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PROLOGUE

NO ONE HAD SEEN HER NAKED until her death. It was a rule of the order that the Sisters should not look on human flesh, neither their own nor anyone else’s. A considerable amount of thought had gone into the drafting of this observance. Under the billowing folds of their habits each nun wore a long cotton shift, a garment which they kept on always, even when they washed, so that it acted as a screen and partial drying cloth as well as a nightshift. This shift they changed once a month (more in summer when the stagnant Tuscan air bathed them in sweat) and there were careful instructions as to correct procedure: how they should keep their eyes firmly fixed on the crucifix above their bed as they de-robed. If any did let their gaze stray downwards, the sin was a matter for the confessional and therefore not for history.

There was a rumour that when Sister Lucrezia had first entered cloisters she had brought with her a certain vanity along with her vocation (her dowry to the church, it was said, included a lavishly decorated marriage chest filled with books and paintings fit for the attentions of the Sumptuary Police). But that was a time when the sisterhood had been prone to such accidents of abuse and luxury and since the reforming of the convent the rules were stricter. None of the present inhabitants could recall that far  back, save for the Reverend Mother who had become a bride of Christ around the same time as Lucrezia but had long since turned her back on such worldliness. As for Sister Lucrezia herself, she never spoke of her past. In fact in the last few years she had spoken very little at all. That she was pious there was no doubt. And as her bones stooped and glued together with age, so her piety and modesty had fused. In some ways it was natural. Even if she had been tempted to vanity what surface could she have found to reflect herself in? The cloisters held no mirrors, the windows no glass, even the fish pond in the gardens had been designed with a fountain at its centre sending out an endless shower of rain to prevent any possible narcissism in the water’s surface. Of course even in the purest of orders some infringement is inevitable and there had been times when a few of the more sophisticated novitiates had been caught surreptitiously considering their own portrait miniaturised in the pupils of their elders’ eyes. But more often than not this faded as the image of our Lord loomed larger.

Sister Lucrezia seemed not to have looked directly at anyone for some years. Instead she had spent increasing time at devotion in her cell, her eyes filming over with age and the love of God. As she became more ill so she had been absolved from manual labour and while others were working she could be found sitting in the gardens or in the herb plot which she had sometimes tended. The week before her death she had been spotted there by the young novitiate, Sister Carmilla, who had been alarmed by coming upon the elderly nun sitting not on the bench, but stretched out upon the bare ground, her body under the habit distended with the tumour growth, her headdress cast aside and her face tilted up to the late afternoon rays of the sun. Such an undressing was a flagrant breach of regulations, but by then the disease had eaten so deep inside, and her pain was so evident, that the Reverend Mother could not bring herself to discipline her. Later, after the  authorities had left and the body had finally been taken away, Carmilla would spread the echoing gossip of that encounter along the refectory table, telling how the nun’s unruly hair, freed from her wimple, had blazed out like a grey halo around her head and how her face had been lit up with happiness; only the smile which played upon her lips had been one more of triumph than of beatification.

That last week of her life, as the pain flowed in in ever deeper waves, dragging her away in its undertow, the corridor outside her cell began to smell of death; a fetid aroma as if her flesh was already rotting away. The tumour had grown so tender by then that she could no longer sit up for its size. They brought in church physicians, even a doctor from Florence (flesh could be exposed in the cause of the alleviation of suffering), but she had refused them all and shared her agony with no one.

The lump remained not only covered but hidden away. The summer was upon them by then and the convent simmered by day and sweltered by night, but still she lay under the blanket fully clothed. No one knew how long the disease had been eating into her flesh. The volume of their habit was designed to hide any hint of shape or female curve. Five years before, in the greatest scandal to hit the nunnery since the bad old days, a fourteen-year-old novitiate from Siena had concealed nine months of growth so successfully that she was only found out when the kitchen sister came upon traces of the afterbirth in the corner of the wine cellar and, fearing it was the entrails of some half-devoured animal, nosed around till she found the tiny bloated body weighted down by a bag of flour in a vat of communion wine. Of the girl herself, there was no sign.

When questioned after she had first fainted during Matins a month earlier Sister Lucrezia confessed that the lump in her left breast had been there for some time, its malignant energy pulsing against her skin like a small volcano. But right from the start she  was adamant that there was nothing to be done for it. After a meeting with the Reverend Mother, which caused the latter to be late for Evensong, the matter was not referred to again. Death was, after all, a temporary staging post in a longer journey and one that in a house of God was as much to be welcomed as feared.

In the last hours she grew crazy with pain and fever. The strongest herb concoctions gave her no release. Where she had first borne her suffering with fortitude, now she could be heard howling through the night like an animal, a desperate sound which frightened awake the younger nuns in the cells close by. Along with the howling came sporadic words, yelled out in staccato bursts or whispered like lines from a frenzied prayer; Latin, Greek and Tuscan all stuck together in a thick verbal glue.

She was finally taken by God one morning as another suffocating day was dawning. The priest who had come to deliver last rites had gone and she was alone with one of the nursing sisters who recounted how, at the moment the soul departed, Lucrezia’s face had miraculously changed, the lines etched by the pain melting away leaving the skin smooth, almost translucent; an echo of the tender young nun who had first arrived at the convent doors some thirty years before.

The death was formally announced at Matins. Because of the heat (the temperature over the last few days had turned the butter liquid in the kitchen) it was thought necessary to inter the corpse with the day. It was the custom of the convent to give any departing sister the dignity of a clean body as well as a spotless soul and to clothe her in a bright new habit; a wedding dress for the bride finally united with the Godhead husband. This ritual was performed by Sister Magdalena who ran the pharmacy and administered the medicines (given special dispensation to witness flesh for this most divine of occasions) aided by a younger nun, Sister Maria, who would eventually take on the job herself. Together they would wash and dress the body, then lay it out in  the chapel where it would remain for a day while the rest of the convent paid its respects. But on this occasion their services were not required. Sister Lucrezia, it appeared, had made a special request before she died, asking that her body be left untouched, in the habit in which she had served her Lord for all these years. It was, to say the least, unusual - there was talk among the sisters as to whether it might qualify as disobedience - but the Reverend Mother had sanctioned it and it would have gone unquestioned had it not been for the news, also received that morning, of an outbreak of plague in the village nearby.

The convent was separated from the hamlet of Loro Ciufenna by a strenuous horse ride, though the pestilence matched the speed of any horse’s hooves. The first sign had apparently appeared three days before when a young farmer’s boy had been stricken with a fever and an eruption of boils which had spread all over his body, growing immediately pussy and full of fury. He died two days later. By which time his younger brother and the baker nearby were infected. It was learned that the boy had been at the convent the week before delivering flour and vegetables. The suggestion was that the Devil’s illness had come from there and the sister who had now died was its carrier. While the Mother Superior had no time for ignorant gossip and could work out the logistics of infection rates as fast as the next woman, it was her business to keep on good terms with the village, on which the convent depended for many things, and it was an undeniable fact that Sister Lucrezia had died in fever as well as pain. If she had been a carrier, it was a widely held belief that the pestilence would live on in her clothes, only to escape through the earth later and contaminate again. Having lost eight Sisters to an outbreak some years before, the Reverend Mother, mindful not only of her establishment’s reputation but also her duty to her flock, regretfully overrode Lucrezia’s last wish and ordered that her garments be removed  and burnt and the corpse disinfected before being consigned immediately to holy ground.

Sister Lucrezia’s body lay stretched out on the bed. The delay meant that the rigidity of death was already infecting her limbs. The two sisters worked nervously fast, wearing pruning gloves from the orchard, the only protection the convent could offer against contamination. They unpinned the wimple and pulled the material away from the neck. The dead nun’s hair was flat with sweat though her face remained peachy serene, a reminder of that afternoon in the herb garden. They unfastened the habit at the shoulders and cut it open down the front, peeling away the material, crusted with the sweat of suffering. They were especially careful of the area around the tumour where the habit and then the shift underneath had fused fast to the skin. During her illness this part of her body had been so painful that Sisters passing in the cloister had stepped away from her in case they might brush against her and cause her to cry out. It was strange to find her so silent now as they ungraciously tugged at the half soaked mound of cloth and flesh, the size of a small melon and pulpy to the touch. It didn’t come easily. In the end Sister Magdalena, who had a strength in her bony fingers belying her years, gave a hefty yank and the material ripped off the body bringing with it what felt like the whole growth itself

The old nun let out a gasp as the mass of fat tissue came away in her gloved hand. Looking back down at the body her sense of wonder increased. Where the tumour had been the surface of the skin was healed: no wound, no blood or pus, no discharge at all. Sister Lucrezia’s fatal malignancy had left her body unscathed. This was surely a miracle. And had it not been for the unbearable stench in the small cell, they might have fallen to their knees there and then in recognition of God’s magnanimity. But the fact was that the smell seemed to grow stronger with the tumour released. So it was that they turned their attention to the malignancy itself.

Freed from the body, it sat in the Sister’s hand, a sack of distended growth, oozing black liquid out of one side like rotting offal, as if the good Sister’s very insides had somehow leaked their way out of her body into the tumour. Magdalena stifled a low moan. The sack slipped through her fingers and splatted onto the stones beneath, bursting apart on impact and sending a shower of liquid and gore across the floor. Inside the mess they could make out shapes now: black coils and gobbets of blood, intestines, organs, offal indeed. Though it was many years since the older nun had worked in the kitchen, she had seen enough dissected carcasses to know the difference between human and animal remains.

The Reverend Sister Lucrezia had died not, it seemed, from a tumour, but from a self-applied bladder of pigs’ entrails.

The revelation would have been shocking enough without what came next. It was Maria who spotted it: the silver streak on the corpse’s skin curving up over the edge of the shoulder, growing gradually thicker over the collar bone until it disappeared underneath what remained of the undershirt. This time the younger nun took the initiative, cutting open the shift and tearing it in a single rip until the corpse was revealed naked on the bed.

At first they could make no sense of what was before their eyes. Lucrezia’s exposed flesh was white, like the marble skin of the Madonna in the side altar of the chapel. The body was old, the stomach and breasts slackened by age, but with little excess fat, which meant it had retained enough of its figure for the image to have kept its proportions. As the painted line thickened at the collar bone it gained more shape and substance, rounding itself out from a tail into the body of a snake, silver-green in colour and so lifelike that by the time it had slid its way over the breast you might swear you could see the movement of its muscles rippling under the skin. Close to the right nipple it curled itself around the darkened areola before sliding down the breast and plunging  across the stomach. Then, as it dipped towards her groin, the shape flattened out in readiness for the serpent’s head. Age had defoliated what would once have been a thicket of pubic hair into a straggle of wiry curls. So that what would have been invisible save to the most insistent seeker was now made plain.

At the point where the snake’s body became its head, instead of the reptilian skull was the softer, rounder shape of a man’s face: the head thrown back, the eyes closed as if in rapture and the tongue, snake-long still, darting out from his mouth downwards towards the opening of Sister Lucrezia’s sex.




PART ONE

ST VITELLA’S CONVENT, LORO CIUFENNA, AUGUST 1528

The Testament of Sister Lucrezia




ONE

LOOKING BACK NOW I SEE IT more as an act of pride than kindness that my father brought the young painter back with him from the North that spring. The chapel in our palazzo had recently been completed and for some months he had been searching for the right pair of hands to execute the altar frescoes. It wasn’t as if Florence didn’t have artists enough of her own. The city was filled with the smell of paint and the scratch of ink on the contracts. There were times when you couldn’t walk the streets for fear of falling into some pit or mire left by constant building. Anyone and everyone who had the money was eager to celebrate God and the Republic by creating opportunities for art. What I hear described even now as a Golden Age was then simply the fashion of the day. But I was young then and, like so many others, dazzled by the feast.

The churches were the best. God was in the very plaster smeared across the walls in readiness for the frescoes: stories of the gospels made flesh for anyone with eyes to see. Only those who looked saw something else as well. Our Lord may have lived and died in Galilee but his life was recreated in the city of Florence. The Angel Gabriel brought God’s message to Mary under the arches of a Brunelleschian loggia, the Three Kings led processions  through the Tuscan countryside and Christ’s miracles unfolded within the city walls, the sinners and the sick in Florentine dress and the crowds of witnesses dotted with public faces: a host of thick-chinned, big-nosed dignitaries staring down from the frescoes on to their real-life counterparts in the front pews.

I was almost ten years old when Domenico Ghirlandaio completed his frescoes for the Tornabuoni family in the central chapel of Santa Maria Novella. I remember it well, because my mother told me to. ‘You should remember this moment, Alessandra,’ she said. ‘These paintings will bring great glory to our city.’ And all those who saw them thought that they would.

My father’s fortune was rising out of the steam of the dyeing vats in the back streets of Santa Croce then. The smell of cochineal still brings back memories of him coming home from the warehouse, the dust of crushed insects from foreign places embedded deep in his clothes. By the time the painter came to live with us in 1492 - I remember the date because Lorenzo de’ Medici died that spring - the Florentine appetite for flamboyant cloth had made us rich. Our newly completed palazzo was in the east of the city, between the great Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore and the church of Sant’Ambrogio. It rose four stories high around two inner courtyards, with its own small walled garden and space for my father’s business on the ground floor. Our coat of arms adorned the outside walls, and while my mother’s good taste curbed much of the exuberance that attends new money, we all knew it was only a matter of time before we too would be sitting for our own gospel portraits, albeit private ones.

The night the painter arrived is sharp as an etching in my memory. It is winter and the stone balustrades have a coating of frost as my sister and I collide on the stairs in our night shifts, hanging over the edge to watch the horses arrive in the main courtyard. It’s late and the house has been asleep, but my father’s homecoming is reason for celebration, not simply for his safe  return but because, amid the panniers of samples, there is always special cloth for the family. Plautilla is already beside herself with anticipation, but then she is betrothed and thinking only of her dowry. My brothers on the other hand are noticeable by their absence. For all our family’s good name and fine cloth, Tomaso and Luca live more like feral cats than citizens, sleeping by day and hunting by night. Our house-slave Erila, the font of all gossip, says they are the reason that good women should never be seen in the streets after dark. Nevertheless, when my father finds they are gone there will be trouble.

But not yet. For now we are all caught in the wonder of the moment. Firebrands light the air as the grooms calm the horses, their snorting breath steaming into the freezing air. Father is already dismounted, his face streaked with grime, a smile as round as a cupola as he waves upwards to us, then turns to my mother as she comes down the stairs to greet him, her red velvet robe tied fast across her chest and her hair free and flowing down her back like a golden river. There is noise and light and the sweet sense of safety everywhere, but not shared by everyone. Astride the last horse sits a lanky young man, his cape wrapped like a bolt of cloth around him, the cold and travel fatigue tipping him dangerously forward in the saddle.

I remember as the groom approached him to take the reins he awoke with a start, his hands clutching them back as if fearful of attack, and my father had to go to him to calm him. I was too full of my own self then to realise how strange it must have been for him. I had not heard yet how different the North was, how the damp and the watery sun changed everything, from the light in the air to the light in one’s soul. Of course I did not know he was a painter then. For me he was just another servant. But my father treated him with care right from the beginning: speaking to him in quiet tones, seeing him off his horse and picking out a separate room off the back courtyard as his living quarters.

Later, as my father unpacks the Flemish tapestry for my mother and snaps open the bolts of milk-white embroidered lawn for us (‘The women of Rennes go blind early in the service of my daughters’ beauty’) he tells us how he had found him, an orphan brought up in a monastery on the edge of the northern sea where the water threatens the land. How his talent with a pen had overwhelmed any sense of religious vocation, and so the monks had apprenticed him to a master and when he returned, in gratitude, he had painted not simply his own cell but the cells of all the other monks. It was these paintings which had so impressed my father that he decided then and there to offer him the job of glorifying our chapel. Though I should add that, while he knew his cloth, my father was no great connoisseur of art, and I suspect his decision was as much dictated by money, for he always had a good eye for a bargain. As for the painter? Well, as my father put it - there were no more cells for him to paint and the fame of Florence as the new Rome or Athens of our age would no doubt have spurred him on to see it for himself.

And so it was that the painter came to live at our house.

Next morning we went to Santissima Annunziata to give thanks for my father’s safe homecoming. The church is next to the Ospedale degli Innocenti, the foundling hospital where young women place their bastard babies on the wheel for the nuns to care for. As we pass I imagine the cries of the infants as the wheel in the wall turns inward for ever, but my father says that we are a city of great charity and there are places in the wild North where you find babies amid the rubbish or floating like flotsam down the river.

We sit together in the central pews. Above our heads hang great model ships donated by those who have survived shipwrecks. My father was in one once, though he was not rich enough at the time to command a memorial in church and on this last voyage he suffered only common seasickness. He and my mother sit ramrod straight and you can feel their minds on God’s  munificence. We children are less holy. Plautilla is still flighty with the thought of her gifts while Tomaso and Luca look like they would prefer to be in bed, though my father’s disapproval keeps them alert.

When we return, the house smells of feast-day food - the sweetness of roast meat and spiced gravies curling down the stairs from the upper kitchen to the courtyard below. We eat as afternoon fades into evening. First we thank God, then we stuff ourselves: boiled capon, roast pheasant, trout and fresh pastas followed by saffron pudding and egg custards with burnt sugar coating. Everyone is on their best behaviour. Even Luca holds his fork properly, though you can see his fingers itch to pick up the bread and trawl it through the sauce.

Already I am beside myself with excitement at the thought of our new house guest. Flemish painters are much admired in Florence for their precision and their sweet spirituality. ‘So he will paint us all, Father. We will have to sit for him, yes?’

‘Indeed. That is partly why he is come. I am trusting he will make us a glorious memento of your sister’s wedding.’

‘In which case he’ll paint me first!’ Plautilla is so pleased that she spits milk pudding on the tablecloth. ‘Then Tomaso as eldest, then Luca and then Alessandra. Goodness, Alessandra you will be grown even taller by then.’

Luca looks up from his plate and grins with his mouth full as if this is the wittiest joke he has ever heard. But I am fresh from church and filled with God’s charity to all my family. ‘Still. He had better not take too long. I heard that one of the daughters-in-law of the Tornabuoni family was dead from childbirth by the time Ghirlandaio unveiled her in the fresco.’

‘No fear of that with you. You’d have to get a husband first.’ Next to me Tomaso’s insult is so mumbled only I can hear it.

‘What is that you say, Tomaso?’ My mother’s voice is quiet but sharp.

He puts on his most cherubic expression. ‘I said “I have a dreadful thirst”. Pass the wine flagon. Dear sister.’

‘Of course, brother.’ I pick it up and as it moves towards him it just slips out of my hands and the falling liquid splatters his new tunic.

‘Ah. Mama,’ he explodes. ‘She did it on purpose.’

‘I did not!’

‘She—’

‘Children . . . children . . . our father is tired and you are both too loud.’

The word ‘children’ does its work on Tomaso and he falls sullenly silent. In the space that follows the sound of Luca’s open-mouth chewing becomes enormous. My mother stirs impatiently in her seat. Our manners tax her profoundly. Just as in the city’s menagerie the lion tamer uses a whip to control behaviour, my mother has perfected The Look. She uses it now on Luca, though he is so engrossed in the pleasure of his food that today it takes a kick under the table from me to gain his attention. We are her life’s work, her children, and there is still so much to be done with us.

‘Still,’ I say when it feels as if we may talk again, ‘I cannot wait to meet him. Oh, he must be most grateful to you, Father, for bringing him here. As we all are. It will be our honour and duty as a Christian family to care for him and make him feel at home in our great city.’

My father frowns and exchanges a quick glance with my mother. He has been away a long time and has no doubt forgotten how much his younger daughter must say whatever comes into her mind. ‘I think he is quite capable of caring for himself, Alessandra,’ he says firmly.

I read the warning, but there is too much at stake to stop me now. I take a breath. ‘I have heard it said that Lorenzo the Magnificent thinks so much of the artist Botticelli that he has him eat at his table.’

There is a small glittering silence. This time The Look stills  me. I drop my eyes and concentrate on my plate again. Next to me I feel Tomaso’s smirk of triumph.

Yet it is true enough. Sandro Botticelli does sit at the table of Lorenzo de’ Medici. And the sculptor Donatello used to walk the city in a scarlet robe given in honour of his contribution to the Republic by Cosimo, Lorenzo’s grandfather. My mother has often told me how as a young girl she would see him, saluted by all, people making way for him - though that might have been as much to do with his bad temper as his talent. But the sad fact is that though Florence is rife with painters I have never met one. While our family is not as strict as some, the chances of an unmarried daughter finding herself in the company of men of any description, let alone artisans, are severely limited. Of course that has not stopped me from meeting them in my mind. Everyone knows that there are places in the city where workshops of art exist. The great Lorenzo himself has founded such a one and filled its rooms and gardens with sculpture and paintings from his own classical collection. I imagine a building full of light, the smell of colours like a simmering stew, the space as endless as their imaginations.

My own drawings up till now have been silverpoint laboriously scratched into boxwood, or black chalk on paper when I can find it. Most I have destroyed as unworthy and the best are hidden well away (it was made clear to me early that my sister’s cross-stitching would gain more praise than any of my sketches). So I have no idea whether I can paint or not. I am like Icarus without wings. But the desire to fly is very strong in me. I think I was always looking for a Daedelus.

 



I was young then, as you know: fifteen at my next birthday. The most preliminary study of mathematics would reveal that I had been conceived in the heat of the summer, an inauspicious time for the beginning of a child. During her pregnancy, when the city  was in turmoil after the Pazzi conspiracy, there was a rumour that my mother had seen bloodlust and violence in the streets. I once overheard a servant suggesting that my wilfulness might be the result of that transgression. Or it could have been the wet nurse they sent me to. Tomaso, who was always rigorous with the truth when it contained spite, told that she had later been arraigned for prostitution, so who knows what humours and lusts I suckled at her breasts. Though Erila says it is only his jealousy speaking, his way of paying me back for a thousand slights inflicted in the classroom.

Whatever the reasons I was by fourteen a singular child, more suited to study and argument than duty. My sister, who was sixteen months older than me and had begun to bleed the year before, was promised to a man of good family and there had even been talk of a similarly illustrious liaison for me (as our fortune rose so did my father’s marriage expectations) despite my emerging intractability.

In the weeks following the painter’s arrival my mother was eagle-eyed on my behalf, keeping me closeted in study or helping with Plautilla’s wedding wardrobe. But then she was called away to Fiesole to her sister, who was so torn apart by the birth of an oversized baby that she was in need of female counsel. She went leaving strict instructions that I should go about my studies and do exactly what my tutors and my elder sister told me. And I agreed that I would, while having no intention of doing so.

 



I already knew where to find him. Like a bad republic, our house praises virtue publicly but rewards vice privately and gossip could always be had at a price, though in this case my Erila gave it for free.

‘—the talk is that there isn’t any. Nobody knows anything. He keeps his own company, eats in his room and speaks to no one. Though Maria says she’s seen him pacing the courtyard in the middle of the night.’

It is the afternoon. She has unpinned my hair and pulled the curtains to in readiness for my rest and is about to leave when she turns and looks at me directly. ‘We both know that it is forbidden for you to visit him, yes?’

I nod, my eyes on the carved wood of the bedstead: a rose with as many petals as my small lies. There is a pause in which I would like to think she looks upon my disobedience sympathetically. ‘I shall be back to wake you in two hours. Rest well.’

I wait till the sunshine has stilled the house, then slide down the stairs and through into the back courtyard. The heat is already clinging to the stones and his door is open, presumably to let in what little breeze there might be. I move silently across the baked courtyard and slip inside.

The interior is gloomy, the shafts of daylight spinning dust particles in the air. It is a dreary little room with just a table and chair and a series of pails in one corner and a connecting door to a smaller inner chamber ajar. I push it open further. The darkness is profound and my ears work before my eyes. His breathing is long and even. He is lying on a pallet by the wall, his hand flung out over strewn papers. The only other men I have seen sleeping are my brothers and their snores are harsh. The very gentleness of this breath disturbs me. My stomach grows tight with the sound, making me feel like the intruder I am and I pull the door closed behind me.

In contrast the outer room is brighter now. Above the desk are a series of tattered papers: drawings of the chapel taken from the builders’ plans, torn and grimy with masonry marks. To the side hangs a wooden crucifix, crudely carved but striking, with Christ’s body falling so heavily off the cross that you can feel the weight of his flesh hanging from his nails. Beneath it are some sketches, but as I pick them up the opposite wall catches my eye. There is something drawn there, directly onto the flaking plaster. Two figures, half realised: to the left a willowy angel, feathered  wings light as smoke billowing out behind him, and opposite a Madonna, her body unnaturally tall and slender, floating ghostly free, her feet lifted high off the ground. I move closer to get a better look. The floor is thick with the ends of candles stuck in puddles of melted wax. Does he sleep through the day and work at night? It might explain Mary’s attenuated figure, her body lengthening in the flicker of the candlelight. But he had had enough light to enliven her face. Her looks are Northern, her hair pulled fiercely back to show a wide forehead, so that her head reminds me of a perfectly shaped pale egg. She is staring wide-eyed at the angel and I can feel a fluttering excitement in her, like a child who has been given some great gift and cannot quite comprehend its good fortune. While perhaps she ought not to be so forward with God’s messenger, there is such joy in her attention that it is almost contagious. It makes me think of a sketch I am working up on my own Annunciation and brings a flush of shame to my face at its clumsiness.

The noise is more like a growl than any words. He must have risen from his bed silently because as I whirl around he is standing in the doorway. What do I remember of this moment? His body is long and lanky, his undershirt crumpled and torn. His face is broad under a tangle of long dark hair and he is taller than I remember from that first night, and somehow wilder. He is still half-asleep and his body has the tang of dried sweat about it. I am used to living in a house of rose- and orange-flowered scented air. He smells of the street. I really think until that moment I had believed that artists somehow came directly from God, and therefore had more of the spirit and less of man about them.

The shock of his physicality sluices any remaining courage out of me. He stands blinking in the light, then suddenly lurches himself towards me, wrenching the papers out of my hand. ‘How dare you?’ I yelp as he shoves me to the side. ‘I am the daughter of your patron, Paolo Cecchi.’

He doesn’t seem to hear. He rushes to the table, grabbing the remaining sketches, all the time muttering in a low voice. ‘Noli tangere . . . noli tangere.’ Of course. There is one fact my father has forgotten to tell us. Our painter has grown up amid monks and while his eyes might work here his ears do not.

‘I didn’t touch anything,’ I bark back in terror. ‘I was simply looking. And if you are to be accepted here, you will have to learn to talk in our language. Latin is the tongue of priests and scholars not painters.’

My retort, or maybe it is the force of my fluent Latin, silences him. He stands frozen, his body shaking. It is hard to know which one of us was the more scared at that moment. I would have fled had it not been for the fact that across the courtyard I spot my mother’s bed-servant coming out from the storeroom. While I have allies in the servants’ quarters I also have enemies and Angelica’s loyalties have long since proved elsewhere. If I am discovered now there would be no telling what outrage it would cause in the house.

‘Be assured I never harmed your drawings,’ I say hurriedly, anxious to avoid another outburst. ‘I am interested in the chapel. I simply came to see how your designs were progressing.’

He mutters something again. I wait for him to repeat it. It takes a long time. Finally he raises his eyes to look at me and as I stare at him I become aware for the first time how young he is - older than me, yes, but surely not by many years - and how white and sallow his skin. Of course I know that foreign lands breed foreign colours. My own Erila is burned black by the desert sands of North Africa from where she came and in those days you could find any number of shades in the markets of the city, so much was Florence a honey pot for trade and commerce. But this whiteness is different, having about it the feel of damp stone and sunless skies. A single day under the Florentine sun would surely shrivel and burn his delicate surface.

When he finally speaks he has stopped shaking, but the effort has cost him. ‘I paint in God’s service,’ he says, with the air of a novitiate delivering a litany he has been taught but not fully understood. ‘And it is forbidden for me to talk with women.’

‘Really,’ I say stung by the snub. ‘That might explain why you have so little idea how to paint them.’ I cast a glance towards the elongated Madonna on the wall.

Even in the gloom I can feel how the words hurt him. For a moment I think he might attack me again, or break his own rules and answer me back, but instead he turns on his heel and, clutching the papers to him, stumbles back into the inner room, the door slamming closed behind him.

‘Your rudeness is as bad as your ignorance, sir,’ I call after him to cover my confusion. ‘I don’t know what you have learned in the North, but here in Florence our artists are taught to celebrate the human body as an echo of the perfection of God. You would do well to study the city’s art before you risk scribbling on its walls.’

And in a flurry of self-righteousness I stride from the room into the sunlight, not knowing whether my voice has penetrated through the door.




TWO

‘SEVEN, EIGHT, TURN, STEP, WEAVE . . . no . . . no, no. . . . Alessandra . . . No. You are not listening to the beat inside the music.’

I hate my dancing teacher. He is small and vicious, like a rat. and he walks as if he has something held between his knees, though it’s fair to say that on the floor he is better at playing the woman than I am, his steps perfect, his hands as expressive as butterflies.

My humiliation would be bad enough even without the fact that in the lessons leading up to her wedding, Plautilla and I are joined by Tomaso and Luca. There is a large repertoire to get through and we need them as partners or one of us will have to play the man, and while I am the taller, I am also the one with three feet and in most need of tutoring. Fortunately Luca is as clumsy as I am.

‘And Luca, you do not help by simply standing there. You must take her hand and guide her around you.’

‘I can’t. Her fingers are covered in ink. Anyway she’s too tall for me.’ He wails, as if it were a fault of my own making.

It appears I have grown again. If not in fact, then in my brother’s imagination. And he must bring it to everyone’s attention so we can all laugh about how ungainly it makes me on the dance floor.

‘That is not true. I am exactly the same size as I was last week.’

‘Luca’s right.’ Tomaso, never at a loss for words if he can use them as darts towards me. ‘She has grown. It is like trying to dance with a giraffe.’ Luca’s snort of laughter spurs him on. ‘Really. Even the eyes are alike now: look - those deep pools of black with eyelashes as thick as box hedges.’

And though it is shocking it is also funny, so that even the dancing teacher who is paid to be civil with us all finds it hard not to laugh. If it were not about myself I would laugh too, because it is clever what he says about my eyes. We had all seen the giraffe of course. It had been the most exotic animal our city possessed, a gift from the sultan of somewhere or other to the great Lorenzo. It lived with the lions in the menagerie behind the Palazzo della Signoria but was paraded out on feast days, when it was taken to the city’s nunneries so the devout women married to God could see the wonder of His hand in nature. Our street was on its way when it went towards the convents in the east of the city and more than once we had stood at the first floor window and watched its giddy progress, its stilty legs faltering over the cobbles. And I must say its eyes were indeed a little like my own: deep and dark, too big for its face and fringed by a box hedge of lashes. Though I am not yet so strange nor so tall that I can be compared with that.

There was a time when such an insult might have made me cry. But as I have grown older my skin has become tougher. Dancing is one of many things I should be good at that I am not. Unlike my sister. Plautilla can move across the floor like water and sing a stave of music like a song bird, while I, who can translate both Latin and Greek faster than she or my brothers can read it, have club feet on the dance floor and a voice like a crow. Though I swear if I were to paint the scale I could do it in a flash: shining gold leaf for the top notes falling through ochres and reds into hot purple and deepest blue.

But today I am saved from further torment. As the dancing teacher starts humming the opening notes, the vibrations in his little nose sounding like a cross between a Jew’s harp and an angry bee, there is a thunder of knocking on the downstairs main doors, then a flurry of voices and old Ludovica puffing her way into the room, grinning.

‘My Lady Plautilla, it’s here. The marriage cassone has arrived. You and your sister Alessandra are called to your mother’s room immediately.’

And now my giraffe legs take me out faster than her gazelle ones. There are some compensations to having beanpole height.

 



It is all chaos and confusion. The woman at the front of the crowd is toppling over, a hand flung out wildly in front as if to steady herself. She is half undressed, her undershirt diaphanous around bare legs, her left foot naked on the stone ground. In contrast the man beside her is fully clothed. He has a particularly fine leg and a richly embroidered brocade jerkin. If you look carefully you can spot the pearls shimmering in the cloth. His face is close to hers, his arms clasped hard around her waist, the fingers knotted together to catch her falling weight better. While there is violence in the pose, there is also a grace, as if they too might be dancing. To the right a group of women, nobly dressed, are huddled together. Some of the men have already infiltrated this group; one has his hand on a woman’s dress, another his lips so close to hers that they are surely kissing. I recognise one of my father’s gold-veined fabrics in her skirt and fashionably slit sleeves. I go back to the girl at the front. She is far too pretty to be Plautilla (he wouldn’t have dared to undress her, surely?) but her loose hair is fairer than the others, a transformation of colour the like of which my sister would gladly die for. Maybe the man is supposed to be Maurizio. In which case the portrait is a blatant piece of flattery to his leg.

For a while none of us say anything.

‘It is an impressive work.’ My mother’s voice, when it finally comes is quiet, but brooks no disagreement. ‘Your father will be pleased. It brings honour on our family.’

‘Oh, it’s magnificent.’ Plautilla twitters happily by her side.

I am not so sure. I find the whole thing somewhat vulgar. To begin with the marriage chest is too large, more like a sarcophagus. While the paintings themselves are of some delicacy the stucco and ornamentation is so elaborate - there is no inch of space that isn’t covered in gold leaf - it takes away from the pleasure of the art. I was surprised that my mother was so deceived, though I later came to realise that her eye was a subtle thing, as much trained to read the nuance of status as aesthetics.

‘It makes me wonder if we should have employed Bartolommeo di Giovanni for the chapel. He is much more experienced, ’ she mused.

‘And much more expensive.’ I said. ‘Father would be lucky to see the altar finished in his lifetime. I hear he barely completed this on time. And most of it is painted by his apprentices.’

‘Alessandra!’ My sister squeaked.

‘Oh, use your eyes, Plautilla. Look how many of the women are in exactly the same pose. It’s obvious they’re using them for figure practice.’

Though I have later thought that Plautilla did well to put up with me during our childhood, at the time anything and everything she said seemed so trivial or stupid that it seemed only natural to goad her. And equally natural that she would rise to it.

‘How could you! How could you say that! Ah! But even if it were true, I can’t imagine anyone noticing it but you. Mama is right - it is very fine. Certainly I like it much better than if it had been the story of Nastagio degli Onesti. I hate the way the dogs hunt her down. But these women are most handsome. And their  dresses are perfect. The girl in the front is quite striking, don’t you think, Mama? I’ve heard that in every marriage chest that Bartolommeo does, there is always one figure that is based on the bride. I think it’s most affecting how she seems to be almost dancing.’

‘Except she’s not dancing. She’s being violated.’

‘I know that well enough, Alessandra. But if you remember the story of the Sabine women, they were invited for a feast, which then turned into a violation, which they accepted with resignation. That is the purpose of the painting. Out of womanly sacrifice the city of Rome was born.’

I think of replying, but catch my mother’s eye. Even in private she will only tolerate a certain level of spatting. ‘Whatever the subject I think we can agree that he has done a splendid job. For all the family. Yes, even you Alessandra. I am surprised you have not yet found your own likeness in the painting.’

I stared back at the chest. ‘My likeness? Where do you see me here?’

‘The girl at the side, standing apart, engaged in such earnest conversation with the young man. I wonder how her talk of philosophy seems to be keeping his mind on higher things,’ she said evenly. I bowed my head to acknowledge the hit. My sister stared on at the painting, oblivious.

‘So. We are decided.’ My mother’s voice, clear and firm. ‘It is a noble piece. We must hope and pray your father’s protégé serves the family half so well.’

‘How is the painter doing, Mama?’ I said, after a while. ‘No one has seen him since he came.’

She glanced at me sharply and I thought of her maidservant in the courtyard. Surely not. The encounter had taken place weeks before. If she had seen me I would have known about it before now. ‘I think it has not been easy for him. The city is raucous after the silence of his abbey. He has suffered from the fever. But he is  recovered now and asked to be given leave to study some of the city’s churches and chapels before he continues with his designs.’

I dropped my eyes in case she should notice the spark of interest. ‘He could always come with us to service,’ I said, as if it mattered not a jot to me. ‘He would get a better view of certain frescoes from our position.’

Unlike some families who frequented only one church for worship, we had been known to spread our favours around town. While this afforded my father the opportunity to see how much of Florence was wearing his latest fabrics, it allowed my mother to enjoy the art as well as compare the preaching. Though I doubt either of them would have admitted to it.

‘Alessandra, you know very well that would not be fitting. I have arranged for him to make his own way.’

The conversation having moved on from her wedding, Plautilla had lost interest and was sitting on the bed, running her hands over the rainbow colours of fabric, pulling them across her chest or lap to see their effect.

‘Oh, oh . . . It must be this blue for the overdress. It must be. Wouldn’t you agree Mama?’

We turned to Plautilla, both of us in our own way equally grateful for the interruption. It was indeed an extraordinary blue, shot through with what looked like metallic lights. Though a little paler, it reminds me of the ultramarine that painters use for Our Lady’s dress, the pigment painstakingly washed from lapis lazuli. The fabric dye is less precious but no less special to me, not least because of its name: Alessandrina.

Of course as the daughter of a cloth merchant I knew more than most about such things, and I had always been curious. There was a story that when I was five or six I had begged my father to take me to the place ‘where the smells came from’. It was summer - that much I remember - close to a great church and piazza near the river. The dyers made up a shanty town all of  their own, the streets dark and jammed with slum houses, many of them teetering on the edge of the water. There were children everywhere, half naked, splattered with mud and streaked with colour from stirring the vats. The foreman of my father’s work looked like the Devil: parts of his face and upper arms wizened from where the boiling water had scalded him. Others, I remember, had scratched patterns into their skins, then rubbed different dyes into the wounds so their bodies were marked with bright signs. They were like a tribe from a pagan land. Though their labour kept the city alive with colour, they were the poorest people I had ever seen. Even the monastery that gave the district its name, Santa Croce, was home to the Franciscans who chose the most destitute areas in which to build their churches.

What my father felt about them I never knew. Though he might be stern enough with my brothers he was not a hard man. The ledgers of his company included an account in God’s name through which he gave generous alms to charity and in recent years he had paid for two stained-glass windows in our church of Sant’ Ambrogio. Certainly his wages were no worse than any other merchant. But it was not his job to alleviate poverty. In our great Republic man made his own fortune by the grace of God and his own hard work, and if others were not so fortunate that was their business, not his.

Still, something of their desperation must have infected me during that visit because while I grew up yearning for the colours of the warehouse, I also remembered the cauldrons, their steamy heat like the pots of hell where they boil sinners. And I did not ask to go again.

My sister, however, had no such pictures to cloud the pleasure of the cloth and was at this moment more interested in how the blue might complement the swell of her breasts. Sometimes I think that when it comes to her wedding night she will enjoy her nightdress more than her husband’s body. I wondered how much  that would bother Maurizio? I had only met him once. He seemed a sturdy enough fellow with some laughter and force, but there was not much sign of the thinker in him. That might make it better of course. What did I know? They seemed satisfied with each other.

‘Plautilla. Why don’t we leave this for now?’ my mother said quietly, pushing back the fabrics and sighing slightly. ‘The afternoon is particularly warm today and some sun on your hair might further develop its fairness admirably. Why don’t you go out on to the roof with your embroidery.’

My sister was taken aback. While it was well known that fashionable young women regularly addled their brains with sun in a futile attempt to turn dark into light, it was a vanity that their mothers were not supposed to know about.

‘Oh, don’t look so surprised. Since you will do it regardless of what I think, it seems easier to give it my blessing. You will not find much time for such fripperies soon anyway.’

My mother had recently gained the habit of saying things like this: as if somehow all natural life for Plautilla would end with her marriage. Plautilla herself seemed to find this prospect rather exciting, though I must say it put the fear of hellfire into me. She gave a small squeak of delight and flapped around the room in search of her sun hat. When she found it, she took an interminable time to fit it, pulling her hair out through the central hole to make sure that while her face was in shade every strand would be exposed to the sun. Then she gathered up her skirts and went swooping out. If one had tried to paint her exit, you would have had to fling swathes of silk or gauze cloth around her body to suggest the wind in her speed, as I had seen some artists do. Either that or give her birds’ wings.

We watched her go. I got the impression it made my mother rather sad. She sat for a moment before she turned to me, which meant I caught the glint in her eyes too late.

‘I think I’ll go and join her.’ I got up from my chair.

‘Don’t be ridiculous. You hate the sun, Alessandra, and anyway your hair is black as a crow’s. You would do better to dye it if you were so inclined, which I doubt you are.’

I saw her eyes slide to my ink-stained fingers and curled them up hastily.

‘And when did you last treat your hands?’ My appearance was one of many things about me that tested her sorely. ‘Oh, you are impossible. I will send Erila out this afternoon. Do them before you go to bed, you hear? And stay now. I want to talk to you.’

‘But Mama—’

‘Stay!’




THREE

I BRACED MYSELF FOR THE LECTURE. How many times had we been here before? We would never sort it out, she and I. I had almost died at birth. She had almost died giving birth to me. Eventually after two days of labour I was hauled out with tongs, both of us screaming all the way. The damage done to her body meant there would be no more children. Which meant in turn that she loved me both for my smallness and her lost fertility, and long before she began to see something of herself in me there was a powerful bond between us. I asked her once why I hadn’t died, as so many others I had heard about. ‘Because God willed it so. And because he gave you a curiosity and spirit that made you determined to survive, come what may.’

‘Alessandra, you should know your father has started talking to prospective husbands.’

I feel my stomach curdle at the words. ‘But how . . . I am not even bleeding yet!’

She frowned. ‘You are sure of that?’

‘How could you not know? Maria checks my laundry. It’s hardly a fact I could keep secret.’

‘Unlike other things,’ and her voice was quiet. I looked up. But there was no sign that she would go any further. ‘You know I have  shielded you for a long time, Alessandra. I cannot go on doing so for ever.’

Such was the seriousness of her voice that it made me almost frightened. I looked at her for guidance as to how we should continue this conversation, but she gave me none. ‘Well,’ I said moodily, ‘it seems to me that if you did not want me this way, you should not have allowed it.’

‘And what would we have done otherwise?’ she said gently. ‘Kept you from books, taken away your pens? Chastised it out of you? You were too loved too early, child. You would have taken such treatment badly. Anyway, you were always so stubborn. In the end it seemed easier to keep you occupied by sending you to your brothers’ tutors.’ She sighed. By this time she must have realised that the solution had proved as troublesome as the problem. ‘You were so eager in their place.’

‘I doubt they would thank you for it.’

‘That’s because you have yet to learn the power of humility,’ she said, more sharply this time. ‘As we have discussed before, such a lack sits loudly in a young woman. Perhaps if you spent as much time in prayer as you do in study.’

‘Is that how you did it, Mama?’

She gave a short laugh. ‘No, Alessandra. In my case my family put a stop to any temptations of vanity.’

She seldom referred to her childhood but we all knew the stories: how the children, male and female, had been educated together at the order of a scholastic father committed to the new learning. How her eldest brother had grown up to become a great scholar himself, favoured by the Medici and living off their patronage, which allowed the sisters to be married well to merchants who accepted their unusual education when sweetened by generous dowries. ‘When I was your age it was even less acceptable for a young woman to have such learning. If my brother’s star hadn’t risen so far I might well have had trouble finding a husband.’

‘But if my birth was God’s will then you must always have been meant to marry Papa.’

‘Oh, Alessandra. Why is it you always do this?’

‘Do what?’

‘Push your thoughts further than they need or ought to go.’

‘But it is logic.’

‘No child. That is the point. It is not logic. What you do is more irreverent: questioning things so deep and coherent in God’s nature that human logic is imperfect to understand them anyway.’

I said nothing. The storm, which was not unfamiliar to me, would pass quicker if I demurred.

‘I do not think you have learned that from your tutors.’ She sighed, and I could feel her exasperation with me was acute, though I still did not quite know why. ‘You should know that Maria has found drawings in a case under your bed.’

Ah, so that was it. No doubt she had come across them while searching for hidden blood-soiled rags. I skimmed the case in my mind, trying to predict where her wrath was going to fall.

‘She is convinced that you have been wandering the city without a chaperone.’

‘Oh! But that is impossible. How could I? She barely lets me out of her sight.’

‘She says there are sketches of buildings that she has never seen and images of lions devouring a boy in the Piazza della Signoria.’

‘So? She and I went together for the feast day. You know that. We all saw the lions. Before they killed the calf they had a tamer who stood in the cage with them and they never touched him. Then someone told us - maybe it was Erila - how a little boy had got in the year before after everyone had gone home and been mauled to death - Maria must surely remember that? She swooned at the news.’

‘That is as maybe. But the fact is she knows you could not have drawn all of that then and there.’

‘Of course I didn’t. I made some sketches later. But they were awful. In the end I had to copy the lions from an image in the Book of Hours. Though I am sure their limbs are not right.’

‘What was the lesson?’

‘What?’

‘The lesson? In the Book of Hours . . . around which the lions were woven?’

‘Er . . . Daniel?’ I said lamely.

‘You remember the image, but not the lesson. Oh, Alessandra.’ She shook her head. ‘What about the buildings?’

‘They are from my own head. When would I get the time to draw them?’ I said quietly. ‘I just bring bits that I have remembered together.’

She stared at me for a moment and I’m not sure that either of us knew what she was feeling. She had been the first to recognise my facility with the pen, when I was so young that I barely understood it myself. I had taught myself to draw by copying all the votive paintings in the house and for years my passion was a secret between the two of us, until I was old enough to appreciate the nature of discretion. While it was one thing for my father to indulge a precocious child in the occasional sketch of the Virgin, it was quite another to have a grown daughter so possessed that she raided the kitchen for capon bones to grind for boxwood dust or goose feathers for a dozen new quills. Art might be a way to God, but it was also the mark of a tradesman, and no pastime for a young woman of good family. Recently Erila had become my accomplice in deceit. What my mother thought I no longer had any idea. Two years before, when I was floundering in the skill of silverpoint - the stylus so fine and hard that it leaves no room for mistakes of the eye or the hand - she had asked to see my attempts. She had studied them for a while, then handed them  back without saying a word. A week later I found a copy of Cennino Cennini’s Treatise on Technique in the chest under my bed. My hand has grown much steadier since then, though neither of us ever referred to the gift again.

She sighed. ‘Very well. We shall talk no more about it.’ She paused. ‘I have something else to discuss. The painter has asked to sketch you.’

And I felt a small explosion of fire somewhere inside me.

‘As I said, he has been visiting churches. And as a result of what he has seen he is ready to continue. He has done your father’s likeness already. I am too busy with Plautilla’s marriage to waste time with him now so he must move on to the children. He has asked for you first. You have, I presume, no idea why?’

I looked directly at her and shook my head. It may sound strange but it made a significant difference to me then, not using words to lie to her.

‘He has set up a temporary studio in the chapel. He says he must see you in the late afternoon when the light is right. He is most insistent about this. And you will take Lodovica and Maria with you.’

‘But—’

‘There is no argument, Alessandra. You will take them both. You are not there to distract him, nor debate the finer points of Platonic philosophy. In which subject I think anyway there might be some difference of language.’

And though her words were strict the tone was gentler, which made me feel comfortable with her again. Which of course meant that I misjudged the risk. But who else could I talk to about it now, when the matter was becoming so imminent?

‘You know, Mama. I have this dream sometimes. I must have had it maybe five or six times now.’

‘I hope it is a godly affair.’

‘Oh yes, indeed it is. I dream . . . well, I dream that, strange  though it may sound, I don’t get married after all. That instead you and Papa decide that I should go into this convent—’

‘Oh, Alessandra, don’t be a dolt. You don’t have the capacity for a convent. Its rules would shrivel you in a moment. Surely you must know that.’

‘No . . . yes, but, but you see in my dream this convent is different. In this convent the nuns can celebrate God in different ways, by doing—’

‘No, Alessandra Cecchi. I am not listening to this. If you think your bad behaviour will force us into any change of mind about a husband you are gravely mistaken.’

Here it came, the beginning of her anger, like the jet of a hot spring erupting from the earth.

‘You are a wilful and sometimes deeply disobedient child and despite what I said, I wish I had broken it out of you earlier because it will do none of us any good now.’ She sighed. ‘Nevertheless we will find a way. I will use the word we have spoken about often. Duty. Your duty to your family. Your father is a rich man now, with a record of public service to the state. He has money for a dowry that will bring our name much honour and prestige. When he finds the right man you will marry him. Is that clear? It is the greatest thing a woman can do, to marry and have children. You will learn that soon enough.’

She stood up. ‘Come, child. We will have no more of this. I have much to do. Your father will speak to you when we have made a choice. Then for a while after that nothing will happen. For a while,’ she repeated softly. ‘But you should know that I cannot keep him talking for ever.’

I grabbed the olive branch greedily. ‘In which case make him choose one that will at least understand,’ I said, and I looked directly into her eyes.

‘Oh, Alessandra . . .’ She shook her head. ‘I am not sure that will be possible.’




FOUR

I POUTED MY WAY THROUGH SUPPER, punishing Maria with my silences and went early to my room, where I pulled a chair fast against the door and dug into my wardrobe chest. It was important to keep one’s treasures scattered. That way if a single haul is discovered another still remains. Rolled away under my shifts at the bottom was a full-scale pen-and-ink drawing on tinted paper.

For this, my first sustained work, I had chosen the opening stage of the Annunciation. Our Lady is taken unawares by the Angel and her awe and distress show in the way her hands flutter round her body and her torso twists half in flight, as if both she and Gabriel are being pulled by invisible threads towards and away from each other. It is a popular subject, not least because the strength of their movement offers such a challenge to the pen, but I identify with it most because of Our Lady’s palpable disquiet - though the later stages of submission and grace are the ones my tutors always press upon me for spiritual study.

For the setting I had used our own grand receiving room, the window frame behind to emphasise the perspective. It was, I thought, a good choice. The way the sun flows through the refracted glass at a certain time of day is so beautiful that one  might indeed believe that God is carried in its shafts. I had once sat for hours waiting for the Holy Spirit to reveal itself to me; eyes closed, my soul warm in the light, the sun like a beam of holiness piercing through my eyelids. But instead of divine revelation all I got was the thud of my own heartbeat and the incessant itch of an old mosquito bite. I remained stubbornly - and now I look back on it, almost excitedly - unblessed.

But my Madonna is more worthy. She is rising from her seat, her hands flying up like nervous birds to defend herself against the rushing wind of God’s arrival, the perfect young virgin disturbed at prayer. I have taken the greatest care with both of their garments (while much of the world was closed to me, the fabrics and fashions at least I could study at will). Gabriel is dressed in a long chemise made from my father’s most expensive lawn, its soft cream falling in a thousand tiny pleats from the shoulders and gathered loosely at the waist, the material light enough to follow the speed of his limbs. Our Lady I have made quietly fashionable, her sleeves split open at the elbow to show her chemise poking through from underneath, her waistline high and belted, and her silk skirt falling in a waterfall of pleats around her legs and across the floor.

When the outline drawing is complete, I will begin work on the shading and the highlights, using various degrees of ink solutions and a wash of white lead paint applied by brush. Mistakes at this stage will not be easily corrected and my hand is already unsteady with nerves. I was becoming decidedly more sympathetic to the plight of the apprentices in Bartolommeo’s workshops. To gain myself a little time I was filling in the receding floor tiles to practise my skill at perspective when the door handle moved and the wood rattled against the chair.

‘Not yet.’ I grabbed a sheet from the bed and threw it across the drawing. ‘. . . I am . . . undressing.’

Once, a few months before, Tomaso had found me here and  ‘accidentally’ knocked the bottle of linseed oil, which I use for making tracing paper, into a pestle of white lead powder that Erila had managed to find for me in the apothecary’s shop. His silence had been bought at the cost of my translations of the Ovid poems he was struggling with. But it wouldn’t be Tomaso now. Why waste his evening tormenting me when he could be prettifying himself for the fallen women of the streets with their regulation bells and high-heeled shoes calling young men to attention. I could hear him upstairs, the boards creaking under his footsteps as he no doubt prevaricated over which colour hose would go best with the new tunic the tailor had just delivered to him.

I unhooked the chair top and Erila swept in, a bowl in one hand and a pile of almond cakes in the other. Ignoring the drawing - though she is my accomplice it is better for her that she pretends she is not - she settled herself on the bed, shared the cakes out and pulled my hands towards her, stirring up the paste of lemon and sugar and applying it thickly to my skin. ‘So. What happened? Did Maria snitch on you?’

‘Lied more like. Aagh. Careful . . . I’ve got a cut there.’

‘Too bad. Your mother says if they’re not white by Sunday she’ll make you wear chamois gloves for a week.’
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‘Consumes utterly — -
the experience is all pleasure’ &

Simon Schama





