

        

            

                

            

        


    





The Confessions of Catherine de Medici


 


 


C W Gortner


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


 


 


www.hodder.co.uk










First published  in Great Britain in 2010 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette Livre UK company


 


Copyright © C.W. Gortner 2010


 


The right of C. W. Gortner to be identified as the Author of


the Work has been asserted by him 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, nor be otherwise circulated


in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is


published and without a similar condition being


imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


The Confessions of Catherine de Medici is a work of historical fiction.


Apart from the well known actual people, events, and locales that figure in the narrative, all


names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s


imagination or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to current events


or locales, or to living persons, is entirely coincidental.


 


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


 


Epub ISBN 9781848947177


Book ISBN 9780340962978


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


An Hachette UK company 


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


 


www.hodder.co.uk










For Erik, who always reminds me there is more to life;


and for Jennifer, who always makes me laugh










Bottle! Whose mysterious deep


does ten thousand secrets keep,


With attentive ear I wait;


Ease my mind and speak my fate.


                                 – Rabelais 
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Blois, 1589


I am not a sentimental woman. Even during my youth I wasn’t given to melancholia or remorse. I rarely looked back, rarely paused to mark the passage of time. Some would say I do not know the meaning of regret. Indeed, if my enemies are to be believed, my unblinking eyes stare always forward, focused on the future, on the next war to fight, the next son to exalt, the next enemy to vanquish.


How little they know me. How little anyone knows me. Perhaps it was ever my fate to dwell alone in the myth of my own life, to bear witness to the legend that has sprung around me like some venomous bloom. I have been called murderess and opportunist, savior and victim. And along the way, become far more than was ever expected of me, even if loneliness was always present, like a faithful hound at my heels.


The truth is, not one of us is innocent.


We all have sins to confess.










PART I


1527–1532


The Tender Leaf










Chapter 1


I was ten years old when I discovered I might be a witch. I sat sewing with my aunt Clarice, as sunlight spread across the gallery floor. Outside the window I could hear the splashing of the courtyard fountain, the cries of the vendors in the Via Larga and staccato of horse hooves on the cobblestone streets, and I thought for the hundredth time that I couldn’t stay inside another minute.


‘Caterina Romelo de’ Medici, can it be you’ve finished already?’


I looked up. My late father’s sister Clarice de’ Medici y Strozzi regarded me from her chair. I wiped my brow with my sleeve. ‘It’s so hot in here,’ I said. ‘Can’t I go outside?’


She arched her eyebrow. Even before she said anything, I could have recited her words, so often had she drummed them into my head: ‘You are the Duchess of Urbino, daughter of Lorenzo de’ Medici and his wife, Madeleine de la Tour, who was of noble French blood. How many times must I tell you, you must restrain your impulses in order to prepare for your future?’


I didn’t care about the future. I cared that it was summer and here I was cooped up in the family palazzo forced to study and sew all day, as if I might melt in the sun.


I clapped my embroidery hoop aside. ‘I’m bored. I want to go home.’


‘Florence is your home; it is your birth city,’ she replied. ‘I took you from Rome because you were sick with fever. You’re fortunate you can sit here and argue with me at all.’


‘I’m not sick anymore,’ I retorted. I hated it when she used my poor health as an excuse. ‘At least in Rome, Papa Clement let me have my own servants and a pony to ride.’


She regarded me without a hint of the ire that the mention of my papal uncle always roused in her. ‘That may be but you are here now, in my care, and you will abide by my rules. It’s midafternoon. I’ll not hear of you going outside in this heat.’


‘I’ll wear a cap and stay in the shade. Please, Zia Clarice. You can come with me.’


I saw her trying to repress her unwilling smile as she stood. ‘If your work is satisfactory, we can take a stroll on the loggia before supper.’ She came to me, a thin woman in a simple gray gown, her oval face distinguished by her large liquid-black eyes – the Medici eyes, which I had inherited, along with our family’s curly auburn hair and long-fingered hands.


She swiped up my embroidery. Her lips pursed when she heard me giggle. ‘I suppose you think it’s funny to make the Holy Mother’s face green? Honestly, Caterina; such sacrilege.’ She thrust the hoop at me. ‘Fix it at once. Embroidery is an art, one you must master as well as your other studies. I’ll not have it said that Caterina de’ Medici sews like a peasant.’


I thought it best not to laugh and began picking out the offensive color, while my aunt returned to her seat. She stared off into the distance. I wondered what new trials she planned for me. I did love her but she was forever dwelling on how our family prestige had fallen since the death of my great-grandfather, Lorenzo Il Magnifico; of how Florence had been a center of learning renowned for our Medici patronage, and now we were but illustrious guests in the city we had helped build. It was my responsibility, she said, to restore our family’s glory, as I was the last legitimate descendant of Il Magnifico’s bloodline.


I wondered how she expected me to accomplish such an important task. I’d been orphaned shortly after my birth; I had no sisters or brothers and depended on my papal uncle’s goodwill. When I once mentioned this, my aunt snapped: ‘Clement VII was born a bastard. He bribed his way to the Holy See, to our great shame. He’s not a true Medici. He has no honor.’


Given his prestige, if he couldn’t restore our family name I didn’t know how she expected me to. Yet she seemed convinced of my destiny, and every month had me dress in my uncomfortable ducal finery and pose for a new portrait, which was then copied into miniatures and dispatched to all the foreign princes who wanted to marry me. I was still too young for wedlock, but she left me no doubt she’d already selected the cathedral, the number of ladies who would attend me – 


All of a sudden, my stomach clenched. I dropped my hands to my belly, feeling an unexpected pain. My surroundings distorted, as if the palazzo had plunged underwater. Nausea turned my mouth sour. I came to my feet blindly, hearing my chair crash over. A terrifying darkness overcame me. I felt my mouth open in a soundless scream as the darkness widened like a vast ink stain, swallowing everything around me. I was no longer in the gallery arguing with my aunt; instead, I stood in a desolate place, powerless against a force that seemed to well up from deep inside me . . .


I stand unseen, alone among strangers. They are weeping. I see tears slip down their faces, though I can’t hear their laments. Before me is a curtained bed, draped in black. I know at once something horrible lies upon it, something I should not see. I try to stay back but my feet move me toward it with the slow certainty of a nightmare, compelling me to reach out a spotted, bloated hand I do not recognize as my own, part the curtains, and reveal


‘Dio Mio, no!’ My cry wrenched from me. I felt my aunt holding me, the frantic caress of her hand on my brow. I had a terrible stomachache and lay sprawled on the floor, my embroidery and tangled yarns strewn beside me.


‘Caterina, my child,’ my aunt said. ‘Please, not the fever again . . .’


As the strange sensation of having left my own body began to fade, I forced myself to sit up. ‘I don’t think it’s the fever,’ I said. ‘I saw something: a man, lying dead on a bed. He was so real, Zia . . . it scared me.’


She stared at me. Then she whispered, ‘Una visione,’ as if it was something she’d long feared. She gave me a fragile smile, reaching out to help me to my feet. ‘Come, that’s enough for today. Let us go take that walk, si? Tomorrow we’ll visit the Maestro. He’ll know what to do.’










Chapter 2


My maid awoke me before dawn. After a quick breakfast of cheese and bread, which I devoured, she dressed me in a simple gown, tied back my thick auburn curls with ribbon, and fixed a hooded cloak about my shoulders. She then hustled me into the courtyard, where Aunt Clarice and the towering manservant who accompanied her on errands waited.


I was excited to be going out into the city at long last, but I still expected us to ride in a closed litter. Instead my aunt pulled up her own hood, clasped my hand, and led me out the gates into the Via Larga on foot, her manservant close behind.


‘Why are we walking?’ I asked her, even as I thought it would be much more fun to see the city this way, instead of peering out from behind the litter’s curtains.


‘We’re walking because I don’t want anyone to know who we are,’ replied my aunt. ‘We are Medici and people will talk. I don’t want everyone in Florence saying Madama Strozzi brought her niece to visit a seer.’ Her hand tightened on mine. ‘Do you understand? Ruggieri might be much sought after for his talents, but he’s still a converted Jew.’


I nodded uncertainly. I knew my aunt often sent for the Maestro to concoct herbal drafts; he had even helped heal me of my fever, but now that I thought of it I realized I’d never seen him in person. Did being Jewish mean he couldn’t visit us?


We progressed down the Via Larga. Since my arrival in Florence three years ago, I’d left the palazzo exactly four times, all for formal outings to the duomo. Each time a retinue protected my person and impeded my view, as if any intermingling with the populace would endanger my health. Now as my aunt guided me into the city, I felt as if I’d been released from captivity.


The rising sun bathed the city in saffron and rose. In the residential districts about the palazzo, the air still reeked from the night’s carousing. We wound through narrow lanes, avoiding pools of waste. I longed to stop and admire the looming statues poised in niches along the way, to gape at the engraved copper heralds of the baptistery and the duomo’s brick facade, yet my aunt propelled me forward, skirting the bustle of the marketplace for the back streets, where old houses leaned like decrepit trees, shutting out the light.


I saw the manservant slip his hand to the sheathed knife at his waist. It was much darker here, the air thick with the smell of ordure. I stayed close to my aunt as I glimpsed scrawny children scampering down side streets, emaciated dogs at their heels. A few old gnarled women in tattered shawls huddled on the stoops of their houses and watched us pass. After several bewildering turns, we came before a rickety timber-framed house that seemed about to collapse at any moment. Here, my aunt paused; her servant banged on the lopsided door.


It opened to reveal a slim boy with tousled hair and sleepy brown eyes. When he saw us, he bowed low. ‘Duchessina, I am Carlo Ruggieri. My father has been expecting you.’


My aunt pressed a small cloth pouch into my hand. Startled, I glanced at her. ‘Go,’ she said. ‘You must see the Maestro alone. Pay him when he’s done.’ She pushed me forward when I hesitated. ‘Do not tarry. We haven’t all day.’


I assumed this Carlo must be the eldest of the Maestro’s sons; I could see another smaller boy peering at me from behind him. I offered a tentative smile and the little boy sidled up to me, a small grubby hand reaching for my skirts.


‘This is my brother, Cosimo,’ said Carlo. ‘He’s four years old and likes sweets.’


‘I like sweets too,’ I told Cosimo. ‘But I don’t have any today.’ He seemed to like the sound of my voice and clung to my hand while Carlo led me into the house’s shadowy interior, filled with a strange sharp smell. I glanced at a yellowed skull on a stack of musty parchments before he took me up a creaking staircase. The smells grew stronger: I detected camphor, herbs, and a bittersweet odor that reminded me of autumn, when pigs were slaughtered.


I heard Carlo cry out, ‘Papa! The Medici is here!’ and I reached the landing as he pulled open a narrow door. ‘He wants to see you alone,’ he added, and he said to his little brother, ‘You must let her go now, Cosimo.’


With a pout, Cosimo released my hand. I straightened my shoulders, moving into the Maestro’s study. The first thing I noticed was the light. It streamed in columns through an open louver set high in the exposed ceiling, illuminating a room not much larger than my bedchamber in the palazzo. Shelves lined the walls, stacked with books and glass jars with murky objects in fluid. In one corner a mound of pillows were arranged about a brass-topped table. A large marble slab on a trestle dominated the room. I was startled to see a body on it, half-covered by a sheet.


Bare feet poked up from under the sheet. I paused. A voice that seemed to come from nowhere said, ‘Ah, my child, there you are!’ and then the Maestro shuffled into my view, his sunken features framed by a silver beard. He wore a stained apron over his black robe. He motioned. ‘Would you like to see?’


I moved to the slab. I had to stand on tiptoes to see over the edge. The body belonged to a woman, her head shaved, her torso split open from neck to pelvis. There was no blood or bad smell, other than that of herbs. I expected to be disgusted, scared. Instead, I found myself fascinated by the withered blue lungs and shrunken heart nestled within in a cage of broken ribs.


‘What are you doing?’ I said softly, as if she might hear.


He sighed. ‘Searching for her soul.’


I frowned. ‘Can you see a soul?’


His smile cracked the crevices of his face. ‘Do you always need to see something in order to believe in it?’ He took me by the hand and brought me to the recessed corner and pile of cushions. ‘Now, sit. Tell me why you have come.’


I still wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say, but the gentle way he looked at me made me want to tell him the truth. ‘I . . . I saw something yesterday. It frightened me.’


‘Was it a dream?’


‘No, I was awake.’ I paused, thinking about it. ‘But it was like a dream.’


‘Tell me what you saw.’


I did. As I spoke, I felt again that horrible sense of helplessness and heard my voice tremble. When I finished, the Maestro folded his hands. ‘Was someone you knew on that bed?’ He smiled when I shook my head. ‘I see. That is why you were scared. You expected to find a loved one and saw a stranger instead. He was a young man, yes, with the mark of violence on him?’


A chill crept up my spine. ‘How do you know?’


‘I see it in you. Oh, you mustn’t be afraid, my child. There’s no reason for fear, providing you understand that few would accept what you’ve just told me.’ He shifted closer. ‘What you experienced yesterday is called a presentiment. It may foretell the future or be an echo from the past. The ancients believed it is a gift from the gods; they revered those who mastered it. But in these dark days, it is often seen as the sign of a witch.’


I stared. ‘My aunt said it was a vision. Is this why I’m here? Am I cursed by evil?’


His laughter rang out. ‘I’ve seen many mysteries but I’ve yet to uncover proof of any curses.’ He chucked my chin with his knobby finger. ‘Do you believe you are evil?’


‘No. I hear mass every day and I venerate our saints. But sometimes I have bad thoughts.’


‘As we all do. I assure you, there is no curse. I cast your horoscope when you still were a babe and I found no evil there.’


He had cast my horoscope? My aunt had never mentioned it.


‘Why did I have this . . . this vision?’ I asked him.


‘Only God knows the answer, though I warn you, it might not be your last. For some, such visions are common. For others, they appear in times of peril. And the gift runs in your family. It was said your great-grandfather Il Magnifico could sometimes see the future.’


I didn’t like this at all. ‘What if I don’t want it?’ I said. ‘Will it go away?’


His eyebrows arched. ‘The Sight cannot be denied. You’ve no idea of how many would forfeit their souls for something you’d deny so freely.’


‘Do you have it?’ I asked, enticed by the idea that I possessed something so coveted.


He sighed, lifted his eyes to gaze about the room. ‘If I did, would I need all this? No, Duchessina. I’ve just the skill to chart the stars and interpret in their course a path for men. But the heavens are not always forthright. “Quod de futuris non est determinata omnino veritas”: No truth can be determined for certain that concerns the future.’


I reflected for a long moment before I said, ‘You can have my gift if you want it.’


He chuckled, patting my hand. ‘My child, even if you could give it to me I couldn’t possibly learn to master it in the short time I have left.’ He paused. ‘But you can.’


His voice lowered. ‘I’ve lived long and suffered much. I foresaw at your birth that you would live even longer. Thus, you too shall suffer. But you’ll never endure what I have. You’ll not feel the pain of searching your entire life for something that eludes you. You will fulfill your destiny. It may not be the destiny you want, Caterina de’ Medici, but fulfill it you will.’


He reached out to caress my face. I wrapped my arms about his bony frame. For a moment, he seemed as small as me. Then he pulled away. ‘You honor me with your love, Duchessina. In return, I want to give you this.’


He reached into his pocket, opened my hand, and set in it a vial with a fine silver chain dangling from its cap – a deceptive sliver, filled with amber, which fit across my palm.


‘Therein is a potent liquid. You must never use it unless you have no other recourse. If employed the wrong way, at the wrong time, it can be deadly to you – and to others.’


‘What is it?’ I thought it impossible that anything so small could be so powerful.


‘Some would call it deliverance; others would say it is poison.’


I was startled. ‘Why would I need poison?’


‘Let us hope never. Nevertheless, it is my gift to you.’ He went silent, his head cocked. ‘Now, hide the vial and keep it safe. Your aunt grows impatient. You must go.’


I had been taught it was rude to refuse a gift and so I slipped the vial about my neck, tucking it under my chemise. ‘I hope we can visit again soon, Maestro,’ I said. Then I remembered the pouch and removed it from my cloak pocket. ‘This is for you.’


He took it from me as though it were of no account. ‘Go with God, Duchessina.’


I was moving to the door when he said suddenly, ‘One more thing.’ I paused, looked over my shoulder to where he stood in the shadows. ‘Tell Madama Strozzi that she must be ready to see you safe,’ he intoned. ‘Tell her Rome will fall.’


I nodded uneasily and stepped outside, where Carlo waited. Glancing back one last time, I saw the light had shifted. The Maestro now sat in darkness yet somehow I knew he was smiling.


Carlo took me back out, where I thanked him and started to say goodbye. Cosimo burst into tears. ‘Don’t leave us!’ Carlo had to hold him back as he tried to throw himself at me.


I smiled at Cosimo. ‘But I must go. I have to get back home. I promise to return soon.’


‘You can’t,’ he said, and tears slipped down his grimy cheeks. ‘Everyone will be dead.’


‘Dead?’ I looked at Carlo. ‘What does he mean?’


Carlo rolled his eyes. ‘He always says strange things. Cosimo, stop it. You’re scaring her.’


Cosimo gazed at me with a desolate expression. I felt a sudden emptiness as I leaned to kiss his cheek. ‘I’ll see you soon,’ I said, and I forced out a smile. ‘Be good and mind your brother.’


My aunt was waiting for me in the exact place where I’d left her. As the manservant came forth from his vigil by the house, she said: ‘Did he answer your questions?’


‘I suppose so,’ I said, and I remembered the Maestro’s warning: Few would accept what you’ve just told me. I added, ‘He says I’m studying too much and had a fainting spell.’


I don’t know where the words came from, but they were obviously the right ones because my aunt’s entire face brightened with unmistakable relief from within her hood. ‘Bene,’ she said. She took my hand in hers and paused. ‘Did he tell you anything else?’


I repeated the Maestro’s last puzzling words. ‘Do you know what he means?’ I asked.


She shrugged. ‘Half the time, I wonder if he himself knows what he means.’ Without another word, she took me by the hand and we returned to the palazzo.


As we walked, my other hand strayed to my bodice, where I felt the vial close to my heart.










Chapter 3


‘Caterina, my child, wake up!’ I opened my eyes to find my maidservant bent over me, a candle in her hand, its wavering flame throwing enormous shadows against the walls. ‘Madama Strozzi wants you in the hall,’ she said. ‘You must dress quickly.’


I nodded, slipping out of bed and letting my maid take off my nightdress and lace me into a gown. As she hastily plaited my hair, I wondered what my aunt wanted. There had been a palpable tension in the palazzo lately, especially after I told my aunt what the Maestro had said about Rome falling. I’d also begun to change. Since the discovery of my mysterious gift, I secretly questioned everything. Though I didn’t realize it at the time, I can see now that I had ceased to be a credulous child. I tried to invoke my gift, in hope of seeing my future, but I had no visions, no presentiments. I had no idea of how much my life was about to change.


My maid moved about my chamber, shoving my silver-handled brushes, my shawls and shoes into a cloth bag. ‘Are we going somewhere?’ I asked.


She shook her head. ‘Madama instructed me to pack your things. That’s all I know. Her manservant is waiting for you outside.’


‘See that you get my casket, then,’ I said, pointing to my coffer. The small silver and ivory box was the only thing I had from my mother. She had brought it with her from France as part of her dowry and the red velvet lining still smelled faintly of her lavender perfume. I had hidden the vial Ruggieri gave me inside its secret compartment.


The palazzo was dark, quiet. I could hear the rustle of my soft-soled shoes on the marble floor followed by the thud of the manservant’s boots as he led me to the hall. I found my aunt waiting, surrounded by a haphazard collection of valises and chests. The high walls were stripped of tapestries and paintings, the gilded furniture half-piled in the corners.


I could feel my heart beating fast in my chest. My aunt grabbed hold of me, held me so tight that my bodice dug into my ribs. ‘You must be brave,’ she whispered. ‘Braver than you’ve ever been. The time has come to show the world that you are a true Medici, born and bred.’


I stood petrified. What had happened? Why was she saying this to me?


‘You cannot understand,’ she went on, her voice wavering, choked by rare tears. ‘But I have no other choice. They’ve ordered it. The Signoria of Florence has banished us.’


I knew the Signoria were the ruling body of Florence, elected by its citizens. Unlike other city states in Italy, Florence was a republic and extremely proud of it. The Signoria had always been kind to us. They often dined at the palazzo with my aunt and her husband, a large group of older gentlemen who drank too much wine and ate too much, and told me how pretty I was.


My aunt went on in a fervent voice, as if she’d forgotten I was there. ‘The shame of it! Forced out of our own city like thieves in the night. I always said Clement would be our undoing. He brought this upon himself. I don’t care what happens to him – but you, my child, my Caterina; you mustn’t be made to pay for his crimes.’


‘Crimes?’ I echoed. ‘But what has Papa Clement done?’


‘No! Never call him that! Everyone hates him because he’ll do anything to save his own skin. Don’t you see? He fled his own See even as Rome was sacked by Charles V. You mustn’t let anyone think you care for that coward who dares call himself pope.’


I stared at her. Was she mad? Charles V was of the Hapsburg family, the emperor of Germany, Austria, Spain, and Low Countries. He was an avowed defender of the faith, though I remembered my uncle saying once that he was also parsimonious and ruthless, eager for conquest and always quarreling with either the canny French or heretic English. Still, he wore the crown of holy emperor, blessed by papal favor, and I didn’t believe he’d dare invade Rome.


My aunt went on, her voice cracking: ‘Clement should have heeded the emperor’s demands and offered up the money to pay the Imperial troops. Instead, he insisted on standing on his idiot pride and supporting the French, though the soldiers were knocking on his door.’ She brandished her fists. ‘Now the Holy City is in flames and Florence rebels against us. He has doomed us all!’


She turned back to me. The sudden stillness that overcame her was worse than anything I’d heard so far. ‘You warned me,’ she whispered. ‘You told me the Maestro had foretold this. He said, “Rome will fall.” But, like Clement, I was too headstrong to listen.’


I wanted to flee back up the stairs and shut myself in my rooms, but my aunt’s stare froze me where I stood. ‘The Signoria has promised you’ll not be harmed. But you must obey them, Caterina. You must do everything they say.’


A wave of cold black fear overcame me. I did not hear him move toward me until her manservant set his huge hand on my shoulder. All of a sudden, I knew. It couldn’t be happening. My aunt had witnessed my birth and the death of both my parents. She’d relinquished me to Rome because she had no other choice, but she came back for me, to bring me to Florence and raise me herself. As much as I’d resented her iron rule, I never doubted her love. She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t forsake me.


My voice erupted in a high-pitched scream. The manservant clamped his hand over my mouth; I smelled his rough skin as he swept me off my feet. I tried to bite him, fueled by sudden rage. I kicked and flailed even as his arms girdled me with iron strength. My aunt wept. ‘Please, my child, it’s for your own good. We must keep you safe!’


The despair in her voice made me resist with all of my strength, landing a kick to the manservant’s side as he hoisted me over his shoulder. He began walking purposefully toward the courtyard. My stomach heaved. I beat my fists against his granite back as we entered the dark courtyard with its lovely fountain in the middle, adorned by the preening bronze David with his silly hat. He kept walking, to the palazzo’s main gates.


Outside in the street I heard howling, as if demons leapt from the cobblestones. A man in a hooded cloak stepped from the shadows by the gates and said, ‘Give her to me.’ I writhed and yelled as I was handed over. The stranger smelled of soot and musk; as he hoisted me up onto a chestnut horse, I looked into his dark eyes. He was young, handsome. He whispered: ‘I am Aldobrindi, secretary of the Signoria. Be still, Duchessina, for both our sakes.’


I heard the gates open and pictured the demons waiting, pitchforks in hand. He mounted in back of me, draped something dark and heavy over my head: a cloak to hide my presence.


He led us out into the street. Though I couldn’t see the crowd filling the Via Larga, I heard their deafening chant: ‘Death to the Medici! Death to the tyrants!’


A whip cracked; the horse pranced in agitation. Aldobrindi growled, ‘Out of my way, rabble. I am a member of the Signoria!’ There was a moment of terrifying quiet. I crouched further against him, trying to make myself as small as possible, fearing I’d be discovered, yanked from the saddle and torn apart.


Then we started to move again, the horse seeming to tiptoe through the city, where screams and smoke smothered the air. Peering through a hole in the cloak, I espied the oily flicker of torches smearing past my vision, held high by running figures; there were cries, shouting. I tried to stay calm. But the farther we rode, the more frightened I became. I had no idea of where he was taking me or what would happen to me when we got there.


By the time we came to a halt before a high gate set in an imposing brick wall, I swayed with exhaustion. The stranger took me off the horse. I couldn’t feel my own legs as Aldobrindi led me through the gate into a stark cloister. A single torch burned, casting an eerie light over the rough stone pilasters and a dilapidated well in the cloister’s center.


A black-robed figure came forth. ‘Welcome to the Convent of Santa Lucia.’


I gasped, looking up in horror at Aldobrindi. This was the house of the sisters of Savonarola, devotees of that mad prophet who’d preached against the Medici and was burned at the stake by my great-grandfather.


The Convent of Santa Lucia was the most impoverished in Florence; that it still stood bore testament to the nuns’ persistent hatred of my family, as they would never profit from our largesse. My aunt could not have known I was being brought to this place; she would have fought against it till her last breath.


‘You cannot leave me here,’ I said, and my voice seemed to split apart. But he bowed to me and retreated, leaving the nun to seize me by the arm.


‘The end has come,’ she hissed. ‘Your uncle, the pope, cowers in his citadel in Orvieto while the emperor lets loose his wolves in Rome. This is what your family’s pride has brought us: the wrath of God. But this time, there will be no escape. Here, you will atone for the Medicis’ sins.’


I gazed at her anonymous face, seamed by loathing, her colorless stare starved of pity, and I knew she didn’t see me at all. Tears burned in my eyes as she dragged me past the spectral row of nuns watching motionless from the portico, and down a musty corridor into a windowless cell, where another nun waited.


The door banged shut behind me. With cold efficiency, the nun stripped me of my clothing and left me naked, shivering. She removed something from her robe pocket; I cringed at the glint of scissors in her hand. ‘If you resist, it’ll go worse for you,’ she said.


My tears broke free as she grasped my braid and cut. With the pink ribbon still twined around it, my auburn hair dropped at my feet. A wail clawed my throat. I bit down on it, shuddering as though I stood in snow, refusing to show my humiliation as the nun cropped my hair to its roots.


When she was done, she threw a coarse wool robe over my goose-pimpled skin and thrust a ragged broom at me. ‘Clean it up,’ she ordered, and she watched as I swept the lustrous coils into a pile. When I was done, she met my eyes. Her look was like a field in winter, barren of life.


Without a word she locked the door and left me alone in the dark, with the smell of mildew and rustle of rats in the walls, stray remnants of hair on my feet.


That night, I cried myself to sleep.


Every day for weeks, I was marched to their frigid chapel and forced to kneel for hours on stone until my knees bled. I had to observe every nuance of their rigid order; I was not allowed to talk and I had one watery meal a day, followed by interminable prayer dictated by the clang of a hollow bell. I was never alone except at night, when I sat in my cell and heard the distant blast of cannons. I didn’t know what was happening beyond these walls, but lamentations echoed from the streets and ash fell from the smoke-filled sky to bury the convent’s meager vegetable patch.


One night a sister pressed her lips to my door and said in malignant glee: ‘The plague has come, along with the French. Your uncle hired diseased foreigners to bring Florence to its knees but he’ll not prevail. We will die before we let the Medici rule our city again.’


The nuns doubled their quota of prayers, in vain. Four of the older sisters fell ill and perished, choking on their vomit and riddled with buboes. I lost all semblance of dignity, imploring them to let me go, into the streets if necessary, like a stray dog. But they only regarded me as if I were an animal they prepared for slaughter.


I envisioned my death. For what seemed an eternity, I prepared for it. No matter how it came, I told myself I must be brave. I must never show my fear, for I was a Medici.


Then, after nine long months of assault, with the city’s magnificent fortifications reduced to rubble and the people dying of starvation, the Signoria had no other choice but surrender.


The army financed by my uncle marched in.


The nuns panicked. They moved me into a large room, brought me cheese and dried meats from the cellar, where they’d hidden their best supplies. They told me they only followed the Signoria’s orders, that they never meant to hurt me. I regarded them dully, my scalp crawling with lice, my gums bleeding, and my body thin as a twig. I was so tired of waiting for death that I didn’t even have the strength to hate them anymore.


Within days, Aldobrindi arrived. I’d eaten enough to receive him without fainting, clad in the same gown I was wearing when he took me from my palazzo. His shocked expression betrayed him. I must have looked like a skeleton in a child’s damask and he fell to his knees to beg my forgiveness. His plaintive excuses drifted past me; when he was done assuring me that I would be released and sent to Rome, I asked quietly, ‘Where is my aunt?’


There was a laden pause before he replied. ‘Madama Strozzi had to leave the city but even from exile she never stopped fighting for you. She caught a fever and’ – he reached into his doublet, set a sealed envelope in my hands – ‘she left you this.’


I did not look at her letter. I closed my fingers over it and felt through the paper the invisible presence of the woman who’d been such an enormous part of my world it was impossible to imagine her gone. I did not cry. I could not. My grief ran too deep.


That same day I left Santa Lucia for Rome. I did not know what lay ahead for me.


All I knew was that I was eleven years old, my aunt was dead, and my life was not my own.










Chapter 4


The city I left was in shambles; the city I returned to was unrecognizable. I had been warned by my escort that Rome had suffered great calamity during the Imperial siege but as we rode over the hills into the Tiber Valley, I could not believe my eyes. I had fleeting memories of the brief time I’d spent among the damp marsh airs and magnificent palazzos of the Eternal City; it was enough to make me wish I didn’t remember anything at all.


A smoking pile rose against the desolate landscape; as we entered the city, I saw empty-eyed men and a few ravaged women sitting with their heads bowed amid burned-out husks that were once homes, surrounded by a wreckage of looted heirlooms and trampled relics. I caught sight of a group of children, their clothing in tatters; they stood silent, still, as if uncertain of where they belonged. My stomach sank as I realized they were now orphans, like me, only they had no place to go. Save for the mules used to haul away debris I saw no animal, not even the usually ubiquitous cats. I looked away from the bloated corpses piled like kindling in the streets, from pools of congealed blood swallowing the reflection of the bruised sky, and stared straight ahead as I was led to the Lateran Palace, where, I was told, I would be lodged.


Apartments had been readied overlooking the trampled gardens, as well as a household of noblewomen waiting to attend me. Among them was Lucrezia Calvacanti, a fair-haired girl with luminous blue eyes and willowy elegance, who informed me that His Holiness my uncle had not yet returned from Orvieto but had left word I was to have every luxury.


She smiled. ‘Not that we’ve much to offer. The papal apartments were ransacked, everything of value stolen. But we’ve enough food and should count ourselves fortunate. We’ll do our utmost for you, Duchessina, but I’m afraid silk sheets are out of the question at this time.’


She was fifteen years old and addressed me like an adult who didn’t need protection from the realities of the world. I appreciated it. I did not want to be coddled or lied to anymore.


In my bedchamber I sat on the bed and watched the sun sink below Rome’s pine-tipped hills. Then I took out my aunt’s letter. It was a few lines, written in a dying woman’s scrawl.


My child, I fear I will not see you again in this life. But I will never stop loving you and I know that God in his Mercy will watch over you. Remember always that you are a Medici and are destined for greatness. You are my hope, Caterina. Never forget it.


I pressed the letter to my chest, curled up on the bed, and slept for eleven hours. When I awoke I found Lucrezia seated on a stool at my side. ‘You’ve suffered much,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘But now you must be like the beast, which lives only for the day.’


‘How can I?’ I asked quietly. ‘Unlike the beast, I know what tomorrow can bring.’


‘Then you must learn. Whether we like it or not, my lady, today is what we have.’ She reached over, took the crumpled letter from me. ‘Let me store this,’ she said, then she marshaled the other women in, surrounding me with industrious solicitude. Only steps away Rome was steeped in blood, but within those four walls, for the first time in a long time, I felt safe.


And so I had recovered when Papa Clement arrived.


 


The flames of a scarred candelabrum shed muted light as I approached the papal throne and sank to my knees. Papa Clement motioned me to my feet. As I stood and observed him, I tried to recall what he had looked like before, so I might mark some change in him. He had fled Rome, forced to watch from afar as the Imperial troops desecrated his city, but to me he looked as if he had just returned from a respite in the country, his angular cheeks high with color, his full lips cradled by a silver-threaded beard. He wore ivory-white robes without a stain on their luxuriant folds; when I glanced at his feet, I saw gold-embroidered velvet slippers. Only when I met his eyes did I see the effects of his exile: luminous blue-green in color, they were sharp, appraising, and narrowed. I realized I did not know him at all. He must have felt the same. He regarded me as though I was a stranger, his embrace weak, as if he didn’t mean it.


‘They will pay,’ he muttered. ‘All of them – the nuns of Santa Lucia, the Florentine rebels, that traitor Charles V: they will pay for what they’ve done.’


I knew he wasn’t speaking to me; and as I curtsied again and backed from his presence, I saw the cardinals of his Curia arrayed in the corners, watching me like hawks.


I felt a chill. Whatever they planned, I was sure it wouldn’t be nice.


 


Papa Clement didn’t summon or visit me for months; he left me in the care of my women. It took several weeks before I was able to sleep through the night without jolting awake from nightmares of the grim months locked away in Santa Lucia. I was gratified to learn the sisters of Savonarola had been levied with a crushing fine and an order to disband; I was less pleased to discover that Papa Clement had refused to restore Florence’s republican rights, setting one of his overlords over the city instead. Lucrezia did not mince her words around me: ‘He will keep Florence under his heel and see to it that the emperor Charles V is served an equally bitter dish.’


I knew she was right. But I was still young and content to keep my distance, to walk the gardens, to read and be fitted for new gowns, and eat and sleep as much as I liked.


Lucrezia kept me informed of the goings-on at the papal court, which surged back to life even before the soot and grime of the desecration had been cleansed from the walls. Shortly before my thirteenth birthday, she told me the French king François I had dispatched a new envoy to Rome and Papa Clement had requested that I entertain him.


I stared at her. ‘What am I supposed to do? Serve his wine?’


She gave a hearty laugh. ‘Of course not! You’ll amuse him with a French bass dance; His Holiness has hired an instructor for you. We mustn’t forget to prepare for tomorrow and your feminine skills have been sorely neglected. The time has come to make a court lady out of you.’


‘I thought you said I should be like the beast,’ I grumbled. I didn’t like the sound of this at all, but I had no other choice and so for the next weeks I was drilled mercilessly by a dapper, overperfumed man who barked and prodded me with his white wand, declaring that a mare had more grace in her hindquarters than I did in my entire body. I hated dancing. The countless silly curtsies, fluttering hands, and coy glances annoyed me in the extreme.


Still, I learned it well enough to perform for the French. While my uncle lolled in his throne, flushed with wine, the ambassador regarded me with an enigmatic smile, eyeing me up and down as though I were on auction.


Days later, I bled for the first time. As I cramped and gasped, Lucrezia declared it a sure sign that I’d bear many healthy sons. Despite the discomfort, I observed in fascination the subtle changes taking place in my body, the new heft and silkiness in my breasts, the supple widening of my hips and bloom in my skin – all of which seemed to occur overnight.


‘Will I be pretty?’ I asked Lucrezia as she brushed my hair, which had grown out even curlier and fuller than before and which she liked to adorn with pearl caps and braided ribbons.


She leaned over my shoulder, gazing at me in the mirror. ‘You are pretty,’ she said. ‘Those big black eyes of yours would captivate any man, and your lips are full enough to rouse a bishop’s lust – not that it’s that difficult with a bishop,’ she added, with a wicked wink.


I giggled. Though she was my chief attendant, appointed to oversee my household and guide me, in truth she was like a sister and I was grateful every day for her presence. With Lucrezia’s help, the scars of my trials had faded and I realized that I’d once again begun to look forward to whatever my future might hold.


My answer arrived soon enough. One afternoon Lucrezia came to tell me I’d been summoned by Papa Clement. She did not know why, only that he wished to see me in private, and together we made our way to his apartments, through corridors hung with tarps and bustling with artisans laboring to restore frescoes damaged by the occupation.


As we approached my uncle’s gilded doors, I was overcome by a stirring of my gift. It wasn’t that helpless plunge into a netherworld I’d experienced in Florence but rather a quiet, almost imperceptible sense of warning that made me turn nervously to Lucrezia. She smiled in encouragement. ‘Remember, whatever he says, you’re more important to him than he is to you.’


I entered the spacious gilded room and knelt; my uncle sat at his massive desk, peeling oranges, their sweet tang filling the room and soaking up the scent of old perfume and smoky beeswax. He motioned. I went to kiss his hand, adorned with the seal of St. Peter. He was dressed in his white robes; around his neck hung a crucifix studded with emeralds and rubies.


‘I’m told you are a woman now.’ He sighed. ‘How time passes.’ His leather blotter was littered with rinds; he sucked a slice, gesturing to a nearby stool. ‘Sit. It’s been too long since we spent time together.’


‘I was here only last month for the French envoy’s visit,’ I said, and I paused. ‘I would rather stand, if Your Holiness doesn’t mind. The gown is new and uncomfortable.’


‘Ah, but you must get used to such things. Proper attire is of the utmost importance. In the court of France such matters are considered de rigueur.’


He retrieved a jeweled knife and sectioned the fruit. The aroma it released was like sunlight, making my mouth water. ‘You should know these things. After all, your mother was French.’


It was on the tip of my tongue to remind him that I’d never known my mother. Instead, I murmured, ‘She was, Your Holiness, to my great honor.’


‘Indeed. And what might you say if I told you that France has asked for you?’


His voice was mild, reminding me of the days when I’d been a little girl and he my devoted uncle. But I wasn’t deceived; he had called me here for a purpose.


‘Well?’ he said sharply. ‘Have you nothing to say?’


‘I would say,’ I replied, ‘that again I am honored.’


He guffawed. ‘Spoken like a Medici.’ It was as if he had bared fangs. My knees weakened under my gown. Clement’s gaze slid to me. ‘You’ve learned the value of a neutral answer. It is an asset that will make your marriage all the less discomfiting.’


My blood turned cold in my veins. I thought I must have heard wrong.


‘It is time you took your place in the world,’ he went on, chewing his orange and spilling pale juice on his sleeve. ‘In fact, the arrangements are almost complete. As part of your dowry, I’ll offer the duchy of Milan, once the wedding takes place.’ He glanced up. ‘Who knows? One day you might be queen of France.’


A roar filled my ears. Here was his revenge, at long last. Here was his dagger thrust at Charles V: an alliance with the emperor’s rival, François I, with me as his pawn. Wedding me to France would thwart Charles V’s quest to dominate Italy and would give François his claim on the long-contested duchy of Milan, which was currently under Imperial rule.


‘But King François is already married,’ I managed to say, ‘to the emperor’s own sister.’


‘Indeed. But his second son, Henri d’Orléans, is not and could one day inherit the throne. After all, I have it on good authority that François’s eldest son, the dauphin, is quite sickly.’


He began peeling another orange, his spidery fingers digging into it. ‘I trust your silence doesn’t signify displeasure,’ he added. ‘I’ve gone to considerable expense and effort to see you to this state. The last thing I need is an unwilling bride on my hands.’


What could I say? He had the right to send me wherever he liked. Nothing I did short of killing myself could possibly free me and the cold finality of this fact hardened my voice.


‘If it is your wish,’ I said, ‘then I am most pleased. May I ask a favor in return? I’d like to return to Florence. It is my home and I –’ My voice caught. ‘I want to say good-bye.’


His eyes turned cold. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘If you no longer find Rome agreeable, I’ll appoint an escort.’ He extended his ringed hand. As I kissed it, I heard him mutter: ‘Love is a treacherous emotion. You’ll fare better without it. We Medici always have.’


I backed toward the door as he peeled another orange, his lips curled in a complacent smile.


 


I returned to Florence in the fragrant heat of summer, accompanied by an entourage of guards and my women, including Lucrezia and a new companion, my dwarf, Anna-Maria – a fourteen-year-old miniature girl whose foreshortened limbs did not detract from her glorious mane of ash-gold hair, piquant face, and lively smile. I liked her from the moment I met her; Papa Clement had scoured Italy in search of her, as he insisted I must have my own fool in France, but I decided I’d not demean her by dressing her in bells. Instead, she would carry out the special task of seeing to my linens and hold a coveted position in my private rooms.


I found that in the family palazzo, little had changed. Florence still bore wounds that would take years to repair, yet our home remained untouched, silent as an elaborate tomb. I settled in my beloved late aunt’s rooms, where the sheets still carried her scent and her alabaster-inlaid desk was set with her writing utensils, as though she might walk in at any moment.


And there I discovered my silver and ivory casket, in a drawer under unfinished letters. I took it out as if it might vanish, traced the chipped lid with my fingertips. My aunt had hidden it here, among her things. She had known I would want it and had anticipated I would return.


I opened it with a click; within a section of the velvet lining that peeled back, I located the secret compartment and Ruggieri’s vial, coiled like a snake. I clasped it about my neck, held the box in my hands, and let myself grieve.


 


My betrothal was signed in the spring. Papa Clement assembled an impressive trousseau to exhibit my wealth as a Medici bride, not hesitating to pilfer his treasury for jewels, including seven gray pearls reputed to have belonged to a Byzantine empress and now adorning my ducal crown. He also had my portrait sent to France.


In return, François I sent his son’s portrait to me. It came wrapped in an exquisite satin-lined box; and as Lucrezia removed the miniature from it I beheld my future husband for the first time – a taciturn face, with hooded eyes, a pursed mouth, and the long Valois nose. It didn’t awaken anything in me, and I wondered in that moment if he felt the same about me. What kind of marriage could two strangers with nothing in common possibly have?


‘He’s handsome,’ Lucrezia said, with relief. She glanced to where I sat like stone on my chair. ‘He doesn’t appear to have suffered any ill effects from his three years in Spain.’


Anna-Maria frowned. ‘Why was he in Spain?’


‘Because he and his brother, the dauphin, were sent to the emperor Charles V as hostages when King François lost the war over Milan,’ I replied. ‘The king also had to wed Charles’s sister, Eleanor.’ To my dismay, I had the childish urge to stomp my feet and fling the picture across the room, to throw a tantrum that would put on display my utter helplessness. Biting back my tears, I flicked my hand. ‘Put the picture away and leave me.’


That night, I sat awake and gazed out into the sultry Florentine night. I let myself mourn everything I had lost before I decided my course. My life in Italy was over. It might not be what I wanted but it was my fate. Now I must look to the future and prepare.


After all, I was a Medici.










PART II


1532–1547


Naked as a Babe










Chapter 5


After two weeks at sea, my ship dropped anchor in the Bay of Marseilles. It had been a terrifying storm-laden voyage that made me vow to never leave land again. If I’d had any inclination to ruminate on the vagaries of fate, which had led me to a foreign country and husband, my overwhelming relief to see something other than churning sea obliterated it.


Lucrezia and Anna-Maria removed one of my new gowns from the leather chests, smoothed its crumpled folds, and corseted me into it –  a brocade concoction so encrusted with gems I thought I’d scarcely be able to totter up on deck, much less ride through Marseilles to the palace where the French court waited. I also donned my formal ducal coronet for the first time, inset with the seven pearls. Trussed in this finery, I waited until my new household treasurer, René Birago, came to inform me that Constable Montmorency’s barge had arrived to bring me ashore.


I nodded. ‘Then I must go greet him.’


Birago gave me a smile. He was Florentine, in his mid-twenties, and chosen by Papa Clement to supervise my finances. Despite a slight limp, which he blamed on periodic gout, he had an ageless grace that denoted a lifetime spent at the papal court, his lean figure clad in a scarlet doublet cut in the close-fitting Italian style, his fine light brown hair combed back from an angular forehead that emphasized his hooked nose and shrewd dark eyes.


‘Madama,’ he said, in a voice made for whispering in ears, ‘I suggest you remain here. Montmorency may be the constable and His Majesty’s chief officer, but you are the Duchess of Urbino and soon-to-be duchesse d’Orléans. Let France pay its respects to Italy, for a change.’


It was a clever remark from a clever man, guaranteed to make me smile. At least I had a little bit of Italy to keep me safe, I thought, and I lifted a hand to my chest; beneath my bodice, I felt another piece of Italy – Ruggieri’s vial.


My women gathered about me as the French boarded the galleon. They were all magnificently appareled, jewels winking in the sunlight on caps and doublets. Without looking away, I whispered to Lucrezia, ‘Which one is the constable?’


‘There,’ she said, ‘by Birago: that must be him. He’s like a barbarian, so big and dressed in that funereal black.’


She was right. Montmorency did seem like a titan, his shoulders blocking the sun, his starched ruff a mere ruffle around his bullish neck. Birago had told me he was in his late thirties, a champion warrior who had fought ferociously during François’s war over Milan. I was prepared for someone with little tolerance for anything Italian, considering he’d wet his sword in the blood of countless of my countrymen. Yet when he bowed over my hand, I saw that despite his leathery skin and severe gray-blue eyes, his expression wasn’t unkind.


‘It is my honor to welcome Your Highness in the name of His Majesty François I,’ he declared in a monotone. I inclined my head and said in French: ‘My lord constable, to be greeted by you makes me feel as if His Majesty himself were here and this realm my home.’


The crevices at his eyes deepened. Though he didn’t speak again as he led me to the barge, his firm hand on my sleeve assured me I had made my first French friend.


 


My ride through Marseilles was a blur. Upon reaching the palace, I had only a moment to compose myself before I set my hand again on the constable’s arm and was brought into the hall, where hundreds of nobles lined an aisle leading to a dais bunted in crimson.


A clap of hands plunged everyone into silence. ‘Eh, bon! The bride is here!’


From the dais, a man descended with feline grace, dressed head to toe in silver tissue, his auburn hair sweeping to his shoulders, a trim beard emphasizing his secretive lips and large aquiline nose. I went still. I had never seen a face like his before. It was as if the full spectrum of life had carved itself upon his flesh with unrepentant arrogance, every gully and rivulet the mark of a soul that held nothing back. He was far past his much-vaunted youth; but François I of France was still a sight to behold, a king for whom power had become an accoutrement, who had savored everything life could offer save self-denial.


We stared at each other. His hooded green eyes shone mischievously. Mortified, I realized I’d forgotten my obeisance. As I started to curtsy, he waved a jeweled hand.


‘Mais non, ma fille,’ and he embraced me, rousing spontaneous applause. ‘Bienvenue en France, petite Catherine,’ King François I breathed in my ear.


He brought me to his family. I kissed the hand of Queen Eleanor, the emperor’s sister, a rigid Spanish princess fenced in by women. I then greeted the king’s eldest son born of his first marriage to the late queen Claude. François, called the dauphin in honor of his being heir to the throne, was a tall youth with gentle brown eyes and the pallor of a chronic invalid. I almost bumped heads with his daughters, the princesses Marguerite and Madeleine, who were so nervous they curtsied at the same time as me. As we giggled in unison, I saw they were close to me in age, and I thought perhaps we might become friends.


I turned to the king. He gave me a small twist of a smile. I understood. ‘Is His Highness Prince Henri not here?’ I asked.


François’s face darkened. ‘He’s a boor,’ he muttered. ‘He doesn’t know the meaning of propriety. Nor, it seems, does he own a timepiece. But do not worry. The wedding takes place tomorrow, and by God he will be here.’


It sounded far more like a threat than a reassurance. I lifted my chin. ‘How could he not?’ I said in a voice loud enough for all to hear. ‘It’s not every day France has occasion to wed Italy.’


François went still. He lowered his gaze and his hand slipped into mine. ‘Spoken like a true princess,’ he murmured, and raising our clasped hands he cried, ‘Let the feast begin!’


He swept me into a banqueting chamber, where I sat on the dais beside him. The court swarmed the tables arrayed below us; as servitors entered bearing platters of honeyed heron and roast swans, the king craned his head to me and whispered, ‘My son may be reluctant to show pleasure with his bride, but I, petite Catherine, I am enchanted.’


Without hesitation I replied, ‘Then perhaps it is Your Majesty whom I should wed.’


He laughed. ‘And you’ve got courage to match those pretty black eyes.’ He paused, searching my face. ‘I wonder if my son will appreciate you, Catherine de Medici.’


I forced out a smile, even as his words sent a chill through me. Had I come all this way to be the wife of a prince who wanted nothing to do with me?


As platter after platter was set before me, and François drank goblet after goblet of spiced wine, I began to feel invisible until he touched my hand and said, ‘Montmorency’s nephews wish to greet you, my dear. Smile. They are his pride and joy, born of his beloved late sister.’


I started to attention. Standing before me were the constable and three young men.


They made an immediate impression with their tawny good looks, highlighted by their unadorned white doublets, and their sense of quiet familial unity.


Montmorency said, ‘May I present my eldest nephew, Gaspard de Coligny, seigneur of Châtillon?’


I leaned forward. Gaspard de Coligny had thick, dark gold–colored hair and lucent pale blue eyes, his angular face imbued with melancholy. He might have been Milanese, attractive yet remote, as the nobles of that city are apt to be. I thought him in his early twenties. In fact, he had just turned sixteen.


‘I am honored,’ he said in a low voice. ‘I hope Your Highness will find happiness here.’


I gave him a tremulous smile. ‘Thank you, my lord.’


He paused, his eyes searching mine. I thought he would say something else, but he bowed once more and returned with his brothers to their table, leaving me to stare after him, as if he’d revealed something precious I might never find again.


François sighed. ‘His father died recently. It is why he wears white, the color of mourning here. Madame de Coligny passed away years ago; with his father gone, Gaspard is now head of his family. The constable dotes on him.’ He slid his eyes to me. ‘You could do worse when it comes to friends. Montmorency is one of my most loyal men and his family lineage is ancient. His nephew shares these traits, and at court, ma petite, lineage is everything.’


So, Gaspard de Coligny was an orphan, like me. Was this why I felt such kinship with him?


A host of other nobles followed, tripping over themselves in their haste to ensure the king saw that they too respected his new daughterin-law. By the twentieth course, and after twice as many greetings, I despaired of remembering everyone’s names and titles. I was grateful when the king rose to declare that I must be tired. He led me from the dais to the one opposite ours, where Queen Eleanor had sat out the evening in ironclad silence.


I felt pity for her. Like me, Eleanor had been used on the royal market and apparently refused to adapt. I’d heard the Spanish were thus, zealous of their identity, and I knew her example was one I’d be wise not to emulate. Come what may, I must blend in, become one with this court, which for better or worse was my new home. As I passed the constable, I glanced at his nephew. Gaspard inclined his head; I looked in vain for a glimpse of his eyes.


Pages dressed in the Valois colors of blue and white opened the door. François left me to the attentions of my women; I didn’t speak with them as they relieved me of my costume, meeting Lucrezia’s knowing eyes as I lay down in the unfamiliar bed.


Alone, I lay awake and thought that my aunt Clarice had been wrong.


I might be not so important after all.










Chapter 6


I awoke the next morning to find my ladies clustered about me. Not having slept well in over a week, I buried my head under the pillows. Lucrezia dared to shake my shoulder. ‘My lady, His Majesty and the court await you. The ceremony, it is scheduled for today.’


I groaned. Then I went still. I peered from under the pillow. I could smell the heated lavender in the copper tub my ladies had hauled in and filled with hot water, see the frothing folds of my wedding costume arranged on the table. ‘Is he here?’ I asked.


Anna-Maria gave a sad shake of her head. I felt a wave of humiliation. ‘Well,’ I snapped, ‘if he’s not here, who exactly am I supposed to marry today?’


Lucrezia replied, ‘His Majesty says that if need be he’ll see you wed by proxy.’


At this, Anna-Maria burst into tears. In between her sobs, I gathered that she deemed me the unhappiest princess in Christendom.


‘I don’t know about that,’ I said, trying to make the best of an awful situation. ‘But there must be happier ones.’ I submitted to their ministrations, emerging two hours later weighted in my cerulean velvet, with diamond arabesque sleeve cuffs like shards at my wrists.


Despite the suffocating heat, a crowd milled in the courtyard. I paused. God help me, I didn’t want this. I didn’t want to marry some boy who didn’t have the decency to show his face. Then François emerged from among his gentlemen. He bowed, raised my hand to his lips. His smile was sardonic. ‘You said perhaps you ought to wed me instead. Well, now is your chance.’


I had to smile. An aging satyr, he was still unlike any man I’d ever met.


More of the same awaited me at the cathedral, only now the sea of courtiers, nobles, and petty officials had become an ocean. Once more, all eyes – glittering like birds of prey’s above powdered cheeks – fixed on me as I descended from the carriage and resisted the urge to yank the sweat-sodden folds of my gown from between my buttocks. François guided me to the altar as if I were a galleon in my overblown costume. As I approached I saw no sign of my groom.


The king stood beside me. The bishop looked as if he wished the earth would swallow him. François barked: ‘Well? What are we waiting for? The bride is here and I will stand as proxy. On, man, on!’


I wondered if his wedding to Queen Eleanor had been like this. How could it be otherwise? Political marriage, by its very nature, wasn’t designed to inspire sonnets. But even in the most politic of alliances, the actual couple was present to recite their vows.


The bishop fidgeted with his missal, seeking the appropriate passage, though he must have had ample time to prepare. I wanted to giggle. The entire occasion struck me as ridiculous, a farce of a marriage founded on a lie.


In that moment, the clanking of spurs on marble flagstone shattered the quiet. In a fluid movement, everyone swiveled about. I saw a tall youth striding toward us, yanking off leather gauntlets and shoving them into his belt. Behind him surged a coterie of disheveled men. François stiffened. No one needed to tell me the bridegroom had made his appearance.


As I beheld Henri d’Orléans for the first time, I felt some relief. At least he was not ugly. At fourteen, he held his broad frame with the discipline of a born equestrian – one who, given the choice, would rather live in the saddle and thought little of that which did not yield to bridle or crop. He had the Valois aquiline nose, narrow eyes, and raven-wing hair, but his expression was morose, as if all joy had curdled inside him. He hadn’t changed his clothes, coming before us in his hunting gear with flecks of crusted blood on his jerkin, no doubt from some creature he’d slaughtered. Behind him, I glimpsed a tall rapier of a man of perhaps twenty years of age; he had a sharp thin face and he looked at me as if I were something unpleasant he’d stepped in. His lips pursed. He was Francis de Guise, I’d later discover, Henri’s closest friend and eldest son of the realm’s most ambitious and rabidly Catholic family, which had been ennobled with a dukedom by François and now owned vast tracts of land in northeastern France.


I lifted my chin. My husband-to-be did not utter a word.


François hissed, ‘Ingrate!’ I went cold as Henri didn’t bother to glance in his father’s direction. My wedding was becoming a catastrophe; I had to intervene. I was a Medici, niece to the pope. More important, I was my aunt’s child, in every way that mattered.


I turned to the bishop. ‘If you would . . . ?’ And François stepped aside for Henri to take his place. He smelled worse than he looked, and I stared straight ahead as I repeated the words that made me Henri d’Orléans’s wife.


 


After the wedding, we were subjected to another banquet.


This time, Henri sat at my side on the dais, and while we didn’t look at each other I was certain the hour at hand loomed in both our minds. So much, in fact, that I couldn’t eat anything of the fifty-seven courses set before us in dizzying succession nor feign my delight in the gifts that the nobles piled at our feet.


At the stroke of midnight, the hundreds of courtiers crammed into the palace corridors to cheer us on to our nuptial suite. I surrendered my wedding gown for a white lawn nightdress and was led into the adjoining room. Henri stood by a vast bed hung with garlands, talking to his friend with the hawk’s stare. My husband wore a translucent linen shift that clung to his muscular body like wet skin. Most women, and some men, would have been overjoyed to have such a man in their bed. Maybe in some part of me, I was too, for my heart thumped like a drum. I also felt queasy as I avoided his friend Francis de Guise’s leering smile and allowed Lucrezia to tuck me under the covers. The bishop blessed the bed; the courtiers drank a final salute to our happiness, and the tapers were doused. Everyone left to resume their revels.


Silence descended. I lay utterly still.


I wasn’t ignorant of what people did on their wedding night. Lucrezia had given me a brief explanation and I had seen dogs mating; still, the thought was not appealing.


He rose from the bed. My breath hissed through my teeth. He wouldn’t dare leave me alone! Then a flame flared, and he stepped from the shadows with a candle. He set the candle at the bedside, sat on the mattress, and cleared his throat.


‘I wish to apologize for any offense I may have caused you.’


At the sound of these, his first words to me, I shifted up on my pillows.


‘I failed to greet you when we first met,’ he added. ‘My behavior was inexcusable.’


His apology sounded stilted and I suspected the king had reprimanded him.


‘It was,’ I said. ‘Surely I did nothing to merit such offense.’


He glanced away. The candle flame cast a wavering shadow across his chin. Thus would he look someday, I thought, when he grew a beard. He was very handsome, even if he still smelled like a goatherd, but that didn’t mean I should care for him. In fact, I sensed it would go far better for me if I did not.


‘No, you did nothing,’ he said at length. ‘Though there are those who say . . .’ He raised his eyes back to me. His look was cool, impersonal. ‘Some say this marriage isn’t worthy of me.’


I was taken aback. ‘Not worthy? How so?’


Now it was his turn to look discomfited. He hadn’t expected me to question him. What, did wives not have tongues in France?


‘I should think it’s obvious,’ he said, with a stiff lift of his chin. ‘I am a prince of France, while you . . . you are the daughter of wool merchants.’


I remained quite still against my pillows. I’d never heard anyone describe me thus and for a moment I almost laughed aloud, it was so absurd. My amusement died when I realized he was serious. He believed I was beneath him.


‘My family may come from modest origins,’ I said, ‘but we now count among us two popes and several lords. In Italy, families like mine are considered noble, as we’ve –’


‘I know about your family,’ he interrupted. He’d not expected my candor, either, it seemed; tears and maidenly pleas, yes, but never candor. Every moment that passed deepened my contempt. He was like any boy forced to do something against his will, eager to maim the object of his discomfort without a thought for the consequences.


‘Still, you are fortunate to have a prince in your bed,’ he went on, and I knew these weren’t his words. He might believe them now that he’d been apprised, but someone else had put this malicious notion in his head, someone he trusted. Who?


I wasn’t about to defend myself to him, though a part of me wanted to remind him that my origins sufficed for his father, who’d hankered after my country for years and taken my dowry money and my uncle the pope’s promise of future duchies, quick as you please. Instead I said, ‘Indeed. It’s a great honor.’


He stood silent, chest and jaw thrust out like a fighting cock’s. ‘Of course, I don’t fault you for your lack of lineage. I’m sure you would have preferred to remain in Italy with your people.’


I was silent. I would never admit aloud how little I had left to mourn in my native land.


‘And I’m told this needn’t be disagreeable,’ he said, interpreting my silence for agreement. ‘If we do as required, in time we can live as husband and wife.’


It was a night of truth. I wasn’t yet fifteen, a novice in matters of the heart, but even I knew a successful marriage did not depend on personal preference. Women like me often wed strangers. If they had survived the disappointment, so could I.


I nodded. Satisfied, he blew out the candle and slid back under the covers. ‘Good night,’ he said, and he turned over. Within seconds, his breathing deepened, punctuated by a guttural snore. He slept like a man well exercised, which, in a manner of speaking, he was.


I stayed awake for hours, staring up at the dark emptiness of the bed canopy.










Chapter 7


From Marseilles we traveled to the valley of the Loire in the heart of France.


Surrounded by laughing men in fitted velvets and bold ladies with painted faces, along with hundreds of carts bearing precarious loads of furniture, utensils, carpets, and tapestries – everything the court might need – I was in awe. Nothing I’d seen in Italy could compare to this court’s extravagance, snaking along the roads like a multicolored ribbon frayed at its edges by a cacophonous multitude of servants and barking hounds, the king always at its center, surrounded by his men. I often glimpsed a striking red-haired lady at his side, clad in jade satin, her long throat glistening with jewels, her hand touching François with familiar intimacy. She was not presented to me, but I guessed she must be his mistress and I thought of his staid Spanish queen, who’d bid me a stiff good-bye in Marseilles and gone another direction with her entourage.


And the land we traversed was astonishing – so immense it made Italy seem like a calcified spine. I beheld well-fed vales under luminous skies that arched overhead like azure-painted vaults; majestic forests that spread as far as the horizon and fertile fields cradling spacious townships, where livestock grazed in wide paddocks and rivers sloped in sinuous curves under stone bridges. At my side Lucrezia rode as wide-eyed and open-mouthed as me; and Anna-Maria, who’d weathered our travels with admirable nonchalance, whispered, ‘It’s like something out of a storybook. It doesn’t seem real.’


I couldn’t have said it better. France was an enchanted realm, and I thought I could be happy here in ways I had not foreseen: free to create myself anew without the weight of the past. Anything seemed possible in such a beautiful country; and when the king caught my eye he winked, as if he could sense my thoughts, and he leaned to my ear to whisper, ‘Wait until you see my Château of Fontainebleau. You will discover that I’ve spared no expense in creating a palace worthy to hold its own even among the Medici.’


He was right. Fontainebleau emerged from the alabaster mists of the Loire Valley like a fantastical dream, the first place in France I would call home. From stucco nymphs that seemed to writhe on the wainscoting of its gilded great gallery to lavish corridors festooned with the king’s prized collection of paintings, including Leonardo da Vinci’s superb Madonna of the Rocks and his odd little Giaconda, I recognized François’s passion for everything Italian. He had sought to re-create a vision of my land that I no longer held, one of supreme artistry and extroverted exuberance, and he was so delighted in my interest he even took me on a personal tour of his château, pointing out the oleander-dusted grottoes that echoed courtyards of Tuscany and bathing chambers that boasted heated floors and mosaics like those of ancient Rome.


I soon discovered that Henri and I weren’t expected to share a household. Indeed, royal couples don’t coexist as other married people do. Queen Eleanor was never at court, preferring to reside in houses designated for her personal use, and I took this tactic model as my cue. I let Birago oversee my affairs and plunged into my new life, which included lessons with the princesses Madeleine and Marguerite.


As I had hoped, we became fast friends.


Thirteen-year-old Madeleine was a delicate creature, fashioned of porcelain skin and weak lungs. She adored poetry, which she read even in periods of illness, and many afternoons I spent at her bedside, reciting aloud. In contrast, ten-year-old Marguerite was tall and robust like her father, a freckled redhead with a spirit that exceeded any boundaries imposed on us. At first she was content to test my mettle with my knowledge of Cicero and Plato; once the classroom grew too confining, she took me on outings to explore Fontainebleau’s less apparent wonders. We were never alone at first; our ladies shadowed and chided us, until with a boisterous laugh, Marguerite grabbed my hand and yanked me, running and breathless, away from our dismayed companions, who squawked in distress, unable to keep up with us in their court gowns.
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