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         ‘Good my lord, will you see the players well bestowed? Do you hear, let them be well used; for they are the abstracts and brief chronicles of the time.’

        
          Hamlet, Act II, scene ii, William Shakespeare
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The Castello della Franceschina, a few miles outside Bologna, October 1582

      Sebastiano da Correggio does not anticipate the blow to the back of the head which will end his life. Steadying himself against the bedpost, giddy from too much wine and with a bright bruise flowering along the edge of his jaw, he is laughing as he bends to pick up his dropped doublet.

      The blow, when it comes, is hard and fast and heavy. The base of the iron candlestick hits him and he crumples onto the floor of the study without a sound, though the fingers of his right hand twitch for a moment before they are still.
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Modena, two months earlier

      Sofia ducks into a narrow alleyway, banging her shoulder hard against one wall as she skids around the corner.

      ‘Come back here, you thieving bitch!’ The voice is hard, and gritty with anger.

      The blow to her shoulder is painful – Sofia gasps and swears – but she does not slow her pace. Kicking over a basket of apples as she swerves past an old woman seated on a doorsill, she shouts a breathless apology. She jumps over a sleeping dog and runs down a narrow flight of steps, taking them two at a time, her skirts bunched in her fists. At the bottom of the flight she stumbles, falls forwards and lands heavily on her hands. A sharp pain shoots through one of her fingers. Scrambling back onto her feet and bundling her skirts up in her arms again, she checks over her shoulder, then, taking a sharp left turn, runs flat out now, across a wide and crowded piazza, her breath heaving painfully; she zigzags between stalls and carts and the grasping hands of market-goers eager to become involved. Her hair is falling about her face and between her teeth and she spits out a mouthful, flicking her head to one side and the other, but she dares not release her hold on the fistfuls of skirt in case she trips. Dodging the outstretched arm of a smirking poultry-seller, Sofia races away from the piazza, pausing for a fraction of a second to check her options.

      Another narrow side street or the long Via Bologna?

      She takes the side street.

      Two paces up, though, she sucks in a shocked breath as the thick-necked man with the heavy belly appears at the far end – less than a hundred paces from her.

      Red-faced, mouth a rectangular hole, he points at her. ‘There she is, the little whore!’ He begins to run towards her, heavy-footed, hands now fisted. Several other men follow him.

      Sofia doubles back out of the street, half crying now, dragging in a dry, breathless sob at every pace. A few yards up the Via Bologna, a narrow, pointed-arched vault leads into another dirty-looking alley; she scrabbles around the corner and into the shadows.

      A door stands ajar. She flings herself at it, opening it wide; then, slipping in behind it, she pushes it shut, leaning up with her back pressed hard against it, mouth open, chest heaving. Her breath is ragged and rasping, her throat close to tearing at each gasp. Her heart is pounding so wildly she can feel it in her neck, her ears, her face; her damaged finger is hot and pulsing. She holds the sore hand up against her bodice, and rakes the other through her curls, scraping her hair back from her face. The sweat that has gathered inside her tight bodice feels suddenly chill now against her skin; a cold trickle runs down between her breasts.

      ‘Now what?’ she mutters in between breaths. ‘What… in the name of heaven… do I do now?’

      A head-high pile of baskets stands just inside the door in a dark, stone-flagged passage. Taking a step forward in the gloom, she bumps up against the pile, and it falls, teetering for a second and then tumbling slowly to land with a muffled crash. The top two baskets break open and half a dozen cabbages roll away down the passage.

      ‘Oh, merda!’ she hisses.

      Heavy footsteps outside: several people running.

      A shout thuds out in time with the speaker’s heavy footsteps. ‘This way! I’m sure she came this way!’

      Sofia holds her breath. Eyes wide, still breathing through an open mouth, she presses herself flat against the wall behind the door. She’ll fight, if they come in.

      But nobody comes and within seconds the cries and the footfalls fade.

      She waits for several more pulse-loud minutes. Then, easing the door open, she peers out into the alleyway.

      It is deserted.

      Glancing to left and right, she takes a tentative step outside.

      ‘Hey! You! What do you think you’re doing?’

      Sofia smothers a cry.

      A big woman with a round, flat face like a plate glares at her from the next doorway. ‘Who are you? What are you doing, sneaking like that out of Signora Martello’s house? I know she’s not at home.’

      Sofia thinks fast. ‘She’s my aunt,’ she says, smiling brightly. ‘I saw her in the piazza just now, and she asked me to tidy up the baskets in the passageway there – all those damned cabbages! She’s too busy this morning to do it herself. Bless her! So sorry if I worried you. Thank you, signora – addio!’ Ignoring the woman’s blustered response, she turns on her heel and walks as fast as she can without actually breaking into a run, until she reaches the corner. Looking back, she waves farewell, then turns the corner and speeds up.

       

      Some twenty minutes later and well over a mile further east, Sofia finally slows her pace. The Piazza Vecchio is crowded and noisy, and she moves gratefully into the anonymity of the bustle of market-goers, resisting the urge to glance over her shoulder as she weaves her way between stalls and shop fronts. Reaching a flat cart, untidily laden with misshapen loaves and sweetmeats, she edges her way through the throng of market-goers to stand next to two large, well-dressed women who are busy haggling with the baker.

      ‘Oh, no, no, no, Domenico Rossi, you must be having a joke at my expense!’ The larger of the two wags an accusatory finger at the flour-dusted and weary-looking man behind the stall.

      He raises both hands, palms up like a priest at the offertory. ‘Signora Bellini, I would never, never even dream of doing such a thing – to you or to anyone.’

      Shaking her head, the woman says, ‘To charge a king’s ransom for such a paltry specimen of a loaf – just look at it! You might as well charge for bags of dust swept off the floor of your bakery.’ She picks up the offending article and shakes it at the baker.

      As the baker reacts angrily to this, leaning out and snatching his bread back from his angry customer, Sofia edges back behind the two women and walks away towards where several dozen people have clustered together, facing something or someone she cannot see. Whatever they are watching is clearly entertaining them: several men are jeering loudly, and most people are laughing. Curious, Sofia sidles through to the front.

      A slight, grey-haired man, dressed in a shabby black doublet and breeches, is standing on an upturned half-barrel, a tall black hat perched on the back of his head. In his outstretched hand is a red bottle, tightly corked and neatly labelled, and on the floor by the barrel, a wooden box stands filled with similar bottles.

      ‘… and here,’ he is saying, ‘just as I have described to you all in so much glorious detail, is the very stuff itself. Right here. Never again need any of you gentlemen go through the inconvenience – nay, that word simply will not suffice to describe the shame of it: let us say rather the ordeal, of facing your wife with… how shall I put it?… the contents of your codpiece failing to leap into action as you have been hoping it will…’ The man waggles his eyebrows, gesturing as he speaks with the bottle and a jerk of his hips.

      Whoops and catcalls from the crowd.

      ‘Never again will you have to experience the shame of watching it wilt like a tired fig-leaf…’ He allows the bottle to droop dramatically to the horizontal.

      Several people whistle.

      Someone shouts, ‘You’ve probably just pissed in that bottle, you old fraud. That’s all there’ll be in it!’

      More laughter from the crowd. Sofia glances from one face to another, enjoying the spectacle.

      The mouth of the man in the black doublet has dropped open in theatrical outrage. ‘How dare you! I’ve just told you what’s in here!’ He shakes the little bottle in the direction of the man who shouted. ‘Arugula seeds, basil, cilantro, liquor from the finest oysters…’

      Someone else takes up the cry, interrupting the litany. ‘He’s right, all those things might well be in there… but you probably just ate the stuff yourself and then pissed into the bottles!’

      The man on the barrel draws in a theatrical gasp. ‘You insult the very history of medicine!’

      ‘Not half so much as you insult our intelligence!’

      ‘You don’t know the half of it! I’ve told you about the cilantro, the arugula, the cudweed and the oysters – but the full recipe for this extraordinary Lifter of Amatory Spirits is known only to those of us who have declared allegiance to the Brotherhood of Apothecaries. Think of this, signori and signore – a bottle of this very elixir was bought last week by none other than Signor Francesco de’ Medici, the Grand Duke of Toscana, for thirty scudi —’

      ‘Signor de’ Medici? Are you serious? The man has seven children! Are you telling me that a man with seven children can’t get it up?’

      The man in the black doublet throws back his head, smirking. He points towards the heckler with the little red bottle. ‘Hah! Of course he can! Night after night! Several times a night, most probably. No doubt about it! And why? Because he’s been buying supplies of my elixir for years.’

      More cheers from the crowd.

      Sofia goes to push her hair from her face, but winces and pulls her hand back, looking down at her fingers, one of which is now decidedly blue and swollen. Grimacing, she tries to bend it.

      ‘As I say, the Grand Duke of Toscana paid thirty scudi for his most recent bottle of the Lifter of Amatory Spirits.’

      The crowd ‘oohs’ softly.

      The little man continues, ‘But for you, my fine friends, because I know how badly some of you are in need of it…’ Here, he makes an extravagant, sweeping bow towards the two hecklers, and the crowd cheer again. ‘… because of this, I’ll let it go for not thirty scudi, not twenty, no, not even ten. Not even one! No – any of you fine people may purchase this… this invigorating draught…’ Another upward jerk of the hips on the salient word. ‘… for the mere trifle of thirty-five giulii.’ He pauses and then adds rather more quickly and prosaically, ‘Or should you want to lay in supplies, I can let you have three bottles for a scudo.’

      ‘I’ll take a bottle. Might liven up my boring nights a bit,’ one woman says, pulling out a few jingling coins and jiggling them in her palm. There is a murmur of laughter.

      The woman next to her nods. ‘If you’re taking one, Caterina, then so will I. Been so long since Gianfranco’s been able to do anything other than piss with his pride and joy, I’ve nigh on forgotten what I’ve been missing.’

      The man in the black doublet beams at them. ‘Bellissime signore, I shall be honoured to think that I shall be playing a part in restoring your nights to the wild and wonderful adventures in lovemaking they once were.’

      Several women shriek. ‘Wild adventures, with Gianfranco Bello?’ one of them says, cackling. ‘Ha ha!’

      ‘How dare you!’ Gianfranco’s wife’s colour deepens. Elbowing past the half-dozen people who separate her from the laughing woman, she stands facing her with her hands on her hips. ‘You’re a fine one to criticize, Loretta Fiori – your Enrico is hardly anything to crow about.’

      ‘And how exactly would you know?’

      Gianfranco’s wife makes no answer, but raises an eyebrow and smirks at Loretta. Then she turns away, shaking her head and saying clearly enough for most people to hear, ‘Cock that small – if he hadn’t been so noisy, I’d hardly have known he was there.’

      Sofia grins. The crowd whoops, and then laughs louder still as Loretta Fiori kicks out at Gianfranco’s wife, catching her hard on the backside with the flat of her foot. Gianfranco’s wife stumbles forwards onto hands and knees.

      ‘That how Gianfranco likes you?’ somebody calls out. ‘On all fours?’

      Gianfranco’s wife, now red in the face, clambers to her feet and stalks away from the gathering, to a farmyard cacophony of hoots and jeers.

      A number of people now jostle forward, pushing past Sofia, to buy bottles – some cheerfully, some proclaiming their future plans with vulgar enthusiasm, others shamefaced and furtive – and the man in the black doublet takes the proffered coins, drops them into a leather pouch at his waist and doles out his wares, smiling and exchanging pleasantries with everyone. The crowd finally begin to disperse into the piazza, talking and laughing. Eventually, Sofia is left alone with the little man in the black doublet.

      ‘Are you after my elixir, by any chance, signorina?’ he says. He glances down into the box at his feet. ‘I have a couple of bottles left, and will be happy to furnish you with one, though I have to say, you don’t strike me as someone who needs to —’

      Sofia shakes her head. ‘No. No, I’m not after the elixir. But, signore, would you be able to look at my hand? I’ve hurt my finger. Might you have some form of salve I could put on it?’

      The man reaches out, and Sofia places her hand upon his palm. With surprising tenderness, he gently turns it this way and that, examining it with a furrow of concern between his brows. ‘How did you do this?’ he says after a moment or two.

      ‘Tripped and fell.’

      ‘Ooh, that does look sore.’ He presses very gently along the length of the finger, eyes closed, the tip of his tongue just visible between his teeth. ‘Well, it’s just possible that it’s broken, but I think you might be lucky – it may just be a nasty sprain.’

      Sofia clicks her tongue against her teeth. ‘Oh no, please, signore, tell me you’re joking.’

      The man shakes his head. ‘It’s at least a sprain, and I cannot guarantee that you have not broken something in there.’

      ‘But I’m a seamstress. I can’t work if it’s broken. Specially this one – it’s my needle finger. Please… say you’re wrong.’

      Another shake of the head.

      ‘What should I do?’

      ‘Come here, and I’ll strap it for you.’ The man jerks with his head towards a small tilt-cart. ‘I’ll give you some comfrey, and I’ll strap the hurt finger to the one next to it. That’s the best I can do for you, my dear.’

      ‘How long will it take to mend?’

      The little man sucks his teeth, considering. ‘If it’s a sprain, then a week or two at the most. If it’s broken, then three, maybe four weeks till you can take the strapping off.’ Turning away from her, he climbs up into his cart and begins rummaging in a painted box.

      ‘Four weeks!’ Sofia puffs out a breath, trying not to panic. ‘She won’t wait that long.’

      The man in the black doublet looks up from the painted box, holding a strip of linen, a tuft of wool and a tiny pottery jar. ‘Who won’t wait for what?’

      ‘Nothing. It doesn’t matter.’

      The man pats the upturned barrel, inviting Sofia to sit upon it. She complies. He gives her the little jar, which she opens and sniffs. Then, stoppering it tightly once more, she tucks it down inside the top edge of her bodice. Taking her hand in his, the man places the tuft of wool carefully between Sofia’s middle and fourth fingers. Then he winds the strip of linen around them, binding them snugly together. Tearing the last few inches of the strip into two he ties a neat knot, fastening it securely near Sofia’s knuckles. ‘There,’ he says. ‘Better?’

      Sofia nods. ‘Thank you, signore,’ she says.

      ‘How did you come to fall so heavily?’

      Sofia looks at her companion. There is something innately trustworthy in his eyes, she thinks, despite the nonsense she knew he was talking moments ago. His expression is kind. ‘I was running,’ she says. ‘They’re trying to make out I’m a thief.’

      ‘Who are?’

      ‘This man and his servant.’

      ‘And are you?’ The man smiles. ‘A thief?’

      ‘No. I’m not.’

      ‘And what do they say?’

      She hesitates. ‘Well, I was asked to deliver an undershirt to this man in the Via Magdalena – a shirt I’d mended for him.’

      The little man tips his head to one side, listening.

      ‘His servant asked me to wait in an upstairs sala. He said his master wanted to inspect the repair – make sure it was done to his satisfaction.’

      Shuddering at the thought of what had happened then, Sofia explains what followed. She recounts the shameful suggestions the man had made to her… and explains how she responded.

      ‘And then I fled, while he shouted to a servant that I had stolen his purse – which of course I hadn’t – and now I might not be able to sew for weeks…’ Sofia lifts her bandaged hand. ‘… and Signora Romano won’t pay me a single baioccho if I can’t work.’ She draws in a long breath. ‘She pays me little enough as it is.’

      The man in the black doublet shakes his head. ‘You poor, poor girl. What a tale. You have indeed been unfortunate, signorina.’

      ‘Yes. But lucky to meet you. I’m very grateful to you, signore, for helping with my hand.’

      ‘Ah well – as one who has… has been run out of town by the authorities myself…’ The man paused. ‘… I am never averse to helping out a fellow creature found at the mercy of the rich and powerful.’

      ‘You’re very kind,’ Sofia says.

      ‘Bless you, child, not at all, not at all. Now listen, I have some bread, and ale. Far too much of it for myself alone – in fact, I would welcome some company in the eating and drinking of it.’

      Sofia smiles at him. ‘Then thank you. I should be honoured. May I ask your name, signore?’

      The little man stands back and bows low, sweeping the tall black hat from his head with a flamboyant flourish. ‘Niccolò Zanetti. One-time apothecary and now purveyor of the highest quality medicaments and curatives.’ He pauses, then adds in a conspiratorial whisper, ‘And of a fair number of medicaments of a somewhat lower quality, too, I’m afraid.’

      Sofia jumps down from her barrel and curtsies. ‘Sofia Genotti. Seamstress-in-training.’

      ‘Well, well, Sofia Genotti, seamstress-in-training, let’s find somewhere more comfortable – like the back step of my cart – to take some of that ale and bread and rest awhile.’

      They sit pressed together side by side in companionable silence on the wooden step of the tiny covered cart, eating hunks of torn bread and watching people coming and going across the piazza. As Sofia brushes crumbs from her mouth, Niccolò Zanetti pours ale into a pretty silver cup and passes it across. The ale is sweet and fresh; Sofia wraps both hands around the cup and rests it on bent knees, her feet drawn up under her on the tilt-cart step. ‘My mother was a healer,’ she says. ‘She never called herself an apothecary, but she knew everything about plants and herbs and…’ She tails off, wishing she had not mentioned her mother. The memories are still too painful – even after all these years.

      ‘Was?’

      Sofia nods. ‘Yes. She’s… she’s dead.’ She cannot be more specific. Not to a stranger.

      ‘Oh, I’m sorry, my dear.’

      ‘It was several years ago, when I was a little girl.’ Please, Sofia thinks now. Please don’t ask me how she died.

      But Signor Zanetti does not ask. He looks at her for several seconds, then pats her on the back of her hand and says, ‘In my experience, women often make by far the best healers.’

      ‘How long do you plan to stay in Modena, signore?’ she says, deliberately changing the subject.

      ‘Me? Oh, I shall be on the road again this evening. Me and Violetta here.’ He jerks his head towards a large and ugly donkey picking at a pile of hay some feet away.

      Sofia is surprised to feel a pang of loss at the thought of Signor Zanetti’s departure. ‘It must be a difficult way of life,’ she says, ‘never knowing where you are going to sleep, not having a proper home.’ Not that I really have one myself, she adds silently.

      Several long seconds pass. Niccolò Zanetti seems lost in thought. ‘There’s a little house up in the mountains about twenty miles from here,’ he says softly, staring with unfocused eyes at something Sofia cannot see. ‘A pretty little place called Faenza. It overlooks an ancient landscape, thick with old oaks and sweet chestnuts, with beech trees and conifers. It’s a pretty place, and my daughter and her husband have lived there for… oh, nearly ten years. When the weather is too bad for travelling and living out of the cart, I like to go and stay with her – and I think she likes to see me, too.’ He smiles at Sofia. ‘You put me in mind of my daughter.’

      Sofia opens her mouth to reply, when a voice rings out above the buzzing hum of the remnants of the crowd.

      ‘Why? You want to know why I’ve been traipsing halfway across Modena and back? Why? Because that thieving little whore abused me and my hospitality; she stole my property and I’m determined to have her for it!’

      ‘Merda! Oh God, signore, that’s him!’ Sofia is on her feet, her heart racing again, her skin instantly clammy with chill sweat. ‘That’s the man who has been hounding me across the city…’

       

      She is hand in hand with her mamma as they approach the centre of the little town of Comacchio, and Sofia is skipping happily, when a shout stops them both in their tracks. Three men are standing shoulder to shoulder across the pathway some few yards ahead. 

      One of them points at them. 

      ‘That’s her!’ 

      Mamma drops the bag she is carrying and turns to run, dragging Sofia with her, but Sofia is too small, she cannot keep up and she stumbles. Mamma turns to face the three men, pushing Sofia to stand behind her. Holding her there, she backs with her towards a wall, shaking her head, and the panicked pleas that begin to tumble out of her mouth as the men approach make no sense to Sofia. 

       

      Niccolò Zanetti takes her arm. ‘Get in the cart,’ he says, quietly.

      Clambering up and over the tailgate of the cart, she crouches under the curve of the canvas cover as Zanetti flips a string and unrolls the back flap. Edging past a couple of boxes, she squats down in a cramped space behind a rack of stoneware jars, aware that she is now well and truly trapped: there is no other way out. She swallows, feeling light-headed.

      ‘And you!’ comes the booming voice, now clearly just inches from where she was sitting: the man’s shadow, dark and distorted, slides up and over the other side of the creased canvas. ‘What about you, signore? Have you seen a girl – about sixteen? Yellow dress. About this high.’ The shadow-arm lifts as the heavy man indicates her height. ‘Dark hair. Tette like a couple of peaches. Probably breathless with running.’

      ‘That I have not, signore.’ Zanetti’s voice is calm and steady. ‘I’m sure I should remember someone of that description most particularly.’

      ‘Bastard whore stole a purse full of coins from me.’

      Sofia hears Zanetti tutting his tongue against his teeth. ‘Despicable indeed!’

      There is a long pause.

      Then the heavy-bellied man says, ‘Cazzo! We’re a pair of bloody idiots! We’ve been wasting our time. Luigi!’

      ‘Signore?’ The servant’s voice.

      ‘We’ve been running around this damned city for nothing. God, I’m a fool! We don’t need to find her – we need the mistress. Luigi, go now, straight away, and find Signora… what was her name? The seamstress. Romano. That’s it: Romano.’

      Sofia puts her hands over her mouth.

      ‘And tell her what a treacherous, thieving bitch her little needlewoman really is.’ There is a moment’s pause, then Sofia hears the man mutter, ‘I’ll show that filthy little puttana what happens to anybody who dares to treat me like…’

      The big shadow moves away from the cart, fading and blurring as it goes, and Sofia misses the end of the sentence. A minute passes. Then a corner of the back flap is lifted and Sofia sees Niccolò Zanetti’s face peering in. ‘He’s gone,’ he says. ‘Quite gone. I saw him leave the piazza.’

      Sofia climbs awkwardly out of the cart. Feeling sick, she stares around her for a moment, then looks at Niccolò Zanetti. ‘Thank you, signore. I’m very grateful to you for… I’m… but I’m sorry – I have to go.’

      ‘But —’

      ‘I’m finished in Modena, signore. This is it. You heard him – he’s going to tell Signora Romano that I’m a thief.’

      ‘But he’s mistaken. You are innocent. Will she not understand that when you tell her?’

      ‘No,’ Sofia says, shaking her head. ‘She won’t. She won’t understand. She’ll want to have me put away, or run out of town. I can’t stay. I have to get out of the city – straight away. At least for the moment. Till the fuss dies down. But thank you. Thank you so much.’ She reaches out and takes Niccolò Zanetti’s hand for a second, and then turns from him and begins to run once more, across the piazza towards the Porta Nuovo.

      ‘Signorina!’ she hears Zanetti’s voice calling behind her. ‘Stop! Listen! I have an idea. Why don’t you…?’

      But her footsteps are clattering on cobbles now and his last few words go unheard.
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A couple of miles outside Modena

      A black-masked figure, barefoot, in untucked shirt and patched breeches, sidles out from a patch of shadow, carrying a ladder under his arm: half of it projecting out before him, and half behind. It is clear he is anxious about being overheard – each step is being carefully taken. He looks around him continually, eyes wide behind the mask, as though expecting disaster.

      Another figure – noticeably older, shorter, stockier – creeps in step some paces behind him; this newcomer is clearly taking even more elaborate care than the first to remain undetected. This second man then drops something metallic, which clatters as it hits the floor. Startled, the masked man spins around, whirling the ladder, as the second crouches down to pick up the fallen object. The ladder skims above the head of the crouching figure, who then stands up. Coming around full circle, the ladder hits the second man hard in the backside. He falls forward onto all fours.

      ‘Yes, yes, that works rather well,’ he says, getting to his feet and dusting off the knees of his breeches. ‘But I dropped the key too soon, I think. Let’s just try it again before we stop for this evening. Once more, please, Beppe? And then, if it works, let’s run through that little piece of dialogue, too.’

      Beppe puts the ladder down on the ground and pulls off the black mask. Rubbing his face, he pushes his fingers through already untidy, cropped black hair; then, yawning and stretching long limbs, he nods. ‘If you’d like to.’

      ‘Take it from where you come on. I need to give you a little more time with the creeping before I drop the key – build up the tension that little bit more.’

      ‘Mmm. If I stop and start a couple more times, then you can stop and start with me – exactly as I do – and then on the…’ He frowns, considering. ‘… on the fourth stop, that’s when you can do the drop. And I’ll spin.’

      A woman’s voice calls from some way off to the left. ‘Agostino!’

      The second man turns round sharply. ‘Agostino!’ comes the voice again. ‘How long are you going to be, you and Beppe?’

      ‘Not long, cara!’ he calls back. ‘No more than a few moments!’

      ‘Your soup’s ready.’

      ‘Thank you, cara. I won’t be long!’

      ‘Beppe, there’s enough for you too, if you want some.’

      Beppe grins at Agostino. ‘Thank you, Cosima,’ he calls back. ‘I’d love some.’

      ‘You do know it will be unspeakable, don’t you?’ Agostino says, shaking his head. ‘She gets worse by the week.’

      ‘Better than no soup.’

      Agostino raises an eyebrow. Beppe laughs. ‘Well, maybe not,’ he says. ‘It’ll fill your belly, though.’

      ‘Hmmm.’ Agostino shakes his head. ‘Let’s run through the lazzo again before we face the…’ Closing his eyes, he claps the back of his hand to his forehead in a gesture of exhausted despair. ‘… the Ordeal of the Soup. I want us to have this little piece absolutely right before our first performance in Modena.’

      Beppe picks up his ladder. Holding it upright, as though it is leaning against a wall, he climbs up some half-dozen rungs, and stands there balancing. Then, as the ladder begins to wobble, he jumps nimbly backwards and lands back on the ground, pulling the ladder neatly with him.

      Agostino laughs. ‘Oh, I like that, Beppe – use it somewhere. How high can you get?’

      Beppe shrugs. ‘About six, seven rungs.’

      ‘See if you can make it to the top.’

      Beppe shakes his head. ‘Too risky.’ He thinks for a moment. ‘With a shorter ladder I might get up and over the top, though. And down the other side. It’d seem as though the ladder were stuck to the ground.’

      ‘I’ll get Vico to make one for you. Say six, seven rungs high?’

      Beppe bends and picks up his ladder again. He carries it off to the edge of the little makeshift stage, then once again creeps out from the shadows, staring around him fitfully, eyes wide, mouth slightly open. Agostino follows him. Beppe takes one big step and pauses, foot high. Agostino takes a much smaller step, but pauses in time with Beppe. Beppe gingerly puts his raised foot to the floor. Agostino copies him. Beppe shuffles a step. So does Agostino. Beppe takes three long strides. Agostino follows suit, with shorter strides – and then he drops the key. As he crouches, the ladder whirls over his head. He stands up, and is knocked to the floor once more. ‘Oh yes, much better,’ he says. ‘Dialogue now.’ He draws in a breath, leans dramatically forward from the hips and, peering myopically towards Beppe, says in a very different, higher-pitched squawk of a voice, ‘Arlecchino! Is that you?’

      Beppe, hopping from foot to foot now, says, ‘Yes, sir. Oh yes – it most certainly is. I told you I’d be here… and here I quite definitely… am.’

      ‘I want you to go and fetch my daughter.’

      ‘In a moment, sir, in a moment. I’ll have to hurry – she’s about to explode!’

      Agostino, who has been turning away from Beppe, whirls back round again, mouth dropping open into an O of surprise. ‘Explode? My daughter?’

      ‘No, no, no! My pot of stew! She’s been on the fire too long.’

      ‘On the fire?’ Agostino seems to wobble with bemusement and his voice becomes even more shrill.

      ‘I don’t want her bottom to burn…’

      ‘Her bottom? My daughter’s —?’

      Beppe puts his hands on his hips and doubles over for a second. Straightening up, he shakes his head violently. ‘No, no, no, no! My pot of stew!’

      ‘Oh, you really are the most aggravating creature – get on with you! Quick!’

      ‘The quickest way is up the ladder, sir…’

      Beppe breaks off. ‘Hey – tell you what, Ago, if I had the shorter ladder here, I could make quite a nonsense of trying to get up it, and keeping on finding myself back on the ground again because I’ve gone up and over without realizing.’

      ‘Yes – that could be marvellous. I’m sure Vico will be able to knock up the new ladder in time for Bologna.’

      ‘Good. Sorry – let’s get back to it. From quickest up the ladder…’

      Beppe repeats the line. Agostino’s stance changes again. Bending slightly, one hand now on his crotch, he leans forwards once more, screwing up his eyes and glaring at Beppe. ‘Get on with you, you pestilential little… er… little…’

      ‘Little what, sir?’

      Agostino glares at him. ‘I have little patience with you, that’s what!’

      Beppe lays his ladder at an angle against a big wooden chest. Scrambling up and along it on all fours like a monkey, he squeals loudly when the ladder up-ends and seesaws him down towards the ground again on the other side of the chest. Rolling, head over heels, still holding the ladder, he somehow manages to stand upright with it again, and hurries off, away from Agostino.

      Agostino claps his hands together a few times. ‘Thank you, Beppe, that was perfect. Now let’s gird our loins and stiffen our sinews. It’s… time…’ He shudders. ‘… for… soup.’

      Laughing, Beppe leans the ladder up against the edge of the makeshift staging. He picks up his discarded mask, and, swinging it by its leather straps, jumps down from the stage and begins to make his way over rough ground towards where four covered wagons stand grouped together beneath a large oak tree. A fire is burning in a brazier some yards from the wagons, and an iron pot hangs above the flames.

      Seated near the fire, staring into the flickering light, is a handsome woman, dressed in vivid red, with a bright parti-coloured wrap around her shoulders; her hair hangs down her back. She looks up and smiles as the two men approach; reaching out behind her, she picks up two wooden bowls, then ladles soup from the iron pot into each.

      ‘There you are,’ she says in a voice husky from tiredness, handing them their bowls and then big torn hunks of bread. ‘Eat up. Everyone else ate earlier. I didn’t like to interrupt.’

      Beppe sinks neatly to sit cross-legged on the grass near the fire next to Agostino, and places his mask down by his side. He takes the proffered bowl, spoon and bread, thanks Cosima and, avoiding Agostino’s eye, begins to eat, trying not to grimace. As expected, the soup is thin and insufficiently seasoned; the vegetables and beans in it are badly overcooked. It does, however, as he had promised Agostino, fill his empty belly. A moment later, wiping out his bowl with his bread, he places it down on the grass beside him and lies back; fingers interlocked behind his head, knees crooked up, he stares at the stars. Someone – probably Vico – is playing a guitar nearby and Lidia is singing. Beppe listens for a moment, soothed by her lilting voice.

      A dog comes near, sniffing Beppe’s face, its nose cold and wet against his cheek. Beppe reaches out and begins lazily to fondle its ears. The dog sits, pressing itself up against him.

      Someone sits down on his other side.

      ‘Rain tomorrow.’ Cosima’s voice.

      Beppe turns his head towards her. ‘Why do you say that? That’s a wonderful sky.’

      ‘It is, isn’t it? But see over there, Beppe – see what’s on its way towards us.’ She points westwards, where a thick bulwark of ugly, stuffed-looking cloud hangs menacingly low over the horizon.

      Beppe rolls onto his side and peers in the direction Cosima is pointing. He swears softly. ‘Merda. Probably going to pour just as we start performing on Saturday.’

      The dog thumps its tail on the ground and licks Beppe’s ear.

      ‘Might well do, but we’re in the Piazza di Porta Ravegnana in Bologna on Saturday, aren’t we? We can work under cover there.’

      Puffing out his relief, Beppe sits up. ‘Oh yes. I’d forgotten. Thank God for that.’

      ‘Not often we get such a sheltered spot for the stage.’

      ‘Not often enough, that’s for certain.’

      ‘And then it’s the big Correggio house outside the city in October, don’t forget… what’s it called? Franceschina. That’s it – the Castello della Franceschina.’ Agostino leans forwards and claps a hand on Beppe’s bent knee. ‘Our venues are becoming ever more prestigious, are they not? The Coraggiosi will be performing in palaces every week within the year – you mark my words, Beppe, my boy.’

      Beppe smiles and shrugs. ‘Maybe so. But you know me – I’m just as happy in a piazza.’

      ‘What? You have no ambition, amico, that’s your problem!’ Agostino shakes his head. ‘Look at the Gelosi – they’re being fêted and talked about wherever they go now!’

      ‘Oh, the Gelosi, the Gelosi. The bloody Gelosi – they are no better than we are!’ says Vico, sitting down on the far side of Beppe.

      Agostino glances across at him. Dark and wiry, Vico is scowling. ‘Vico,’ he says, ‘your loyalty to the Coraggiosi is indubitably touching, but the vile and vitriolic vituperation you aim at our nearest rival troupe at every possible opportunity seems to me to be entirely uncalled-for.’

      ‘And the number of unnecessary syllables you stuff into every one of your endless sentences is as astonishing as ever, Agostino,’ Vico says with a quick grin. ‘I mean it, anyway. They’re good, yes, the Gelosi. They’re wonderful, in fact. But so are we.’

      Cosima smiles at him. ‘Bless you, Vico. We are. We’re as good as the sum of our parts, are we not?’

      Vico pecks a nod in agreement.

      ‘Mmm – and if it’s of any interest to anyone, I’d like to say that I’m in agreement with the general consensus…’ A tall, bearded man of about forty walks up from the wagons and sits down next to Agostino.

      ‘Thank you, Federico, and I’m sure you know that we are equally delighted that you chose to come and swell our ranks.’ Smirking smugly, Agostino pats the newcomer on the knee. ‘What is it – two months since you joined us?’

      ‘Yes, about that long.’

      Agostino looks from Federico to Beppe, Vico, Cosima and Lidia, who has settled herself just behind Vico, saying, ‘But I feel I should remind you that the only way we will sustain this burgeoning success is if all the various parts of the whole bother to rehearse sufficiently.’ His smirk fades and an expression of soldierly determination takes its place. ‘So,’ he says, ‘listen to what I want from you all tomorrow.’

      Beppe leans back on his arms. Agostino’s instructions are clear, concise, demanding… and humorous, and by the time he has finished, everyone is smiling, but nobody is in any doubt as to how exhausting the following day is likely to be.

      Agostino jabs a finger towards each of his company, saying, ‘Go on then, off to bed, the lot of you. Poor old Giovanni Battista is already dead to the world, bless him, and I’ve seen neither hide nor hair of Angelo for at least a couple of hours, so I bloody well hope he’s asleep too. Someone will have to fill him in first thing tomorrow.’

      Beppe sees Vico and Lidia exchange glances.

      Agostino says, ‘I want you all up and ready to start by first light. Do you hear that – all of you? We make our entrance into Bologna at midday, we perform in the afternoon, and I want us to have run through the whole play at least twice here before we set off.’

      Vico stretches and groans. ‘First light? Twice? God, Agostino, you’re a bloody slave driver!’

      Lidia puts her arms around Vico and kisses his cheek. ‘Stop complaining and come to bed.’

      Getting to his feet, Beppe laughs softly. He raises a foot and nudges Vico in the shoulder with his heel. ‘You won’t get a better offer than that, amico. I’d make the most of it, if I were you.’ He turns to Cosima. ‘Shall I douse the fire?’

      ‘No, leave it, caro. It’ll burn itself out within the hour. Be off with you, and get some sleep.’ She reaches out to Agostino, who takes her hands and pulls her to her feet. Kissing her, he drapes an arm around her shoulders and she leans in against him affectionately.

      Beppe yawns. Patting Vico on the shoulder, pecking a nod to Lidia, he collects his and Agostino’s soup bowls and spoons. Throwing them up one by one, he juggles with them for a moment, then catches them deftly and walks away towards the wagons, the dog at his heels, his footsteps soundless on the thick grass.

       

      In the darkness over on the far side of the wagons, a young man with a perfect profile is leaning against a tree, a flask of grappa in one hand. Angelo da Bagnacavallo has been listening to Agostino’s exhortations and rolling his eyes in irritation, shaking his head scornfully. On hearing his own name mentioned, he checks, holding his breath, listening to see if anyone is aware of where he has been. Quickly satisfied that his whereabouts still seem to be a mystery to all, however, he drains his flask, blinking a couple of times against the strength of the spirit, and prepares to wait another few minutes until the rest of the troupe have settled for the night.

      He has no wish to enter into conversation with anyone.
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      Just inside the walls of the city of Bologna, as the afternoon edges its way into evening, a steady mizzling rain is blurring the edges of the buildings, catching in starry droplets in the hair and lashes of anyone unfortunate enough to be out of doors. Sofia’s yellow skirts are clinging to her legs – a dark tidemark meanders around the fabric at knee-height – and cold trickles are running down from her hair into the neckline of her bodice. Gazing up at the heavy-bellied clouds as thunder growls softly, she hunches her shoulders and pulls up and over her head a length of sacking she found fallen from a passing cart. After two days and three nights out in the open, walking the twenty-five or so miles from Modena, sleeping in doorways and church porches, her now-broken shoes are oozing water at every step and her feet feel painfully chilled. The linen strip that Signor Zanetti so gently bound around her broken finger the other day is filthy now, and, within the sodden cloth, her fingertips have bleached and wrinkled.

      Seeing a deep doorway, Sofia hurries to shelter under its low arch. A scrawny cat mews, stretches, and stalks across to rub itself against her legs. Sitting down on a dry step, and pulling her skirts in out of the wet, she strokes the top of the cat’s head with the tips of her fingers. It closes its eyes, pushing up against her touch. ‘Do you know,’ she says to the cat, ‘I’m so hungry now, I could almost eat you.’ The cat mews again. ‘Might you be able to catch me a mouse, little puss?’ Sofia says. The cat begins to purr. ‘We could share it, if you could.’

      The cat snakes itself around her. Its fur is wet and it smells musty. ‘What am I to do, puss?’ she says, fingering its tattered ears. ‘You tell me.’ She picks a wet ringlet of hair from where it has stuck to her cheek and tucks it behind her ear. ‘Do you know, I used to have a little cat a bit like you. Once. A long time ago.’

      The cat gives another plaintive little mewing cry.

      Footsteps sound out some yards away. Sofia looks up. The cat stiffens, and then slips silently away. A man approaches. Thick-set, broad-shouldered, grey-haired, he is wearing a heavy cloak and boots. Sofia gets to her feet and, as the man nears her doorway, she steps forward.

      ‘Might you have a few coins to spare, signore?’ she says, her heart thudding with shame. ‘I have nothing to eat.’

      He checks, his gaze raking her from head to foot, taking in her tangled hair, her soaked clothes and the mud-stained shoes. He runs his tongue over his lip. Sofia’s heart beats faster at the look in his eye, and she starts to feel sick.

      The man’s gaze lingers on her face and then dips to her breasts. Sofia folds her arms across her front. The man shakes his head a fraction. Pushing a hand into a pocket in his breeches, he fumbles through its jingling contents; with one quick glance at the coins in his hand, he flings them at Sofia’s feet without a word. He pulls his cloak more tightly around himself and strides on, away around a corner and out of sight. Sofia does not move until he has gone, but as soon as he has disappeared, she squats down and picks up the coins, rubbing the mud from them with her thumb.

      Standing, she sees that dust from the dry step on which she has been sitting has now stuck to the wet cloth of her skirts, crusting around the sodden hem; she tries to brush it off, but it clings tenaciously, so, giving up the attempt and pulling the sacking over her head, she sets off back out into the rain, heading up the Via Piella towards the city centre, clutching the coins in her good hand.

      It is some minutes before she finds a likely tavern.

      A yellowish light is spilling out through its part-open door to lie in glittering puddles on the cobbles. As Sofia pushes it further open and peers in, she sees some two dozen people within. Most are seated at tables, but one small group is huddled in a conspiratorial cluster by the wide fireplace, and, in an empty corner of the room, two young men are standing nose to nose, fists up, faces distorted with fury.

      Sofia slips inside and stands up against the wall near the door as the huge tavern-owner pushes a massive arm like a leg of pork in between the two fighters. ‘Come on now, signori, that’s enough. Settle down now,’ he says, his voice surprisingly soft for a man of his size.

      One of the young men glares at him. ‘Oh, vaffanculo! Piss off, Alberto – don’t get in my way!’

      ‘Hey, hey, hey… now that’s enough,’ Alberto says again. ‘Not in here, if you please, Pietro Goldoni. If you can’t settle down, then you can both take yourselves off outside and deal with your problems in the street.’

      Scowling, Goldoni shoves at the other young man’s chest and then turns away. His companion staggers backwards, swearing in his turn; then, righting himself, he lurches back towards Goldoni, grabbing his upper arm and swinging him around. Drawing back a fist, he lets fly, catching Goldoni hard on the jaw. Goldoni grunts in pain. He reaches out and pulls the other boy in towards him by his shirt.

      Several of the people seated at the tables gasp. Someone pushes a chair back, scraping its legs across the stone flags.

      Alberto shakes his head and puffs out a sigh. Taking a handful of Pietro Goldoni’s doublet in one hand, and a fistful of the other boy’s shirt in the other, he parts them with ease. Turning them both towards the door, and lifting them so each is almost up on his toes, he half-walks, half-drags them through the jumble of tables to the entrance without a word. Kicking the door wide open, he swings both young men out into the street; both fall forwards onto the wet ground.

      Alberto pulls the door closed and brushes his hands together. ‘There – now stay out until you can sit and drink together in peace, the pair of you,’ he says loudly to the closed door, wagging a massive forefinger.

      He crosses the room, shaking his head.

      ‘Good man, Alberto!’ somebody calls.

      The big tavern-owner nods in the man’s direction but makes no comment.

      Sofia follows him. ‘Excuse me, signore,’ she says as he stops and lowers his bulk onto a stool which looks far too flimsy to support him.

      He raises an eyebrow and inclines his head.

      ‘Er… might you have a room spare? Somewhere I could stay for the night? And something to eat?’

      Alberto’s gaze takes in Sofia’s filthy clothes and sodden hair. ‘You need to go and sit yourself down near that fire, signorina,’ he says, pointing towards the hearth. ‘Get yourself dry.’

      ‘Thank you. And the room, signore?’

      ‘What money do you have? I’ve just the one bed upstairs for travellers. A place in it and a blanket can be yours for half a scudo. And a bite to eat for fifty baiocchi. I’ve a stew on the fire.’

      Sofia holds out her coins.

      Alberto moves them about on her palm with one thick finger. ‘Not quite enough,’ he says. ‘Do you have any more?’

      Sofia swallows awkwardly and shakes her head.

      ‘Well, perhaps…’ The big man pauses. He raises an eyebrow. ‘… you can pay the extra… some other way?’

      Sofia’s mouth opens a little, but she says nothing.

      Her heart races.

      Alberto sucks his teeth for a moment, then he frowns and says, ‘Perhaps you might see your way to washing a few pots for me?’ He nods towards her fistful of coins. ‘You have enough there for a meal. Then you could wash a few of my dirty pots to earn a bed for the night. How does that sound? Could you do that?’

      Sofia almost laughs. ‘Oh yes – with pleasure, signore.’

      Alberto smiles. ‘Eat first, I think. Don’t you? Then do the pots.’

       

      The makeshift bed in the tavern’s upstairs room is low and very wide – wide enough for at least three sleepers. Straw-mattressed, its foot-end is strewn with a jumble of shabby blankets. The one small window in the room is unshuttered, and the steep-sloped ceiling is merely the underneath of the roof-tiles; smears of lime mortar show between the tiles, and chinks of the night sky are winking through at various places above Sofia’s head. Every now and again, she feels the cold prickle of a raindrop which has found its way through into the room.

      Sofia drops the big folded sheet Alberto has just handed her. It lands on the floor with a whump and the candle on the shelf gutters in the draught, then settles again.

      She picks up all the blankets and the three limp pillows and heaps them on the floor. Standing at one side of the bed, she flaps out the sheet and watches as it settles across the uneven mattress. The far edge flips back on itself, and Sofia shakes it out again a couple of times until it lies flat. She works her way around the bed, tucking the sheet in under the mattress, wincing a couple of times as her damaged finger takes more weight than is comfortable.

      She replaces the pillows side by side across the generous width of the bed, and turns to the blankets. There are six of them; Sofia folds four and places them neatly on the sheet at the foot of the bed, ready for any other sleepers who might come into the room. Picking up the other two, she blows out the candle, then wraps the blankets around her and lies down on the far side of the mattress, fully dressed, cocooned in the shabby wool, which smells of sweat and dust, of unwashed skin and faintly, faintly of sheep. She curls on her side, drawing her knees up. Her skirts are almost dry now, warmed through in front of the tavern fire, and her belly feels full at last – full of the mutton stew and bread Alberto has given her in return for her begged-for coins.

      Her eyes seem not to want to close, so she turns her head and stares up at the needle-points of light between the tiles. Her thoughts fragment and disconnect as she moves her eyes from point to point.

      She has no home.

      No money.

      Nowhere to go. She has become a stray… like that cat.

      She has nothing. Nothing at all. Where should she look for work? For lodgings? How is she to pay for anything for the next few weeks, while she cannot sew? She begins to fiddle with the strapping on her broken finger. The finger feels hot now it is no longer wet – hot and swollen, and itchy within the binding. Sofia picks at a tiny strand from the tuft of wool, pulling at it, teasing it out; but it feels suddenly as though the whole thing might come loose, and she lets go quickly, pushing it back down inside the strapping with the tip of her other forefinger.

      The door to the upstairs room creaks open.

      A man comes in, carrying a candle, shielding the flame with cupped fingers. He is short and stocky, with sparse hair and a doughy face. Someone whom Sofia saw earlier downstairs, she realizes, but of whom she had taken no notice.

      She holds her breath, draws her blankets in more tightly around herself.

      The man sets the candle down on the shelf, next to the stub of the one Sofia has just blown out. He turns to look at her. She catches his gaze, then closes her eyes tightly.

      ‘I know you’re not asleep,’ he says, quietly.

      She does not move.

      ‘I was watching you in the tavern room. I saw you leave to go upstairs.’

      Sofia remains silent. She opens her eyes a fraction, wanting to see what the man might be doing, hoping he will not notice. He is taking off his doublet, his gaze on her face. She does not move. The man sits down on the end of the bed and pulls off his boots; the straw stuffing in the mattress scrunches beneath him as he moves. He picks up and shakes out one of the blankets; then, crawling across the bed, he lies down next to Sofia, pulling the covering up and over himself.

      His breath smells of grappa. He lays a hand on her shoulder, pressing gently with his palm, lifting his fingers as though he were going to stroke up towards her face. But Sofia turns right over without a word, away from him, clutching her blankets around her.

      ‘I’ll pay,’ he murmurs, pressing himself up close to her back and replacing his hand on her upper arm, gripping it tightly this time. ‘I’m not asking you to do it for nothing. I wouldn’t do that.’

      Feeling the man now stroking down towards her elbow, she jerks her arm backwards, pushing him off.

      He hesitates for a moment. With a lurch of her stomach, she feels him pick up a curling strand of her hair; he tucks it behind her ear, then runs his hand down to cup her shoulder again. ‘It wouldn’t take long,’ he whispers. ‘And I’ll make it worth your while. I have a whole scudo… p’raps two I can give you. But we’ll need to be quick – someone else might come.’

      Two scudi. Four nights’ bed and board here at this tavern.

      Pulling the blankets more tightly around her, she draws her knees up towards her chest, curling herself into a ball – and then the door creaks open once more.

      A stripe of yellowish light from the staircase falls across the bed; then it narrows and vanishes as the door is pushed shut again. The man edges away from her, swearing softly under his breath.

      Sofia holds her breath. Another one? She feels sick. She cannot fight two of them. Her back is to the door; she dares not turn to look at the newcomer, but strains her ears, trying to hear anything that might give her an indication of what sort of a person the new arrival might be.

      His movements are slow; the footsteps she hears are shuffling and a little unsteady. Oh God, Sofia thinks, her heart beating so fast now she feels light-headed, if he’s drunk… Please, I can’t fight off two men. Then the newcomer coughs, clears his throat, and coughs again, and Sofia almost cries with relief. This is an old man’s cough: a sound of frailty and ill health. A noise of no threat.

      The man next to her has turned his back to her and is lying still. After a moment’s immobility, though, she feels his body start to jerk. It is a muffled, furtive movement, rhythmic and intense, and every few seconds he lets out a barely audible gasp, stifling the sound in his pillow, clearly trying to remain unheard. Sofia screws her eyes shut and holds her breath. The man’s back trembles against hers and the straw mattress rustles under him. Pulling her blanket up, Sofia presses it in against her ears. After a moment or two, the man shudders and is still.

      In the silence that follows, Sofia becomes aware of the old man, who is still on his feet. Turning slightly, she looks over her shoulder and starts to watch him in the flickering candlelight. Chin tucked down to his chest, he is taking his time in unfastening his doublet with stiff, unbending fingers – Sofia can hear the soft scrape and tick of the laces being pulled through their eyelet holes – and then he places the doublet down on the chair near the door. It slips off and falls to the floor; the old man grunts softly as he bends to pick it up again.

      ‘Blow the candle out, Nonno,’ the man in the bed mutters.

      Shuffling footfalls cross the room, the old man puffs out the flame with a wheezing gasp and darkness fills the room.

      Sofia lies still, tensed and hardly breathing, for several minutes, dreading the thought that, despite what he has just done, the man next to her might resume his attentions in the dark, but the seconds pass and nothing happens. Still she does not move. The old man begins to snore softly on the far side of the bed – a quiet bubbling in the back of his throat – and Sofia finds herself listening intently, counting the seconds in between the snores. From the man next to her, there is only ragged breathing. Sofia tries to shift position without drawing attention to herself: her shoulder and hip are stiff now, from lying on the same side without moving, but she dares not turn towards her companion, fearful that he might interpret the move as an invitation.

      Finally, she can bear it no longer, and, turning as smoothly as she can, she shifts position to face in towards her companion. The man’s back is bulky, his shirt creased and warmly damp. Heat is coming from him and Sofia smells the prickling bitterness of stale sweat. Staring up at the light-speckled ceiling for a moment, her eyes begin to feel leaden; she closes them.

      She will, she thinks, ask the tavern-owner for more work in the morning. That will be a place to start from. And if Alberto has nothing for her, well, she will at least have had a meal and a sleep. A sleep… she has to sleep: each breath is fluttering in her chest. But how can she sleep, lying here next to a man who wanted to… wanted to… What if he tries again? While she sleeps? What if he decides that the old man will not wake, if he tries his luck again? The thought makes her feel sick.

      Here, in this bed, next to this heavy, sweat-smelling, unattractive stranger, Sofia imagines having agreed to the man’s earlier suggestion; she pictures herself naming a price, the man laying his hands on her, unfastening her dress, pushing his way up under her skirts. She sees the greedy look in his eyes as he edges himself into position. Her face distorting with disgust, she imagines herself touching him. She hears the chink of coins thrown down onto the pillow and imagines his muttered thanks as he pulls away and adjusts his clothes.

      Yes. She will ask Alberto for work in the morning. That will be a start, she thinks. Running through how she might frame her request, she feels herself sliding away into sleep.
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The Castello della Franceschina, a few miles outside Bologna

      ‘Sebastiano, please, listen to me!’

      Sebastiano da Correggio picks up a silver goblet from the heavily laden table in front of him and flings it at the woman seated on the opposite side. She ducks, gasping in shock as the goblet smacks against the wall behind her and bounces down to the floor, splattering wall, floorboards and the sleeve of her dress with red wine.

      ‘Don’t fucking tell me what to do!’ he shouts, his mouth twisted with anger. Flecks of spit land on the table in front of him, darkening the damasked linen cloth. ‘You pathetic, inebriate bitch – why the hell should I listen to you?’

      The woman bites her lip. Tilting her chin up, she is clearly struggling not to cry; fat tears gleam along her lashes. The fingers of her left hand tighten around the stem of her cup, her knuckles standing out white. ‘Please, Sebastiano,’ she says again, in little more than a whisper this time.

      ‘Did I not say to you that you were not to tell anyone?’ da Correggio says through gritted teeth.

      The woman says nothing.

      ‘But such an instruction was clearly too complex for someone of your limited intelligence to grasp.’

      The woman flinches. She stands up.

      ‘Where are you going?’

      Saying nothing, the woman walks around the end of the table towards where da Correggio is sitting. Crouching down next to his chair, clutching its arm with both hands, she gazes up into his face. ‘I can explain, Sebastiano.’

      ‘Don’t trouble yourself!’ Shoving his chair back from her, Sebastiano da Correggio lifts his right arm and swipes at her backhanded. The blow catches her across the cheek with a crack like a horsewhip; she cries out and stumbles backwards, banging her shoulder hard on the edge of the table as she falls.

      ‘Get up!’ da Correggio says. ‘It’s pathetic! What do you think you’re doing grovelling down there like a dog?’

      Grabbing the edge of the table, the woman pulls herself to her feet, pressing her hand to the side of her head. ‘I’m sorry,’ she mutters.

      Da Correggio reaches out and grasps her wrist. ‘Listen, Maddalena,’ he says, ‘you know as well as I do that I want to keep my sources a secret. You promised me you wouldn’t tell anyone. You’ve let me down.’

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ Maddalena whispers. ‘I only told Lisabeta —’

      ‘Your fucking maidservant?’ Da Correggio lets go of her arm and shakes his head in disbelief. ‘One of the loosest mouths in Emilia-Romagna, so I’ve heard.’

      ‘It was only because I’m so impressed with your plans.’ Maddalena is now almost inaudible.

      ‘You know I want to be very careful with how the information spreads. If other possible dealers start to realize what potential this liquid has beyond the curative, then my position will become precarious in the extreme.’ Da Correggio turns away from her, adding in a much softer voice, more to himself than to Maddalena, ‘She will need to be made to remain silent.’

      Maddalena stiffens, but says nothing.

      Several long minutes pass. Then Sebastiano da Correggio reaches across the table, snatches up Maddalena’s cup and drains its contents. Maddalena stands unmoving, her hip pressed against the edge of the table, her gaze fixed upon da Correggio’s face as he stares into the now-empty cup.

      ‘I’m sorry I made you angry,’ she whispers.

      Da Correggio grunts.

      ‘I never meant to —’

      ‘Do you know,’ da Correggio says loudly, as though Maddalena has not spoken, ‘I think this might all have gone on long enough. I think it might just be time to let your cuckold of a husband know exactly what sort of a needy little whore his wife really is.’

      Maddalena wails and drops to her knees, clutching the arm of da Correggio’s chair. ‘God, no – please, Sebastiano! I want to be with you. You can’t!’

      ‘Oh, I think I can. If I choose to. Don’t you agree?’

      ‘Please! I beg you, Sebastiano —’

      Da Correggio lifts a hand, palm towards her, to silence her. ‘Be quiet. That’s enough. You want me to keep your secrets? Well, you’d better fucking well learn to keep mine. You know what you need to do to persuade me not to talk to him, don’t you?’

      Maddalena hangs her head.
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Bologna

      Not long after midday, the four painted wagons of the Coraggiosi troupe rumble through the great gate of San Sotero, making their exuberant and noisy way along the Via Emilia towards the centre of Bologna.

      Much to everyone’s surprise, the rain is holding off. The sky, as Agostino pointed out that morning, resembles nothing so much as the sagging underside of a heavy grey mattress, but, as yet, to the delight of the Coraggiosi, the streets are still dry.

      Beppe is out in front with Vico. Masked once more, but no longer in his tattered shirt and breeches, he is wearing a long jacket and leggings of multi-coloured diamond-shaped patches, and has a soft black woollen hat on the back of his head. He is arguing vehemently with Vico. Vico – shorter, stockier than Beppe – is also masked, and is dressed in what appears to be a couple of grubby old flour sacks cinched in at the waist with a length of rope; he is clearly coming off second-best in the altercation. Hopping from foot to foot in a counterfeit rage, Beppe shakes his fist at Vico, chattering at him in what seem at first to be recognizable words, but in fact make no sense at all. He grabs one of his friend’s hands. Vico tries to snatch it back – but to the two men’s apparent astonishment, their hands seem to have instantly fused together. The two men pull and push and struggle to free themselves, dodging in and out of the path of the wagons, to cheers from the watching people. Beppe lifts first one leg over his and Vico’s clasped arms and then the other, tangling himself in knots, ending by flipping head over heels and landing lightly on his feet, waggling both newly freed hands as though they have been burned.

      The people now lining the streets laugh and catcall and shout encouragement. One small boy runs out into the street and, with a look of great daring, pokes his tongue out at Beppe. Beppe back-flips again in shock, then pokes his tongue out in return. The little boy doubles up with laughter and runs back into the crowd to a spattering of applause.

      Lidia, driving the furthest wagon, calls out to them, ‘We perform this afternoon in the Piazza di Porta Ravegnana. Don’t miss it! The Foolish Notary – we start in two hours! Come and join us!’

      The crowd cheer and wave. Several children begin to run alongside the wagons.

      Two people are riding, one on either side of the wagons, on a pair of pretty dark brown ponies: Cosima, and a young man with features of such symmetrical perfection, he might have been modelled in marble. This is Angelo. Both Cosima’s dress and Angelo’s glittering, jewelled doublet and breeches are a vivid, joyous red. Both are beaming and waving at the crowds with regal dignity and Cosima is throwing flowers from a basket on her arm.

      His face split in a wide smile, Agostino is standing up in the foremost wagon, reins in one hand, and with his other arm around an old man with sparse grey hair and reddened cheeks. He calls out to the crowd, ‘Signori and signore, it’s here at last! The moment you have all been waiting for for months! The wait is at an end! The Coraggiosi will perform this afternoon, in the piazza, in little more than a couple of hours’ time. Here in the shadows of that august and hallowed establishment, the university…’ Agostino gives a deep bow and the crowd cheers. He continues in a voice now mournful and slow. ‘Here we shall enact for you a terrible, sad tale: the catastrophic demise of an eminent professor of philosophy, a man so steeped in learning that, like a cabbage left long in a butt of brine, his brains have… pickled.’

      Someone in the crowd whoops and shouts and people around him laugh.

      ‘And here he is!’ Agostino claps his companion on the shoulder. The old man – Giovanni Battista – shakes his head, his expression one of pompous disbelief.

      ‘Is this man not every inch the great scholar?’ Agostino shouts, turning first to one side of the street, and then the other. ‘But you must come and see for yourselves this afternoon just how quickly it becomes clear that sometimes knowing too much can be as dangerous as knowing too little. Look, for example, at that pair of idiots…’ He points forwards towards Beppe and Vico, who break off their continuing altercation to bow extravagantly to right and left, grinning widely to loud applause. ‘Could it be that a couple of empty-heads like these come off best in a battle with the academic establishment? Come to the Piazza di Porta Ravegnana this afternoon, and, in the shadow of the Two Towers, you will find out for yourselves!’

      He stops. Seeing a familiar face in the crowd, he points and waves. ‘Niccolò! Niccolò Zanetti! My good friend! Purveyor of the most extraordinary medicaments to the people of Emilia-Romagna since goodness knows when! How excellent to see you! Will you be coming to see us in the piazza this afternoon?’

      A slight figure in a dark grey doublet takes off a tall black hat and waves it energetically. ‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world.’

      ‘Make sure you come and find us – it’s been too long since we last saw you.’

      Niccolò Zanetti waves again. ‘I’ll be there, amico.’

       

      ‘I’m sorry, signorina, I can’t help you,’ the big tavern-owner says, shaking his head. ‘I’ve neither the money nor the need for anyone. I only offered you the pot-wash last night because I couldn’t bear to turn you out of the tavern in weather like that.’

      Sofia looks up at Alberto’s great round face. She forces a smile. ‘Thank you anyway, signore. You’ve been very kind,’ she says. ‘I’ll not take up any more of your time.’

      ‘Listen,’ Alberto says quietly, jerking his head a fraction in an invitation for Sofia to come near enough to share a confidence. ‘Come here.’

      She takes a step towards him.

      ‘Listen,’ he says again. ‘I’m sorry I can’t offer you what you need. But…’ Hesitating, he says, ‘Here – have this. Go on, take it.’ Pushing a hand down into a pocket in his breeches, he pulls out a small leather pouch. ‘It’s not much…’ He gives the bag a quick shake and the contents chink. ‘Please. I’d like you to have it, signorina. It’s not much, but…’ He tails off.

      Holding out a hand, her face flaming, Sofia takes the little purse from him. She tries to smile again, but her face feels stiff and heavy and her mouth seems unwilling to move. She pecks a quick nod, now unable to meet Alberto’s eye. ‘Thank you again,’ she mumbles. ‘I think I should go now.’

      And, stumbling over a stool in her haste to leave, she lifts the latch on the tavern door and hurries out into the street and away towards the centre of the city. With the bag of coins tucked into her belt, she walks along for several minutes, her thoughts in turmoil.

      Where now? And what to do? Fingering through the contents of Alberto’s money-bag, she decides there should be enough for a couple of meals and another night somewhere. But where? And what then? What will happen to her when the money runs out? Alberto has been so very kind, she thinks, but even if she ekes it out carefully, she cannot see his money lasting her more than a couple of days. Panic begins to swell in her throat at the thought of the only option that seems to be left to her if she is not to starve. She holds her breath, fighting back tears. She cannot do it – especially after last night. Even contemplating the prospect of unknown hands fumbling with her clothing, pushing their way up into her skirts, the feel of unknown lips on hers – it makes her feel sick. She thinks of the man in the bed in the tavern room, and then pictures the glistening mouth of her accuser in Modena, ringed around with hair and smelling of ale and rotten teeth. Of what will they smell and taste, these men who might want to pay to touch her – and to have her touch them? And what might they ask her to do? Would she even understand their requests? Will they laugh at her if she does not? She has never so much as kissed anyone. Once, in a tavern, Sofia overheard a whore laughing drunkenly to a friend about some of the things she had done with her ‘tricks’… Sofia presses a fisted hand to her mouth and swallows uncomfortably.

      The narrow, winding street she is in suddenly opens out into the vast Piazza Maggiore: a wide space dominated by a series of castellated colonnades and already bustling with life. Sofia slows her pace, staring around her, her anxieties momentarily pushed aside in the face of such a vivid and enticing sight. She begins to make her way around the northern edge of the square, gazing about as she walks.

      Fish merchants and poultry-vendors are busy setting up their stalls and laying out their wares: mournful-eyed sardines lie in depressed-looking rows on piles of glittering salt; boxes of angry crayfish with tightly strapped, waving claws jostle for room beside baskets of squawking chickens; and on hooks hang clusters of rabbits and several limp ducks. On one stall a wet tangle of octopus tentacles gleams in the fitful light like a melting Medusa.

      A little way down the colonnade, a long table is stacked with books: some big, fat, heavy, bound in brightly coloured leather; others smaller, with scuffed wooden covers. One or two are lying open, showing dark woodcut illustrations, but most stand upright, spine out, ranked neatly along their table. Their owner, a tall man in a black doublet and breeches, sits on a high-legged stool behind the books, one large tome lying open in the palm of one of his long-fingered hands. Engrossed in what he is reading, he seems entirely uninterested in his surroundings and equally unaware of any potential customers.

      A scrawny young man hurries past Sofia with a bulging basket on his back. He stops just near her, swings the basket down onto the ground and opens it. She watches as he pulls from it a dark green cloth, which he spreads across the cobbles; then, reaching back down into the basket, he brings out bright handfuls of ribbons, buttons, laces, glittering beads and several pairs of embroidered sleeves, which he starts to lay out across his cloth. Whistling softly, he sits cross-legged on the ground behind his display, reaching from time to time to tweak and fiddle. Lastly, he takes from the basket a small iron bowl, which he places at his side. Pulling a few coins from a pocket in his breeches, he drops them into the bowl.

      Sofia gazes longingly at the ribbons and laces. They are beautiful, vividly coloured and enticing, and she longs to run her fingers through them. The sleeves are exquisite too, she thinks, itching to pick them up and examine them.

      ‘Want to come and have a look, signorina?’ the young man calls, grinning at her.

      Embarrassed to have been noticed, Sofia shrugs. ‘I haven’t any money.’

      ‘Don’t stop you lookin’…’

      Sofia cannot resist. Crouching in front of the young man’s display, she reaches out and picks up a bunch of bright crimson ribbons. They slip between her fingers like water, smooth and cool against her skin. She holds her hand up with the ribbons draped across it, and strokes it along her cheek. They are of a high quality – smooth and fine grained.

      The young man watches her. ‘Like them, do you?’

      ‘How could anyone not like them? They’re beautiful.’

      ‘Only ten baiocchi for the bunch.’

      Sofia shakes her head sadly. ‘I’d love to have them. But I can’t. No money.’

      The boy, dressed in dirty breeches and a doublet several sizes too large for him, stares hard at Sofia for several seconds, his gaze travelling over her bedraggled dress, her uncombed hair and the bandaged hand. He reaches across his display and takes the ribbons from her. Embarrassed, she begins to stand, but the boy says, ‘No, wait. You don’t understand – don’t go!’ He slides a couple from the bunch and holds them out to Sofia. ‘Here, have them. Stitch them onto your sleeve – they’ll look pretty. Or put them in your hair.’

      ‘But…’ Sofia begins.

      ‘Come here. I’ll do it for you.’ He holds out an arm, flicking his fingers, beckoning her.

      Sofia hesitates, but the boy is now on his feet. Bending over his basket, he pushes both hands down into it and rummages for a moment, then straightens, brandishing a small square of leather. Sofia sees that it is glittering with pins. The boy flaps it towards her. ‘Here – come here, and I’ll…’

      She does not move, so he hops nimbly over his display and stands in front of her. Taking back one of the ribbons he has given her, he flips it back and forth a couple of times, creating a four-looped bow. Freeing the loose ends, he holds it by one of the loops between his teeth and pulls a pin from the leather square, which he then pushes back down into his breeches pocket. With the knot of ribbon in one hand, and Sofia’s elbow in the other, he neatly in-and-outs the pin through the ribbon and fastens it to the sleeve near Sofia’s shoulder.

      ‘There!’ he says, nodding in approval at what he has done. ‘Now the other one.’

      He pins the second ribbon.

      ‘There, now. Fit for a duchess!’ he says, grinning.

      ‘Thank you. You’re very kind. But you shouldn’t be giving your things away…’

      The boy looks suddenly serious. ‘Nah, don’t suppose I should. But, well…’ He shrugs.

      Sofia says, ‘I’ll come and find you when I have some money. I’ll pay for the ribbons then. I promise.’

      The boy grins again. ‘I’m here quite often,’ he says. ‘Keep looking. And mind them pins when you take your dress off tonight.’

      Sofia feels her cheeks burn. The boy’s grin widens and he winks.

      Not sure whether to smile or cry, Sofia moves off across the piazza.

       

      Over in the Piazza di Porta Ravegnana, a stage is being erected in the shadow of the Two Towers. Some two dozen trestle supports have already been put in place, and Beppe, Vico, Agostino and the perfect-profiled Angelo are standing one at each corner of a large wooden board. The brightly coloured costumes have gone, and all four men are back in shirts and breeches.

      ‘On the count of four, then,’ Agostino says. On ‘Four!’ they all lift the board to just above chest height and slide it out across the trestles. Beppe ducks down beneath the board and flips a number of little pivoting pegs into their corresponding holes, to hold the board in place.

      ‘Ready for the next one?’ Agostino says.

      Scrambling out from between the trestles, Beppe nods. The four men repeat the process. Half a dozen times they lift and shift; half a dozen times Beppe crawls under the staging and fixes the boards in place.

      ‘Go and get the poles, will you?’ Agostino says.

      Vico and Beppe run across to the wagons. Three long wooden poles, each about three or four inches in diameter and some ten feet long, have been slung under the biggest of the wagons along with two long coils of rope.

      Beppe tugs at the end of one of the poles. It sticks for a moment, and then comes suddenly free so that Beppe stumbles backwards. He eases the whole length of the pole out, lays it on the ground, then pulls the second and third ones free. ‘Can you bring the curtains, Lidia?’ he says as he slings the rope coils around one arm and, together with Vico, picks up the poles. ‘Get Cosima to help you.’

      ‘Won’t be a moment,’ Lidia says, peering out from inside the largest wagon.

      Towards the back edge of the staging three holes have been cut in the boards, one at each corner and one in the middle. Each of the poles has a deep groove a few inches from its top and bottom ends. Laying them down on the ground in parallel, Beppe takes one of the lengths of rope and knots it around each of these grooves. Then, with Vico’s help, he lifts, positions and drops each of the three poles into the holes so that, feet on the ground, they project upwards from the staging some seven feet, like oversized bed-posts, with the rope stretched tautly between them. Beppe takes another length of rope and fastens it around the bottom end of each pole.
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