded

  proudly. ‘Indeed. A city of great beauty, and great trade too. Much greater than Pisa or Naples or Genoa, her seafaring rivals.’ (Three more cities I had never seen.) Something about

  Botticelli made me want to seem intelligent, more than just a cheap pair of tits, so I trotted out, verbatim, this slice of travelogue that I had once heard Bembo say. But I had said something very

  wrong, for Botticelli went white and began to shake.




  ‘What did you say?’ It was little more than a whisper, from lips turned tight and blue. His face was ghost-pale, he looked as if he might faint.




  What had I said? Perhaps the artist was so dazzled by Florence and the slums of Ognissanti that he hated to hear the wonders of other towns. And yet it had been he who had

  mentioned Venice’s beauty. I babbled, trying to retract. ‘Of course, Florence is the fairest city of them all. The Duomo, the Baptistery, your own fair paintings.’ But it

  didn’t work. He crossed the room in a flash and grabbed my chin again, this time with real violence. I could not breathe.




  ‘Say it again.’




  I was badly frightened and could hardly speak. My confused brain leapt and circled like a coney as I tried to remember my words. ‘I said that Venice was greater than Pisa or Naples and

  Genoa, and...’




  His fingers bit deeper. ‘What do you know of these places? Who told you?’




  ‘Told me what?’ I choked the question through gritted teeth, for his hand still gripped my jaw fast.




  His grey eyes bored like bolts. ‘Who put you up to this? Was it Bembo?’




  ‘What? No one told me anything! What do you mean?’ For the second time that day, I felt tears prick my eyes. But as quickly as I had been captured, I was suddenly freed. Abruptly he

  let me go and turned away, as if he were too angry to trust himself. My knees gave way and the painted dress fell about me in a great silken bubble as I sank to the ground. I was shaking still.

  When he turned back, he was smiling.




  ‘I’m sorry, my dear,’ he said. ‘Just a bit of fun after a long day. Did you enjoy my jest?’




  Now I have seen plenty of bad actors. I live in Florence don’t forget. Dreadful players litter the streets and offend the air with their posturing and wailing. But I’ve never seen a

  less convincing performance than the one I was watching now.




  He held out a hand and I took it as he hauled me to my feet. ‘Just a little joke about our maritime states. No need to mention this to Bembo. Get changed, signorina. You can go.’




  Bewildered, I took myself behind the screen, playing the scene in my head. Something had gone badly awry, but I was more frightened by the sequel to the violent episode than the violence

  itself—the denial of his anger, the cover-up of any offence. I heard the artist leave the room and the door close behind him. Fear left with him. Then, in the safety of my solitude, hidden

  from sight behind the screen, I began to get angry. I stripped the dress off as if it burned me, so quickly that I ripped the delicate fishscale fabric of one sleeve. And cared not. What a waste of

  a day! I could have been turning tricks in the piazza all daylight long, but now the night had fallen the watchmen would arrest any whores that were not safely indoors in their own beds or someone

  else’s. I’d lost an entire day’s income, for I dared not ask for money from Botticelli now. As I pulled on my clothes I fixed my eyes to the wooden panels before me, replaying the

  conversation in my head, trying to see where I’d erred.




  My memory failed me but my eyes did not—one of the oaken panels had a darker line along three sides.




  A secret door, no bigger than a Bible, which was a little open.




  I pulled it wide and took out the single rolled parchment that was within. I forgot my anger and confusion for a moment, for there before me was a copy of the painting, perfect and complete save

  for my own face. The Graces were there, the tubby cupid, the martial figure that was the image of Botticelli. The Madonna too; the other figures and my faceless form in the silver dress. Even the

  same flowers dotted the grass. All that differed from the full-sized panel was the miniature form and the fact that there was a fine charcoal grid dividing the drawing into squares, as if the whole

  had been captured in a net.




  Now you should know that I am not usually one of those whores who steal. Light-fingered tarts are wont to lose those fingers, and working girls that stick their noses in others’ money

  chests or jewel cabinets are likely to have those prying members cut off by the watchmen. Many a pretty polly has been ruined by the loss of her nose, or her pleasuring hand. But today I was angry,

  and unpaid, and the picture was so beautiful I wanted to take it, just to look at it some more. To mitigate the crime I took the monk’s pamphlet from my purse, rolled it, and left it in the

  panel, closing it with a click. Let Botticelli look to God for what he’d done to me; done to Chi-chi. I shoved the painting in my bodice and flounced out and past the servants.




  The minute my shoes hit the warm cobbles of the sundown street I regretted what I had done. I dithered, ready to go back in there, then I heard the negro lock the door and relented. The hour was

  late—if I didn’t get home I’d be arrested by the night watch. I’d give the painting to Bembo in the morning and tell him that it had somehow come to be in my bodice when I

  got home. Bembo trusted me—always the honest whore.




  Comforted, I set off for the market, my perturbation about the stolen picture almost eclipsing my confusion about what I’d said to offend Botticelli. I hoped he would not scratch out my

  face and use another girl’s now for the image of Spring. But I thought he would not. He had liked me well enough, that was clear. And I had liked him, until our inexplicable falling-out.




  Anyway, I thought I would set the whole story before Enna when I got home. The scales of our love-hate balance would have to come down on the side of friendship just for tonight, as such a story

  begged for a good airing. I even wheedled the last of the borlotti beans from a market vendor as she’d asked, to put the bitch in a good mood. My purse was empty, thanks to

  Signor Botticelli, but I paid the man with a smile and a kiss on his leathery cheek. No need to overdo it, for the beans would have gone for pig slops anyway, along with all the other market

  left-overs. The beans were small enough, and some were black, but they’d do well in a stew and would placate Enna and pay for her confessional services. All the stalls were packing up as the

  sun sank. There’s a Florentine saying that if you don’t find the Mercata Nuova interesting, then you are dead. Usually I liked to poke around the various stalls, smelling spices

  and listening to the strange dialects of the merchants plying their tuna or salt or wine, but not that day. That day I was preoccupied, and couldn’t wait to get home.




  Enna and I shared a cabana by the Arno. It was one of the slumhouses that had been built to huddle on the left bank—timbered, rickety, clinging to each other and the shore lest they tumble

  into the torrent. It was freezing in winter, stank in summer and got flooded in the rains. (Last spring the floodwater in our cabin reached our ankles and we had to borrow barrels from the

  coopers’ yard to make stepping stones to the bedchamber.) But we were usually bedded away from home anyway, so there seemed little point in spending our earnings on anything better. I hoped

  Enna had not gone out, or brought a john home, but as I neared the window I heard voices and cursed.




  Shit.




  She had a client.




  Our window had no glass (too expensive, and would just get broken by urchins) just a dun brown curtain we pulled across for privacy. I listened for a while, because if the gentleman had spilled

  already he might be on his way out. But if Enna was just warming him up I’d go to the tavern.




  This is what I heard.




  The man’s voice was low and threatening. He said, ‘you’ve taken something that isn’t yours. I want it back.’




  Enna didn’t sound frightened and I knew they were probably doing some role play. Hell, I’ve been with fellows who want you to scream as if they’re raping you, or dress as a boy

  while they take you up the back way.




  ‘I don’t know what you’re on about.’ Enna’s voice now, rasping like a crow from the pipe she sometimes smoked. I wondered what it could all be about. As far as I

  knew, Enna didn’t steal either; she was too smart. How strange that we’d both become thieves on the same day.




  ‘I’ll ask you one more time.’ The man again. ‘Give back what you took, and I’ll leave you in peace. If you don’t it will be the worse for you.’




  Now Enna was getting annoyed. I know she doesn’t enjoy being threatened, even less so in her home. ‘Ascoltate, listen, signore,’ her voice dripped with sarcasm.

  ‘I can give you plenty of things, and you can pay, and we’ll both be better off. But I haven’t stolen anything, this day or any other. So unless you want a fuck, you better

  leave.’




  The man sighed, but the threat had gone. The sigh was that of a man at a dyers, told that his coat had been stained green, not blue. A silly mistake, but not a problem. ‘Very well.

  Good-bye, Luciana.’




  My skin prickled.




  Fuck.




  He wanted me.




  I waited for Enna to correct his mistake, but she sneezed instead, stopping her words. The door banged and I heard the gurgle of wine—clearly even Enna could be shaken by such things, and

  needed a drink. I waited to be sure the fellow had gone, my heart thudding in my ears and throat. Madonna. I better get the painting back to Bembo first thing—it must be important if

  it had already been missed. The waters of the Arno roared in my ears with my blood. After a hundred of my rapid heartbeats, I walked in unsteadily.




  Madonna.




  Enna lay on the truckle bed, head cleft from her neck in a gaping red open cunt, only a straining white flap of skin keeping her skull clear of the floor. There was blood everywhere, higher than

  the spring flood had been.




  Then I knew.




  The sneeze I had heard had been a knife across her throat.




  The gurgle of wine had been her lifeblood pouring to the floor.




  I could not move, as the blood carmined the points of my shoes. My body rinsed the stain with a warm stream of piss running uncontrollably down my legs as my bladder collapsed. I slowed my

  breath and thought.




  They wanted me.




  I had to go.




  





  CHAPTER 5




  Here are the three things I took from my house as I fled for my life.




  Prima cosa: The Botticelli parchment, rolled tight in my bodice next to my thudding heart.




  Seconda cosa: A sturdy cloak of grey miniver, a Yule gift from Bembo.




  Terza cosa: A shard of green glass; a broken piece of neckrim, the only fragment left of the bottle that had brought me here as a baby from Venice. It was hard as stone and curved like a

  claw. It would make an excellent knife and I shoved it in my garter.




  I stepped over the blood and closed Enna’s eyes, trying not to vomit in her dead face. If I could have remembered a prayer I would have said one. All I could think of was Vera

  Madre, so I said the words over and over, like an Ave Maria, invoking my real mother as if she were the Virgin. Then I was out the door.




  Safe for tonight. Somewhere I would be safe for tonight. Bembo? Yes; he had gotten me into this mess. I would go to his house, lay all before him, and return the picture. I wanted no further

  part of it. I wished I could have scratched my image from the giant panel too—I wished I’d never heard of Botticelli. Badly frightened, I pulled my hood tight over my giveaway tresses

  and headed into the night.




  There was the usual press of people on the Ponte Vecchio despite the lateness of the hour. The Florentine day begins at sunset, and here you can see why; whores and nighttraders began their

  working day, playing dodge the watchmen, and numerous pairs of well-dressed married couples took the air before bed. I wished I were one of them—usually I enjoy my lifestyle but just for

  tonight it seemed to me that there could be nothing nicer than the safety of a circle of warm arms, a shared bed—not just for an hour or two—and a good meal. Yet who would ever marry

  me?




  I crept on, unrecognized, and began to climb the hill to San Miniato, that church’s bells calling me higher. The half of the city that lies across the old bridge is known as

  ‘Oltrarno’, ‘over the Arno’; and you can really tell that this is the classy bit. In this exclusive district Bembo had built his flashy new villa, well up the hill from the

  stews and smells of Florence. Here nothing reached the lofty senses of the hillside residents but a breath of cypress trees and a ring of bells. I knew the way well, but had never climbed the hill

  on foot before: girls of my talents are conveyed in a carriage (usually performing some lewd act on the way). But fear lent me speed and my heart thumped with my footsteps. Soon enough I breathed

  the night scent of the myrtle hedges and heard the soft plash of the fountain raining into Bembo’s carp pool: I had reached his gates. At my knock a familiar face appeared: Carlo,

  Bembo’s doorman, was as ugly as all seven of the sins, but at that moment I could have kissed him as if he were my Vera Madre.




  ‘Buonasera, Carlo.’ (Primo fatto: I knew the man’s name.)




  ‘How’s that new wife of yours?’ (Secondo fatto: I knew Carlo was recently married, to a young housemaid for whom Bembo had given a generous dowry, as a reward to his

  loyal doorman.)




  The door opened and Carlo smiled. He carried both hands to his chest as if he were cupping a pair of melons and kissed his hands to his lips. Throughout this mime of marital bliss he said

  nothing and this is because (Terzo fatto) he was mute—Bembo took his tongue out, with Carlo’s agreement, after drawing up a contract which would see him live in comfort for the

  rest of his days. See? Bembo was a contradiction, a marriage of kindness and cruelty. I hoped he would not be angry at me tonight. I hid my trepidation with a brassy smile. ‘Is he in?’

  I pointed upstairs in the direction of the bedchamber. Carlo nodded.




  Thank the Lord. Next question. ‘And la contessa?’ If the countess was home I was screwed. Or rather, not screwed; I would never get to see Bembo if his snooty bitch of a wife

  was in residence. A shake of the head from the doorman. He moved his hand to touch the bell for the gatehouse servant to show me through the grounds into the house but I laid my hand on his.

  ‘Don’t bother, Carlo. I’ll just run up and surprise him.’ My saucy wink elicited a grin. Another flash of the Chi-chi smile, and I was past, racing through the dark fragrant

  gardens. The great pond lay before me mirroring the firmament like a dropped looking glass, the golden carp shifting beneath the surface with a flash of moonlit scales. One rose and snapped at a

  gadfly, and I felt threat closing again. I skirted the lake and fell at last into the spacious Roman atrium. Not a soul stopped me from the shadows and I was up into the muted torchlight of the

  great stone stairs.




  As I reached the oaken door of Bembo’s chamber I dipped my head for sounds but could hear naught but my own heart. My knuckles kept time as they tapped for entry—once, then louder.

  Nothing. Bembo must be asleep.




  A plunge of the handle and I was in, to find my erstwhile lover tangled in red velvet sheets, asleep. My addled brain was two steps behind my feet, for I had already tiptoed to the bed and

  placed my hands on the coverlet before I remembered that Bembo always slept in pearl-white sheets of priceless Egyptian lawn. Never red.




  Blood.




  My hands were slick with it. Knowing already what I would see, I turned the heavy body and Bembo’s head flopped back in a posture never meant by nature. The gaping slash in the throat was

  the exact fellow of Enna’s mortal wound—the same hand, I’ll warrant.




  Madonna.




  My own blood drained from my head and I would have fallen forward, but a rap on the door righted me. I froze at the housemaid’s voice. Carlo’s wife.




  ‘Master?’ A pause. ‘Master? Carlo sent to tell you that Signorina Vetra has passed the gate. Is she already with you, or shall I give her refreshment in the atrium?’

  Another knock. ‘Master?’




  I had, what, two more knocks before the maid entered? I knew she would not hesitate to wake her master—if he had indeed sent for me, he would have meant to be woken for his sport. In an

  instant I was at the window, out the casement and swarming down the thick solid ropes of wisteria that snaked up the façade, as fast as a ship’s monkey. In truth, I had escaped here

  once before when la contessa had come home unexpected and unannounced. I thought fast this time. I knew that once Bembo was found I would be stopped at the gate. I could not take the risk so

  I did not drop to the ground, but ran over a low roof and hopped the garden wall, to land with a thud among the silent stones of the cemetery of San Miniato. I felt a presence and gathered breath

  for a giveaway scream, but saw only a lofty silver heron regarding me with one baleful eye from a stone table. He rose from his tomb like a phantom and flew the wall on silent wings, no doubt to

  stand sentinel over Bembo’s tasty carp. I breathed relief, but only for a moment.




  Shit.




  Now where?




  I had a stolen painting in my bodice, I literally had Bembo’s blood on my hands, and would soon be pursued as a murderer, if I wasn’t already.




  I needed another option. Safety. Sanctuary.




  Sanctuary? The word echoed in my memory like bellsong. Who had offered me sanctuary today? Snatches of conversation came back to me like roosting kites. Suddenly I knew where to go. God’s

  house was always open.




  I turned the points of my ruined shoes toward the monastery of Santa Croce, to enlist the help of the only man I had ever met who had not risen under my touch.




  





  CHAPTER 6




  There were three things I knew about the monastery of Santa Croce.




  Primo fatto: Dante wasn’t buried there. He died in Ravenna, where his body rots, but they show his tomb in the monastery church of Santa Croce, since it has lately become the

  mausoleum for Florence’s most famous sons. But that most revered of all Florentines, is revered in... Ravenna. Just one more piece of evidence that the church is one huge con, if you ask

  me.




  Secondo fatto: The place was chock-full of well-meaning Franciscans, such as the brother I had come to seek. Franciscans, it seemed to me, did much pastoral work out in the world, for the

  poor and leprous and other unfortunates. Unlike their chillier brethren, the austere Dominicans of Santa Maria Novella way across town. I’ll tell you how I knew that they were more

  approachable, and that is, though I had never set foot inside the hallowed cloisters of Santa Maria Novella, I had, in fact, been here before. Many times. And that brings me to:




  Terzo fatto: The postern brother of Santa Croce was called Brother Malachi, and would occasionally pimp me for the brethren within. Shocking, I know, but the flesh is weak when the willy

  is spirited, and even those with a calling could forget the Lord for quarter of an hour of prick-play. So I knew Malachi well, and hoped that this pious panderer would be at the gate tonight.




  The great piazza of Santa Croce was bare and dark, empty even of the pigeons that peck and scrat in the daylight hours. The rough façade of the church loomed out of the dark, giant and

  forbidding; its door was a dark mouth, its single round window a cyclops’s eye. I dropped my eyes from its gaze, for I was badly frightened, and sought the little gate to the cloister, which

  sat low in the long high wall. Malachi was there, dozing, but waked as I reached through the gate to lift his cowl and crushed my breasts against the wrought-iron curlicues. Straightaway he leered

  at me, as if he had been dreaming of my face and greeted the reality seamlessly. His leer reminded me of what a dirty bastard he really was, and I called to mind one of the three Latin tags I know;

  ‘Cucullus non facit monachum,’ the cowl does not make the monk. (I will tell you the other two in good time—right now I am too concerned with saving my miserable skin.)




  ‘Greetings, Brother Malachi. Is Brother Guido within?’




  The odious monk stretched, farted, and leaned against the gate. ‘We have several of that name in Santa Croce, Chi-chi. Will you take them all at once or in succession?’




  I tired of his wit at once. I had walked a dozen miles that night, up the hill to San Miniato, down again to Santa Croce, and had seen two dead souls, one I liked and one I didn’t. I

  needed sanctuary, not sex, and I searched my tired brain for the monk’s last name. Something about a tower. ‘Della Torre’. That was it.




  Malachi’s brows almost shot into his cowl. ‘In truth? The Pisano? I thought him somewhat devout for...never mind.’ He shook his head. ‘Well at least he has the money to

  pay you, and then some, or at least, his family do.’ He turned the key in the gate and I stepped back as it opened towards me. I pushed quickly past the odious brother, but not before he

  grabbed my tits on the way past.




  ‘The brothers are at prayer,’ he grunted, trapping me with his bulk. ‘Don’t forget my tithe on the way out. Ten percent, as always.’




  Madonna. His breath was foul—Christ knew what they fed on here—but I smiled into his drooling face and shot past into the courtyard.




  Now I have no time for God, as you know, but I did feel safer at once. The place was peaceful—a cool rectangle of emerald grass like a still lake squared around by perfect loggias of

  numberless arches. A chapel with a round tower and a quartet of white columns sat at one end like a temple—oddly pagan in this setting. (Mind you, it was built for the Pazzi family, and a

  more unchristian bunch I could not imagine. I’ll tell you all about them later, as they come into this tale quite a bit.) I skirted round the grass and made my way to the left of the little

  cloister, and could hear the chanting even before I crept into the nave, soothing me with its peaceful tones. Perhaps the danger was past, and one of those who sang could give me succour.




  Even a godless slut such as I could not fail to be impressed by the interior of Santa Croce. It was a massive barn of a church. Every inch of the place was painted, as if the Scriptures were

  happening around you. Fabulous chapels, all hidden in Gothic arches, huddled at the altar end, their beauties illumined by devotional candles. The brothers, shrinking in their brown habits against

  the cold, were lined in the nave, cowls down around their shoulders for worship. From the side door where I stood I could see nothing but rows of profiles, alike as peas in the pod, so I could not

  at once see my monk among them. My throat tightened. There were hundreds of them, a murder of roosting crows. How would I ever find him? Once the mass was over and they were back in their cowls, I

  would as soon be able to tell one snail from his fellows. I lifted my eyes at the hopelessness, following the pillars to the ceiling, my gaze floating to where the notes of the austere chant rose

  and gathered like bedtime birds. Stone angels gazed down at me, and I remembered that my monk had a head full of bounteous, beauteous dark hair, like the archangel Michael.




  A novitiate.




  Hair.




  No tonsure.




  I must get up high, see the brothers from above.




  And among the angels, as if in answer to a bidding prayer, I saw a walkway, high above the keystones of the arches, spanning the length of the nave. I crept around to the stair and climbed the

  winding steps to a concealed way; here I could see the brothers from above and study them at my leisure. The awesome aspect of the church below, the frescoes, the tombs, the candles and song rose

  to meet me. I stared forward at the massive icon of the dying Christ, where he hung sorrowing above the altar like offal. He bent his Judgment-Day gaze upon me and I clutched at the balustrade,

  fearing I must fall. I concentrated on the bowed heads of the praying friars, to stay the wash of terror that had suddenly doused me. Brother Guido must be here, he must.




  I looked along the rows again, this time from above, and picked out the novices easily, the ones without that incongruous bald spot. Two were blonde as Venetians.




  The third was him.




  At once I felt better. He was still beautiful, and taller than all the others save the dark monk that stood right next to him. But his eyes were shadowed with violet beneath, his chin smudged

  with stubble. He yawned an animal yawn, all white teeth and pink tongue, and I saw that the novice had yet to become used to the earliness of the hour. For this was only the beginning of the

  Franciscan day—prayers and vigil at three in the morning, to continue at hourly intervals ’til Compline, and bed before it all begins again. Not for my taste to be sure. And not yet to

  his. It made him human, and I liked him at once. I kept my eyes on him, not once wavering, through the interminable service; for I did not want to meet the eyes of the crucified Christ again. At

  length the chanting stopped and a monk began to intone Latin from the lectern in a reedy monotone. Another swung the censer back and forth on its chain, and as incense belched forth from the belly

  of the silver ball, the sweet cloud rose to reach me. The choking scent of the incense, the drone of the monk’s voice, the pendulum swing of the censer, the lateness of the hour, all

  conspired against me. My forehead rested on the cool stone of the balustrade. I had not slept since I was in Bembo’s arms, a day away, a world away.




  I slept then.




  I was jarred awake by a great rustle and shuffle as the monks rose as one, and covered their heads to leave the church. I panicked and sought my monk’s face desperately but they were all

  now cowled, their countenances completely hidden by their deep hoods.




  Shit.




  I scrambled down from my hiding place and burst out into the cloister before any of them. But I heard the rain of a thousand feet leaving the church. I had only a few seconds alone. Where now?

  Just in time I ducked into the dark door of the Pazzi Chapel. I hid behind the pillar of the doorway and prayed that no one had business here, for I could now see every passing brother from the

  cover of dark. I breathed in the newness of the place; I could smell the freshly hewn marble, the varnish of the panels, the clay of the roundels that looked down on me from the dark like blue

  eyes. Strange that a place such as this was founded by the family that conspired against the Medicis, the Pazzis who plotted and killed the very flesh and blood of our city’s fathers. This

  world I now lived in, this world I had entered, for I too was now steeped in Florentine blood. My fear returned, greater than ever, and it was all that I could do not to run from this

  place, this beautiful, peaceful chapel built by murderers. But I forced myself to wait a hundred heartbeats, and then I saw him, passing close, and—thank you, Vera

  Madre!—alone.




  I yanked his sleeve and pulled him into the chapel with a strength I did not know I had, and covered his mouth at once against his cry.




  His eyes snapped open—blue roundels like the ceramic ones above us—and only when I saw recognition in them did I take my hand away from his mouth. From the instant he saw me and knew

  me for who I was, I could see that he wished me gone. And I could not blame him. For if he was found alone with one such as myself at this hour, the abbot would bounce his arse out of Santa Croce

  quicker than you could say, well, arse.




  Brother Guido della Torre straightened his garb and composed himself. He had to clear his throat twice before he spoke, and when he did, it was a hoarse whisper. ‘Signorina Vetra? What do

  you do here?’




  Well, at least he remembered my name. I didn’t hesitate. Remember I had been walking since sunset, thinking at every step about my predicament. All the way from Bembo’s, descending

  the hill from San Miniato, I had been thinking about what to say to him. I had considered the options in my head, and examined all courses open to me from complete openness to partial truth. And I

  was convinced I had reached the best conclusion, one best suited to my usual style of discourse and general disposition.




  I had decided to lie through my teeth.




  I sank to the floor and took his hand, lifting my eyes to his face like a true penitent. My own eyes, green and sheen as glass, could match his for beauty, and I filmed them with tears.

  ‘Brother, I am so ashamed of my conduct today. The truth is, I am lost, and want more than anything to be found, to live in the Lord’s fold as the one lost sheep.’ My metaphor was

  wanting, so I hurried on. ‘You offered me sanctuary, and I need it now more than ever.’ (This, at least, was the truth.) ‘I came to beg for shelter until I may enter the convent

  and become betrothed to Christ.’




  I could see astonishment, disbelief, and deep reluctance doing battle in the monk’s countenance. Clearly, he had been willing to help a worthless whore in daylight hours, but had not

  expected to be saddled with said whore on his own doorstep. His words betrayed his thoughts—to get rid of me as soon as may be. ‘Sister...signorina, I can’t, that is to say,

  nothing can be done at this hour. We are beginning the day’s devotions. I must ask you...you must see that to be here...’ He broke off and sighed. ‘Signorina, I must ask you to

  leave quietly, and apply to the postern in the morning.’




  I toyed with the idea of revealing to him the true nature of the postern monk who would receive such an appeal—Malachi was no better than a pimp. But I threw it out—there was no time

  for such niceties.




  ‘I’m afraid, Brother, I have nowhere to go. I cannot return to my home.’ I decided the time had come for threats. ‘If you cannot help me, perhaps one of the other

  brothers...’ I took a step to the door.




  He held out a hand to stop me. ‘Wait.’ I could almost hear him thinking. My words had been suggestive; the idea of appealing to another—his next notion was to find himself a

  chaperone.




  ‘Signorina. I think I must lay this before Brother Remigio, my superior and librarian, and one of the initiators of this charitable enterprise. As a man of learning and letters, he

  designed the pamphlet that I showed you today.’ Even the dark chapel could not hide the blush that showed me he recalled what I had done with the first copy. (I thought it not the moment to

  tell him where I had left the second.)




  I understood him. He wished to be rid of me, to wash his hands like Pilate and hand me over to his superiors. I was happy; the higher up I went, the more protection I would have. I could pine

  over the beauteous monk at a more convenient season. The fellow went to the doorway and looked left and right into the cloister. The footsteps of the faithful brothers receded, and there was a

  muted opening and shutting of doors as they returned to their cells—doubtless for a few hours’ rest before their next devotions. Once silence reigned, the monk motioned me to put up my

  own hood, and, doing likewise, he beckoned me into the cloister. The well-tended rectangle of grass glowed dark green, and the sky above was velvet blue. Ringed by colonnades of perfect arches, the

  place gave me a sense of peace once more. I felt Brother Guido’s hand under my elbow and it was good to be no longer alone.




  We tiptoed on silent feet through a pair of great doors to the left of the Pazzi Chapel, to a larger cloister, square this time, with doors leading to each dorter. A stone well marked the centre

  of the quad with a bowed tree leaning over to peer into the depths. The tall monk drew me into a doorway, and shielded my body from sight as he whispered instructions. ‘Signorina, you must

  stay here,’ he hissed. ‘This is the door to my cell, but I cannot take you within, for it would not look...well. Nor can I leave you in the open. Stand back into this shadow while I

  wake my neighbour—the librarian, Brother Remigio, that I told you of.’




  I knew this was no time for idle chat so I held my tongue and shrank back obediently against the oaken door, fitting my slim frame into the jamb. To be sure, certain parts of me protruded a

  little, but in all I was pretty well hidden unless someone would come in or out, and as the brother had already indicated, this was his door, so I was safe for the while. I waited.




  And waited.




  The hard wood bit into my back and I began to wriggle. I counted my heartbeats, then all my teeth with my tongue. I sung all the bawdy songs I know inside my head ’til I ran out. Then I

  said all the prayers I know which took much less time. My limbs froze, and at length, when still he did not come, I was forced to move away from the door, shaking my limbs and waggling my head like

  one with the palsy. The blood flowed back into my stiff muscles with an exquisitely painful impression of a thousand pinpricks. Still he came not and I stretched my neck, catching sight as I did so

  of a stone roundel, which sat above the door in carved relief.




  It featured a great tower, of arches and columns piled on top of each other, leaning crazily to the right. I knew it, of course, for the great campanile tower at Pisa, which, although only

  lately finished, was reputed to list heavily to one side, as if fit to fall. Florentines were divided as to the veracity of this tale. Some, like myself, did not believe the story, and thought it a

  feeble lie on the part of the Pisans, in an attempt to aggrandize their inferior city and pull it from the shadow of its great neighbour Florence. Some, who claimed to have seen the thing, merely

  shrugged and said it was typical of the Pisans, who could not build a pile of shit in a dungyard. I wondered at the oddity of such a carving here, for it was not a particularly religious symbol,

  and then I remembered that Malachi had called Brother Guido a ‘Pisano’. Was this carving, then, due to the origins of the humble novice that lived within? Surely they would not take the

  trouble of marking the homeland of each brother who lived here? But the odd carving could not keep my attention for long, for another idea was begging for precedence in my mind. He was not

  coming.




  He had ditched me.




  I stamped my foot in frustration, and silently listed all the curses I had heard directed at the Pisans. I had got to ‘donkey-fucking heretics’ when I heard the librarian’s

  door open, and Brother Guido emerged, but alone. I shrank back to my hiding place, but I don’t think he would have noticed. He had something pale in his hand and was shaking his head.

  ‘Brother Remigio is not there,’ he whispered, haltingly. ‘But these—his pamphlets, our pamphlets, are scattered all over his cell.’




  He thrust the thing at me. I knew it at once for the twin of the ones I had seen that day, and went cold.




  They were here already.




  They knew.




  I took Brother Guido’s arm urgently. ‘We must find this brother. Where would he be, if not abed?’




  ‘I know not.’ He shook his head, bewildered. ‘I followed him from prayer and was hard upon his heels when you... apprehended me. If he is not in his cot then he must have gone

  to the library, or mayhap the scriptorium, for some private study of his own.’




  ‘And where are these places to be found?’ I rapped out the question.




  ‘Across the cloister.’




  ‘Let’s go.’




  I took hold of his sleeve and pulled him across the lawn. The time for concealment was past—much better, now, to be in the safety of the open, where no one could approach us without

  declaring themselves. We headed for the tree and the well in silence, but as we neared this central point Brother Guido spoke again, this time in a voice pregnant with relief.




  ‘All is well,’ he said, ‘he is here.’




  At first I could not see where he was pointing, but then I realized that what I had thought to be a tree bending over the well was, in fact, a tall monk, with a curly poll like Brother

  Guido’s, leaning over the water in silent contemplation. I felt a sudden disquiet. He was awfully still, had been since I had first spotted the ‘tree’, some half hour ago. We drew

  close, and I could see that the librarian, too, had a pamphlet in his hand. With palpable relief, Brother Guido touched his brother’s shoulder and said his name.




  The librarian’s head detached from his body and fell down the well.




  Faced with such an awful occurrence, we did not move or speak for fully seven heartbeats, but stood, mute, looking into each other’s eyes, our faces mirrored in horror. Only the terrible

  splash as the head met its rest in the depths prompted me to grab Brother Guido and force him down behind the well and its attendant corpse. The monk’s face was moon-pale, his lips moving in

  prayer or catechism or I know not what. He turned his eyes on me, and as he fixed me with his terrified gaze, his words began to form sense. ‘Begone, I cannot help you. Take your devilry from

  this place and leave me be.’




  Now I have been accused of many things in my time but devilry is a new one. I had to get him to focus on my problem, but the only way I knew to get a man involved in a woman’s

  plight was to highlight his own plight. And he had a big problem to contend with—I may not be book-learned, but I am smart and I could see exactly what had happened. I let him have it.

  Grasped his cowl tight around his neck. ‘Now listen to me, you cowardly sack of Franciscan shit,’ I hissed. ‘My life is in danger and if you won’t help me, fine. So

  much for your pastoral care, but now is not the time to examine your conscience. Know instead that earlier today I stole a painting, and since then three people are dead in the search for it,

  including your brother librarian here.’ He began to ask a question, but I was in full flow. ‘They have come here in search of the pamphlet that I left in place of the painting when I

  stole it. They are coming to look for you. Your brother, here,’ I looked at the headless corpse looming above us, ‘God rest him, was taken for you. He sat with you in the church, his

  cell is next to yours. He keeps these pamphlets in his room. He is tall like you, slim like you. He has...had...dark curly hair. The only thing they missed is that, as the senior librarian, he is

  tonsured and you are not. But he was cowled, as were you all when you left the church, and if I had not taken you aside, they would have found the right man.’ I caught my breath and I let the

  facts sink in, and his face, already blanched, now took on the sickly hues of terror. ‘Aye, you know I am right.’ I went on. ‘They made a mistake, as they did before tonight when

  they killed my friend in place of me. But they do not care who they kill, be they never so lofty,’ (my voice cracked as I thought of Bembo) ‘and will not stop ’til they get what

  they want. They think you are helping me, and now, believe me, you damn well will. Now gather your wits and get us out of here.’




  This last seemed to focus his mind. When he spoke it was brief and to the point. ‘The herbarium,’ he said, and we set off at a run, before I could tell him I had heard footsteps in

  the arches as we talked.




  Brother Guido led me to a low door in the wall and we were through into a fragrant garden, planted in a maze of box hedges. Without stopping for conference we climbed as one over the peach trees

  that espaliered the retaining wall, and we were down into a slop of drainwater, which soaked our feet as we ran back into the piazza of Santa Croce. At once we darted down a side alley, and ran

  ’til we reached a quiet square where we could rest and see the approach of four narrow alleys. We sat at a little water fountain, drank to cool our burning lungs and rested our bursting

  hearts. The sky was lightening, and we would soon be discovered.




  ‘We must away.’ Brother Guido echoed my thoughts.




  ‘Where?’ It was all I could do to gasp out the syllable.




  ‘I know a place which will welcome us. It is not far, but a hard climb.’




  My heart sank, but terror rose and gave me the strength I needed.




  ‘Take me there,’ I said.




  





  CHAPTER 7




  Leaving Florence in search of sanctuary was perhaps the hardest part of the whole night. Under a grey smear of a sky, we made our way through the slums of Ognissanti and began

  to climb the hill to Fiesole. Ognissanti, as I already told you, is a shithole. And the former home of Signor Botticelli. A fitting home for the bastard, if you ask me. Shanties and shacks cramped

  together, grey and brown and assorted in size and shape like a grin of bad teeth. And the residents! More than once the sight of a monk and a girl together elicited a leer or a gesture from one of

  the hideous citizens, who seemed to have been belched up from Dante’s hell. The whole place stank, too, of the numerous tanneries and their attendant sludge. Everywhere eviscerated animals

  were stretched out in unlikely starshapes like guilty souls on the rack. I lost my shoe in a suck of mud where the Arno had burst its banks in spring, but was too tired and terror-shredded to care.

  My fine shoes with the golden points had already had to contend with piss and blood tonight; meet it was that the mud should take one. I threw its fellow after it, and saw the monk eyeing me.




  ‘What?’




  He shook his head. ‘That may not have been wise, signorina. The way is long and hard.’




  I narrowed my eyes. ‘How long?’




  ‘Above five miles. And upward.’ He made a weak gesture up the hill, to where an indistinct skyline was a silver thread emerging from the dark. I shrugged, with a bravado I did not

  feel, and trudged after him barefoot. My feet stung on the path, proving the brother’s point—but I had already lost one before I flung the other; what was I to do, walk the hill with

  one foot shod and the other bare? I raised my chin and caught him up—no mean feat for he was tall, his stride was long, and his pace quick.




  ‘Where exactly are we going?’ I puffed.




  He did not turn. ‘To Fiesole. There is a Franciscan monastery on the hilltop there—they will offer us sanctuary and sustenance until we may calculate our most expeditious course of

  action.’




  I garnered three things from this speech.




  Primo: Brother Guido no longer had the notion of ditching me. His use of ‘we’ and ‘our’ warmed my chilled heart. But,




  Secondo: He was angry with me. And I could not blame him. One minute he was safe at Santa Croce, with nothing more to worry him but what volume he would read in the morning, and the next

  minute he was running for his life with a prostitute who had needlessly placed him in mortal danger. Oh, yes, and,




  Terzo: His style of speech was somewhat different to mine; he would never use one syllable where three would do.




  I trudged beside him in silence for a spell, but as the ground began to rise behind the city I had to ask him to stop as my feet were blistering. The look he gave me was not unkind, and he

  helped me to sit in a broom bush for a little. I wiggled my sore toes, thinking that these poor members were not designed for such expeditions. I had always had such pretty white feet—even

  that fiend Botticelli had remarked upon them as I had held my pose as Flora. I remembered, too, soaking my feet in a golden bowl of rose-water at the house of a minor Medici, when the silver

  Turkish slippers he liked me to wear in bed had rubbed them raw. Now they were a mess, and fat tears of self-pity swelled in my eyes. The monk swam into view as he knelt before me.

  ‘Signorina,’ he said, haltingly. ‘May I offer, that is...in an effort to alleviate your suffering, to offer you present relief...’




  To my surprise he was holding out to me his own sandals, rough leather paddles with a simple thong apiece to hold them on. But I only had to try one against my foot to know that I might as well

  have worn a pair of twin shrimp barges from the Arno, they were so large. The difference in size between the monk’s feet and mine elicited the first smile of the evening. My grin broadened

  with the thought that he must have a big cock.




  Below us the kites wheeled around the great dome of the cathedral, the striped marble turning it to a great tiger sleeping in the half-light, sated by the hunt and waiting for dawn. Beside it

  the lantern tower of the Medici palace, home to Florence’s greatest family, stood crowned with teeth like a crocodile’s gaping jaw. Brother Guido hauled me to my feet and I could sense

  him softening toward me—gaining an understanding that I had not wished for what had happened, that I had fallen into this pass by foolishness, but now wished it away, like someone who has

  jumped headlong into a well and realizes his mistake on the way down. I thought of saying somewhat of this to the brother, but then remembered that my metaphor might have unfortunate recollections

  for the fellow; I saw again his friend’s head bouncing down the well-shaft in Santa Croce, and heard the attendant splash. So I kept my peace and let him speak if he would. And at length, he

  did.




  ‘Well, Signorina Vetra, you’d better tell me exactly what happened today. Try to leave nothing out, for there may be important circumstances which might mitigate our culpability when

  we attempt to clear ourselves of this business.’




  I turned wide eyes upon him. ‘You think we’ll be able to get out of this?’




  He nodded beneath his cowl. ‘I’m certain that if all is explained the thing can be put to rights.’




  I saw that his confidence had risen with the terrain, and felt it in myself too. The road snaked ahead, and pointed black cypresses pierced the sky, like a rank of spears defending us. Regiments

  of vines stood in serried ranks, hiding our progress and providing a pathway. The vine leaves were glossy in the fading moon, night-purple with a bloom of blue chalk. I craved the sweet globes of

  the grape harvest, but t’was too early in the year; the vines were naked. My stomach was light but my shoulders were heavy with the burden of secrets. If I recounted the entire story to the

  monk he would share the weight with me. The field mice, roused by our step, scuttled over my bare feet making me giggle. Our breath smoked as we panted, but I was warmed by my miniver and the

  exercise. I even forgot my poor feet for a spell. Aye, as we climbed up the blue hill away from Florence, the sleeping tiger and the tower of teeth, I began to feel safer, and wondered, briefly, if

  we were mistaken to feel so.




  But my companion, too, sounded positively chirpy as we climbed into the lightening sky. ‘Yes, Miss Vetra, we are not entirely friendless. The abbot of this monastery we seek now is an old

  friend, and my family, of course...’ He broke off. But not before I had divined that he was very well connected, and might be of some influence. He waited, and I plunged into the silence with

  an account of what had passed that day, the commission to become Flora for Botticelli, the glories of the painting in progress, the artist’s sudden anger. I told him of my thievery of the

  smaller painting from the panel, and, somewhat shamefacedly, of my mischievous replacement of it with the pamphlet Brother Guido had given me. I then told, in muted tones, of the murder of Enna and

  Bembo, that in the first instance my identity was mistaken, and in the second, I was wanted for murder. The tale was long, and by the time I had told it, my throat was as raw as my feet. But we had

  come some considerable distance in the telling, and were now among the lush villas that sat on the hill, where, as at San Miniato, the rich roost loftily above the city. The way had improved, and I

  peered curiously through the high gates and arches to elegant, peaceful courtyards with shaped trees and ornamental lakes. Once—I had to look back to make sure—I glimpsed a giraffe,

  striding slowly in the blue pre-dawn, bending its long neck to nibble at a myrtle hedge. I turned to Brother Guido, to share this fantastic sight, but the monk was thoughtful once again. I thought

  at first that his anger had returned, but a glance at his noble profile told me that he was considering carefully what he had been told. I considered the tale myself—and concluded, with a

  sinking heart, that it sounded like a tale told by an idiot; a fantasist and lunatick. But the brother, who had seen the evening’s conclusion to the day’s beginnings with his own eyes,

  seemed in no wise inclined to doubt my story. Continuing his steady pace, he eventually broke his silence. ‘Even the most judgmental listener would have to concede that, but for a moment of

  madness and mischief on your part, the sequel to your transgressions was far in excess of the relative proportions of a fitting punishment.’




  His bookish language was beginning to irritate—only when I looked at his handsome countenance could I begin to forgive. ‘Meaning?’




  ‘In short, signorina, these forces that pursue you are clearly concerned with a greater crime than a stolen painting.’




  I digested this in silence. ‘What crime?’ I asked, truly bemused, but before he could reply I spied a monastic mass of gated high walls and a steeple, and grabbed the brother’s

  arm. Our journey was surely over.




  ‘Vera Madre be praised!’ I cried. ‘Is that the place?’




  He shook his head no. ‘This is San Domenico, the great Dominican monastery and spiritual home of their order.’




  I had had enough. ‘Could we not beg sanctuary here?’




  The perfect profile hardened as the head shook again. ‘No. They would no more shelter a Franciscan than they would shelter one such as yourself...’ He blushed in the dawnlight, and

  hurried on to cover his mistaken slur. ‘That is to say, their order is the only one they recognize, and they follow their rule with strict observances. Our destination,’ he pointed

  skyward again, ‘sits there, at Fiesole.’ I followed the finger to a small golden building above us, crazily perched on the crown of the mountain, with a hundred steps leading to the

  cloister.




  Fuck.




  I’m afraid I was not the best of company on the final climb. I was so convinced that San Domenico was our destination, I could not bear even a short distance beyond. My feet bled, I

  groaned and bellyached, and begged to stop at every step. Our plight and my story were both forgot as we trudged to our goal, and the brother was merciless in his pace. ‘The dawnlight begins

  to spread in the valley,’ he explained, ‘the umbra of night is retreating up the hill—we are more visible with every second. Onwards.’




  But neither his poetic speech nor his warning could move me further, I had neither the energy nor will to complete the final climb. As we reached the stone staircase of the little hilltop

  monastery I collapsed, weeping, on a stone bench at the foot.




  ‘Just a moment,’ I begged. ‘At least let me put myself to rights before I meet your abbot. You must see the sense in that?’




  He let me sit then, and rub my feet, moaning with pain as I once again examined their cuts and blisters, magnified a hundredfold from when we had stopped before. After a moment the monk sat

  beside me, but only when he gasped did I look up and see what he had seen.




  And I ceased my bellyaching.




  For there below us lay Florence laid out like a glittering carpet of gold, wrought by a thousand Persian infidels. The Duomo was now no tiger sentinel, but a warm copper bell, the Arno a

  twisting ribbon of gilt. A city of fable and infinite beauty in the brand new light of the day. We stared in silence, shoulder to shoulder, while a feeling of escape and companionship warmed us

  with the sun at our backs. I began to pat my wild mass of hair into place in preparation to meet the abbot. I rose before my friend, but he held my sleeve. ‘Don’t you think it’s

  time you showed me?’




  My filthy mind ran the gamut of everything about my person he might be asking to see, before my middle brain reminded me that never, with look or gesture had he shown any interest in me beyond

  the irritation of my presence. No, I knew him to be truly devout, so had to ask further. ‘Show you what?’




  ‘What is this all about?’ He half smiled. ‘The painting.’




  I sat again and drew the rolled canvas from my bodice. It was warm from my breasts and somewhat besmottered with sweat, for which I blushed. But he did not seem to notice and unrolled it

  tenderly in his long, ink-stained fingers, fingers that were clearly used to handling documents of great price. I looked, not at the painting, but at his face as he took in the figure of Flora,

  Venus, the beauteous trio of dancers, the martial figure with the sword, and orange grove encompassing all. He looked for a long, long time in silence, with an expression of almost religious

  revelation. Saint Paul cannot have looked more ecstatic on the road to Damascus. I found myself, once again, thinking about what he would look like in bed. (Brother Guido, I mean, not Saint Paul:

  from what I know of Scripture, I am convinced that the apostle would certainly have been resistant to my charms.) Then he turned and looked at me with his startling blue eyes, full in the face for

  the first time that night.




  ‘It’s beautiful,’ he said. He looked back at the picture in his hand then Florence below him, and then the picture again. ‘Beautiful,’ he repeated. ‘I

  don’t know which is more so.’




  





  CHAPTER 8




  Even I had to admit that the Franciscan monastery at Fiesole was a place of peace and beauty. Glowing in the breaking morning, small and perfectly perched on the high hill, the

  place seemed set in amber, a preservation of an earlier age. We had been to Dante’s hell; now we had climbed the heights into the poet’s paradise. Certainly it is true to say that I

  have never been as happy to see a place in my life. When we reached the head of the wide golden staircase set into the hill, and found balm for my torn feet on a hundred stone steps warmed by the

  healing sun, I surveyed the perfect little cloister, the tiny chapel, and the cells beyond, and responded to the sacred peace in my own way. ‘Thank fuck for that.’




  Brother Guido shot me a look of ice. ‘Watch your tongue, Signorina. You are in God’s house now.’




  ‘I’m sure he’s heard it all before.’ My flippant nature surfaced as, once again, I began to feel safer. Brother Guido, on the other hand, seemed to have become more edgy,

  as our interview with his friend the abbot approached. I began, suddenly, to doubt his influence, else why would he fear an application to a man he claimed to know well?




  The place seemed deserted and I knew we must have come at a time of sleep, when all the monks would be in their cells, or of prayer, when they would all be packed tight as sardines in the

  monastery church. (I do know a little of the holy orders, for, of course, I was raised by nuns, but we do not have leisure to speak of that now; more later.)




  At last we saw a lay brother hurrying across the quad, and I knew our moment had come. Brother Guido gripped my arm ’til it hurt. ‘Head down and no talking,’ he said.

  ‘Remember all we discussed.’ And with that he strode across the dewy grass to intercept the brother. After a brief conference I was beckoned over and the good monk led us through an

  arch into an even smaller quad, just as pretty, this one boasting a clear round pool, in which a myriad of golden fish switched and flashed. We were led to an oaken door, and the lay brother

  knocked and entered ahead of us. I tucked my chin to my chest as Brother Guido had told me, and drew my hood so far forward that I never saw the lay brother from first to last; merely heard, in a

  Sicilian accent; ‘my Lord Abbot will see you now.’




  I clasped Brother Guido’s skirts, as I had been told, and followed in his wake into a light and airy chamber empty of all save a chair, a scribe’s table, and a crucifix. The window,

  criss-crossed with diamond quarrels, looked out into yet another tiny quad, and I boggled at the geography of the place; it seemed passing small but in fact fitted together like a series of

  concentrick squares, one fitting inside the other like a Roosian’s doll.




  The abbot rose from his chair and greeted us, with a word I didn’t know, and Brother Guido replied in the same tongue. I stole a quick look at the old fellow, and became aware at once of

  three things.




  Primo: He was white haired and smiling, like a kindly nonno.




  Secondo: His voice when he spoke mangled our fair language as I have never heard. Such strange stops to our beautiful vowels, and jerky consonants like a soldier’s drum. I had been

  prepared for this accent on the climb, however, for the abbot was an Englishman by birth, known as Giles of Cambridge. I knew now he had greeted my friend in English.




  Terzo: His eyes were the blue of day-old milk, with a smoky film that lay over the orb, pupil, whites, and all. And that’s when I realized that Brother Guido’s scheme, which

  we had discussed all the way up the hundred steps, had a good chance of working.




  For the abbot was blind.




  After that I could look all I wanted, so long as I remembered my part well when the cue came. Yet it was not so much what I saw as what I heard that astonished me. And it was not the accent, but

  the burden of the lines that gave me pause. The dialogue went thus:




  ‘Lord della Torre!’ began the old fellow. ‘What an honour! How are your family, your good uncle?’




  I shot a look to my not-so-humble companion, through eyes narrowed to arrow-slits. Lord della Torre? Never in all the oblique hints at wealth and influence had I suspected that Brother

  Guido himself was a signore—a nobleman. Hmm. I was unsure whether to be pleased or dismayed by this revelation, but, on balance, decided that it could only be good for me if

  Brother Guido was a rich young lordling. He might, in truth, be able to save my hide after all.
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