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Sorrowful Lily’s Letter to the Reader

You want to know what I’ve been up to, I suppose?

I’m not sure if I should tell you. You see, I’ve been thinking about you, Reader. Yes, about you. You with a sweet and proper childhood warm under your belt like a good dinner; you enviable creature with nothing more than some apple-scrumping and hair-pulling mischief on your conscience; you with your secret sacred ties to people who love you and have never once tried to kill you.

You and I, Reader, are not made of the same memories. Deep in our meat, we are different creatures.

Here is for why. Do you remember the last time you pulled apart the breast of a roasted chicken and made a wish on its bone? Did you even give a thought to the chicken who died to feed you? Reader, that chicken reminds me of myself. People have wanted my bones, and not just for wishing on.

Yet I cannot claim to be just a victim, or even innocent.

Reader, can I trust you? Perhaps I can. But only because you’re living safely centuries after me. So it cannot matter if you tell tales on me or on any of us who have lived through these unspeakable days.

If you’re squeamish, close this book now.

Still here?

Well, Reader, be it on your own head.

I’ll start with the worst of it, then.





PROLOGUE


The Dying Bed

 

 

The Hotel of What You Want, Venice

10 October 1739

 

Ivo pressed the pillow down on the man’s face.

It is but to quieten Mr Dearworthy’s cries, I tried to tell myself. The other guests adore him. It would worry them so to hear how he suffers.

‘Like this, Lily,’ Ivo said. ‘You’ll be doing it on your own soon. Hold his arms down. Now sit on his legs.’

Doing it on my own?

It took all of our strength to subdue Mr Dearworthy. Ivo was just thirteen, only a year older than me. We were both as thin as stalks of wheat compared to poor Mr Dearworthy, who was tall and thoroughly put together. The bed sagged and creaked under his struggles. He flailed and kicked as if he were trying to swim away. But it was slowly, with underwater grace. And he wasn’t going anywhere.

‘What we do here makes no difference, Lily,’ said Ivo quietly. ‘He cannot escape his death. It’s swilling in his blood already.’

Death? Surely Mr Dearworthy is just ill, I thought. And sad.

The poor gentleman had been brought low out of malice, so he had. I’d watched the Signorina, the woman who ruled our lives, measure the drops of green liquid into his coffee. The number had gradually increased, day by day, from five to thirty emerald drops. Mr Dearworthy’s blue eyes, once candid as a clean window, grew misty under his mop of violently red and curly hair. Too often lately, I’d seen that smiling face contorted with waking nightmares.

That night at supper, the Englishman had finally collapsed. He toppled, all elbows and knees, from his chair to the floor. I’d helped him lurch up to this bedroom.

He used to have such a gentlemanly walk, is what Mr Dearworthy had.

‘Uncommonly decent of you, my dear,’ he’d murmured, leaning on my shoulder. ‘Mercy me! What a kind girl you are, Lily, with those sweet crumpled eyes…’ Then his mind had wandered back into some heart-wracking dream of his own.

‘Uncommonly decent,’ he slurred again at the top step. ‘And from an orphan who’s had mean rations of love in her life, I’d wager, looking at that face. Uncommonly decent.’

But Ivo had been waiting behind the door.

And there was precious little decency after that.

Ivo now threw me a glance that contained equal measures of coldness and annoyance. ‘Forget your childish fondness for this Dearworthy. Do you want to get your heart broken? He has not a hope in this world. Thirty drops. I saw her pour them; you saw it too. No going back after that. Anyway, do you want him to go on seeing those pictures in his mind?’

So the pillow is truly a mercy. I tried to see it that way. Quick death is better than prolonging the agony of his mind. We but ease his passage. Goodbye, Mr Dearworthy, I thought. You do not deserve this.

‘Get that look off your face,’ growled Ivo. ‘Crying helps no one. I suppose you’d have us pray to some saint to save him, convent girl? No doubt you’ll know exactly the right one.’

As far as Mr Dearworthy was concerned, Ivo now told me, the one saint worth praying to would be Saint Jude, patron of lost causes.

‘Only saint I know,’ Ivo said. ‘Only saint I believe in.’

From under the pillow, Mr Dearworthy whispered indistinctly, ‘It was not supposed to go this far.’

Ivo threw all his weight on the pillow. The movement of Mr Dearworthy’s long legs grew feebler; the whimpers turned into sobbing groans and then silence.

Suddenly his legs fell limply apart, still bent, so Mr Dearworthy looked like a long, sad frog. The drops had done their work. Life had been inside him. Now it was not. The thing was simple and terrible as that.

My stomach swooped like a gull around a steep cliff. There were tears crowding at my eyelids, but they did not dare show themselves again, not in front of Ivo.

Lifting the pillow, Ivo pointed to two large jugs by the bed. I could see and smell that they were filled with soupy canal water. He ordered, ‘Pour the water over him. All over.’

‘Why?’ I asked. There was no answer.

I tried not to look at Mr Dearworthy’s face as I poured until his clothes were soaked through. His red hair darkened. The lively curls were extinguished. A waft of salt arose from his pillow like a ghost of the sea.

Ivo banged three times on the floor with a stick. From below came three answering taps. My stomach swooped again.

‘Done,’ said Ivo. ‘The doctor will be here in ten minutes. Wet those bricks.’

‘Why?’ I tried again, my heart squirrelling inside my chest.

While I watered the four bricks beside the bed, Ivo stood with his arms folded, gazing down on Mr Dearworthy. His voice was quiet yet rich with bitterness. ‘When you look at that face, you see the Englishness. The tightness, the meanness, the greyness of soul and heart.’

‘There is … was nothing grey about Mr Dearworthy! Or tight! Or mean!’

‘You had a weakness for him. That’s all,’ said Ivo flatly. ‘For the English, death is little different from life. No one will miss this one. You did well with your questions to him, Lily. A neat piece of cunning for a convent girl.’

Cunning? All my questions had led to purely sad answers.

One of them was this: for all that he was a most amiable soul, Mr Dearworthy had told me he’d no family. So there was no one to make enquiries or tell if something befell him.

‘Shake this,’ Ivo told me, handing me a small bottle fragrant with soap and rosewater. ‘Keep shaking it.’

I did not bother with another ‘why?’.

By the time we heard the doctor’s reedy voice on the stairs, the contents of the bottle were foamy and pink.

Just before the doctor opened the door, while the handle was still turning, Ivo seized the bottle, opened Mr Dearworthy’s mouth and poured its contents inside, splashing some around his lips and chin too.

‘Stop staring like a mad thing,’ Ivo barked at me. ‘Keep your eyes down.’

A mad thing? I looked sharply at Ivo. What did he know?

Doctor Ichthor stepped into the room and leaned over the bed. He didn’t ever seem much healthier than a corpse himself, that man. The curls on his long wig seemed held together with dust and cobwebs. His thinness put no pressure on his waistcoat, yet there were buttons missing and buttonholes frayed from fatter times. His shabby looks had not stopped the Signorina from hiring him as our house doctor. Here is for why. Our English guests loved to write in their diaries about how their many ailments were tended by a genuine Venetian nobleman.

Doctor Ichthor was the most reduced specimen of a minor branch of a Golden Book family. Yet he still wore the senators’ costume of a black robe with the black girdle four fingers wide, garnished with a silver buckle and a silk stole. Doctor Ichthor’s robe was lined with squirrel fur that I always longed to touch, except I never did because the man seemed to swelter a kind of sour mist of disappointment like a second, transparent skin around his body. I did not want my fingers in amongst that.

You had to call men of Doctor Ichthor’s class ‘Your Excellency’, even if what they did was not excellent at all. I had heard rumours at Rialto that he dissected corpses for medical students at the Anatomy School in San Giacomo dell’Orio. What would our simpering English ladies feel about his hands hovering about them, if they knew that those pale fingers had lately been rummaging in the tripes of dead men?

His Excellency removed his threadbare senatorial berretta and laid it wearily on Mr Dearworthy’s dead knees. That was not sufficiently respectful, is what it was not. I snatched up the black worsted beret and hung it on the bedpost.

‘We just pulled him out of the canal,’ lied Ivo. ‘And after we took the bricks out his pockets’ – he pointed to the heap – ‘it seemed the kindest thing to lay the poor gentleman on his own bed, in comfort, for his last rest, so to speak. That’s when we discovered that the gentleman’s diary, which I took the liberty of consulting, is full of the most desolate thoughts.’

He took up the leather-bound book from beside the bed and translated from English with his usual bloodless perfection, ‘I am lost on a sea of grief. The waves of pain toss me back and forth, flooding the cracks in my heart with liquid misery. The beauty of Venice makes a mockery of my loneliness. Last night, I saw a skull, perhaps a foretelling of my own, on my pillow. ’Twas only a dream, but I knew it was calling me to my grave.’

Meanwhile, the doctor was examining the pink foam on Mr Dearworthy’s chin and feeling the side of his neck. He shook his head.

‘Pen, ink and paper, please. I must record the nature of the death.’

The instruments of a great lie were already laid out for him at the desk by the window. Doctor Ichthor sighed, the shadows lengthening under his eyes. He sat down and dipped the quill into the ink.

‘Another suicide,’ he said. ‘Why do so many Englishmen come to Venice to die? And what is it about this particular hotel that draws them? And why is this always the dying bed?’ He pointed to where poor Mr Dearworthy lay.

Ivo shook his head, arranging his features in a mixture of regret and mystification. I’d seen him practise that face in front of the damp-speckled mirror in the salotto. Now I knew for why.

Me, I’d had no need of practice. I am rare good at expressions of sadness.

I’ve learned to be.

Sorrowful Lily is who I am, in name and nature. And I was now grieving in all the veins of my heart for poor Mr Dearworthy.

Doctor Ichthor gazed at me. ‘What a face you have, girl. They should pay you to accompany coffins at funerals.’

Ivo said, ‘Of course the hotel will deal with the formalities. We shall inform Mr Dearworthy’s lawyers and arrange a decent burial. It’s the least we can do for our favourite guest. Such a charming gentleman, so typically English. Such a loss.’

The doctor finished his note. He stood up from the table and picked up his threadbare berretta, saying dryly, ‘You are too kind. You always are.’

But when he had gone, Ivo told me, ‘Go fetch the butcher, Lily. And the jeweller.’
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Saint Teresa’s Convent of the Barefoot Carmelites
Eight years earlier

 

Had I been born lucky, and not sorrowful, Mr Dearworthy might have survived making my acquaintance.

But, Reader, I was not born lucky. I was born the opposite of that. I was born mischancy.

Here is for why. My mother has always been gone, so there’s been no one to pet me finely. As soon as I was old enough to understand, the nuns at the Convent of Saint Teresa made sure I knew I’d been abandoned there as a newborn. There’s your first reason for why they call me ‘Sorrowful Lily’.

Then there’s that face of mine. If I ever glimpsed my reflection in a window, my green eyes looked as sad as a frozen well, deep and brimming with darkness. Those eyes, with their great fronding of lashes, were framed by a tendrilly tumble of black seaweed-lank hair always escaping from its pins. The same sorrowfulness was imprinted on all my features, from forehead to chin.

It was shadowy-dark inside the high walls of our convent; dark in the lagoon water that jostled around this island of Murano. There was darkness inside me too, as there was inside all the orphans at Saint Teresa.

Imagine a hundred of us young ones confined in a convent as cold as a witch’s heart in winter and yet, come summer, hot as the inside of a roast goose. We orphans slept in a long glooming room with little slits of windows too mean to let in a finger of starlight.

Hard words and hard hands on young skin, bat-brown cloth on your body, a rough chemise underneath, a tight scant belly below that: that’s how you grow up an orphan.

At least, among the Barefoot Carmelite nuns of Saint Teresa on the island of Murano, that’s how you do it.

If you’re allowed to grow up at all, that is.

 

Nuns are married to God. They’re not allowed to love anyone else. And it seemed that the nuns at Saint Teresa’s positively hated all infants who were not the Christ Child Himself. Otherwise they could not do what they did to babies.

This will send a shard of ice into your soul, Reader, yet you must be told it.

Unwanted babies were brought to la ruota, the tall revolving shelf embedded in the gates of every Venetian convent. All deliveries were made via this wheel so that the faces of the nuns would be seen by no man or woman. Sometimes la ruota received meat or laundry; sometimes babies. Our convent never turned one away. Behind the walls, babies could be grown with food scraps and beatings into useful workers – provided they were healthy.

I was seven years old when I found out for myself what happened to the sickly ones.

It was the first time I’d been sent to draw water at the well. I had to break the ice with the plummet of the bucket, for it was midwinter and the snow was ruched like white wool on the blackened stalks of the cloister’s rose bushes. When the water stilled, I heard a small noise on the other side of the well.

And there was a baby in a basket, with a sign above: Do not Feed or Touch.

I was learning to read. I traced the words with my fingers. A drizzle of tears lay upon the baby’s face. I could see she was a girl from the pink ribbon on her wrist. The heat rising from her told me she had a fever. I understood how grave it was by the blue cast to her skin. I knelt and kissed her hot cheek. I had never kissed anyone before. I liked it. I kissed her again and my heart clutched inside me. I put down my bucket, picked her up and hugged her.

‘Put it down!’ screamed a nun. She lunged for the child, wrenching her out of my arms. I snatched up the bucket and ran away, hoping the nun would not make trouble for me.

All day, I could not stop thinking about the baby. If no one fed or warmed her in their arms, she would die. I did not want her to die the way I had lived so far, with no one to pet her finely. I did not want it so badly that I could not stand it. When everyone else was sleeping, I crept out of the dormitory and down to the cloister. I scooped up the baby, now cold as a stone, and took her back to my bed. She was too sick to cry or whimper. I forgave her sour smell. I unwrapped her, cleaned her as best I could, and swaddled her in a pillow case. I kissed her until she was warm. Then she grew furiously hot. I had to bathe her again with water from the stoup. I fell asleep with her making soft snuffling noises in my arms. I held her all night. When the morning bells rang, she was cold and still.

All the other children filed off to their lessons or tasks. I lay on my pallet.

‘Are you sick?’ A nun poked my ribs.

Then she saw the baby. She hissed. Two other nuns came running in their stilted heron-like way. Refusing to give up the baby, I wriggled and kicked out of their grasping hands.

The badessa, who ruled the convent, was summoned to see us like that: an insolent orphan girl abed instead of working, with her arms around a baby, like an oyster holding it’s pearl. The badessa’s face loomed above mine, inches away. That face had every element of beauty – nose, eyes, cheekbones all faultlessly sculpted as if from pure marble: lustrous, veinless and white. But a brute coldness tarnished every feature. It was the first time that I’d come to the badessa’s attention, and it would not be the last.

‘This one must be the spawn of some she-devil,’ she told the nuns softly. The badessa’s voice, I would soon learn, was always the most terrible when it was quietest. Each word sounded as tender as a plucked cello string. Yet each word was cruel enough to leave a scar.

Sor Sanctita, the badessa’s ever-hovering henchwoman, crossed herself. She was a poor sop of a thing, is what she was, Sor Sanctita. She whispered to the badessa, ‘È la figlia della Pazza.’

The daughter of the Madwoman? I had often, of course, wondered about my parents. Every orphan does. But the identities of mothers whose babies left at the wheel were almost never known. How could the badessa know I had a mad mother? Did that mean my mother was alive? So I was not an orphan after all?

The badessa laughed. ‘La Pazza left behind a mad little daughter. Of course she did.’

Left behind? So my mother was dead after all. The badessa’s laughter cut through the seven soft veils of my sorrow and found a dirty hard fury inside me. I said, ‘Surely it is a she-devil who kills innocent babies!’

The badessa smiled, unperturbed. ‘God has taken this baby. No one killed it,’ she said.

‘Not “it”! “She”! She might have survived, with care and … love. You chose to deny them to her. Do you think you’re God? Deciding which babies live or die?’

As if it were a sword, the badessa drew the willow switch she always carried at her waist. She didn’t use it straight away. She wanted me to look at it.

‘What’s her name, la Pazza’s mad rat of a daughter?’ she asked Sor Sanctita.

‘Eulalia. They call her “Lily”, though.’

‘So, Eulalia,’ the badessa said, ‘today you shall learn several useful and unforgettable things. The first is this: the more clever-clever the orphan, the more weals she will find on the backs of her legs.’

She wrenched me out of bed. I clung to the baby.

‘Bend over,’ she ordered.

The badessa’s willow cane sang through the air like a wasp. And the pain, as if from the stings of a thousand wasps, spread across my calves and thighs. Sor Sanctita seized the baby and bore her away.

That was not enough for the badessa.

She had me harnessed to a wooden cross taller than myself. The wood’s splintery edges pierced my chemise to my bare skin. I was made to drag the cross round the cloister a hundred times, until I dropped into a faint. I woke in a locked cell, lying on my belly, with the cross still fastened to me. By then the cross had left an everlasting imprint of itself on me. Until this day, you may still see it, sore and red and angry as Satan on Sunday.

The badessa sent for me. ‘It’s a shame you were not left by the well at birth,’ she snarled. ‘You are one who should not have been allowed to grow big enough to make trouble.’

‘No thanks to you that I did grow.’

No, Reader, it was not brave of me. After what I had endured with the cross, how else could she hurt me now? I was not a baby to be tucked conveniently into a tiny mound of earth. I was the daughter of a Madwoman, and I felt entitled to rave.

‘You,’ the badessa said, ‘are a fighting girl. There is a large number of interesting things that can happen to mad young girls who fight. Girls with heart-shaped faces, delicate features and long dark hair make the most affecting corpses, too. I promise you – and there is blood in this promise – that your bones could be more useful to me than your living body. Do not forget that.’

I would not forget. The badessa’s words were now embossed on my memory, Reader, like the mark of the cross on my back.




From the day I tried to save the baby, the course of my growing-up was set. It would be solitary and tender-bitter with sorrowfulness. Seeing how the badessa had made me the special object of her cruelty, few children dared to show me friendship.

So at night, I said to myself, ‘Good night, Sorrowful Lily. Sleep well. Golden dreams, Sorrowful Lily.’

In the morning, I told myself, ‘Courage, Sorrowful Lily. You are not dead yet, is what you’re not.’

No one else would say it to me.

By the time I was twelve, I was a creature of averted eyes, voiceless apart from obedient murmurs. The cloister shadows loved to swallow me.

I pretended not to notice that the badessa punished me more than any other girl in her walled kingdom. She never stopped thinking up ways to make me sorry I’d been born. Between the ages of seven and twelve, I nearly froze to death twice in punishment vigils, standing all night by the well. The nuns had to pour boiling water over the soles of my feet to revive me.

The badessa liked to play on the madness in my blood. ‘Look at her,’ she’d tell Sor Sanctita. ‘A creature of nervous tremors, a feeble thing.’

I learned to use this to my purpose. I showed my nakedly sorrowful face to all. I manufactured submissive tears. I never looked at another dying baby. I was never late to Mass. I tried to dissolve myself into the bat-brown flock of orphans. And so I lulled the badessa into believing that she’d succeeded in rendering me a dull piece of flesh with no desire to fight her any more.

By feigning nervousness, I made myself the badessa’s girl of choice for her errands to Rialto Market. I would plead pathetically to stay in the safety of the convent, and so she always sent me out. ‘Go! You snivelling coward,’ she’d say. ‘Cry all the way, and all the way back. Wash the streets with your tears.’

‘Please,’ I begged. ‘The crowds, the noise—’

‘Why should you of all the convent brats be spared the tasks you don’t like?’

Soon I knew how to make my way around the inner linings of the city, most regularly to the jeweller’s and the butcher’s, especially, where I carried sealed boxes and small gold coins.

Only I knew that something was still alive at the heart of me that would be ready to fight when fighting would serve. There were snows falling in my heart and hard icicles in my fists when I thought of the badessa and her cruelty. I was suspicious as a water rat. I had other rat skills too. I could scuttle about the convent by night, undetected. I helped myself to bread and goose gravy in the kitchens. I cleaned my teeth with parsley from the herb garden. I even smuggled rose petals under my harsh pillow, to sweeten my sleep.

By the time I was twelve, I’d learned a great deal more about the badessa. I had made it my job of work to know. I’d turned myself into a ghost-rat of a girl who could eavesdrop, unseen, on the gossip of the nuns.

In this way, I’d learned that the badessa was not Venetian. She’d come here more than a quarter of a century before from Sicily, an island to the south of Italy, a place of orange trees and fiery African sun; a cursed island too, of famine, plague and earthquake. Sicily was a place where the people really knew how to hate, the nuns whispered, where revenge was sweeter and bloodier than anywhere else.

Well, Sorrowful Lily could be Sicilian too. I swore to take revenge on the badessa. I took my vow as the clock struck midnight on the last day of the year of 1738. The bells tolled bleakly through the bare corridors. To me, they seemed to chant, ‘No more, no more, no more …’

No more of this, I thought. It was time to leave my mischancy childhood behind. From now on, I’d make my own luck. The badessa would not have it all her own way. As the last bell tolled, I, solitary, vengeful Sorrowful Lily, pledged myself to the end of dead babies and beaten children at the Convent of Saint Teresa.

And I vowed that the year of Our Lord 1739 would be the one in which I’d get that thing done.
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Shall I tell you about Venice in 1739?

I speak of the Venice beyond the walls of the convent, the city I knew from snatches of glimpses when I did my errands, the place I knew from Venetian blood beating inside me.

Venice was a grand, ramshackle, peeling-paint masterpiece of a place, a playful, disrespectful city, who borrowed her streets from the sea, which sometimes, at high tide, took them back.

She was a city full of wet stinks and exotic perfumes, of bewildered foreigners, of tail-pluming cats and alcoves where stern Madonnas watched with disapproving eyes over all the pretty wickedness of our Carnevale, as well they might, for that wild party raged from October till April. And there was nothing you couldn’t get up to under the cover of a mask.

She was a city addicted to colour. On my errands, I saw that colour in the cut silks and dappled damasks of her women and in the art that throbbed on the walls of her churches. I saw it in her gaily painted boats, her flowered balconies, in spun-sugar towers in the confectioners’ windows, and I saw it in the painted masks that even the noble children wore.

There was a touch of magic about Venice. Our streets and apothecaries were named for wolves, astrologers and wizards. There were always rumours of mermaids, mythical talking beasts and ghosts who lived in meltings of past and future. Miracles were a commonplace here. Many were painted on our church walls.

Most magical of all – or so it seemed to me, Sorrowful Lily – was that in Venice the secret sacred ties between mother and son, father and daughter, cousin and cousin, were stronger and more precious than elsewhere. Venetians lived in the intimacy of narrow streets across which they sang and shouted their love and frustrations with one another. Venetians walked with arms linked and hearts open for one another. When I wore my sorrowful face out into those joyful streets, there was often a smile for me, an apple pushed into my hand, a ‘povera orfana’ muttered tenderly behind me. The Sicilian badessa had no idea that sometimes when she sent me out to Rialto, I helped myself to generous rations of Venetian affection, and that it made me stronger, like food.

For all her Carnevale mischief and her otherworldly mysteries, Venice was also a city of God – with one priest for every fifty souls and a sky bristling with bell towers. Apart from the secret sacred ties between them, the Venetians were very serious about only one other thing – the relics of saints, by which I mean their wishing bones – for that is how Venetians thought of their holy fingers, knee-bones, skulls, noses, ribs, toes and teeth.

The holiest saints were the ones who were made to suffer long tortures before their deaths – boiled in a bath like Saint Cecilia, or roasted on a gridiron like Saint Lawrence, or having their flesh torn with iron tongs and their hair set on fire, like Eulalia, my own patron saint. These martyrs were thought to be closest to Jesus Christ, because he too died slowly and cruelly, nailed to a cross. Venetians prayed to these saints because they believed their perfect souls were still alive in heaven and, even up there, could do you a rare amount of good.

But your prayers worked even better if you had a piece of the dead saint to pray to. You could catch holiness yourself, like a cold, from a fragment of a saint’s body. In the old times, every time a saint died, Christians would try to touch his or her skin and even bones, just to get a smudge of holiness on their fingertips. The devout would collect the blood, tears or sweat of saints in sponges or cloths. A saint’s last breath could be saved in a bottle; his shadow might be trapped a flask. Oil that oozed from saints’ dead bodies was said to smell of roses in Paradise. But by far the best kind of relic for wishing on was the bone of a saint.

Naturally, saints’ bodies were divided into as many pieces as possible so that more people could enjoy the benefits. And each relic, no matter how tiny, was as holy as the entire body. And so these little bits of saints – these wishing bones – were prized, and sold, and traded; wars were fought over them; legends and wonders were spun around them.

But now, let us come back down to earth, with a flump and a bruise.


For where there is wonder, there is a way to make money out of it.



At our Convent of Saint Teresa on Murano, the badessa made money from the Venetians’ love of saints in every possible way.

She put it about the town that she’d secured the services of a saint hunter in the Holy Land. I knew, from the ledgers I spied on, that she paid men to sit in taverns and talk of him. This so-called hunter had only to lay himself down to sleep and visions of saints’ resting places would cross his dreams. Another interesting thing about this hunter was his ability to find the same saint’s finger, toe or nail many times over, especially if it could raise a high price. He sent everything he found back to the badessa.

The truth of it is that there was no hunter at all. Instead there were slave orphans in the dim classrooms of the convent. Our task was to make convincing fakes of every kind of holy relic.

I’d scratch marks on the dormitory door with a chalky stone every time the badessa sold the holy hammer used to drive in the nails at Our Lord’s crucifixion, or a rusty nail ‘stained’ with ‘His’ blood. Or an ‘authentic’ Crown of Thorns, which had in fact tortured not Jesus but the fingers of the orphans, who had to twist spiny branches into wreaths and then rub them with dung and ash to make them look as ancient as if they’d been rammed to the head of Christ seventeen hundred years before.

The badessa also sold ‘soil from the blood-soaked ground around Christ’s grave’. And ‘oil that spent the night in front of the place where Christ was crucified’. You could buy olive stones ‘from the Mount of Olives’, straw ‘from the holy manger’, flasks of ‘holy water’ and ‘tiny fragments of the True Cross’ on which Christ died. As you can imagine, Reader, that dirt, that oil, those stones, that water and those twigs had never been closer to Jerusalem than have I, Sorrowful Lily.

The badessa had holes drilled in stone tombs at our convent, rigging tubes so we could collect fragrant oil ‘exuded from the bones of saints’. This ‘manna from heaven’ had the sweet aroma of Paradise because of the rose and lavender petals we orphans rolled and pushed into the holes before filling the tombs up with oil. The tombs, I scarcely need tell you, were in fact empty of any saint, and often held a dead rat or two.

We orphans owned the slender fingers necessary to refashion fresh white bones into antique-looking relics. We battered them with tiny hammers. We worked the dark sumac powder into goose fat and then rubbed the dark sludge into the pitted bones. The supply of new white bones seldom faltered. We all knew better than to ask where they came from.

Our most skilfully dissembled relics were put inside elaborate cases called ‘reliquaries’. To make these items, the badessa called in her jewellers, Bastian Olivo and Isepo Luzzo, whose shops were by the Rialto Market. Some reliquaries were in the shapes of whole golden arms or legs. Others were miniature silver mansions studded with precious stones.

As well as money, the badessa earned praise. Sermons were preached about her marvellous ability to charm relics out of the stony ground of the Holy Land. ‘You should think of a saintly relic,’ our own priest instructed us at Mass, ‘as a light that is never spent, that continuously illuminates all around it. And you should think of the Convent of Saint Teresa at Murano as a jewelled light in the lagoon.’

In the whole of Venice, it seemed, only a hundred nuns and orphans knew that our convent was as far from a jewelled light as a butcher’s shop is from a white wedding.

 

Speaking of butchery, the badessa had a passion for roast goose stuffed with prunes, garlic, sage and butter. She liked it simmered in the convent ovens for hours, till the meat was almost falling off the bones. Too impatient for a knife or fork, she’d rip the dark tender flesh off the drumsticks and wishbones with her bare teeth.

On Saturdays, a special goose was prepared by her favourite butcher. I struggled home with it, trailing blood all the way from Rialto. It was stuffed with a rabbit stuffed with a pigeon stuffed with a quail. Right in the centre quivered a single truffled oyster.

The badessa ate the whole thing herself.

The drawers of her desk were full of gnawed bones.

Meanwhile, we orphans ate soup made from the giblets, livers and parsons’ noses. Our little portions of goose would not even flavour a thin gravy. Instead, they were minced into a brown-tasting soup into which we dipped mould-rimmed hard bread.

Because she especially hated me, the badessa liked me to serve her fat suppers. I was strong, with an infinitely flexible spine – strong enough to carry a pewter platter of goose all on my own.

‘Eulalia,’ she would say, ‘doesn’t that goose smell delicious? Doesn’t it drive you mad with desire for a taste of it?’

I looked as half-witted as possible, saying, ‘Yes, Reverend Mother. Delicious, the goose smells. Sweeter than honey or money. I hear the saliva of angels dripping from heaven. Do you not hear that sweet tinkling?’

‘Mad questions like that will get a slap for an answer,’ she replied, ripping a wing from the goose and burying her teeth in its flesh.

As the ghost-rat of the convent, my wits – and all of my senses too – had sharpened with my years. Now, many nights, while the other orphans nightmared on their pallets, you’d find me examining ledgers in a shaft of moonlight in the badessa’s office, to which I had fashioned a skeleton key from a goose bone.

My first mission was to find my own self – the record of my secret depositing at the convent wheel where mothers left unwanted babies. I craved knowledge of any secret sacred tie to a father or mother, even if that mother was mad. I eventually found myself and my birth-date, 18 February 1727.

Un’altra anonima bambina, another unknown baby, that’s who I was. I read that I’d been christened ‘Eulalia’ by the badessa’s priest.

Parentage dubious, it said. Mother, Madwoman, deceased. Father unknown. No dowry.

And that’s all there was to me. The story of my family was as closed as the ledger I now slammed shut. My father had left me nothing: no money, not even a name. My mother had left me just one thing: a mad taint in the blood, that weakness the badessa loved to mock.

But wait! I thought. There are lies in this ledger entry about me.

For if the badessa and Sor Sanctita knew that my mother was mad – then they must have known who she was.

For some weeks after that, I stayed away from the badessa’s office. I did not like to handle the book that offered me as much mystery as truth. It simply added frustration to my sorrowfulness.

Eventually I crept back. Here is for why. I missed rifling through the badessa’s account books. They were a kind of story, telling how she robbed people with her lying relics and how she spent the money. There were thousands of ducats tucked away between those pages.

The more I discovered in the ledgers, the more I felt like a person who was important. I was so stuffed full of bad facts about the badessa that I was like a whole courtroom, including the judge and jury.

It gave me a diamond-bright, devilish, rat-twitching feeling to know so much about my enemy and her crimes. So when I heard rumours at Rialto that Venice’s favourite lady saint – a real one – was in danger of kidnap, then my thoughts naturally turned to the badessa too. If there was saint-thievery afoot, I was sure she’d want in.
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Although we didn’t much care for foreigners in general, the Venetians had welcomed the corpse of Saint Lucy with open arms. Our blind warrior Doge Enrico Dandolo sent her back from the crusades in 1204. A church was dedicated to her; a magnificent tomb was built to cradle her. Through its glass sides, any Venetian – even an orphan straying from her errands – could behold the mummified remains of the tiny woman, wearing a silver mask to hide what the centuries had done to her face.

Saint Lucy was patron saint of our best-beloved Venetian sense – sight. Her own eyes had been put out by a Roman officer. Another story had it that she plucked them out herself to discourage a suitor. (Like all lady saints, the only bridegroom Lucy wanted was God.) All paintings of Saint Lucy show her holding her two eyes on a plate. Yet in that mysterious way of saints, another pair glows in her lovely face.

A prayer to Saint Lucy could stop you from going blind. It could restore perfect sight if the world had gone dark on you through age or illness. A box beside her tomb overflowed with spectacles left there by Venetians whose sight had been saved. She was so important that there was a prophecy that if Saint Lucy left Venice then our city would lose her colour.

Take away our colour and we’d all be ghosts.

Worse, the prophecy said, without our colour, there would be a great severing of the secret sacred ties between Venetians. Mothers would turn against sons, daughters against fathers, cousins against cousins. There would be hate in people’s hearts and blood in the streets.

Lately nervous gossip flew about the city that someone planned to steal Saint Lucy. The rumours arose from an attack on Saint Lucy’s tomb. A side door to her church in Cannaregio had been kicked in, and her glass tomb split by an axe. One of Saint Lucy’s tiny feet had been ripped from her body as the thieves tried to pull her through the glass.

But a passer-by, hearing the commotion in the church, had interrupted the thieves and called in the Signori di Notte. By the time the guards arrived, there was no trace of the tomb-robbers: just poor Saint Lucy, her silver mask askew and her mummified left leg finishing in a stump at the ankle.

 

Pigeon-coloured skies loomed over Venice from the day Saint Lucy’s foot was stolen. Without the sun, the water lost its jades, turquoises and golds, exchanging them for unpolished pewter and tarnished silvers. Then came another terrible sign – two mothers were beaten by their sons and one father nearly strangled his daughter. A once-loving pair of cousins fatally wounded each other in a duel. Most of Saint Lucy was safe, but it seemed that secret sacred ties of the Venetians were already beginning to stretch and break.

Fishwives began to keep small statues of the saint in their baskets. The congregations at Saint Lucy’s church swelled with every Mass. There was a tang of anxiety in the air whenever Saint Lucy was mentioned. People pushed drawings of her stolen foot into the spaces between the stones of her church, always with the same message scribbled underneath: Give it back!

As Saint Lucy came from Siracusa in Sicily, now every Sicilian was a suspect. Merchants with Siracusan accents were sworn at and rough-handled into gondolas.

But here was what I thought: what was the badessa but a Sicilian? And what about her trade in saints?

I ransacked her office by night, hunting for Saint Lucy’s foot. I even pulled away the skirting boards, inspecting mouse holes with a candle. I offered to clean the dankest parts of the convent by day, hoping to find a leather packet or box with the saint’s little foot behind the stoup in the necessary room, in the mortuary, in the spaces behind the troughs in which the nuns’ habits were washed.

I could not stop thinking about Saint Lucy’s little foot.

I was still thinking about it when the convent caught fire.
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On the night of 10 March, the badessa was careless enough – or so stupefied by her vast supper – that she left a ledger open on her desk. Even after all my years of midnight spying, this particular ledger was a new one to me, though an old book in itself. Long, thin, bound in black leather, it had been handled so much that its corners had surrendered their colour and were white as my own fingers in the moonlight.

The ledger was arranged in alphabetical order. Neat columns showed orphan names, year of birth and the day of each baby’s delivery to the convent. Among them, in fresher ink, were the names of some orphans whom I had known personally over the years.

Beside each name was a list. My gaze fell on the most recent entry. It was for Cecilia, a sweet girl who had worked beside me at the relic manufactory tables. Next to Cecilia’s name was written:
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