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‘Desire does not so much transcend its object, as ignore it completely in favour of a fantastic recreation of it.’

Angela Carter




Prologue

He can see no breath. No movement. No life.

It is done.

Pushing his hand beneath the rucked linen of her shift, his fingers touch one small breast: already chill, veined a delicate blue like malleable marble. She is no more than a soft statue. Her cold curves slide comfortably under the warmth of his cupped palm as he runs his hand over her skin, and he wonders at its exquisite unresponsiveness.

Looking down at her, he sees at last the image for which he has longed for so many months. She is beautiful. In this breathless silence she is truly beautiful. The perfect reflection has finally been restored and the glass is again quite flawless.

He imagines his warm flesh contained within her chill stillness and his skin crawls.

He knows he has to do it.




Part One

Villa Cafaggiolo, Barberino di Mugello, Tuscany July 1559 Two years earlier
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A heavy heat had draped itself across the afternoon, pinioning the landscape into shimmering immobility. The great house stood tall, bulky and square, the fortress-like appearance of the walls softened by the ochre of the stone and the bleached red of the pantiled roofs; in the bright light, the deeply arched crenellations of the roofs cast dark blue scoops of shadow all along the length of each wall. Cicadas chirred rhythmically, ceaselessly, falling into and out of time with each other, and a soporific feeling of warm lethargy hung above the castle like a sun-baked blanket.

A door banged open at the back of the house and, with a scream, a young woman burst out into the heat at a scrambling run, her skirts clutched in her fists, her breathing audibly ragged. She threw a glance behind her, gasped and increased her speed.

Another figure ran through the same door in pursuit, his shadow an untidy ink-blot below his thudding feet.

For a moment it seemed as though the cicadas held their breath: the only sounds in the torpid stillness were the panicked footsteps of the girl and the heavier tread of the young man who was fast  closing in upon her. She ran along a path between formal beds of flowers and herbs, kicking a frantic way right through one of them, as, with a wordless whimper, she headed for the longer grass by the gates that led to the walled vegetable garden.

He caught up with her and threw himself at her. Locking his arms around her knees, he brought her down. She flung her hands up to protect her face and, as she landed, the wind was knocked out of her with a grunt. Before she had had time even to draw breath, the boy let go of her legs and rolled her onto her back, his fingers gripping her wrists, pressing them into the grass on either side of her head. She struggled, but his hold was too firm. His knees held her hips, his face was no more than a foot above hers. For a wild fraction of a second they held each other’s gaze.

‘You bastard, Giovanni!’ said the girl, coughing out a laugh. ‘Get off me!’

‘You’re just – ’ said Giovanni, his chest heaving ‘ – just too slow, that ’s all there is to it. Go on – admit it!’

His fingers still encircled the thin wrists and he leaned his weight more heavily on them as he spoke; despite her continued struggles, the girl could not sit up. She worked spit into her mouth and lifted her head.

Giovanni grinned. ‘You wouldn’t dare!’ he said, but she drew in a long breath through her nose. Giovanni rolled backwards out of her range. ‘God, you’re disgusting, Lucrezia!’ he said.

Lucrezia sat up, spat her mouthful into the grass, then poked her tongue out at him. Giovanni lay flat on his back, his face half-hidden by tangled grass blades; he raised an eyebrow and smirked at her. She kicked out towards him, but he grabbed her foot and, lifting it, tipped her back into the grass, where they both lay sprawled, laughing at nothing.

A distant voice startled them.

‘Lucrezia!’

They looked at each other.

‘Lucrezia, cara, where are you?’

Sighing heavily, Lucrezia said, ‘I must go – I should have been back hours ago. Come with me, Vanni.’

The boy jumped up, all long limbs like an eager puppy, and reached out to pull his cousin to her feet. She took his hand and stood, smiling, but, to her surprise, Giovanni did not smile in return. Instead a crooked little frown creased between his brows – he seemed suddenly awkward and ill at ease – and as she watched, he rubbed at his eyes with the heel of his hand, and flushed.

The voice called again.

Lucrezia ran her fingers into her hair and found crusts of earth on her forehead; scratching at it, she examined the dirt now lodged under her nails. She turned her hands over. Her palms were grazed and grass-stained and she had badly torn yet another dress: the great three-cornered rent that hung down across one hip was not the sort of tear anyone would be able to mend. Flapping the ripped corner back and forth, she began walking back towards the house with her cousin.

‘Giulietta is going to be angry with me again, Vanni,’ she said. ‘She thinks I should . . .’ Lucrezia’s voice deepened and her features pinched into a parody of her nurse ’s beaky dignity, ‘. . . behave as befits a Medici heiress, of the impressive age of sixteen. ’ She jutted her chin forward in a scowl and Giovanni’s face brightened again.

He grinned at her. ‘Poor Giulietta,’ he said. ‘You’re such a disappointment to her.’

Lucrezia gasped. ‘Me?’ she said. ‘You bastard, Giovanni – she thinks you are a very bad influence on me, if you must know. It ’s all your fault.’

‘What is?’

Lucrezia thought, then said, ‘Everything.’

‘You’re not wrong,’ Giovanni said. He scuffed at the path with one heel.

Lucrezia leaned across and kissed his cheek. ‘Come on,’ she said, ‘run with me.’ She began to run; Giovanni caught up easily and together they jogged back through the knot gardens. A strong smell of sun-warmed lavender rose up as Lucrezia’s skirts brushed the bushes.

‘You’ve completely destroyed that bed,’ Giovanni said, nodding towards a sad mess of trampled plants.

‘Your fault.’ Lucrezia shrugged. ‘Told you everything’s your fault.’

Giovanni pushed her and she stumbled into another bed. More crushed herbs. A pungent scent of thyme. Regaining her footing, Lucrezia stretched out her arm to shove back at her cousin, but he dodged out of her reach, running faster now, and disappeared around a corner. The hard-packed stones of the path scrunched under Lucrezia’s feet as she followed, passing the wide, castellated archway to the courtyard.

Giulietta stood on the stone steps, dwarfed by the great oak doors. Her lined old features crumpled with disapproval as the two figures ran up to her, barely out of breath. Glancing at Giovanni, Lucrezia saw the corners of his mouth twitch, before he bowed with an ostentatious flourish to Giulietta. The old woman clicked her tongue in annoyance and glared at him. He straightened up and, without a word, ran off towards the stables at a steady lope.

Lucrezia watched him go, then turned to Giulietta, her face stinging with the heat now that she had stopped running. The old woman was grumbling under her breath, though Lucrezia felt sure she was meant to hear every word. Giulietta held out an arm  behind the girl’s back to shepherd her into the cool gloom of the entrance hall.

‘That boy will be the death of me,’ she clucked. ‘Oh, he is a—’ She broke off. ‘Every day something else, and you never seem to learn, either of you – and now look at the state of you, and there ’s the banquet being prepared as we speak, and—’

‘Banquet?’

‘Yes, cara, the banquet. How many times have I told you that it will be tonight? He’ll be here by sunset – and just look at you! What sort of a fright are you?’

‘Him?’ Lucrezia stopped, her eyes wide. ‘I had forgotten it was tonight.’

Giulietta swung her round by the shoulders and bent so that their faces were on a level, her eyes bright with concern. With her prominent nose and her close-set eyes, she reminded Lucrezia – as she so often did – of an anxious eagle. Giulietta stroked the tangled hair back from Lucrezia’s face. ‘Yes, cara, him. The duke. It will not be long now, will it, before you are his wife?’

‘I must put on clean clothes,’ Lucrezia said, and Giulietta held out one of her gnarled hands. Lucrezia took it and then gasped as the hard old fingers squeezed the fresh graze on her palm. She pulled away.

‘What is the matter?’

‘Nothing.’

But Giulietta had turned the hand upwards and seen for herself. Clicking her tongue again in grumpy disbelief, she nonetheless planted a swift, dry kiss on the graze, turned Lucrezia’s hand back over again and patted the knuckles with her other knobbly hand. Together they walked down the vaulted corridor and out into the central courtyard, entering the house again at the far end and climbing the wide staircase that led to the bedchambers.

Inside Lucrezia’s chamber, where the shutters were closed against the fierceness of the sun, the light was cool and dim. At the centre of each shutter was a small round hole; a blade of light from each hole sliced diagonally downwards across the room, as slim and straight as a pair of jouster’s lances. Lucrezia bent to peer through one of the holes, her hands cupped around her eyes, but the sun was too bright for her to see anything and after a second she screwed her eyes shut and drew back.

‘Come here, cara, and I’ll undo your laces,’ Giulietta said.

Blinking, Lucrezia stood with her back to her nurse, and Giulietta started to pick at the knotted fastenings. She began to hum.

‘I love that song,’ Lucrezia said.

‘I’ve been singing that to you since you were a baby.’

‘I wonder if he will sing to me when he unfastens my laces,’ Lucrezia said, more to herself than to Giulietta. She imagined unfamiliar fingers working unseen at her back, and as she pressed her hands flat onto the stiffened front of her bodice, the skin on the nape of her neck prickled. Would he sing? Would he speak? Would he laugh with her – or would he perhaps prefer to undress his new wife in expectant silence? She pictured in her mind the duke ’s shadowed eyes and his slow smile and, with a whisper, the dress slid from her and fell to the floor around her feet.

Giulietta paused, but made no comment.

‘He ’s very handsome, isn’t he, the duke?’ Lucrezia said, stepping out of her skirts. She crossed the room to the small table near the window and picked up a miniature portrait in an elaborate gilt frame.

‘He is.’

‘And very clever, so Papa says. That ’s so important, don’t you think, Giulietta? I shouldn’t want to be married to anyone who  wasn’t clever.’ She put down the little picture, dropped her voice and said with conviction, ‘I would never say so to Papa or Mamma, but I really think I should rather be married to somebody poor but clever than to a noble idiot.’

‘Well, you are a very fortunate young woman, then,’ Giulietta said, ‘as your parents seem to have found you an intelligent aristocrat. ’

‘Who is handsome as well,’ Lucrezia said.

‘As you say.’

Lucrezia stood in her shift. What would it be like to stand like this in her chemise in front of him? What would he think of her? She imagined his eyes on her and felt a catch behind her nipples. Breathing slowly, she watched the light paint a bright stripe up and across Giulietta’s back as the old woman bent over a long, carved chest at the foot of the bed.

‘What would you like to wear, cara?’

‘I think the russet,’ Lucrezia said, and Giulietta knelt, pushed her arms under layers of folded fabric and tugged out a richly embroidered, bright brown damask skirt and bodice. Lucrezia crouched down to help her unfold it. She stood then in front of Giulietta, sucking in her breath as the old woman pulled the new dress down over her head and laced it tight.

‘Plum sleeves?’

Lucrezia smiled assent. Giulietta opened a smaller oak chest and found two deep reddish-purple silk sleeves. Long laces dangled from the shoulder ends.

‘Arm,’ Giulietta said absently and Lucrezia stretched out an arm, pale and thin in the gloom. The lawn of the shift showed creamy-white through the slashes in the silk.

‘When I’m ready,’ Lucrezia said, ‘I’ll run to the stables and see if Vanni has finished.’

‘You will do no such thing, my love.’ Giulietta’s voice lost its customary warmth. ‘He will be in presently and if you go down there you will only get yourself dirty and we will have to change your clothes again.’

‘Who will be at the meal tonight?’ A deliberate change of subject.

Giulietta considered. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘the duke will bring his party, of course – there will probably be about a dozen of them – and then there ’s your father and mother and—’

‘And Vanni . . .’

‘Of course – and I believe your father has asked several dignitaries from Firenze. Other arm, my love.’

‘And you – you’ll be coming, Giulietta, won’t you?’

‘No, cara, not tonight. I have asked your mother if I might eat quietly up here.’

‘Oh, Giulietta, are you unwell?’ Lucrezia took the old woman’s hands in hers. The second sleeve, still unfastened, drooped from her shoulder.

‘No, cara, not at all, just a little tired.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

‘Why do you say that, child?’

Lucrezia pointed at the crumpled dress on the floor at the far side of the chamber. ‘I always seem to cause you so much work. I’ll pick that up and put it away and—’

Giulietta rubbed the side of her thumb back and forth along the girl’s forehead like an episcopal blessing, then patted her cheek. ‘You just enjoy this most important occasion, cara. I am very happy to be up here quietly on my own. That poor dress is no longer fit for anything but throwing away. Give me your arm, now, and let me finish lacing that sleeve.’

Lucrezia paused, gazing intently at the old woman. Then, a  wrinkle of concern still creased between her brows, she lifted her hand out sideways and said, ‘Shall you mind the move very much, Giulietta?’

‘The move?’

‘To Ferrara. I hope you won’t find it too dreadfully tiring.’

Giulietta did not answer. She shifted position and unwittingly moved into the stripe of light from the shutter. It ran down the centre of her face and body, cutting her in two. ‘I . . . I will not be coming,’ she said.

Lucrezia stared at her.

‘Your mother thinks it best you start afresh, with a younger woman to care for you.’

Giulietta’s voice was flat, and the finality of the decision was immediately obvious to Lucrezia. ‘But—’ She felt hot tears behind her eyes, nipped the end of her tongue between her teeth and swallowed a few times before she spoke. ‘But . . . I want you to come with me.’

‘I know, cara.’

‘Is it quite certain that—?’

Giulietta nodded.

‘But why? And why did nobody tell me until now?’

No reply.

Lucrezia held her breath, unsure whether she wanted to cry or to rage at her nurse. The enormity of the changes that were about to happen to her loomed up, unstoppable and inexorable as a battalion of soldiers on the march, real to her suddenly as they had not been before this moment. She had not even considered the possibility that Giulietta might not come with her to Ferrara. Lucrezia looked at the old woman and saw – perhaps for the first time ever – the infirmity of age. With a pinprick of shock, she imagined the skull beneath the lined skin, the bones within the meagre flesh, and  then – as though it was her own pain – felt Giulietta’s anticipation of loss as keenly as her own.

She put her arms around her nurse, aware of the old woman’s bony stiffness as she held her, and they embraced for a long moment.

Breaking away, and making herself smile at Giulietta, Lucrezia said, with deliberate lightness, ‘Where would you like me to put the poor ruined dress?’

Giulietta wiped her eyes with a small square of linen. ‘In that old chest by the door. Don’t bother to try to fold it, cara. It can’t be mended.’

Lucrezia gathered the wrecked dress into her arms, went to the big carved box by the door and lifted the lid. Something unexpected caught her eye. ‘Oh!’ she said. ‘Oh, Giulietta, see what I’ve found in here! I’ve been wondering where that was – I haven’t seen it for months!’

 



Giovanni scratched his mare ’s neck and grinned as she puckered her muzzle in pleasure, stretching forward and half-closing her eyes in lazy abandon. He glanced up as a stocky young man of about twenty-f ive walked into the stableyard, grinning at the pony’s expression. ‘Likes that, doesn’t she?’ he said.

‘Pietro.’ Giovanni nodded a greeting.

Pietro reached out a hand, cupped it beneath the mare ’s nose and tilted her head towards his face. ‘Just like women, mares are – all you have to do is scratch them in the right place and they’ll do anything for you,’ he said, with an air of authority. Checking to either side to make sure they were alone, he added, ‘Spent a fair bit of last night scratching young Maria Fabbro in all the right places.’

‘Paolo’s daughter?’

Pietro nodded, a smug grin on his face. Giovanni swallowed. An image of the saddler’s ripe peach of a daughter pushed into his mind. He caught his breath. He often saw Maria around the stables and each time he did, he found himself thinking rather too much about breasts. His face felt hot.

‘Hope her father doesn’t find out,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t give much for your chances if he does.’

Pietro grinned again, hoisted a net of hay over his shoulder and strolled the length of the yard, whistling as he ducked under the low lintel into the feed store.

Giovanni gave his pony a final pat. He began to walk slowly back towards the great house, kicking a single pebble along in front of him, scuffing dust up from the track as he went.

He might well be nearly f ifteen, but today everything was conspiring to make him feel like a child. When he had pulled Crezzi to her feet this afternoon, out by the vegetable garden, she had suddenly seemed quite different. So grown-up, even if she was so small and thin, and so beautiful – it had made him feel clumsy and stupid. As if his hands and feet were too big and didn’t fit him any longer. Normally, the year and a half ’s difference in their ages was not so noticeable. Then, though, she had pulled that face at him, and she had looked like herself again, and it had been all right. And now Pietro – so confident, telling him about his conquests. Not that last night was much to boast about though – Maria would go with anyone.

As he reached Lucrezia’s bedchamber window, he stopped.

‘It’s all your fault.’ He heard her voice from this afternoon.

‘What is?’

‘Everything.’

He snorted, and called up to her. Waited. Called again.

There was a moment ’s noisy fumbling with the fastenings, then  the two shutters were banged back against the wall. Lucrezia leaned out of the window, face screwed up against the light.

‘I’m almost ready,’ she said. ‘Don’t go away.’

Giovanni flicked his head in acknowledgement.

Lucrezia said, ‘Is something wrong?’

He shrugged.

‘Wait!’ She moved back inside. Giovanni stood with his weight on one foot, looking up at the window. After several moments, Lucrezia reappeared with a small straw basket in one hand; a long, rather hairy length of twine was looped over the other. She leaned out, bottom lip caught between her teeth, and began to lower the basket. Giovanni raised his arms as it reached him; he peered inside and, despite his unease, grinned to see a knot of flame-coloured ribbon, twisted into curls like a small orange lily. He picked it out and began to fiddle with it.

‘Don’t spoil it!’ Lucrezia said. She jerked the basket back up, hand over hand. ‘It ’s supposed to be a favour. As if you were a knight. I’m . . . I’m practising being a duchess.’

Giovanni gave an exaggerated bow in apology and, head near his knees, heard a soft laugh from above him. He straightened.

‘I found my basket again just now in an old chest. Do you remember it?’ Lucrezia called.

‘Of course.’ He tilted his head back to see her better and the sun caught his eyes. He raised a horizontal hand to shade them.

‘After Papa was so angry that time – about the roof.’

‘I didn’t know you still had it.’

‘Neither did I. It was a good game, though, wasn’t it?’

Giovanni looked back down and fingered the ribbon, remembering how fiercely his buttocks had been stinging, the last time he had taken this basket in his hands. Lucrezia might have been confined to her chamber, but he had been beaten, the day they had  both climbed out onto the roof of the castle, stupidly reckless in their search for adventure. It had been her suggestion – she had admitted as much to Uncle Cosimo – but it was he, Giovanni, who had been the more soundly punished for it. The injustice still rankled after two years.

Crezzi was right, though: it had been a good game – the only one available to them for the three days of her confinement. He had searched for little treasures, he remembered, and had stolen food from the kitchens, and put it into Crezzi’s basket for her to pull back up to her room, and she had sent back silly scribbled messages for him. It all seemed a very long time ago.

‘Don’t go away,’ Lucrezia said. ‘I’ll be down in a moment.’ Her voice sounded thick, as though she had been crying, Giovanni thought, or perhaps more as though she was trying not to cry now. He wondered why.

The shutters were pulled together once more and the noise of the cicadas was loud again as Giovanni sat down with his back against the wall, knees bent, hands hanging loosely over them, turning the knot of orange ribbon over and over in his fingers.
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The two cousins stood just inside the door of the vaulted kitchen, unnoticed in the steamy chaos of the banquet preparations. Lucrezia’s mouth was dry: watching this bustling activity, a fizzing feeling of anticipation was starting to disperse the gloom that Giulietta’s news had cast over her. She ran her tongue over her lips, then nudged Giovanni and pointed to a long table. ‘Go on, Vanni – take one!’ she whispered.

‘Why me?’

‘Because Angelo likes you more than me, and if he sees you taking it, he won’t be as cross as if he sees me.’

‘You do know that this is why everything is always my fault – because you make me do everything for you.’ He sounded cross, but stepped across to the table and took one of a dozen or so large pomegranates from a wooden bowl. He handed it to his cousin. Lucrezia traced around its spiked crown with the tip of her middle finger, lifted it to her nose, then pushed a thumbnail down into the skin, making a small crescent-shaped hole. Picking with one finger, she chipped away at it, revealing a round patch of gleaming,  pinky-red seeds, then she hooked a few out and dropped them into Giovanni’s outstretched hand. He grinned at her and lifted his palm to his mouth. She scraped out a few more for herself.

They stood for a while, eating their pomegranate seeds, watching and listening.

The great grey stone hood of the furnace stood scorched and glistening above the flames. Smoke wisped and curled out around the jut of the stone, as if, Lucrezia thought, from the mouth of a drowsy dragon; it glowed blue as it tendrilled up into a shaft of light from a high window. The fire was fierce and the three men tending it seemed blurred at the edges, sketched in bold slashes of orange and darkest blue. One of them leaned back from the heat and wiped sweat from his face, grimacing. Up in the eaves, linen-wrapped joints of meat hung from racks, kippering in the billows; an unsettling suggestion of the gallows hung about them as they dangled from their wicked iron hooks. And, at the far end of the room, two squat oak barrels stood open under a window. Lucrezia shuddered. The surface of the liquid within them was seething. She tugged at Giovanni’s sleeve and pointed. ‘Eels,’ she said, pulling a face.

‘What about the swans, then?’ Giovanni said. He gestured towards another long table. Plates, dishes and tall pots were stacked at one end, huge bowls of fruit and piles of peeled vegetables stood ranked in the middle, then came mounds of artichokes, orange and pink squashes and a colourful majolica bowl full of green beans. At the end, near to where the two cousins stood, lay the limp bodies of a pair of enormous swans. They lay sadly side by side, their slender necks crumpled and lifeless. One head hung heavily, blank eyes staring at the floor.

Lucrezia crossed to them and touched one with the tip of a finger. The flesh felt chill, like unbaked clay, beneath the velvet  feathers. Swans mate for life, she thought. Had these two died together, their lifelong partnership continuing into death, or was their proximity here coincidental? Did two other swans now mourn the loss of their mates as they swam alone on unknown waters?

She turned from the swans and saw on yet another table a startling array of sculptures, carved from what she knew from other occasions was sugar. Poking Giovanni in the ribs, she pointed at the display.

‘Aren’t those—’ he began.

She interrupted him. ‘Copies of Papa’s favourites? Yes. The ones from the back courtyard. Aren’t they lovely?’

Giovanni rubbed at one of the sculptures with two fingers, then put the fingers into his mouth. ‘Mmn. You’re right. They ’re lovely,’ he said.

‘Don’t, Vanni! If Angelo sees you, he ’ll kill you!’

Giovanni snorted, then rubbed the damp fingers back over the carved backside of the simpering sugar nymph. Sucked them again. Smiled.

‘You’re disgusting!’

Giovanni opened his mouth to retort, but before he could say anything, a scream startled them both. They swung round.

Lucrezia gasped.

The moment hung frozen.

The chaos of the kitchen was a painted tableau, a silent second, hanging suspended and motionless.

A kitchen girl, one hand wrapped in sacking, was grimacing with pain as boiling water from the huge pan she had been struggling to move out of the embers slopped out in a glittering lump across her wrist. The sacking she had shaken from that hand had fallen into the flames beneath the pan and caught  alight, flaring brightly, underlighting her distorted face. Though few in the kitchen seemed to have noticed what had happened, the three cooks had turned from the furnace as one, and were gaping at the girl, identical shock on each face. One of them held a dripping ladle; soft gobbets of soup fell to the floor around his feet.

Lucrezia was transfixed.

And then noise surged back through the room and the scream became a panting whimper; the girl stumbled backwards, burned hand held out and back, her other hand snatching her heavy skirts away from the flaming sacking. In a sudden panic at the inactivity, Lucrezia ran forward and stopped in front of the girl. ‘Quick! Hurry! You must put it into cold water!’ She reached for and held the unharmed hand, but the girl gasped, trying to snatch it back out of Lucrezia’s grasp. Lucrezia, however, held fast. ‘No! Come with me – you have to – Vanni, where is the nearest water?’

Giovanni was hovering anxiously near the door. She said again, ‘Where? Where should we go, Vanni?’

‘The well in the outer courtyard?’

‘No – too far.’

And then an idea occurred to her, though her insides shrivelled at the thought. She held the kitchen girl’s good arm and pulled her through the bustle of the kitchen into the shadows at the furthest end. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘This way.’

They stopped in front of the two squat oak barrels. A nauseous lump rose in Lucrezia’s throat as she watched the slimy tangle twisting and writhing below the surface.

‘Put your arm in here. They won’t hurt you and the water is cold.’

With a whimper, the girl shrank back, twisting her arm to try  to free her hand from Lucrezia’s grasp. The scalded arm she held up against her chest.

‘I’ll put mine in with yours,’ Lucrezia said and, gritting her teeth, she took the girl’s red, angry arm by the fingers, shut her eyes and plunged both their arms down into the barrel before the girl had a chance to fight against her.

The water was thick, opaque and slimy, and the eels slid around each other in silky knots. Lucrezia’s sleeve covered most of her arm, but they slithered horribly around her hand; she felt the occasional graze of unspeakable sharp teeth, though nothing that really hurt. The girl’s fingers were tense and stiff and she was pulling hard against Lucrezia’s grip, breathing in shallow gasps through an open mouth, her eyes huge and dark as she stared into the seething barrel.

‘How does it feel now?’ Lucrezia said. They were pressed together, so close she could feel the girl’s hair against her neck. She smiled, but the girl did not smile in return.

After a few more moments, Lucrezia said, ‘Perhaps it has been in the water long enough now. My hand’s frozen. Let’s see.’

She pulled her arm out of the barrel, letting go of the girl’s fingers. The plum-coloured silk sleeve was a sodden dark brown to a line above her elbow and clung to her like a second skin, glistening with the eels’ slime. Thick droplets fell from it, staining the russet skirt, so Lucrezia bent forward and held her arm out to the side. With her other hand, she picked at the laces on her shoulder, then, lips squared with disgust, she peeled the soaked sleeve over her hand and off. Holding it away from her in both hands, she squeezed it out, and more viscous drops splattered onto the dusty floor.

The kitchen girl began to examine her scald. The red stain was  less vivid, and beads of glistening water clung to the hairs that stood up through the red on her thin wrist. She gingerly touched the place with a trembling finger, then raised her eyes to Lucrezia. ‘It is a little better,’ she said. ‘Thank you, Signorina. You did not have to do that for me.’

Lucrezia saw the girl eyeing the russet dress, jewelled and beautiful – now stained with eel-slime. She watched her take in her bare arm, and the crushed and sodden sleeve in her hand, and wondered what she was thinking. How did she see her? As a benevolent, compassionate young noblewoman, prepared to sacrifice part of her sumptuous wardrobe to aid a stricken castle drudge? As a silly girl, dressed like a duchess but reckless and babyish, spoiling her fine clothes on a whim? Or, worse still, as nothing more than an interfering busybody?

She opened her mouth, trying to think of something to say that might reassure both the girl – who looked frightened – and herself, but before she could utter a word, an angry yell cut through the buffeting background noise of the kitchen, making her jump.

‘What are you playing at, Catelina, you lazy trollop? Get back here! That accursed pan will have boiled dry by the time you’ve finished your pointless prattling!’ The enormous and corpulent Signor Angelo, hands on hips, mouth like a rectangular hole in his unbaked loaf of a face, was glaring at them from the far side of the kitchen. ‘And you – you two children!’ He flapped a hand. ‘Get out of here – before I call for the Signora!’

‘Come on!’ muttered Giovanni. He jerked his head towards the door. Lucrezia began to move with him, but saw as she did so that the part-eaten pomegranate still sat on the long table where she had dropped it. She picked it up, smiled at Catelina and threw her the fruit. Then she and Giovanni slipped out through the narrow  kitchen door. Catelina caught the pomegranate one-handed and waved it at Lucrezia in shy farewell.

 



‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ Giulietta stared in disbelief. ‘Not much more than half an hour! Can you not stay clean and tidy for more than five minutes? What is wrong with you?’ She paused, her pulse thudding uncomfortably in her ears. ‘Come here!’

Lucrezia began to cross the room.

‘And you can give me that for a start!’ Giulietta added crossly, snatching the sodden lump of silk from Lucrezia’s hand. She flapped it out and held it up, clicking her tongue.

‘I’m sorry, Giulietta, I truly am, but if you had seen—’

Giulietta raised her hands, palms forward, to silence her. ‘Don’t tell me! Don’t speak! I don’t want to hear it. Is it any wonder I am not coming with you to Ferrara? Much more of this and you really will be the death of me.’

She unfastened the strings of the clean sleeve and pulled it from Lucrezia’s arm with one sharp tug. ‘You can find another pair for yourself, my girl. I am not getting down on my knees a third time for you today. Any new waiting-woman you choose to come to Ferrara with you had better be warned that she should expect to lead a very difficult life.’

Lucrezia said nothing, but Giulietta watched her go to the smaller of the two chests, and kneel in front of it. Lifting the lid, she rummaged inside, then sat back on her heels, a pair of ember-orange sleeves in one hand. Wordlessly, she handed them to her nurse.

 



Lucrezia clicked a handful of walnuts in her pocket, rolling them over each other between her fingers. ‘I wouldn’t have been surprised if she had slapped me, Vanni – she was so angry.’

Giovanni shrugged.

‘She simply wouldn’t listen to a word I had to say – I tried to explain that I—’

‘Do you want an apricot?’ Giovanni said. ‘My pockets are too full.’

Irritation tightened like a band around Lucrezia’s head. After her scolding from her nurse, she badly wanted to pour out her frustration at the injustice of Giulietta’s anger; she wanted Giovanni to champion her, to agree that what she had done this afternoon had been entirely selfless, and not the ‘rash action of a thoughtless baby’, as Giulietta had so vehemently assured her it was. The distress she had felt at the thought of losing her nurse was now coupled with relief that she would be escaping the old woman’s relentless iron grip for the first time in her life.

She took the apricot Giovanni held out, but, rather than eat it, she put it into her pocket.

The two cousins stood in the shadows of a corridor, peering around the open door of a long, wooden-ceilinged hall, down the middle of which stood a great pathway of a table. Its polished surface was now hidden by draped and layered linen, plates and glasses, flowers, fruit, candles and ribbons – enough for at least thirty diners.

At the far end of the room, her mother and father were giving final orders to the servants who would be welcoming in the party from Ferrara. She imagined the bustling arrival of the duke and his retinue, and her irritation faded.

‘Aunt Eleanora looks beautiful,’ Giovanni said. Lucrezia’s mother was dressed in deep blue damask; the sleeves, slashed many times, showed little puffs of gold, and, as she raised an arm to point across to one of the windows, a glitter of tiny pearls caught the light from the torches blazing in their brackets on the  walls. Even from her vantage-point in the corridor, Lucrezia could hear the soft whisper of the blue silk skirts as Eleanora de ’ Medici moved.

She watched her mother’s gaze wandering over the flowers, which tumbled down the walls like many-hued waterfalls, over the four huge bay trees, standing sentinel at each corner of the hall, over the deep red, white and green silk hangings that trembled in the breeze where they hung between the windows. Those, Lucrezia knew, were the Este colours – her mother must have chosen them to please her prestigious guest. She, Lucrezia, was the ultimate prize that awaited the duke, she supposed, but her mother was making sure that the gift was well wrapped.

She watched as her mother spoke to her father, gazing up into his face as though seeking reassurance. He put big hands on his wife ’s shoulders and smiled down at her, then laid a palm against her cheek. Lucrezia swallowed, sure they were discussing her, anxious suddenly at what appeared to be her mother’s unease.

‘Come on, let ’s go before they see us,’ Giovanni said. He took Lucrezia’s hand. She turned away, lip caught between her teeth, and they walked the length of the corridor and out onto an open balcony, which overlooked the central courtyard.

‘They’ll have to come through here, won’t they?’ Giovanni said. He sat down on the tiled floor between two large terracotta pots of clipped box. He fished in his pocket, brought out a couple of walnuts and cracked them together in his hands.

Lucrezia nodded and sat down next to him.

‘So if we just wait here, we ’ll see them.’

Another nod. Giovanni held the crushed walnuts in one palm; he picked out the kernels and threw the shells over his shoulder. Lucrezia, meanwhile, retrieved the apricot and held  its velvety skin to her closed lips. Fragments of images and nonsensical broken sentences danced through her mind as she smelt the warm, summer-sweet fruit; her eyes slid out of focus and, as she pressed her forehead against the iron bars of the balustrade, she could feel her body moving infinitesimally with her pulse-beat.

A sudden clatter of hoofs and wheels, and sharp voices calling for immediate action made her start. Giovanni scrambled to his knees, walnut shells scattering untidily around him.

‘They’re here, Crezzi,’ he said.

They folded their arms on the balustrade, chins resting on their hands, looking, Lucrezia imagined, like a pair of eager gargoyles. She still held the apricot, now hot and damp, in one hand.

The heavy doors from the entrance hall slammed open. Some half-dozen Cafaggiolo servants backed out into the sunshine. Lucrezia saw her mother and father, walking arm in arm; both were smiling at a tall man dressed in black, who strode beside them.

‘That ’s him, isn’t it?’ Giovanni whispered.

The duke was looking around the courtyard. He took off his feathered cap and coat as he walked and handed them to a young man just behind him. Beneath the coat, his clothes were very plain, and simple in their cut. His presence was impressive enough, Lucrezia thought; he did not need to resort to ribbons and slashes to make an impact. He was taller than she remembered, but she had not in the least degree forgotten the dark, slow-blinking eyes.

A black-brindled dog loped at his side – a tall, rough-coated creature with a long, thin tail. Lucrezia’s eyes widened at its height. The duke ’s hand was resting on the dog’s head as they walked – and his elbow was bent.

Lucrezia watched the newcomer as he crossed the courtyard with the rest of the party. He was taking in every detail of his surroundings, it seemed, until suddenly he raised his eyes to the balcony and his gaze met hers. He stopped speaking. Lucrezia dropped the apricot she was holding. It rolled through the balustrade and fell to the ground, landing on the flags with a soft splat not six feet from where the little party was standing. The dog growled softly, but the ghost of a smile flickered across the duke ’s face. Lucrezia’s cheeks burned. The duke made no other sign that he had seen either her or the apricot, but resumed his conversation with her father and mother.

As the party reached the far side of the courtyard, her father turned back and glared at her.

 



‘You do promise you’ll come straight down, now, Signorina?’ Her mother’s youngest waiting-woman shifted her weight from one foot to the other. Awkward and embarrassed, the girl added, with ill-thought-out honesty, ‘Only my lady said I was not to go until I had seen you actually start moving.’ She hesitated. ‘They are all waiting for you.’

Giulietta opened her mouth, but Giovanni said quickly, ‘Don’t worry – I’ll make her hurry.’

The girl bobbed a curtsy, flushed as Giovanni smiled at her, then disappeared.

‘How do I look?’ Lucrezia said.

‘Quite lovely, cara,’ Giulietta said, giving her a kiss on the cheek.

‘Vanni?’

Giovanni considered. The rude, unthinking response he would usually have offered seemed inappropriate in the face of his cousin’s startlingly unfamiliar appearance: she was like a beautiful  stranger. He decided upon the truth. ‘You do look lovely,’ he said, feeling foolish.

Lucrezia smiled, bottom lip caught between her teeth. She kissed Giulietta and left the bedchamber, and went along the corridor that led to the main staircase. Giovanni followed, caught up with her quickly and walked by her side. His arms seemed to belong to someone else – he felt irritated by their swinging.

A new and uncomfortable image had pushed its way into his mind earlier that afternoon. He could not get rid of it, although it embarrassed him very much that it was there. Somehow it was acceptable when it was Pietro, with Fabbro’s whore of a daughter; it was positively entertaining when it was himself with – well, he did not know who it might be, in the end – but to think of Crezzi and – and that man! Giovanni shuddered. He felt a hot buzz of shame in his belly to be thinking such things, but the image was insistent.

He did not really understand why it was that he felt so uncomfortable about it. It was not simply what Crezzi said – that he seemed to think about, well, the activities of the bedchamber more than anything else, these days. No. There was just something about  him that made Giovanni feel like a dog, nose to nose with an enemy – hackles up, ears back, growling, shoulders hunched. In fact, when they had been introduced a few hours before, the hair on his arms had actually prickled. He could not explain it, but he just knew that he did not like the duke.

‘Do you remember that day we put cloaks and hats on all the statues in the loggia, Vanni?’ Lucrezia interrupted his reverie.

‘How could I forget? I had another whacking for that, didn’t I?’

Suddenly Lucrezia stopped. They had reached the doorway to the courtyard. ‘Oh, cielo! There they all are,’ she whispered.

Aunt Eleanora, Uncle Cosimo and a few of their friends, whom  Giovanni vaguely knew, were standing out in the loggia. With them were some ten or so men he had never seen before and several of Aunt Eleanora’s waiting-women. And, there, deep in conversation with Uncle Cosimo, was the tall man in black. Curled at his feet, tail thumping occasionally on the stone flags, lay the great brindled dog.

Lucrezia walked outside and the sun gleamed on her hair so that it shone like copper. Like one of the statues come to life, Giovanni thought. Conversation died. She stopped in front of the duke and sank into a deep curtsy, head bowed, dress crumpled around her on the floor, and then she turned her face up to his, still sunk in the curtsy. He held out a hand, which Lucrezia took in hers.

From where he was standing, Giovanni could not see whether his cousin was smiling, but the tall figure in the black doublet certainly was.

Giovanni’s hands tensed into fists. With one disgusted glance, he turned away and walked back into the darkness of the corridor.
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The wolfhound scrabbled up to standing, its claws scraping on the stone flags; it shook itself and a shudder ran from nose-tip to tail. It crossed the loggia to where its master sat deep in conversation and pushed its muzzle up and under his hand. Without breaking off from what he was saying, the duke began to fondle the dog’s great head, stroking around its muzzle and up behind its ears. The dog leaned heavily against the side of the chair and the long tail swung.

‘No, you’re right,’ the duke said. ‘It has been – what? just over three months – since Cateau-Cambrésis, has it not? And despite all the dire warnings that followed the signing of that appalling treaty, I have to admit that I haven’t noticed any overt French interference. ’

Cosimo de ’ Medici nodded. ‘But I think you have been lucky in Ferrara, Este. Here in Tuscany we are fast becoming almost entirely hidebound by objectionable “interference” at every turn.’

‘Who knows what will happen, though, now Henri is dead?’ said Este.

De ’ Medici sighed. ‘I have to admit that I’m relieved he ’s gone:  his influence in Spain and England was rather too . . . colourful for my liking – but to die like that! What a pointless way to go!’ He grimaced.

Este said nothing. His skin crawled as he pictured the scene: the late French king, pierced through the eye by a shard from a jouster’s shattered lance. In through an eye and out through an ear, they had said. ‘Yes. Quite horrible,’ he said quietly.

Then de ’ Medici’s frown cleared – so quickly it was almost comical, Este thought.

‘But to happier things,’ his host said, now positively beaming. ‘How entirely satisfactory to think that by our forthcoming alliance we will be thwarting – even in the smallest degree – this infernal imposition of bloody French hegemony!’

‘It is certainly an unadulterated pleasure to be taking such a step, sir.’ Este inclined his head. This was not an exaggeration. He saw in his mind the slight figure of his future duchess, gazing up shining-eyed from the depths of her graceful curtsy, earlier that afternoon. The sun had flamed in her hair, her skirts had billowed around her as though she was bathing in them, and a small spot of colour had risen on each cheek. It had been an arresting sight. Lucrezia’s was not a traditional beauty, he thought: her figure was unformed and boyish, but she had a certain naïve, elfin, freckled sweetness about her, which – though of course quite unlike Francesca’s sybaritic voluptuousness – was nonetheless charming.

Lucrezia’s inexperience was obvious.

Este felt a moment ’s unease at this thought, remembering the exuberance of his most recent wild coupling with Francesca. His hedonistic whore, he thought, positively encouraged him in his more abandoned pursuits, but until now, he realized, he had never lain with a virgin – had never been given the opportunity to  discover the pleasures of cracking through unblemished perfection, making his mark upon untouched territory. He imagined the sensation and, feeling himself stiffen, shifted position in his chair.

‘Lost in thought, eh, Este?’ Cosimo de ’ Medici’s voice punched into his mind like a fist. ‘Contemplating the future delights of marriage, perhaps? Why don’t we walk before we go in to eat? The women will be down soon and no doubt we shall be bidden to the table before long.’

Alfonso d ’Este stood up. The dog stretched and wagged its tail as it, too, got to its feet. Cosimo de ’ Medici held out an arm, gesturing away from the statue-filled loggia towards the knot gardens. The two men walked slowly along the narrow paths, and the smells of the sun-baked lavender, basil and thyme were heavy in Alfonso’s nostrils. One of the beds was crushed and its clipped-box edging flattened and broken. The wolfhound dropped an inquisitive nose to the wreckage, but Alfonso snapped his fingers. ‘Folletto!’ he hissed. ‘Here! Leave it!’

‘Oh, let him explore!’ Cosimo de ’ Medici said cheerfully. ‘No idea what happened to that poor bed, but the dog cannot make it worse than it is already. I’ll tell the gardener tomorrow. It will certainly need fixing before – oh, we have been summoned!’

 



Lucrezia shifted her weight a little onto one buttock, and ran a flattened palm under her thigh, easing out a crease in her skirts. The noise from the thirty or so diners was considerable: the insistent clatter of conversation punctuated by the sharp scraping of cutlery and the clinking of glass.

She glanced down the length of the table. Right in the centre lay the two great roasted swans, re-feathered, stiffened necks twined together in what now seemed to Lucrezia little more than a miserable parody of courtship. Plate after plate was pyramid-piled  with fruit, vegetables, sweetmeats and oysters, and drooping sprays of flowers fell on, over, behind and around the displays.

A quartet of musicians stopped playing, and a cackling troupe of dancing dwarfs bowed to the assembly and ran from the room. Lucrezia watched them leave, without enthusiasm. She had never liked them, though she knew they were favourites with her parents. They unnerved her: their oddly proportioned legs were comical, their steps too quick and short for an adult, but too heavy for a child.

‘Your father has gone to a great deal of trouble and expense, Signorina,’ the duke said.

‘He has simply made sure that the banquet is fit for the occasion, sir.’

The duke inclined his head.

‘You must attend so many feasts and banquets,’ Lucrezia went on, ‘that it must be difficult to remember one from another after a while.’

‘Some remain in the memory longer than others.’

Her face hot, Lucrezia looked down at her plate. Eels. She flicked a glance at Giovanni and smothered a laugh. The duke looked at her curiously. ‘The eels amuse you?’

‘It ’s nothing, Signore – something that happened this morning. Nothing of any importance.’ Her cheeks were flaming now. The duke drew a short breath, as though about to speak, but before he had uttered a word, a booming voice to his right said: ‘These eels are from your marshes in Comacchio, Este – absolutely the best in Italy.’

Cosimo de ’ Medici’s face was split in a broad smile; as he caught Lucrezia’s eye, he winked. Loud and cheerful as ever, he continued: ‘You are indeed fortunate to have the lands around the Po in the Duchy of Ferrara – an exceptionally productive part of the country, Este, exceptionally productive!’

‘I have excellent men managing the area.’

‘And it has been a good summer so far, too.’

Servants in bright livery appeared through several doors; they bustled around the table, took away the eels and cleared the used glass and silver, creating space along the length of the table. Guests turned towards the end of the hall expectantly, as the musicians began again. This time, their music was haunting and plaintive, and filled the room with a sweetness that Lucrezia felt sure was supposed to reflect the grace of the swans ‘swimming’ along the flower-strewn table. Poor things, she thought.

The guests applauded and the head carver set to work.

‘His name is Girolamo Tagliente,’ Lucrezia said to the duke. ‘He was only promoted to head carver last year, but he ’s been with us since I was little, both here and back in Firenze.’

The duke was watching Tagliente and seemed, Lucrezia was pleased to see, at least a little impressed.

‘He was always someone with whom we felt safe begging for titbits when we were small,’ she said, and the duke smiled.

‘Our head carver in Ferrara has a ferocious reputation,’ he said, ‘though I am not entirely sure from where it sprang, originally. His temper, so I have been told repeatedly, is legendary – but I have never actually known him to lose it. As is so often the case with legend, it seems, the facts rarely live up to the fiction.’

Lucrezia said, ‘You would have to treat someone with great respect, though, wouldn’t you, if they had both a reputation for ferocity and an impressive skill with a knife?’

The duke laughed. ‘You would indeed!’ he said, and his gaze slid from her eyes to her mouth and back. Her words and his appreciative laughter sounded again in her head; she caught her lip between her teeth to stop her smile becoming too broad.

‘Thinking of our head carver,’ the duke went on, ‘we entertain  frequently in Ferrara. At this time of year, we often eat outside in the central courtyard. Torchlit, it can be most attractive, and if we are lucky enough to dine at a full moon, it can be quite enchanting.’

‘I look forward very much to seeing the castle and its grounds, Signore.’

‘And the household holds its collective breath, awaiting your arrival,’ the duke said with a slow smile. Lucrezia held his gaze. He blinked slowly at her, almost lazily, and Lucrezia looked down at her hands.

There was a long pause. The silence, Lucrezia thought, bulged between them, threatening to burst like an overfilled wineskin.

After a moment the duke said, ‘I must thank you for my tour of the house – you have a most refreshing set of opinions on your father’s collection, Signorina.’

‘Papa loves his paintings, and – I think particularly – his sculptures, Signore,’ Lucrezia said. ‘Perhaps his enthusiasm is infectious – I’ve always enjoyed them too.’ She glanced towards her father, who was engrossed now in conversation with a tiny woman to his left; although reassured that he was not listening, Lucrezia nonetheless dropped her voice. The duke bent towards her, his eyebrows raised, and Lucrezia felt her heart race at his closeness. She said, in little more than a whisper, ‘He has told all of us about each piece so often that I would be a poor student indeed if, after such frequent repetition, I did not remember at least  some of the details.’

She expected a smile, but to her dismay, the duke ’s eyes were suddenly cold. Unsure of what she had done to offend him, she began to fiddle her food with her fork, but her throat seemed to have swollen and her appetite had quite disappeared. The duke turned away from her and began to speak again to her father.

Lucrezia ate little of the meats that followed the eels and only  picked at the salads – the broad beans and Parmesan cheese, which she liked very much, but somehow no longer felt like eating. (‘Damned peasant food that the nobility like to think illustrates their broad-mindedness!’ she remembered Angelo the cook sneering, last time her mother had requested the dish.)

The duke – and his dog – seemed happy with their meal: the great wolfhound sat pressed against its master, their heads almost level. From time to time, it would rest its muzzle upon the linen table covering, and stare at its master’s plate, the fringes of hair over each eye twitching as it watched the progress of each mouthful of food. The duke seemed to enjoy passing titbits to his pet, and they both appeared pleased by what they ate.

Lucrezia picked up a piece of bread and began to shred it. The soft crumbs scattered across the table and onto her lap. What could it have been in her remarks that had so quickly discomposed him? Perhaps what she had intended as no more than an affectionate mockery of her much-loved parent had been interpreted by Signor d ’Este as disrespect. Glancing sideways at the duke, she saw that he was still talking earnestly to her father, both hands held up before him in emphasis.

‘. . . and to my mind it is unaccountable that such a reaction should even have been tolerated, let alone encouraged,’ he was saying.

‘Oh, I could not agree more, Este!’ she heard her father say in reply. ‘In fifty-six, if you remember, just after the abdication, it was just the same when Charles’s opponents attempted to interfere.’

‘Indeed it was.’

Lucrezia listened to the political discussion with little understanding, her eyes upon the duke ’s mouth. Within weeks, she thought, running the tip of her tongue over her teeth, she would know the feel and taste of that mouth, would have been  caressed by those hands. How easy would this man be to please? Or perhaps, given his reaction to her just now, perhaps the question would best be phrased: how easy would he be to displease ?

 



Most of the guests had left: the insistent blare of voices that had so vividly filled the evening had died to a rumble, and now only a few sporadic conversations still held sway in the statuary-filled loggia  behind the great house of Cafaggiolo. The scratching buzz of the late-evening crickets zigzagged up and over the dome of the star-filled sky.

Alfonso d ’Este raised Lucrezia’s hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles. ‘Thank you for your company at dinner,’ he said, still holding her fingers. ‘I shall look forward very much to seeing you in the morning.’

He watched a faint flush bring colour to her cheeks as she smiled at him, her eyes shining. Gold lights flickered in her hair in the lamplight. She was very pretty, he thought. He wanted to look at her breasts – he could see the square neck of the rust-coloured dress rising and falling as she breathed, and it pulled like a kite-string at his concentration – but he would not let himself do it. To be seen so doing would be shamefully undignified.

‘Perhaps you would care to see something of the land around the castle tomorrow, Signore,’ Lucrezia said.

Alfonso felt the smallest of pulse beats in her fingertips. He said, smiling, ‘I should be more than delighted to explore the countryside that has been your home for so many years.’ Then, giving her fingers a brief squeeze, he released her hand.

To his left, he saw Eleanora de ’ Medici watching their conversation. Her eyes were wide and black in the lamplight; she seemed, more than anything else, he thought in surprise, wary. Suspicious.  Catching his eye, she started, and smiled, though the smile seemed uncomfortable and lasted barely a second.

Her husband, arm draped across her shoulder, patted her on the back and said, in a carrying voice, ‘Well, Eleanora, carissima, it is time our honoured guests were offered the respite of a bed.’ Snapping his fingers a few times, he summoned a number of servants from shadowed corners. Striding ahead of them, he stopped before Alfonso and nodded briefly. ‘Sir, it has been a great pleasure to have your company this evening. I do hope you have enjoyed yourself. I trust that your sleeping arrangements will suit you, and that you will have a restful night.’

‘I have been charmed by the experience,’ Alfonso said. He glanced at Lucrezia, who dropped her gaze to the floor, then looked up at him through her lashes. Alfonso arched an eyebrow at her. She twitched down a smile.

A few moments later, accompanied by a bright-liveried manservant, Alfonso climbed the three flights of stairs which led to his allotted suite. Assuring the anxious servant several times that he was more than adequately provided for, and finally bidding him good night, he closed the door of the chamber, crossed the room in a few long-legged strides, pulled back the bed-hangings and sat down on the edge of the mattress.

The shutters were still open; a thin moon like a wide smile hung low and yellow in the night sky.

Alfonso lay back and closed his eyes. Apart from the increasingly sporadic chirrups from the crickets outside, all was silent. He ran both palms up and over his face, pressing the heels of his hands onto his eyes; flickering patterns of light and dark erupted beneath the pressure and his thoughts, surprisingly calm for most of the day, exploded into their usual clamouring confusion.


In through an eye and out through an ear . . . like a child unable  to resist picking at a scab, he returned to this horrible image yet again: the moment at which, a fortnight before, the resisting firmness of King Henri’s eye had given way and the wooden shard had pushed inexorably through into the softness within. He imagined, with a nauseous squirm of the guts, the white-hot, panicked agony of it. The speed and the sharpness. Sharp. You would have to respect someone, wouldn’t you, with a reputation for ferocity and an impressive skill with a knife? She seemed, he thought, to have a modicum of a sense of humour, which was to be encouraged, though somewhat to his disquiet, this appeared to be allied with an unsettling and disrespectful tendency towards independence. That must be contained. How best to do it, though? The image he was beginning to build of his perfect duchess had to be maintained. How would this child compare with his whore? Would she – could she – be happy to accept from him what Francesca so energetically enjoyed? Would she be as accommodating as his pleasure-loving wanton with her ripe-peach breasts and that backside that would make Aphrodite weep? What was it Francesca had said? Shall I be redundant now, after your marriage? Will you still need me? Would he? Would he need Francesca once he had this girl in his bed? Once the resisting firmness of Lucrezia’s maidenhood had given way and he had pushed inexorably through into the softness within? Inexorable. Exceptionally inexorable. Exceptionally productive, Este, exceptionally productive. Would Lucrezia be so? An heir was imperative, after all. Imperative.

Alfonso’s thoughts climbed over each other, frantic to reach the top of the pile; the images that accompanied them danced ever more frenetically, and snatches of music from the evening’s meal wove their way in and around it all. Alfonso gripped his skull with his fingers. ‘Stop it!’ he said aloud.

The wolfhound shifted in its sleep at the sound of its master’s voice.

He made himself breathe slowly. He would walk through the maze again. Taking himself on the familiar journey through the ill-lit, tortuous passages in his mind, he would concentrate on counting his footsteps as he moved slowly through the darkness towards the inevitable final door. He would not go through, though. Could not. He would wait outside it, looking at it, leaning against it, knowing what lay on the other side, both entranced and repelled by his awareness of what he wanted, but needing the respite from the chaos.

 



‘Will you stop this, Eleanora – I simply cannot understand why you are making such a fuss.’ Cosimo de ’ Medici pulled the sheets up to his chest and jerked the bed-hangings shut. ‘The man is obviously cultured and intelligent – his opinions on the Ghiberti bronze panel—’

‘Oh, Cosimo! I simply couldn’t care a fig if he knows everything there is to know about every artist in Italy,’ Eleanora snapped. She glared at her husband. ‘You’ve been refusing to listen to my worries ever since you first suggested this alliance, and now that it has gone too far to retract—’

‘Why on earth would I want to retract?’

Eleanora felt a shout of frustrated anxiety fist itself in her throat. ‘Because I don’t think this marriage is going to make her happy. That’s why.’ She flung back the bedcovers, flapped aside the hangings on her side of the bed, swung her legs out and stood up.

Her husband ’s normally cheerful face, now creased with incomprehension, peered through the hangings after her. ‘What in heaven’s name do you mean?’

‘She ’s too young.’ A heavy stress on each of the three syllables.

Cosimo was angry now. He climbed out of bed. ‘Nonsense! Sixteen is a perfectly acceptable age to—’

‘I don’t care about acceptability! Quite apart from the fact that I’ve told you a dozen times or more that the average age for a bride – even in Firenze – is now seventeen or eighteen, I’m not talking about acceptability or averages! I’m talking about our daughter.’

‘And so am I! What else is this about?’

‘What else? I’ll tell you what else it’s about! It’s about your blinkered determination to maintain the “continuance of the Medici superiority” at whatever cost . . . and your desperation to make your personal mark upon the annals of history and—’

‘Oh, no, no, no! You go too far!’

A sudden pause.

‘Do I?’ Eleanora deliberately dropped her voice to just above a whisper. As she had intended, it wrongfooted her husband: he gulped back the shouted retort he had obviously been on the point of hurling at her, breathing heavily, as if he had been running for some time.

After another pause, Cosimo said, clearly making an effort to sound calm and concerned, ‘Very well. Tell me then, cara, what is troubling you?’

Feeling tears behind her eyes now, Eleanora struggled to keep her voice from trembling. ‘I don’t know, Cosimo. I don’t know. If I tell you it is a mother’s instinct, you will tell me I am being foolish. ’

‘You are being foolish.’

‘I know that I have no reason to feel like this. But . . .’

‘Come here,’ Cosimo said. He held out his arms to her, but she remained where she was, her gaze fixed upon his. He walked over to her and hugged her, pinning her unresponsive arms inside his  embrace. He spoke into her hair, and she felt his words buzz against her scalp. ‘Of course you are anxious. She ’s your baby, your little girl, the little lark you have kept safe in a comfortable cage for sixteen years. And you are just about to open its door and tell her to fly free. Of course you feel anxious. You have been a good mother – but, Eleanora, he is a good man. He will take care of her. Trust him.’

Eleanora imagined her lark flying from one cage straight into another, and said nothing.

 



Lucrezia rolled over to the edge of her bed, tangling herself in her sheet, and turned onto her back across the width of the mattress. The muffled sound of raised voices she had heard from her parents’ room had stopped. She stretched her arms above her head and leaned backwards so that she could see her room upside-down; her hands hung down and she touched the wooden floor. Her hair lay tangled around her fingers. She watched the sky through the inverted window for a moment, enjoying the sensation of pressure in her face, then rolled back onto her stomach. The sheet became even more tangled until, after a brief struggle, she kicked it to the end of the bed.

She pulled off her shift and walked to the window. A welcome breeze blew cool on her sweat-damp skin; she shook her hair off her face, leaned against the sill and stared up at the stars, shivering as the bricks pressed chill on her hot body and legs. The hair on her neck and arms lifted.

He had smiled at her again, just before they retired for the night. A slow smile as though he desired her. His earlier coldness – which had perturbed her – had gone. Perhaps she had imagined it. She felt almost sure that he had wanted to kiss her. And, she thought, with a tight little smile, she would quite like to have kissed him, too.

She had never kissed anyone. A soft laugh puffed in her nose as she thought of the few occasions in the past that she and Giovanni had – as children do – made brief, giggling forays into each other’s privacy: damp little moments of probing fingers and explosive snorts of laughter. She had no doubt that what awaited her in October would be as different from this as silk from sacking.

The handsome Signor d ’Este would have much to teach her, she felt sure. The raising of his eyebrow as he had kissed her fingers just now had been knowing, playful – even teasing. Lucrezia felt a warm, prickling sensation in her belly. She sat back down on her bed and with searching fingers that suddenly seemed as detached from her as though they were no longer her own, she explored her skin. Her hands were lover’s hands – his hands: the right traced up and over her left wrist, forearm, elbow, shoulder; the left moved back down the right arm. She put a hand over each breast and held them, and then, flat-palmed, stroked one hand down her belly, searching and curious. She lay back across the bed. Her breath caught in her throat as raw, inexplicable sensations ignited and burned, fierce and sweet inside her expectant body.
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*A passionate love story that gets under your skin’






