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Most people, on beginning a task which looks fine at first, cannot see the poison that is hidden in it. 


Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince 
translated by W. K. Marriott (1908)









SENIOR NUNS OF SANTA MARIA MAGDALENA


THE ABBESS


Leader of the convent 


SUOR GIULIA


Apothecary, maker of remedies


SUOR CATARINA


Teacher of boarders & visiting girls


SUOR ANDRIANA


Draper, runs the laundry


SUOR PAULINA


Almoner, dispenses alms to the needy


THE PRIORESS


Deputy to the Abbess


SUOR FIAMETTA


Sacrist, keeper of vestments & books


SUOR SIMONA


Infirmarian, the convent healer


SUOR BENEDICTA


Listening nun for the visitors’ parlour


SUOR VIOLANTE


Younger sibling of the prioress 


NOVICES OF SANTA MARIA MAGDALENA


Maria Vincenzia


Maria Celestia


Maria Teodora











[image: Map]


[image: Map]










Statement by Cesare Aldo, officer of the Otto di Guardia e Balia:



I was at the visitors’ parlour of Santa Maria Magdalena on a personal matter when I heard a scream from inside the convent. It was shrill, the sound of shock and horror. Another voice cried out: ‘Murder! Murder!’ The internal door of the parlour was opened as a nun ran past, her face stricken. ‘Blood, there’s so much blood—’ Her words stopped, I do not know why.


I persuaded a young woman staying at the convent to let me into the main courtyard. I was familiar with the interior, having come to Santa Maria Magdalena on court business the previous day, Palm Sunday. Nuns were gathering at the north-west corner of the cloister. Several were comforting a novice who had blood on both her hands. She was trembling, her face ashen. I later learned she had made the initial discovery.


The novice directed me inside, saying what she found was on the left.


I went through the doors, passing entrances for the convent kitchen and a latrina. The third door on the left was ajar, the smell of fresh blood strong in the air, but the floor around the entrance was clean. I pushed the door open. Inside was the scriptorium where nuns copy and illuminate holy texts. Unlit candles stood on each desk next to brushes and pots of ink. A single lantern hung from the ceiling, its light revealing the bloody mess below.


I was not surprised that the novice had screamed.


A body was sprawled across the stones, naked and bathed in blood. More blood spread out from the corpse, pooling across the floor. I cannot recall having ever seen so much around a single body. There were numerous stab wounds, at least a dozen to the chest and torso, but it was the face that had suffered most. This had been a frenzied attack, a work of hatred.


One more thing about the naked corpse discovered inside the convent caught the eye.


It was male.










Chapter One
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Sunday, March 25th 1537


Living in a bordello spared Cesare Aldo from religion most Sundays. While most of Florence went to church, Signora Tessa Robustelli and her women stayed in bed recovering from the night before. Once Mass was concluded, men would soon return to the humble building at Piazza della Passera, south of the Arno. But this was Palm Sunday, the first day of Holy Week. Special Masses were taking place across the city to celebrate one of the most important times in the Church year, with many parishes holding processions to mark the day Jesus entered Jerusalem. If there was one thing Robustelli could not resist, it was a procession.


‘Clodia! Elena! Matilde!’ she shouted as Aldo came downstairs. ‘We haven’t got all morning!’ The buxom matrona was wearing her finest brocade gown, a blue shawl draped across her bosom in a rare show of modesty. ‘I’d like to see the procession this year!’


‘Coming, signora!’ playful voices chorused above, between giggles.


Robustelli eyed Aldo’s plain tunic and hose. ‘I take it you’re not joining us.’ She pointed to the stiletto tucked in his left boot, its hilt visible beside his calf. ‘Father Anselmo doesn’t approve of his flock bringing blades to church.’


‘Father Anselmo approves of very little,’ Aldo replied, ‘but I doubt anyone will bring a blade to Mass.’ Carrying weapons had been banned in Florence since Cosimo de’ Medici replaced his murdered cousin Alessandro as the city’s leader in January. Cosimo had not yet seen eighteen summers, but he was no fool. He remained vulnerable until his election as leader was confirmed by the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V. An edict restricting weapons within the city certainly lessened the likelihood of an armed uprising by those eager to see Florence return to being a republic. Only those enforcing the law, Cosimo’s own guard and the city militia were allowed to carry weapons. Being an officer of the Otto di Guardia e Balia, the most feared criminal court in Florence, meant Aldo could retain his trusty stiletto. He was grateful for that. The blade had saved his life more than once.


‘Are you coming or not?’ Robustelli asked.


‘Not today. I’m due at the Podestà.’


The matrona nodded, her attention shifting to a young woman bouncing down the stairs. ‘No, Clodia, that won’t do. Go and cover yourself properly.’


‘Why?’ Clodia pouted. Her nipples pressed against the thin lace of her flimsy top, demanding attention. ‘I’m proud of my body. Why do I have to hide it?’


‘Because we’re going to church,’ Robustelli replied, ‘not an orgy.’


Leaving them to argue, Aldo stepped out of the bordello. It was not yet mid-morning, but the sun was already touching the stones of Piazza della Passera. The days were getting longer, and warmer too. Aldo breathed in, savouring the aroma of bread baking in some nearby oven. It had been a hard winter, but spring had come early this year, bringing fresh life to the city. It was a pleasure to be alive.


Aldo strode away, heading east. Warmer days meant less pain from his unreliable left knee, so it had no need of remedies or salves. But he still cut north into via dei Giudei, the narrow street where most of Florence’s small Jewish community lived. A door stood open among the houses on the left, beckoning him into the home of Doctor Saul Orvieto. How easy it would be to go inside. Aldo missed Saul, his warm hazel eyes, the ease of their friendship. But they had parted on bad terms, sundered by duty and bloodshed.


Better to keep walking. Safer for both of them.


At the end of via dei Giudei Aldo turned east again, striding towards Ponte Vecchio. This approach to the bridge was usually crowded with the stalls selling fish, vegetables and fruit. After a long, barren winter the produce was inviting again, no more frost-bitten brassica or wizened citrus. But this was Sunday, the Lord’s Day, when most shops and stalls were shut. Palm Sunday processions elsewhere helped to make Aldo’s progress brisk.


Aldo marched up the steady rise of Ponte Vecchio, pausing at the bridge’s highest point where a gap between buildings allowed a view of the river. The water was mottled with merda, dyes and other liquids that drained into it from workshops. Florentines threw almost anything into the Arno. Even corpses went in the water sometimes, victims consigned to the river by those eager to banish the proof of their crimes. If a killer was lucky, or the current strong enough, a body could float miles downriver before eventually washing ashore. But most got caught on the weirs between bridges, giving river rats a chance to feast on the rotting flesh until the remains were pulled out. Aldo turned away from the Arno with a shiver.


After leaving the bridge he cut a ragged path north-east, careful to avoid larger piazze where processions were gathering before Mass. He reached the Palazzo del Podestà early, the forbidding brick fortress looming ahead of him, its stone bell-tower pointing at the sky. In a city full of beautiful buildings, the Podestà was an ugly brute, all sharp edges and glowering menace. That outward appearance matched its inner workings as home to the Otto. Little of beauty occurred within these walls. The few windows facing out were too high to offer any respite in the bleak stone. The fortress had stood for hundreds of years, and doubtless would remain for hundreds more. From here laws were enforced and those found guilty of breaking them faced judgement from the Otto’s magistrates.


Inside the Podestà was an imposing courtyard, a wide stone staircase running up one wall to the loggia that led to the court’s administrative area. A cold breeze chilled Aldo even as he paused next to the one wall touched by the sun. It was always cold inside the Podestà, regardless of the month. But Aldo’s unease stemmed from the men he saw at the top of the stairs: Bindi and Ruggerio. No good ever came of them sharing words.


Massimo Bindi was segretario to the Otto. In theory that made him simply the court’s administrator, a bureaucratic functionary whose sole purpose was to assist the magistrates. But the Florentine practice of replacing the entire bench every few months meant the segretario was the court’s most powerful constant, able to wield considerable influence over rulings. Magistrates came and went but the bloated Bindi remained. Every day Aldo had to report to Bindi, and every day it darkened his mood.


The segretario was a self-serving creature who clutched his power in a clammy fist, but the man opposite him was far more dangerous. Girolamo Ruggerio was a silk merchant, among the leaders of that powerful guild, and a leading figure within the Company of Santa Maria, a confraternity with considerable influence in the Church. More than that, Ruggerio was a cunning creature capable of having anyone he deemed a threat destroyed. A few months before, Ruggerio learned a young lover had written of their trysts in a diary. The youth was beaten to death on Ruggerio’s orders. When an investigation by the Otto came close to identifying Ruggerio, he made the men who had killed for him confess. They did so without hesitation, yet kept his secret safe. Such was the power Ruggerio wielded. Blood never touched his hands – he was too clever for that.


Aldo watched the segretario bow low, not easy with a belly so rotund. Ruggerio had no direct authority at the Otto, yet Bindi could not help giving way. It was sickening, but not a surprise. Ruggerio swept down the wide stone stairs, the morning sun glinting off his smooth and hairless scalp. Satisfaction twisted his thin lips into a smirk, while silk robes billowed around him, the rich blue fabric adorned with fine golden embroidery. Aldo gave a small nod as Ruggerio approached. ‘Signor.’


The merchant paused two steps from the bottom to look down on Aldo. ‘Have we met?’ Ruggerio asked. They had, but still the merchant forced Aldo to introduce himself. Everything was a joust with Ruggerio, a stratagemma.


‘In January, when I helped find those responsible for the murder of a youth called Corsini. Two of your guards confessed to killing him,’ Aldo said.


Ruggerio nodded, as if it were a distant memory, long forgotten. ‘Ahh, yes. One died soon after in a prison brawl, while the other was left with the mind of an idiota.’


Aldo had been part of that brawl, the only one to escape with his life and wits still intact. No doubt Ruggerio knew that too. ‘Le Stinche is a dangerous place. Full of criminals.’


‘Quite.’ The merchant studied Aldo a moment longer before descending the final two steps. ‘I believe the segretario had a matter for your attention. I hope you will pursue it with the same vigour and fortitude as you do other matters.’ Ruggerio strolled away, leaving Aldo to ponder the threat behind that farewell. A shout from above demanded his attention.


‘Come to my officio,’ Bindi called, gesturing him up the stairs.


Aldo grimaced. How little it took to sour a beautiful spring day.


Ponte a Signa had been Carlo Strocchi’s whole world when he was a boy. It didn’t matter that a much bigger town was just across the Arno, over the same bridge that gave Ponte a Signa its name. And he didn’t care about the boats coming downriver from Florence, taking cargo west towards Pisa. Strocchi hadn’t been interested in either city then, not when everyone he cared for was in the small village nestling by a bend in the river.


True, Ponte a Signa was little more than a huddle of simple houses and dirt roads, but that was enough. There were several large palazzi up in the hills, owned by merchants who only came in the scorching summer months to escape the city. The rest of the year their grand houses stood empty, villagers trudging up the hill to clean empty rooms or tend the unappreciated gardens. To Strocchi, the palazzi seemed to sneer at those below, judging them. His friends often claimed it was possible to see all the way to Florence from the palazzi – Strocchi hadn’t cared. Ponte a Signa was enough for him.


That changed the week his papa died, collapsing in the garden behind their humble home. Father Coluccio gave Papa the last rites, and he slipped away that night. Strocchi had seen only seventeen summers; now he was the man of the house. But he had no talent for farming, and no siblings to help tend their rented field. Three years of hard work brought only diminishing returns. The land couldn’t support Mama and him, not the way it had when Papa was alive. Strocchi admitted defeat after a spring flood took their meagre crop. Reluctantly, he left home, walking to Florence in search of work, promising to send coin whenever he could.


That was a year ago. Now Strocchi was coming home for his first visit. But as the constable got close, he almost didn’t recognize Ponte a Signa. It looked so small. A few drab buildings clustered beside the Arno, the houses crumbling and neglected, dirt roads overgrown by weeds. This was where he’d had so many adventures as a boy. It had been a happy place for the most part, a community of friendly folk who smiled when they met.


Now the village looked wizened, broken. Desolate. Not at all how Strocchi had described it to his travelling companion. They had ridden from Florence on a hired horse, before entrusting the animal to the local ostler and walking into the village.


People in doorways glared at the new arrivals. Was that due to suspicion, or envy? Strocchi looked down at his clothes, at the new tunic he had bought before leaving Florence, eager to show he’d made a success of himself. The sin of pride coloured his cheeks. Sancto Spirito, what kind of welcome should he expect from Mama? He had been a good son, sending home all the coin he could spare, along with letters he struggled to write. Hopefully, Mama had taken those to Father Coluccio to read for her. Hopefully.


Strocchi rounded a corner and his mood lifted. The early spring flowers Mama grew every year were blossoming outside the house, their colours a joy to soften the hardest heart. The front door stood open, welcoming all. He could hear Mama humming inside, no doubt making a hearty Sunday stew, brought to life with torn shreds of basil and a generous splash of olive oil. Yes, there was the familiar smell, making his mouth water.


He was home.


‘It’s just like you described,’ his travelling companion said.


Strocchi nodded, the smile returning to his face. ‘Yes, it is.’ They strolled on side by side, until Strocchi stopped a few paces short of the door. ‘Would you mind if I went in first? I haven’t seen Mama for so long, and—’


‘Of course. I’ll wait out here. Call me when you’re ready.’


‘Thank you.’ Strocchi took a deep breath and ventured in. He paused at the doorway, letting his eyes adjust to the darker interior. Should he knock? No, that was foolish. This was still his home, even if he’d been away for a year. ‘Mama? Mama, it’s me – Carlo.’


‘Carlo?’ The sound of her voice was so warm, so welcoming. Strocchi hadn’t realized how much he had missed her. It was an urgent tug at his chest, a pull so strong his eyes were brimming and his chin trembling a little.


‘Yes, Mama,’ was all he could say.


She appeared from the kitchen, wiping both hands on her apron, those sharp blue eyes staring at him. Then she flung out her arms and they were hugging and sobbing and laughing, all at the same time. Mama took his face in her hands and kissed him, tears of joy spilling down her rosy cheeks. ‘My bambino is home! My boy, my boy, come back at last! Oh, how I’ve missed you, Carlo. Things haven’t been the same since you left. Why didn’t you send word you were coming? I would’ve made your favourite, if I had known.’


She stepped back, looking him up and down. ‘Don’t they feed you in the city? You’re nothing but bones, bambino. What have you been eating?’ Mama reached forward, rubbing the material of his new tunic between thumb and fingers. ‘Spending all your coin on clothes. Since when did you become fond of such finery?’


Carlo laughed. He had been gone a year, was now a constable for a powerful court in Florence, and yet nothing had changed. He still couldn’t get a word in.


‘What’s so funny?’ she demanded, a playful twinkle in her eyes. ‘I suppose you think your old mama is not good enough for you now?’


‘No, Mama.’


‘Quite right,’ she said, grabbing hold of his hands. ‘Come into the kitchen and tell me all about the city. Now that you’re back, I want to hear everything—’


‘Mama, wait.’ Strocchi stopped her before she could go any further. ‘I sent coin, and letters by messenger. They swore on the Bible each one reached you. Didn’t you get them?’


She nodded. ‘Yes, yes. I put the coin in a pot, up on the high shelf in the kitchen, you know the one. It’s waiting there for you, all of it.’


‘No, the coin was for you, Mama. To help you.’


She frowned. ‘Why would I need help? I have all I need, now my bambino is home.’


‘Well, did you take my letters to Father Coluccio?’


‘The first few, yes. But I didn’t like to bother him.’


More likely she was embarrassed at having to ask the parish priest to read them for her. As if Father Coluccio didn’t do that for other villagers already. Strocchi had feared she wouldn’t ask for the priest’s help. It meant she hadn’t heard what was in the latest letter. Strocchi guided her to a chair. ‘Mama, please, sit. There’s something important I need to tell you.’


‘I don’t need to sit—’


‘Please, Mama.’


She huffed and puffed, but did as he asked. Strocchi gathered his courage. ‘I’ve come back to visit for a day or two, but I’m not staying. I’ll be going back to Florence soon.’


‘Oh.’ Mama’s face fell. She had no time for guile or falsehood, never had, so she made no attempt to hide her disappointment. ‘Well, at least you’re here now. That’s something.’


‘Yes. And there’s something else.’


Mama’s gaze slipped past Strocchi to the doorway. Someone was standing there, framed in the bright morning sunshine. ‘Can we help you?’


Strocchi went to the doorway, taking the visitor’s hand, guiding them inside. ‘Mama, I want you to meet someone. This is Tomasia.’


The young woman bowed her head a little, showing the proper respect. ‘Signora Strocchi, it is an honour to be in your home. Carlo has told me so much about you.’


‘Has he? I’m sorry, my dear, but I know nothing about you.’


Strocchi gave Tomasia’s hand a squeeze. ‘She hasn’t heard about our news.’


‘Oh.’


Mama folded her arms. ‘Carlo, who is this stranger?’


He hesitated before replying, struggling to find the right words. ‘Tomasia is . . . my wife.’


Mama Strocchi fainted dead away.










Chapter Two
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Bindi waddled across his officio to the imposing desk, squeezing himself into the sturdy, high-backed chair behind it. A pox on men like Ruggerio who treated the Otto as if it were something to be used when it suited their purpose, then cast aside afterwards. The court worked in the service of the city and its people, not as an investigating militia for wealthy individuals. Yet that was what the merchant expected.


Ruggerio had been far from coy about the consequences if his request was not met. One of the current magistrates was among Ruggerio’s guild brethren, while another was a junior member of the same confraternity as Ruggerio. If either of them should suggest that the Otto replace its segretario, Bindi’s position would be in considerable peril. If both sought his dismissal, he would never find another post in Florence.


To be humiliated with such a threat was bad enough; to have it happen here, inside the Podestà, that was almost beyond forbearance. But Bindi would bear it, because he must. Men such as Ruggerio rose to power by accumulating influence over others. When they fell from grace, their descent came far faster – and was far more satisfying for those they had trodden underfoot. Bindi’s father had not been much of a man, but one of his sayings stayed with the segretario: watch the Arno long enough, and you will see the body of your enemy float by. So it would be with Ruggerio, and Bindi intended being there so he could witness that. The sooner, the better.


There was a knock at the door. Bindi waited his usual three breaths before replying: ‘Come!’ Aldo entered, closing the door after himself before approaching the desk.


‘You wished to see me, segretario?’


Bindi found Aldo irksome. There was little to fault in the officer’s work or conduct. He was quick of wit, a shrewd judge of what motivated people, and had proven himself able to solve matters few others serving the Otto could untangle. The lines beneath Aldo’s eyes and the greying hair at his temples were evidence of his many summers. Still Aldo kept himself lithe of body and swift of hand, when many his age had become bloated or drunken, slaves to their baser instincts. Yet there was something about Aldo that Bindi could not abide:


The segretario never knew what Aldo was thinking.


Aldo stood silent and still in front of the desk, his features giving no clue as to what was occupying him. It was an apt ability for an officer of the court, enabling Aldo to pass unnoticed almost anywhere. But that same skill unsettled the segretario, as if he was being judged by the steady gaze of those ice-blue eyes. Bindi longed to slap the casual assurance from Aldo’s face. Perhaps the task set by Ruggerio would achieve that instead.


‘What can you tell me about the convent of Santa Maria Magdalena?’ Bindi asked.


Aldo frowned, hesitating before he replied. ‘I . . . Very little, segretario.’


Bindi savoured the moment. It was not often that Aldo lacked an answer.


‘I do know it’s in the northern quarter,’ Aldo continued, ‘near via San Gallo. There are a dozen convents in that area, but Santa Maria Magdalena is among the newer ones.’


Bindi ground his teeth together. ‘Anything else?’


‘Some convents benefit from the charity of a confraternity. In the case of Santa Maria Magdalena, I believe it shares an allegiance with the Company of Santa Maria.’


The segretario forced a smile. ‘I thought you could tell me very little?’


Aldo gave a slight shrug. ‘My last statement was speculation, but a reasonable deduction from your question and Signor Ruggerio’s visit.’


‘You’re correct,’ Bindi conceded. ‘The Company of Santa Maria makes charitable gifts to the convent, but certain members of that confraternity are concerned. There has been a report of male intruders scaling the convent’s walls the night before last. The confraternity fears for the safety of the godly women within the convent, and wishes to see them protected.’


‘That sounds like a task for a constable,’ Aldo said. ‘If these reports are correct, the night watch could be directed to make regular patrols past the convent walls.’


‘Are you telling me how to do my job?’ Bindi asked, letting steel into his voice.


‘Of course not, segretario—’


‘Perhaps you have ambitions to replace me one day?’


Aldo shook his head, falling silent.


A wise choice.


Bindi leaned back, forming his fingers into a steeple. ‘Go to Santa Maria Magdalena, and find out if these intruders made it inside. Strictly speaking, convents are not within the Otto’s jurisdiction, but the confraternity wishes to be reassured that all is well. Besides, Signor Ruggerio asked for you by name.’


The shadow that fell across Aldo’s face was quite delicious.


‘Did Signor Ruggerio reveal the source of this report about intruders?’ Aldo asked. ‘It would be helpful to have a direct account of what happened.’


Bindi smiled. ‘I’m sure you can reasonably deduce that yourself.’


Aldo nodded, for once not bothering to hide his anger. ‘Was there anything else?’


Bindi shook his head, letting Aldo get all the way to the officio door before speaking. ‘Actually, there was one other matter. Have you learned anything further about Cerchi?’


‘No segretario,’ Aldo replied. ‘A few citizens claimed to have seen him since he disappeared in January, but none could offer any proof. They probably heard he was missing, and hoped there might be a reward. Our patrols have found no trace of him within Florence, and none of the city gates have a record of Cerchi leaving. But he might have slipped out without being noticed by any of the guards.’


Meo Cerchi had been absent from the Podestà since disappearing a few days after the feast of the Epiphany. Like Aldo, Cerchi was an officer of the Otto, but the two shared few other similarities. Cerchi was a blunt weapon, blessed with animal cunning and brutality, but not much more. He and Aldo were frequent adversaries, driven apart by their differences in attitude and approach. Bindi had deliberately chosen Aldo to lead the search, knowing he would not lack the motivation to find and humiliate Cerchi. But even the Otto’s best investigator had been unable to solve this mystery.


‘Is that what you think happened?’ Bindi asked. ‘Cerchi left the city?’


Aldo remained impassive. ‘If he was still in Florence, we would have found him by now. If he had died here, I would have expected his body to be uncovered. Bearing all of that in mind, I do not believe Cerchi is still in the city.’


The segretario recognized the sense of this. ‘Very well. Go and visit this convent. Bring back a full report. No doubt Ruggerio will also want to hear what you have found, but tell me everything you discover first. Understood?’


Strocchi got his mama into a chair while Tomasia fetched a damp cloth and a cup of wine from the kitchen. This was what he had hoped to avoid. Sending word ahead should have given Mama time to become used to the idea. But this – this was not part of his plan.


Mama’s eyelids fluttered open. ‘Carlo? Is that you?’


‘Yes, Mama.’


‘I must have been asleep. I had the strangest dream –’ She stopped, noticing Tomasia standing beside him. ‘Who is this?’


‘My name is Tomasia Strocchi. Carlo and I were wed just before Lent.’


Strocchi held his breath, fearful of Mama’s response. To his surprise, she smiled.


‘My dear, it’s a pleasure to meet you!’ Mama rose, pulling Tomasia into an embrace. ‘Let me look at you. Let me see the young woman who has won my bambino’s heart!’ She stepped back, taking in Tomasia.


Strocchi looked at his wife, trying to see her as Mama would. Tomasia was two summers older than he was, with dark hair down to her shoulders. She was a handsome woman, with an oval face and an olive complexion. Tomasia had known more than her share of hardship, and that left a watchfulness in her eyes. But when she smiled, as she was doing now, her face blossomed in a way that quickened his heart – and his blood.


‘Oh, but I’m not surprised he married you,’ Mama said, beaming at Tomasia. ‘You’re quite beautiful. Carlo always did have an eye for the girls, didn’t you, bambino?’ Mama pinched his left cheek between her thumb and fingers, giving it a squeeze.


‘Please, Mama, you’re embarrassing me.’


‘Nonsense! What kind of mama would I be if I wasn’t proud of my only bambino?’ She let go of his cheek and slipped an arm round Tomasia’s shoulders, guiding her through to the kitchen. ‘So, tell me, how did you two first meet?’


Tomasia gave a panicked glance back at Strocchi. ‘Ahh, well . . .’


He hurried after them. ‘It was on the street in Florence,’ Strocchi said, choosing his words with care. ‘She stepped out of a doorway, and I knew I had to introduce myself.’


That was all true, but it was not all of the truth. The doorway Tomasia had stepped from was that of Le Stinche, the city’s prison. She had been held there for failing to pay debts left by her dead brother. Cesare Aldo arranged for her release after Tomasia helped him while he was being wrongly held inside, but Strocchi was the one sent to pay off her debts. She emerged from the prison, and in that moment his heart was lost.


‘Let her tell the story,’ Mama protested, gesturing for Tomasia to sit opposite her at the kitchen table. ‘Please, my dear, speak.’


Tomasia smiled. ‘It was January. I was looking for somewhere to stay when we first met, and Carlo offered me his bed.’


Strocchi saw Mama’s eyes widen, and hurried to explain. ‘We didn’t share the bed, Mama. I was leaving the city for several days, helping one of the officers search for a fugitive. I knew my room would be empty, and I didn’t want to think of a good, God-fearing young woman having to stay on the streets overnight in the worst of winter.’


‘So Carlo gave me the key to his room,’ Tomasia said, with a grateful smile. ‘That kindness, his kindness – it probably saved my life.’ She gave his hand a squeeze.


Mama was watching them together. Strocchi held his breath. Once Mama made up her mind, nothing in Heaven could change it. If she disapproved of their marriage, he didn’t know what they would do. Strocchi closed his eyes, offering up a silent prayer.


‘And what do your famiglia think of all this?’ Mama asked Tomasia.


‘I have no famiglia,’ she replied. ‘Not anymore. My brother died a year ago, he was the last. Since then I have been on my own.’ Tomasia smiled at Strocchi. ‘Until I met Carlo.’


‘My bambino,’ Mama said. ‘He’s always had a good heart. If he loves you – and I can see that he does – then I’m sure I will love you too, Tomasia.’ She threw out her arms. ‘Come and give your mama another hug. Come, come!’


Tomasia got up and the two women embraced again, not as though they had just met, but as if they were being reunited after years apart. Strocchi realized he was crying. He wiped the tears away before either woman could tease him.


‘Such a shame you got married in the city,’ Mama sighed once she and Tomasia had stepped apart. ‘I should love to have been there, to see my bambino wed.’


‘Blame me for that,’ Tomasia said, leaning forward to whisper in Mama’s ear. ‘We wanted to have our wedding night as soon as we could.’


Mama gasped and slapped Strocchi’s hand from across the table. ‘You little diavolo!’


Strocchi did his best to look innocent, but what Tomasia had said was true. Indeed, on their way to the village Tomasia had said she might be with child. But Strocchi did not regret their haste in getting married for a moment. Baby or no baby, he had never been so happy.


‘But you must still have a blessing here in Ponte a Signa,’ Mama went on. ‘I’m sure Father Coluccio would be delighted to give you that, both of you.’ She nudged Tomasia. ‘The parish priest has known our bambino since the day he was born. It was Father Coluccio who baptized you, Carlo, so it’s only right he blesses your wedding, yes?’


Strocchi found it all but impossible to resist Mama. She had a way of saying things so it sounded as if they were questions, yet the answer was always whatever she wanted. ‘Yes, Mama, but we’re only here for a day or two. I have to get back to Florence as soon as I can, otherwise the segretario will not be happy. Besides, Father Coluccio will be busy with the Palm Sunday services today; it doesn’t seem fair to impose on him.’


‘Impose? Bambino, he would be hurt if you didn’t ask. The last service of the morning will have finished. Why don’t you go and see him?’


‘Now?’


‘Of course,’ Mama replied, laughing. ‘When else?’


Strocchi rose from his seat. ‘Very well. Tomasia, are you ready?’


Mama shook her head. ‘No, bambino, your beautiful new wife is staying here with me. I want to get to know her better. This is the perfect time.’ She slipped her hand inside Tomasia’s, gripping it tight. ‘We have so much to talk about, don’t we, my dear?’


Tomasia nodded, a smile fixed on her face. Strocchi knew that look of panic in her eyes, but there was nothing else to be done. He gave her a kiss, and a peck on Mama’s cheek before leaving. ‘I’ll be back before you know it,’ he promised on the way out.


‘Don’t hurry on our account,’ Mama called after him.


Strocchi made the sign of the cross as he left.


The prioress rose from her pew as Palm Sunday Mass ended. The nuns of Santa Maria Magdalena had their own chapel in the church, and their own entrance from the adjoining convent. It meant they could pray and worship without being seen by anyone else. If the convent followed this path in all matters, the prioress would be far happier. She believed the convent would be better enclosed, had believed it since she first took the veil and had adopted Suor Ortenza for her name as a nun. Many summers later she became the prioress of Santa Maria Magdalena, and stopped using the name Ortenza, but her beliefs remained the same.


The prioress was second only to the abbess within the convent walls. She had influence and importance, but was also required to show loyalty. This did not sit easily, not when the current abbess insisted the convent open its doors to the world, sharing what little it had with beggars and worse. The prioress had expected to be made Abbess when the chapter house voted five summers ago. She had already been prioress for ten summers by then, and had seen twenty more than her rival. But the old abbess urged from her deathbed that the convent remain at one with the world, and most of the nuns voted to confirm her last wish.


The prioress knew there were other reasons she had not been chosen. She did not suffer fools well and any convent had its share of the foolish. Those who took the veil were often devoted and godly, but there were also the unwanted younger daughters for whom a marriage dowry was not available. Some joined because no man would have them, others after becoming widows, and some because they lacked the imagination or wit to do anything else. They were often shown the sharp edge of the prioress’s temper, much as she prayed for the strength to be tolerant. They had shared no wish to make her Abbess.


One other matter had been against the prioress: her younger sister, Violante. Siblings were not uncommon in convents. They could comfort each other in hard times, but Violante was another matter. Much of the time she remained in her private cell, a privilege usually set aside for those who held important posts. The prioress made an annual contribution to convent funds to have her sister sleep and pray away from the other nuns. It was better for Violante to be alone, better for everyone. But the fact that she had a private cell and rarely spoke to the other nuns had all counted against the prioress when the new abbess was chosen.


So for five summers the prioress worked alongside the new abbess, hoping to wear her down, to make her see the true path. But all that persuasion had fallen on ears which would not hear, all those arguments had been lost to eyes that could not see reason. The time for persuasion had passed. The abbess would be made to know sense, or to step aside.


The prioress watched the abbess departing the chapel, followed by those senior nuns who also believed in the convent remaining open to the world. The apothecary Suor Giulia stayed close behind the abbess, listening to the timid Suor Andriana whisper about whatever was occupying her today. Giulia must have the patience of a saint to tolerate such nonsense. Suor Paulina was next, the nun responsible for dispensing alms to the poor and sick of the parish. She was also acting as cellarer of late, after the death of her predecessor in that post. Paulina had a generous heart, but was even more generous when distributing the convent’s provisions. Had nobody told her that being almoner did not mean giving alms to anyone who asked, whether or not they needed the help?


Last to leave was Suor Catarina, teacher to the girls in the guardianship of the convent, and those who came for lessons. She had a sharp mind, and often spoke in the chapter house that the convent played an important role by offering girls a place to learn. But Catarina had also objected to men being within the convent walls, such as when stone masons came to make repairs or a doctor was called to the infirmary. Of those who followed the abbess, Catarina was the one who appeared open to persuasion. Finding an opening was the challenge.


The prioress frowned. Enclosure was coming, whether the abbess and her disciples welcomed it or not. One day all convents would follow their true purpose, serving the Lord through prayer and contemplation, rather than helping those unwilling to help themselves. That day would come far sooner for Santa Maria Magdalena, if the prioress’s prayers were answered. An anonymous denunzia sent to the archbishop had begun the process. Soon the convent doors would close for good. Then the abbess would have to stand aside.


‘Prioress? Are you well?’ The question came from Suor Fiametta, the sacrist of Santa Maria Magdalena, charged with keeping the convent books and vestments in good order. She had the pinched features of a woman who was always disappointed by others. It matched her manner – earnest, a stickler in many things, and quite without humour.


‘Very well,’ the prioress answered. ‘Why do you ask?’


‘You had a strange look on your face,’ Fiametta replied. ‘I was concerned.’


The prioress smiled. ‘I was contemplating the days ahead. Come, let us return to the convent.’ The prioress ushered Fiametta and the other nuns who favoured enclosure from the chapel. Better they not remain too long, it would arouse suspicion. The abbess was many things, but a fool was not one of them.










Chapter Three
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Aldo stalked north from the Podestà, both hands clenched into fists. Palle! Most days the petty indignities inflicted by Bindi could be ignored, childish games to be endured and forgotten. But the involvement of Ruggerio promised only one thing: trouble.


The merchant’s reason for instigating this investigation was a lie, and a weak one at that. There were dozens of confraternities in Florence, companies of men who celebrated and venerated their chosen saint through good works and charity. Several of the confraternities helped to fund schools, while others contributed to orphanages or supported institutions such as the Foundling Hospital. Confraternity members were often seen processing through the city, distinctive emblems sewn into their robes. The more fervent members would flagellate themselves with whips of rope or leather, some doing so in public to show their bodies being purged of sin. This was Florence, after all. Doing good was not enough; it was even more important to be seen doing good.


Aldo counted any confraternity with Ruggerio among its senior members as suspect. The merchant had another motive hidden behind his tale of intruders scaling the convent walls, another reason why he wanted the Otto investigating Santa Maria Magdalena. Discovering that – and deciding how to act upon it – was the true test here.


Aldo marched towards the cathedral. High buildings lining the narrow road ahead hid the Duomo’s terracotta bricks, but the closer Aldo got, the more crowded his path became. Why was everyone . . .? Of course. It was Palm Sunday. All streets near the cathedral would be choked with the faithful celebrating the start of Holy Week. Aldo considered pressing on, but forcing a way through the fervent throng held little appeal. He went east instead.


Bindi’s other intervention was also vexing. Why couldn’t the segretario accept Cerchi was gone and put a new officer in his post? The Podestà was a less poisonous place without Cerchi’s insidious bullying, and the Otto would be better served by whoever replaced him. Aldo had hoped Strocchi might be chosen, though he would be young for such a post. The constable lacked the moral flexibility necessary to prosper in Florence, but showed plenty of promise as an investigator. Far more than anyone else serving the Otto, that was certain. But Aldo knew better than to suggest such a promotion to Bindi. The segretario had to believe such notions were his, and his alone, otherwise he would reject them out of wounded pride.


Aldo dismissed Cerchi from his thoughts and headed north-east towards the ospedale of Santa Maria Nuovo. It was an indirect path, but still quicker than facing the crowds around the cathedral. Very soon the Palazzo Medici, home to the city’s new leader, loomed ahead. Aldo had played a small part in events that led to Cosimo being chosen. There was speculation the young Medici was little more than a figurehead with the real power in the hands of the Palleschi, a pro-Medici faction in the Senate. Aldo gave no time to such gossip. Cosimo was nobody’s puppet. Anyone who thought him easy to manipulate had a harsh surprise waiting. Besides, Cosimo had his mother Maria Salviati close at hand to offer her counsel. She was a formidable woman, skilled in the ways of Florentine intrigues. Aldo considered himself fortunate to have emerged unscathed from his meetings with her. Maria had devoted ten years of her life to preparing Cosimo for the possibility of holding power. Now the city was his to command, she would ensure it remained so.


Aldo turned right after Palazzo Medici, marching towards the city’s northern gate, Porta San Gallo. The buildings either side of the road became less grand, the three-level palazzi giving way to humbler homes of two levels, with wide stable doors below and living quarters above. Aldo skirted piles of horse dung, careful to avoid the channel of waste running down the centre of the street. Spring meant warmth and sunshine, life returning to Florence after the cold and wet months of winter. But it also brought the stench of piss and merda alongside more pleasing aromas. Sweat was sticking Aldo’s tunic to his back when he reached the convents either side of via San Gallo. Which was Santa Maria Magdalena?


He found the church of that name first. Like many convents, the sisters of Santa Maria Magdalena shared their church with the surrounding parish. The church had a grand entrance on via San Gallo with the convent nestled behind it, away from the main road. Aldo found a plain, drab door to the convent on a side road. Nuns had little need of decoration, it seemed, and certainly not outside a building many of them might never leave in their lifetime.


Aldo walked round the convent to see if it had any other entrances, or obvious places where an intruder could scale the exterior. The convent was built on two levels, with plain stone walls that would offer limited assistance. There were a few windows, but most were on the upper level, narrow vertical slits with metal bars across them. No easy way in there. The back of the convent did have a sturdy set of wooden double doors, wide enough to admit a cart. Aldo peered through the narrow gap between the doors. A thick iron bolt secured them, with a heavy padlock for good measure. The only way to breach the convent without help from inside would be by climbing the walls . . . difficult, but not impossible.


Aldo studied the buildings opposite the rear of the convent. They were bleak houses of one and two levels. He doubted many summers had passed since they’d been built, yet the plaster was already crumbling. A wizened woman in a black headscarf was leaning from the shutters of one house, glaring at Aldo from the upper level. He gave her a nod, getting only a scowl in return. Ruggerio’s tale of intruders attempting to climb the convent wall had to have come from somewhere. Those with little to do but stare out at the world often made able witnesses. Aldo made a note of where the woman lived before striding back to the convent entrance on the side road.


It was time to hear what the sisters had to say. Aldo doubted he would be inside Santa Maria Magdalena for long. After all, how much trouble could a convent full of nuns be?


Suor Giulia winced as she ground nutmegs inside her mortar. Both the bowl and pestle were sturdy, cast in metal to withstand generations of use. But doing the same task over and over sent pains shooting up her right arm. Nutmeg was time-consuming and difficult to grind, even after she had broken the seed into small fragments with a mallet. She paused to rub both hands together before massaging the warmed fingers into her aching shoulder. The sooner a reliable apprentice could be found, the better. It would leave her more time to devise better remedies. That would be a relief, though she would miss using her tools each day.


The mortar and pestle were among the few things she had brought to the convent. Taking the veil required the renunciation of worldly goods and possessions, but Giulia’s skills meant she was allowed to keep her tools. Most apothecaries were male, but women – often daughters or wives – had long practised the craft alongside men. A female apothecary working alone would not be accepted in most parts of the city. But within the convent, her skills had been welcomed.


Giulia resumed crushing the nutmegs. They released a rich, vibrant aroma in her small, stone-walled workshop. She tipped the ground nutmeg into a ceramic jar, pouring oil over the powder until it was all submerged. A favourite cork sealed the jar tight, five sharp taps with the pestle making sure of that. She lifted the jar and shook it, forcing the nutmeg to mix with the oil. A knocking sound made her pause.


The novice Maria Teodora was hesitating in the doorway, her white veil evidence that she was still learning the ways of the convent. ‘Suor Giulia, please accept my apologies for being late,’ Maria Teodora said, crimson colouring her cherubic features. ‘I was reciting prayers for sext with Maria Celestia and Maria Vincenzia, and we lost track of time. I ran—’


‘So I can see.’ Giulia handed the jar to the novice. ‘If you are going to remain as my apprentice, you must be here when I say. Understand?’


‘Yes, of course.’ Maria Teodora stared with bewilderment at the jar in her hands.


‘The fervour of your praying is commendable, but not at the cost of your studies.’ Giulia nodded at the jar. ‘Shake it.’


‘Sorry?’


‘Shake it.’ Giulia clasped Maria Teodora’s hands around the sealed jar, urging them back and forth, back and forth, before releasing her. ‘Keep going. That’s it. Good.’


The novice did as she was told, which was something. Finding a suitable apprentice had proven difficult. Not all nuns had an ability to blend the different ingredients in precise enough measures to create effective remedies. Some lacked the patience to spend days blending spices and oils. And others were simply lacking, or found their talents were better employed elsewhere in the convent.


Suor Catarina had been a diligent apprentice years ago, but preferred the communal aspects of teaching. Suor Andriana could not distinguish the different ingredients without constant supervision, a problem when working with potentially poisonous ingredients, so she had moved to the laundry and eventually become the convent’s draper. The last apprentice before Maria Teodora was a servant nun, Suor Rigarda, who struggled to learn. Simple repetitive tasks were her strength, but she would never have succeeded as apothecary. Rigarda went to the infirmary instead, and seemed more content helping Suor Simona tend the ill and dying patients.


After working alone for a year, Giulia had decided to take on another apprentice. Maria Teodora was among a handful of novices to join the convent two summers past. She was a happy, somewhat plump young woman in need of guidance. Instead she had fallen under the influence of two other novices, the sharp-faced Maria Vincenzia and the sharp-tongued Maria Celestia. The trio soon became known as the three Marias, due to the fact each had chosen the same first name when taking the veil. All the other new novices had soon left Santa Maria Magdalena to make their devotions elsewhere. Giulia suspected Maria Vincenzia had driven them away, but the abbess had more pressing concerns. Giulia raised the matter with the prioress, worried that bullying was being ignored or even encouraged among the novices, but the abbess’s deputy dismissed such fears. Girls would be girls, the prioress insisted. So Giulia had taken on Maria Teodora as an apprentice, hoping to guide the easily led young woman away from the influence of the others.


It was not going well.


‘Why am I shaking this?’ the novice asked.


‘The better question would be to ask what is inside the jar.’


Maria Teodora nodded. ‘What is inside?’


‘Crushed nutmegs and oil. You are mixing them to make nutmeg oil.’ Giulia smiled. ‘You can stop now.’ She took the jar back and placed it on a shelf. The mixture had to be shaken twice a day for the next two days. The contents would then be strained, used spices discarded, and the oil returned to the jar. Fresh nutmeg would be added and the process started once more.


Maria Teodora sniffed the air. ‘That’s what I could smell when I came in.’


‘Yes.’ Giulia massaged her aching shoulder again. She would have to make a salve for it otherwise sleep would be impossible, even allowing for the need to get up during the night to shake the mixture. She could ask her apprentice to take responsibility for that task, but was not sure Maria Teodora would remember.


‘What is nutmeg oil used for?’ the novice asked.


‘A good question.’ Giulia gave a smile of encouragement. ‘It’s part of many remedies, but the oil can also help those suffering with nausea, vomiting and stomach pain.’


‘The food here never upsets me.’


‘No, but this is a community of women. As sisters we have taken a vow of chastity, but our bodies do not recognize that. So we face some measure of pain and discomfort each month until we are no longer able to bear children. Nutmeg oil can ease that.’


Maria Teodora blushed. ‘Suor, is it right to talk of this?’ The novice was an only girl with five elder brothers, and had lost her mother to childbirth. It was no surprise she knew little about the realities of being a woman.


‘We sisters are all creatures of Our Lord. Why would we bleed each month if he did not wish it to be so? We should not be ashamed of how we are or who we are. If you are to succeed me as apothecary, you will need to learn far more about this.’


Maria Teodora nodded, her brow furrowing. ‘Yes, Suor Giulia.’


‘Very well. Now I need you to clean the mortar and pestle before using it to crush some dried rhubarb and roses together. The infirmary needs some purgatives. Don’t worry, it is quite simple to do. I’ll keep watch on you while making some salve for my shoulder, yes?’


‘Thank you.’


Giulia watched her apprentice struggle with the task. No, it was no good entrusting the novice with the nutmeg oil during the night. Besides, having seen fifty summers, Giulia found herself often rising at night to use the latrina. Why not put that time to good use?


Aldo knocked at the convent door, but got no reply. A second knock, firmer and for longer, still brought no response. There was a heavy iron circle fixed in the wood at waist height. Aldo took hold of it and twisted – the door opened. It wasn’t locked. That made sense. What would there to be steal from a convent?


Aldo stepped through the doorway, leaving the warm morning sunshine. Inside was another world, one blessed with cooler air and soft light. Musty incense mingled with the cloying aroma of wilting lilies. Dust thrown up by the door caught in Aldo’s throat. He coughed twice to clear it while studying his surroundings.


The room was a small antechamber of stone and timber, a single lantern flickering on the wall. Directly ahead stood a stern, heavy door, its wood stained so dark the surface was almost black. There was a lock but no handle, suggesting it only opened from the other side. To Aldo’s left was an empty doorway leading into a candlelit parlour. Four wooden chairs were inside, close to an interior wall with short curtains hanging in front of them.


Aldo strode in, pulling aside the nearest curtain. That revealed a rectangular hole in the wall with a wooden grille across it. The effect was similar to a confessional in church, though it was a long time since Aldo had admitted his sins out loud. Through the grille he could see another parlour, almost a mirror to the room in which he stood, with four hard wooden chairs facing the connecting wall. This must be where families came to meet their sisters and daughters who had taken the veil. But no one was here now.


No, there was somebody. A nun was slumped in a chair against the far wall, head hanging down, chin against her chest. The dark blue of her habit bled into the murky light, shadows obscuring her white headband and wimple. Aldo might not have noticed her at all but for the snoring. The nun’s breathing was heavy and regular, gentle snorts escaping her.


‘Excuse me,’ Aldo said, keeping his voice low so it didn’t startle the nun. Her snoring continued, undisturbed. He tried again, louder this time. ‘Excuse me, Suor?’


That got her attention. She looked up, eyes blinking, one hand wiping her mouth. It was not easy to be certain in limited light, but the nun appeared elderly, and had seen at least seventy summers. Outside the convent a person’s hair colour and clothing helped show their age. But here only the face and hands were visible.


‘Yes?’ the elderly nun asked, peering at Aldo. ‘Are you here to see someone?’


‘Who is in charge?’ he asked.


‘In charge?’


‘Who . . . leads you?’


She appeared to find the question both puzzling and amusing. ‘Our Lord leads us. His words and his guidance are the way, the truth and the light.’


‘Of course. I meant here, within the convent. Who makes the final decisions?’


The old nun rose from the chair, shuffling towards him. ‘We are one body here. Any decisions that are made must be discussed first in the chapter house.’


‘There must be someone who takes responsibility for what happens within these walls. Does this convent have a mother superior?’


‘Ahh, you want the abbess,’ she replied, a smile creasing her wrinkled face. ‘I’m not certain she has time to see a visitor.’


‘Perhaps you could go and ask her,’ Aldo suggested. He introduced himself, explaining his role with the Otto, and the purpose of his visit.


‘Intruders scaling the walls?’ The old nun shook her head. ‘That doesn’t sound likely. Why would they want to come here?’


‘That’s what I am investigating. I would appreciate it if you could tell the abbess I’m here. And inform her I will be staying until I get some answers.’


‘Very well.’ She shuffled to a door in the far wall. As she opened it Aldo glimpsed a courtyard beyond, well-kept grass surrounded by stone cloisters and lavender bushes. Then the elderly nun was gone, leaving him alone in the parlour. There had been a twinkle of mischief in her eyes. She was certainly not so feeble nor so confused as she first appeared.


Strocchi strode up the dusty road to the only church in Ponte a Signa. The modest stone building rested on a hillside overlooking the village, amid vines and olive groves. The church had stood amid the rest of the village for generations, but persistent spring floods kept disturbing the bones of those buried in the parish cemetery. Eventually, it was agreed the graveyard should move to higher ground. The parish priest at the time – a self-important, vain man, according to Mama – insisted the church go with the departed to their new resting place. So the church was taken apart, moved stone by stone up the hill, and rebuilt on its current site. That had tested the fortitude and faith of everyone involved, but at least they no longer had to face their grandparents’ bones floating by whenever the village flooded.


Strocchi couldn’t imagine Father Coluccio making such a demand of his flock. The priest had been a faithful servant to Ponte a Signa for thirty summers, a kind and benevolent man full of forgiveness. He lived among the villagers, preferring to be with the people rather than using the house on the hillside built for his predecessor. That was given over to whichever famiglia was most in need, a simple gesture but one which showed how little time Coluccio had for believing himself superior to others.


Sweat was soaking Strocchi’s new tunic by the time he reached the church, the sun baking the dusty road beneath his boots. There was no shade up here, and precious little breeze. By late afternoon thunder clouds would probably roll across the hills, bringing a torrential downpour. Strocchi couldn’t help wishing the rain would come now, but all he could see overhead was a pure azzurri. He stepped through the sturdy church doors, grateful to escape the blazing sun.


Inside was dark as ink until he got used to his surroundings. They were simple, with few of the golden decorations and none of the marble found in Florence’s places of worship. The church of Ponte a Signa was stone and wood, with a plain crucifix above the altar, a simple tapestry on one wall. Growing up, this was how Strocchi believed all churches would be. Giving praise to God did not require riches to be put on show. There were no fine frescoes on the walls, nor golden plate or chalices used to give Holy Communion.


‘Carlo? Is that you, my son?’ Father Coluccio strolled down the aisle, a broad smile creasing his sun-browned features. The priest’s hair was silver these days, and his waist a little wider than Strocchi remembered, but his welcome remained as warm as ever. Coluccio reached out to shake hands, beaming at the constable. ‘Your dear mama will be very happy to have you home. You’ve seen her, yes?’


Strocchi nodded, smiling back at the priest. ‘It was Mama who sent me to talk to you. I visited your house first, but the door was closed so I came here.’ He wiped the sweat from his forehead, puffing out both cheeks. ‘I’d forgotten how steep that hill is.’


‘It’s the only thing making sure I still fit inside my cassock,’ Coluccio replied, patting his belly. He gestured for Strocchi to sit on one of the wooden pews before joining him. ‘Why did you wish to see me – nothing serious, I hope?’


‘No, it’s a happy occasion,’ Strocchi said. ‘I got married in Florence just before Lent.’


Coluccio beamed even more widely than before. ‘Congratulations! That is wonderful news.’


‘Thank you, Father. I brought Tomasia – my wife . . .’ He stopped, shaking his head. It still sounded strange saying that out loud.


‘You’ll get used to it soon enough,’ the priest said.


‘I brought Tomasia home to meet Mama.’ Strocchi explained the wish for a blessing. ‘But we’re only here for a night, or two at the most, and this is one of the busiest weeks in the year for you . . .’


‘It is,’ Coluccio agreed, ‘but I can certainly find time to bless your marriage, my son.’


Strocchi let out a long breath, relief easing the tension in his shoulders and back. ‘It will mean so much to Mama. And me too, of course. When—’


But Strocchi’s reply was cut short by a burly man lurching into the church, his shabby tunic soaked with sweat, a shovel clutched in his grubby fists. ‘It’s hot enough out there – to roast your eyeballs – inside your skull!’ the arrival announced between gasps for air.


‘I’m sure it is,’ Coluccio said, rising to approach the newcomer, ‘but Carlo and I are busy discussing plans to bless his wedding. Perhaps you could give us a little privacy?’


‘Carlo?’ The intruder peered at Strocchi. ‘Is that little Carlo, back from the city?’


Strocchi studied the man’s face. It was nut brown from being out in the sun all day, a scratchy beard across the cheeks and chin. But that sneering expression and those grasping, greedy eyes . . . Strocchi would recognize them anywhere. ‘Buffon.’


Neri Buffon had been the bane of Strocchi’s boyhood, a brute who enjoyed bullying anyone smaller than him. Seeing Buffon again made Strocchi’s belly lurch. Father Coluccio had heard the confessions where Strocchi admitted wishing God would strike down Buffon, so the priest knew how one boy had tormented the other. He ushered the new arrival towards the doors. ‘I left some wine and food for you in the shade at the back of the church. Why don’t you have it now, and go back to digging when the worst of the heat has passed?’


‘Yes, Father,’ Buffon agreed. He paused in the doorway to wave at Strocchi. ‘Good to see you again, Carlo. Maybe I’ll talk to you later, yes?’


But Strocchi wasn’t listening. All his attention was fixed on the buckle securing a worn leather belt round Buffon’s waist. It was silver, with a distinctive emblem etched into the metal: the lily of Florence. The rest of Buffon’s clothes were shabby and frayed, stained by sweat and dirt. But the buckle gleamed, its quality all too evident. Strocchi had seen a buckle like that many times, worn by Meo Cerchi, a corrupt and self-serving officer of the Otto. Cerchi had disappeared in January, vanishing one night without explanation. He was still missing, despite the Otto’s officers and constables searching for him for weeks.


If that was his buckle, how in God’s name had it come to be in Ponte a Signa?










Chapter Four
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More than twenty years of being a nun – the last five of those leading the Convent of Santa Maria Magdalena – had taught the abbess that unusual circumstances almost never heralded a welcome change. The life of a nun was one of routine, each day the same as the one before, and both the same as the days to come. Prayers were said at appointed times to mark the passing of the hours. Matins and lauds came before dawn, while sext marked the middle of the day, before vespers and then compline signalled the end of the day. Hymns and readings, prayers and psalms, all part of a cycle of daily devotions made to honour the Lord. It was a comfort to most nuns. It was the way of things.


Disruption to that rhythm was usually an omen of more disruptions to come.


There had been enough of that in recent days. The sudden and unwanted arrival of a visitation on behalf of the archbishop was the cause. Four outsiders – two priests and two men of the laity – had been sent to examine the convent, seeking to expose any serious misdemeanours or contraventions of rules. That first visitation was ocular; everything inspected by eye, and had lasted only a day. The abbess remained confident nothing untoward had been found because there was nothing for the visitors to find. But their failure to uncover misdemeanours or rule-breaking made a second inspection inevitable. And that would be an auricular visitation, with the nuns and novices individually subjected to questioning of their faith, their thinking, their way of life.


The abbess had far less confidence about what would emerge from that. There were some inside the convent with grudges against her leadership, and against her personally. The prioress had long wanted enclosure. Indeed, the abbess suspected the prioress was the person responsible for precipitating the visitation, via an anonymous denunzia sent to the archbishop by one of her acolytes – probably Suor Fiametta. The prioress was a burly woman whose certainty was as strong as her presence. If she could not get her own way by direct methods, she would be more than willing to employ less obvious approaches.


Sometimes the abbess found herself wishing the convent had chosen someone else as leader. Then she would have remained Suor Achillea, responsible only for her own devotions and duties. Instead she had become the abbess, responsible for all that happened within Santa Maria Magdalena. Five years of false smiles and wearying whispers from the prioress and her acolytes was a long time to bear any burden. But it was nothing compared to the pain borne by Jesus on the cross, the abbess reminded herself. That was a true burden. The machinations of the prioress and her acolytes were the bite of an insect in comparison.


Still, the last thing the abbess needed was another interruption, another intervention from outside. So the arrival of a breathless Suor Benedicta during a meeting in the chapter house was a worry. Benedicta was the listening nun, responsible for hearing all that was said in the visitors’ parlour. She was there to ensure nothing unwise occurred, that none of the sisters or their guests engaged in ungodly conduct on either side of the dividing wall. Benedicta had seen close to eighty summers, with every year of that life visible in her careworn face. But despite those advanced years – and a tendency to doze off while on duty – there was little that evaded her gimlet eyes or her hawkish hearing.


Benedicta bustled into the chapter house as the convent’s humourless sacrist Suor Fiametta gave a lengthy report on the state of vestments under her supervision. Fiametta’s face could not have been more sour if she’d sucked a lemon after each breath. The prioress and her acolytes nodded their approval as Fiametta lamented the rags and discarded cloths given away to the poor of the parish. Couldn’t the convent find more use for such things before they were gifted to those outside the walls? The argument was all too familiar, and would change no minds. The abbess kept her gaze fixed on Fiametta as the listening nun approached.


‘There’s a man asking to see you,’ Benedicta whispered to the abbess.


‘This is one of the holiest days of the year. Send him away.’


‘He claims to be an officer of the court, and says there have been reports of an intruder scaling the convent walls. He threatens to remain here until you speak to him.’


Across the room Fiametta paused her recitation, glaring at the interruption. ‘Please continue,’ the abbess urged, rising from her pew. ‘I will be but a moment.’ She led Benedicta out of the nearest door, nodding to the sacrist in apology. Not that it would shift the sour scowl of judgement that seemed to rest on Fiametta’s face day and night.


The abbess questioned Benedicta on their way to the parlour, but there was little more to be learned about the new arrival. Benedicta did recall which among the dozens of courts in Florence the visitor represented – the Otto di Guardia e Balia – but that made little sense. The Otto was a criminal court, concerned more with violence and murder than religious matters. It certainly had no jurisdiction over what happened within the convent. Why would the magistrates send one of their officers to Santa Maria Magdalena? Unless . . .


A suspicion clawed at the abbess’s thoughts. Was this some fresh stratagemma by those eager to undermine her leadership? A new attack on her belief that the convent should be an active participant in the life of the parish surrounding it, rather than a closed-off place of prayer, contemplation and little else? Perhaps the prioress had been dissatisfied by the visitation, and involving the Otto was her next stratagemma. But involving an authority from outside the Church seemed unlikely, even for someone so determined to get their own way as the prioress. That suggested another person was behind this fresh intrusion. But who else would seek to meddle with the convent?


The abbess’s jaw clenched. Of course. It had to be him.


She paused at the parlour door, Benedicta by her side. ‘Did this officer have a name?’


‘I believe it is Cesare Aldo.’


Not someone the abbess had encountered before. She opened the door to look inside. A man stood behind one of the openings in the dividing wall. His face was lean and clean shaven, with a strong jaw. There were no needless movements, no fussing with his hands, and his taciturn features betrayed little. This man kept his own counsel. The abbess was aware of him studying her in turn, making his own judgements.


‘Thank you, Suor Benedicta,’ the abbess murmured to the listening nun, keeping her voice quiet. Let this officer guess at what she had said. ‘I will see to our visitor. Please return to the chapter house, and make my apologies to Fiametta and the others. I suspect I will be busy dealing with this matter until our next prayers.’


As Benedicta shuffled away the abbess stepped into the parlour, closing the door behind her. She remained there until certain the listening nun had gone. Yes, her initial impressions were confirmed by what she could see now. His ice-blue eyes gave little away. Well, two could play at that game.


‘I’m the abbess of this convent. You wished to see me?’


After Buffon left the church, Strocchi talked with Coluccio about Florence and how different it was to Ponte a Signa. Eventually, they agreed the blessing would be held the next day, after morning Mass. The priest was a good listener, with a talent for putting anyone at their ease. But Strocchi had questions he needed answered. ‘Father, have you ever heard of the Otto?’


‘I read about it in the letters you sent your mama. A criminal court in Florence, if I remember correctly. You work there, yes?’


Strocchi nodded. ‘The Otto makes and enforces many laws in the city, but it also has authority out here in the Dominion. As a constable, I have to see those laws observed.’


‘I understand,’ Coluccio said. ‘But what has this to do with me?’


‘Neri Buffon is the parish gravedigger?’


‘He got the job when old Baldovinetti died. I know Neri was no friend when you were boys, but he is able enough with a shovel.’


That explained Buffon’s presence at the church, but not the silver buckle at his waist. ‘I need you to be a witness while I ask him some questions. It’s court business, Father.’


The priest frowned. ‘You think Neri has broken a law?’


‘I don’t know. That’s why I need to talk with him.’


Strocchi led the priest out into the roasting sun. The heat was a shock after the cool of the church, the humid air alive with the sound of insects. Strocchi’s new tunic was clinging to him by the time they found Buffon, slumped against the back of the church. There was wine on the gravedigger’s whiskers and crumbs of food down his front.


‘Neri?’ the priest asked, his voice soft and gentle. ‘Neri, are you asleep?’


A heavy snore answered that question.


Strocchi nudged the gravedigger with a boot. ‘Wake up.’


Buffon opened his eyes, squinting up at them. ‘Who is it? What d’you want?’


The priest cleared his throat before replying. ‘Carlo – Constable Strocchi, here – needs to ask you some questions.’


Buffon flapped a dismissive hand before closing his eyes again. Strocchi had no patience for this. It was too hot to be out in the sun for long, and certainly too hot to waste time on an idiota like Buffon. The constable leaned over, slapping the gravedigger’s face. ‘Wake up!’
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