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It was a rain-pelting midnight in the spring of 1763 when Momo disappeared. 


The rain, of course, was nothing unusual. On the night Momo went missing, it had already rained for seventy days without cease. The sky had whipped Venice with hard ropes of water, as if it hated her. Walls of rain encased the city in liquid glass, lacquering her church spires, her narrow streets and the mossy steps that marched grimly into the swollen canals. 


Venetians felt like the tiny Masaneta crabs that scuttled around the tide’s violent wash, always looking for a safe, dry place where they would not be swallowed by the water. But nowhere was safe or dry in Venice. The greedy waves carved ever-larger bites into the streets. The highest tides in living memory crumbled the bricks on the water-logged ground floors until the tallest buildings lurched and groaned on their ancient foundations. Two palaces had already collapsed, taking entire families with them. Everyone had drowned: noblemen, maids and rats. Inside every Venetian home, people now shook with fear each night as thunder raged around the city like a vengeful dragon, blowing great forked tongues of fiery lightning across the sodden sky. 


So. Spring, 1763. Another rainy night in a sopping city. Nothing too unusual there. 


And boys go missing all the time, don’t they? 


In fact, there’s no class of creature more likely to go missing than a boy. 


‘He’ll turn up,’ the neighbour, Signora Gasperin, comforted Momo’s mother. ‘He’s a boy who loves his Mamma. Especially since … He’s probably having himself a little sulk. Or a little adventure? A great tall boy like Momo! Tall as two boys his age, one on top of the other! He’ll be back for his supper.’ 


Signora Gasperin’s eyes fell on a sumptuous chocolate cake standing tall on a chipped plate. She bent to examine it. ‘Seven layers! Apricot jam in each, if I’m not mistaken! A maraschino cherry on top! Momo’s favourite!’ Signora Gasperin sniffed and licked her lips. But Momo’s mother, normally as warm and generous as the sun, did not offer her neighbour a slice. The ingredients had cost more than she could afford. She wanted to watch every crumb of that cake disappear into her son’s mouth. 


Supper, breakfast and lunch came and went. Momo’s plate sat untouched on the table. The chocolate cake sagged, shrivelled and accommodated a small rat who ate himself a little cave in its centre before leaving through the top, taking the maraschino cherry with him. Momo’s mother didn’t care about the rat or the ruins of the cake. She barely noticed the water that had now risen to ankle-level in their tiny ground floor apartment, or the trembling of the walls each time another clump of bricks dissolved. She could think only about Momo. He was all she had in the world. Her tears joined the rain and never stopped falling, not even once, not even for five short minutes. 


Three days later, Momo had not reappeared. It was not just the adults who shook their heads and sighed. The boys of Venice gathered on street corners, talking uneasily. For if a fine strong chap like Momo could disappear, then it could happen to any of them. As for the girls  –  they sighed for the handsome boy who’d always been ready with a smile and a compliment that was almost never cheeky; the boy with tender grey eyes who’d carry a heavy basket over a bridge for a small struggling person; the boy with the shock of glossy, fair hair who’d light a girl’s way without charge if darkness fell early, as it so often did in those days of rain, rain, rain, when the sides of each street filled up with water leaving only a narrow hump like a crocodile’s back for making your way home. 


Finally, an elderly nobleman came forth with a crumb of information. It wasn’t comforting. He’d hired Momo to light him back to his palazzo on the very night the boy disappeared. The elegant gentleman wore a face creased with worry when he came to Momo’s mother with the unwelcome news that he’d last seen the boy taking a shortcut home through a graveyard in the dead of night. 


‘I’ve never liked the look of that graveyard,’ the nobleman said, his hands betraying a tremor. ‘I wish my home were not so close to it. Some nights, you hear an eerie noise coming from it  –  like some female singing, sad and sweet as a solitary nightingale. And the smell in the air … a bit like meat and a bit like roses? And then waves of something sweeter than honey! Drumbeats like the tribes of the Sahara. And then there’s that dreadful Palazzo Bon, you know, just behind the wall on the other side of the cemetery.’ 


He added, in a defensive tone, ‘I tipped your son well, I assure you, and I warned him to go the safe way around, even though it’s longer. You don’t tread on the dead, do you? It’s disrespectful! Yet your boy was desperate to get home once he’d done his duty by me. But here’s the strangest thing. The last glimpse I had of him  –  standing by the graveyard wall  –  he was grinning with pure delight. And, I know it sounds mad, but it was almost as if your son, madam, was lit up. A strange light circled his body. A ghostlight, that’s what I’d call it.’ 


Momo’s mother put her head in her hands and wept until tears spurted out from between her fingers. A ghostlight in a graveyard late at night. That put a whole different slant on things. An even darker one. Boys and graveyards  –  never a good thing. Centuries of strange happenings around the Palazzo Bon, otherwise known as ‘The Palace that Eats Boys’  –  well, they gave little reason for optimism. Venetians are superstitious folk. People started to remember old tales of ghostlights and half-crazed smiles seen on the faces of other young men who had promptly disappeared forever, all within steps of the notorious Palazzo Bon. 


On the darkest nights, that gaunt palazzo always seemed to shimmer, even though no one lived there any more. Unlike ordinary Venetian palazzi, whose street doors were actually on the street, the Palazzo Bon hunched up, as if secretively, behind a high-walled courtyard. 


People began to believe that they’d seen the last of poor Momo. 


But if his mother  –  and indeed every person in Venice  –  could have seen what had really happened to Momo, well, they would not have believed it. 
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Momo had just lit the nobleman home from the ridotto through the slapping rain. The gambling had gone well  –  Momo could read it in his customer’s lilting walk and the curve of his lips. The nobleman’s tricorn hat and domino cloak kept him dry. Poor Momo, however, was wet as a fish. He sneezed three times. The rain seemed determined to point out how poor and thin his jacket was. Momo had no change of clothes. He’d be wearing wetness for two days if he didn’t get home soon enough for the embers of the fire to dry his clothes overnight. 


Momo couldn’t afford to languish in bed with a cold. Four years before, his father had gone to sea in a trading galley and never come back, yet another victim of the notorious Barbary pirates  –  also known as ‘Corsairs’  –  who haunted the Mediterranean Sea. The Corsairs had a particular taste for Venetian slaves. Only the rich ever returned from captivity in Algiers or Tunis. The little family had no hope of raising the ransom money to bring Signor Tosi home. Now Momo was the sole breadwinner. Times were so tough that he could barely afford the pork rinds that fed the flame inside his lamp. 


The nobleman gave Momo a cheery goodnight. He even waved as Momo paused to wipe his nose at the steps of the campo dei morti, the little graveyard near San Severo. If Momo took the path through it, he’d be home in front of the fire twenty minutes sooner. 


Never take a shortcut through a graveyard at night. 


How many boys have ignored that advice and ended up regretting it? 


Momo was about to become one of them. 


Now Momo knew as well as anyone that he should never take a shortcut through a graveyard at night. Especially not a Venetian graveyard where the plague bodies stirred under the corpses of the murder victims and the ordinary dead of the parish. Particularly, one should not take a shortcut through an unlit graveyard with miasmas curling round its tombstones. Above all, one should not do that when the graveyard is next door to an infamously haunted palace. 


But the lucky nobleman’s tip huddled warm in Momo’s fingers inside his pocket. Momo was thinking about his mother’s carrot soup, which she always began by simmering a precious pat of butter with the sweetest onions from Rialto. A generous serving surely awaited him in a pot nestling in the fireplace. 


Behind him, he heard the nobleman call, ‘Don’t do it, boy. It’s not worth it. This is Venice! Even the long way home isn’t very far.’ 


The nobleman’s voice seemed to come from a long way away. Meanwhile, ahead of Momo, something sweet and hot hung in the air, alluringly. It seemed like a sign. Nothing that smelt so good could mean him any harm, could it? He held up his lamp and tried not to notice that his hand was shaking. 


Twenty steps further and Momo’s head suddenly filled with remembered rumours about this particular graveyard and the lady-ghost, sad-as-a-lonely-nightingale, who was said to sing there. Behind Momo, something stirred. He dared not look round. The hair on the back of his neck prickled. He bitterly regretted the shortcut. But if he turned back now, it would be towards whatever was making that rustling noise a mere few yards away. Better to keep going. 


Momo raised his lamp higher to spread the arc of its light. Then he was sorry. For it showed him at once that all was not well in the graveyard  –  if anything could ever be said to be well in such a place. It looked as if the tombstones had been thrown around like dice. Some had been uprooted and thrust into the wrong graves or they stood at dismal angles like the mossy teeth of an old woman who had eaten too many cakes when she was young. 


Someone had been searching this graveyard, and with desperation. 


A sharp tang of anguish still ruptured the air. From not far away, a drum began to beat a heart-tugging rhythm. The intense smell of honey washed over Momo, whose lantern now lit up a row of beaks grimacing at him beneath cold eyes. In shape, the birds resembled the familiar herons of the lagoon, but they were so much taller. And in the lamplight their feathers seemed a fierce shade of coral, like the embers of a fire. Their breasts rose and fell in unison. There was a warning in their exhaled breath so strong you could touch it. Except you would not want to. 


What are these creatures? I’ve never seen such birds in Venice. 


As if they heard Momo’s thoughts, the great birds flapped their wings and rose up in flight, grazing his head with the sharp claws of their long toes. A rivulet of blood ran down his forehead. He opened his mouth to scream. 


Something hot, smoky and silky slid down his throat, wound round his heart and burrowed swiftly to his toes. It dived down his arms and took hold of his fingertips. Momo’s limbs suddenly contorted like those of a marionette whose every string had been violently yanked. He dropped his lamp and it rolled away, instantly extinguished. Momo’s helpless body stretched up to the sky and then fell to the ground, hunched like a sick bat. 


When Momo rose, it was slowly, as if he swam. His arms stretched out in front of him. His legs moved like a jointed doll’s. As for his eyes  –  churning luminous grey like mercury  –  even Momo’s adoring mother would not have recognised them. Those eyes did not blink against the raindrops that still fell, fat as little fish. Meanwhile, all over Momo’s skin a halo seemed to glow. Except that it was not golden or holy: it too glimmered like silver. As the nobleman would say, it looked like a ghostlight. Stranger still, Momo’s mouth stretched into a blissful smile. On shuffling feet, the mercury-eyed Momo began to move towards the last palace in Venice any boy ought to go. 


Now, the door to the secret courtyard of ‘The Palace that Eats Boys’ swung open, groaning like a dying man. The silky smoke inside Momo’s body marched him to the threshold. 


Behind Momo, the rain still thrashed down in darkness. But beyond the threshold, a dry hot sun shone on a terracotta courtyard where palms and orange trees stood in pots. Momo’s nose twitched at the smell of … What was it? Honey? Boiling? The drumbeats ceased and a leopardess emerged, stretching lazily, from the shadows. The great beast stopped short at the sight of the Venetian boy. She shook her head in apparent disapproval and padded away. 


The silky smoke nudged Momo inside the courtyard and closed the door behind him. 


Then ‘The Palace that Eats Boys’ itself seemed to utter a brief rich purr, like a cat that had just eaten something extremely delicious. 
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Remember what everyone knows about boys taking shortcuts through graveyards in the dead of night? It’s something that should never be done, agreed? 


What about young girls meeting strangers at midnight in front of haunted houses next to graveyards? Even more of a no-no, yes?


An even worse case of ‘asking for trouble’? Clearly. 


Yet only one week after the disappearance of the lamp-boy Momo, that’s exactly what was happening: a twelve-year-old girl named Aurelia Bon was trudging in soaked silk slippers through the rain towards an appointment with a man whom she’d only met once before  –  a man whom she had reason to believe might not be completely sane. Moreover, this same man had a hundred reasons to hate her personally and wish Aurelia Bon not just dead but disappeared from every Venetian memory, as if she’d never lived. 


By now, you might well be asking ‘What is it about young people in Venice that makes them so very foolhardy and even careless of their lives?’ 


Yet in the case of Aurelia Bon, there really were extenuating circumstances. 


They were circumstances involving cruel choices, a sneaking sister and ten most unusual fingers, which Aurelia was now flexing and holding up to the rain. Water ran down her fingertips and into her small white palms as she arrived in the little alley that opened on to ‘The Palace that Eats Boys’. 
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Aurelia Bon was the proud  –  one might almost say ‘smug’  –  owner of the most famous fingers in Venice. Ever since her eighth birthday, highborn, flamboyant Aurelia had been spilling the secrets of the city’s palaces. Whenever Aurelia laid her hands on the salt-crumbled brick or the cool marble of a palazzo wall, images and scenes showed her what had once happened inside that ancient building. For Aurelia, it was like lifting the lid on a doll’s house and  –  with delight  –  discovering all the dolls alive and busy doing the most fascinating things. 


By the age of ten, Aurelia was already celebrated for unmasking historical mysteries. She’d located the very room wher e, in 1310, the nobleman Bajamonte Tiepolo plotted to murder the doge. She’d found the loft where the artist Tiziano hid his last portrait of his beautiful daughter, and the kitchen where the Butcher Biasio cooked his popular stew, the principal ingredient of which turned out to be children of his parish. 


Aurelia Bon had a talent for telling too, recounting her discoveries with enormous gusto and many flourishes. And Venice adored her for it. Though not yet thirteen, Aurelia had a publisher: Remondini, whose great printing machines rolled day and night at Bassano del Grappa on the mainland. One book  –  Finger Histories  –  had been published already. Another slim volume was on the way, with just one last chapter to be written. Sales were gratifying. Venetians loved Aurelia Bon’s finger histories all the more because her special talent came packaged in a young girl of noble blood with lively brown eyes and a large, shapely nose that could best be described as ‘characterful’. 


As you might expect, all the attention had rather turned Aurelia’s head. All Aurelia ever wanted to think about was her history-fingering. What interested her less, to be perfectly frank, was actual historical research. Everything came easily to Aurelia except detail. She was a little too grand for detail. She wasn’t good at dates. She had no interest in the fusty manuscripts that thrill real historians, people whom Aurelia saw as ‘dry-as-dust pernickety bores’. Consequently, when images of the past flowed into her fingers, Aurelia was never sure exactly how far back the events had occurred. It could be thirty minutes or three hundred years. She often had to bluff. 


Never mind, though, Aurelia always told herself. The publisher Remondini had given her an assistant, a boy named Valerio F ialetti. As Aurelia was not inclined to spend her time slaving over a quill and paper  –  and because her spelling was, frankly, another problem  –  Valerio wrote out all the things Aurelia’s fingers showed her. He was also tasked with tracking down the dates and facts that filled out her stories. 


The pair of them could not be more different. Quite apart from the fact that Valerio didn’t have a drop of noble blood, he positively loved sifting through old ledgers. He’d mastered Latin, English and even some Arabic so that no old document could evade him. He was also a talented artist, recreating in clever little sketches the scenes that Aurelia described. Many of these drawings had enlivened Finger Histories. Yet, Valerio’s name was not printed anywhere in the book, a fact he never mentioned himself. The unfairness did occasionally occur to Aurelia, but she always flexed her fingers wide, like a pair of pink starfish, and told herself, He’s only an apprentice. He probably gets lodging and pay at Remondini, and training for his livelihood. I’m different. I’m the main attraction. 


Except at home, she had to admit. For in the noble Bon household, Aurelia’s talents were far from appreciated. Her fashionable mother had tolerated Aurelia’s history-fingering activities so far only because the publisher Giovanni Remondini was so utterly charming and a man much seen in the best society  –  and especially at the Bon dinner table. Contessa Bon, however, never tired of mentioning that Aurelia would need to ‘retire’ from history-fingering at the age of thirteen because that was when she must start in earnest to ready herself for a noble betrothal. 


‘And no bridegroom worth having,’ Contessa Bon had told her daughter yet again at breakfast that morning, ‘wants a bride more famous than himself.’ 


The fact that Aurelia found the notion of marriage intolerable meant nothing at all to her ambitious mother. 


Unfortunately, Contessa Bon had also taken against Valerio. She followed up the usual bridegroom comment with her regular lament: ‘I despair of you, always running around with that guttersnipe apprentice! A boy in trade and shabbier than a footman! No wig. No powder. An orphan! And who were his family anyway? No ones! You should be spending more time with young Marco Spatafora. There’s a proper friend for you.’ 


‘A proper friend,’ echoed Aurelia’s younger sister Catarina. When they were little girls, Catarina and Aurelia had played together as amicably as any pair of sisters separated by only a year in age. Catarina was so witty that it was actually rather delicious to argue with her. It was only when Aurelia had discovered her history fingers that they had grown apart, with Catarina taking a passionate interest (exaggerated, Aurelia sometimes thought) in all matters of fashion. Catarina had also taken to telling tales on her older sister whenever she could. 


‘Marco Spatafora.’ Catarina took the opportunity to linger on his name. ‘Marco Spatafora is the crème de la crème. He won’t even look at his manservant when he’s being dressed. He takes pride in not knowing the servants’ names. He doesn’t even see people from the lower classes. You don’t even care about what’s fashionable. When did you last go to see the Poupée de France?’ 


The fashions worn by Venetian women were ruled by this stiff-legged doll who was propped up in a shop window in the Mercerie. She was known as the Poupée de France because she was always dressed in a miniature version of the latest fashion from Paris. Every seamstress in the city copied the doll’s clothes for their wealthy clients. 


‘I never go to see the Poupée de France,’ Aurelia retorted. ‘I avoid her at all costs. I think she looks constipated.’ 


‘How do you actually dare say that?’ There was, however, something that sounded almost like awe in Catarina’s voice. 


Contessa Bon pretended not to know what ‘constipated’ was. She said, ‘Marco Spatafora always takes care to be perfectly à la mode. He gets his wigs done at the best studio in the Calle del Parrucchiere …’ 


Catarina sighed, ‘Of course his future wife will have all the same privileges.’ 


‘Aurelia!’ her mother said suddenly. ‘You’re not listening, are you?’


Aurelia was not. She was thinking about one of Valerio’s superb sketches. 


And later that same morning, Valerio himself came to her, his serious eyes dancing with excitement about something he’d found in the archives, something about the notorious old Palazzo Bon itself, the site of her very next history-fingering. Nothing, normally, could have been more interesting to Aurelia. Valerio had a knack of bringing her titbits that made her stories shine. 


That morning, however, Aurelia needed to vent her frustration more than she needed to listen. 


‘Don’t talk at me about the archives,’ she snapped. ‘I’m going to find out everything we need the moment I lay a finger on the gate to Palazzo Bon.’ 


Valerio’s mood had not been dampened. ‘I know you think the archives are boring. But it’s amazing to touch papers written by people hundreds of years ago.’ 


‘Are you comparing that to my history fingers? Fingers that no one else has? Or ever had?’ 


‘You see pictures. Easy as that. But I go on adventures. I hunt down the things that were important enough to write down.’


Despite Aurelia’s scoffing, Valerio continued, ‘An archive is like a campfire. It warms up facts. Everyone can sit and feel that warmth. Even a boy like me, with nothing  –  no money, no family.’ 


Valerio could not have known how sore a subject this was for Aurelia. But he soon suffered the consequences of mentioning it. 


‘Oh,’ she retorted, ‘are you a boy? I hadn’t noticed. I thought you were a pile of books with legs and a mouth. A dusty pile of books. Yes, dusty. You’re so shabby that I can’t even pretend that you’re my footman when we’re out in public. Did you never think how much easier it would be for me if you could just look like my footman? But no, you have to be the hero … of indexes! You hang around waiting for me to make a mistake so you can have your puny moment of glory by correcting me. What have you ever done but clutter up my amazing stories with boring facts?’ 


‘You need me,’ Valerio responded with dignity, ‘to give those stories roots and branches in real history, which actually adds to the wonder.’ 


‘I need you like I need an extra ribbon in my hat. You’re like a street sweeper. No one wants to see you and they’d notice you only if you hadn’t done your job properly. Yet you’re far too perfect to ever make a mistake. So no one ever notices you.’ 


Aurelia saw the hurt in Valerio’s green eyes. But the hurt behind her own was too strong. She could not stop being strong, and being strong meant being angry. 


It was only something from the archives he wanted to talk about, she told herself. 


So it was bound to be boring. 
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So. Another argument with her mother about Marco Spatafora. The usual irritating behaviour from a little sister. The Poupée de France thrust in Aurelia’s face once more. A little rupture between friends. 


But none of this can truly account for what had driven Aurelia Bon to open her bedroom window and shimmy down the wisteria vine outside it without the merest whisper of a sound, apart from the faint swishy thud when she had landed on the wet flagstones below. 


None of this quite explains why Aurelia would leave her safe, comfortable home to trudge through the angry rain to an abandoned palace beside a graveyard  –  a palace that had only recently demonstrated its danger so vividly and tragically yet again. 


The reasons for such reckless behaviour are still not really obvious, are they? 


It’s time to tell exactly what had brought Aurelia to this desperate pass. 


It was her worst nightmare: a dinner party. 
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You might think that there could be few things more delightful than a Venetian dinner party, with two dozen beautifully dressed people seated around an elegant table, picking at pretty morsels served on fine porcelain. 


But you’d be thinking that way because you are not Aurelia Bon, for whom that night’s dinner placements were an actual punishment designed by her mother to demonstrate the painful fact that the road of Aurelia’s short life had already arrived at a crossroads. Choices needed to be made. The trouble was, the only two choices on offer to Aurelia were both utterly hateful to her. 


On Aurelia’s left, Contessa Bon had seated Marco Spatafora, a boy whose face was chiselled out of pure smugness. Aurelia could hardly bear to look at him. That didn’t matter to Marco: he was entirely occupied with admiring himself in a gilded mirror conveniently placed on the wall opposite. 


But when Aurelia’s eyes skittered away from Marco, they fell on Padre Pino, seated immediately opposite her. He was a strutting turkeycock of a man; the ugliest, most corpulent and most ruthless priest in Venice, overseer of the convent at San Zaccaria. Threats had been made by her parents, more than once, that Aurelia would be despatched there at the age of fifteen  –  if she was still refusing to marry Marco. 


Aurelia felt the priest’s cold eyes on her. She knew just what he was thinking. If she became one of God’s little brides  –  as nuns were called in Venice  –  then the Bon family would pay Padre Pino’s convent a thousand ducats by way of a dowry. Given Aurelia’s reputation for being somewhat headstrong and something of a show-off, Padre Pino might even be able to extract more from her parents to take a troublesome girl off their hands. 


‘Isn’t it dreadful?’ Aurelia’s mother was saying, a little further down the table. 


The disappearance of a codega, a young lamp-boy, was the main subject around the dinner table during the first few courses. Equally interesting was the disappearance of a much admired society surgeon who specialised in hands and feet. He’d treated the delicate ankles of many of the ladies in attendance. Sprains were the frequent result of the tall shoes that fashion obliged them to wear out in the slippery streets. 


‘How,’ asked Padre Pino, ‘could a grown man simply vanish? Especially when business was so good for him?’ 


‘Perhaps he slipped, fell in the water and drowned?’ suggested Marco Spatafora in his usual contemptuous drawl. 


Yet no bodies had been found floating in the canals, not even by the Company of Christ and the Good Death, who’d been kept busy rescuing the corpses of unfortunate Venetians swept away by the rain that had made every bridge and fondamenta so treacherous. The Company gave decent burials to those whose families could not be found. 


Marco’s mother, Contessa Spatafora, offered, ‘And now some mad apothecary apprentice claims that he saw a mermaid in the Canal di Noale.’ 


‘Isn’t it dreadful?’ said Contessa Bon. ‘Mermaids will eat all the good fish.’ 


If there was a point  –  unless it was about a wedding  –  Aurelia’s mother would always miss it. The guests, as ever, did not know what to do with Contessa Bon’s silliness. The mermaid was swiftly dismissed by Padre Pino: ‘Must have been a monk seal taking refuge from the storms.’ Then the guests hastily returned to the other ever-present and unhappy subject in Venice  –  the incessant- driving rain. 


Some of the guests around the Bons’ table that night had reason to be pleased with the rain, for they were growing rich on it. Just weeks after the wet weather started, a brand new society suddenly appeared, with its own freshly painted boats nosing like sharks through the canals. The motto on the side of each boat: I Fedeli  –  una missione a salvare la nostra Venezia  –  The Faithful Ones  –  a mission to save our Venice. Well-dressed men from a small circle of aristocratic families were seen aboard, looking important and holding rolls of diagrams under their cloaks to shield the paper from the water that rolled thickly out of the sky. 


Soon enough it came out that I Fedeli had persuaded the Venetian state to hand over thousands of ducats to build three great gates to stop the rainwater from flooding the lagoon and swallowing the city. They were also raising vast walls, which they called murazzi, to protect Venice from any enemy, be it in the form of water or Barbary pirates. Not only that, I Fedeli boasted, but they would also clean out the mud in sluggish canals. They would restore all the water-logged palazzi that were quaking and threatening to collapse. In fact, there was almost nothing that I Fedeli did not promise to do. In the meantime, they’d been giving the biggest and best fireworks displays the city had ever seen. I Fedeli knew their way into people’s hearts  –  Venetians were addicted to firework displays, even in the rain. Night after night, the men of I Fedeli tempted Venetians out into the Piazzetta to watch the barges in the lagoon shoot off fountains of light that painted the water in a beautiful blur of drenched colour. 


At tonight’s dinner party, half a dozen Fedeli kept their heads turned towards Daniele Spatafora, the highest officer in I Fedeli, and the father of the odious Marco. No one was more deferential, not to say fawning, towards Daniele Spatafora than Aurelia’s own father. If Aurelia and Marco were to be betrothed, then Conte Bon was sure to be invited into the secretive, exclusive ranks of I Fedeli, where he longed to be. It did not seem to matter to her father that Aurelia would thereby be delivered into the household of a man who was, like Padre Pino, renowned for ruthlessness, a man known to terrorise his own family and terrify his servants. 


Fortunately, Daniele Spatafora was tonight seated as far as possible from Padre Pino, which also meant as far as possible from Aurelia. Although the two men were remarkably similar in character, the nobleman and the priest had been mortal enemies since I Fedeli had snatched one of Padre Pino’s most profitable businesses: harvesting money to pay the ransoms of hundreds of Venetian slaves held by the Barbary pirates in Algiers. I Fedeli now collected ransom donations door to door. And each week I Fedeli now also emptied the alms boxes ‘for redeeming of the slaves’ that were to be found in every Venetian church. 


Contessa Bon and the other wives did their best to steer the conversation clear of difficult matters like the Barbary pirates and who should get their hands on the ransom money. Anyway, the ladies had much more consuming problems, for the unrelenting rain was very hard on women of fashion like themselves. There is a poor person’s rain, the kind that had Momo’s mother wading to her sleepless bed every night  –  and there is a rich person’s rain. That’s the kind that laughs down umbrellas and sneers through the brims of expensive hats. It’s the kind of rain that inserts droplets inside even the tightest corset and slicks the heels of every pair of silk slippers, turning them into skates. 


Contessa Bon lamented, ‘This rain! It jumps up your legs like a thousand tickly grasshoppers.’ 


‘And important hairstyles  –  that take five hours to create  –  are destroyed in five minutes by this ghastly humidity!’ lamented Contessa Spatafora, casting a quick nervous look at her husband. 


Aurelia would almost have felt sorry for Contessa Spatafora. The woman needed more hours than most to try to look ‘important’ enough to match her husband’s ambitions. Unlike their son, both Spatafora parents were notably short and scrawny. The downtrodden Contessa Spatafora tried to increase her height with extravagant wigs. Daniele Spatafora, in contrast, made his small stature invisible with emperor-sized aggression. His temper took up a lot of space in any room. 


The other ladies generously agreed with Contessa Spatafora that this new kind of rain was ruinous to their looks. ‘Isn’t it dreadful?’ asked Aurelia’s mother. 


For the next three hours, Aurelia was obliged to sit up straight with her neck at an achingly graceful angle, to smile without teeth, and to never ever mention her opinions, her feelings or, most of all, her history fingers and their discoveries. 


Her eyes modestly downcast, Aurelia’s mind was able to retreat into the sweet spot where she kept her dreams and plans. As the ladies delved ever deeper into hats and hairstyles, Aurelia’s mind’s eye was watching a slightly older version of herself hurrying down dim corridors at the great University of Padova to deliver an important historical lecture to a hundred amazed and admiring professors. She saw herself aboard a wide-berthed trading cog, like the one sailed by her great-gre at-great-great-great grandfather, the merchant Aurelio Bon  –  with whom Aurelia shared the large and characterful family nose, if the portraits were anything to go by. Aurelio Bon, when not much more than a boy, went as far as Arabia and even Zanzibar, trading Venetian mirrors for wonderful items like frankincense, myrrh, copper and cinnamon. Best of all were the swan-necked, lily- lipped bottles in which Arabian brides collected the tears that gave the measure of their love for husbands away fighting wars. A few of those tear-catchers had survived the centuries. Aurelia’s mother used them to store hat feathers. 


Aurelia’s imagination embroidered on the journey south, ruffling her hair with hot breezes as she sailed through the waters of Morea, the harbours of Crete, past the towers of Alexandria and all the way to the Straits of Ormuz. She strode about in divided skirts, giving orders to obedient sailors, tickling her nose with deep sniffs from sacks of spices lined up on the deck. Merchant vessels from every nation passed by, saluting Aurelia and her crew. Making landfall, Aurelia applied her magical fingers to pyramids, the sphinx and minarets, revealing all their secrets. And, almost best of all, she saw the great outcome of her fantastical travels  –  a vision of herself scribbling ‘The End’ to a marvellous book about her adventures and flourishing her quill in triumph. 


‘Daughter!’ her mother’s urgent whisper broke Aurelia’s reverie. ‘Close your mouth! Smile, don’t grin!’ 


Back in the real world, in the stuffy over-decorated dining room, things were taking a turn for the worse. The conversation had swerved from rain-ruined bonnets towards the subject of marriage. Aurelia’s mother, smiling so hard that her skin stretched over her cheekbones, said to Contessa Spatafora, ‘See how my little flower Aurelia is budding into a proper young lady.’ 


Aurelia shot her mother a look of undiluted venom. Every word Contessa Bon had just uttered, including the ‘my’ and the ‘a’, was coated with insinuation. The dinner party was suddenly transformed into a marketplace, and the merchandise on sale was Aurelia herself. 


How does Mamma even dare, thought Aurelia. Then she felt the familiar constriction in her chest. Contessa Bon dared because she could, because there was pathetically little that a nearly thirteen-year-old Venetian girl could do to defend herself against this ghastly game of matches and marriages. 


‘And my boy,’ purred Contessa Spatafora, ‘is turning out prodigiously well.’ 


Well, if you like empty in the head, thought Aurelia. 


Marco had not the barest interest in history. Like Aurelia’s sister Catarina, though far less clever, he was obsessed with clothes and fancy dance steps. And if he wasn’t loving himself in a mirror, he was out shooting innocent, warm-blooded creatures on his country estate, which adjoined that of Aurelia’s own family. Contessa Spatafora was said to have a bottomless jewel box and needed a daughter-in-law to whom she could hand down the treasure. Aurelia had a distrust of emeralds and rubies. She thought they looked like solid droplets of poison. The thought of being next in line to wear the celebrated Spatafora jewels made Aurelia shiver. 


Mid-shudder, she caught Catarina looking at her sharply. As the eldest, Aurelia would have to marry first, or Catarina herself would remain forever unwed. 


Just what the little tell-tale deserves, thought Aurelia. Never to wear a wedding dress! 


Meanwhile, her mother was assuring Contessa Spatafora, ‘Yes, it’s absolutely true. The unfortunate episode with the fingers is very nearly over.’ 


Catching Aurelia’s eye, she added emphatically, ‘Forever.’ 
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All this time you've doubtless been wondering who was sitting at Aurelia’s other side during the interminable dinner party and why none of the noble guests had addressed a look or a remark in that person’s direction. 


That’s because the seat on Aurelia’s right was occupied by an ageing historian. Simoneto Ghezzo was also published by the charming Giovanni Remondini, who was of course seated beside Aurelia’s mother herself. Ghezzo had appeared on the guest list in a ‘pity place’, as Contessa Bon described it. But how had he ended up beside the daughter of the noble house? 


Aurelia knew what her mother did not: earlier that evening her hairdresser, Nanetta, told her that Simoneto Ghezzo had bribed the butler for a place beside her. 


‘Can’t have much money, from the dulled shine on his frock coat and the moth-eaten state of his wig,’ Nanetta had said, putting the finishing touches to Aurelia’s hair. ‘Must want to know you very badly.’ 


Aurelia had nodded, a tiny bit flattered to hear it, if surprised. It wasn’t only Ghezzo’s coat that was faded, she knew. His reputation had grown threadbare too, and this was at least partly thanks to Aurelia herself. The theories in Simoneto Ghezzo’s books were constantly disproved by Aurelia’s history fingers. People had noticed. There had been some jeering in the Venetian news-sheets known as ‘avvisi’. The historian had every reason to hate her. But to Aurelia, in her forlorn state, Ghezzo at least offered the hope of a more entertaining conversation than Marco Spatafora did. 


Marco was busy lisping about the Honiton lace on his sleeve ruffles to Catarina, seated opposite. Catarina, whose wit was in fact sharp enough to slice raw meat, nevertheless hung on Marco’s every empty word. Aurelia’s only escape from this inanity was to talk to the historian. Poor old man, she thought, slightly turning her head to avoid the mouldy smell of Ghezzo’s collar and the dust that fell in little clumps from his wig. His voice was smooth but uncomfortable, like a too-tight hat. It squeezed her ears unpleasantly. Unlike the noble guests, Simoneto Ghezzo did not complain about the food, which was as usual overdressed with many reductions of honey and rose petals and too much brandy sauce. The historian ate wolfishly, as if he were actually hungry, a state that a girl like Aurelia had never had reason to know. 


Contessa Bon continued to shoot Aurelia nothing but reproachful looks. Aurelia’s unenviable choice of destinies  –  Marco or Padre Pino  –  sat within inches of her. The old historian’s lined face and large grey eyes seemed gentle by comparison. He was eager to hear about her history fingers and spoke admiringly and in detail of several of her discoveries. Touched by this generosity, Aurelia even let him take her hand for a moment, under the table, to examine her famous fingers. She tried not to flinch at his eager touch and the papery feel of his fingertips. No one had held her hand since she and Catarina were affectionate little girls, in the time before Aurelia’s history fingers had made themselves apparent and a distance had grown between the sisters. 


Ghezzo stared at her fingers, mumbling, ‘My little lady, I see nothing in particular …’ 


She agreed. ‘Mamma says they won’t even be pretty with an engagement ring on one of them.’ 


‘Unkind, most unkind.’ At the sympathy in his voice, Aurelia felt a twitch at the edge of her eyelids. But I never cry, she thought. Even at Catarina’s worst jibes, she made a point of not crying. Because then Catarina would win. 


A gust of jasmine cologne announced Marco Spatafora rising to leave his seat. His mother was waving at him from the other end of the table. Catarina’s face grew instantly both bored and resentful. ‘Who’s this?’ she asked Aurelia, pointing at Simoneto Ghezzo. It looked as though she was pointing not at the man but at his worn-out frock coat. Catarina’s mouth curved into something closer to a sneer than a smile when Aurelia said, ‘Simoneto Ghezzo, the historian.’ 


Catarina showed not the remotest polite interest in Simoneto Ghezzo or his profession. Instead, she asked him, ‘Do you know that boy seated beside Aurelia? She should be so lucky! A Spatafora. With a father in I Fedeli. The Spatafora are the most golden of Golden Book families …’ 


Simoneto Ghezzo cleared his throat. ‘In fact, my dears, my research in the archives has revealed that the Spatafora family are not actually native Venetians. Indeed,’ he said, smiling at Aurelia, ‘they might be regarded as upstarts, since they came here from Sicily only in 1409—’ 


Aurelia couldn’t resist, ‘Even though they act more Venetian than the Venetians.’ 


Catarina meanwhile was yawning ostentatiously. ‘There’s nothing so boring,’ she said, ‘as a know-it-all who knows all about things no one cares about.’ 


It was unclear whether she was referring to her sister or the historian, or both. She added, ‘It’s interesting how no one is more snobbish than a non-noble. Especially one who has to grovel to get his boring books published by Remondini.’ 


‘You abominable horror,’ snarled Aurelia. ‘Apologise to Signor Ghezzo.’ 


‘You’re the one who should be apologising to him. You’re the one who’s ruined him with your history fingers. You’re the reason why his frock coat is such a disgrace.’ 


Aurelia flinched and stole a look at Simoneto Ghezzo. An impenetrable expression crossed his face. 


Catarina too turned to the historian. Her eyes sparkled with malice. ‘And who knows if my sister Aurelia truly loves history or if she actually just adores being famous for it?’ 


Not for the first time, Aurelia thought, It would be easier to deal with Catarina if she were stupid. The pity is, she’s not. The danger is, she’s not. 


A waft of jasmine announced the return of Marco Spatafora. Catarina’s face pinked with pleasure. Aurelia, in contrast, felt her the skin between her shoulders prickle: Marco Spatafora’s reappearance made the vision of a convent seem terrifyingly real. 


Simoneto Ghezzo’s features rearranged themselves into a sorrowing kind of smile. He whispered gently, ‘My poor child, what a burden you bear. What a choice you have to make. I don’t envy you. One with your exceptional talents and free spirit … should never be buried alive in a convent or in a marriage to a bird-brained popinjay.’ 


Aurelia shot him a grateful look, which seemed to lend him heart. He sat up straighter in his chair. ‘I wonder … I scarcely dare ask … but would you,’ he murmured, dipping his head, dropping his voice, ‘do me the honour of a private demonstration of the great power of those clever fingers of yours?’ 
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