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Prologue


Venice, February 1753 


It should not have been so easy, escaping the watchful eye of the chaperone, but fortunately the woman Gaetano Giordano chose to care for his only daughter Luciana was as eager to have some fun in the city as her angel-faced seventeen-year-old charge. The chaperone shared a glass of wine with the priest in the salon on the piano nobile, while Luciana, in her cell-like bedroom on the floor below, prepared for her daring escape. 


Moored beneath her bedroom window was the small boat the priest had arrived in, rowing himself to avoid awkward questions as to who needed to confess when all decent people should be tucked up in bed. Dressed in the boy’s clothes she had stolen from her brother, Luciana found it no trouble at all to let herself over the sill with a twisted bedspread for a rope. She landed with a gentle ‘pouf’ on a pile of blankets the priest had collected for the poor. Gathering herself quickly, Luciana unwound the rope by which the boat was tethered. She found the oars, carelessly hidden beneath the blankets, and slotted them into their locks. Pulling her simple white half-mask down over her nose and with a three-cornered hat to cover her hair, Luciana pushed out into the canal. 


Luciana rowed like the boys she had played alongside during long summers on the lagoon, when her father was away on business and the maids were too busy flirting to watch her. No one would have suspected that beneath the tricorn were the soft, dark curls that could have inspired love poems. And under the cloak and the billowing white shirt . . . Well . . . 


Luciana abandoned the priest’s boat at the entrance to the Grand Canal. Quick as a pickpocket, she weaved her way through the revellers on the Rialto Bridge. It was Carnevale. Again. Just that morning in the chapel, the priest had complained that these days Venice was all ‘Martedì Grasso and no Lent’. Silly old hypocrite. Everyone wore masks, from the very highest to the lowest of the low, all making the most of their anonymity as they crowded the waterside. Pillars of society pinched bottoms. Well-born ladies, ordinarily so refined you might think they never passed wind, were lifting their skirts in the hope of feeling more than a breeze between their thighs.


Luciana smiled. She recognised so many of them: associates of her father, friends of her late mother, pious fellow members of her church’s congregation. All of them kidding themselves that a papier-mâché snout could hide their identities, while giving themselves away with familiar hand gestures and rip-snorting laughs. Luciana was cleverer than that. She had to be. If she got caught now, it was straight to a convent. So she kept her small hands stuffed deep inside her pockets and walked with her feet turned out, just as her brother did. She set her rosebud lips into an unsmiling line that even her childhood nurse would not have recognised. When acknowledged by someone keen to know more, Luciana merely nodded and kept on her path. She did her best not to meet anyone’s gaze. She would not stop. She would not speak. She had an appointment to keep.


Passing through the deserted Rialto Market – as extravagantly vaulted as any cathedral – Luciana pulled her cloak a little tighter to her neck. A gaggle of prostitutes, taking advantage of the revelries to stray from the Carampane, took her for the boy she pretended to be and offered to teach her something useful in return for a couple of coins. The most daring flashed her ample breasts as added enticement. Luciana held her cloak right up to her mouth to cover her grin.


‘Oh, he’s not interested in us, girls,’ the prostitute called after Luciana’s back. ‘He must be looking for an education of the Greek kind.’


If only you knew, dear ladies. 


Luciana pressed on. The prostitutes could have no idea how close they had come to discovering Luciana’s real mission. They doubtless would not have understood it. Looking up to consult the painted name, Luciana turned a corner into a calle she would not, without her disguise, have walked down in the daylight. Not alone at any rate. She crossed the Ponte delle Tette, the ‘Bridge of Tits’, and braved more lurid catcalls from the girls who were plying their trade there. Luciana pushed on into a quieter part of town. Quiet enough to be dangerous. But her disguise gave her a sense of invulnerability and her purpose gave her the courage to tackle any number of robbers who might lurk in the dark.


Just as promised, she found the house with the monkey’s-head door-knocker, right where the street took another turn. This was the place. This was the house that held the key to all Luciana wanted to know. Acting quickly, before her bravado deserted her, she grasped the monkey’s head and hammered to announce her arrival. The sound echoed down the alleyway before being swallowed up and spat out in a different accent by the water that threaded through the city like blood through veins. Luciana thought she saw a shadow at a window opposite. She pulled her hat down further. No one must know she was there.


It was a while before anyone responded. Had the servants taken so long to answer a call at Luciana’s father’s palazzo, they would have been turned out. But maybe there were no servants in this house. 


Luciana stood in front of the polished bronze monkey’s head, feeling both a longing to be inside and a longing to run away. She did not know the owner of this poor-looking house, who had agreed that it might be used as a secret rendezvous. Exactly whom was she meeting anyway? Why had she given her trust to a man she barely knew? What if, in asking for his assistance in acquiring the education her father had forbidden her, she had unwittingly invited instructions that would lead her to her death?


At last the door opened wide and it was too late to change her mind. Luciana’s lips moved but she could not find any words. She was transfixed, hypnotised, by the dark laughing eyes that met her own. Seeing her new teacher standing on the threshold of the house, filling the whole doorframe with his broad shoulders in a plain white shirt, Luciana was suddenly taken by the urge to throw her arms around his neck and beg him to bite her with those straight white teeth. His mouth, so sensual and generous, spread into a warm but wicked smile. When he took her hand to lead her into the house, Luciana felt the prickle of arousal over every inch of her skin. Confused and excited by the emotions the sight of her new friend aroused in her, Luciana had the distinctly unnerving feeling that he would be teaching her a great deal more than philosophy.










Chapter 1


Venice, last January


You never forget the first time you see Venice. 


Leaving England on the 7.40 a.m. flight from Gatwick, all I could think about was how much I wished I were still in my bed. I left the house in pitch darkness. The cold London air bore intimations of snow. Now, just two and a half hours later, I was standing by the waterside in bright sunshine. The quay at Venice’s Marco Polo airport certainly made a change from the Victoria platform for the Gatwick Express. Though it was still only January, the warmth of those unexpected rays coaxed me to unfasten my coat and loosen the thick woolly scarf I’d expected to be wearing until April. I lifted my face to the sky and let the light pour over me like a creature coming out of hibernation. I stood there in a dream state, letting the heat find my winter-weary bones, until I realised that the crowd behind me was at last boarding a boat.


The yellow-hulled municipal ferry spluttered across the shallow water, trailing a thick cloud of grey warning smoke in its wake, but nothing could detract from the beauty of that morning for me. The sunshine reflected by the shallow sandy-bottomed lagoon made it seem as though the whole world was bathed in lemon and pink and baby blue. I found myself a spot by a grubby salt-splashed window and, while my fellow passengers attended to their endlessly chirping phones, I watched life on the water. A handsome water-taxi skimmed by like a flying fish. There was just enough time to see its passengers embrace. A moment of affection for them. A small stab of poignancy for me.


On the portside, an island loomed. I craned to see a boatyard, a tiny church and a simple cottage with washing all aflutter on the line outside. And then the ferry passed Murano, where the glassmakers ply their trade, hugging close to the coast so we could almost see into the islanders’ houses. Next came San Michele, the island of the dead with its high cemetery walls and sad cypress trees. A brief moment of introspection seemed to fall over all the passengers in the ferry as we lowered our eyes in respect.


Then finally, Venice itself, almost close enough to swim to. It was exactly as it looked in the pictures. A jumble of proud campanili. Red bricks. White marble. Warm terracotta and mustard-plastered walls. A thousand wooden poles studded the water, marking out the safest routes to shore. Venice owed her success in no small part to the treachery of the lagoon, where her ancient enemies had found themselves grounded by unmarked shallows. 


And there! At last! My very first gondola. I was so surprised to see it – a genuine gondola, with sleek black hull and six-pronged ferro on the prow – that I automatically turned to share my delight. But this was a quotidian view for the Venetian grandmother standing beside me. 


‘Sì, gondola,’ the woman said, as though she thought me a bit slow.


‘È la mia prima,’ I explained.


The woman smiled and nodded. ‘Sì, sì.’


She knew it wouldn’t be my last.


As the boat’s captain threw the engine into reverse to bring the footbridge closer to the dock, the other passengers started to gather themselves, sensing the end of the journey. As I stepped onto the land and looked about me with appropriate wonder, I had the feeling I was just beginning mine.










Chapter 2


‘Sarah Thomson! Welcome to Venice, my dear.’


I recognised Doctor Nick Marsden from the one time we had met before, in the dusty senior common room of his historic Oxford college. How different he looked here in Italy. The tweedy professor had shrugged off his shabby cardigan with the patches on the elbows and was wearing instead a jacket that revealed an athleticism I certainly hadn’t noticed at that first meeting. His one concession to the season was a boldly striped collegiate scarf wrapped around his neck. His chestnut hair, which had been greased back when we first met, flopped forward engagingly, curtaining his clever blue eyes. The general impression was of a man in constant motion. He bounded towards me, smiling as though I was a long-lost friend rather than the pesky distraction he probably thought me – arriving on a Sunday as I was. 


‘How was your journey?’ he asked, 


‘Good. Great,’ I told him. ‘Early start but . . .’


‘Seeing Venice for the first time soon makes you forget how tired travelling’s left you, eh? What do you think of La Serenissima so far?’


‘It’s exactly as I imagined,’ I said. ‘I mean, more precisely, it’s exactly like the pictures. The seventeenth-century Canaletto pictures.’


‘Isn’t it just?’ Nick smiled as though I had complimented his own work.


‘I thought. I don’t know . . . I thought there would be more modern buildings.’


‘Ah, Venice is very good at resisting change,’ said Nick. ‘Though you’ll see that the nineteen-seventies made it as far as your apartment.’


‘I’m sure it will be lovely,’ I said.


‘If you like brown,’ said Nick. ‘Follow me.’


 


Nick insisted on taking my bags as we navigated the next part of the journey. It was a good job he was so chivalrous; the university-owned apartment where I would be spending the next month was in the Dorsoduro. I kept up with the directions as far as to which vaporetto stop I should get off at, but after that, Nick led me at high speed over a series of humpbacked bridges and through a warren of calli I knew I would never remember. 


‘I’ll draw the fastest route to the university on a map,’ Nick promised, as he raced on ahead of me shouting street names I could never quite catch. 


‘It’s like a labyrinth,’ I called to his back.


‘You’ll get used to it in time.’


But I wondered how anyone could ever get used to Venice. The city’s streets really were like a film set. If they hadn’t been thronged with tourists in 21st-century clothes, I might have thought I had stepped back in time. Every turning brought something ancient and different to marvel at. As Nick strode ahead, I skipped to keep up with him, desperate for just a moment’s pause as I caught tantalising glimpses of a thousand and one things I wanted to study more closely.


‘Best ice cream in Venice on your left,’ Nick tossed over his shoulder. ‘Good restaurant, miserable owner on your right.’


He covered another bridge in three steps. His legs must have been twice as long as mine. He darted out of the path of an oncoming postman with his trolley. He almost ended up in a canal to avoid a dawdling nonna with her shopping bags. Then he skidded to a halt in front of a building painted in dusky red, three storeys high with peeling shutters of faded Loden green at its windows.


‘And here’s Ca’ Scimmietta,’ said Nick. ‘I’ll let you in. The door is sticky. Hell, every door in Venice is sticky. It’s the damp.’


He grinned at his own joke and took out a key. There was a brass lock on the door, but that had long since been retired in favour of a more prosaic Yale. The old knocker, however, was still in place. While Nick struggled to get the key to turn, I rested my hand on the laughing face of a monkey that was ever so slightly more human than animal in its expression. Its muzzle was smooth and almost golden from the polish of a hundred thousand caresses over the years.


‘Ca’ Scimmietta means house of the little monkey,’ Nick explained. ‘Though no one knows why this fancy creature’s on the door here. It was clearly nicked from a much bigger house.’


‘Perhaps I should investigate,’ I suggested. ‘There’s nothing I love more than a historical mystery.’


‘Reminds me a bit of my grandmother,’ Nick mused as he gave the monkey an affectionate pat before he finally got the door to open by using the magic combination of swearing in three languages while shoving it hard with his hip.


‘Voila! You’ll get the hang of it in a couple of months.’


I foresaw a couple of months’ worth of bruises.


I followed Nick inside. The large stone-floored hallway was dark and lined with bookcases stuffed and groaning with textbooks: medical, mathematical, you name it. 


‘Feel free to leave your own contribution,’ he said. ‘Though it’d be nice if someone left a thriller for once.’


Like the medics and mathematicians before me, I was in Venice to study. I was a doctoral student in London, specialising in women’s self-representation in the eighteenth century. That is to say, the diaries and letters of those women lucky enough to have had the education to write them. My research into a particular Venetian noblewoman had reached a dead end and I hoped to find much more here in the city where she’d actually lived. Nick Marsden, a fellow specialist in my field who split his time between Venice and Oxford, had been only too happy to help. Especially when I told him about the grant I’d managed to wangle. Academia is all about the money.


Now he showed me round the university’s apartment for visitors at the same breakneck speed with which he had navigated our route from the vaporetto stop. He was correct in his observation that the nineteen-seventies had got as far as Ca’ Scimmietta. The kitchen was early Conran brown – complete with a ceramic chicken – and the bathroom was a classic avocado.


‘Bidet,’ Nick pointed out. ‘If you ever feel the need to wash your feet.’


He continued to whirl around the flat, pointing out all the mod-ish cons.


‘Boiler is in this cupboard here. Very temperamental. Best to plan a day ahead if you fancy a bath. Or just jump in the canal. Water’s a similar colour. Vacuum cleaner. Never really worked. There’s a dustpan and brush under the sink. Washing machine. Turns most things out dirtier than they started . . .’


‘Great, great,’ I muttered. ‘No hot water. No vacuum cleaner. No washing machine.’


‘No point trying to use the microwave either. It’s just for show.’


Still, Nick’s enthusiasm made it seem as if living in such a shambolic place could actually be an adventure.


There was only one room left.


‘Bedroom.’


He pushed the door open but then stood aside, as though respecting the privacy of the room I had yet to occupy. Likewise, I found myself poking my head round the door as though someone had already claimed the room and we were just sneaking a look.


‘Wow,’ I breathed.


‘Yes,’ said Nick. ‘It is rather amazing, isn’t it?’


I was lost for words as I gazed at the bed I would be sleeping in for the next couple of months. In contrast to the Seventies nightmare that was the rest of the flat, this room had been left untouched for much, much longer. In the centre was an enormous four-poster complete with burgundy velvet drapes. The bed had been carved from solid oak and was darkened with years of old varnish.


‘Too heavy to move,’ said Nick. ‘That’ll be the only thing that saved it from ending up at auction.’


‘It’s incredible,’ I said, running my fingers over one of the intricately carved posts decorated with animals that might have been fashioned by the same hand as the monkey knocker.


Nick remained by the door.


‘Well, I hope you can get a good night’s sleep in it,’ he said. ‘Knowing all those creatures were looking down on me would give me nightmares.’


‘Thanks,’ I said. 


Nick was already heading back to the kitchen.


‘I got a few provisions in. I hope you’re not vegetarian.’


Fortunately not. Most of Nick’s provisions were cured meat.


‘Obviously, you can get fish just about anywhere. There’s a fish stall in the Campo Santa Margherita. A fruit and veg boat pulls up right beside the bridge to San Barnaba. You’ll like the owner. Terrible flirt.’


There was a bottle of prosecco too. Nick waggled the bottle in my direction.


‘To toast your arrival in Venice?’ he suggested hopefully.


‘I suppose it is almost lunchtime,’ I replied. 


‘Good girl.’


He poured out two small glasses and we toasted my arrival and then settled down to discuss the weeks ahead in a vaguely professional matter. Three hours later, after Nick had eaten most of the provisions and the bottle of prosecco was finished, I finally had my new apartment to myself.


I went into the bedroom and opened the stiff metal shutters. In the mid-afternoon light, the bed didn’t look quite so Gothic, though it was covered in an impressively thick layer of dust. I leaned out of my new bedroom window and took in the view. Across the canal, a Venetian housewife was sweeping clean the pavement outside her front door, piling the rubbish against her neighbour’s step instead. An elegant older gentleman walked a small white dog around the detritus. A young couple, obviously tourists from their bright waterproofs and bulging backpacks, took photographs of themselves with the humpbacked bridge behind. When they kissed, I felt my heart tighten.


I’d heard that Venice was legendarily tranquil, on account of there being no cars, but from where I stood now, I realised that the city was far from silent. Neighbours talking. Water-taxis idling. The occasional crescendo of students singing in the bars on the Campo Santa Margherita behind. And every quarter-hour, the chiming of church bells that seemed to come from every direction. The water distorted everything. Echoes abounded. The air was abuzz. 


Exhausted from my early start and fuzzy-headed from my unexpected lunchtime drink with Nick, I lay down on the dusty bed and listened to the busy, noisy world outside. London, with all its sadness, suddenly seemed so very far away. I was glad of that for the moment. After all, I had not come to Venice just for research, I had also come to mend my broken heart.










Chapter 3


That afternoon, in the ‘four-poster of doom’, as Nick had dubbed the bed with its curious animal carvings, I had a dream about Steven – the man I’d left behind. It was inevitable, I suppose. As hard as I tried not to think about him, I could not keep him out of my subconscious. There are no restraining orders for the heart.


In my dream, we were in our bedroom back in London: a room far plainer than the one I was in now. Steven’s style was rather minimal. He said he liked to keep things simple in every area of his life. 


If only that had turned out to be the truth. 


But for now, in my dream, Steven smiled at me the way he used to, full of softness and warm affection, and opened out his arms for me to step into them. I walked eagerly into his familiar embrace. He stroked my face, murmuring sweet nothings, telling me how beautiful he found me. How beautiful he’d always found me. I rested my head on his shoulder and pressed my hand against his heart.


‘You’re mine,’ he said. ‘You’ll always be mine.’


I lifted my face towards his and waited for his kiss.


Together we sank onto the bed we’d bought together when I thought we had a future and Steven began to undress me, kissing me all the while. I kissed him back, greedy to have more of him. His tongue flickered against mine. I sucked on it as he pulled away. Released from my mouth, he dipped his head to kiss his way down my neck. He unbuttoned my blouse, revealing my nakedness beneath. I twisted my fingers in his thick dark hair and sighed with pleasure as he moved his attention further down my body, kissing a trail from my throat down to my eager, aching breasts. 


 Cupping my breasts, Steven kissed each one in turn. He always joked that they must be treated equally and he always kept his word. I let out a groan of delight as he moved to tongue my waiting nipples into hardness. He traced the curves where the soft mounds met my ribcage and I arched my back to be closer to him. Steven instinctively knew how to get the best response from me. After seven years, he knew my body almost as well as I knew it myself. 


Moving down the bed to start again from my feet, Steven slid his hands along my calves, following close behind them with his mouth. He kissed a damp path along the inside of my legs until his hot lips reached the tops of my thighs, leaving me breathless with anticipation. Coyly, I rested my hands on my pubic bone. Steven moved my hands away with his lightly stubbled chin. He planted kisses on the newly denuded skin above my bikini line and nuzzled my small neat triangle of hair. He looked up at me, catching my eye to smile his approval. Steven liked me almost bare.


 I knew what would happen next. It wasn’t long before his darting tongue found my clitoris, already swollen and quietly aching for his attention. He flicked the little nub from side to side with his strong pink tongue. He sucked it between his lips. He nipped at it gently with his perfect teeth. The mix of pleasure with just a salt sprinkle of pain drew a sharp breath from me but I begged him to go on. That little sliver of pain was what made it so good. 


 I twisted luxuriously in the ecstasy of Steven’s warm mouth upon me. I could feel myself growing wet, wet enough to take him in easily in one deliciously welcome stroke. Moving his attention from my clitoris, Steven stretched out his tongue and probed deep inside me, pulling my legs apart and holding them steady so I couldn’t roll away and escape. Not that I ever wanted to escape when he was making love to me. I wanted to feel myself pinioned beneath him, unable to do anything but give in to his desires. 


‘Please,’ I begged him. ‘I need you inside.’


‘Not yet,’ he told me.


‘Please.’


He ignored my pleading and continued to work hard with his mouth. Every stroke of his tongue brought me closer to an orgasm. I felt my thighs growing tense as I braced myself against him. I kept pushing up, up towards him. My legs were beginning to shake. My breath grew shallow. I felt his fingernails digging harder into my flesh as he tried to keep me still. To stay in control.


‘Please be inside me!’ I cried.


 This time, he would let me have my way. Steven was more than ready. He moved up the bed until he was lying directly on top of me, then slid his hand down between our hot bodies and guided his stone-hard penis between my legs. I drew breath sharply at the first thrust, quickly relaxing again when I felt his pelvis touch mine. Holding himself high above my body, Steven gazed at my face steadily as he began to move. My eyes wandered over the taut planes of his chest. His veins bound his rock-hard muscles like tightly wrapped cord. His pectorals flexed powerfully as he swayed forward and took all his weight on his beautiful arms, and I thrilled to the utter delight of being so expertly and completely filled by the man I loved.


 My eyes drifted lower. The sight of Steven’s long smooth shaft plunging into me was every bit as good as the feeling it gave me inside. To see his prick glistening with my juices as he pulled nearly all the way out was almost too much. I felt the walls of my vagina begin to pulse in appreciation. It was a steady, rhythmic pulse that began to spread slowly throughout my limbs like a single drop of red ink colouring a whole glass of water like blood. 


 I lifted my legs from the bed and wound them tightly around Steven’s waist, at the same time grasping his buttocks with my hands and using them to bring him further inside me still. My fingers dug hard into his firm warm flesh as I grew more and more excited, forcing him to increase the pace of his movement to keep time with my racing heart. 


 ‘Harder,’ I told him and he responded instantly. His teeth were gritted in ecstatic determination as he thrust into me powerfully with strokes that hammered against my swollen clitoris and drove me to the edge. Deep down inside, I had the sensation of standing on a ledge with arms stretched wide. I could hear the rush of my own blood in my ears. Now for the jump. I felt perfectly weightless as my orgasm set in and quickly took hold of every nerve in my body. There was no going back. 


 I was coming long before him. My vagina contracted and throbbed around his penis as though trying to pull him inside me for always. Steven continued to thrust, his face smiling down on me. I shut my eyes as though to lessen the intensity, but my mouth was spread in a wide, wide smile. 


 As my climax subsided, Steven pushed against me once more and this time he stayed there, holding himself tight against my body as his own orgasm took off. I opened my eyes again just in time to see him coming. Just in time to see his composure lost completely as his thrusts became uncontrolled and a cry he could no longer hold inside exploded from his lips. 


Lying in his arms as we recovered ourselves, I felt happier than I had done in a long while. 


Until I woke up, that is.


 


My short sleep had been profound, in the way a slightly drunken nap often can be, and it was a struggle to open my eyes. When I did, the first thing I saw were the heavy deep-red drapes of the bedcurtains, casting strange shadows that seemed to be falling towards me. The window I had left open was letting in a bitter chill. It was dark already and, now the sun had gone down, the winter reasserted itself in earnest. For just a moment, I didn’t have a clue where I was. The haunting sound of bells nearby added to my disorientation.


Sitting upright against the unforgiving oak headboard, I remembered the day’s events. I was in Venice for the very first time. I was alone. I looked at my watch. Though it was pitch-black outside, it was still only six in the evening. Five o’clock back home in the UK. I needed to get up, get unpacked and start to sort out this new life of mine. But something kept me on the bed. I pulled my knees up to my chin and wrapped my arms around them, self-comforting like a lonely child, making myself small.


The sense of adventure I’d felt when I stood on the quay that morning seemed to have deserted me in the dark. I fumbled around to find a switch for the bedside lamp. In the feeble glow of an energy-saving bulb, the animal carvings on the bed seemed to undulate until I could have sworn they were actually breathing. I squeezed myself tighter. It was just wood. Nothing alive. But there is something about Venice, something about its timelessness, that automatically makes one think of ghosts. And wasn’t a ghost exactly what I had come in search of?? Luciana Giordano, born 1736. Died . . . Well, no one knew exactly when Luciana died, but it had certainly been a long while ago.


I knew I should probably unpack my suitcase and hang my clothes in the mothball-scented wardrobe, but I chose instead to pull out my laptop. I needed the bright modern glow of the screen to link me firmly to the present and remind me that London was just an email away. Plus I had such a short time in this new city to find out about Luciana’s life, I might as well start right now.


As Nick had warned me, the Internet connection in my new apartment was patchy to say the least, but it was enough to enable me to pick up my emails. And there it was: an email I’d been awaiting for a very long time. At last I had a response to my request to visit a private library in a palazzo on the Grand Canal that held what remained of Luciana’s correspondence.


 


Yes, 


it said. 


By all means. Please email to arrange a time.


In a more enthusiastic moment, I might have punched the air. It had taken months to track down Luciana’s letters. It had taken even longer to persuade the owner I should be allowed to see them in situ. Now I had received my answer. It was brief, but it was definitely positive. 


Squashing my feelings of loneliness and trepidation for the moment, I concentrated instead on my reply to Marco Donato, owner of the most extraordinary private library in Venice. This was what I had come for.


I wrote:


 


Thank you for your kind agreement to let me see Luciana Giordano’s letters. I would be delighted to visit them at your earliest convenience. I can come to the library any day you prefer. 


 


I was astonished to receive another email in response just three minutes later.


 


Really, Miss Thomson, you should play much harder to get. But ten o’clock on Tuesday morning will be fine.  Sincerely, M. Donato










Chapter 4


November, 1752


Luciana Giordano was her father’s favourite. In many ways, this was an ideal situation for a girl to find herself in. In other ways, it was a disaster. Never had a girl been so closely guarded as Gaetano Giordano’s beloved only daughter. 


Gaetano had not wanted to move to Venice, but his growing export/import business demanded he move his family from respectable Turin to the sinful city on the sea. Venice was still at the centre of the eighteenth-century universe, with links to the whole of the Mediterranean, Constantinople and the world beyond. However, Gaetano feared for the moral purity of his good Catholic children in such a hotbed of turpitude and debauchery. His prejudices about the city were only intensified when his wife succumbed to a fever and died just a year after they arrived there. It was exactly as he had suspected. The very air of Venice was foul with pestilence. 


After the loss of his angelic wife, Gaetano was determined that his only daughter would not suffer the same fate. But how do you protect a young girl from a whole city? Well, for the most part she was kept in the house: a grand Gothic palazzo in Cannaregio. On those rare occasions when she was allowed out, Luciana was forced to wear an ugly mask with a hooked nose filled with purifying herbs. Wearing such a mask hadn’t saved the plague doctors of the seventeenth century and it wouldn’t prove any more effective in keeping Luciana safe from the common cold, but Gaetano insisted Luciana wear it until she was thirteen years old and – according to the physician – her lungs could be considered fully formed. Her childhood nurse called her ‘the pigeon’ for her black cloak and her pointlessly pointed beak. 


But that was far from the worst of it. Desperate in what seemed like unending grief for his late wife, Gaetano went to great lengths not only to keep Luciana’s lungs healthy but to keep her mind pure as well. To that effect, he took an even more old-fashioned step than having the poor child wear a plague mask when venturing outside the house. It was Gaetano Giordano’s opinion that beyond rudimentary reading, writing and arithmetic, education for women led only to trouble. To keep Luciana from discovering something that might set her on the path to certain ruin, Gaetano banned his daughter from reading anything but the Bible. 


 


‘Maria, what exactly does it mean when it says that Onan spilled his seed upon the ground?’


Maria the chaperone snapped the Bible shut on Luciana’s fingers.


‘You wicked girl. You know you’re not to read that.’


‘But it’s in the Bible,’ Luciana protested. ‘What can possibly be wrong in my reading God’s word?’


‘You evil child! You know exactly what’s wrong with it.’


Luciana shook her head, eyes wide and innocent.


‘Oh!’ Maria snatched the Bible away altogether. ‘Do some sewing instead.’


Luciana delighted in tormenting her chaperone. The woman was an idiot, chosen specifically for her inability to stretch the boundaries of Luciana’s little world beyond showing her new stitches. She didn’t know enough to be dangerous, though she was very good at making sure that Luciana went no further than the tiny courtyard at the heart of the palazzo – unless they were going to church.


Maria could not, however, stop Luciana looking out of her bedroom window at the front of the house when the rest of the household was asleep. Once everyone was quiet, Luciana would sit on the sill, imagining herself as a princess in the tales her mother used to tell her at bedtime, before she died and all the happiness drained out of the house like the colour leaching out of badly dyed cloth in a downpour. Luciana’s father had covered the house with mourning drapes and they hadn’t been taken down since. He was trying to keep Luciana’s mind covered with mourning drapes too.


Like her father, Luciana thought she would never stop missing her mother, but eight years after their bereavement she felt equally sure that her mother would not have wanted the house in the Cannaregio to stay mired in the darkness of mourning for ever. As much as her father was serious, Luciana’s mother had been rather frivolous. She had enjoyed music, adored dancing and liked to wear beautiful clothes. She liked to laugh and to gossip. She had loved her brief sojourn in Venice. She would never have blamed the city for her illness.


Luciana had tried to explain her mother’s point of view to her father only once. It earned her the threat of a year in a convent. Being shut up at home was bad enough, but at least she had the view of the canal from her window. The convent her father spoke of was on a desolate scrap of an island way out near Torcello. There were thick bars on the windows there and no one passed by but the seabirds.


 


So, Luciana became a creature of the night. By day, she was the perfect daughter. She read her Bible and sewed dresses for the poor. But she lived for the moment when the house grew quiet and she would creep from her bed to sit on her windowsill and watch and learn about the big bad world outside. 


She soon came to know the routines of the people in her immediate vicinity. For example, every evening at nine, the gentleman of the house directly across the canal would kiss his wife on the forehead and send her off to bed. Half an hour later, he would leave the house for what could only be an illicit rendezvous. He certainly had a shifty look about him as he pulled his hat down over his face and set out in a rowing boat. Half an hour later still, the wife would appear on her bedroom balcony and watch for the arrival of her lover, who stayed until one o’clock in the morning, leaving moments before the husband returned. Their shenanigans filled Luciana with delight as they timed their comings and goings like characters in a play. 


Luciana also timed her night by a boatful of revellers who could be heard long before they were seen. The boat carried three musicians who played the same tunes every evening, while the passengers sang along in voices that got louder the more they drank. They were always much noisier when they made their return journey. Luciana came to know the songs by heart and once earned herself a switch across the hand by humming the tune to a particularly lewd one as she went about the house.


‘Where did you learn such filth?’ Maria asked her.


‘I must have heard it in my sleep. I didn’t even know what the words meant,’ Luciana lied.


The people across the canal and the singing boat were some of Luciana’s favourites. She also loved to watch the gondolas carrying grand ladies and their menfolk to the opera. Though Luciana herself was always dressed plainly, modest as any novitiate, she soon had a very broad knowledge of the fashions of the day and longed to swathe herself in an extravagant red domino cloak. 


But the boat Luciana most looked forward to seeing was a stealthy affair. A simple black gondola propelled by a single, black-clad gondolier, it moved through the water with nary a sound. The gondolier was so skilled he made not the slightest splash as he rowed. Luciana was fascinated by the simple craft, which was such a contrast to the flagged and flounced pleasure boats that thronged the canals every night. Whom did it belong to? Where was it going? Who hid beneath the plain black canopy of the gondola’s felce?


Luciana imagined a widower, like her father, who in the grip of his grief had turned his back on frivolity and lightness. But then her imagination roamed further from what she knew. Was the occupant of the gondola a wealthy courtesan, keen to deflect attention on her way to visit a notable lover? Was it a straying husband on his way to see a courtesan? Was it a nobleman? Perhaps even the Doge? Luciana leaned as far out of her window as she could to watch the gondola pass by.


She was so absorbed in the tableaux that unfolded beyond her window each night, she gave no thought to the notion that she too might be observed. From beneath the canopy of the simple black gondola, Luciana’s admirer looked forward to seeing her just as much as she longed to see him.










Chapter 5


January, last year


The next morning – my first full day in Venice – I headed in to the university to meet the people who would be my colleagues for the next few months. I followed the directions Nick had scribbled down after half a bottle of prosecco and got lost three times. I had to make a pit stop at a coffee shop.


Fortified by the coffee – and boy, it was strong – I continued on my way. It was another bright and beautiful day, despite being so early in the year. The sunshine soon bleached out the slight sense of dread with which I had woken. Venice was doing its utmost to make me welcome. A stallholder, setting up for the day, proffered a freshly caught mackerel in my direction, as though the shining fish were an ornament cast in silver just for me. Using my best Italian, I promised I would be back later and the fishmonger gave me such a wicked grin, I started to worry I had inadvertently promised I would drop by for more than the ingredients for that night’s supper.


The university was situated on the Fondamenta Soccorso, in a beautiful building that made even the colleges of Oxford and Cambridge seem ugly. The students were beautiful too. Even the security guards, like almost everyone I had seen in Venice so far, looked as though they were actors, cast in the part, rather than ordinary men doing an ordinary job. No wonder Nick Marsden felt the need to up his game when he came to do his sabbatical in the city.


Nick was already in the office. Unlike me, he didn’t seem in the least worse for wear for the previous day’s bottle of prosecco. As enthusiastically as he’d shown me the flat, he showed me the tiny cubbyhole that had been allocated to me and explained everything I might need to know, from the procedure for taking books out of the university library to how to persuade the temperamental coffee machine to serve up something faintly drinkable.


‘Actually,’ he said, having gone through the complicated sequence of punches and kicks the machine required before it would spit out an approximation of an espresso, ‘don’t bother. Far easier to go to the café on the corner.’


I was happy with that.


Later, he introduced me to other new colleagues, including Beatrice from Rome. I was especially keen to meet her as our areas of interest overlapped. Beatrice, known to her friends (which definition now seemed to include me) as Bea, was writing a thesis on the legendary Giacomo Casanova, concentrating on his intellectual achievements rather than his romantic conquests. We’d already corresponded by email about the possibility of my getting access to the Donato library. Bea was sure that some of Casanova’s letters must be languishing there too.


 ‘I’m going to the library tomorrow morning,’ I told her.


‘You’re kidding,’ said Bea. ‘How on earth did you swing it? Did you find the magic word? I’ve been trying to get into that library for years. Never heard a thing.’


‘I just wrote a letter.’


‘A letter? Not an email?’


‘Not an email. Not in the first instance, anyway. I thought perhaps I might be writing to someone who appreciates tradition.’


‘But what did you say?’


‘Nothing unusual. I just went on and on about how Luciana’s correspondence might hold the clue to one of the biggest literary mysteries of all time.’


‘The Lover’s Lessons,’ said Bea, referring to the novel that had obsessed me since I’d first heard about it five years earlier. ‘Well, I suppose if you decide Luciana isn’t the author, it will at least lend some more weight to my theory that Casanova is.’


‘I will report back on everything,’ I assured her. ‘And I’ll do my best to make sure you get access to the library too.’


‘Well, I don’t know how you did it, but I am very envious indeed.’


‘It’s like you’ve scored an invitation to Willy Wonka’s Chocolate Factory,’ Nick added.


‘What do you mean?’ I asked.


‘I mean,’ said Nick, ‘that nobody ever goes in and nobody ever comes out. The Donato library is as much a mystery as your anonymous novel.’


‘As is the owner,’ Bea told me. ‘No one has seen him in nearly fifteen years.’


‘They say he only comes out at night to drink the blood of young virgins,’ Nick continued, really warming to his theme.


‘Oh well,’ I said. ‘In that case, I’ll be perfectly safe.’


Nick’s blush was a delight to behold.


 


Despite his curious reputation, now that we had made contact Marco Donato could not have seemed, to me anyway, more helpful. That afternoon, I received further instructions regarding my first visit to his library. The building in which it was housed was on the Grand Canal, in one of the few significant houses that remained under private ownership and had not been turned into apartments, a gallery or a luxury hotel. I was instructed to arrive at ten o’clock precisely. The letters and some pages from Luciana’s only surviving diary would be ready for me. I would be allowed to remain in the library for exactly two hours. 


I understand that very few people would think a morning spent looking at old letters could possibly be exciting, but I anticipated the following day as eagerly as a child looking forward to Christmas. I felt certain that Luciana’s correspondence would provide the missing piece of the jigsaw I had been putting together for years.


The Lover’s Lessons, an anonymous erotic novel about a young girl’s sexual awakening, caused an absolute scandal when it was first published in 1755. It claimed to be written by the young woman herself, a virgin at the time she began the life journey that led to the creation of the extraordinary work. The good people of Venice, licentious though the rest of the world believed them to be, were still shocked to read such a candid account of female sexuality. Members of the church called for the work to be burned, which naturally ensured its notoriety, popularity and numerous reprints.


It wasn’t long, however, before people began to wonder if the book was in fact a hoax. Intellectuals of the time debated whether it was really possible for a young woman to have such a hearty sexual appetite; the narrator claimed she was befriended by a courtesan and indulged in a lesbian affair just a few weeks after losing her virginity. They concluded that it would have been highly unusual. Far more likely was that a man had written the book in the guise of a woman to extract maximum outrage from his musings. For months on end, the gossip in the coffee shops and gambling houses concentrated on the true identity of the author. Venice already had a long history of erotic writing, beginning with fifteenth-century writer Pietro Aretino. Giorgio Baffo, a well-known erotic poet of the time, was flattered by the gossip but denied any involvement. Eventually, Casanova himself emerged as the most likely candidate. When asked if he was the person behind the novel, he neither confirmed nor denied it.
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