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Dear Reader,

This book you hold is a treasure, of sorts, as is every book I have ever known.

I have made it for you — especially you — for reasons you will understand as my words unfurl before your eyes.

Turn these pages tenderly.

You hold my life in your hands.

Isabella Hawkins
 Venice
 Year of Our Lord 1647
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1

IN WHICH A WAR COMES HOME



My first love was a book.

It was a tiny thing, made by my father’s hand to fit into my own; inscribed in his strong, sloping letters and with a title page illustrated by him for me, with sketches of angels, horses bearing knights and red banners, roses and snowdrops and holly, and, in the centre, a unicorn.

I believed then that it was a picture of the whole world.

I remember every line of that book — even the creases in the pages — though it is many years since I held it. The year 1640 it must have been, or thereabouts.

‘In the beginning was the Word,’ he’d written on the cover and, inside, the first few words of Psalm 100: ‘Make a joyful noise.’

My second love was a house by a river, where the grass swept down to the water’s edge. Our home rose up unexpectedly amongst the trees, with room piled upon room, so that when the winds came, the shutters, the shingles and even the walls shuddered. From my window I could see the spires of the colleges and churches of Cambridge, just beyond our yew hedge, and hear the university bells pealing the hours of each day. It was a town of faith and scholarship, and on winter mornings its streets and cloisters shone with frost and clear light.

My third love was a city — a city of sea air and white stone, of laughter and fine paper and mists and high windows.

But that is where my story ends, in the floating city on the other side of Europe from that house on the river where it began — with my book and my father’s words.

From those words I learned to read. Those letters were the first my father taught me to write, and teach me he did, for he had no sons. Only me. And I had only him.

I have no mother, and my father never spoke of her. I’ve no memories of her presence, only of her absence. In the mirror, I saw no traces of her face in mine. I bore my father’s fair hair, high cheekbones and blue eyes. Somehow, in my face, they became no longer his — still a little boyish, people said, but undoubtedly feminine. One day, perhaps, even womanly. But not like my mother.

My nanny remembered her, though. When I was tiny, Nanny whispered to me, late at night in the nursery, of the beautiful Italian girl who arrived one summer.

‘She was brave,’ Nanny said. ‘She never cried, even in the agony of childbirth.’

I did sometimes wonder whether, if I had never been born, it might have been my mother who sat in the chair by the fire in the evenings, reading to my father, helping him with his work.

My little primer was not, needless to say, my father’s greatest or most famous book. His other works were read by men in cities and courts and castles — and yes, even monasteries — all over the kingdom and across Europe. His Discourse on Liberty sold more than five hundred copies in England alone. He was a famous man, my father.

‘Not quite famous enough,’ he’d say sometimes, when the household expenses outstripped our funds and Nanny had to go without her pay. ‘Infamy is more likely than fame.’

That was true enough, as it turned out.

Yet his words and ideas, hatched in the house on the river, roosted in the minds of scholars, parliamentarians, priests, princes and gentlemen (at least, those who could read). His thoughts met with other men’s ideas, whirling and clouding and clearing the air over Europe. Storms of ideas there were, then — thunderclaps and rainbows and God’s light beaming through pillared clouds.

‘The world is stirring,’ he said to me one midsummer afternoon. ‘England wakes in the dark.’

He thought he could change the world, that his words might reform the very nature of men.

I felt it, too. We all did — my father’s students, his friends and even his critics.

 

On Saturday evenings, the young men from Father’s college came to eat supper and drink ale and argue for endless hours about the state of the world, the country and their own souls.

I sat by the fire reading. The young men seemed to find this remarkable in itself.

‘You amaze me, Mistress Hawkins,’ Justinian Jonson said every single Saturday. ‘My sisters would no more pick up a book than fly.’

‘I wonder,’ I said, after many weeks of this, ‘if they have ever been given the choice.’


The boys laughed. They laughed at anything I said, even if it wasn’t funny, as if I were a trained monkey from the Spice Islands.

‘What on earth can you mean?’ asked Justinian.

My father glanced at me, no doubt placing a small bet with himself as to whether I would savage or soothe Master Jonson.

‘Had your sisters been encouraged to read,’ I ventured, ‘they may have found it more thrilling than flight.’

I curtseyed and left the room to a roar of laughter.

‘Wondrous, is it not, what the female mind can encompass?’ Master Jonson shouted over the noise.

Those young men imagined themselves engaged in brilliant discussions, week in, week out. Although my father questioned, refuted and dismantled all their arguments without mercy, somehow, at the end of the evening, each one of them felt like a genius. My father was testing them in rhetoric and ethics. He’d tested me in the same way every day since the age of eleven, and it had been many years ago that we’d left behind such debates. Those young men had no inkling of it. It wasn’t their fault. They hadn’t grown up with fathers like mine. Sometimes I envied them that. No doubt they envied me.

Every Saturday, I kept my eyes on the page before me, my mind on the words I was reading, but with one ear open to the conversation, waiting for the delicious moment when my father would say quietly, ‘Indeed.’ A pause. ‘But I do wonder, Master Jonson, if your reasoning is altogether robust …’

But I realised, long after Father knew it, that these were no longer merely rhetorical debates. It seemed as if the whole of the country was arguing about freedom and faith, kingship and power, votes and violence and the very nature of England: in the Parliament, in the streets of every city, and in houses like ours all over the countryside. People found themselves holding fast to beliefs they would normally have considered dangerous or blasphemous or even illegal. Justinian Jonson and the other boys felt they were changing the world while around our supper fire — they announced as much, every week.

‘An end to tyranny!’ Justinian thumped the table so loudly we all jumped.

‘What is your meaning, Master Jonson?’ my father asked.

‘Free Englishmen can no longer support the King.’

‘Yet who amongst us is free?’ said Father.

‘We all are,’ said Justinian. ‘Or at least we could be, if we throw off the tyrant’s yoke.’

‘Tyrant’s yoke?’ I couldn’t help chortling. ‘What nonsense have you been reading?’

Father ignored me.

‘What would you have us do, Master Jonson? You want us to rise up against the King?’

‘Yes!’

‘You oppose any tyrants?’

‘Certainly. If this King falls, we oppose his son. And his son.’

‘But the point, surely,’ said Father, ‘is not that he is a king, but that he is a despot?’

‘Never, in hundreds of years, has there been such a —’

‘There you are wrong,’ said Father, ‘but we’ll set that aside for a moment. Your opposition, I take it, is to tyranny itself?’

‘Of course.’

Justinian looked around. The young men all nodded. One of them, the youngest, even shouted, ‘Hurrah!’

‘I quite agree,’ said Father.

They nodded even more enthusiastically.

‘Then you oppose any force that exhibits the traits of tyranny?’


‘As I said — any king, any prince.’ Justinian pushed his black hair out of his eyes.

‘But that was not the question.’

They fell silent. They knew by now when they had walked into a trap.

‘Explain to me, if you will, Master Jonson, the difference between a despot who happens to have been born a monarch and a despot who was not. Tell me how it is right for anyone to burn sacred books, as the Puritans have done in London this past month. How is that not tyranny? I would be pleased to hear your thoughts.’ Father sat back in his chair.

I left them to their debates, smiling as I closed the door behind me.

I took a candle from the sconce in the hallway to light my way upstairs. Even in my bedchamber, I could hear the boys’ voices raging below. If I had been born a boy, I would soon be old enough for university. I’d follow in my father’s footsteps, and dazzle Justinian Jonson with more than my mere ability to read. But instead, tonight, as always, I was destined to keep my eyes averted from the great debates of our times — at least, in public.

 

Many people agreed with my father, even his most radical books and pamphlets; some wrote to debate or enlarge upon his arguments; others wrote letters of violent disputation (which he loved). He replied to them all with long, fervent but always polite letters.

Or, to be more precise, I replied.

‘You know what I wish to write better than I do,’ he’d say, rubbing his eyes. Perhaps it was true. I don’t know. He only ever wrote himself to a few people — those for whom he cared deeply, and men with whom he shared his own secrets and dreams.


By the time I was twelve, I worked every day (even, God help us, on Sundays) on his correspondence. By the time I was fifteen, I could barely tell my own thoughts from his. It may be that there was no difference between the two. I never doubted his utter rightness, even when his ideas changed from one extreme to the other in the course of months.

I replied to most of his correspondents, became engrossed in arguments on his behalf, defended him on every point of reason or morality, and created friendships for him with men he had never met in Basel and Edinburgh, Venice and Amsterdam. They never knew it was not his pen that wrote their names nor his hand that sealed the wax.

I read their letters to him, of course, and the replies I had drafted. Sometimes he laughed aloud at my audacity; more often he corrected my sloppy logic. But mostly he nodded, smiled, and went on with his own work.

Together, we wrote pamphlets in his name — I still recall every word — that called for an end to religious wars, or argued against censorship, or demanded help for the poor. Mostly, though, they accused the King and Parliament of being fools.

‘The world is at odds with itself,’ he said to me. ‘There is no reason to it, no rhyme. But we are on the edge of an abyss of our own making.’

‘Yes, Father.’

‘We must make them see sense, Isabella.’

‘We shall try, Father. But nobody has managed it before.’

‘Have faith.’

Of course, the pamphlets caused more arguments, as he knew they would. They were sold on every street corner in London, passed from hand to hand, read aloud in taverns. Then my father received even more poisonous letters, accusations, threats and hatred. To some, he was close to a heretic, damned to hellfire, simply because he had dared to call for peace.

I didn’t understand the anger. I was his daughter, after all, and perhaps we were as foolish as one another. He wanted change. We all did. But instead we got war.

The Puritans rose up against the King, who declared war on his own Parliament. Towns were destroyed, farms burned, castles plundered. Each army had God on its side, or so they said.

‘It has always been the way,’ said my father.

 

For us, the war seemed miles away. The seasons changed around the house by the river, the yews were crusted in snow and then browned by heat, the bells rang on the hour. We felt that no evil could ever come to that house or our quiet lives. So I believed. So did everyone. We were all wrong. The bells and the grass and the spires told a lie.

In summer, the young men drifted home and our Saturday evenings fell silent. When they all flooded back, like swallows in springtime, they brimmed and clamoured with news from the city.

‘There’s a Covenant,’ Justinian Jonson announced. ‘Declared in Parliament.’

‘So I hear,’ said Father quietly. He pulled his shawl tightly around his shoulders, even though the evening was warm.

‘We are all to sign it — to take an oath.’

‘Indeed.’

‘Everyone in England is ordered to worship in the same manner, regardless of his own belief.’

‘The Puritans believe that religious liberty can be imposed by force,’ said my father. ‘An odd concept. Will you sign this Covenant, Master Jonson?’

Justinian shook his head. ‘I don’t know. My father says we must, all of us.’

‘You have your family to consider, of course,’ said Father.

‘My older brother has joined the army,’ Justinian said.

‘Which one?’ I asked.

As the words left my mouth, I realised again how absurd it was for one country to possess two armies fighting each other.

‘He has joined the King,’ said Justinian. ‘He declares it is his duty as a gentleman.’

There was silence.

‘I think it’s a good thing, this Covenant,’ said a normally quiet Londoner. ‘It will bring peace.’

‘Perhaps,’ said my father, but for once he said nothing more.

 

The war came to us a few weeks later. I can’t explain, even now, why we were so surprised when it knocked on our door — it had rampaged all over the countryside, all around us, for months.

It arrived in the shape of a letter — unsigned, scrawled in a hasty or untrained hand, the lines slanting down the page:


Leave Cambridge. Flee England. There is no refuge for you here.



Was it a threat or a warning? From enemy or friend? There was no way of knowing. It was not easy to tell one from the other in those days of swirling loyalties.

My father held the paper in his hand sideways, staring at it as if it were written in a foreign language. ‘How very odd,’ he said.


I took the letter from his hand and read it again. ‘Perhaps we should move deep into the country. Somewhere quiet where you won’t be disturbed.’

‘I don’t think we will find peace anywhere in England.’

‘Then we’ll find it somewhere else — somewhere safe — far away.’

‘I will not be chased from my home.’

He sat down at his desk and took up a book, as if to say the conversation had ended. I sat down opposite him, my chin in my hands. I watched for a while as his eyes raced across the lines on the page.

‘We could go abroad,’ I suggested. ‘Italy?’

‘Italy is even more dangerous.’

‘Then Amsterdam. You have friends there, people who write to you — that monk, Clement, and those men who printed Discourse on Liberty.’

‘Amsterdam is a modern city,’ he conceded. ‘It is wealthy. Sensible.’

‘You see?’ I said brightly. ‘Utopia.’

‘Utopia is whenever my daughter is quiet.’

‘Be serious.’

‘I am, believe me.’

‘Nanny says I am too quiet,’ I retorted. ‘She says other girls shriek and giggle, and there should be more noise in our house.’

He pretended to pray. ‘God save us from Nanny and her notions.’

I ignored him. ‘She says other girls —’

He ignored me right back. We could go on like this for hours.

‘Are you discontented?’

‘No, Father.’


‘Would you rather spend your time discussing babies and ribbons than the condition of man and the future of our nation?’

‘Your rhetoric is extreme.’

‘And yet?’

‘Of course not. There is no point asking the question.’

‘Then my argument rests.’

He turned another page of his book; Mister Wilkins’s silly little treatise about men living on the moon, I believe it was. He smiled as he read.

‘All very well,’ I muttered, ‘but a little giggle here and there wouldn’t be the end of the earth, surely?’

He tapped his finger on the table and spoke without looking up. ‘Why don’t you go into town tomorrow? Buy yourself a new … I don’t know — whatever those other girls buy.’

I smiled. ‘Thank you, Father. I shall.’

‘Call on Doctor Hull. He has daughters, does he not?’

‘Yes, but I hardly know them. One can’t just call on people one barely knows.’

He looked up. ‘Why ever not?’

‘They would consider it strange.’

‘Nonsense.’

‘Truly.’

He sat back in his chair. ‘How extraordinary.’ He laughed.

‘May I still go into town?’

‘Of course. But you can pick up a parcel from the college for me and come straight home.’

 

It was a normal market day, I remember. Well before dawn, cart wheels and cattle had sounded in the laneway behind our house. By the time I reached town, the market ought to have been busy with farmers shouting, and cooks and maids gossiping while they weighed the turnips.

Not today.

I knew something was amiss straightaway. Farmers’ wagons streamed in the wrong direction along the main road, heading out of town. A troop of cavalry stormed past, driving me and everyone else into the hedgerow.

‘Out of the way!’ they shouted. ‘In the name of General Cromwell.’

Somehow our local Member of Parliament, Oliver Cromwell, had become a general in the Puritan army. At least, we’d all agreed, it meant he would protect his own from harm. If his troopers were here, then all should be well.

‘What’s happening?’ I asked.

But nobody knew.

I caught my sleeve on a hawthorn branch, and by the time I got free the cavalry was well past. I walked on.

The edges of town were quiet, but as I drew near to the colleges the world changed before my eyes. All around me, men shouted: at each other, at their horses, at other townsfolk. The cloisters and lanes filled up with troops surging first one way, then another. It was all chaotic, frantic movement and sound, to no apparent purpose — or, perhaps, a dozen conflicting purposes. There was no way to tell.

An unpleasant disquiet curdled in my belly. I decided to pick up Father’s parcel and get home as fast as possible. I turned the last corner, into St Mary’s Street. In front of Father’s college stood a long line of soldiers.

The nearest, a wrinkled man holding a long pike, snarled at me. ‘What do you want?’


I wasn’t sure what was most shocking: the tone of his voice or the fury in his face.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Young lady like you — what’re you doing here?’

‘May I not walk freely in my own town?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘Not today. Get off home.’

‘What’s happening?’ I asked.

‘Purge.’

‘I’m sorry?’

Nothing made any sense.

‘It’s orders. We’re purging the universities.’

‘Of what?’

‘Discontents,’ he spat. ‘Dissenters. Maybe spies. It’s a cesspit. We’re here to clean it out.’

I stared at him, not sure if it were him or me who was utterly demented. ‘Spies? Here?’

He took my arm. ‘What’s it to you, eh?’

‘It just all sounds rather illogical,’ I said, trying to wriggle free of his grasp. ‘Please let go of me.’

‘You could be one of ’em for all I know,’ he said. ‘Sympathiser, eh?’

‘Sympathetic to whom?’

‘King. Catholics. I don’t know.’

‘That’s absurd.’

‘Then get yourself home!’ He put his face so close to mine I could smell the ale he’d had for breakfast. And every breakfast for a month. ‘Be off!’

I wrenched my arm from his grip, opened my mouth to retort and — finally — thought better of it. His face was set into the oddest expression of impatience and spite. I looked around me. All the men’s faces were the same.

I would like to say I strode away confidently and gracefully, but that’s not true. I was, for the first time in my life, very scared. I ran.

Through the crowded laneways, across the bridge, and all along the riverbank until I reached home.

Father heard me shouting a mile off. I hardly remember what I told him, but he set off for town straightaway with some wild idea of defending his college from Philistines. He returned hours later with a splash of blood under one eye. Nanny helped him take off his torn gown and I poured him a goblet of wine.

‘Sit down, sir,’ Nanny urged, but he wouldn’t.

‘They are animals, surely, not men,’ he said. He stared out the window towards the spires in the distance. ‘I saw what they did. Prayer books torn to shreds.’ Nanny gasped. ‘Stained-glass church windows smashed, even wooden crosses splintered and burned. All the carvings.’ He shook his head. ‘All that beauty, centuries old, chopped into pieces.’

‘They’ve gone mad,’ I said. ‘It can’t be the army — just looters.’

‘No,’ said Father. ‘It was all done by order of General Cromwell. They read out his proclamation. Hundreds of men were thrown out of their rooms. Heads of houses, provosts, fellows, great scholars, poets — anyone who won’t sign their Covenant — all expelled from the colleges, even from the town itself.’

Nanny wept quietly.

‘What will happen to us?’ I asked. ‘Will you sign the Covenant?’

Father straightened his back a little so he could hold his head higher. ‘No.’

I knew it, of course. And, though I felt prouder of him than I had ever felt in my life, I can admit now that I also wished, secretly, shamefully, that he had answered differently.

‘I will not sign the Covenant, and they have given me today even more reasons to refuse them. Cromwell has banned my book — it is now a crime to own or sell a copy of Discourse on Liberty. I fear the irony of that has escaped him.’

He looked at me. ‘Do not fear. If they will not let me teach, I will earn my living with my pen. Or yours.’

He patted Nanny’s shoulder. ‘This is my house, as it was my father’s. No one can throw a man out of his own house.’

 

The rampage continued for days. Father’s students vanished; some were thrown out of their colleges, others fled to their country homes. Justinian Jonson escaped to London without saying goodbye.

Father had written so many of the pamphlets and books that were now banned or burned. He wrote — or he dictated and I wrote  — letters by the dozen to men and women imprisoned without charge in the Tower of London. He protested and proclaimed, just like everyone else. He would not take their oath or sign his name to their Covenant. Yet I never dreamed they’d come for us.

We were in Father’s library. He didn’t look up when the knock sounded, nor appear to hear the boots in the hallway after dear old Nanny answered the door.

But then he closed his book and stood up to face the library door as it crashed open.

‘Don’t let them take my papers,’ he said quietly.
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2

IN WHICH PRISONERS ARE NOT THEMSELVES



A man stood in the doorway, dressed just like the soldiers I had seen in town: long leather boots and a breastplate strapped tightly over a brown jacket.

‘Professor Hawkins?’ he asked.

‘I am indeed,’ Father said. ‘And you, sir?’

‘My name is not important.’

‘Are good manners also against the law now?’

The soldier shrugged. ‘I have papers here,’ he pulled them from inside his jacket, ‘for your arrest.’

He held out a wad of documents.

Father ignored it. ‘I feel your face is familiar.’

‘My brother, I believe, is a student of yours — or, at least, he was.’

‘Of course! Justinian Jonson. I see the likeness now.’


I couldn’t see it at all; in fact, I would have sworn on a Bible that this sweaty, close-cropped man was no relation to anyone I had ever met in my entire life.

‘But I thought you were in the King’s army?’ I blurted out.

He glared at me. ‘That is my eldest brother, James. My misguided brother.’

‘Heavens above,’ Father said. ‘Your poor family. You must be the youngest boy, then.’

‘Who I am is of no concern to you,’ the soldier snapped. ‘I am instructed to say that if you are willing to sign the Covenant and declare your loyalty, you will go free.’

‘Loyalty to whom?’ asked Father.

‘To the Parliament, of course. To God. To General Cromwell.’

‘Indeed.’

‘You will sign, then?’

Justinian could have told his brother it would never be that easy.

‘My only loyalty is to freedom,’ said Father.

‘You will lose your own freedom, sir, if you do not take the oath.’

‘Does that matter?’

‘Father,’ I began, but got no further.

‘Young man,’ he said. ‘I pity you, really I do.’

I groaned. I knew exactly what would happen next.

‘You wish to create a free England, Master Jonson?’ said Father.

‘Captain.’

‘Thank you — Captain Jonson. We all cherish that dream of freedom — I do, and so does Justinian.’

‘Will you sign?’ Captain Jonson thrust the papers in Father’s face.


‘But I put it to you that tyranny cannot replace tyranny, that love of God does not excuse treachery, that differences of faith are just that — differences. That freedoms are many and must all be cherished, but cannot be forced on people by violence.’

‘Very well,’ said Captain Jonson, no longer attempting to hide his impatience. ‘I put it to you that you must choose which of these two freedoms you most value: freedom of thought, or freedom of your own person.’

‘It is a choice between two wrong-headed causes. That is not a decision I need to make.’

‘There you are wrong.’

My father stared into the eyes of the young man. I held my breath.

‘I thought this country had finished burning those who disagree with it,’ said Father.

‘God’s will must be done.’

‘You are confusing faith with politics, sir. The two do not mix happily.’

‘They are one, sir, enshrined in the law and enforced by the army.’ Captain Jonson shoved the papers back inside his jacket. ‘So you will stop this wretched debate and come with me, or I will have my men drag you from this house — by the feet, if need be.’

There was a moment’s silence that felt like an hour. Then Father sighed.

‘Isabella,’ he said. ‘Fetch my coat.’

 

Nanny wept for hours afterwards. I didn’t. It seemed to me as if the past few days were some kind of madness that would pass, and, in the meantime, we had work to do.


By the time Captain Jonson came back the next day for Father’s papers, the letters and manuscripts had been sorted and filed, and anything not to the taste of General Cromwell was in a chest buried in the vegetable garden with an extra layer of manure on top.

After the troopers left, the house settled into an uneasy silence, and Nanny and I sat down to wait.

 

I had no idea where the troopers had taken Father. I wrote to some of his friends in London, and to his lawyer, Master Pritchett, but they replied that they had heard nothing. There was nobody left at his college who could help me. Cambridge was deserted. His colleagues were either in gaol themselves or had been thrown out of town.

So we waited.

At last, an answer came — in a hand I didn’t recognise, nor expect: a letter from Justinian Jonson.


Dear Mistress Hawkins,

Please forgive my presumption in writing to you but I have news that I hope will ease your heart.

I had word of your father’s arrest on Sunday last, and lost no time in approaching my uncle, who is a Member of Parliament, to seek news of his whereabouts.

He has been taken to the prison at Newgate to await trial — on what charge it is not yet clear.



So, not the Tower. That was something.



I visited him there this morning and can assure you he is in good health. His friends have paid the gaoler’s fees to have him moved from the dungeons up to the main room, where there is light and company. He is no longer in manacles and is able to move about. His only concern was that you be informed of his situation — a duty for which I, as you see, volunteered myself.

Your father asked me to convey to you his hope that his papers were in order and secure, and wished that you might send some clean shirts, a book or two, and a jugged hare if one is spare.


I can do better than that, I decided.

‘Nanny!’ I shouted down the hallway. ‘We’re going to London.’

 

The journey in the stagecoach took twice as long as usual. Every few miles we were stopped by soldiers, Cromwell’s troopers, who stared at us as if we had committed some terrible crime — stared so hard, in fact, that I started to feel as if I were indeed a felon fleeing the noose. The coach was crammed with passengers fleeing Cambridge: grim-faced women with children wriggling in their arms, and pale students for whom the world had suddenly altered beyond recognition. None of us spoke. None of us dared.

At the gates of London we halted again, and the city’s watchmen searched the coach.

‘Get out!’ they yelled, pushing us onto the roadside while they turned over the bundles of clothing and stuck filthy hands into baskets of fruit and cheese.

Nanny and I peered out of the stagecoach windows as we drove through unfamiliar streets to find some safe inn near the prison.


I’d visited London many times as a child, staying with old friends of Father’s near Whitehall, in an enormous house with a walled orchard running down to the Thames. I remembered lazy afternoons in the garden, candlelit suppers of quail and swan and brightly coloured sweetmeats, and liveried servants in green stockings. The city I knew was calm and dignified and smelled like orange rind and rose petals.

This London — war-torn, discontented — was a world apart. Perhaps it had always been there, teeming and stinking, and I had simply never seen nor smelled it. Perhaps my memories had led my mind astray. Perhaps the city had changed.

Some things were definitely different. The house with the orchard was a barracks now; the trees pulled out to make way for wagons. Our friends had fled to the country long ago. Soldiers and militiamen were everywhere: standing on street corners, searching carts, or pushing through the crowded streets in small squads.

Everyone shouted — or so it seemed — all the time. The noise began well before dawn and ended — well, it never really ended, because even in the dark depths of night the watchmen called out the hours and drunken laughter filled the streets in spite of the curfew.

I slept little that first night, listening to the sounds of the city and alternating between anticipation and dread at the thought of my visit to the prison the next day. I imagined Father sitting alone in a stone cell, like Walter Raleigh in the Tower: praying; writing a little, perhaps, if he were allowed quill and paper; sleeping fitfully on a hard floor; sucking on bread crusts; the terrifying boot-steps of armed guards echoing through the night.

By the time the carriage arrived the next morning to take us to Newgate prison, I could barely breathe from fear. You can smell the prison before you see it: a dank, rotting pile of a place as old as the city. Nanny whispered a little prayer as the gates closed fast behind us. I heard her mutter all the way along the dark corridor, through a foetid courtyard, and up the stairs to the cells. At the top, I took a deep breath and prepared to face my fear.

Nanny pulled at my clothes. ‘Oh, your lovely lace collar. Ruined. Heaven help us. London is such a filthy town. And look at your hem.’

The guard wrote my name in a battered book, checked our baskets for weapons, perhaps, though all he found were clothes and carefully wrapped food parcels. He grunted some kind of approval and swung the door wide.

It was a circus. Fires burned fiercely in each corner, and lamps spluttered along one wall. Prisoners and dozens of visitors strolled and chatted, or gathered in noisy crowds around the fires. Babies screamed and crawled all over the floor, playing with the dogs that seemed to be everywhere. An elderly woman sang loudly in one corner while she stirred food in a pot over the flames. It smelled like some kind of rich stew.

‘Isabella!’ My father strode towards me, smiling broadly, holding his arms out wide. ‘I knew you’d come.’ He kissed my cheeks. ‘Welcome, Nanny. Let me find you a seat. Isabella, come, meet my friends.’

He shouted to a man with a mop of white hair. ‘Wallace! Here’s my daughter.’

‘Father …’

‘Mistress Hammer, look! This is my daughter. Just like I told you.’

‘Father …’


‘See that sunshine, Isabella,’ he said. ‘Through the window there.’

‘Father!’

I took his hand and drew him away from Nanny and Wallace and the clamour. ‘I can’t believe it,’ I said. ‘You’re enjoying yourself here.’

At last, he looked at me. He cupped my face in his hands and bent close.

‘Don’t mistake me, child. I don’t want to be in here, away from you, for a moment longer than needs be. But I find — I am, indeed, amazed — how interesting people are, really, and how glorious every moment of the day appears.’

‘You are not yourself.’

‘No, I am not,’ he said. ‘This astonishes you.’

‘I —’

‘Listen to me, Isabella. It may be that these are my last weeks on this earth.’

‘No!’

His hands slid to my shoulders. ‘We must acknowledge the truth. I hear Cromwell wants me dead, or at least silent. Since Cromwell’s word is now revered throughout the land, I expect his wishes to be carried out.’

‘But the courts —’

‘There will be no trial, at least not in a public court. I am too troublesome, too noisy.’

He actually giggled.

‘Father! How can you?’

‘I can’t explain it to you,’ he said slowly. ‘I can only say that as I face my Creator, I also see more clearly. I have been, literally, in the pit of despair. But as I ready myself to bid this world goodbye, I  realise how deeply I love every detail of it — the flames in a fireplace, that sweet-smelling spot just at the base of a baby’s neck — all of it — do you see?’

‘Papa.’ I hadn’t called him that for years. ‘Please.’

He stroked my cheek. ‘And you, my dearest girl.’

Tears prickled in my eyes.

‘That does it,’ I said. ‘I’m getting you out of here.’

 

The next morning I visited Father’s lawyer, Master Pritchett, the moment his offices opened for business. His clerks were so alarmed at the sight of me they ushered me straight in.

Master Pritchett was a very old, very bent, very grizzled man, whose curly grey wig was almost as tall as me. I had known him since I was tiny. He greeted me politely, hiding his surprise, and asked after my father. We spent a few moments recalling a long-past Christmas he had spent with us in Cambridge — or he recalled it. I had no memory of it, but smiled encouragingly until I could stand it no longer.

‘What will happen to my father?’

‘I have no idea,’ he said. ‘It’s up to the courts to decide. Perhaps Parliament.’

‘General Cromwell wants him dead,’ I said.

He shifted in his seat as if I had poked him.

‘Does Cromwell really have the power to pass judgement himself?’ I asked.

‘How can I express this?’ He pondered for a moment, tapping his fingertips against one clean-scraped cheek. ‘In certain circumstances, the General would make his wishes clear.’

‘Such as?’

‘Treason. Serious cases of blasphemy.’

‘I see.’ I paused. ‘So can you tell me what charges my father faces?’


He was silent, staring down at the papers on his desk.

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘That’s what I needed to know.’

 

I ordered a late breakfast at the inn and sent a boy to find Justinian Jonson. Both stumbled in from the street two exceedingly tedious hours later. Justinian was wearing his best green coat and breeches, although he looked as though he’d dressed hurriedly. He seemed not to have shaved for days.

He bowed deeply. ‘At your service, Mistress Hawkins.’

I flung him my best smile. ‘I do hope so, Master Jonson.’

He looked rather pleased.

‘I hope you have an errand for me,’ he said. ‘I would be honoured to perform it.’

‘You are very kind, sir.’ I motioned him to a seat and tried to make my face look pathetic. ‘My father is sending me away,’ I began.

‘With all due respect, that’s probably for the best.’

‘Perhaps, but I am so worried for him.’

He moved his chair a trifle closer to mine.

‘Do not fret, Mistress Hawkins. His friends will care for him.’

‘You have my gratitude.’

‘But where will you go?’ he asked.

I shook my head. ‘I hardly know. Paris, I suppose. Yes, that would be best.’

‘You cannot travel alone. If you would allow —’

‘Of course not. Nanny will be with me, and I’m sure my father will join us one day, once he is freed.’

If he felt crestfallen, he hid it well.

‘The thing is …’ I went on.

‘Yes, Mistress Hawkins?’


‘I must book my passage, but I do not know how to go about it.’

He jumped to his feet. ‘Then I can indeed be of service. Allow me to find you the best ship across the Channel.’

‘I have never seen the ocean,’ I said. ‘I’ve certainly never sailed upon it.’

‘Nor have I,’ Justinian admitted. ‘But I will find a way.’

I held out my hand. He took it with relish.

‘The very next ship would be better than the best,’ I suggested. ‘Shall we say, tomorrow?’

‘So soon?’

‘My father fears for me. I must leave this week.’

‘Then he need fear no longer. Leave it in my hands.’

He was back within an hour.

‘I have done it!’ he shouted, waving a piece of paper over his head. ‘The good ship Dolphin. It sails on this evening’s tide, close to midnight, they said. Be at Puddle Dock by nightfall. A boat will meet you there.’

He handed me the paper and I took it in both hands. It felt like freedom.

‘There are men called shipping agents,’ he said. ‘They take care of everything. I booked you a cabin. It’s a very modern ship. There is a bunk for you and one for your servant.’

‘Such luxury. Imagine.’

‘Only …’ He took my hand again. ‘I wish you didn’t have to leave. Paris is a terribly long way.’

‘We shall return in no time at all, I’m sure,’ I said. ‘When all this nonsense is cleared up and my father is released.’

‘Yes,’ he said bravely. ‘I look forward to that moment for so many reasons.’


I extracted myself from Master Jonson’s formidable grip as best I could, and hurried out into the city to prepare for the journey. I needed food for a few days, a completely new wardrobe for Nanny, an extra trunk. I ordered a cart for the luggage, and spent the afternoon packing Father’s few remaining books and papers into his old leather bags. Then I gathered together my own things, Nanny’s clothes and the basket of food, and left the inn forever.

I was outside the prison well before dusk.

Justinian Jonson came out of the gates and waved extravagantly at me before I had time to hide. ‘Mistress Hawkins!’

‘How do you do, sir?’

‘I have been visiting your father.’

‘I thank you, yet again.’

‘I am honoured.’ He bowed. The man was always bent double.

‘I have come to say goodbye to him,’ I said, a genuine tremble in my voice.

‘A sad occasion,’ he said. ‘I have myself spent more than an hour with him and know how keenly he will miss you.’

Damn. ‘You told him I was leaving tonight?’

‘I wanted to be sure he felt confident of your plans,’ he said. ‘He approves, and was kind enough to thank me for my effort on your behalf, trifling though it was.’

‘As do I, with all my heart.’

I offered him my hand and he took it, kissed it softly, and held it in his.

‘You must excuse me, Master Jonson,’ I said. ‘This is a sorrowful day for me. I must go to my father. Nanny is meeting me here and we must join the ship in an hour or so.’

He nodded. Another bow. ‘Farewell, Mistress Hawkins. Until better days.’


He waved until the prison gate slammed shut behind me.

My father stood by one of the fireplaces, staring anxiously into the crowd. His face crumpled into a smile when he sighted me.

‘Father.’ I took both his hands.

‘My wise, courageous daughter. Jonson has told me everything. This is much the best way.’

He was trying to be brave, I could tell.

‘Father, that’s very noble of you, but there’s no need for martyrdom just yet.’ I paused and looked around us. Wallace waved. ‘We need to go somewhere private. Very private.’

‘Follow me.’

He led me to a dingy room just off the main hall. It smelled like a privy. ‘This is supposed to be our chapel, but nobody ever feels like praying in this squalor.’

‘I can see why. Now, just do what I tell you and, for once in your life, don’t argue.’

 

An hour later, I bade farewell to Father’s friends in the main hall and waved to the old woman, who was again cooking something wonderful over the embers. How she managed it in that place, I’ll never know. I walked out through the prison gates for the very last time, with Nanny a few paces behind me, carrying the basket. She dipped a curtsey to the guard at the gate, handed the basket to me, then helped me into the cart that stood waiting, with my trunk and bags.

When we were both settled, the cart lurched and we set off across London to the river, to the good ship Dolphin and to our future.

Nanny started to fidget halfway across the Channel.

‘Stop it,’ I ordered.

‘Can’t I at least have something to read?’


‘It’s too dark. And, anyway, nannies don’t read.’

‘This one does.’

I glanced across the cabin and laughed out loud. Father was slouched on his bunk, resplendent in Nanny’s new clothes, but with his own boots and breeches showing clearly underneath.

‘I feel ridiculous,’ he said.

‘You are ridiculous,’ I said. ‘But you are free.’

He let out a laugh as well.

‘Shhh! Nannies don’t laugh that loudly, either.’

He stifled it into a low chuckle.

‘Where is dear old Nanny, anyway?’

‘Visiting her sister in Cheapside.’

‘Did she know about this?’

‘I thought it better if she didn’t. But I wrote to her just before we sailed and asked her to go back to Cambridge and pack up our things. She’ll keep them safe until …’

He nodded. ‘And Jonson?’

‘Sadly, I had to mislead Master Jonson ever so slightly.’

‘Oh dear.’ Father lay back on his narrow bunk. ‘He was so proud of himself, too.’

‘We must hope he won’t realise his error until too late.’

‘It’s already too late — Cromwell will not chase us to Paris.’

‘We won’t be in Paris,’ I said. ‘As soon as we arrive, we’ll take another ship.’

‘Ah, my adventurous, brilliant daughter!’

‘I have written to your friends in Amsterdam. We’ll seek refuge there, as have so many others.’

He grinned. ‘God is good, my darling girl, but you are a wonder.’
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IN WHICH MORE THAN A SHIP IS WRECKED



We were nearly there when the storm broke.

The ship had reached the waters of the Zuiderzee, off the coast of Amsterdam, at last after days at sea, though it still had to weave its way along narrow channels between sandbars.

It seemed calm. At first.

There was nothing more ominous than a summer rain shower: a puff of breeze that buffeted the ship ever so slightly; a grey glaze in the morning sky. I kissed Father’s forehead and left him in the cabin to read in peace. On deck, the crew pulled on ropes, shouted from the tops of the masts, and dragged sails down — as if they knew. I suppose they did.

I gazed at the clouds — watched how they dipped and buckled against each other. I heard the sailors call: Beware the shoals, the sand, the current; beware the lee shore.


Beware. What a dreadful word that is — one of those words that holds its very own meaning. Once someone shouts ‘Beware’, it’s too late. There is nothing you can do but stare your fate in the eyes.

My father stood beside me. ‘What’s all the fuss?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘It can’t be anything serious. Perhaps they’re just getting ready to dock.’

The captain rushed past yelling, paying no attention to us.

‘It sounds rather serious,’ I said.

‘Sailors never talk when they can bellow, that’s all. They’re used to shouting over the noise of storms. Still, there’s no sign of a storm today.’

‘The sky is getting rather gloomy,’ I said. ‘But we’ll be safe in Amsterdam in a few hours.’

‘The greatest city on earth,’ my father said, one hand warm on my shoulder.

‘You used to say that about London.’

‘Perhaps.’ He smiled. ‘But we’re finished with London now, aren’t we, Bella? From tomorrow, we are citizens of Europe.’ The breeze flicked at his hair. ‘Imagine,’ he said softly. ‘A whole new life lies before us.’

Then, all at once, it seemed as if God’s forefinger burst through the clouds and pressed down upon us — out of all the people in the world, we were chosen to be swirled about in our suddenly fragile ship, hammered by surging seas, and cast upon the shores of Hell.

Green and white water foamed over the bow and crashed along the length of the deck, swirling around our legs, clutching at our clothing. The ship shuddered and twisted. I clung to Father’s arm, partly to help him stay on his feet and also in fear. He held onto the mast; one hand clutched a rope. Another wave, even higher this time. Cold, so cold — and suddenly dark, as if God had left us.

Someone grabbed at me — a sailor who shrieked into my face so I could hear him above the wind. ‘Come, Mistress. You must come to the boat.’

I stared at him. ‘Is it that bad?’

He wouldn’t answer. ‘Please, Mistress. Hurry.’

I felt a lurching terror in my belly, in the dark of my soul. I nodded, as calmly as I could.

‘Father,’ I shouted. ‘We have to go to the boats.’

Water streamed through his silvery hair and dripped from his beard. He gazed at the waves, at the ship, at the crew — at everyone but me. ‘Magnificent,’ he said.

‘Father?’

He smiled, cupped one cold hand around my face and looked at last into my eyes. ‘You go first, child, with the other women. I’ll come in the next boat.’

The sailor tugged at my sleeve.

‘Go, Isabella, they are waiting for you,’ said Father. ‘God willing, you will soon be safely ashore. I will join you there.’

He kissed me twice — once on the temple, once on my fingers — before the sailor dragged me away.

 

In the feverish days and nights that followed, while I waited for my father to find me, the narrow bed in the hospice seemed to rear and rock beneath me, wrenched this way and that by the tides, by the storm, by the hand of God, until one morning I woke up and knew the truth.

There was only one boat.


The nuns bustled about with compresses and hot towels but I barely acknowledged they were there. I would not speak or cry or sleep. I lay there, swimming in the bleak certainty that my father had gone back to our cabin to pray amongst his books and his precious papers, until the ocean folded over him like sleep and took him down through its depths.

Those books, his papers, the mahogany writing desk, the silver goblets, his great fur coat, the sketch of my mother’s face, her earrings, the little book he had made me with his own hands, our small pouch of gold pieces: they were all gone.

They were all we had.

He was all I had.

He had left me, abandoned me, given me up to the strong arms of sailors straining against oars, to the pummelling waves, pebble-wracked sand, and a city filled with strangers. Our new lives, my father’s life, were over.

I sat on a chair by the window and stared out across a tiny courtyard towards the hospice garden filled with healing herbs, where the Sisters worked in the afternoons before prayer. I watched them, and wondered about their days here in this place of silence and sunshine. Such peace. Such a long way, in every sense, from my past.

Strange how the leap from one life to the other had taken only a few minutes — a shouted farewell, a kiss, and then … this.

 

On the fifth day, Fra Clement came.

The nuns roused me from my stupid staring and escorted me into a reception room where a tall man in a black cassock sat waiting.

He rose, put out a hand and greeted me in accented English — the first I’d heard since my father’s farewell.


‘My child,’ he said kindly as we sat stiffly on two wooden chairs facing each other, ‘I am so sorry for your loss — as are we all.’

I sniffed.

‘Your dear father had many correspondents in the city. We were all eager to meet him.’

I said nothing. Instead, I gazed about me, at the clean-scrubbed stone floor, the empty fireplace, the whitewashed walls. The nuns had given me a dark woollen shift to wear, and a linen blouse that scratched against my skin.

This is all I have now.

‘Are you quite recovered from your fever?’ he asked.

I jumped; I’d almost forgotten he was there.

‘Yes, thank you.’

His voice dropped into a practised pastoral tone. ‘We shall have to consider your future here.’

I stared at him. ‘Excuse me, sir, but who are you?’

‘Didn’t the Sister announce me?’ he asked.

‘She told me your name, and I know it well from your letters,’ I said. ‘But …’

‘I am an unofficial consul here in Amsterdam — I represent His Holiness.’

‘You know the Pope?’

He smiled. ‘Not personally.’

‘Forgive me, sir, but why should you have any regard for my future?’

‘You are not alone in the world, Mistress Hawkins, although it may feel that way. As you know, I have corresponded with your father for many years — we never met, but I considered him a friend.’


‘I remember,’ I said, my voice rather more hoarse than I intended it to be. ‘He was looking forward to meeting you, and his other colleagues in Amsterdam.’

‘Of whom there are many,’ said Fra Clement. ‘Please believe that we are your friends, too, and together we will find shelter for you.’

‘Can’t I stay here?’ I asked. ‘I just need somewhere to sleep.’

Fra Clement sighed. ‘I’m afraid that’s not possible. The Sisters run a hospice, but they cannot care for healthy young women who are not part of their order. So, unless you wish to become a nun …’

‘I suppose I might have to,’ I said, although it had never occurred to me before that moment. ‘Unfortunately, I’m not Catholic.’

He laughed. ‘Nor are the Sisters. Nobody with any sense is now, or they risk the wrath of the City Fathers. The Dutch States are similar to England, although at least they do not execute priests here. But Catholicism is illegal — a topic on which your father held strong views.’

‘Don’t read too much into that,’ I said. ‘My father defends everyone, of every faith, on principle. Except himself.’

‘He defended liberty in all its forms.’

So my father was now in the past tense. Not for me. Not yet.

Fra Clement went on. ‘I believe I am the only Catholic officially left in Amsterdam, and I’m not even sure about that sometimes. They let me stay because I am a harmless old fool, besotted with books and too preoccupied to bother anyone.’

I looked at him closely for the first time — he didn’t appear to be either old or a fool. He was a dark, dander-flecked man, with surprisingly small hands like the claws of sparrows. Everything about him was thin: his nose and face, his greying hair. Thin lips, too.


I sniffed again. Loudly. ‘You are very kind, sir, but I don’t wish to burden you. Is there an almshouse, perhaps?’

In my sorrow, I hadn’t wondered what might happen to me next. The horror of the shipwreck, and my father’s sacrifice, were all that my mind could contain. There had been no room for the future in my thoughts.

‘I trust it won’t come to that,’ said Fra Clement.

‘I have nothing — no possessions, no money,’ I said. ‘It was all on the ship.’

‘You have your mind.’

‘Oh, that.’ I smiled, for the first time in days. ‘How much could I get for it down at the market, do you think?’

‘Perhaps you can work, until such time as you find a husband.’

I pictured myself bent over a kitchen floor, scrubbing brush in hand; or counting out oysters in the fish market; sewing shirts by candlelight; selling pork pies from a barrow, or flowers to young girls who walk, as I once walked, carefree through the streets.

‘Over the years, your father has written to me about your education, your work as his secretary, your skill in translating,’ said Fra Clement. ‘It is unusual in a girl, of course, but I cannot doubt it. You are his daughter, after all, and I have never known a finer mind than his.’

‘That is what I am — my father’s daughter,’ I said slowly. ‘That is all I am.’

There was another of those pain-stuffed silences.

‘I will come to collect you in the morning,’ he said quietly, and then he was gone.

I waited a while, staring again at the cold fireplace, until one of the Sisters came to take me back to my room.


 

Fra Clement was true to his word. After breakfast the next morning, the Sisters bustled me out to the courtyard where he waited in a black carriage marked with a silver crucifix on each door. He wore the most startling scarlet cloak over his cassock.

I climbed up into the seat opposite him. The interior of the carriage smelled of polished leather and the faintest trace of incense. He nodded at me gravely and thanked the Sisters on my behalf. I tried to smile to show my own gratitude for their kindness, stout bread and weak broth.

Fra Clement didn’t speak to me for the entire journey. He glanced at me once or twice, as if to check I was still there, and seemed vaguely surprised to find that I was. I didn’t ask where we were going. I didn’t care.

The carriage drew up in a little cobbled square, edged by rows of identical houses on three sides and a canal to the north. Every house was many storeys tall and narrow, and each was as grey as the next.

Fra Clement knocked on one of the doors facing the street, and greeted the old man who answered it with a smile and a pat on the shoulder. ‘Here we are,’ he said in French, suddenly cheerful.

‘Here you are indeed,’ said the stranger. ‘What do you want?’

‘One thing at a time, my friend,’ said Fra Clement. ‘Don’t fuss. Let me get in the door first.’

‘All right, all right, if you must.’

The man opened the door a little wider so we could enter a wood-panelled hallway, then led the way into a cold room that looked as if it hadn’t been dusted for many months. Bookcases filled an entire wall, and books sat in piles on the floor everywhere. Fra Clement made himself comfortable in the only chair, and looked around happily.

The old man’s intense brown eyes were upon me. I stared back. He was wearing a worn green robe, and a soft cap that fell down around his ears and long grey hair. I noticed that his fingers were stained with ink, and there was a black smudge along one cheekbone.

‘Is this Professor Hawkins’s girl?’ He had a lovely lilt in his voice, and the trace of a Spanish accent.

‘Yes,’ I said quietly, also in French.

‘I’ve heard of your grief,’ he said. ‘We all feel it. May God have pity on the soul of your father, and let him rest in peace.’

‘Thank you for your kindness, sir,’ I said. What else was there to say?

‘Isabella, may I present Master Joseph de Aquila?’ said Fra Clement. ‘He is without doubt the finest printer in all Amsterdam, another great friend of your father.’

‘I know your name, sir,’ I said. ‘I believe you printed an edition of Discourse on Liberty.’

He nodded sadly. ‘That was some years ago.’

Fra Clement went on. ‘Joseph is also someone to whom you will no doubt prove very valuable.’

We both turned and stared at him.

‘What are you scheming at, you wretched monk?’ Master de Aquila growled.

Fra Clement smiled, and switched into Italian. It was the Tuscan dialect, and hard to follow at first. ‘My dear friend, I am not scheming. I simply propose to solve Mistress Hawkins’s problems and your own at the same time. You know she is an accomplished Latin translator, and you need someone to help you around here. A match made in Heaven, as they say.’

Master de Aquila’s scowl grew even more ferocious. ‘What do I want with a girl who can’t speak Dutch? I’ll wager she can’t read Hebrew, either.’

‘But that’s the point.’ Fra Clement took the printer’s arm and led him to the corner near the fire, as if I couldn’t hear them there. ‘She can run messages, and need never know what’s in the notes she carries. If anyone asks her questions, she won’t understand what they’re talking about. Any secrets will be safe. You may as well have a deaf mute. Look at her.’

Master de Aquila threw me a glance. I pretended I hadn’t noticed.

‘Blue eyes, fair hair, skin as pale as a statue,’ Fra Clement went on. ‘She looks more Dutch than a Dutchwoman. She’ll pass unnoticed in the city, which is more than you can do, mark my words.’

‘Bah! Too skinny. She’s just another mouth to feed.’

‘I’ll subsidise her keep, if that’s what you’re worried about,’ said Fra Clement. ‘I owe her father that, at least. We all do.’

‘Nonsense,’ the old man grumbled. ‘It’s not the money I mind. It’s having a girl around the place.’

‘If you ask me, you could do with her civilising presence.’ Fra Clement gazed around the room, one eyebrow raised ever so slightly. ‘I’ve seen cleaner stables.’

‘Since my wife died, it’s been only men living here.’

‘You forget, Joseph, that there are only men in monasteries and we manage perfectly well.’

‘Of course,’ said the printer, ‘but you are all saints.’

They laughed.


So I was to be a housekeeper for a pack of grotty men. Well, Father, I thought, this is what it’s come to. Instead of our great adventure in the courts and salons of Europe, I’m to spend the rest of my life doing the only tasks for which I am completely unprepared. Sweeping the grate, scrubbing cauldrons, washing ink-stains out of grubby shirts — mucking out the pigsty, for all I know.

So much for all those years of painful study, reading at night by the stub of a candle, getting slashed over the knuckles for an incorrect declension or failing to spot an error in one of Father’s essays. So much for his fine ideals: ‘A woman can learn as much as a man,’ he’d say, ‘and perhaps put it to better use. You are my greatest experiment, Isabella, ma bella,’ with a smile over the edge of his book.

‘Girl!’ My new master beckoned.

I hoped he didn’t expect me to prepare food. I only knew how to eat it.

‘Girl!’

Ah, but of course. I should curtsey, or something. He was looking at me as if I were a halfwit. Perhaps he was right.

‘Can you read Greek?’ he asked, this time in French.

I stared at him as if … as if I really were a halfwit.

‘Can’t you speak at all?’ he snapped.

‘Yes, sir. My Greek is adequate, I suppose.’ I tried a curtsey and nearly stumbled.

‘Adequate for what?’ asked Fra Clement, more kindly.

‘I corrected the manuscript of my father’s edition of Herodotus last year.’

‘Hmm,’ snorted Master de Aquila. ‘Then he had it printed in Venice! I would have given my right arm to publish it. But he wouldn’t listen to reason.’


‘I know,’ I said. ‘I read all his letters. In fact, I usually replied to you on his behalf.’

The printer glared at me. Perhaps I shouldn’t have mentioned Herodotus.

‘But you were to have his next work,’ I went on. ‘He told me that.’

Master de Aquila’s face lit up like sunrise. ‘Indeed? Where is it?’

But he must have already known the answer.

‘Somewhere at the bottom of the sea, I fear, sir.’ My voice barely wavered as I said it.

‘How old are you?’

‘Sixteen.’

‘So old?’ He peered into my face. ‘And not yet betrothed?’

I cast my eyes down towards the floor. ‘My father did not wish me to marry.’

‘What nonsense,’ he said. ‘Let me see your hands.’

I held them out, willing the fingers not to tremble.

‘Clean enough, I suppose.’

‘For goodness’ sake, Joseph,’ Fra Clement cried. ‘She’s a scholar’s daughter, not a milkmaid.’

‘Can’t be too careful,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘And your other languages?’

‘My written Italian is far from perfect,’ I admitted, ‘but I’ve understood every word you’ve said this morning.’

At this Fra Clement let out a roar of laughter. ‘You see?’ He slapped the older man on the shoulder. ‘The girl knows more languages than any other woman in Europe — and she understands how to stay silent in all of them.’

‘Very well,’ said Master de Aquila grudgingly. ‘You can stay.’
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IN WHICH AN ORPHAN FINDS WORK



At first, my duties were simple.

I didn’t have to cook all the time. A woman called Gerda came in the afternoons to prepare the final meal of the day, which meant I only had to set out bread, herrings and cheese for breakfast for Master de Aquila, myself and Gerda’s son, Willem, who slept in a shed out the back and worked as the master’s apprentice. Other men came after daybreak and plodded up the stairs to the printing workshop, nodding to me as they passed. None of them seemed surprised to find me there on that first morning.

Gerda was a brisk woman with bright blue eyes and yellow hair, just like her son. But as I didn’t speak Dutch and she didn’t speak anything else, we simply smiled at each other and I tried not to get in the way. She taught me how to prepare the vegetables and fish for broth — by demonstrating first, and then grunting ferociously at me as I tried it for myself — so that I could feed the household on Sundays when she was at chapel or busy feeding her younger children. Cooking’s not very hard, as it turns out. I don’t know why people make so much fuss about it.

Gerda brought me clothes, too, once worn by a daughter now married and fat. They were peasant clothes, of rough material and dull colours; sensible attire for my new life. No more lace collars or taffeta gowns. No more silk slippers. I learned how to bind up my hair tightly and tuck it under the soft white cap; how to lace the bodice firmly, and push up my sleeves so they stayed clean; how to walk in the leather and wooden clogs without falling over.

In the middle of the day, I worked as a secretary. Master de Aquila called me to come up the staircase when he was ready, and I worked in his office, at a tiny table set up especially for me. He sat either at a desk, where he worked on his correspondence and bills of sale, or at a flat proofreading table under the window. As the place was both a publishing house and a print workshop, the office was overrun with manuscripts coming in and completed books going out. Stacks of blank paper piled up against every wall, and on each shelf and table were pages and pages of written manuscript to be marked up for the printers.

Willem brought me the printed pages to be checked, straight from the press. At first these were easy enough, in familiar Latin or Greek, so that I could run my eyes over the lines quickly, scribble down any corrections and send them back without holding up the printing press for too long.

‘You have a keen eye,’ Master de Aquila said at the end of the first day.

‘My father taught me, just as other men teach boys.’

‘He trained you well,’ he said.


I shrugged. ‘He had little choice, with no sons and little money for a secretary.’

‘He must have been proud of you.’

‘Perhaps,’ I said. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Of course he was,’ said Master de Aquila gruffly. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

I bowed my head so he wouldn’t see my tears. He left me alone in the afternoon light.

In the evening, Willem tried to teach me about his trade and my new home. He knew a few words of French, and we stumbled through a long, disjointed conversation in English, French, Dutch and something in between.

‘Why have you come here?’ he asked.

‘I was lost … I lost my father.’

‘I heard,’ Willem said, nodding. ‘But why were you sailing here?’

I shrugged. ‘My father had friends in the city. Then we were supposed to join some other English exiles in Breda and … Actually, I don’t know what we were going to do there, but Father hoped there would be some place for him.’

‘You’re too young to be an exile.’

‘But that is what I am,’ I said. ‘London isn’t safe at the moment, especially for those who don’t agree with Parliament. Even the King has left.’

‘You are a troublemaker,’ he teased. ‘Anyone can see that.’

I smiled. ‘My father was outspoken. He asked too many questions, and — let’s just say we decided to leave.’

‘You escaped?’ Willem’s smile grew even wider. ‘Was it exciting?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘It was horrible.’


‘Perhaps one day you will go home.’

I could tell he meant to be kind, but the idea of going home — alone — seemed so impossible, almost ghostly, that it only hurt me more.

‘England is not my home any longer. I have no money, nothing.’

‘You are stuck here with me, then.’ He winked. ‘And the old man.’

‘So it would seem.’

Master de Aquila didn’t appear to be listening. He read as he ate, just as my father had always done, peering at the pages, writing notes in the margin of a manuscript, oblivious to everything else around him.

‘Your King — is he rich?’ asked Willem.

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Perhaps you should go find him,’ he suggested. ‘If you need money …’

‘He hasn’t even got a crown of his own, I’m afraid,’ I said.

Willem chuckled.

Master de Aquila slammed his papers down on the table. ‘Leave the poor girl alone,’ he snapped. ‘Can’t you see you’re making it worse?’

Willem reddened. ‘Sorry.’

‘It’s all right, really,’ I said.

Master de Aquila stared at me. ‘I understand you, child. I know how it is to leave your home, your country, in the dead of night, to lose those you love.’

I glanced down at the table, unable to speak.

‘As long as you are under my roof,’ he announced, ‘I will keep you safe.’ He clipped Willem across the ear. ‘And so will this fool.’

Then he stomped up the stairs to his library and shut the door.


 

As the days passed, I grew used to the rhythms of the household, to the thudding of the press and the murmur of men’s voices in the workshop. In the late afternoons, I sat in my bedchamber and stared out of the window — down at the women in the square, or the passing boats on the canal; the trees, rank green water and sky; and my own face in the glass.

I spent long dreary hours there, listening. I was not used to living in a city, but this one seemed too quiet. I remembered how, just a few weeks before, I’d complained about the noise of London at night. Now I realised it had merely sounded alive, with the cries of the boatmen on the river, the nightwatch, and the  market-cart wheels screeching on cobblestones. Laughter spilled out of lit windows and there was always a hint of music in the air.

At night, here, the house and the square were still. The press was quiet; the men all went home. Willem fell asleep by the kitchen fire, and Master de Aquila worked or read in his library. Beyond the yellow halo of my candle there was only grey light darkening to black in the corners of the room. Scrubbed floorboards, dark walls, an iron bed and the square chair on which I sat upright — my feet firmly on the floor, hands in my lap — staring at the candle, the fire, the candle.

I wondered vaguely where the rest of me had gone: the Isabella who had argued philosophy over breakfast and walked in the wildflower meadows and laughed at Justinian Jonson; the Isabella whose pen had drafted fiery treatises on everything from religious persecution to the welfare of the poor; the Isabella who kissed her father’s hair every night and whispered goodnight.


I explored the dark regions of my heart; discovered every morning, every hour, how it felt to be alone. An orphan. I am an orphan. I whispered it over and over. I said it aloud so I could hear the sound of it, the truth of it.

Every so often, I grew restless or uncomfortable or sick to death of the thoughts crackling in my head. I stood up, gazed about me, looking for something — anything — different or interesting or comforting. There was nothing. I sat down again.

Late one night, my infernal sitting, standing, gazing, sitting routine was interrupted by a loud crash in the hallway. I threw a shawl around my shoulders and peeked out of the door. Willem was on one knee, scrambling to gather up reams of printed sheets he had dropped on the bare floorboards.

‘What are you doing, at this hour?’ I asked.

‘Nothing,’ he said.

‘What do you mean, nothing?’

‘Just never mind.’

‘Are you stealing?’ I whispered, horrified.

He stood up straight. ‘No, I am not! How dare you?’

‘Shhh!’ I hissed. ‘All right, then. But what are they?’

‘None of your business.’ He bent again to pick up the scattered papers.

I took a step forward. ‘Here, let me help you.’

‘Leave it!’

My retort was cut off by Master de Aquila, who appeared in his nightgown and cap at the end of the hallway.

‘Who are we to argue, Mistress Hawkins, if Willem wishes to complete his day’s work many hours after he should?’ he said.

‘But —’

‘Go back to your bed, child. Leave him to his folly.’


I turned away, throwing a last glance at the papers — pamphlets, by the look of them. I closed the door behind me and heard a slap as Master de Aquila’s hand connected with Willem’s head.

‘Ow!’

‘Fool!’

I smiled. Those two bickered like sparrows all day and, it would seem, half the night.

It took forever to get to sleep, the silence broken every few minutes by the sound of Willem’s feet thumping along the hall, lugging armfuls of paper God knows where. I lay in my bed and tried not to think about ruby red curtains and Italian glass, about summer fruit and puddings, about Nanny at her sister’s house in Cheapside, about Newgate prison and the cloisters of Cambridge and waves — there were always waves.

 

After a week or two, I gathered together the shreds of my courage and peeked inside the workshop. The ink-spattered press stood in the centre like an altar around which everyone and everything revolved. Long, low benches, strewn with piles of paper, lay in lines on either side, while reams of new paper sat waiting against the walls. Two of the men leaned over the freshly printed pages, sorting and collating. Another wiped down the wooden press, ready to take another sheet. Willem was standing by, waiting for something.

He saw me and waved. ‘In, in.’

Everyone except Master de Aquila stopped what they were doing and looked up at me.

Willem ran over and took my hand. ‘Come.’

In our shared mongrel language, he showed me how the pages were made, one by one, each as perfect as the next. He pointed out all the men — their names and their tasks. They each nodded to me, and went back to work.

In a corner of the room, Master de Aquila and his assistant, Paul, quickly selected the metal type from a series of drawers above the composing desk. Paul slotted the letters into a thing called a stick to make a line of text, and then assembled a page’s worth of sticks into a frame.

‘See? Simple,’ he said.

I put out my hand and ran a fingertip along the cold, sharp letters. ‘They are backwards.’

Paul nodded. ‘Like a mirror,’ he said. ‘Watch, now.’

It was Willem’s job to clamp the heavy frame — forme, he called it — tight and carry it to the press, where it fitted in to be inked and then pressed down onto the paper waiting below it.

Master de Aquila lifted the handle on the press, whisked out the sheet and handed it over for me to check, as if I had been part of his workshop for years. Of course the letters all came out the right way around and the right way up, but I stared at them stupidly, as if I’d never seen a page of print before.

Paul grinned. ‘Magic.’

I took the sheet back to the office to check and, instead of waiting for Willem to come looking for me, took the corrections back into the workshop myself. Nobody looked up this time.

They didn’t notice me later, delivering piles of corrected proofs to Master de Aquila, or the next day when he called me in to work beside him at the collation table. We stood side by side, shuffling papers and compiling greater and greater sheaves of loose sheets to go to the bookbinder, with the press thumping behind us and the other men murmuring quietly as they set the type, inked and cut.

These were English pages, from a Bible in Latin and English commissioned by one of the King’s courtiers, who had fled the war and was holed up somewhere in Holland. The new Bible in English, instead of the traditional Latin, was very fashionable now, said Master de Aquila — everyone simply must have a copy, even those who couldn’t read.

 

From that day on, I spent my mornings in the office, every afternoon in the workshop, and the early evenings reading in my room or by the fire in the kitchen. All through the winter, in this house of dark wooden hallways, flagstone floors so cold your feet froze, and grimy windows too high to clean, only the workshop felt warm — alive. The press thudded like a heartbeat through all our days.

Books arrived from all over Europe every week, fresh from the presses of Basel or Venice, or dug up from a monastery somewhere, dusty with centuries of neglect. My master didn’t care. He unwrapped each one with a mixture of dignity and excitement, carefully untying the strings and unfolding the thick brown paper. Sometimes the books were wrapped in cast-off printed leaves, and he saved these, too, to study later to discover the fault that marred each page; as if knowing other printers’ mistakes would help him avoid the same errors himself.

He examined each book with infinite care, pointing out to us the watermarks and typefaces, exclaiming over a new colophon or some obscure innovation in binding. He made Willem feel the paper between thumb and forefinger, and guess its weight and stock.

I noticed a few familiar names on the title pages: John Milton or René Descartes; acquaintances of my father, and men to whom I had written from another life.

If my master purchased a particularly fine specimen, he waited to unwrap it with Fra Clement in a solemn unveiling ceremony. Clement, he told me, was as mad about books as anyone he’d ever met, and collected one or two precious volumes every month.

‘Every month!’ I exclaimed.

‘Amazing, is it not?’

‘Monks must be well-paid,’ said Willem.

‘Manna from Heaven, perhaps,’ I said, and Willem snorted.

‘Stop your blasphemy, you two,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘Clement merely has a good eye.’

‘And a fat purse,’ Willem whispered.

I grinned at him, but Master de Aquila had heard, and Willem’s smile vanished as he was slapped on the back of the head.

‘Ow!’

‘Back to work, boy.’

One afternoon, our master called me in to witness, with Fra Clement, the unwrapping of a copy of the infamous Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, which had arrived from a bookseller in Venice. It wasn’t like any book I had ever seen, with the type arranged in different ways across the page — like a vase turned upside down, or on other pages in a single column — and the words themselves a strange mixture of many languages.

I laughed aloud. ‘It’s glorious,’ I said.

Master de Aquila beamed. ‘From the Aldine Press, the greatest of them all. Only think — this book is nearly a hundred and fifty years old and the printing still as clear as daylight.’

‘Astonishing,’ said Fra Clement, although he merely glanced at the book itself.

‘You are not impressed?’ said Master de Aquila. ‘Perhaps you don’t approve of the content. But it is the printing we admire.’

‘Your eye is more expert in such matters,’ said Fra Clement.

‘Then let me show you something truly wonderful.’


Master de Aquila reached under his desk and pulled out a long, polished wooden box. Inside was something wrapped in velvet, which he removed slowly, reverently, to reveal a scroll of painted parchment.

‘Do not be offended, but today I wish to show you something from my own faith.’

‘What is it?’ I asked.

‘It is the Torah of Seville.’

I swear Fra Clement gasped.

Master de Aquila unrolled it a little so we could see the finely drawn Hebrew lettering, and the lapis blue and carnelian flowers painted on the velvet wrap.

‘You bought this?’ I said.

‘Let us say I rescued it. These scrolls cannot belong to one man. They belong to a community. People would have sacrificed a great deal to pay for someone to create this. Those people are all gone now; all the Jews were exiled from Spain hundreds of years ago. But I will keep it safe. Perhaps, one day, this Torah can return home.’

‘Spain will never allow it,’ said Fra Clement.

Master de Aquila shrugged. ‘Never is a long time. That is one lesson we can learn from the peoples of the desert and their great books. Exiles, conquests — these things pass, they come and go over the centuries. Who are we to say what will happen in generations to come?’

‘Perhaps you are right.’ Fra Clement bent down to examine the lettering. ‘You are a lucky man, my friend. You have so many treasures.’

‘I am indeed.’

‘And I, too,’ said Fra Clement. ‘Although I am a poor monk, and have no need of possessions, I am blessed with your friendship.’


He straightened up. ‘I can’t read Hebrew, of course, but this is precious in anyone’s language.’

‘Thank you, Clement. You are a man of great taste.’

Fra Clement inclined his head graciously, but his eyes never left the scroll.

 

Master de Aquila squirrelled the books away in his library. Eventually, the dull ones ended up in the reception room downstairs, in which he and I had first met. It looked different now, though. I had dusted it and scrubbed the floor, and arranged all the volumes alphabetically, by title, on the shelves. Then I began at ‘A’ and started reading. I didn’t mind that they were books for which Master de Aquila felt no great love. They soothed my mind; and, anyway, sometimes it was the binding or the printing of which he disapproved, not the words within.

By the time I read through to the letter ‘G’, we had grown into one another like a tree and a sapling, my master and I. He could pass me pages without a word and I knew his mind, his heart — knew exactly what to do.

Later, the pages became more difficult, in languages I didn’t know, so that all I could do was check the shapes of the individual letters against the original and hope for the best. I knew my master would have approved the words before they went into the workshop, but I had no idea what they meant.

‘This,’ he would say, ‘is the law of my people. These pages are the Mishnah. From the old Babylonian Talmud. The Talmud and the Torah are our holiest texts.’

The pages were different to any I had seen before, with notes printed in margins and at the foot of each page.

‘Commentary,’ Master de Aquila explained. ‘Many wise men have debated these laws, so we print the debates alongside the original word.’

‘But if it is the law, how can there be so much disagreement?’

He chuckled. ‘Think of it as exploration rather than disagreement. These are very ancient words, and, over the centuries, the world has become a different place. The rabbis look at the law with fresh eyes, and sometimes it takes on new meanings. But rather than just amend the law and forget the old ways, we print the old and the new together.’

‘How strange.’

‘Not to me. It is our tradition. In England, the way things are, you’d have to print new laws every year. But perhaps then people forget the original intent of a law.’

‘I don’t think much of the laws in England,’ I said.

‘With good reason.’

I looked more closely at the pages. ‘Are these laws any better?’

‘They are different. As different as people. That’s all.’

‘Is it permitted for us to print this?’ I asked.

‘Not exactly,’ he said. ‘But that’s a good example of a law that needs to change — and change it will, one day, just as the world is transformed all over again.’

‘I’m not confident that will ever happen.’

‘Believe it,’ he said.

‘Once I did — as did my father. But now I’m not so sure.’

‘Look around you, Isabella.’ He pointed to the dozens of new books piled on the office floor. ‘Look at what we are creating with our new technology. It is a revolution. The world cannot help but change. You must see that.’

‘Perhaps,’ I conceded. ‘But that doesn’t mean I want to risk my life shouting it from the rooftops.’


‘Someone must.’

‘Not me,’ I said. ‘Those times are past.’

‘You sound like an old woman.’

‘I feel like one.’

‘It will pass.’

He let it rest there, thank goodness. Like those letters on the page, Master de Aquila’s meanings were sometimes mysterious to me, even as we grew closer. But his moods were unpredictable. Occasionally, when I handed back my proofread sheets or written notes, he’d grumble or snap or find fault with my grammar; but other times he laughed out loud if I’d caught an error by a particularly pompous author or found fault in a foolish customer.

Just as I discovered more about my master, and found my way about his house and the workshop, so, too, I learned about the city and its language. Master de Aquila sent me on errands — at first to the market or the fishmonger, then later to carry messages to one of the booksellers near the Exchange or his colleagues in printing houses along the Herengracht. As the months passed, I grew used to the streets and canals, the women in the market and the maids hanging washing in the back lanes, the elderly booksellers and bluff printers, my master and his men and my new life.

The booksellers and printers and my master and his men all got used to me, too. Many were Spanish Jews, like my master; others were German or Venetian or even Swiss; all of them attracted to this merchant centre where people from all over the world gathered to trade, deal, negotiate, buy and sell — and print.

Amsterdam was a place of safety for renegades of all kinds: adventurers, intellectuals, dissidents, pilgrims and men with more money than sense. Only the Roman Catholics were not welcome, as the city turned its back on the Pope and shrugged off the hand of the Church. But Amsterdam had opened its gates to Jews expelled from Spain and Portugal, to bankers from Bern, to Irish ship captains and English preachers, and to me — the orphan from the sea. Outsiders, we were, all of us, in a Europe being remade by war and the discovery of new worlds beyond the seas.

 

On Friday nights, my master kept Shabbat by himself, upstairs in his library, with the candles lit. Willem and I sat downstairs in the kitchen, listening to him sing and mutter to himself.

‘I am not a good Jew,’ he told us one Friday. ‘A Jew without family, a Jew without a country, must give thanks alone.’

He wasn’t a very good Jew, so far as I could tell. We all ate the same foods and he never worried if it were pure; he ate no more or less than usual on the Sabbath. We all worked on Saturdays, but he gave the men a day off on Sundays, so they could give thanks to their own God. He dressed modestly, but without the trappings of a devout man. He wore his hair and beard long because he couldn’t be bothered cutting them, and wore a cap at all times just so his head would stay warm — or so he said.

On some religious holidays, he went to his colleague Simon’s house. They had been friends, he said, as children in Córdoba. Simon was a master printer, too, but he specialised in maps: beautiful creations for those who collected such things, and workaday charts for sea captains and sailors. He often called in to our workshop, too, and admired Master de Aquila’s latest masterpieces.

Occasionally, my master went out after dark — to a meeting to plan the building of a new synagogue, he told me. But mostly he kept to himself, and so did I. All day we worked, and after work there was silence.


Willem visited Gerda on Sunday afternoons, and often went out with his friends in the evenings. On Sundays I stayed in my bedchamber, or by the fire in the kitchen, alone. I didn’t pray any more, didn’t go to church in the city with the others.

On Thursdays, Fra Clement came to supper, and the two men retired to the library afterwards to talk. Their conversations were serious, their voices a continuous low growl. There was none of the laughter and teasing that went on between Master de Aquila and Simon. They were always arguing about something or other: the Pope had excommunicated someone for looking too closely at the night sky; or some duke had expelled a philosopher from his court because he hadn’t liked the man’s new book. I paid no attention. I’d heard similar arguments many times before.

Willem always left the house on Thursday nights.

‘Where on earth are you going at this hour?’ I asked him one winter’s evening. ‘It’s freezing.’

‘Out,’ he said.

‘Where?’

‘Anywhere.’

‘Why do you always leave when Fra Clement is due?’

He glared at me. ‘What’s it to you?’

‘Just wondered.’

He shrugged.

‘You must admit it’s rather pointed,’ I said.

He glanced at the door and then dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘I don’t trust him.’

‘Why?’

‘Don’t like him.’

‘He seems all right to me.’

‘He’s a Catholic,’ said Willem.


‘As is half the world.’

‘The wrong half. He’s a Papist. He belongs in Rome, not here.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ I said. ‘He’s probably never been to Rome.’

‘Maybe. But he doesn’t belong in Amsterdam — this is a God-fearing city.’

Willem’s blue eyes had brightened with the same zeal that had illuminated those Puritan faces back in England. Yet I couldn’t stop myself laughing.

‘Are you suggesting that a monk doesn’t fear God?’ I said.

He threw his cloak around his shoulders. ‘I’m not arguing theology with a girl. I don’t trust him, that’s all, and nor should you. Don’t stick your nose into matters you don’t understand.’

He nodded a farewell. I bowed my head.

‘I won’t,’ I assured him. ‘Obviously it is all too complex for me.’

 

If he were at home alone, Master de Aquila worked well into the night. One evening, I warmed some wine and toasted cheese for a late supper. When I knocked and pushed open the door, he jumped as if I were the city watchman.

‘It’s you, child. You gave me a fright.’

‘Forgive me.’ I put the tray down carefully on his proofreading table. God help me if I spilled any wine on the fresh pages. ‘You’re working late, sir.’ I poured him a goblet. ‘You don’t sleep. You’re as bad as my father.’

‘I’m too old to sleep,’ he said. He stared up at the window, as if he could see into the darkness. ‘There’s so little time left to me, Isabella, and so much to finish.’

‘You won’t get it done any faster if you’re worn out,’ I said. ‘At least eat something.’

‘Don’t fuss, child.’


I crossed my arms and stood, waiting, until he put out his hand for the plate.

‘You have your supper, I’ll work on these pages,’ I suggested.

‘I’m afraid you can’t help me with this,’ he said. ‘These are not letters you will be able to translate.’

At his elbow sat dozens and dozens of printed sheets, but next to them was an even higher pile: the handwritten manuscript pages yet to be set and imprinted. All were covered in a close Hebrew script; the characters moving to the left across the page.

‘I haven’t seen this manuscript in the workshop.’ I moved closer. ‘What is it?’

‘This is my great work,’ he whispered. ‘A Hebrew Bible, with an English translation.’ He smiled at the pile of paper as if they were old friends. ‘I have been working on it for many years now. There is no money in it, of course, but it’s no matter. I do it because I can — because it needs to be done.’

‘Has anyone translated it into English before?’ I asked.

He nodded. ‘But none like this. You see? I am printing the passages side by side in the two languages, so you can read them together, and learn from both. A friend is making the translation, but both his mind and my press operate much more slowly than they once did. I print it in small batches, when I am able, when our commercial work allows.’

He held up a sheet to the light. I could see at a glance where he had marked corrections, where the letters differed from the written master copy on his desk — a stroke there, the angle of a curve here. The printed pages were dotted with tiny engravings, perfect little representations of the words, and in the margins were footnotes and annotations, all precisely ordered and numbered with Arabic numerals in red. I knew that my master was creating something beautiful, to the glory of his God, in ink that could never be erased, would never run down the page in the rain — words that could only ever be destroyed by men, or by flames.

‘Is it …’ My voice dropped low. ‘Is it allowed?’

He smiled. ‘Here in Amsterdam we Jews are welcome, and a book such as this, which allows men of different religions to comprehend each other’s faith, should meet with approval, at least in scholarly circles.’

‘And in other cities? Other circles?’

‘In Rome or Spain, I could burn for it. There, it is a crime for a non-Christian to print books of faith at all, let alone in Hebrew. Even in London —’ He slapped the page down on top of the pile on his desk. ‘I don’t know why I ever showed it to you. A moment of vanity. Now that you know, you can help me check the English sheets. But you must not tell anyone what you have seen.’

I flinched at the sudden change in his voice. ‘I won’t — I promise.’

‘Simon knows, of course. He’s helping me print it. But not another living soul.’

‘Nobody would wish to harm you, Master.’

‘Perhaps not,’ he said. ‘Yet we are never truly safe.’

‘What do you mean?’

He rubbed his eyes. ‘Be off now. I’m tired.’

I left him then, poring over his papers and muttering, as men do when their minds are uneasy.

But I paid no heed to his words. Instead I sat by the fire, wrapped tight in my quilt, and thought no more about it — God help me.
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IN WHICH A MESSENGER IS ANOINTED



Those first few months were good for me. When life is quiet and ordered, there is little space for the chaos of grief; and there is nothing in the world so ordered as the regular thud of the press, the shuffle of pages, the click of type, the scratch of a nib. The only disordered thing in the household was my master’s temper.

‘Isabella!’ His voice thundered down the staircase.

By the time I reached his office, he was grumbling with impatience. ‘Where have you been? My grandmother moves more quickly than you.’

‘Perhaps your grandmother would like to come and wait upon you, then.’

‘If angels fly, then it may be possible,’ he said. ‘Even from her grave she would be less trouble than you. Not so cheeky, either. Now, I have a message to be taken to Fra Clement — he is staying with a friend in the city.’


‘Yes, Master.’

‘Give the message to no one but Fra Clement. Speak to no one else on the way there or back. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, of course.’

He handed me a sealed letter. ‘It’s the red house on Keizersgracht, next to the mansion with those ridiculous heads all over the façade.’

‘I know the one.’

‘Go quickly, then. And remember —’

‘Don’t speak to anyone.’ I tucked the letter into my sleeve. ‘I know.’ It was always the same.

It was cold out. The wind needled my face until my head ached. I clutched my heavy cloak tightly about me and walked as fast as I could, alongside the canal and over the bridge. The sounds of the city were clear as a choir this morning: the wooden soles of my shoes clattering on the cobblestones; gulls shrieking over scraps; chestnut vendors shouting in the square; and the eternal pounding of hammers and chisels.

Everywhere, stone masons and carpenters built new houses for merchants along the canals, so they could row quickly from their front doors to their ships moored in the port or the vast warehouses on the quay.

Every week, it seemed, another ship docked and unloaded a cargo of goods so precious that guards, brandishing pikes, stood along the wharf. Other ships spirited whole villages away forever to the new colonies in the Americas. For those were the great years of Amsterdam, the Venice of the north. Its merchants sailed across the globe, trading spices from the East, furs from the American colonies, jewels from the Indies or slaves from Africa for bolts of cloth, barrels of herring and yellow grain from the Baltic.

It was said there was more sugar in Amsterdam than in the rest of the whole world, although my master never saw fit to buy very much of it. The fabulous wealth of the Golden Age passed us by. We lived frugally on fish, eggs, bread and a few vegetables, unless Fra Clement or Simon came for supper. Then, there’d be a flurry of shopping and Gerda and I would slave over the fire, stirring pots of thick fish soup and turning chickens on the spit. Gerda baked turkey pies and buns studded with currants, and I fetched bowls of raisins from the pantry. Those precious raisins had come all the way from Siena, to somehow find themselves in a stone pitcher on a shelf in Amsterdam, waiting to be served to an Italian monk and a Spanish Jew — by an English orphan and a Dutch widow. It was a remarkable world. I had never thought about it before. An odd world — dangerous and unforgiving — but remarkable all the same.

I always presumed that most of my master’s messages, with which I scurried all over town, were merely supper invitations. But perhaps not. He always made them seem so mysterious and urgent. Yet what secrets could the Spanish Jew and Italian monk possibly share? I was tempted, for once, to peek at the contents of the letter I carried. Instead I pushed my curiosity away, tucked my hands under my cloak and trudged on.

Fra Clement was nowhere to be found. I waited on the doorstep of the red house until the midday bells rang, then began to trace my steps home. As I neared the market, I glimpsed a familiar scarlet cloak just inside the door of one of the coffee houses that opened onto the square.

‘Fra Clement!’

He turned, startled. He sat at a small table with a pasty-faced man in a black coat and dusty hat.

‘Isabella,’ he said graciously. ‘I didn’t know you frequented coffee houses — you are such an unusual young lady.’


‘I saw you from the street,’ I said. ‘I have a message.’

Fra Clement flicked his hand at the man sitting opposite him, who stood, pushed his chair back, bowed and walked off.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean to interrupt you and your friend.’

‘Not a friend — merely an acquaintance. Please, take a seat.’

I looked around me. Fra Clement was right. This was not really the sort of place where respectable young ladies — or respectable monks, for that matter — would normally come. It was a place of merchants, where the talk was all of business and cargoes, of prices and profits.

‘Never mind, you’re here now,’ he said, motioning to the proprietor. ‘You may as well try some of this new drink — chocolate, it’s called. Fresh from the New World, and quite delicious.’

‘If you are sure it’s all right.’

‘Goodness gracious, child. You’re with a man of God. What could be more decorous?’

While Fra Clement read the letter from my master, a man brought us two tiny cups of dark brown liquid. I sniffed at mine.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Fra Clement. ‘It’s quite harmless. You have to mix sugar into it, though. Here.’

He took a tiny wooden box from his bag, unlocked it and pushed it across the table. I spooned some sugar into the cup.

‘And another,’ he said, smiling.

‘I don’t like to —’

‘Please, Isabella,’ he said. ‘Take as much as you like.’

I tipped another spoonful into the cup and stirred it carefully. The contents looked like mud. I took a tentative sip. My mouth suddenly filled with sensation — a warmth and sweetness I had never dreamed existed. I laughed out loud.


‘At last,’ said Fra Clement, grinning. ‘I had feared we would never see you smile again.’

‘That’s incredible,’ I said. My mouth tingled. ‘How do they make it?’

‘I have no idea.’

‘I must get the recipe. Wait until I tell Master de Aquila.’

‘You have been a great help to him,’ said Fra Clement. ‘He’s lucky to have you. One of my better ideas, I think.’

‘I’m grateful to have a home, a place to sleep, enough to eat,’ I said.

‘And books.’

I smiled. ‘Of course.’

‘Special books, some of them,’ he said, returning my smile with a conspiratorial one of his own.

I nodded. ‘I’m re-reading Utopia at present — or, at least, I’m trying to. I don’t get much spare time.’

‘That’s not what I meant,’ said Fra Clement. ‘I was referring to the more sacred, secret books that dwell in that house.’

‘Secret? I’m not sure that I understand.’

Tell no one, my master had said. Not even his close friend?

Fra Clement merely smiled at my confusion. ‘It’s all right, Isabella. No need to be alarmed.’ He patted my arm. ‘Surely you realise that Master de Aquila and I have no secrets from each other.’

I sighed, relieved.

‘Have you seen it, too, then?’ I asked.

‘Which one, child?’

‘The Hebrew Bible — the English version. The translation wasn’t particularly accurate, so far as I can tell, but it should turn out quite nicely. I’ve been working on it.’


‘You see how lucky your master is? Indeed, we all are, to have you in our midst.’

It seemed an odd thing to say to a girl who had lost everything, but I supposed he meant well.

‘And yet,’ he continued, ‘I do worry for him.’

The smile slid from my face. ‘Why?’

‘He is passionate, perhaps a little foolhardy.’

Those were not words I would ever have applied to Master de Aquila.

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ I said.

Fra Clement paused, perhaps to choose the right words. ‘He has these … ideas.’

‘Surely that’s not a bad thing?’

‘Generally, no … but some ideas are dangerous for those who believe in them, write them down — or print them.’

‘Nobody knows that better than I do,’ I said sharply.

‘Exactly,’ he said. ‘Forgive me if I trespass on your sorrows. But perhaps you will understand why I feel the need to protect your master from his more unorthodox enthusiasms?’

I nodded. I understood that perfectly.

‘Then I hope you will help me in this.’

‘Of course.’

‘Bless you, Mistress Hawkins.’ He tapped the tabletop lightly. ‘Please excuse me for just one moment.’ He stood up. ‘Finish your chocolate — I must conclude some business.’

He motioned to the man in the black coat, who, I now saw, stood waiting near the door. They stepped outside, where the sunlight slanted through bare trees onto the red of Fra Clement’s cloak.

He had left the letter sitting on the table. I flicked at it with one finger so that it spun around. And again. I glanced outside. The two men had moved out of sight.

I slid one finger under the fold of the letter and gently eased it open. Master de Aquila’s unmistakable scrawl filled the page.


The authorities have banned the philosophies of Descartes, he wrote in French. Surely something can be done. You understand, Clement, unlike other men of the Roman faith, that the ideas of men do not question God but pay homage to Him. Only by His grace do we possess the faculty of thought and the ability to question. I beg you, write to Rome — to anyone you know — and urge them to reverse this ridiculous decree. For what do we strive, in our world of the book, than …



So that was it. All these secret messages were part of the same struggle for freedom, for ideas, that had consumed my father.

I felt a breeze on my cheek as the door opened and Fra Clement waved farewell to his friend. I slid the folded letter back across the table, drained that gorgeous liquid from my cup, and took my leave.

 

That evening, over supper, I asked my master about Descartes. ‘I heard a rumour in the city,’ I lied, ‘that his new book has been banned by the Pope.’

He raised an eyebrow.

‘The Pope is an evil, evil man,’ said Willem.

‘He is a tyrant,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘But all popes are.’

‘He will perish in the fires of —’


Master de Aquila looked at him. ‘Have I taught you nothing, boy?’

‘But, Master —’

‘There may be great evils in the world. There may even be evil men —’

‘Then God will judge them,’ said Willem.

‘He may, but not you,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘Not any man.’

‘It’s not logical,’ I said, ‘for anyone to assume that he knows God’s will. Not you, Willem, nor the Pope.’

They both stared at me.

Master de Aquila smiled. ‘Well said. But my young friend is astonished. He is not accustomed to women who speak their minds, even though he has a mother who never shuts up.’

‘Martin Luther says —’ Willem began.

‘Luther wrote many great things, but he had no idea about women,’ I said.

‘Or about Jews,’ Master de Aquila added.

‘Or about education,’ I said.

‘Ah ha!’ Master de Aquila slapped his hand on the table. ‘At last, the legendary Mistress Hawkins awakens and stirs. Beware, Willem. You are in the presence of England’s best-trained female mind since Queen Elizabeth.’

I blushed madly. ‘Nonsense.’

‘So you’re some kind of genius, eh?’ Willem said later, when Master de Aquila had retired to his library.

‘Don’t be absurd.’

‘I had no idea I was living in such exalted company.’

‘Our master exaggerates.’

‘Rarely,’ said Willem. ‘But perhaps in this case …’


I knew he was needling me, but my nerves felt scrubbed raw so I snapped back.

‘Descartes is — was — a friend of my father.’ My tone was snooty but I didn’t care. ‘I have spent my life until now in a different world — one of philosophy and ideas.’

‘Sounds thrilling.’

‘A life unconsidered is —’

‘Thank you, Mistress Socrates, I don’t need you to lecture me about the classical authors.’

‘Someone should,’ I retorted. ‘Then perhaps you’d pay less attention to narrow-minded preachers.’

It was his turn to blush. ‘I preferred you when you were crying in your room.’

 

If Fra Clement found me working alone in the office, he would sometimes ask how we were getting on with the Hebrew Bible translation. I meant to mention his interest to Master de Aquila, but my head was so full of my work, I forgot.

We worked on the Bible every week, just the two of us, when Willem was asleep or in the tavern. It was tedious work, checking the translation, but I didn’t mind — it was much better than letting my mind wander back to our house in Cambridge and springtime and warm beds and my father asleep in his chair by the fire on a late afternoon.

Then one day my master made an announcement that shoved the Hebrew Bible — and everything else — completely out of my mind.

He waited until Willem had gone to bed.

‘Isabella, we are to have a guest.’

‘Here?’


‘Where else?’

‘But we have no spare bedchambers,’ I said. ‘Is it someone important? They can have my room.’

He waved his hands. ‘There’s no need for sacrifice on your part. This is a very important guest, but I think we’ll need to make room for him in the attic.’

‘Up there?’ I said, incredulous. ‘With all those mice?’

‘He won’t need much space,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘But what he needs above all is privacy.’ He paused. ‘And a level of secrecy.’

A secret and important guest?

‘Who is it?’ I whispered the question automatically.

My master laughed. ‘There’s no need to take things quite so seriously. He’s a translator, that’s all.’

‘But —’

‘He will help me with the Hebrew Bible so that you can get on with other work.’

‘I see.’ I tried not to sound too miffed. After all, revising the Hebrew Bible was an exceedingly boring task. But the hours that we worked on it together, my master and I, were as tranquil as I ever felt in this new life of mine. ‘What’s the name of this translator?’

‘Don’t you worry about that.’

‘How long will he be with us?’

‘It’s hard to say.’

I waited a few moments. ‘Is that all?’

‘I’m afraid that’s all I can tell you, Isabella. You will need to take him his meals before Willem wakes and after he has gone to bed.’

‘You don’t really expect us to hide him from Willem?’

‘We must.’

‘But why?’


‘I’ve told you not to mention the Hebrew Bible to anyone. It’s work that must be done in dark corners — not in the workshop in the light of day — or we may all suffer for it.’

I blushed. Even my ears were hot. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘So I ask you to tell no one about this new translator. Promise me this?’

‘Not even Fra Clement?’

‘Especially not the good monk.’

‘I thought you trusted him,’ I said. ‘He told me there were no secrets between you.’

‘Really? When did he say that?’

My blush changed into a sudden chill that crept down my neck and along my backbone.

‘Ages ago.’

‘Hmm.’ Master de Aquila was looking at me far too closely for my liking. ‘Of course I trust him. He has been a good friend to us. But it’s better not to test any man’s loyalties too much.’

‘You’re very wise, Master.’

‘Or perhaps very foolish.’ He smiled and I relaxed a little. ‘Time will tell. But of your loyalty I have no doubt. I need you to help me.’

‘I will do whatever you ask.’ I hoped I wasn’t blushing any more.

‘I know,’ he said. ‘I was blessed the day you were brought to my house.’ He patted my hand. ‘Come, there’s much to be done. I need you to take a message to Simon — he, at least, must know that our guest is due.’

 

I hurried through the streets and alleyways, over narrow stone bridges across canals in which clots of ice bobbed and buckled. A frost-filled wind stabbed at my face, bringing tears to my eyes. I wiped them away fast, in case they froze on my cheeks. Clutched in one mitten was a long letter to Simon from Master de Aquila, carefully sealed with string and wax. I poked it into my apron waistband so I could rub my hands together.

Just as I thought I might actually die of cold, I found myself standing in front of the massive carved door at the front of Simon’s workshop. I knocked. No answer. There was no way I was standing outside waiting for him. I took the iron door handle in both hands, turned and pushed.

From the hallway, I heard the sound of someone rustling through papers in the downstairs office. I tapped lightly on the door. ‘Hello?’

‘Isabella!’ It was Fra Clement, hunched over Simon’s desk. ‘May I help you?’

‘Fra Clement — what are you doing here?’

‘God’s work, my dear.’ He put down a clutch of documents and straightened his cassock. ‘No business of yours.’

‘Of course,’ I said quickly. I scanned the room. ‘I’m sorry. I’m looking for Simon.’

‘He’s out, apparently. I was waiting for him myself.’

I started to edge out of the doorway. ‘I’ll come back later.’

‘In this weather?’ He glanced at the window and the driving sleet outside. ‘Nonsense. Have you brought Simon a message from your master? Shall I pass it on to him for you? Then you can run home and get warm.’

I hesitated.

‘Surely, after all these months, you have learned you may rely on me, Isabella?’

‘It’s not that, sir,’ I stuttered.

He smiled, and raised one hand as if to take a vow. A fat gold ring glimmered red in the light from the fireplace. ‘I solemnly promise I will not forget to pass on the message.’ Then he stretched his hand towards me.

‘It’s just …’

There was something odd in his smile, his gesture.

‘Actually, I’m not delivering anything,’ I said. ‘I’m here to collect a manuscript.’

I am not a convincing liar, but it seemed to work.

‘Then you must wait with me, it would seem, and we can greet Simon together on his return.’ Fra Clement made himself comfortable near the fireplace and began stoking the coals with a poker.

‘I have some other errands — I’ll finish those and come back later,’ I said.

I curtseyed awkwardly and backed into the hallway. In my rush to get away, cloak pulled down over my face, I collided with Simon on the street corner.

‘There you are, child,’ he said. ‘I was hoping to hear from you today.’

‘I brought a message, but Fra Clement — he’s in your house,’ I said. ‘Waiting for you.’

‘Do you still have the letter?’

‘Here.’ I shoved the roll of paper into the palm of his hand. He hid it quickly under his coat. ‘I didn’t — that is, Fra Clement, he offered —’

‘You did the right thing, Isabella.’

‘My master says that the friend you are expecting will arrive on Sunday.’

‘Good.’ He paused. ‘Did you tell Fra Clement about our … friend?’


‘Of course not,’ I said.

‘You’re a good girl.’

‘Don’t you trust him?’ I asked, slightly shocked at my own thoughts, my own words.

‘Not so loud.’ Simon lowered his head until it was close to mine. ‘Your master is the most optimistic of Jews. He trusts Catholic monks and Protestant printers. I am different. I have seen too much to trust anyone — present company excepted, of course.’ He patted my cheek and smiled. ‘Off you go, now. Tell that old rascal I’ll be along to see him in the morning.’

As I ran past him, into the next street, I heard him call out: ‘Ah, Clement, what are you doing loitering outside in this weather? Why aren’t you in by the fire?’

 

Our guest arrived late on Sunday evening, when Willem was out of the house. I answered the quiet knock on the kitchen door. Simon greeted me politely, but didn’t introduce the man who stood, muffled thickly against the cold, just behind him.

‘Is he in?’ Simon asked.

I nodded. ‘Upstairs.’

Simon said something in an unfamiliar language to the stranger and he bowed slightly to me. I smiled.

‘You are welcome here, sir.’ I said it in French but he didn’t reply. ‘Come in out of the cold.’

‘We’ll find our own way,’ Simon said. ‘But perhaps you could spare us some supper? Our friend has had a long journey.’

‘Of course. I’ll bring it up.’

By the time I had prepared the supper, Master de Aquila had shown our guest to his room in the attic.

‘Take it up, take it up! What are you waiting for? The poor man is half-starved.’ He waved me on up the rickety stairs to the very top of the house.

The stranger was unpacking, standing at a large table that had been shoved into one corner. The table was littered with scrolls of paper, books, pens and a small globe on a stand. There was nothing else in the room besides a narrow bed along one wall and a washstand near the door.

I put the tray down on the bed. ‘Here’s your supper,’ I whispered.

The man didn’t even glance up.

That’s the way it always was. No matter what time of day or evening I brought the food, he was working at the table, either in a little patch of daylight or the soft glow of a candle. He sometimes thanked me, speaking quietly in English with a thick accent, but he never looked up at me and never stopped working.

Every morning I got up even earlier to take breakfast to the attic before Willem woke. Every evening, when I took our master’s supper up to the library, I packed twice as much as usual onto the tray so he could share it with his guest.

‘If the old man keeps eating like that he’ll explode,’ Willem joked.

‘He needs strength,’ I said. ‘He works too hard.’ It was true.

‘What about me? Why don’t I deserve extra supper?’

‘You already eat more than the rest of us put together.’ That was true, too.

He snatched a handful of walnuts from the tray. I slapped at his hand and he laughed, delighted at his own daring.

‘Shall I take it up for you?’ he said.

‘I’m not letting you anywhere near this food.’ I grabbed the tray and took it upstairs to Master de Aquila.

‘Willem asked why you eat so much supper,’ I said.


‘He’s too nosey for his own good.’

‘Surely one day he will find out the truth?’

Master de Aquila glanced up from his work. ‘I doubt it. And you will not tell him.’

‘Of course not,’ I said. ‘But why does it all have to be so mysterious?’

‘I told you. The Hebrew Bible.’

‘But, sir …’ I took a breath and heard it shudder. ‘If it’s so dangerous, perhaps we shouldn’t be doing it at all.’

Master de Aquila threw down his pen and sat back in his chair. ‘Isabella, I had always imagined you to be a sophisticated young woman of great ability. Instead, I see before me a frightened girl.’

‘Perhaps you expect too much.’

‘I think not.’

‘I have lost everything.’

‘You are grieving — I understand that. But one day you will find that you are ready to resume a life of some sort, and that remarkable young scholar will, I hope, return to inhabit your body. Then you will discover there is a great deal of work to be done.’

‘Am I not working now?’

‘Other work — work that cannot be entrusted to just anybody.’

‘You don’t trust me?’

‘I do, indeed, but you are not ready to bear the burden. Not yet.’

‘You have no faith in me.’

‘It’s not a matter of faith.’

‘Then why won’t you tell me the truth about this man in the attic?’

‘Isabella, please believe me, it is better if you do not know the details.’

Anger flamed inside me. Or perhaps it was guilt. I don’t know. I felt my fists clench and my shoulders straighten as I shrugged off all those weeks and months of sitting alone in my room debating endlessly with my own soul.

‘You either trust me or you don’t,’ I said. ‘There is no such thing as half-trust. It’s either there, like a shaft of clear air between us, or it has no existence at all.’

‘But surely it has layers, like friendship?’

‘There are levels of secrecy, perhaps, but not of trust.’

Master de Aquila’s eyes narrowed. He realised now that he would have to weigh every one of his arguments.

‘Yet when the sun rises, it merely softens the darkness at first. It does not truly shine until mid-morn. When it begins to sink —’

‘Yes, yes,’ I interrupted. ‘I understand the metaphor: you want to keep me in the shadows.’

‘Perhaps I wish to shield you from a harsh glare until your eyes are accustomed to it.’

‘Then it is as I thought — you don’t trust me.’

‘Like the twilight, faith is neither black nor white.’

I snorted. ‘We are printers. We don’t deal in grey. Black. White. Ink. Not ink. That is our world.’

‘That is our little part of the world,’ he retorted. ‘The rest of it is finely etched: sometimes silver, sometimes shadowy, or blinding yellow.’

‘My father trusted me.’

‘Did he?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Is there any such thing?’

‘Between parent and child, yes.’

‘Ah.’ He hesitated. ‘I see. Again, I must disappoint you, for I am not your father.’


‘No. You aren’t.’

But there I stopped. I suddenly had no heart for further debate. I realised that I had, without thinking, dropped back into the repartee that had once filled a house where the grass swept down to a river. But it wasn’t the same. Nothing would ever be the same.

 

It was weeks before my master returned to the subject, for which I was grateful. One afternoon, he called me into his office.

‘Sit down,’ he said.

‘Is something wrong?’

‘I have entrusted secrets to you,’ he said. ‘Now you can help me.’

‘Am I not helping you already?’

‘Yes, my dear, of course. But I must ask more of you than your prodigious translation skills. I need someone I can trust —’

‘You can trust me, Master,’ I said, perhaps a little shrilly.

He smiled. ‘I believe it, so —’

‘I will never tell a soul.’

His smile faded. ‘If you don’t let me finish my sentences, you will never know anything worth telling.’

‘Forgive me.’

He snorted. ‘If only repentance brought genuine change.’

‘I will never interrupt you again.’

At this, he laughed out loud. ‘Then all my prayers are answered.’ He laughed for an unnecessarily long time, until tears wet his beard.

‘Are you finished?’ I asked.

‘No, I fear not. That joyous thought will sustain me for many days yet.’


I crossed my arms and muttered under my breath, just as Nanny used to do, ‘Lord, give me strength.’

‘What was that?’

‘I am merely waiting patiently, without interrupting, for the rest of your precious sentence.’

That set him off again.

I stomped back to the printing workshop. The sound of his laughter followed me down the stairs.

I knocked on his door an hour later to see if he had calmed down.

‘Where have you been?’ he asked.

‘Wrapping up pamphlets for Paul.’

‘Come here, child. Let me finish what I was trying to say earlier.’

I sat in my usual chair at the side of his desk.

‘I need you to act as a messenger.’

‘That’s all?’ I said. ‘I do that already.’

‘But these are different messages, sometimes deliveries of books or manuscripts.’

‘Why can’t Willem do it?’

‘He can, and indeed he does. But for these kinds of errands it is best to have more than one courier, for secrecy’s sake. I won’t —’

‘Secrecy?’

He raised his hand. He wasn’t laughing now. I kept my mouth shut.

‘This is the point. There are works that we print here that are best kept as private transactions between friends.’

‘I know,’ I said impatiently. ‘The Hebrew Bible.’

‘Not only that. There is greater work done here. As you know, we printed the Talmud of my people. One day, we will publish the Hebrew Bible. But we also print Bibles in many languages, common languages, so that common people can read them — or, at least, learn to read them. It is not entirely legal. We print books of ideas, like your father’s Discourse on Liberty. All of this we do, whether the authorities approve or not.’

‘I see.’

It all made sense now: the late-night meetings with Simon, the letters and messages left at strange addresses, the bulky packages in the hallway that vanished as if by magic before morning. Clandestine printing.

‘Does Fra Clement know?’ I asked.

‘Clement is a broad-minded man — but not that broad. I would not ask him to choose between his friends and his faith. He knows we print English Bibles. He doesn’t mind that, because it annoys the English, and Clement hates Cromwell almost as much as you do. He turns a blind eye to the printing of Jewish books. He thinks that’s all there is to it.’

‘Simon?’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘You are observant. Yes, Simon knows. There are others. It is a fellowship, if you like, of men who see the world through similar eyes. The world is changing, Isabella. Our books, our ideas, are making it anew. Great men like your father, who wrote the words that people long to hear. Humble men like me, who spread those words across Europe. Who would have thought it possible? Not I.’

‘But it’s dangerous,’ I said.

He shook his head. ‘Not here. But if the Pope or Cromwell were to find out, I’m not sure Amsterdam would protect us.’

‘How would they ever know?’

‘There are spies, Isabella, here as everywhere. Some are good people of faith who believe we are doing wrong. Some are scum, paid to report on — well, anything.’

‘Report to whom?’

‘To those who would render us silent. To the Inquisition.’

The Holy Inquisition — the Pope’s guard dogs. They crawled over Europe like black-cloaked spiders, hunting out dissent and heresy.

‘In Italy or Spain, perhaps,’ I said. ‘But surely not here in Amsterdam.’

‘Believe what I say, child. There is a need for secrecy, so those who carry messages for me or deliver copies of these books must be my most dependable people. Nobody can know what message you bear or to whom you bear it.’ He stared at me, as if checking my soul. ‘It is great work that we do. Your father would approve.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘He would.’

My father, like Master de Aquila, had wanted everyone to read, to understand and debate ideas — even girls. But he could never have foreseen that one day his daughter would be asked to trudge the streets of a foreign city like a messenger boy. I wasn’t sure he’d quite approve of that.

‘I’ll do it,’ I said.

‘Bless you, child.’

‘When do I start?’

He smiled. ‘There is nothing to be done at present, but do not fear, I will call on you soon.’

So began my career as a courier for an underground movement fighting to change the world — one book at a time.
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IN WHICH A JOURNEY BEGINS



At first, my clandestine adventures were disappointingly mundane — no different, in fact, to delivering the odd letter or book order to Simon. Master de Aquila didn’t tell me whether the package I carried was a birthday gift or a book that could get me into trouble in every Catholic city in Europe. Perhaps he was testing me. I’ll never know for certain. But after a while, his instructions changed, the tasks became more complex and more obviously part of a well-planned scheme.

‘You will go to Simon’s house at midday,’ he’d say. ‘Collect a small parcel from him. Only from him, you understand, nobody else.’

I nodded.

‘Take the parcel to the address he gives you. Speak to no one.’

‘Yes, Master.’


‘At the place where you deliver the parcel, they will give you another. It must look exactly the same as the first. Check them. Make sure nobody can see that the parcels are different.’

‘Yes, Master. Then what?’

‘Then come home, foolish child. What else?’

So I went. I always went, even though sometimes it felt more silly than mysterious.

‘You understand why I — we — must do this work?’ he asked me more than once.

‘I understand.’

I did. Sometimes, as I walked along the canals and alleyways of Amsterdam, I wondered if the package I carried contained copies of my father’s pamphlets. But the simple act of wondering wearied me and brought me to silent tears. I hadn’t really ceased to believe in my father’s ideals but, somehow, belief had blended with grief and I couldn’t tell the two apart.

‘Sorrow needs time,’ Master de Aquila said. ‘Nothing heals it, nothing consoles, but the years bring a little distance.’

I could never work out whether or not that thought was comforting. But at least it was true.

The secret work made me feel closer to my master, and even to Willem. They both relished the intrigue. Our master, in particular, seemed to find it all thrilling, but then he wasn’t the one lugging reams of paper back and forth across the city.

By the time spring touched Amsterdam, I was a veteran secret-carrier, and the parcels I delivered might have destroyed the power of the Church in the New World or created peace in Europe for all I knew.

My master, though, had other matters on his mind.


 

‘I have decided to embark on a journey,’ he said one evening after supper. ‘Before I grow too old to travel.’

Willem was so shocked he stopped eating, his mouth half-crammed with bread, although, as usual, that didn’t prevent him from speaking. ‘Where?’

‘Everywhere,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘I intend to visit the great printing houses of Europe.’

‘All of them?’ I asked.

‘Well, perhaps not every single one, but many. I have colleagues in Germany and the Italian States whom I’ve never met, although we speak every month through letters. It is time to greet them in person.’

Willem swallowed his mouthful in one noisy gulp and jumped to his feet. ‘When do we leave?’ He hesitated. ‘Can I come?’

‘You’re my apprentice. You have no choice. Unless, of course, your mother forbids it.’

‘I’ll go ask her. Straightaway.’

I could hear him laughing with excitement as he ran off into the alleyway, leaving Master de Aquila and me facing each other across the long table.

My master chuckled. ‘I remember how it felt to travel when I was a boy myself, when I came to Amsterdam. It will be good for him to see the rest of Europe. He may begin to understand how small his own world truly is.’

‘I doubt that,’ I said.

‘Willem is not a traveller, like you and I. He will see beyond his familiar horizons.’


‘Travelling is greatly overestimated. There are bedbugs. Uncomfortable carriages. And it always rains.’

‘But at the end of the travail will be Venice,’ he said. ‘The city in the sea. How I’ve longed to see it.’

I snorted. ‘Nonsense. Such things exist only in dreams — or books.’

‘It’s true enough,’ he said. ‘Instead of streets, there are canals.’

‘We have canals right here,’ I said. ‘Who needs to travel across the whole world to smell more rancid water?’

He wasn’t listening. ‘It has the finest cathedral in Europe. San Marco, the golden crown of the Republic …’

‘Master, you’re Jewish.’

‘… a great square where all the world meets …’

‘Nobody I know will be there.’

‘… beautiful women, brilliant men, the most powerful navy, the richest merchants … La Serenissima …’

He had a look about his eyes that told me he was already halfway there.

‘I will see the finest printers and bookbinders in the world.’

‘They can’t make finer books than you, Master.’

‘Sadly, they can, and they do,’ he said. ‘But once I have seen how they work — if I can speak with them, learn their ways — then perhaps I will be their equal. Is that not worth the journey, child?’

‘It’s dangerous.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘Besides, it is time we spread our wings. I would like to take some of our more controversial publications with us, to distribute them in places further afield.’

‘You mean smuggling?’

‘I prefer to call it distribution,’ he said. ‘Although we may not wish to alert any border guards to the contents of our baggage.’


I felt an urgent fear slamming about in my chest. ‘Travelling is dangerous enough. There may be wolves. Or bandits.’ I took a deep breath. ‘Or shipwrecks.’

Master de Aquila stayed silent for a moment. I knew he was looking at me, but I kept my eyes fixed on the dark orange coals in the grate.

‘I see how it is,’ he said at last. ‘You fear I will perish, like your father.’

‘I fear we will all perish,’ I admitted.

He chortled. ‘You are in no danger. You will be safe here in Amsterdam.’

I looked up at him in amazement. ‘You wouldn’t leave me here?’

‘Think of all the dangers that lie ahead on the journey,’ he said. ‘How could I ask you to risk your life simply to visit a few fusty old Italian printers?’

‘But what would I do here without you?’ I asked. ‘Without Willem?’

‘Travelling would be very dull for you, anyway,’ he went on, as if he had not heard me. ‘Day after day in the saddle. Strange food. Hours spent in dusty monastery libraries, or wandering about the ruins of Roman temples. There will be mountains to climb, rivers to ford, great cities filled with people of many languages. Think of the bedbugs. No, you would not like it at all.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ I said. ‘The Lord only knows what might happen without me there to look after you. As if I’d let you go by yourself.’

And that is how my master tricked me into travelling all the way across Europe with him.


 

We set off the very next week, with Willem to act as bodyguard and porter, and two stout ponies to carry all our baggage. There seemed to be many more bags and boxes than three people could possibly need, and I knew that tucked in amongst them were dozens of Master de Aquila’s illegal books, including one by Descartes that was now banned in Amsterdam as well as Catholic Europe. I felt sure the very first border guard would arrest us on the spot.

‘Don’t worry,’ Master de Aquila said. ‘I’ll get rid of them all at the first opportunity. Anyway, I have excess stock. I must dispose of it somehow.’

Master de Aquila had packed several crates of books he hoped to sell on his travels — legal books, that is — and insisted he would find buyers for these volumes along the way. Willem and I knew very well that we would return with many more books than we had set out with, for our master could never refuse a book that begged to be bought. It wouldn’t have surprised me at all to find that we came back to Amsterdam with four mules laden with books, having spent all our food money or sold our horses to pay for a few last volumes that absolutely had to be rescued from a mouldering library or a passing peddler. Books are like that.

‘What have you got there?’ Willem pointed to a fine wooden chest our master had tucked under one arm. ‘We don’t have room for much more.’

‘Never mind,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘I will carry this with me.’

‘Suit yourself.’ Willem wandered over to the ponies and started pulling expertly on a few ropes. ‘Are you sure we really need all this stuff?’ he asked for the tenth time.

‘You will thank me, further along the road, for packing a few essentials of life,’ our master replied. ‘You have no idea how tedious or uncomfortable a long journey can be.’


Simon and Fra Clement walked with us to the city gates, and stood waving until we could no longer see them through the dust kicked up by our horses’ hooves. After we lost sight of our friends, I didn’t look back towards the city.

I wish I had, but I didn’t know that it would be my last glimpse of my new home, and that this journey to Venice was only the first of many, much more dangerous, travels.

It was many years since I’d ridden a horse. They say you never forget. Don’t believe a word of it. After an hour’s riding, I’d have given anything to exchange that saddle for the carriage to London I’d once cursed. After a day of it, I thought I might never walk again. But then again, perhaps I couldn’t sit down, either.

Luckily, Master de Aquila felt even worse, so we spent the second day of our great adventure resting in an inn just a few miles from Amsterdam’s city gates. The next day we made it only as far as Utrecht, and rested again while Master de Aquila visited friends and the inevitable booksellers. He returned after a few hours, with a bag full of books.

 

So, the pattern of our journey took shape: a few days’ riding with another few days spent exploring the cities and towns of the Low Countries. We visited holy places of all kinds, and if there were any printers resident in the city, Master de Aquila sought them out. Booksellers, too.

‘You’ve doubled our luggage already,’ Willem complained. ‘We’ll never get anywhere at this rate.’

‘Perhaps not,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘But we will never be short of something to read.’

Finally we came to the banks of the River Rhine, and paused at the water’s edge.


‘How do we cross it?’ I asked.

‘We don’t,’ my master said. ‘We follow it, all the way to Basel.’

‘Surely not,’ said Willem. ‘That would take forever.’

‘On horseback, perhaps.’

I looked around us: at the men unloading timber from an old barge; at the wharf where great stacks of crates and baskets sat waiting to be hoisted into a waiting ship.

‘Oh, no,’ I said. ‘No, no, no.’

‘Don’t be silly, Isabella.’

‘You promised there would be no ships,’ I said. ‘You swore it.’

‘It is not a ship, as such,’ my master argued. ‘Think of it as a river craft.’

‘She’s a kromsteven,’ said Willem. ‘It’s the sturdiest ship — I mean, boat — afloat. You will barely feel her moving.’

‘You see?’ Master de Aquila slipped gracefully out of his saddle with a relieved grunt. ‘Won’t it be wonderful to sit and do nothing but watch the world float by? Much better than being on horseback all day.’

‘I’d rather take my chances with the horses, thanks.’

‘But look,’ said Master de Aquila, ‘here you have the best of both worlds.’ He pointed.

A team of enormous horses strained against long ropes as they struggled along a path beside the river. They towed not a carriage but a shallow boat, dragging it against the current, against nature, upstream. I’d seen such horses at work on the lowland canals, but here, against the might of the greatest river in Europe, it seemed somehow perverse.

‘The trip home, downriver, will be a great deal faster,’ said Master de Aquila, ‘but going up is rather more difficult. But between man, beast and sh–sorry, boat — we will make it into the Alps themselves. It is a system as old as the Romans.’ He took the reins from my hands and motioned for me to dismount. ‘It’s the Rhine, not a treacherous ocean, Isabella. I promise you, no harm will come to us.’

‘A person can drown just as easily in a river,’ I said, refusing to budge from my saddle. ‘It’s just as wet as the ocean.’

‘So are bathtubs,’ said Willem. He slid from his horse and landed on the ground with a thump. ‘See you in Basel, then.’ He waved, and led his horse and the ponies off towards the wharf.

I stayed put. Master de Aquila sighed with impatience.

‘Isabella, just look at it.’

The water drifted idly by, the only discernible movement lazy eddies around the wharf piles. A thick layer of scum leadened the surface. It didn’t look like a very fearsome river, I had to admit.

‘We don’t sail quite so far as Basel in this, don’t worry,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘Once the river becomes shallow, we take to smaller boats. It will be quite safe.’

‘Are you coming aboard sometime today?’ Willem shouted from the pier. He shouldered a bag and marched up the gangplank and onto the boat.

‘In a moment,’ my master called. ‘Come, Isabella.’

He held out his hand to me.

 

Willem was seasick all the way to Cologne.

‘Sturdy ship, isn’t she?’ I said when he came on deck for air. ‘Just as you said. I can barely feel the movement — can you?’ He ran to the rails, groaning.

We reached the city at dusk, so we could barely make out its shape in the gloaming.

‘At last,’ I said. ‘I’m never setting foot on another ship.’


Willem and Master de Aquila glanced at each other.

‘Ever,’ I said.

We took rooms at an inn overlooking the river, and set out early the next morning to explore the town. We walked all around, gazing at the old churches, the unfinished cathedral, and its forecourt, where three men sat with their necks, hands and feet clamped tightly in stocks. One of them appeared to have died during the night.

Willem was beside himself; this was his first truly foreign city and he spent a great deal of time exclaiming at the most ordinary things.

‘Listen!’ He stopped still in the middle of the road so that people and horses had to walk around him. ‘Those people — they’re speaking — what is it?’

‘German, I believe,’ said Master de Aquila.

‘Not surprising, really, since they are German,’ I said.

‘But the way they speak it, it sounds different to your German.’

‘They are better at it than I,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘It is their own language, and I cannot rid myself of the Spanish inflection, nor Isabella her English accent.’

‘You have an accent even in German?’ Willem asked.

‘Of course. I have an accent in every language but my own. Although, I have lived away from Spain so long, perhaps I have a Dutch accent when I speak Spanish — I cannot tell.’

‘I never thought about that before,’ Willem said.

Master de Aquila laughed gently. ‘Come,’ he said, ‘keep walking. You must not be so overwhelmed by people’s ability in the language of their birth, or we shall make very slow progress through Europe.’

Willem didn’t move. ‘What about Latin?’


‘We all have an accent in Latin,’ I said. ‘Possibly even Romans. If you ever bothered to master Latin, you would have some kind of mangling Netherlandish accent,’ I teased.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Willem retorted. ‘I don’t have an accent.’

‘Everyone does,’ I said.

‘But you only sound strange because you are foreigners.’

‘We are all foreigners now, Willem,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘Even you.’

‘Lord in Heaven! Really?’

Master de Aquila’s smile vanished. ‘It’s about time you put more effort into your languages, boy, if you want to be a printer.’

‘I know, I know.’

‘Then learn a little of all the major tongues — at least enough to know when your translators are defrauding you.’

‘But I’ll still have an accent?’ Willem asked.

‘I can’t believe that comes as a surprise to you,’ I said, genuinely astonished. ‘Amsterdam is full of people from different lands.’

‘But they are strangers,’ he replied. ‘I’m not.’

‘Anywhere but Amsterdam, you are undoubtedly strange,’ I said. ‘And even there you have your moments.’

He wondered if he could hit me in public. I saw it in his eyes.

So did Master de Aquila. ‘Enough! You two will have us arrested for brawling in the street. The good burghers of Cologne are not tolerant of delinquency. So if you don’t stop bickering, I’ll slap you in the stocks myself.’

He gave Willem a clip across the ear. ‘Now get out of everyone’s way.’

 

That afternoon, the serious business of book buying and selling began. First, I sewed a circular yellow badge onto Master de Aquila’s cloak — here, in the German cities, Jews had to wear it at all times.

‘It may be like the mythical wheel of fortune,’ he told us. ‘It may bring me luck.’

‘Good luck or bad?’ asked Willem.

‘I will know that when it arrives,’ said Master de Aquila.

He gathered up an armful of his works, and he and Willem left to make appointments with booksellers and printers. As an apprentice, Willem had to learn all the boring aspects of the business: the cost and weight of paper, the viscosity of ink, the heft of ream and bale. He was welcome to it.

I knew I would never be a master printer. A girl — a woman — had no place in the trade. Besides, I only liked the feel of the paper and the smell of ink once they combined into letters and words. I loved the impression the blocks and type made on the skin of the paper; the shapes and form and meaning that made a book; the feel of the pages in my hand, and the impact of the words on my mind. I loved the idea, above all, that the words left our ink-stained world and went out into the streets and shops, like the word of God Himself, to be pored over by firesides and candlelight in houses and cities I had never seen. One day, perhaps, some other girl in a little village in Flanders or Scotland or Persia would sit in her bedchamber and read out loud to herself the very letters I made — we made.
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IN WHICH A BOOK AND A PAINTING ARE REVEALED



A week later, we were back on the river, headed to Mainz and then Basel.

‘This ship,’ I announced, ‘is my last.’

‘We know,’ Willem and Master de Aquila said together, and then, ‘It’s not a ship, it’s a boat.’

‘It has sails. It is surrounded by water. Ergo, it’s a ship.’

‘Boat,’ Willem insisted.

There was no point arguing. We sailed — there is no other word for it, ship or boat — through narrow gorges, then forested valleys and wide plains where cattle drank at the river’s edge. In some places there were low-roofed, stone villages; other, more prosperous, villages boasted tall timber houses and even the occasional squarish church.


The river ran deep and fast through the lowlands. At times, the horse teams gave up and the ship took to sail power, endlessly tacking to and fro across the water, making its slow, erratic way towards the mountain lands of the Swiss.

Basel was a university town. I recognised it at once. The cloisters, the bells, students in their gowns running — why do students always run? Of course, there were dozens of booksellers here, too, and after a week Master de Aquila had sold almost all the books he had brought with him and distributed all his contraband books.

‘At a nice profit, too,’ he said. ‘I will keep your father’s percentage of the Discourse sales safe for your dowry.’

He’d also managed to buy a dozen more books.

‘No matter,’ he said. ‘I will ship these back to Amsterdam, and ask Paul to send another consignment of our own books on to Venice. We’ll sell them there.’

When it came to it, though, he couldn’t bear to part with most of his new purchases and only a very small package of books that he’d already read was sent off downriver towards home.

In Basel, at last, we left the river and took to the road again. Willem was despatched to find us some new horses and another three ponies for the luggage.

He handed me the reins of a rather despondent-looking grey horse. ‘This is yours.’

‘What’s his name?’ I asked.

‘Who cares?’

‘A horse must have a name,’ I said. ‘I can’t ride him all the way to Venice without being introduced.’

Willem snorted and turned away.

‘It seems you must give him a name,’ said Master de Aquila.


‘Very well.’ I raised my hand over the horse’s forehead. ‘I name thee Innocent.’

Master de Aquila chuckled. ‘I hope you mean it as an honour to the Pope to name a horse after him.’

Willem wasn’t so sure. ‘I think it’s probably blasphemous in some countries,’ he said. ‘Don’t let anyone hear you call him that.’

‘I’m afraid that’s the least of our crimes in many eyes,’ said Master de Aquila.

How right he was.

We fell quickly back into our old pattern of riding and resting, although the roads were rougher here, and much steeper as we wound our way up into the mountains. After a few days on horseback our muscles were accustomed to the work, and we could ride for longer as the days lengthened into summer. We covered greater distances, but it was dreadfully boring.

‘If only I could read in the saddle,’ said Master de Aquila one afternoon.

‘I can’t think of anything worse,’ said Willem.

‘Nonsense!’ said Master de Aquila. ‘It would be good for you. You could learn your letters.’

‘I know enough already.’

‘You have Bible Latin, that’s all. That rabble that passes for clergy in your church has taught you nothing.’

‘They have taught me the Word of God. That is all I need to learn.’

‘Is that what they told you? Nonsense! What would become of the world if that were true? Your hero, Luther, was a great scholar and highly educated, and yet his followers would have you ignorant of the world outside their own. You must know more.’


‘All right,’ said Willem. ‘But only so that I can be a master printer one day.’

‘Indeed, you shall, my boy,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘In the meantime, Isabella can teach you Latin as we ride.’

‘Isabella!’

‘Who better?’

‘It doesn’t seem right, learning Latin from a girl,’ said Willem.

‘Please do talk about me as if I weren’t here,’ I said. ‘I don’t mind.’

They did.

‘You have much to learn, and you must take your lessons wherever you can find them,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘This will fill in the hours for you, and provide endless entertainment for me, I’m sure.’

‘Can’t you teach me, Master?’

‘Isabella’s Latin is much better than mine,’ said our master. ‘So is her temper.’

‘What about Greek?’ asked Willem.

‘Conquer one world at a time, lad,’ said Master de Aquila. He clicked his tongue and his horse headed off along the dusty road.

I trotted after him. ‘Properatus,’ I called over my shoulder.

‘What’s that mean?’ said Willem crossly.

‘It means “Hurry up, lazy — the last one to the top of the hill has to look after the horses tonight!”’

 

Neither of us had to tend to the horses that evening — which was lucky as Willem was still in a foul mood. The inn on top of the mountain provided both stabling and an ostler, who bustled around with brushes and feed and could hardly wait for us to dismount before he led our weary horses into the warmth. It had been a long day.

Master de Aquila dozed off by the fireplace in the parlour after supper, snoring behind a new book on Africa that he’d bought in Cologne. From the other side of the door came a low hum of voices and the clatter of flung dice. Willem sat brooding for a while, then at last stomped into the bar room for a drink with the other travellers and mountain men.

‘Goodnight,’ I called out as he went.

The tavern noise followed me up the stairs — oh, Lord, how my legs ached — and along the narrow corridor. The candlestick almost slipped from my hand as a chilling gust of wind swept along the hallway. Strange. A door on the left was open a crack — my master’s bedchamber.

I pushed the door open slowly, expecting to find a thief going through his luggage, or perhaps rats scurrying into the corners. Nobody there. The wooden manuscript chest sat on the bed, alongside a pile of books. The precious Hebrew Bible manuscript was open on the table. Master de Aquila hadn’t unpacked, and yet it did feel as if someone had been in here and just left the room; as if someone had flicked through the books, and cast them aside as if they didn’t matter. As if they had tried to open the chest, and failed.

But perhaps not.

I tiptoed across to the bed and lifted the lid of the manuscript chest. It opened easily.

Inside was a large parcel, wrapped in the palest silk. Book-shaped. I lifted it out carefully and laid it on the bedspread. The fabric fell away, as if it had been wrapped too hastily, and there, nestled in the bedclothes, lay the most exquisite book cover I had ever seen.


The leather was unimaginably soft under my fingers. I lifted a corner of the cover gently, slowly, as if I only intended to peek at the edge of the page. Inside, I could see a grand title page and frontispiece — elaborate engravings of the kind only seen in holy texts. I cast a quick glance at the door and listened for footsteps. Nothing. I opened the cover wide. My gasp sounded like a shriek in the silence.

This was no normal book. The title page announced its intention loudly and clearly, should the reader be in any doubt of its significance.


The Sum of All Knowledge


Being the whole and complete Sum of the
 Known World in all its facets.


The wisdom of the Ancients and the Mysteries
 of the Universe explained and elucidated by the
 Finest Minds of our Age.


The three Great Faiths revealed and debated by leading
 Theologians and followers of Philosophical Thought.


Feat. the World mapped and annotated in its Entirety.



Below it was Master de Aquila’s familiar printer’s mark and publisher imprint.

I leafed quickly through the pages. The book was incomplete — that much was clear — and not yet bound, but those creamy pages contained thousands of words and hundreds of engravings of antiquities, of men and women, beasts and devils. At a glance I could see there were passages from the Old Testament in Latin, Greek, French and English, and pages in both Arabic and Hebrew; extracts from Herodotus and Cicero; images of the ancient gods of Greece, and modern cities; trees and birds; stars in the sky. There were maps, finely etched, of a world I’d never seen before. Here was Jerusalem, there London; Amsterdam, a dot at the top of the circle that was the earth. No Heaven on this map — no Hell. Just oceans and lands and cities, as if seen by a bird. Or by God.

I held the whole world in my hands. I held a heresy in my hands.

‘Master,’ I whispered, ‘what have you done?’

We should not try to explain the world, that’s what the priests and preachers said, no matter what their doctrine.

‘What have you done?’ The words echoed in the room — this time in my master’s voice.

I slammed the book shut and turned to face the door. He was staring at me with wide eyes as if I were an archangel or a thief — or worse.

‘I have seen it,’ I whispered. ‘I have read it — your almanac. I saw the maps, everything.’

‘Then you know.’ He walked into the centre of the room and turned his face towards the fire. ‘That’s good. I’m tired of secrets. But how did you break open the chest?’

‘It was open.’

‘That’s strange,’ he said. ‘I could have sworn —’

It only took two quick steps for me to reach him, to grab at his hand. ‘What is it? What does it mean?’

‘It means you can help me, that’s all,’ he said gruffly. ‘I’m checking the translations.’

‘Did you write it all?’ I asked. ‘Fra Clement, did he help?’

He shook his head. ‘No, not Clement. He is a lover of books, but not a writer of them. Scholars from all over the world have contributed to this work — many of them long dead, of course, but it is all here.’

‘All of what?’

‘Besides,’ he went on, as if he hadn’t heard my question, ‘Clement may be a friend but he is also a monk. He is useful to us, and quite prepared to defend the odd errant philosopher, but I would not burden him with knowledge of this. It might test his loyalty more than he or I could bear.’

‘You keep so many secrets, Master.’

‘I’m afraid I must,’ he said. ‘I wish it were not the way of the world, but alas …’

I took hold of his arm and led him to the seat by the fireplace. He sat obediently, but his face wore a look of mischief. I sat on the low stool nearby.

‘Master, if you don’t tell me the whole truth now, I will scream.’

‘Please don’t. I’m tired.’

‘Then I will refuse to help you, and you will have to find that error in the Greek chapter for yourself.’

He sat up straight. ‘What error?’

I shrugged. ‘It’s obvious. I saw it straightaway.’ I made a sad tut-tut noise, to rub salt into the wound. ‘Nasty.’

He sighed. ‘You tease me, child. I see there will be no rest for me tonight until you have the entire story before you.’

I kneeled at his feet. ‘Go on.’

‘No interrupting.’

‘But —’

He raised one eyebrow. That’s all it takes sometimes.

‘All right. I promise not to interrupt if you promise not to take forever to tell me.’

He settled back in his chair. ‘It’s a brief story, don’t worry. Young people nowadays — you just don’t appreciate the thrill of a good story. For you, everything must be immediate.’

‘And so?’

‘Imagine if you had the chance to sit at the feet of Moses after he’d come down from the mountain. Would you interrupt him?’

‘Possibly,’ I said. ‘There are a few things I’ve always wanted to ask him.’

He patted my hand. ‘Why I put up with you, I just don’t know.’

‘It must be my brilliant mind. Stop changing the subject.’

‘Very well. I will begin.’ He breathed so deeply through his mouth that his beard fluttered. ‘I have lived in many cities,’ he said. ‘I have travelled through many lands, and met many learned men — and even women —’

‘Is this going to be a parable?’ I asked.

‘Pay attention,’ he barked. ‘No interrupting. You promised, and you broke your vow after only a dozen words.’

‘I’m sorry. Go on.’

‘Where was I?’

‘Travelling.’

‘Ah, yes. There are so many fine minds in the world, learning and teaching so many great things. I spoke to an abbot in Canterbury who told me the meaning of the comets in the night sky. I heard a rabbi, many years ago now, asking questions about how to live a good life in an evil land. I saw the marbles of Athens and Rome. I sailed the seas, and even I, who am not a sailor, could tell that the land and the oceans were not as they are painted on the maps. If you, child, had seen all the places, all the libraries, all the people I have seen, you, too, would do as I have done.’

He paused.

‘What is it that you’ve done, Master?’


‘I have collected it all in one book, that’s all. All the interesting things in the world — all in one book — two volumes, of course, but one collection of mysteries and ideas and images. In this book, you can read the greatest words ever written by man or God, in many languages, and of many faiths and many times. You see? That is what I have done — compressed the universe between two layers of calfskin.’

He lifted the manuscript carefully, placed it on the rough wooden table underneath the window, and opened it at a page he had marked. ‘Now, where was that error you mentioned?’

A sudden thought struck me. ‘Who is that man in the attic? He’s part of this, isn’t he?’

Master de Aquila nodded, still squinting down at the sheaf of paper. ‘I lied to you, God help me. He’s not a translator.’

‘Well, I know that,’ I said. ‘He can barely speak English at all.’

He allowed himself the tiniest smile. ‘He’s a friend.’

‘A Jew? Is that why he’s hiding?’

‘No. What does it matter?’

‘He could be anyone, living under our roof.’

‘It’s my roof. I will place it over whomever I choose. Even pesky girls.’

‘Tell me! Is he a fugitive? One of those runaway Spanish priests?’

‘Oh, no, it’s much worse than that.’ He turned to face me and his smile widened. ‘He’s a Saracen. Al-Qasim is his name. One of the finest map-makers the world has ever known, and there he is, hiding in my attic for fear of being branded a heretic.’

‘Hasn’t he got anywhere to go? Why are you hiding him?’

‘He’s making me a map, of course,’ he said. ‘Why else? It will be the greatest map the world has known, a map of the skies and the earth, in the greatest book. Kings and emperors have maps such as these, but not we mortals. Who amongst us knows truly the shape of Europe or the islands of Greece? How many of us understand where the rivers of Egypt flow? Now that knowledge will be given to all, and any man —’

‘Or woman.’

‘Any man or woman may ask questions about the world and its contents. They can trade and travel and — this is the most important thing — know!’

My gaze dropped to the table where the book lay open, vulnerable. ‘Has anybody ever created such a book before?’

‘Not like this,’ he said. ‘In this book, you can read the story of the Persian wars or the Roman conquest of Britain. You can learn about how archways are made, or ships built. I commissioned essays from learned men on everything from music to botany to poetry. I paid artists to draw flowers and pyramids and the weapons of the ancients. It has taken years.’

‘I can see that.’

‘I have distilled all the great philosophers and theologians, all the great ideas of my faith, your faith; the three faiths of the Holy Land.’

‘But how can the religions live together in one book?’

‘Why shouldn’t they?’ he asked. ‘We live together in one world.’

‘Is it not filled with contradiction?’

‘But of course!’ he shouted. ‘And what’s wrong with that? A rabbi will argue as often as he breathes; every day a new debate, a new idea. You know the old saying? Wherever there are two Jews, there will be three opinions. The Arabs are the same, although, of course, neither they nor the Jews would ever admit such a similarity. The Catholic Church disapproves of debate — so do your Puritans, for that matter — but only through argument do we strengthen our understanding.’

‘Perhaps people are afraid of argument,’ I said.

‘You’re not,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘We are left in no doubt on that score. And nor was your father. He believed in ideas, in words.’

‘That’s why we had to leave England.’

‘Perhaps so. But your father was a great thinker and a man of principle.’

‘I know,’ I said, but somewhere deep inside a voice whispered: If he’d just kept his mouth shut, if he’d never written that Discourse on Liberty, we might have lived in peace forever.

‘I know what you’re thinking, Isabella.’

‘I doubt it.’

‘You feel you might have been better off if your father had believed passionately in something less controversial.’

‘Perhaps,’ I said, and then, more defiantly, ‘Yes. He might still be alive.’

‘He would not have wished to live without passion, without ideas, without being, as some would say, a rabble-rouser.’

‘Not everyone can live that way,’ I said. ‘After all, somebody has to be the rabble.’

‘Not you, my dear.’

‘Why not? I don’t feel that strongly about anything.’

‘You have, and you will again, one day,’ said my master. ‘I’m sure of it. And then, woe betide anyone who stands in your way.’

He flicked back through the pages of the book to the Foreword. ‘Listen to this,’ he said. ‘“To understand the universe; to express our innate creativity; to ponder the momentous questions of our time; to reflect upon the past and cast a light into the dim future; to wholly engage our hearts and minds supplied by God in His wisdom: these must be the objects of every man and woman on Earth.”’

He paused. ‘Do you know who wrote that?’

How could I not remember those words?

‘My father,’ I said weakly.

‘You see, Isabella? It is not the first time, nor the last, that men will struggle for independent thought. Two hundred years ago, when printing began in Europe, the world overflowed with books and pamphlets debating the future of the Church and the nature of God.’

‘Yes, and look what happened,’ I retorted. ‘The Church split into a thousand pieces, people went to war over it and there was no end of upheaval.’

He smiled ruefully. ‘It is true, but it needn’t have happened that way. Now your Pope tells us that we cannot read any books that he doesn’t like; we cannot hear of any ideas that do not accord with his. He will burn any books that question him or his Church. What gives him that right?’

‘The law of God?’ I suggested.

‘The Pope is a man, not a god.’ He slammed one fist into his other hand. ‘How can one man deny knowledge to another?’

‘Don’t ask me,’ I said. ‘He’s not my Pope.’

‘How can people learn if they are starved of the wisdom of the ages; if they cannot ask questions?’

‘Such a book, such ideas, are forbidden in Europe,’ I said. ‘Printing a few Bibles is one thing. Discourse on Liberty is risky enough. But this is really dangerous — for you, for all of us.’

He jumped to his feet. ‘I don’t care.’ Tears pooled in his eyes. I had never seen him like this before. He was brilliant and alive, brimming with ideas and dreams and words. ‘It is nearly finished. I am taking it to Venice to be printed by the finest printers in the world.’

‘Is that why we’re making this journey?’

‘Of course! In this one book, Isabella, you can read the most important debates of all time. Not answers — just questions, arguments, ideas. Cicero did not agree with everything Aristotle wrote — does that mean we should not read one or the other? And if so, which one? Who are we to say? Erasmus translated both, and now his own work is forbidden — the greatest mind of his age, banned.’

‘Master, that is a battle you cannot win.’

‘Perhaps not.’ He stomped towards the fireplace and poured another goblet of wine from the flask on the mantelpiece. ‘But let me tell you something that my own father once told me. Ideas are like butterflies. Once they are hatched, you can never force them back into the cocoon.’

I smiled. ‘That’s all very well, Master, but your father —’

‘My father …’ He gulped at his wine. ‘My father was a heretic and so am I.’

I gasped out loud. ‘Don’t say that.’ I couldn’t help but glance at the door, as if someone might be listening. ‘Keep your voice down, at least.’

‘He burned for it, and so will I.’

‘Master, what are you saying? Be quiet.’

‘You think I am joking? I am not, Isabella, I swear. My father died at the stake for the crime of being a Jew — and for asking terrible questions about the shape of the world.’

‘I didn’t know that,’ I said.

‘It was many years ago,’ he said. ‘We won’t speak of it now. But the world is transformed all around us. Now it is my turn to ask questions, no matter how revolutionary. This is my life’s work. From this book, I will release these ideas to float into the world. They will fly about Europe and nobody — no pope or rabbi or imam or even the Holy Inquisition — will ever be able to force them back into darkness.’

He plumped himself down at the table, his hands on the book. ‘Now you can help me work on this Greek chapter.’

So I sat beside him, reading and translating, editing and checking, until late that evening, and every evening after that, wherever we were: in hostels and lodging houses along the road to Baden; in a dingy castle overlooking a lake; in a monastery guesthouse in the Alps; in a swept-out stable outside Zurich.

It was a long journey, longer than I’d imagined — longer than it needed to be, because Master de Aquila insisted that we could not cross into Italy near Milan, where the Spanish Emperors ruled. Instead, we rode all the way across the Middle Lands, where villages dotted the valleys and plains, and on through high mountain passes so icy that the horses slipped and shied on the trail. Willem and Master de Aquila argued every mile of the way.

‘This adds days — weeks — to the journey,’ said Willem.

‘No matter,’ said Master de Aquila.

‘All these mountains.’

‘They are nothing.’

‘We could be in Milan by now.’

‘I hear Milan is very dull.’

‘I will be an old man before I reach Venice.’

‘That might not be a bad thing.’

‘But, Master, why?’

‘Enough! I cannot enter Spanish territory and that is all you need to know.’


 

We finally entered the Republic of Venice from the north, near Verona. Each day, we drew closer to our destination. Each evening, Master de Aquila and I worked together on The Sum of All Knowledge, then packed it away carefully in its wrappings and locked chest, safeguarded for the night and the journey ahead.

I learned things about the world I had never even imagined. My father had owned a map of Europe, but I had never before seen maps of the whole earth: the New Found Land, the islands of the East Indies, the colonies in the Americas and even the mythical Terra Australis Incognita were traced in part on these pages. The world had trebled in size, it seemed to me. Who knew what other continents or treasures or monsters lay beyond the edges of these charts?

‘Why,’ I wondered aloud one morning, as we left the shadow of the Alps at last and set off along the road to Bergamo, ‘doesn’t someone draw maps of the roads as well as the rivers and oceans?’

‘Impossible,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘There are too many.’

‘Anyway, nobody needs such a map,’ said Willem. ‘You just ask for directions from an honest villager at the start of the day.’

I wondered the same thing later that afternoon, when Willem’s impeccable directions from an innkeeper proved either unreliable or lost in translation.

‘He swore this was the right road,’ Willem said mournfully, as we stood on the bank of an impassable river. ‘We took the left fork at the big birch tree, just like he said, and then the path up the steep hill.’

‘There are a great many hills,’ I said. ‘They all look alike to me.’

‘And forests of birch trees,’ said Master de Aquila.


‘If only there were a map,’ I said.

‘There isn’t, and there never will be such a thing!’ Willem snapped.

 

We reached Verona at last, just before the city gates closed at dark.

Master de Aquila drew his horse to a halt below the city walls. ‘Here in the Italian States,’ he told us quietly, ‘things are a little different. I cannot stay at an inn, as I can in other places. We must find lodgings in a particular area — more to the point, I must do so, as must all Jews. Since you travel with me, you must, for a few weeks, consider yourselves to be honorary Jews.’

‘What?’ Willem almost shouted it.

Master de Aquila glared at him. ‘You do not like the idea?’

Willem blushed. ‘I — I don’t understand, that’s all.’

‘Hmm.’ Our master raised his eyebrows; just a fraction, but enough to prepare me for a burst of anger. ‘The rulers of Venice have decreed that all Jews must live in one area — they call it the Ghetto, apparently, after an old foundry that was originally built there. It has walls around it, and good Catholic men as gatekeepers, although I cannot say whether they are there to keep the Jews in or the Christians out.’

‘Ghetto?’ asked Willem.

‘An innovative idea. Jews were banned from living in the city altogether until a few decades ago. They — or, I should say, we — were readmitted only on condition we live all together in one quarter, well away from the Catholic citizens. It is the same here in Verona, and in Padua, which is a little further along our road, and indeed elsewhere.’

‘Isabella and I won’t be allowed in, then.’


‘Perhaps not,’ said Master de Aquila slowly. ‘Should you choose to make it known that you are not Jewish.’

Willem fell silent.

Master de Aquila rode up to the guardhouse to offer his passport and our papers. We sat on our horses, just waiting, not speaking, until he waved us towards the gates.

‘Come,’ he said. ‘My children.’

We could see little of the city in the fading light, but we rode through narrow lanes with houses close on each side until we came to a second set of gates. The guards ushered us through into the Ghetto, then closed the gates behind us.

‘You may find it strange,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘I feel oddly comforted.’

A man in a red cap came out of the nearest building to greet us. He and Master de Aquila spoke — in Hebrew, I assumed; I had never heard it aloud before — and within minutes we were inside by a raging fire, with women bustling around us, handing out plates of food and goblets of wine, all talking at once and in a mixture of languages and dialects that I couldn’t follow. Master de Aquila laughed delightedly and shook hands with everyone in the room.

It had been so long since I had been in the company of women that I couldn’t hide my grin. I thanked them in as many languages as I could muster, in case they could understand me, and sat gratefully at the table, in a chair nearest the fireplace. A plate of meats and roasted vegetables appeared before me.

Willem stood just inside the door, still wearing his riding cloak.

‘Come in,’ I said. ‘You’ll offend them.’

He didn’t move. Master de Aquila paused and watched him.

‘The food smells wonderful,’ I said.


Slowly, Willem drew off his cloak and stepped further into the room. An old woman took his arm and led him to the table.

‘What’s she saying?’ he asked me.

‘I’m not sure,’ I said. ‘But I think they are words of welcome.’

He nodded politely to the woman, who thrust a goblet into his hand.

‘That, I imagine, is the best we can hope for,’ said Master de Aquila, and he eased himself into the most comfortable-looking chair.

As the night wore on and the women settled into talking to one another as if we weren’t there, I let their words wash over me like warm bath water. I picked up a few phrases here and there, and every so often a familiar expression made me smile. It was their own Veronese dialect mixed in with some Hebrew and a little Latin, so I felt like I was listening to a familiar but fractured conversation. Master de Aquila couldn’t keep up, either, but it didn’t matter. We all nodded and smiled and the women laughed aloud. They fed us until we thought we might burst, until even Willem couldn’t manage another mouthful and was smiling so wide I thought his face might crack. Someone took our bags upstairs, and an old man arrived with a lantern to escort us to our rooms. I slept as if I were at home.

There was even more food the next morning: fruit and soft cheese, eggs, bread rolls and the warm drink they called caffè — everyone drank it here, not just men in coffee houses. We ate in the courtyard, right outside in the sun, which was a custom in those parts, until Master de Aquila roused us.

‘Come,’ he said. ‘There is something here I have wanted to see for many years.’

He pulled a soft red cap out of his satchel.


‘What are you doing?’ asked Willem. ‘You’ll look ridiculous.’

‘Have you not noticed? All our new friends here wear the red cap, and so must I while I am on Venetian soil. It is like the yellow wheel I wore in the German cities, if a little more dramatic.’

‘I’m not wearing one.’

‘No, Willem, and I would not ask you to do so. You would look even more ridiculous than I.’

It was true that everyone in the Ghetto wore a red cap or scarf of some kind, but once we were outside its gates, the red caps became fewer. It was market day, and the roads and paths were crowded. Willem pushed his way through. He seemed so very pale against the throng of dark-haired people, and had grown so tall in recent months, it was like watching a Viking cut swathes through an army of tiny Celts.

‘Hurry up,’ he called to us.

Master de Aquila hesitated. ‘Open your eyes, boy. Do you not see that those of us in red caps must stand aside to let the others pass?’

Willem glanced around, then walked off, staying a few paces ahead of us.

‘Take my arm, Master,’ I said.

‘I don’t know which is worse,’ he said. ‘Willem pretending he doesn’t know me, or you pretending you don’t care.’

‘He needs time to get used to new ideas.’

He grunted.

We made our way through the crowds to the basilica. The doors were open. Master de Aquila and Willem paused to study the enormous lions carved in stone on the portico, but I walked on, into the church. It was dark inside, and a few moments passed before I could see clearly. The cool marble floor seemed to stretch a mile ahead of me to the altar, where streams of blue and red light soared through the coloured-glass windows and melted into the darkness. All along the walls, groups of candles flickered in front of statues or gilt-framed paintings, where people kneeled: silently, hopefully. The only noise was from a young priest gently sweeping the centre aisle.

I felt Master de Aquila at my side.

‘Are we allowed in here?’ I whispered.

‘Are you scared God will strike us down?’ He smiled, but his eyes darted towards the priest, who had stopped his work and was staring at us.

‘We should go,’ said Willem.

‘Nonsense. Everyone is welcome in a house of prayer.’

‘I don’t think it works like that,’ I said.

‘This is not my kind of prayer house,’ said Willem. ‘I’ll wait outside.’

Master de Aquila took my hand. ‘Come. This is the home of one of the greatest paintings on earth — Clement has described it to me in great detail. Surely even heathens like us are permitted to look upon the beauty of grace, or he would not have told me of it.’

‘Well …’ I still hesitated. ‘If Fra Clement said it would be all right.’

He didn’t answer, but led me down the northern aisle to a gloomy side chapel where a group of pilgrims huddled on the floor, kneeling, murmuring prayers and turning their faces like flowers towards the most astonishing painting I had ever seen. It sat on the altar, in three gilded panels, and at its centre, surrounded by angels, were the Holy Mother and Infant. Her gown was painted in the most extraordinary blue: as brilliant as a miniature in a Book of Hours.

‘Is it all lapis?’ I whispered.


Master de Aquila nodded, his eyes wide with wonder. That quantity of lapis lazuli, all the way from the wild lands of the Afghans, would cost a king’s ransom.

I gazed a moment longer at her face, her halo, and the eternally tranquil and pure blue. ‘So serene.’

Someone pulled at my arm — the priest. He put his face close to mine and muttered something. I didn’t catch the words, but the meaning was unmistakable. He pointed to Master de Aquila’s red cap and shouted.

‘There’s no need for that,’ said Master de Aquila gently.

We left without another glance at the painting.

Willem was waiting in the forecourt. ‘I thought you’d be ages.’

‘You were right: we were not welcome.’

‘Papists!’

‘Keep your voice down,’ Master de Aquila hissed.

‘It was very beautiful, though,’ I said.

Master de Aquila gazed around him. ‘This is an ancient city. We will be safer looking at the monuments and buildings left here by the Romans. They, at least, are not here to stop us.’

Willem laughed.

‘I have read that there is a stadium here somewhere.’ Master de Aquila pointed. ‘And that arch over there looks to me as if it might be a Roman triumphal arch.’

It did look a lot like one of the engravings I had seen in The Sum of All Knowledge. As we walked towards it, Willem laughed again, even louder.

‘What on earth is so funny?’ I asked.

‘Romans,’ he said.

Master de Aquila and I exchanged glances. ‘I’ve never thought of Roman arches as amusing,’ he said.


Willem’s smile vanished. ‘You mean, you aren’t joking?’

‘Why would I be?’

‘Romans aren’t real,’ said Willem.

Master de Aquila stopped in his tracks. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘All those old people — Egyptians and Romans and Babylonians. Israelites. They’re just stories.’

‘Stories?’

‘We don’t know for certain that they ever existed,’ said Willem.

‘But here is the proof, boy, right here in front of your eyes. The Romans built structures that are still with us today.’

‘So you say. They might have been built last year for all we know.’

‘Willem,’ I said, ‘those ancient countries and peoples were described by many authors. They are in the Bible. Herodotus, thousands of years ago, told us of the Egyptians. Pliny wrote of life in Rome. Aristotle —’

‘Just books.’

‘Do you think Herodotus invented Africa? Do you think he dreamed the Pyramids?’

‘But that world is lost — the ancient world is gone.’

‘My goodness, Willem,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘I never thought to hear you say such a thing.’

‘Why? The Old Testament, the ancient worlds, they don’t matter any more. Everyone knows that.’

‘Then everyone is wrong.’

Willem chuckled. ‘Master, you don’t really believe in pyramids. Next you’ll be telling me that tigers and elephants are real.’

‘I have seen a tiger, when I was a boy. It was in a cage in the park in Córdoba. And my father told me of the Pyramids. Those lands exist, Willem. It is true they may have changed, and some peoples have passed from the earth, just as the pharaohs did. But the mountains and the seas are still there, the elephants and the tigers roam wild, the great stones do rise from the desert — it is just that the memory of them has vanished from our minds.’

Master and apprentice spent the rest of the day taking it in turns to laugh quietly at the other’s naïvety.

 

Later that evening, when he and I were alone together, Master de Aquila took up his argument again.

‘Now do you see, Isabella, why this work is so important? To many people, the ancients are like elves, rather than men and women like us, who sculpted and wrote and built the most amazing creations. Such things will be remembered in The Sum of All Knowledge.’

‘I’m not sure,’ I said. ‘Can you capture something that is lost?’

‘In this case, the loss is felt only in Christendom. People outside Europe have not forgotten. Their maps still show us the coasts of Africa and the true paths of the stars. That is why we have a Saracen hidden in our attic, making maps.’

‘Is it only in Europe that such things are heretical?’

‘It seems so. I cannot say why. Perhaps the bishops want only their own world to be known.’

‘But Homer, and all the ancients, knew there were lands and peoples outside Europe.’

‘Yet, somehow, until very recently, our maps told us otherwise,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘There are two types of maps in the world: those that seek to tell the truth, and those that do not.’

‘What is the point of a map that lies?’

‘Popes and kings seem to prefer them.’

‘But others must know the truth.’


‘Perhaps people forgot. It is as if human knowledge expands and contracts, and now it is expanding once again.’

‘If everyone once knew something, how can it be forgotten?’

‘Maybe the truth doesn’t suit them.’ He smiled. ‘It may be as simple as an argument between two brothers. They fight one day over a trifle, an insult. They cannot forgive. They meet each market day and pretend they do not see each other. They forbid their wives to meet or speak. Over the years, they forget why the feud began but it cannot be stopped. Their children do not know what caused it. Their grandchildren do not know. Over the decades, the brothers forget each other’s faces. So it might have been between two churches, or two continents, between Rome and Constantinople and Damascus. Who can say?’

‘Then the sooner we get to Venice and print The Sum of All Knowledge, the better.’

‘Very well,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘Let us hurry.’

 

A few days later, we arrived in Padua and found much the same welcome in the Ghetto as had greeted us in Verona.

‘You are sirens,’ Master de Aquila teased the women who fed us each day. ‘You will make us so fat and happy we can never leave.’

Still, we headed for Venice the next morning. It was a leisurely ride through marshes and fields and, as we drew near to the city, Master de Aquila couldn’t hide his smile.

‘At last,’ he said. ‘La Serenissima.’

He turned to Willem. ‘We have no need of horses in the city. We can sell them at the market. In Venice, we move about by boat or on foot.’

‘No more boats,’ I pleaded.


‘Canal boats only, I promise, Isabella.’

‘I am sick of living in these ghettoes,’ said Willem.

‘It is hard, I know, being fussed over and fed. But while you are with me, you have little choice in the matter.’

Willem stuck out his chin. ‘I can stay where I want.’

‘How will you achieve that, my young genius?’

‘I will tell them the truth.’

‘Let me understand you,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘You wish to walk up to a city guard and insist on telling him you are not Jewish — nor Catholic, for that matter — so that he will not be under a mistaken impression and therefore not let you into the only area of the city in which I am allowed to sleep?’

‘No. Well, yes, I suppose, but if you put it that way it sounds stupid.’

‘Indeed. Then go ahead, my boy. Let’s see how you fare.’ He turned to face me. ‘E tu, Isabella?’

‘I go with you, sir.’

I’m not sure which of them was the most surly as we led the donkey through the city. A guard showed us the way, which was just as well or we would have been hopelessly lost within minutes. We walked along narrow canals where the buildings were so close they almost touched, through piazzas where a weak sun illuminated pink and blue and gold houses adorned with fabrics and gilded windows, past shops and coffee houses and rows of shiny black boats. The whole city smelled of the sea and warm fruit and wine and freshly laundered bed linen. And, occasionally, rotting fish.

At last, the guard stopped, pointed the way, and we continued alone along a lonely pathway, across a wooden drawbridge and up to the gates of the Ghetto. It was an island, like so much of the city, but this island was surrounded by a high stone wall, like a fortress.

The guards checked Master de Aquila’s papers and waved us through. The laneway opened onto a petite square, paved with flagstones and edged all around by towering buildings, some of them seven storeys high. These weren’t fancy buildings, like in the rest of the city. There was no bright paintwork here — just unadorned brickwork and low doorways and square windows with shutters. But even Willem gazed up, counting the many windows in each building and wondering aloud how many stairs a person would climb to reach the attic.

Master de Aquila had written ahead to a tailor he’d known in his youth, now living in the Ghetto, who found us a suite of tiny rooms in one of the towering tenements. For once, my master didn’t waste a moment unpacking his books.

‘Come,’ he said. ‘Venice awaits us.’

Back outside in the city, we wandered through endless winding alleyways and alongside canals in which greenish sea water sloshed and gurgled. It seemed a universe away from the mountains and rivers of Germany, the dark clouds of Amsterdam. We had left those behind; here, we were on the edge of the rest of the world.

At home in Cambridge, the map in my father’s library had shown Europe ending here. Beyond Venice was a wilderness of wolves, heathens, giants and dragons. Now I knew the city was only a threshold. No matter what Willem believed, across the sea lay Constantinople, the roads to India, the glories of Persia, all the wonders described by Herodotus and in The Sum of All Knowledge.

We walked along the Grand Canal, gazing out at the cathedrals across the water. I had thought the sea would be azure here, but it was a sullen grey — a dull background for a city of jewels — with cold winds that swept across the lagoon and fogs so opaque it felt as if the city were underwater.

Master de Aquila exclaimed over every detail. ‘See! At the end of the lane there — the tip of the famous campanile! I think, then, just along here will be …’ He took my hand and led me around a corner into a colonnaded porch.

He stopped. We all stopped. Before us stretched a great piazza, as wide as a lake, and at its end was a golden crown of a cathedral. It glistened, even on this dull afternoon.

Master de Aquila gasped aloud. ‘San Marco!’

‘Is it gold?’ Willem whispered.

‘It can’t be,’ I said.

But as we drew closer, we saw that it was.

‘Surely,’ I said, ‘this is the greatest building in the world.’

It was a towering, shimmering confection, its arches adorned with the faces of angels and more gold than in all of Christendom. Above the front door, a herd of wild, gilded horses turned their faces towards the city. Stories were traced in mosaics on its arches and soaring domes; ancient stories — of Noah and his Ark, of Moses and Abraham. For some reason, tears came; great, fat tears that wouldn’t stop.

Someone grasped my hand. Willem. I don’t know if he noticed my tears. He stared, too, with his head pitched back and face upwards, at the ceiling as we moved slowly across tiles worn down by millions of feet over a thousand years.

‘Have you ever seen such a place?’ he whispered. ‘It really is a world of miracles, isn’t it?’

I smiled.

‘Isabella,’ he said softly. ‘Is it true what our master says about the tigers?’


I nodded. ‘It is.’

‘And the Pyramids?’

‘Yes, Willem. Though I have never seen such things myself, many people have written of them. There is an elephant in the menagerie in London.’

‘I never knew.’

‘Perhaps one day you will see them.’

‘Anything is possible,’ he said. ‘I never imagined I would stand on the other side of Europe, in a place such as this, yet here I am. And it is truly marvellous.’

‘You’re not worried that it’s full of Papists?’

‘I should be, I know, but it seems to me that any people who can create a treasure like this … they must have some grain of goodness within them, surely.’

‘Your Dutch preachers wouldn’t like to hear you say that.’

‘Perhaps.’ He shrugged. ‘But maybe they don’t understand about everything in the world. They never taught me such things. They probably don’t know about the tigers and the Pyramids. After all, they haven’t travelled as widely as me.’

I grinned. He wandered off thoughtfully, gazing at the ceiling, the pillars, the people praying silently in the darkness.

I could have stayed there for hours. I think, perhaps, we did. I couldn’t tell. Nobody tried to stop us; nobody told the old man in the Jew’s cap and the two Protestant youngsters to leave. People even smiled at us.

But at some point, our master whispered to us, ‘Come. We can return any time we like. Isabella, there is someone I want you to meet. This is not the only wonder in the city.’
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IN WHICH A WIDOW MEETS AN ORPHAN



Master de Aquila led us inland from San Marco, turned right down a narrow lane, and right again.

‘This should be the place.’

It was a huge red door, and, like so many doors we had seen, its handle was the head of the winged lion of Venice.

‘This way. Upstairs.’

Willem counted the stairs up three flights, until Master de Aquila knocked on a door, pushed it open and stood aside so I could enter.

We heard a familiar click of metal type, the thud of a press, the rustle and fold of paper. The low murmur was in a foreign language, but any of us could have guessed what they said: Ink now. Steady. That’s smudged. Try a clean sheet. Better. The proof sheet’s fine — do another twenty. But in this room was something I had never seen; something I had never thought to see, in this world or the next. A figure leaned over the collating table, straightened, put one ink-stained hand to her forehead, and looked right at us. A woman.

A woman printer?

She threw a handful of papers onto the table and walked towards us, a sudden smile softening her face. She was not much more than thirty years old, and wore a dress of some kind of shiny black fabric, drawn in tightly at the waist, which shimmered as she moved. Her hair was bleached and braided, like that of so many women we’d seen in Venice, but there were spots of splattered ink on her forehead. It seemed to take forever for her to cross the few paces from the table to the door — on the way she stopped to shout something in Venetian at the copy boy near the window. I watched her. My mouth might even have been open. Then she was standing before us.

‘Master de Aquila,’ she said in French, in a rich voice with a soft, lilting accent. ‘You honour us with your visit.’

My master bowed his head in greeting. ‘Signora Contarini, it is we who are honoured.’ He bent and kissed her hand. ‘May I present my protégée — Mistress Isabella Hawkins.’

She stretched one hand towards me. I let it hang there in the space between us, not sure if I were supposed to kiss it or shake it. She smiled. I couldn’t take my eyes from her face, from her green eyes, from the ink that marked her as a woman who worked in a print shop. Like me.

‘Master de Aquila has written to me about you, bella,’ she said. ‘You are welcome in my humble workshop.’ She turned back to face the workshop and spread her arms wide as if conjuring a miracle — a trick. ‘As you see, we are only small, but even lion cubs may roar loudly when they put their minds to it.’


‘Indeed,’ said my master.

‘Of course,’ she said to me, ‘I have read your father’s Discourse: we printed an edition here, in this very room.’

I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t. It’s silly, I know, but until that moment I had believed I was the only girl in the world who knew anything at all about printing, who scrubbed the ink from under her fingernails every evening, who felt the motion of the press as familiar as a heartbeat inside her. I wasn’t yet sure whether I was in awe of Signora Contarini or deeply disappointed. But there was no time to think about it.

‘I can see the Italian in you,’ she said. Her finger traced the line of my jaw. ‘Your mother was from Genoa, I’m told.’

‘Yes,’ I stammered. ‘But she died when I was born.’

‘This is Isabella’s first visit to the country of her ancestors,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘There is much here that is unusual to her eyes.’

‘Indeed, our young friend is dismayed to find me here, I think.’ Signora Contarini took my arm and led me into her workshop. ‘She believes I should be at home, wringing my hands, like every other widow in the city.’

‘Not dismayed,’ I began. ‘I just never expected …’

‘Did you think you were the only female in the world allowed inside a printer’s atelier?’ She laughed, throwing her head right back. ‘No, no. You are wrong. There are three of us: you, my dear Isabella, and me, and Caterina.’

‘Who’s that?’

‘My cat.’ Her laughter filled the room and burst out of the windows. ‘You are in Venesia now, bella, the city of water and warm airs — just like a woman, they say — and here you will find women who are printers and scholars and painters. There are even poor girls who work all day in the Arsenale, building ships or making cannons, or whatever it is they do there.’

I looked around to seek out my master, but he and Willem had wandered over to the press to talk to the men. In the corner, a man with silver hair and beard bent over a manuscript, scratching corrections in the margins. The cat was fast asleep on a pile of paper. Nobody seemed to think our presence remarkable.

‘There are women who work as printers elsewhere in the world, you know,’ she said, as if she had read my thoughts. ‘Mostly they are, like me, the wives or widows or daughters of printers or typesetters. A family tradition. After my husband died, it was this or a convent — which would you choose?’

I hesitated, still a little stunned.

‘No need to answer,’ she said. ‘You have already chosen.’

She let go of my arm and handed me a sheet of the finest, creamiest paper I’d ever seen.

‘Now,’ she said, ‘I need your professional opinion on this — your master tells me you are an authority on Herodotus.’

‘He exaggerates, I’m afraid.’

‘Perhaps,’ she said. ‘He is proud of you, why shouldn’t he exaggerate a little? But I hope you can help me, anyway.’

I squinted at the paper. It was a page of the worst English translation of Histories imaginable. My face betrayed me.

‘Is it that awful?’ asked Signora Contarini.

‘Dreadful,’ I admitted. ‘Really dreadful.’

Master de Aquila would have howled, called for the translator to be hung, or shouted at me and Willem and anyone else in sight. But Signora Contarini laughed so much tears ran from her eyes.

‘I knew it,’ she said at last. ‘I can barely read any English, and even to my eyes it looked strange. That scoundrel of a priest who did the work has fled the city and left me with no Histories worth printing.’

She threw the sheaf of papers high into the air. They flew, suspended in time, in light, and then fluttered to the floor like doves’ wings.

‘Bella,’ she said, ‘you and I had better get to work.’

So my life in Venice began. Each morning, Master de Aquila or Willem escorted me from the Ghetto, across the bridge and through the winding lanes to Signora Contarini’s workshop, where she and I sat side by side at the proofreading table and tried to turn her mangled translation into something that would pass for English. Frankly, it would have been better to start all over again, the translation was so poor. But it was good to be working again, instead of trailing around the maze of streets after Master de Aquila, waiting in chilly marble hallways while he met with paper merchants and bookbinders, listening to the men talk as if I weren’t there.

Signora Contarini’s workshop was noisy and alive, and everything was terribly familiar and yet also strange. I half-understood a lot of what went on, but the printers spoke in so many different versions of Italian that sometimes the conversation might as well have been in Hebrew for all I understood of it.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said to the signora one afternoon. ‘I learned Italian by reading Dante. It’s not the same thing at all.’

‘And I learned English so I could read Shakespeare,’ said Signora Contarini. ‘We are two of a pair, you and I.’ She smiled. ‘Dante’s Italian will stand you in good stead — although we speak Venetian amongst ourselves, we can understand much of what you say. If you had learned Neapolitan or Roman we would not comprehend a word of it.’


 

In the late afternoons, like everyone else in Venice, our little group strolled along the canal walks and across the bridges. As the days passed in a haze of warm fogs, I found myself falling deeply, irrevocably in love with the city. During the mornings, it seemed to be a cat, drowsing in the piazza, stirring only to eat. But as the day wore on, it rose, shook itself and began to prowl.

The streets were always filled with people — not rushing, not frantic, like in London, but smiling, gossiping, gaudily dressed people who strolled arm in arm in the evenings and laughed at private jokes.

The city filled up all of my senses and my mind, and, somehow, started to heal my heart and seep warmth into my bones. I was surrounded by sounds: soft sploshes of water against oars and boats and houses; the squeals of children, laughing in a hidden courtyard; a convent choir practising a Te Deum; an argument, a prayer.

The air was saturated with scents, from the stinging salt-marsh miasma to gusts of ocean spray, spices in the market stall, orange blossom, lamb and fragrant herbs slowly simmering, wine and seaweed and rosewater. I gazed all around me at the stone walls, the sea, the old men snoozing in the afternoon. I peered down dark laneways and through half-closed doors, and returned every day to the golden cathedral to wonder at its craft, its precious stones and million tiles, at its stories.

One day, we stepped out into glorious sunlight. The canals glowed green, the lagoon appeared a shimmering blue, and the city shook off its mist. I closed my eyes to feel the sunshine on my eyelids.


‘Today, Isabella,’ said Signora Contarini, ‘you will see Venice in all her glory.’

Everywhere, there were new houses and half-constructed churches of gleaming stone, with bright paintwork and gilded windows. Signora Contarini led us all over the city, even into cathedrals filled with rich frescoes and statues and people praying on cold marble floors. We took a boat across the Grand Canal to a pure white cathedral filled with light and divine as the dawn. We walked past paper shops and milliners and costumiers and the great opera house. There were so many buildings and paved courtyards and squares, but no trees, no grass, no gardens. Just stone.

Signora Contarini knew all the gossip: which family owned what palazzo, councillors who spent more than they could ever afford on new buildings, merchants who lived in fortresses with storerooms full of gold and spices.

‘They should make a rule — tear down every building more than fifty years old,’ she said. ‘Nobody in Venice wants to look at mouldy old houses. I expect we will build the city anew in every generation, so it never ages.’

‘A city of eternal youth?’ said Master de Aquila.

‘What a wonderful idea,’ the signora said.

‘All these buildings,’ said Willem. ‘Do they really float?’

‘The city is made of islands,’ she said. ‘In a way, each house is an island. It has its roots deep in the mud, yet it moves, just a little, with the sea.’

‘That’s why I feel queasy all the time,’ said Willem. ‘I thought it was the food.’

‘Perhaps it is the proximity of my beauty,’ said Signora Contarini, and then laughed aloud at Willem’s expression. ‘But that cannot be the case,’ she went on. ‘You have been travelling for months with the prettiest girl in Venice. You must be immune to the charms of all other women.’

I blushed. I needn’t have.

‘Who is she talking about?’ asked Willem.

I slapped his arm. He looked surprised.

‘You?’ he said. ‘She’s joking, surely.’

‘Young man, you are hilarious,’ said Signora Contarini. She took Master de Aquila’s arm and walked on ahead, still laughing.

‘Is she mad?’ Willem whispered to me.

‘Possibly,’ I said. ‘But in a good way.’

At the gates of the Ghetto, she left us. ‘Here you are, home at last,’ she said.

‘Thank you, my dear signora,’ said Master de Aquila.

‘It is my pleasure,’ she said. ‘I love showing off, as you can probably tell, and I particularly love showing off my city. I am only sorry you are not here in the season for the Carnevale. Then you would see Venice at her very best, although there are too many tourists for my liking.’

‘I’m sure it’s lovely at any time of year,’ I said.

She looked into my face, then up and down, as if assessing for the first time my dress, my boots, my hat.

‘I have an idea,’ she said. ‘You should not miss out on festivity altogether, Isabella. I shall give a banquet in your honour.’

‘Oh, no,’ I said, with an anxious glance at Master de Aquila. He just beamed at me.

‘We will find you a beautiful gown,’ the signora said. ‘My maid will attend to your hair.’

‘That really is making a silk purse out of a sow’s ear,’ said Willem.


Signora Contarini gave him a look that would have burned a hole in the best paper in Venice.

‘Please, signora, don’t put yourself to any trouble,’ I said quickly.

‘No trouble at all,’ she said. ‘Leave everything to me.’

She gave Willem one last withering glance, then glided off across the bridge, waved before she turned a corner and vanished out of sight.

‘I’m not going to any banquet,’ said Willem.

‘Apprentices will not be invited,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘And no wonder. Watch your tongue in future.’

‘What did I say?’

 

Signora Contarini would not be deterred from organising a banquet. In fact, I suspected she couldn’t be deterred from anything once she’d set her mind to it. Master de Aquila and I surrendered to the idea, he quite willingly, me more reluctantly, although when a gorgeous cream silk gown and matching slippers were delivered to me, I decided a banquet wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

As the day grew closer, Willem grew grumpier. As Master de Aquila had predicted, mere apprentices were not invited to share the signora’s supper table.

‘Not that I care,’ Willem said every morning. ‘Why would I want to go to a stupid banquet?’

He continued to pretend it wasn’t happening, right up to the moment we left, dressed in our finery, with a special pass from the Ghetto guards to stay out in the city after the gates closed. Willem was nowhere to be found.

Master de Aquila offered me his arm. ‘He will be sorry he did not get to see you in your gown.’


‘I doubt it,’ I said.

‘Silly boy!’

We crossed the city in time to arrive at Signora Contarini’s house just on dusk. A footman took our capes and led us upstairs towards a hum of voices and music. We paused in a long, mirrored corridor.

‘Courage, my dear,’ said Master de Aquila.

I smiled gratefully, smoothed down my gown, and we walked together into the banquet room.

Fabulous. That’s the only word for it. Hundreds of candles glimmered in fine candelabras on every table, from sconces on every wall. A violinist played in a dark corner. People filled the room — so many people — all in rich silks of crimson and silver, all talking and laughing, until, inexplicably, they fell silent and turned, as one, to face us. My hand trembled on Master de Aquila’s arm. He bowed, so I followed with a clumsy curtsey.

‘At last!’ Signora Contarini’s voice sounded from somewhere in the crowd, and it parted to let her through.

‘Here they are,’ she said in rapid Venetian. ‘Our guests of honour.’

I knew enough of the language now to attempt a reply. ‘It is we who are honoured, signora.’

She clapped. ‘Brava!’

At that signal, the violin struck a note and everyone started talking at once. A dozen people came forward to greet us with kisses and exclamations, though Signora Contarini introduced them so quickly, and in her own language, that I could barely catch their names.

A gong sounded and everyone turned towards the table at the other end of the room. Huge vases of flowers, heavy with nectar and fragrance, stood in a line down the centre of a damask tablecloth, where bowls of figs and apricots glistened in syrup.

Signora Contarini took Master de Aquila’s arm. ‘You will sit at my right hand.’

He bowed his head, smiling.

‘And Isabella …’ She glanced around and then motioned to a young man who stood watching a few paces away.

He was ridiculously beautiful, an ancient Roman statue come to life, with extraordinarily long eyelashes and ringlets of dark hair circling his face. He needed only a wreath of laurel and a centurion’s breastplate to complete the picture.

He stepped forward, blushing, and bowed.

‘Who is this person?’ asked Master de Aquila.

‘This is Jacopo Gabrieli. His father is one of the Council of Venice. You will meet him later. Young Jacopo has offered to escort Isabella this evening.’

Jacopo blushed again.

‘Hmm.’ Master de Aquila stared at the young man as if he were a thief in the street.

‘Come, my friend.’ Signora Contarini led my master away towards the table.

Jacopo bowed and offered me a gloved hand. I took it tentatively, not exactly sure what I was supposed to do next. I attempted a smile. So did he. Somehow, he managed to lead me to a chair, although being led is not a natural part of my disposition and I can’t say I followed gracefully. Better to admit that we walked in tandem in a line of couples to the dining table, where a footman settled me in my chair and poured the first of far too many glasses of sweet wine.

‘This is your first visit to Venice?’ Jacopo asked.


‘Yes,’ I said, and then thought I should try a little harder. ‘It’s so beautiful.’

‘I think it’s ugly.’

‘How can you say that?’

‘All cities are ugly,’ he said. ‘That’s what my father says.’ He waved to an elderly man who sat opposite us, looking bored.

‘Do you know any other cities well?’ I asked.

‘No. Only Venice. It is horrible. I prefer the country.’ He turned to his plate and began dismantling a roast pigeon with both hands.

‘I see.’

I gazed around the room. Everyone else was chatting happily to the person next to them — even Master de Aquila. Apparently that’s what one did at banquets. I tried again.

‘I used to live in the country,’ I said. ‘With my father.’

Jacopo glanced up. ‘What was his game?’ he asked.

‘Game?’

‘Boar? Deer? Wolves, perhaps, in winter?’

‘Oh, I see — no, my father didn’t hunt.’

He stared at me, incredulous. ‘Then why did you live in the country?’

‘It was lovely there.’

He grunted.

I turned my attention to my plate and listened instead to Signora Contarini’s conversation.

‘My husband left me well-provided for, as you see. I sold his business after his death and sat here in fine widowhood for a year or so. But I found that I couldn’t stop the work, that the press kept calling me. So I started a new business. If you don’t mind me saying, it’s far better than my husband’s ever was, and much more entertaining. I print what I want. I don’t need to take on rubbish. Only the best: the finest stock, the most interesting works — yes, even if they are controversial.’

‘Too controversial for some,’ said a fat man to Master de Aquila’s right.

‘Nonsense, Pietro,’ said Signora Contarini. As she waved her hand, I noticed that tonight she wore several gold rings on each finger. ‘The world is different now.’

‘On the contrary,’ said Pietro. ‘I just heard it from Rome today. The Pope has issued a new Index of Forbidden Books.’

‘I have heard no such thing,’ said the signora.

‘I’m afraid it is true enough,’ said Pietro. ‘You will be informed officially, no doubt, since several of your guest’s publications are on the list.’

‘Mine?’ Master de Aquila gasped. ‘Which books?’

‘Professor Hawkins’s Discourse on Liberty, amongst others.’ He bowed his head slightly in my direction.

‘How dare they?’ Signora Contarini flushed a deep red. ‘It’s outrageous.’

‘We will not speak of it now,’ Master de Aquila said quietly. His face, in contrast, was pale.

Signora Contarini drew a deep breath. ‘You are right,’ she said. ‘It is no topic for friendly conversation.’ She shouted to a man at the other end of the table. ‘Hey, tell us a joke.’

The evening wore on through six more courses, a few pathetic exchanges of pleasantries with the thunderously stupid Jacopo, and palpable anger in Signora Contarini’s face.

At last, Jacopo and his father bowed and excused themselves. They had a long journey to their palazzo in the Marches, they explained. Signora Contarini farewelled them graciously and returned to her seat, plopping down with a sigh, then turned to Master de Aquila.

‘You are pensive, my friend.’

Master de Aquila started. ‘I was thinking.’

‘Obviously.’

His gaze shifted from her face to mine. ‘It’s time you were married, Isabella,’ he said.

I stared at him. ‘What on earth makes you say that?’

‘I am remiss. You should not be fussing about after an old man.’

‘There is plenty of time for all that,’ said Signora Contarini. ‘Isabella can afford to wait.’

‘For what?’ asked Master de Aquila.

I wondered the same thing.

‘For her equal.’

I bowed my head, not sure whether to be pleased or embarrassed. I decided I was pleased — so long as nobody suddenly decided to marry me off to Jacopo.

Signora Contarini clapped her hands. The party fell silent.

‘Thank you for gracing us with your presence,’ she announced. Then she whispered to me, ‘They will not leave until they have drunk every drop of my wine.’

But not even the most enthusiastic guest could ignore her dismissal and, one by one, they took their leave. Only Pietro remained, at the signora’s insistence. As soon as the door closed behind the last couple, Signora Contarini threw a red woollen shawl around her bare shoulders and wriggled her feet out of her silk slippers. Then she exploded.

‘What are they thinking, those idiots in Rome? A new Index! Can they not see that the world has changed?’

‘That is exactly what they fear,’ said Master de Aquila.


‘Dolts! Imbeciles!’ she shouted. ‘How dare they ban your books? What century do they think we are living in?’

‘The news is worse than I wanted to announce in public,’ said Pietro. ‘They are burning books in great bonfires in the Vatican.’

‘What does that mean?’ I asked.

‘It means,’ said Pietro, ‘that you must not go anywhere near Rome. The Inquisition has already arrested some of our colleagues there. All over Italy, in fact. The best printers in Florence have fled to France.’

An anxious glance passed between my master and me. He shifted a little in his seat.

‘It will come to nothing, you’ll see,’ he said.

Signora Contarini patted his hand.

‘You’ve lived in the safety of Amsterdam too long, sir,’ Pietro said. ‘You’ve forgotten how powerful a grip the Church fathers have on our lives.’

‘Believe me, that is something I can never forget,’ my master said. ‘But no power in the world can stop our presses, or stop people reading our books.’

‘Perhaps not,’ Pietro replied. ‘But they can try.’

‘But on what grounds?’ I asked. ‘Discourse on Liberty is already printed. If they ban it now, that’s one thing, but surely it’s not a crime to have printed it before it was banned. That makes no sense at all.’

Signora Contarini turned her face to me. ‘They don’t dwell on such niceties, my dear. Even the bravest person will admit to almost anything after a spell in the dungeon and the threat of the stake.’

I felt my chest tighten.

Master de Aquila’s eyes were on me. ‘What is it, child?’


‘Nothing,’ I said.

‘You’re not frightened of some demented priests on the other side of Italy?’

‘Of course not,’ I said. But my voice didn’t sound very convincing.

‘You are in no danger, Isabella.’ Signora Contarini’s voice was kind but I couldn’t look into her eyes.

‘I’d do anything to avoid the stake, too,’ I whispered. ‘I’ve seen a man die for his beliefs.’

They were silent, so I went on. ‘You’ve heard of William Ward?’ They shook their heads.

‘He was a friend of my father. He was a Catholic priest. In England, everything is the opposite of here, and it’s illegal to be Catholic.’

‘Ridiculous,’ said the signora.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said. ‘English or Italian, Puritans or Catholics — you die just the same.’

Master de Aquila nodded sadly. ‘It’s true.’

‘They arrested Father Ward just after midsummer — four years ago now, I suppose. My father said we must go to bear witness. He hated the thought of his friend dying alone, or amongst a hostile crowd. I thought it would be heroic and noble, like Joan of Arc. But it wasn’t. There was just fear and screaming. First they hanged him, until he was nearly dead.’ I gulped a breath. ‘Then they took him down and slit —’

Master de Aquila took my hand. ‘We are in no danger here, Isabella.’

But in the days that followed, news came of more arrests in Rome and elsewhere; of printers and authors and even priests who vanished in the night; of more books burned in city squares and workshops closed down.


‘We should go home, to Amsterdam,’ Willem urged one afternoon. ‘The further from Rome, the better.’

‘We are safe here,’ Master de Aquila assured him. ‘In the Ghetto.’

‘But they burn printers at the stake in Italy. They don’t like Protestants much, either, if you don’t mind me saying.’

‘Nonsense, boy. Your imagination is running wild.’ But he said it as if his mind were on other matters.










[image: image]










9

IN WHICH A PROMISE IS EXTRACTED



The knock on the door was so faint I barely heard it. A messenger boy with bare, grubby feet stood in the street outside — a letter in one hand, and his other hand stretched out for money. I fumbled in my purse for a few coins and shut the door against the sea mist. I took the letter up to Master de Aquila, who was in his room fussing over the Egyptian chapter of The Sum of All Knowledge.

He checked the handwriting on the letter and ripped off the seal quickly. I sat down to wait, in case he wanted me to write a reply, and watched as his eyes scanned the pages.

‘It cannot be!’ His face turned as pale as paper and he sank into a chair as if he’d been struck.

I jumped up. ‘What is it?’

‘No,’ he said firmly. ‘It simply cannot be true.’

I took the letter from his hand. My master groaned aloud. It was from Paul in Amsterdam, scribbled in haste. He urged us to return at once. The workshop had been stormed at night by a gang of men — nobody knew who they were — and had burned to the ground. Paul wrote that he had rushed to put out the fire, but the flames were too fierce. The paper stock, the press — all of it was gone.

My master snatched the letter from my hand. ‘Al-Qasim! What happened to Al-Qasim?’

‘Paul doesn’t say. Of course, he wouldn’t even know Al-Qasim was there.’

‘O Almighty One, what have I done?’

‘Perhaps he ran away.’

‘They took him.’ He crumpled the letter into a tight ball and flung it against the wall. ‘They snatched Al-Qasim and burned the workshop, and I was not there to stop them.’

‘Who?’

‘I prayed it would not come to this.’ My master couldn’t see me, didn’t hear me. He beat his face with his hands, tore at his hair.

He paced from door to fireplace, knocked over the chair and then glared at it, as if it had somehow forced itself into his path. I followed him, murmuring the nothings you say when people are too shocked to make sense. At last I took his hands, tried to calm him.

‘You’ve done nothing wrong,’ I said.

He pushed me away. ‘I should never have left Amsterdam. They would not have dared —’

‘Who?’ I shouted it into his face.

He stopped his pacing for a second and stared at me as if he’d never seen me before in his life.

‘The Inquisition.’

My entire body became ice. I dropped his hands and he turned away, moaning.

‘But … Master,’ I whispered, not wanting to say the name out loud, ‘there’s no Inquisition in Amsterdam, surely? They don’t even like Catholics there.’

‘They must be Spaniards,’ he said. ‘Italians. It doesn’t matter. Willem was right. The Inquisition goes wherever it wants; it is no respecter of international borders.’

‘That’s not what you said last week.’

‘I was only trying to steady your nerves.’

‘It might not be the Inquisition,’ I said. ‘You don’t know that. Perhaps it was just a gang of thieves. Perhaps they knocked over a lamp, and the fire spread, and Al-Qasim got out through the attic window and —’

He wasn’t listening. ‘You don’t understand,’ he said. ‘They follow you wherever you go, they hunt you down. They slip into the city at night. They bribe and blackmail. People will denounce you in order to save their own lives. The priests find you — they will always find you — and take you back to their own courts and put you on trial. They find out things under torture that you didn’t know yourself. You have no friends, no lawyers; no arguments will save you. Then, finally, the great trial, the auto de fé, where they pass sentence and pray for you to be forgiven sins you haven’t committed — then feed you to the flames before you have a chance to appeal.’

‘You don’t know that — it’s just rumours.’

He laughed, a weird, deep laugh that was almost a groan. ‘I know it only too well, Isabella.’

He bent down, picked up the chair from where it had crashed onto the floor, and lowered himself into it as if all the strength had gone from his body.

‘We lived in Córdoba — many years ago. My father was a map-maker, too. Did you know that? Just like Al-Qasim. He was working on a great map of the world, in all its glory. He had been painting it for six years. Very intricate work, making maps. I have not the patience for it myself, but I loved to watch him. I was just a boy, then. For every inch of drawing there was a month, maybe more, of studying, research, talking to sailors and navigators, reading everything from the ancient Greeks to a captain’s mildewed sea journal. He was very particular, my father.’

I smiled to myself. Being particular ran in the family.

Master de Aquila went on. ‘One day, the Inquisition came to our door. They were strangely polite, waited in the hallway while my father packed a few clothes and books into a satchel. Then they took him away. We heard nothing for months. The Inquisitors came again to the house, once or twice, to go through his papers. They wouldn’t tell us anything. My mother cried, and they wouldn’t even speak to her.’

‘What did you do?’

‘What could we do? We prayed. We weren’t allowed to be Jewish, not in Spain. My father’s father had been forced to convert to Christianity. But the Inquisition said that we were still Jews underneath. That, at least, was the truth. We are always somewhere in between. That was my father’s crime. That, and making maps.

‘They announced there was to be a great auto de fé, where dozens of people were to be interrogated and tried for heresy. You could buy a ticket, and later go to watch them burn. A grand occasion, it was. People came from all over. There were minstrels and a supper afterwards.’

‘Did you see it?’ My voice faltered.

He shook his head. ‘A letter came — someone had smuggled it out from the prison for him. My father knew then that he would die. He sent me away, to Amsterdam, so that the Inquisition could not find me. But they have found me now, it would seem, after all these years.’

‘They will not find you,’ I said.

I kneeled at his feet, as I had so often, and gazed up at his face. There were tears in his eyes.

‘I was a fool to think I had escaped,’ he said softly. ‘An old fool.’

‘Hush, now.’

‘I have sinned against the Church myself, as you know. I have printed books banned by the Pope. I thought Amsterdam was safe. But they have burned it all. Everything I own.’

‘Not all, Master,’ I said. I scrabbled on the floor for the scrunched-up letter and spread it out on my knee to read it again. ‘Paul says here that not everything burned. Oh …’ I hesitated.

‘Read it out,’ said Master de Aquila.

‘He says … he says he climbed through the window into your library to try to save your treasures …’

‘And?’

‘And they were gone. The cabinet of precious books. The Torah of Seville. They were stolen.’

‘At least those did not burn,’ he said. ‘No matter where they are, they still exist. That is something.’

‘We have The Sum of All Knowledge,’ I reminded him. ‘And the Hebrew Bible. We can go home to Amsterdam and start all over again, or stay here in Venice, just the three of us. The signora will give us work, I’m sure.’

‘How long will it be, do you think, before they seek me here?’ His voice trembled. ‘When did Paul write?’

I checked the date on the letter. ‘Five weeks ago.’

‘Men can ride faster than the mail carriages.’ He sighed. ‘In that case, they could already be here, in the city, tonight, looking for me.’


‘No, Master, surely not.’

‘I will not hide,’ he said, a sudden spark of resolution in his eyes. ‘I will not flee from them again.’ He slapped his hand hard against the arm of the chair. ‘Promise me this, child, if I am arrested —’

‘I won’t let anyone hurt you,’ I said confidently.

‘If I am taken,’ he continued, as if I hadn’t spoken, ‘promise me you will conceal the manuscripts. Bury The Sum of All Knowledge where no one can find it until I am dead. Perhaps, by then, one of my colleagues will be brave enough or stupid enough to print it.’

‘You worry too much,’ I said. ‘In the morning, we will make arrangements to return to Amsterdam, and then you will see that no one is chasing you, and Al-Qasim is alive and hiding in someone else’s attic.’

‘Isabella,’ he said, in the voice he used only when I wasn’t paying attention, ‘promise me what I ask of you.’

‘Very well,’ I said. ‘I promise. And I also promise that I will not let any harm come to you.’

‘When you forget to be scared, Isabella, you are a formidable force.’ He touched my hand briefly, gently.

If only I had held onto it, then; if only I’d grasped his hand tightly and never let go.

‘Master,’ I said instead, ‘your father’s map …’

He stared at me, then nodded slowly. ‘Yes, Isabella, I carried it with me from Córdoba.’

‘Was it hidden in the attic with Al-Qasim?’

He closed his eyes. ‘That’s enough now. I’m weary. I need to think.’
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IN WHICH SOMEONE VANISHES AND A NEW MAN IS BORN



The next morning, Master de Aquila was gone.

Willem went to wake him — I heard him calling, slamming doors and thumping about with his great lumpy feet all over the house.

‘What do you want for breakfast?’ I shouted.

There was no reply.

Willem found his way to the kitchen at last. ‘Have you seen him?’

‘Seen who?’ I asked. I’m never at my brightest before my morning cup of caffè.

‘The Lord Redeemer — who do you think?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘He must have gone out early.’


‘Can’t have,’ said Willem. ‘His outside shoes are still in the hallway. He never goes anywhere in his slippers. But his hat and coat are gone.’

I blinked. ‘He was in a bad state last night.’

Willem stared around helplessly. ‘I don’t like this.’

He liked it even less when I told him about the letter from Paul. The workshop was his home, too, and his future, and now it was gone.

‘Who would do such a thing?’ he said, incredulous.

‘Master de Aquila thinks it was the Inquisition.’

Willem snorted. ‘Rubbish. Why would they be in Amsterdam? And why on earth would they burn down our shop?’

‘He’s a Jew who prints Bibles,’ I said. ‘They don’t approve of that sort of thing.’

‘But that’s stupid. Reading the Bible in your own language brings you closer to God.’

‘Then nobody will need priests,’ I said. ‘Maybe that’s why they hate it. Who knows?’ I stood up, as worried now as Willem. ‘Perhaps he has run away.’

‘Not him.’

No, not him. Then where was he?

We searched all day: through all the lanes and twisting canals, our master’s favourite coffee houses and every printer’s workshop in the city. Signora Contarini had not seen him, but she was worried enough to send out some of her own men to seek information.

‘Do not fear,’ she said. ‘I will help you. Together we will find him.’

We scoured the city until dusk. As we drew near the Ghetto, Willem paused at the end of a dark alley, where he said I was not welcome.


‘What’s down there?’ I asked, peering over his shoulder.

‘None of your business.’ He was blushing. ‘Just a place the master brought me one evening.’

‘A woman’s house?’ I pestered. ‘A courtesan?’

‘Never you mind,’ he said sharply. ‘Wait here.’

The sound of my giggle followed him down the alleyway, but he was back soon enough, still blushing. ‘No sign of him there.’

After sunset, we returned to the house, hoping faintly that Master de Aquila might be waiting for us there. His outside shoes still sat in the hallway.

‘Master?’ I called.

A woman’s voice answered from my room.

Signora Contarini was crouched over the fire, blowing into the embers. She straightened up as Willem and I entered.

‘I have news,’ she said quickly. ‘It’s not much, but at least we know he is unharmed. Master de Aquila left the city early this morning. The guards questioned them and let them pass.’

‘Them?’

‘He was with four priests. On horseback.’

For a moment, I feared I’d never breathe again. Then, slowly, the air came, in noisy gulps, almost sobs.

Willem spoke first. ‘What order of priests were they?’

I knew what the signora was going to say, but I still could not believe that I was hearing it.

‘They wore black cassocks — Spaniards, the guards say.’ Her face was grim. ‘Sent by the Holy Inquisition.’

 

Willem and I sat in silence for half an hour after the signora had left.

‘We have to go after him,’ I said at last.


‘I’ll write to Simon,’ said Willem. ‘He’ll know what to do. Or Fra Clement. Yes, that would be better.’

‘Are you listening to me?’

‘No.’

‘We’ll need disguises.’

‘I’ll write now — this very minute.’

‘Fresh horses.’

‘We’ll have an answer in a matter of weeks.’

‘By then he could be dead.’

‘Fra Clement will write to Rome.’

‘Or in prison.’

‘Perhaps to the Pope himself.’

‘Shut up!’ I screamed. ‘There’s no time for letters and popes and politeness. We have to go after him — now — tonight.’

‘But —’

‘We have to rescue Master de Aquila before they get to Rome, or wherever they are taking him. Otherwise he is lost. Forever.’

Willem’s eyes glistened with sudden tears. ‘What harm has that old man ever done to anybody?’ he said, wiping his face hurriedly. He sniffed. ‘He’s a great man. A precious soul.’

‘Good. That’s decided. You organise the horses. And loan me your dagger. I’ll do the rest.’

It didn’t take long. I packed a saddlebag for each of us, and arranged with the landlord to store the rest of our gear safely until we returned.

‘How long will you be gone?’ he asked.

‘I have no idea. But we will return, I promise you.’

He clasped my hands. ‘Travel well.’

I also bought from him two sets of clothes, left behind by his sons who had joined the navy. Willem could no longer wear his floppy Dutch breeches — it would do us no good to be so obviously Protestant in Catholic Italy. And I … I could no longer be Mistress Isabella Hawkins.

 

By the time the moon rose, I was back in my bedchamber.

I remembered the evenings at home when I was small, when Nanny and I would sit by the fire, and she’d murmur to me softly and brush my hair. ‘What a beauty you’ll be, Isabella,’ she’d say in her sing-song voice. ‘Quite as pretty as your mother, God rest her soul.’

‘I’ll never be as beautiful as her,’ I’d say, wriggling on the footstool.

‘Not if you don’t let me brush properly,’ Nanny would pretend to scold, and would tug at my hair so I sat still. ‘There, now. Tamed for another day. Your mother would be proud.’

Well, I thought now, staring at my face in the looking glass, this hair will be tamed for good after tonight. I took one of my long braids in my left hand and held Willem’s dagger in my right. ‘Forgive me, Mama,’ I whispered, and started cutting.

Willem was sitting impatiently in the hallway. He glanced briefly at me when I opened the door, looked again, more carefully this time, and then jumped to his feet.

‘Hell’s teeth!’

‘How do I look?’ I asked.

‘Ugly.’

‘Thank you. That’s the idea.’

‘What have you done to yourself?’

‘A girl and a boy can’t travel alone through the countryside. So now we look like two boys, both apprentices, both ugly.’


‘Watch out who you insult,’ he said. ‘If you dress like a boy, you’ll be treated like one, and I don’t mind thumping your ear for starters.’

‘You’d have to catch me first,’ I said, and raced past him into my master’s empty room.

There, in the reflected light of the window, I could see my new identity properly for the first time. The breeches and vest were perhaps a little too long, and the stockings sagged untidily around my ankles. My hair hung in ragged clumps around my collar. I looked, somehow, like half of myself — a twin brother, or perhaps a part of me I’d never known was there. I saw again, for the first time in over a year, the Isabella who had vanished into the sea somewhere near Amsterdam.

I was still staring at my reflection when Willem came into the room, his arms full of bundled bedding. He threw it all on the bench.

‘Admiring your fine, manly legs?’

‘At least they’re better than yours.’

He looked at me hard, searchingly. I tried to avoid his eyes. ‘Do you really think this will work?’ he said.

‘We have to try,’ I said. ‘We have no choice.’

‘I just don’t know how we’ll find him — one old man somewhere in Europe.’

‘But it’s not just one man. We’re looking for four priests and an old man. They can’t have gone far. They have to rest somewhere. They have to eat. Someone must have seen them — an innkeeper, perhaps, or an ostler. A few coins in someone’s palm and we’ll trace them fast enough.’

‘We don’t have too many ready coins, not enough for food for ourselves or the horses, let alone bribing innkeepers.’


‘We must ask Signora Contarini.’

‘A woman,’ said Willem. ‘What can she do?’

‘You might be surprised.’

‘I can’t take money from a woman,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t seem right.’

‘Then we’ll starve, if we have to,’ I said. ‘In the name of God! That old man has given you a home and a trade. You can’t abandon him now.’

He looked uncomfortable. ‘I’m not. It’s just …’

‘What?’

‘Aren’t you nervous at all?’

I grabbed my master’s cloak and threw it around my shoulders. ‘I’m terrified,’ I admitted. ‘But I’m not going to let that stop me.’

‘Come on, then,’ Willem said, picking up the bundles. ‘Stop dawdling.’










[image: image]










11

IN WHICH A CHASE BEGINS



Signora Contarini was not yet asleep, although the servant who reluctantly opened the door had obviously been woken by my knock. She ushered me in, grumbling, led me upstairs and pushed open the door to the signora’s library.

‘There’s a boy here to see you. He has a parcel to deliver.’

I chuckled quietly to myself. I had passed the first test.

I stood in the lamplight, gazing around me. The room was rich with soft red curtains, Turkish rugs on the floor and divans, and glittering glass lamps in the swirling colours of the lagoon. Signora Contarini rose from her desk, staring at me. She wasn’t fooled for a second.

‘Do you like my outfit?’ I asked, twirling a little.

‘My dear, I think you are quite mad.’

‘I must admit,’ I said, ‘I could get used to wearing breeches. It makes walking upstairs and riding horses a great deal easier.’


She came close, clutching at my arm. ‘Isabella, this is not a joke. Women have burned at the stake for less.’

‘Of course it’s not a joke — it’s a disguise.’

‘What on earth are you doing?’

‘Willem and I are going after them.’

‘If you need help, you have only to ask,’ said Signora Contarini with a sigh. ‘You can work for me, both of you. Or I will give you money to return to Amsterdam.’

‘We have to find our master,’ I said.

‘Nonsense. What can two youngsters achieve against the power of the Inquisition?’

‘We will do whatever we can — or, at least, I will.’

‘But what happens when you find them?’

‘I haven’t quite worked that bit out yet.’ I sat down in a chair opposite her. ‘But I’ll get him out of their clutches somehow.’

‘Are you insane?’

‘Perhaps,’ I admitted. ‘I know it’s a little risky —’

‘Risky?’ she shouted. ‘It’s more than that. It’s impossible. You cannot do it.’

‘I must, signora.’ I stood up and tugged at my boots. ‘If I don’t help Master de Aquila — if nobody helps him — he will burn at the stake, for the crime of printing books.’

‘You don’t know what crimes he’s committed. Blasphemy, heresy — it could be anything.’

‘Whatever the charges, you know they are unjust.’

She brushed a strand of hair from her eyes with one hand. ‘He’s a good man, with a kind heart and a great mind. I don’t understand what he has done to deserve this.’

‘Perhaps he has been taken for the crime of being Jewish.’

‘I cannot believe that God would wish him ill,’ she said. ‘Not my God, nor his. Perhaps those men in cassocks are not priests at all; perhaps he has been abducted for a ransom, or revenge.’

‘Even more reason to find them as soon as I can,’ I said firmly. ‘You said you would help us.’

‘Yes, but this adventure of yours wasn’t what I had in mind. Surely there is some other way?’

‘I have no choice. Please excuse me, signora. We must be out of the city the moment the gates open. Will you take care of this for us? It’s my master’s most precious possession.’ I placed the wooden chest and its tightly wrapped contents, The Sum of All Knowledge, in her arms. ‘Keep it safe and hidden until we bring him back.’

‘What is it?’

‘Just a book,’ I said. ‘But I suspect that my master went willingly with the men from the Inquisition so they didn’t get their hands on this.’

‘It must be quite a book.’

‘It is the greatest book in the world,’ I said. ‘Or at least it will be, one day. There are others, too, precious manuscripts.’

‘I will take good care of them all.’ She stroked the wooden lid softly with her fingertips.

‘Wait,’ she said, and put the chest down carefully on a chair, ran to her desk and tugged open a drawer. She muttered to herself in Latin — the kind of words I would never have thought in a million years any respectable lady of Venice would know. At last she looked up at me. ‘Very well, then, you insolent wretch. If you will not take any advice, then at least take these.’

She placed a thin, pearl-handled dagger and a soft leather purse in my hands, then held my gaze. ‘You will need lodgings on the road. Promise me you will stay in inns and hostels, and always lock the door behind you before you go to sleep.’


‘Whoever abducted Master de Aquila is well ahead of us on the road,’ I said. ‘I have no fear of them.’

‘That is not who I’m worried about,’ she said sharply. ‘The world is filled with dangers. You tell that apprentice, if he doesn’t see you safely there and back again, I shall pin him up by the ears to the cathedral door.’

I grinned. I could just imagine her doing it, too.

She smiled back at me. ‘If you need anything — money, hired assassins, horses — write to me. Send a messenger.’

‘You are very kind, signora.’

‘Nonsense.’

‘Do you actually know any hired assassins?’

Her smile grew even wider. ‘I am Venetian. I would find one somewhere, if you needed such a man.’

‘That’s encouraging,’ I said. ‘I think.’

‘If you cannot find your master, do not linger,’ she said softly. ‘Come back. I will keep his manuscript safe until you return.’

I didn’t want to go. If I hadn’t made so much fuss, cut my hair and donned my boy’s clothes, I might have gone back to the Ghetto, climbed up the stairs to my little room and gone to sleep. Every rational part of me was shouting that I should do just that. But, instead, I hooked my cloak over one arm, nodded to Signora Contarini, and swept out the door as theatrically as I could.

I tripped over my boots twice as I clambered down the narrow stairs. Nobody saw me.

Willem was standing outside with the new horses, a bridle in each hand. He handed me the reins.

‘Hello, Innocent,’ I said. ‘You’re a lovely thing.’

‘I thought the last horse was Innocent?’


‘They all are,’ I said. ‘It’s easier to remember.’

Willem and Innocent both snorted.

‘Hurry up,’ Willem grumbled. ‘They’ll be in the New World by now.’

I glanced up. Signora Contarini stood with her forehead pressed against the windowpane, one hand flat against the thick glass in farewell.

‘Changed your mind?’ asked Willem.

‘Of course not,’ I said, threw myself into the saddle and headed the horse along the alleyway, over a tiny stone bridge, and towards the city gates.

 

Outside the walls, Willem slapped at his horse’s flanks like a coachman. He surged ahead, vanishing into the darkness. All he left behind was a shout: ‘Come on, Isabella. We’ll catch them by breakfast time.’

But we didn’t. Not that day or the next, nor the many days that followed, though, Heaven knows, we rode like avenging angels through the nights or the cool of the mornings. In the afternoons, we rested wherever we could — though we both claimed it was the horses that needed a break: in the shade of a forest, or the blessed indulgence of a village inn; even an old stable when we could find no other shelter.

There were times when I couldn’t ride another mile and yet we did, and days when Willem’s cheeks grew even more pale and hollow than usual. No matter how tired we were, how our muscles ached and joints creaked, every evening we pushed on. We had to. For Master de Aquila and his captors were always a few leagues ahead of us, riding — no doubt — as hard and as long as we rode.


After the first day, and the first village, I stopped worrying about being spotted as a girl. When we dismounted, I hung back, with the hood of my cloak drawn over my head, and left all the talking to Willem. I was leaning against a wall when a tall man in a black hat and cape pushed past me impatiently. ‘Get out of my way, you scamp.’

‘Hey!’ I squeaked.

He turned to stare at me with cold blue eyes. ‘If you’ve nothing better to do,’ he snapped, ‘look after my horse.’

He removed a black leather riding glove to reveal fine, pale fingers, searched in a pouch, then flipped a copper coin at me. I only just caught it.

‘Yes, sir,’ I said, and did as I was told.

It was dark the next morning when we rode off again, sure that today we would catch them. By tonight, we would be escorting Master de Aquila back to Venice.

But we never caught up.

Willem asked at every inn or stable: ‘Have you seen an old man and four priests?’

The answers seemed to depend on whim more than truth. The innkeepers or blacksmiths or ostlers would look at us, and I could feel the questions in their minds: What do two ragamuffin boys want with a party of priests? Are they thieves or heretics or messengers? How much will they pay for an answer — any answer?

They told us anything. It made no difference. We just rode on, across the countryside. We had no choice but to follow the faintest of trails. All the time, there was a sick feeling in my belly. I had no idea whether we were riding in the right direction, whether the old man was even still alive. How, if they were riding as hard as we were, could he possibly survive it?


We assumed at first that they were headed for Rome, but at a crossroads near Padua a farmer told us he had seen them riding west instead of south. Two days later, a village girl remembered a group of priests paying her mother a miserly amount for water and a loaf of bread. Her mother had shouted a curse after them, not sure if they were priests or demons. We were on the right road.

‘What on earth are they up to?’ said Willem that night, for the hundredth time, as we huddled over a tiny fire for a few hours’ rest. ‘There’s nothing west of here. Or maybe there’s a monastery in the mountains?’

‘Perhaps. They could be taking him to a cardinal or bishop or something.’

‘We should ask someone tomorrow.’

‘They may yet veer south to Rome — or north to Milan.’

We went over and over the possibilities. It never became any clearer. We simply had no idea where they were taking Master de Aquila, or why.

Unless …

‘They’re heading to the coast,’ I said, and knew I was right. ‘To the port at Genoa.’

‘Lord in Heaven.’

‘From there they could get to Rome easily.’

‘Of course!’

‘Or take him back to Amsterdam.’

‘Unlikely — priests are far from welcome there.’

‘Or …’

I didn’t like to utter the idea that filled my mind.

But Willem said it. ‘They’re taking him back to Spain.’


We sat silently, staring at the flames. If they were truly Spanish priests, if they had been sent by the Inquisition our master had feared for so long, then he was riding to a sentence of death.

Without another word, we climbed into our saddles and rode westwards.
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IN WHICH A CROW DESCENDS



The journey ground on for days and nights — countless hours — and I swear that sometimes I was asleep in the saddle. I wouldn’t have been surprised if Innocent had dozed off as well, but he kept walking. We cantered when we could, always urged on by the minutes that seemed to slip from our grasp and the miles that stretched ahead of us.

I saw the man in the black hat and cape again and again — at a crossroads, at a water trough, in a tiny riverside town. One night he was sitting by the fire in the front parlour of an inn, when Willem and I arrived rain-drenched and saddle-sore.

As we waited for our supper, I kept my eyes on him.

‘He’s following us,’ I whispered to Willem.

‘Who?’

‘That crow of a man in the cape.’


Willem glanced across at the fireplace. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. He was here before us.’

‘I’m telling you —’

‘Enough! I’m hungry. Let’s eat.’

‘But for days that man has been in every village, every inn, we’ve visited.’

‘Of course he has. He’s on the road to Genoa, just like us. Where else would he stay?’

‘It’s not a coincidence,’ I argued. ‘He stares at me. He even has eyes like a crow. Never blinking. Just staring.’

‘He’s probably wondering how you got so ugly. Pass the bread.’

‘You should talk.’ I threw a piece of bread at him and he caught it in one hand and stuffed it into his mouth.

I glanced surreptitiously at the man by the fire. He had taken off his hat to reveal a head of stubbly silver hair to match his beard.

‘He’s minding his own business,’ hissed Willem. ‘It’s you who’s doing all the staring. He probably just thinks you’re weird.’

‘He’s a priest. Look at that cloak.’

‘Half of Europe wears black cloaks,’ said Willem. ‘Including you.’

‘He looks shifty.’

‘Nonsense.’

‘He’s one of them.’

‘Listen …’ He grasped my hands. ‘Stop it. You’re just upsetting yourself — you’re upsetting me, for that matter. People will notice. Calm down.’

‘But —’

‘Hey! Who’s in charge here?’

I now stared at him. ‘I beg your pardon?’


‘You’re supposed to do what I say.’

I burst out laughing. ‘Why?’

‘Because I’m a man.’

‘Really?’

‘I’m older than you.’

‘Only just.’

‘The sooner we find Master de Aquila the better,’ Willem muttered, following it with a burst of rude words and turning his attention to his plate.

‘Signora Contarini was right,’ I said, wiping my eyes. ‘You are hilarious.’

At least it took my mind off being followed.

 

But when we stopped at Parma, where there were several inns to choose from, sure enough, we found ourselves sharing a dining room with the Crow in the black cape.

‘All right,’ said Willem, after the man had nodded goodnight to the innkeeper and vanished upstairs. ‘I grant you, it is getting a little spooky now.’

‘Glad you finally believe me.’

‘But he still could be anyone.’

‘He’s a spy from the Inquisition,’ I said.

‘You don’t know that for sure.’

‘There are lots of things I don’t know for sure,’ I snapped. ‘That doesn’t mean they aren’t true.’

‘Sometimes,’ he said, ‘there’s just no arguing with your logic.’

‘He knows. He can see right through me, Willem, I swear.’

‘I have to admit,’ said Willem slowly, ‘at first I thought you were mad dressing as a boy. But you really are quite convincing.’

‘Do you think so?’


‘You ride like a boy. Somehow, you even manage to walk and talk like one.’

‘I’ve always been a girl in a world of men,’ I said, and my mind slipped back to the evenings around the supper fire with Justinian Jonson and all those faces grinning madly at me. ‘I suppose some of your bad manners must have rubbed off.’

For once, Willem didn’t hit me. His face wrinkled into a soft smile, and we sat there feeling very pleased with our own cunning and with one another.

But the next morning, any illusions I had suffered were smashed in the bright Italian sunshine. I bumped into the man in black in the hallway.

He swept off his hat and bent into a courtly bow. ‘Forgive me, signorina,’ he said in Venetian. ‘After you.’

I gasped. ‘I don’t understand,’ I spluttered in a kind of mangled Dutch, like a clumsy foreigner — which was exactly what I was.

‘I beg your pardon,’ he said. ‘I must have mistaken you for someone else.’

I was so flummoxed by being called signorina that I couldn’t think of anything intelligent to say. Instead, I snorted as dismissively as possible and pushed past him.

He smiled.

 

In a village in the forest, we stopped to water the horses. An elderly ostler offered to rub down their legs and gave them oats from his hand.

‘Seen a group of men ride through here today?’ Willem asked.

‘Yes, five men, riding hard.’ The ostler shook his head in disapproval. ‘Too hard for the horses.’

‘Priests?’


‘I couldn’t say for sure. But one had grey hair and a strange hat. Never seen one like that in these parts.’

I clutched at Willem’s arm. ‘That’s them!’

‘When did they leave?’ he asked, the urgency in his voice unmistakable.

‘This morning — dawn. Trying to get over the mountains by dark.’

‘Which pass would they take?’

‘There’s only one road to take from here — over the Apennines, through the pass, the Crocetta d’Orero.’

‘What’s on the other side?’ I asked.

‘The coast,’ said the old man. ‘Genoa.’

‘Then a ship to anywhere in the world,’ Willem said.

We stared at each other.

‘We have to catch them first,’ I said.

‘Water the horses,’ Willem told the ostler. ‘We leave in an hour.’

‘You can’t go now,’ the man said. ‘You won’t make it over the pass before nightfall.’

‘How far is it?’

The old man paused for a moment. ‘If you start now, you’ll reach the pass. But no further. You can’t stay the night up there, and you can’t ride through it in the dark.’

‘We’ll stop halfway,’ I said, ‘then ride on at first light.’

‘But it might snow.’ He looked genuinely worried. ‘There could be robbers. Or an avalanche.’

‘Or priests on horseback,’ I said.

‘Or crows.’

Willem and I laughed, but not very heartily.

‘That reminds me,’ said Willem. ‘Has anyone else ridden through ahead of us today?’


‘Yes, two more men. Everyone rides through in one day, and then for a week — nothing.’

‘A man in black?’ I asked.

‘Everyone wears black.’

‘You see?’ Willem slapped my arm. ‘That’s what I keep telling you.’

I ignored him. ‘But there were two men?’

‘Yes, two. But not together. First one, nasty, snarly sort of fellow. Then another, charming, gentleman-like, you might say. Black hat.’

We swapped glances.

‘We’d better go.’

 

Hours later, we left the cover of the forest at last and plodded across a plateau so windy and wild it was as if God had never cast his eyes upon it. The trail led us on, always on, towards a cleft in the mountains that soared into the sky ahead of us.

As we drew closer and climbed higher, we saw snow — far too early for the season — nestled like a cloak on the peaks. It circled in eddies around the horses’ legs, spotted our hair and eyelashes.

It was quiet. Stone quiet. No birdsong or rustling leaves up here, just the clang of horseshoes on bare rock, and the occasional scrabble of gravel as the horses struggled to find sure footing. The path was steep and seemed to wind upwards forever. Near the top, it narrowed; boulders on either side brushed our knees. The earth was carved by the elements into long ridges, layer upon layer of solid rock and bare soil, like one of the confections at Signora Contarini’s banquet. Scraggly bushes and clumps of dry grass clung, improbably, to the cliff. Every so often a river of cascading gravel indicated an old rock fall.


Willem turned in his saddle. ‘We should rest the horses soon, and look for somewhere sheltered to spend the night.’

I nodded. Any moment out of the saddle was precious.

Just in front of us, at the end of the chasm — at last — was sky. The top of the pass. We had mastered the mountain. I glanced up at the sun to see how much of the day was left. Something caught my eye — a movement in the rocks — a flurry.

‘Someone’s here,’ I whispered.

‘Don’t start that again,’ Willem said loudly, as if to cancel out my fear.

‘I saw —’

‘Up here?’ he said. ‘You’re seeing imaginary things — spirits and ghosts. There’s nobody here but us and the eagles.’

I looked again, squinting in the weak sunshine. Nothing. Nowhere for anyone to hide.

‘Maybe it was a rabbit,’ I conceded.

‘What I wouldn’t give for a rabbit,’ Willem groaned. ‘Fried. Or maybe stewed.’

‘Do you have to talk about food every waking moment?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Let’s stop here — it’s as good a place as any.’

I slid out of the saddle and my legs buckled as my feet hit the ground. God only knew how poor Innocent felt. I rummaged in the saddlebag, found him a handful of oats, and took a swig from my water flask. The path was a little wider here, but there was nowhere to sit. All the better: I wasn’t entirely sure that I would be able to stand up again. I patted Innocent’s sweat-flecked neck.

‘We’ve made good time,’ I said.

Now it was Willem’s turn to glance up at the sky. ‘Yes, I think we’ll — hey! What was that?’

I spun around. ‘Did you see something, too?’


But there was no time for him to reply. An almighty crack smashed the silence.

‘Oh, no.’

A rumble. A scattering of stones down the cliff.

‘Run!’

We scrambled into our saddles and I spurred Innocent into movement. He reared up, staggered, and for one sickening second I thought we’d both sprawl to the ground.

Every rock, every stone around us was moving — rushing, splattering and crashing downwards into the pass.

Willem was yards ahead, galloping free of the cloud of dust and deadly rocks, and then I couldn’t see him any more. He yelled my name — I just heard it faintly above the noise — then nothing.

I don’t know who was more scared, Innocent or me. I fought with him for a heartbeat, dragging down on the reins to steady his head, and then, after what felt like a lifetime, we started to move.

Something hit me hard on the forehead.

‘Faster!’ I urged him on.

We were pelted with small stones and fragments of larger boulders, which splintered and crashed as they fell. Innocent dodged around the rocks that rolled into his path, sure now that the best way out of this nightmare was forward. I gave him his head — it was probably clearer than mine. There was blood in my eyes, on his shoulder.

We fled down the mountainside, followed by a storm cloud of dust.

I caught up with Willem halfway down the trail. He lay with his face half-submerged in a trickle of spring water that dribbled in a clear stream out of the rocks and across his mouth as he gulped. The rest of him was dusted in thick, brown dirt. He was the same colour as the mountain, as were his horse and luggage — and, no doubt, me. We were both mountain-brown, except for Willem’s blue eyes, a dribble of blood in his hair, and a thin strip of skin across his face, washed a clean pink.

He hardly bothered to look up at me. ‘You took long enough.’

I wondered if I could persuade Innocent to kick him.

‘Why didn’t you wait for me?’ I said, still trying to catch my breath.

‘Why should I always wait for you? Knew you’d be all right.’

‘Someone tried to kill us,’ I said.

‘Don’t be absurd,’ he snapped.

‘You saw it — you know you did!’

‘Saw what?’

I hesitated. ‘I don’t know — a movement — someone ducking out of sight.’

‘That’s ridiculous.’

‘It’s all ridiculous, but it’s still happening.’

‘I don’t believe it.’ He shook his head so hard that a dust cloud formed around his hair. ‘I can’t.’

Then I realised he was trembling. All over.

He was lying down because he’d been unable to stand up, or stay in the saddle, a moment longer. He couldn’t have stopped to wait for me; he couldn’t help leaving me behind.

Terror had overtaken him.

I knew the feeling well — that sickening lurch of the guts, the rush of madness, the blood-draining panic that left you unsure if you should run and hide or just fall dead where you stood. Willem had run.

But he had never run before, no matter how frightening the world.


And now he lay there, shaking and ashamed and covered in dust.

I flung myself down beside him in the dirt. ‘I thought we were going to die,’ I said.

‘Don’t be stupid. Just a few rocks.’

‘Really. I was scared.’

‘You’re a girl.’

‘Anyone can be scared.’

‘Shut up.’

So I did.

I probably should have patted his hand or stroked his hair or done something else reassuring, but it seemed wrong. So I just lay next to him in the dirt and let the side of my boot rest against his.

 

We slept that night in the shadow of the mountains, and woke well after dawn to find the Mediterranean Sea shimmering before us and, at our feet, Genoa.

It wasn’t far. Before long, we were cresting a hill and looking out over the city and its famous harbour. A strong breeze helped a fat galleon under full sail tack out to sea.

‘If he’s already on a ship, we are lost,’ said Willem.

‘We are never lost,’ I retorted, but my mind warned me he was probably right. ‘We’ll simply get on the very next ship and follow them.’

‘I thought you had sworn an oath never to set foot on another ship?’

‘Please, this is not the best time to remind me.’

‘Women are so fickle.’

‘Come on!’


I dug my heels into Innocent’s rump and we clattered down the hill and into the city of my ancestors.

Even though my mother was born in Genoa, my father had never spoken of the city; for him, it was a place of sorrow. Somewhere here there might be her — my — cousins, aunts and uncles, family I’d never known. But there was no time to find them now.

It was an old city, as old as London, but now a little past its prime. Signora Contarini wouldn’t have approved of it at all. The houses seemed heaped up on top of one another, as if at any moment they might collapse into the narrow laneways below. Everything here — the cobbled Roman roads, the carts heading to market, even the houses — faced towards the harbour and the busy quay.

So did we.

We left the horses at a water trough and walked to the wharf. Dozens of ships and even more fishing boats filled the harbour; some swaying at anchor, others getting ready to dock or sail.

‘It’s incredible,’ said Willem.

‘La Superba,’ I said. ‘That’s what they call it.’

‘Don’t know about that,’ said Willem. ‘But have you ever seen so many masts? It’s a forest.’

‘How will we ever find them?’

‘We’ll have to ask at every ship, every boatman,’ he said.

‘It’ll take forever.’

Willem slapped my arm. He did that a lot more often now I was dressed in boy’s clothes — and seemed to enjoy it a great deal, too.

‘We didn’t come all this way for the sea air,’ he said. ‘We just need a shipping agent.’


I cast my mind back to those final frantic days in London and silly, stalwart Justinian Jonson. ‘Do you know how to find one?’

‘Of course. We use them for sending books to England.’

‘I didn’t know that,’ I said. ‘Which books?’

‘Don’t worry about that now,’ he said, and pulled at my arm. ‘Come on.’

We walked past the low, stone buildings that edged the quay. Willem knocked on one door. No answer. He tried another shuttered window — no luck.

A head peered out of the window at the place next door. The sign above read: ‘Rodrigo, R., Safe Passage for Travellers and Freight.’

‘Hello!’ I shouted.

We heard the door slam and lock fast.

Willem knocked hard. ‘Excuse me,’ he said, making a brave attempt at a kind of Italian, though possibly not a dialect ever heard in these parts before — or anywhere else, for that matter.

‘Are you an agent?’ I asked through the door.

‘We’re closed. Holy day.’

‘Can you help us?’

‘You’re too late.’

‘We need a ship,’ Willem said, his mouth right up against the lock.

‘Tomorrow, tomorrow.’

Then nothing.

We stood staring at the door for a few minutes, and then looked around to find that every building on the quay was shuttered and locked for the day.

‘He knows something,’ I said. ‘Why did he say we were too late?’


‘We’ll try again in the morning,’ said Willem. ‘Let’s find somewhere to stay.’

‘But —’

‘I’ll ask around in the taverns, later on,’ he cut in. ‘But we really need to sleep, wash, and find something to eat. Besides, nobody will want to help us as we are — covered in dirt and looking a little mad.’

I had to agree.

We found rooms in a smelly inn just near the waterfront. The innkeeper agreed to buy the horses, so Willem, suddenly wealthy, ordered a whole chicken for our supper and ate it faster than I’ve ever seen anybody eat in my life. Afterwards, he readied himself for a snooze by the fire.

‘I need some air,’ I said, grabbing my cloak.

‘It’s not safe,’ he said. ‘Women shouldn’t walk around foreign cities in the dark.’

‘You forget, nobody here knows I’m a woman.’

‘Please,’ he said. ‘This is not some little village.’

‘I’ll be fine. Back soon.’

I flung the cloak around my shoulders and stepped out into the night. It was gorgeous, with a pitch-black sky and only a few stars. Flaming torches at street corners lit my way as I wandered, my legs aching from so many days in the saddle. I stared at the dark outlines of buildings and tried to guess what they were. The cathedral was easy enough to spot. I ducked down a side street and headed back towards the harbour. It was dark, but I could just make out the glimmer of the sea at the end of the lane.

Someone grabbed me roughly, hard, one huge arm tight around me. He slammed me sideways into a wall. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. Saw nothing but night-time and fear.


Then — a knife. At my throat. The blade angled onto my skin, so I could tell how incredibly sharp and swift it was.

A voice in my ear — a whisper. ‘I have a message for you.’

I didn’t speak. I couldn’t.

‘Go back the way you came. Return to Venice and stay there with the Jews and the women. You hear me?’

I blinked. ‘Who sent you?’ My voice came out hoarse and unfamiliar.

‘God.’

‘Personally?’

‘You blaspheme!’ He shook me hard. ‘Turn back. You have been warned.’

Footsteps clanged somewhere in the darkness.

‘Please,’ I whimpered.

He shoved me clear across the alley. I hit the opposite wall face first and fell, sprawling onto the cobblestones.

By the time I looked up, he was little more than a shadow sprinting alongside the cathedral wall; and there, running fast and low just behind him, was the unmistakable shape of the Crow.

 

I didn’t sleep at all that night. Over breakfast, I told Willem about the strange man with the knife. I expected him to argue that we should turn back, take heed of the warning. Instead, he jumped to his feet and flung the curtains aside, glaring out at the sunrise.

‘How dare he!’

‘I suppose the Inquisition believes itself to be above the law,’ I said.

‘I’ll kill him,’ he said. ‘I’ll put my hands around his throat and —’

‘I don’t even know what he looked like,’ I said. ‘Anyway, we don’t want trouble. Not now.’


‘It’d be no trouble at all.’

‘I mean it,’ I said, not sure if I were more rattled by the attack or by Willem’s suddenly fierce expression. ‘We have to find Master de Aquila. That’s all that matters.’

He grabbed his cloak. ‘Then why are we sitting here?’

 

We were on the shipping agent’s doorstep just after dawn. He opened the doors at eight.

‘Get out of here,’ he said.

‘Good morning to you, too,’ said Willem, whose fury had cooled a little in the chill morning air. ‘Master Rodrigo?’

‘I can’t help you.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘Never you mind.’

‘We’re looking for some friends of ours,’ I said. ‘Perhaps you’ve seen them.’

‘A day or so ago,’ said Willem. ‘Four priests and an old Jew?’

‘What of it?’

‘They asked for passage,’ I said. ‘To where?’

‘No idea what you’re talking about.’

‘The priests,’ I pleaded. ‘You must know. Where were they bound?’

Rodrigo shrugged and resumed shuffling papers on a bench. He bent over and I could see the grease in his long, thin hair and the way his bald patch glistened in the weak morning sun. I walked to the window and gulped some air.

Behind me, Willem rattled the coins in his purse. ‘How much will it cost for you to remember?’

‘Some memories cannot be bought.’

Willem snorted.


‘Some thoughts belong only to God,’ said Rodrigo.

‘Then let me give you the chance to discuss them with Him,’ Willem snapped.

His dagger was out of its scabbard and at Rodrigo’s throat before I knew he’d moved.

Rodrigo took a moment to realise what was happening. ‘That’s not very friendly, young man.’

‘It’s the same welcome my friend received on our arrival here last night.’ There was real anger in Willem’s eyes.

‘Oh, well,’ Rodrigo said. ‘No old man is worth me losing my life.’ He held Willem’s gaze but pointed to the logbook.

I ran to the desk and scrabbled at its pages. ‘Where?’ I said. ‘Tell me! Where were they bound?’

‘Seville, as I recall,’ said Rodrigo, ‘if it’s the same men you’re after.’

Willem put a little more pressure on the knifepoint at Rodrigo’s Adam’s apple. ‘When’s the next ship to Seville sail?’

‘Tomorrow, as it happens. You’re lucky. Not usually that many in a week.’

He smiled, damn him, even with a dagger at his throat.

Willem shoved him, hard, towards the desk. ‘We need two bunks.’

‘None left, I’m afraid.’ He raised his hands in a show of apology. ‘Fully booked.’

‘We’ll take anything,’ I said.

‘Tell your friend to put down the knife and I’ll see what I can do.’

A matter of minutes later, we stood outside each with a paper providing passage to Seville. Willem tucked his inside his shirt, and then patted his dagger.


‘Was that absolutely necessary?’ I asked.

He looked blank. ‘What?’

‘All that shouting and weapon brandishing.’

‘I suppose not,’ he said. ‘But I do feel better for it.’

 

The next afternoon we stood on the quay waiting for the boat that would ferry us aboard the Sea Nymph. My face must have betrayed me.

‘It’s only the Mediterranean,’ said Willem. ‘Just a big salty lake.’

‘I’ve read The Odyssey, Willem. I know what dangers lurk in this lake.’

‘I haven’t,’ he said brightly. ‘You see? There are advantages to not knowing enough Greek and Latin.’

‘The monster Cyclops, gigantic waves, the mesmerising Sirens …’

‘Fairytales.’

‘Like the Pyramids?’

‘Exactly.’

He felt no more enthusiastic about the ocean than I did, I realised. Someone who got seasick on a canal barge had no business crossing the Mediterranean. Willem had never been on the open sea, for all his talk of ships and kromsteven that never sank. But he tried to smile and gave me a shove in the back.

‘Let’s go.’

So the two most reluctant sailors in Europe clambered aboard the Sea Nymph, our cloaks wrapped tightly around us, and settled down on the few feet of bare deck assigned to us.

Hours of cargo-stowing, rope-tying and inevitable shouting followed. At last, when the moon was high in the sky, the ship lurched as its sails found the wind. Ominous and familiar noises filled the air: creaks and slaps, splashes and surges, flaps and thumps, and the hollow sound of sailors’ bare feet pounding on timber decking.

Soon we were tacking across the bay, past the famous lighthouse, and heading out to sea. I snuggled down into my cloak — men’s clothes were so much warmer than women’s — and readied myself for sleep. All around us on the deck, people lay huddled, some already snoring. Others talked quietly, a few women fed babies, and some of the single men sat staring at the stars.

Willem nudged me hard in the ribs and pointed. ‘What’s he doing here?’

A tall, silver-haired figure stood in the bow, gazing out to sea.

We had no answers any more.

Later, as he went aft towards the cabin passengers’ hatch, the Crow raised one hand in greeting as he passed us.

‘Damn him,’ I said.

‘Perhaps it’s nothing. He’s just being friendly.’

I hadn’t laughed so hard since we left Venice.

 

We saw the Crow each morning and evening as we all made our way towards Seville across the quietly heaving Mediterranean Sea. Willem was sick for the first two days, then, though still a little greenish, recovered enough to debate the Crow’s motives all over again — until we drove each other so mad we had to stop.

Late one night, as we drew close to the Strait of Gibraltar, Willem groaned. ‘Will this ship never stop moving?’

‘It feels the swell from the Atlantic now.’

‘You mean it’s going to get worse?’

‘I’m sure it will be just as smooth as it has been thus far.’


‘You call this smooth?’ He groaned once more and then rushed to the rail.

I tried not to look or to listen, but instead of the noise I was expecting, there came a shocked shout. I jumped to my feet just as someone pushed past me, nearly knocking me to the deck again. I didn’t notice who it was: my eyes were fixed on a strangely silent splash in the sea — a blond blur in the darkness.

‘Willem!’

‘Help!’

‘Man overboard!’ I screamed.

Footsteps thundered towards me, but I still heard Willem’s voice — further away now. ‘Come back! Help me!’

The sailors crowded around me. ‘What happened?’

I glared at them. ‘Don’t stand about talking. Help him.’

‘We’ve thrown him a line,’ one said. ‘He either grabbed it or he didn’t.’

I clutched at his sleeve. ‘Stop the ship! You have to turn around.’

They looked at each other sheepishly.

‘It’s rotten, I know,’ said one of the older sailors, ‘but we don’t heave to for just one man.’

‘Sorry, lad,’ said another. ‘Can’t do it.’

The ship kept moving. Every moment Willem was sinking deeper into the ocean.

‘Would you do it for two men?’ I asked.

‘What?’

I didn’t stop to think. Perhaps I should have. But, as Willem says, I’m really not that bright sometimes. I flung myself over the rail before anyone could stop me. It was a hell of a long drop, and I collided with the water like a slap. It was freezing cold and I felt it fill my boots and soak my heavy clothes in an instant.


That’s when I started thinking. A little too late.

I felt something graze my leg. A rope — the rope they’d flung out for Willem. I grabbed it, and suddenly I was moving along with the ship, still away from wherever he was.

‘Help!’ I shouted it with all my power. ‘Heave to!’

At last, my words were echoed on board.

‘Heave to!’ someone ordered. ‘Send out a boat for the fools.’

‘Willem!’

I kept one hand tight around the rope and thrashed about in the water, trying to work my way back towards where he’d fallen. My soggy clothes dragged me downwards, while the rope pulled me along as the ship came about slowly. Every time I opened my mouth to shout, a wave slapped me in the face. Over and over.

‘Will!’

It was no use.

‘Will!’

He was gone, like my father, under the waves. Gone forever.

‘Will!’

‘Isabella, you idiot!’

Never in my life, before or since, have I been so happy to be insulted.

‘There’s a rope,’ I shouted into the darkness.

‘Got it.’

‘Where are you?’

‘Behind you.’

He was close. I heard him gasping for breath. Then he splashed right next to me and grabbed for my hand. Above us, a boat winch slowly unwound, creaking.

‘How did you get there?’ I asked.

‘Someone threw me a rope.’


‘I saw you fall.’

‘I didn’t fall.’

‘Well, you hardly flew.’

Willem dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘Someone pushed me.’

I gasped. ‘Who? The Crow?’

‘I don’t know. He hit me from behind.’

‘Now do you believe me?’

He nodded. ‘Someone really wants us to be dead. I just don’t know who.’
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IN WHICH DANGER THREATENS



Willem and I sat together on deck for the rest of the journey, back to back and shivering in wet clothes, glaring at anyone who came near us. Neither of us spoke another word until we reached Seville.

‘I’m never setting foot on another ship,’ said Willem as we dropped anchor in the middle of the river. ‘Ever.’

We finally scrambled ashore at dawn. A gang of women crowded around as we climbed out of the boat, all of them shouting at once.

Willem flinched as one of them grabbed his shirt. ‘What do they want?’

‘I have no idea.’

‘You don’t speak Spanish?’ He looked at me incredulously. ‘All those useless languages and not the one we need?’

‘Maybe you could try out your Latin?’

It didn’t matter that I had no Spanish. Here, as everywhere, I discovered that a smattering of local phrases mixed with Latin was sufficient for basic conversations with innkeepers and city guards alike — and impressed Willem into the bargain. We forced our way through the crowd, found a room, then scouted around town until we came to the Archbishop’s Palace, close to the cathedral. We stood opposite, in the street, staring at the façade and watching priests scurry in and out of the front doors.

‘If Master de Aquila is really a prisoner, he must be in there,’ Willem said. ‘I’ll ask to visit him.’

‘Are you mad?’ I said. ‘Why would they let you in?’

‘I’ll tell them I’m his son. They won’t be able to dispute it.’

It made some kind of sense.

‘I’ll come with you,’ I said.

‘No, you will not. I have a feeling it’s no place for a girl.’

For once, I agreed with him.

‘Besides,’ he said quietly, ‘this is something I need to do for him.’

‘You must take him some food,’ I said. ‘If it’s anything like the prison where I visited my father, they will be able to cook for themselves and share meals between them — even with visitors.’

He threw me a scathing look. ‘You make it sound like a party.’

‘I was petrified before I went to visit Father, but when I got there, it wasn’t that horrible. In fact, my father made quite a few friends there.’

‘Perhaps things are different in England.’

‘Honestly, it might not be so bad,’ I said.

But it was.

Willem went to the Palace the next day. He was gone for hours while I sat, fists and belly clenched, waiting at the inn. He came back just before dusk, but didn’t greet me, didn’t even look at me. He flung himself into a chair, poured a goblet of wine and glared at me.

‘It wasn’t like you said. Not at all.’


His tone was so bleak I thought I might be sick.

‘It was …’ He steadied himself. ‘Actually, I won’t speak of it. I can’t.’

‘Did you find him?’

He nodded.

‘Is he well?’

‘He is weak. I think — he wouldn’t say — but I think they have …’

‘Hurt him?’

He didn’t nod, didn’t move.

‘There’s another man there — a younger man. A map-maker. Apparently you know him from Amsterdam.’

‘Al-Qasim?’

‘I don’t know. But he will never make another map. They have smashed his hands.’

‘Dear God.’

‘Torture. I think they have … I can’t … it was …’ He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. ‘They go on trial next week.’

‘What are the charges?’

‘Printing the Hebrew Bible. It’s forbidden. And some other books.’

‘We’d better find him a lawyer,’ I said.

‘I don’t think it works like that. Master de Aquila told me how it would be. It’s called an auto de fé or something like that.’

‘The act of faith.’

‘Eh?’

‘That’s what it means,’ I said. ‘Act of faith. From the Latin actus fidei.’

‘Oh, shut up about Latin.’

‘Master de Aquila told me about it once. His father —’


‘Lord in Heaven.’

‘Go on,’ I said, although I didn’t really want to hear any more.

Willem sighed. ‘Everyone is already judged guilty, so it’s more like a procession than a trial. Or like a church service.’

‘With a human sacrifice at the end, just like the ancients.’

‘Maybe,’ he said. His voice was low. ‘They parade them through the whole town wearing — I don’t know — something bad, something humiliating. There’s a kind of Papist Mass, then the Inquisition hands the prisoners over to the city. No blood on their hands, then. See?’

‘I think I know what comes next.’

‘I bet you don’t,’ he said. ‘They have two choices: recant, or burn.’

‘Will he recant?’

I knew the answer. Just like my father, Master de Aquila would never stand in front of the Inquisition and apologise for printing wonderful books.

‘It makes no difference,’ said Willem. ‘All that happens if you recant is that they strangle you instead of burning you alive.’

‘How very charitable.’

‘Anyway, it’s too late. He says he has made a full confession.’

‘What?’ I gasped. ‘But why?’

‘Why do you think?’

‘I can’t imagine.’

But then I could. The disappearance at night. The suddenness of it all. No struggle. No note. Master de Aquila had ridden into the dark with the men from the Inquisition, to keep them away from us, and away from his precious manuscripts. Now he had confessed to save Willem and me, Simon and Paul at home in Amsterdam, and even Signora Contarini.

‘When he saw you …’ I began.


‘He was horrified.’ There were tears on Willem’s face. ‘I thought it would make him happy.’

‘We’ve ruined his plan,’ I said. ‘We weren’t supposed to follow him. We shouldn’t be here.’

Willem stood up. ‘We have to get him out of there,’ he said, and ran out of the room. I heard the door slam downstairs, footsteps charging down the street.

I sat still for a very long time, trying desperately to stop my mind from filling in the gaps in Willem’s story.

At long last, I heard the street door open again and a heavy tread on the stairs.

It sounded … it wasn’t … Another door creaked, and Fra Clement stood in the doorway staring at me.

‘Fra Clement! Thank God.’

He didn’t move. ‘Do not let His name pass your lips except in prayer,’ he said.

‘I’m so glad to see you,’ I said, rising from my chair. ‘They’ve arrested Master de Aquila. We have to —’

He raised one hand. ‘Why would I help you?’

‘Because …’ But I paused. He walked further into the room until he was an arm’s length from me. I looked into his eyes, but there was no friendship in them, no greeting.

‘You could write to them,’ I said. ‘To the Inquisition — tell them to let him go. Tell them he has done nothing wrong. They will listen to you.’

‘They will indeed,’ he said. ‘I have written to the Holy Office many times.’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘You used to help other people, didn’t you? I remember, my master asked you to write to Rome once, when they banned Descartes’s book.’


‘Mistress Hawkins, you should not read correspondence that is not addressed to you.’

I blushed.

‘But it is no matter,’ he said. ‘I didn’t write to Rome then, and I will not do so now.’

‘What?’

‘The only reason I ever write to Rome, or to Seville for that matter, is to report on your master’s perfidy — publishing a Hebrew Bible, for example.’

I stood very still.

‘I take it as a compliment that nobody in Amsterdam ever suspected me, your master least of all,’ Fra Clement said. ‘I have now only to complete my task of bringing him to justice, finally, after all his years of heresy.’

It made no sense but it also made all the sense in the world. I felt as if I had learned a new language in a moment, as if all its vocabulary and meaning had taken shape in my mind at once.

‘You’re one of them.’

A corner of his mouth lifted in what might have been a smile. ‘Of course.’

I sat down again, more quickly than I meant to, as if my legs had collapsed under me.

‘What I do not understand,’ he went on, ‘is your own actions. Surely you two adventurers didn’t really imagine you’d be able to save Master de Aquila from the wrath of God?’

‘God has nothing to do with this,’ I said. ‘Master de Aquila is a good man. You know that. God must love him, as He loves us all.’

‘For all your learning, you are surprisingly ignorant, Isabella. I imagine that’s the fault of your feminine sensibilities. God cannot love any man, or woman, who rejects His teachings.’


‘You and I must disagree about God.’

‘I’m afraid it’s illegal to disagree with me,’ said Fra Clement, ‘as your master has learned to his cost.’

‘Really? Then what does God teach about those who betray their friends?’

Fra Clement’s smile vanished. ‘I have no friends amongst the Jews.’

‘But my master trusted you, and believed you were his friend — so did we all.’

‘I cannot help the gullibility of others. Nor can I blame you, Isabella, for forming such an attachment to a Jew. You are young, and easily led — or misled, I should say. I even take some responsibility for it. I thought that by introducing you into de Aquila’s household you might provide a useful service to me.’

‘You wanted me to spy on him for you?’

‘Perhaps not intentionally,’ he said. ‘But I hoped you might betray the odd confidence.’

Such a painful idea. But I had betrayed my master’s secrets — I knew it now — when I had told Fra Clement about the Hebrew Bible all those months before, in Amsterdam. I had helped him as surely as one of his paid spies. Betrayal was not too strong a word for it. Stupid. Naïve. Disloyal. Too fearful, too eager to please. I had been all of those things.

But not any more.

I stood up. ‘We will save him from them — from you.’

‘I doubt it.’

I breathed out slowly. It echoed in the silence. ‘How did you find us?’

‘News spreads like plague here, child,’ he said. ‘Your disguise is admirable, but an English youth of indeterminate gender and a Dutch boy — especially such a tall, blond boy — cannot go unnoticed in a city of this size. I cannot believe the boy was stupid enough to visit the Palace.’

‘So now you’ve found us, will you have us arrested?’

He smiled. ‘There’s no need. I know your every movement, and have known for days. If you stir from this inn, I will be notified within minutes.’

I glanced out the window and down into the street. Sure enough, on the far corner stood a man in a cassock, staring up at our attic room. Behind him, across the road and a little further away, was the familiar figure in a black cape and hat: the Crow; waiting, watching, as always.

I turned back to face Fra Clement. ‘Traitor,’ I said.

‘You must understand, Isabella, that my actions in Amsterdam, my appearance of friendship towards your household, and others, were in the service of God. I was sent there expressly for that purpose.’

‘So you’re a spy as well? And a liar.’

He moved so fast, I didn’t have time to react — the back of his hand slammed across my face so hard I felt my teeth rattle. I fell to the floor and stayed there.

‘You are a witch!’ he hissed. ‘Look at you! A woman who can read six languages, who wears breeches and cuts her hair, who works for a Jew — I could have you burned at the stake for half of it.’

I looked up at him; tasted blood in my mouth. ‘But you won’t,’ I said quietly. ‘You have my master, but you can’t prove any of the allegations against him.’

‘I am the proof,’ he said. ‘I have witnessed his heresy with my own eyes. There is proof aplenty — banned books by Erasmus, Galileo, even your own father.’


‘You raided his library?’

‘To gather evidence of his crimes. I have the books in my possession, along with the Torah of Seville — further proof of his heretical nature.’

‘It was you who burned the workshop?’

‘God’s will, I’m afraid.’ There was a definite glimmer of triumph in his eyes that made me nauseous. ‘You and I both know that he was working on new books — a new Hebrew Bible, banned by Papal decree, and Heaven only knows what else. I had to stop his press from ever printing such blasphemies again.’

‘But you can’t prove a thing about the Hebrew Bible. It hasn’t been printed yet.’

‘I had confirmation of it from your own lips, in Amsterdam.’

I took a deep breath. ‘I have the manuscripts.’

‘What?’

‘The Hebrew Bible, the new Talmud, both nearly ready for the press.’

His eyes searched the bare room as if the manuscripts might miraculously appear. ‘Where are they?’

I summoned up a smile.

‘You will only make it worse for him,’ he said.

‘That’s up to you.’

He bent over me, his voice like ice. ‘Where are the manuscripts?’

I got slowly to my feet. ‘What if I promise to destroy them? You can let him go.’

‘That won’t be necessary. Hand them over. I will dispose of them in a matter befitting their nature.’

‘Burning, you mean? You’ll add them to the fire around my master’s feet?’

‘There’s no need to be so theatrical.’


At last, I understood. ‘Is that what all this is about?’

‘It is about …’ He breathed heavily. ‘It is only about upholding the law of God and His Church.’

‘Really?’ I sneered. ‘It’s not that you want to keep them for yourself?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘That’s pathetic,’ I said. ‘My master will burn, but his life’s work — his supposed crime — will be hidden away in some secret bookcase in your chambers so you can pore over it when nobody’s looking. A readership of one — one greedy monk. You stole his treasures and betrayed him to the Spaniards. What did they pay you? Thirty pieces of silver?’

He hit me again.

‘You have said enough, Mistress Hawkins.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Bring me the manuscripts by dusk tomorrow, or you will burn alongside your deluded master.’

‘No,’ I said quietly.

I turned my back on him and left the room.

I expected him to shout after me; to be seized halfway down the stairwell — but nothing happened. Nothing at all. I was right, then — or nearly so.

I spat blood in the dust outside the front door.

Up until that moment I had been merely angry. Anger — a pure, righteous anger tinged with fear — had fuelled our chase across Europe; had driven me on through long days in the saddle and even longer hours awake and uncertain. But now something shifted inside me and I knew that Fra Clement could be defeated.

I knew what I had to do.
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IN WHICH A PROCESSION IS INTERRUPTED



On the night of the auto de fé, we shoved our way through the crowd until we were right near the stage: me in my new Spanish dress, with a black lace mantilla to hide my cropped blonde hair; Willem in breeches far too tight for his Dutch sensibilities.

‘Don’t you ever tell my mother I wore these,’ he said.

‘She’d never believe you to be such a dandy.’

‘Promise me.’

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘I won’t tell your mother anything at all, since you’re supposed to be safely in Venice at the moment. She’d split me from head to toe for getting her lovely boy into so much trouble.’

‘I wish we hadn’t come.’

‘We can’t leave him alone to face the trial,’ I said. ‘If nothing else, we have to be here to witness it.’


Willem sighed. ‘I suppose so.’

‘Besides,’ I said, ‘you never know what might happen.’

He grabbed the corners of my shawl and pulled me close so nobody could hear. ‘Isabella Hawkins, what madness are you planning now?’

‘Don’t you fret.’

‘I swear, if you so much as utter —’

‘Shhh. Here they come.’

We heard the drums and the thud of the soldiers’ boots long before the procession came into view. Guards with torches lit the way.

‘Mostly unarmed,’ I said.

‘So?’

‘That’s good.’

‘Signora Contarini will slit my throat if I let you do anything silly.’

‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

He glared at me and I turned away to watch the macabre spectacle that now filled the street. It was just like Willem had said. Behind the guards walked priests carrying a banner. Willem peered at the words painted on it.

‘Justitia et misericordia. What’s that?’

‘Justice and mercy,’ I said. ‘Presumably that’s ironic.’

He snorted.

A few faces in the crowd turned and stared at us. ‘Shhh!’

‘Sorry,’ I said, ‘um … excusa.’

Behind the banner came the doomed: three women and eight men; and there, walking in the centre of the road, was Master de Aquila. His hair was plastered down on his forehead by sweat and something dark that must have been blood. He wore a long vest and baggy trousers, both black-and white-striped, and a shapeless grey robe over his shoulders. The robe was painted in vivid colours, as if by a madman, with images of an old man surrounded by flames and prancing devils. His feet were bare and he hobbled along slowly, no matter how hard the guards prodded him. He held a yellow candle in both hands; even from yards away, we could see how they trembled.

‘God in Heaven,’ I whispered.

‘Told you,’ said Willem.

The men of the Inquisition walked slowly and solemnly behind their victims. One of them held aloft a huge crucifix. The ordinary priests wore black, the Inquisitors and bishops were swathed in purple and gold, and at the head of the group was one man in a scarlet cloak. Fra Clement.

I felt as if I might be sick all over the woman next to me.

‘Of course he’d be here,’ Willem muttered. ‘Best moment of his life.’

‘We have to help them,’ I said.

‘What can we do?’ he whispered. ‘It’s too late.’

On our master’s left, barely recognisable, was our guest in the attic, Al-Qasim, dressed in similar clothes but with a calico bag tied over each of his broken hands. There was no disguising the damage to his face, though. It looked like his nose was broken, and one eye was bruised and swollen shut.

Master de Aquila didn’t see us. He stared straight ahead: at the other prisoners; at the execution stakes and the grand arena that had been built, seemingly overnight, in front of the cathedral.

The stage was draped in rich red and gold cloth and ringed with flaming torches. At its centre was an altar covered in black cloth, on which stood a simple silver cross. To one side, an orchestra played a kind of triumphal march. On the other side was a dais. As the procession reached the stage, the officials from the Inquisition filed up to fill its empty seats behind dignitaries from the city and a gaggle of bishops and abbots. Above them all, on high silvery thrones, sat two young people in the most extravagant clothes I had ever seen, smiling at the crowd as if they were in a festival parade.

‘Who are they?’ I asked the woman beside me.

‘The noblest of all,’ she replied, smiling. ‘The young Duke and his new bride. Isn’t she the most beautiful woman in the world? And the most pious, I hear. We are blessed to have them here on this great night.’

A priest stood at a pulpit and read out a long list of charges in Latin that even Willem could understand. Next, he called on those of the accused who had not confessed their sins to do so before God and the faithful. Then he called on those assembled to profess their own faith, which everyone around us did, very loudly and very enthusiastically. Finally, he invited the accused to admit their heresies and take up the Catholic faith.

I wouldn’t have blamed any of the poor souls for raising a hand and offering to swear to anything at that stage. But nobody said a word. They all kept their heads bowed.

The priest looked furious at having missed out on gathering a few souls for the Lord, but he started the prayers, his voice droning on and on. The people around us murmured responses. We tried to keep up, but neither of us knew the right words and our voices were always a heartbeat slower than everyone else’s.

The torches sputtered in the breeze and cast flickering shadows on the gold cloth above the Duke’s head.

Fra Clement and another priest stood at the pulpit to read out the reports of the trials and announce the charges and sentences. The prisoners’ arms were tied and, one by one, they were dragged forward to hear the words that would snuff out their lives.

The women were all accused of witchcraft. They were sentenced to be burned alive.

One man had been accused by a colleague of secretly being a follower of Islam, even though he was a leading merchant in Seville and had been to Mass several times a week for his entire life.

‘Lies!’ he cried, as the charges were read. ‘They’re just trying to steal my business!’

People in the crowd hissed at him. Fra Clement ignored him completely and kept reading a list of charges that all meant the same thing: the merchant was also sentenced to be burned alive.

Then it was Master de Aquila’s turn. Two guards shoved him forward so he sat alone on a low bench in front of the stage. For the first time he looked up, straight into Fra Clement’s eyes, and held his gaze for what felt like an hour.

Fra Clement flinched. He shuffled the papers in his hand, cleared his throat and began to read the charges.

‘Stop!’

For a moment it seemed as if that single word, shouted with all the power I had in me, had stopped the world.

The orchestra fell silent. Fra Clement’s mouth stayed open in mid-sentence. The Duke’s smile flickered and died.

I stopped breathing, for a heartbeat. Then I stepped into the open space in front of the stage.

The silence shattered and everyone started yelling at once.

‘Isabella! Come back here, you idiot.’

‘Arrest her!’

‘What’s happening?’


‘Get out of the way, girl.’

I stood still, staring right into the Duke’s face. He looked terrified, as if I might suddenly lunge at him, then I noticed something in his expression change. He held up one finger and all the shouting fell away. He swallowed, such a small thing, but I saw it clearly; saw the tiny drops of perspiration collecting in the creases of his throat, and the widening of his eyes. He is so young, I thought. He doesn’t know what to do.

But another flick of that finger could send me to the dungeons.

He stared at me. ‘Who are you?’

‘She’s a witch,’ Fra Clement yelled. ‘A heretic!’

The Duke’s gaze faltered.

‘I am neither of those things,’ I said quietly. ‘But nor is this man.’ I pointed at Master de Aquila, who stared at me, too, but there were tears on his face.

‘Don’t listen to her,’ Fra Clement shouted.

The Duke blinked. ‘Should I?’ The question was to me, not to Fra Clement.

‘I’m telling you the truth,’ I said.

I felt as if the whole world could see my soul. Truth is like that, I realised, deep in your belly, so deep there is nothing to do but speak it.

‘I once saw a man executed for being Catholic in England,’ I said. ‘Now you want to kill these people for not being Catholics. Somewhere, sometime, someone has to be courageous enough to stop the killing. Let that courageous man be you, Your Grace.’

There was silence.

‘Arrest her,’ said the Duke, and looked away.

I heard Fra Clement’s voice above all the others. ‘Praise God. Light the fires!’


Dozens of heavy boot-steps thundered behind and around me. Armed guards stormed onto the stage to protect the dignitaries. The priests with the flaming torches huddled together. I ignored them all and kept my gaze on the Duke, but he was looking beyond me now, his eyes even wider.

I spun around, expecting to find a whole troop of Inquisition guards. Instead, surrounding me were at least twenty fearsome-looking men with swords in their fists. At their head was the Crow.

He swept off his hat and bowed to me. ‘We are at your service, Signorina Hawkins.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘With Signora Contarini’s compliments,’ he whispered.

I wanted to laugh but this was not the time.

‘There is nowhere to run,’ Fra Clement said. His voice had returned to its normal chilling tone.

He was right, of course. We were completely at their mercy; except I knew there would be no mercy. There was only one way out.

‘Stay close,’ I said to the Crow.

‘I always do.’

I grabbed the torch closest to me and wrenched it out of the priest’s hand. I felt the grain of the wood, the solid reassurance of a weapon, the sweat on my palm.

All I had to do was —

‘Stop her!’

I moved fast, faster than the guards in their clanking armour, and raced across the empty space in front of the stage. The flaming torch was high above my head but I felt it scorch my hair.

‘No!’ Master de Aquila shouted.


But I kept going. It felt as if everyone else on earth was melted to the spot like spent candles. I was the only movement, charging through clouds of smoke and noise. I had only a few seconds before the guards realised my plan. I steadied myself, then flung my arm forward so hard I nearly fell. The torch flew in a flaming arc through the darkness, above everyone’s heads and high into the red and gold awning.

It took only a moment or two — a few breaths — then flames lit up the stage and the screaming started all over again.

‘Fire!’

Guards dragged the Duke and Duchessa unceremoniously from their thrones and bustled them away into the night. I paid no attention to anyone else.

The Crow and his men turned outwards as one and raised their swords, circling me in a fence of iron.

Willem darted between them and grabbed my arm. ‘You’re quite insane — you do know that, don’t you?’ But he was grinning at me.

‘Come on!’ We raced towards the prisoners.

Master de Aquila pushed himself slowly to his feet. ‘Leave me,’ he said. ‘Save yourselves.’

‘Too late for that, Master,’ said Willem.

‘Al-Qasim,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘You must help him.’

Willem’s dagger slashed the ropes that bound Al-Qasim. He slumped to the ground. Two of the Crow’s men stepped forward and lifted him up as if he were a child. Another sliced through the ropes of the other prisoners with his sword.

‘Run!’ shouted the Crow. ‘Save yourselves!’

‘Who are all our friends?’ Willem asked.

‘Enough talk,’ said the Crow. ‘This way.’


He gripped Master de Aquila’s elbow and led him away from the execution stakes, away from the stage, away from the vengeance of the Inquisition.

We shoved and stumbled through the crowd. It was madness: everyone ran from the burning stage, shouting; guards bellowed at people to stand aside as they tried to fight their way through; hands pushing and grabbing; a small child, lost — I wondered vaguely who would bring a child to watch people burn.

Swords clashed and clanged as the Crow’s men struggled to keep the troops at bay. I saw one of our men fall, then another. Blood spattered on the cobblestones. Other guards fought the fire with brooms, rugs, buckets of water.

I glanced at the stage. Fra Clement stood there still, ignoring the flames and screaming, ‘Grab the witch! Stop her!’

‘No!’ shouted the other priest. ‘Look to the fire! Seville will burn!’

The guards hesitated, confused, then rushed in all directions.

I waved at Fra Clement, tripped and nearly fell, but Willem grabbed my shoulders and steadied me.

The Crow and Master de Aquila were just ahead, within an arm’s reach. The Crow’s men helped carry Al-Qasim, and crowded in behind us to guard our retreat.

 

We ran through an archway, so fast up a flight of stone stairs I thought my lungs would burst. The Crow and Willem half-carried Master de Aquila. The narrow alleyways clanged with shouts and the terrifying noise of sword meeting sword — or sword meeting flesh and bone. A man screamed in agony. Another cried out. I couldn’t tell whose side they were on, or what had happened to them. I just kept running. Another lane, a gate in a wall, then I lost count of the twists and turns until at last we came to a courtyard where a dozen horses waited restlessly.

‘Signorina Hawkins — you, the boy and my fastest riders will leave first,’ said the Crow. ‘We travel in groups of four. Less easily followed. Some of my men will travel west and north to confuse anyone who tries to track us. I will ride with the Saracen and your master. We will meet at dawn at Montellano.’

Willem grabbed the Crow’s arm. ‘Who are you?’

‘This is not the time. Go!’

Willem nodded. The Crow helped Master de Aquila onto the nearest horse and motioned for the rest of us to mount.

‘The other prisoners?’ I asked.

‘You cannot save them all,’ said the Crow.

‘But where will they go?’

‘With God’s help, they will run to freedom.’ He slapped my horse’s rump. ‘Now, be off. Go by the river gate. I have men there. They will let you pass.’

We rode through the dark, through a sudden rainstorm, through villages and farmland and hills studded with olive trees, until we came to Montellano.

The Crow and a couple of his men met us in a tavern on a silent backstreet.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘Another day or so and we’ll be at sea. Al-Qasim is sleeping. I have sent for a surgeon to see to his wounds. Now, let’s eat.’

‘Wait,’ Willem said. ‘For once, I’m pleased to see you, but … did you really follow us all that way?’

‘Of course,’ said the Crow. ‘It wasn’t easy. You are very resourceful young people.’

‘Signora Contarini sent you?’ I asked.


‘The signora is a very ingenious woman,’ said the Crow. ‘She would have come herself, but she has never left Venice and doesn’t really see why she should. The world comes to her. Just as you did.’

‘Why did you push me in the water, then?’ said Willem. ‘And what about the avalanche?’

‘And you attacked me — in Genoa,’ I added.

‘That wasn’t me,’ said the Crow. ‘Didn’t you notice the Dutchman? I suspect he was Clement’s man. Probably followed you all the way from Amsterdam. Sadly, he went overboard himself, not long after you, but nobody noticed.’

‘I did not know you were Spanish,’ said Master de Aquila.

Willem and I stared at him. ‘You know this man?’ I asked.

‘Of course. So do you. He is translating Cicero for Signora Contarini.’

I remembered my first day in the signora’s atelier, the man with the silver beard sitting in the sunshine. ‘Oh.’

Willem punched me in the arm. Harder even than usual. ‘You knew him all along?’

‘He looks completely different.’

‘You made me terrified of him all the way across Europe!’ Willem shouted.

‘You didn’t recognise him, either,’ I argued.

‘That’s beside the point.’

‘You must forgive Signorina Hawkins,’ said the Crow. ‘I did trim my hair and beard.’

‘See?’

‘But —’

‘Anyway, we’ve never been introduced,’ I said.

‘Forgive me,’ said the Crow. ‘I am Luis Cortes, formerly of Córdoba, now resident of Venice.’ He bowed.


‘He’s following us,’ Willem teased, re-enacting some of my more hysterical moments. ‘He’s from the Inquisition.’ He slapped me again on the arm, but this time playfully.

I turned to the Crow. ‘You might have said something.’

‘I’m sorry if I frightened you,’ he said. ‘I didn’t want to reveal myself to Clement’s spy, so I had to appear to be just another man on the road to Genoa.’ He grinned. ‘Besides, why spoil the intrigue?’
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IN WHICH A CITY FLOATS IN THE SEA



Willem and I ate fast, voraciously, as if it might be our last meal. Master de Aquila could stomach little more than some bread soaked in wine.

When we had finished, the Crow — Luis — motioned to Willem and me, and we met him outside in the courtyard.

‘Your master is weak,’ he said. ‘He needs to rest.’

I nodded. ‘Can we stay here?’

‘For a short while, perhaps. But it is dangerous. Every hour we linger, the enemy could be catching up with us.’

‘They have broken him,’ said Willem. ‘Inside.’

‘I fear so.’

‘Let’s rest here for one day,’ I said.

‘I’ll send some of my men ahead to make sure the way to the coast is clear,’ said Luis. ‘In the meantime, you must all sleep. I’ll see to Al-Qasim. He’s in a bad way, but he’s tough. You know, he is one of the world’s most brilliant map-makers, and look how they treated him.’

Luis marched off to organise bedchambers for us and stabling for the horses, while Willem and I checked on Master de Aquila. He sat slumped at the table, dozing.

‘Come, Master,’ said Willem. ‘We are all going to sleep here for a few hours.’

Master de Aquila gazed up at us. ‘I did not burn,’ he said softly.

Willem smiled. ‘No, sir. Although I think Fra Clement may be feeling a little singed today.’

‘I felt sure I would. I felt, somehow, it was my destiny.’

His face was beyond pale. It almost seemed as if his bones and teeth were visible through the grey skin.

Willem and I sat down on the bench, one each side of him.

‘But you’ve done nothing wrong,’ I said. ‘Printing beautiful books shouldn’t be a crime.’

‘Of course not,’ he said. ‘Still, Clement has no idea how truly guilty I am. I have broken more of his Church’s laws than he ever suspected.’

I squeezed his hand, trying to sound reassuring. ‘You are guilty of nothing.’

‘That depends,’ he replied. ‘I have assuredly broken laws, but I cannot believe I am guilty in God’s eyes. I am like the early Christian fathers who argued that their conscience and faith deemed them innocent.’

‘Sadly, the Romans failed to see the wisdom of that argument.’

‘And put them to death,’ Willem reminded us, rather unhelpfully.

Master de Aquila smiled. ‘Poor Saint Paul did not have you to rescue him.’


A coughing fit seized him. Willem held him while he convulsed — and I saw clearly this time how he spat blood into the cloth.

‘I have to confess,’ he said at last.

‘I’m no priest,’ said Willem.

‘And I am no Catholic.’ Normally we would have laughed at that. ‘I need to confess to Isabella, not to a priest.’

I moved closer so he could see my face. ‘What is it, Master?’

He gazed at me for a few moments. ‘I have deceived you, my dear girl. Clement was right — my printing press was used for illegal activities.’

‘I know, Master. You printed all those copies of Discourse on Liberty. Soon there will be the Hebrew Bible, The Sum of —’

‘No, not those,’ he said. ‘Well, not just those. Paul and I — and Willem, there’s no denying it now, boy,’ he shot a sideways glance at Willem, ‘we printed pamphlets, thousands of them, denouncing the Inquisition, calling for people to rise up against tyranny. Simon smuggled them into Spain and Italy.’

‘I see.’

‘I’m sorry we lied to you,’ said Willem. ‘We thought it was safer that way — for you.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said.

‘There is more,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘We printed other pamphlets — pamphlets written by your own father before he left England — and all kinds of books about faith and freedom and ideas. We translated them into ten languages. There were other books about philosophy, about the world and the heavens and all creation; books for children and books for scholars. Books banned by the Church, or banned by General Cromwell. All of them heretical in Clement’s eyes. Every single one.’


‘Little books,’ said Willem. ‘So small you can hide them inside your shirt. That was my idea.’

‘We exported them — smuggled them, if you like — into dozens of countries,’ said Master de Aquila. ‘We sent them to agents in London under cover of darkness. People carried those books all over Europe. Catholics and Protestants, Gentiles and Jews, refugees and merchants — thousands and thousands of people read our pamphlets and books and passed them on to other people. I have set free a thousand ideas. I have unchained ten thousand minds. That is my crime.’

‘Our crime,’ said Willem.

I stared at them both. ‘I know.’

‘What?’ Willem almost shrieked, but Master de Aquila looked at me with pleasure in his eyes.

‘I wrote some of those pamphlets,’ I said, ‘before I ever met you.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Willem. ‘Your father did, it’s true —’

‘It was me,’ I said. ‘I wrote them, in my father’s name.’

‘You can’t have,’ said Willem. ‘Some of those were brilliant.’

I bowed slightly. ‘I think you mean that as praise.’

Master de Aquila smiled. ‘You knew all along? From the first moment you came to live with us? Yet you said nothing.’

I shrugged. ‘I had other things on my mind.’

‘We shifted the printing to Simon’s workshop a month after you arrived, just in case,’ said Master de Aquila.

Willem was indignant. ‘You mean I lugged all that paper across town for nothing?’

‘I had just lost my father,’ I said. ‘I didn’t care. But it’s true: I was so scared of everything and everyone, then. If I’d known what was really going on, I might have worried.’


It struck me how disruptive my sudden appearance in their household had been. Fra Clement had planned it so, of course, but he had underestimated its impact on all of us.

I laughed. ‘Clement put me in there as a spy.’

‘He must regret that now,’ said Master de Aquila. He coughed again, an alarming, retching cough that left him clutching at his chest.

‘Come, Master,’ said Willem, gently taking his arm. ‘Plenty of time to talk later. Now you need to sleep.’

We carried him upstairs — he weighed little more than an autumn leaf — and settled him into the room Luis had arranged for him. He lay back into the pillows and sighed.

‘I never dreamed I would see another day.’

‘You will see many more, Master,’ I said.

He caught my hand. ‘Isabella — where is it?’

‘The Sum of All Knowledge? It is with the signora in Venice.’

He tried to smile. ‘That is the most important thing. Those maps in the manuscript — they were painted by my father. They are more sacred to me than my life.’

‘They are safe, Master.’

He closed his eyes. ‘You have done well, my children,’ he said softly. ‘No man could ask for more.’

 

I was sitting in my room, wide awake, staring at nothing, when I heard Willem yelling outside the door.

‘Isabella! Come quickly.’

‘Soldiers?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘Worse.’

‘What is it?’ I asked as he pulled me across the courtyard.


‘Shhh!’ He led me into the dark room where Master de Aquila lay sprawled across the bed. ‘I just found him like this. He can’t move.’

We turned him over slowly, and I raised his shoulders so Willem could place some pillows under his head.

Master de Aquila saw me and smiled. ‘Here you are.’

Then the life faded from his dark eyes and there was no light left in the world besides the glow of coals in the fireplace.

We stayed like that for a long time. Our master’s eyes stared sightlessly at the ceiling, his hand in mine until it began to grow cool. Willem stood at the end of the bed, his head bowed.

It seemed like hours before he spoke.

‘What should we do?’

I couldn’t begin to imagine.

‘Fetch Luis,’ I said.

 

We buried Master de Aquila in the forest. Willem dug a grave, refusing all offers of help, and then crouched by the pile of loose earth, weeping silently. I stood as if frozen, with Al-Qasim on one side and Luis on the other, and managed to recite some of the Psalms, written on my heart as a child. There was nothing else we could do for a Jew, here on the lonely back roads of Spain. We couldn’t even say Kaddish for him, as none of us knew how, but Luis vowed to ask the entire Ghetto to pray for his soul as soon as we got to Venice.

‘What do we do now?’ said Willem at last.

‘We have to keep moving,’ said Luis. ‘They will not rest until they find you — all of us.’

‘But where can we go?’ asked Willem.

I knew how he felt. Lost. Bereft. Again.


‘There’s only one place in Europe I feel safe,’ I said.

‘Good,’ said Luis. ‘Because that’s where we’re going.’

‘How do you know where she means?’ Willem asked him.

‘Isn’t it obvious?’

Willem hesitated, uncertain.

‘Are you coming or not?’ I asked.

‘Think I’ve followed you all over Europe just to give up now?’

‘I suppose I’m stuck with you, then.’

‘Not if I can help it.’

‘Stop grizzling,’ I said.

‘It will take no time at all,’ said Luis. ‘I have papers for us, and a ship waiting at Marbella. We will be in Venice in time for Carnevale.’

 

And so it was. I’d never have managed it myself, but Luis took care of everything, so that all Willem, Al-Qasim and I had to do was wake up in the mornings, sit on a horse or a ship’s deck all day, and eat whatever was put in front of us. Sometimes, I admit, it’s lovely to have everything arranged for you. We simply floated along in Luis’s wake, all the way to the city in the sea and the print workshop with the cat called Caterina.

We arrived early one morning, just on dawn. Luis took us not to the Ghetto, but to rooms high above the workshop, where someone had laid out an enormous breakfast of hot bread rolls and cheese. He bowed and closed the door quietly behind him. Willem grabbed at the food as if he’d never eaten before in his life. At least some things didn’t change.

I collapsed into a chair by the window and slept for what felt like days, until Willem pestered me awake. I shook my head to clear it of dark dreams of forest trails, churning oceans and flaming torches against a night sky.


‘Are we really home?’ I asked.

He grinned. ‘Come on.’

We walked downstairs slowly, peering out the windows on every landing. Everything was bright and warm and smelled of ink, paper and freshly baked bread.

Signora Contarini spread her arms wide when she saw us, and hugged us both until Willem spluttered.

‘You are safe,’ she said. ‘Praise God.’

‘Master de Aquila —’

‘I know,’ she said gently. Her eyes filled with tears. ‘Luis has told me of your adventures.’

On the other side of the room, Luis waved a greeting. He had changed out of his Crow clothes and looked just as he had when I’d first seen him. But now his eyes glittered and I knew just how much strength and guile lay behind them. Al-Qasim sat next to him, smiling. He couldn’t wave.

‘I am so glad you have come home, here, to Venice,’ she said. ‘Your master would have liked that.’

She stared hard at Willem. ‘You looked after her, as I told you?’

‘Actually,’ he confessed, ‘we looked after each other.’

‘Well.’ Her gaze made Willem fidget. ‘Our beautiful Italian food and a few weeks’ riding have done you good,’ she said. ‘You are no longer the shape of a gondola pole. Don’t you agree, Isabella?’

It was true. Willem had filled out, as if an artist had painted in the missing colours on a fresco.

‘I suppose you’re right,’ I said. ‘He looks much more …’

Willem raised his face expectantly.

‘… normal,’ I finished.

He snorted.

‘How is your Latin?’ Signora Contarini asked him.


‘Isabella’s been teaching me.’ Willem shot me a look that warned against any jokes at his expense.

‘Perhaps Luis can take over your lessons now,’ said the signora.

Willem blinked.

‘And your French?’ she asked.

Willem’s gaze met hers. ‘Signora, I have a lot to learn. I won’t pretend otherwise.’

Signora Contarini’s eyes narrowed. ‘Good,’ she said. ‘You’ll do.’

He grinned. The signora patted his shoulder. ‘Now we must set to work.’

‘Already?’ said Willem. ‘We’ve only been back a few hours.’

‘We have a book to publish,’ she said, and winked at me. ‘It’s quite good, or so I hear.’

‘Do you dare?’ I asked. ‘After everything that’s happened?’

‘I would be honoured,’ said the signora. ‘Especially after everything that’s happened.’

‘But if they catch you …’

‘They will not,’ she said. ‘The Council of Venice was outraged that the Spanish Inquisition arrested a guest of the city. They sneaked into town, even into the Ghetto itself, and broke about a dozen laws. Think of it! Not even our own Inquisition, but those damned Spaniards! They won’t be coming back in a hurry, mark my words.’

‘But Rome won’t like the book, either.’

‘So what?’ she said. ‘Being banned is good for business. The fools never understand this. If the Pope bans your book, you can be sure half of Europe will want to own a copy — especially the Protestants.’

‘So if you can get England or the Dutch States to ban it as well, you could be rich,’ said Willem.


‘You will be rich,’ said the signora. ‘You and Isabella. It’s your book now.’

He bowed his head. ‘I didn’t know anything about it.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said. ‘We’ll work on it together.’

‘We all will,’ said the signora. ‘You, bella, and my new apprentice here.’ She nudged Willem. ‘My whole workshop will do nothing else until it is done. Luis has started already.’

Luis raised his head and smiled.

‘We will finish what our dear friend, may God rest his soul, began and we will help the world to understand itself,’ said Signora Contarini. ‘This will be the greatest book anyone has ever seen — besides the Bible, of course. It is The Sum of All Knowledge.’

‘Master de Aquila would like that,’ I said. ‘But he wouldn’t want to put you in danger.’

‘Pah!’ The signora flung her head back and laughed. ‘If they try to stop me printing it, there will be an outcry such as the Pope has never heard.’

‘But how do you know?’

‘Because I will start it.’ She smiled. ‘Nobody can shout more loudly than a Venetian widow.’

I grinned at her.

‘Believe me, Isabella,’ she said. ‘This is just the beginning.’








AUTHOR’S NOTE ON READING AND RESEARCH
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The characters in Act of Faith are imaginary, but the early life of Master de Aquila is loosely based on the experiences of a generation of people such as Menasseh Ben Israel, one of the first great Jewish printers in the Netherlands in the seventeenth century. His family, like that of his contemporary Joseph Athias and others, fell afoul of the Inquisition and fled to the relative safety of Amsterdam, where they printed masterpieces such as their Hebrew Bibles. (In 1634, Menasseh attended the Frankfurt Book Fair — still one of the world’s largest book trade fairs today.)

Real historical figures mentioned in the book include the Dutch humanist Desiderius Erasmus, poet John Milton, philosopher René Descartes, theologian Martin Luther, and the classical philosophers and authors Homer, Plato, Socrates, Aristotle, Cicero and Pliny.

The arrest of Professor Hawkins is based on real events in Cambridge in 1644, although I’ve condensed several events into one. All ‘monuments of superstition and idolatry’ in the college chapels and parish churches were destroyed by William ‘Smasher’ Dowsing, and a commission was appointed to enforce Parliament’s Covenant and root out all ‘idle, ill-affected, and Scandalous Clergy, of the University’.

The Member of Parliament for Cambridge was Oliver Cromwell, who became a general in the Parliamentary army. King Charles I was charged with high treason and executed in 1649. In 1653, Cromwell was made Lord Protector of England.

William Ward, whose execution Isabella attended, was a Catholic priest who refused to give up his faith in Protestant England. He was executed at Tyburn in 1641.

Contarini is an illustrious name shared by many Venetians over the centuries — indeed, it is the name of one of the great houses of Venice and of many Doges. I’m sure its history contains any number of feisty widows, but this particular Signora Contarini is invented.

Actually, there were several women amongst the first few generations of printers and publishers, such as ‘the Widowe Orwin’ in London, Helizabeth de Rusconibus in Venice, Iolande Bonhomme in France, and Anne Lichfield, who, after the death of her husband, became the official printer for the University of Oxford.

Some of the books mentioned in Act of Faith are real; some are not. Isabella tells us she learned Italian from reading Dante, the first popular author to write in his own Tuscan language rather than Latin. (The first printed edition of his Commedia appeared in 1472.) She also reads Utopia, Thomas More’s political satire (edited by Erasmus and published in Latin in 1518). She and her father are experts on Herodotus, the ‘Father of History’, who lived between 484 and 425 BCE. The first Latin translation of his original Greek Histories was available by 1450, but the entire book wasn’t translated into English until 1709.

John Wilkins, whose ‘silly little treatise’ Professor Hawkins reads, was a clergyman and academic whose works included The Discovery of a World in the Moone (1638), which popularised the new science of astronomy and the ideas of people such as Galileo — then on trial for saying that the planets revolve around the sun, not the earth.

 

Printing exploded into the western world after Johannes Gutenberg printed his Bible in 1455 in Mainz near Frankfurt, using a press with movable metal type or letters to produce multiple copies of pages. By the end of the century, there were printers in hundreds of cities in Europe, producing millions of copies of books and pamphlets — and this amazing new technology helped spread protests against the Catholic Church.

To minimise the damage and dissent, the Church revived the Inquisition and started banning books. The auto de fé ceremony, or ‘act of faith’, began in the thirteenth century. Over the next five hundred years, thousands of people in Spain and Portugal were tried and punished, particularly people suspected of being Muslim or Jewish and women accused of witchcraft. Even one of Spain’s most revered artists, Goya, was hauled before the Inquisition as late as the 1820s for painting scenes of an auto de fé tribunal. He was forced to flee the country.

The first edition of the Catholic Church’s Index of Forbidden Books was published in 1557 and updated regularly after that. Over the years it has included thousands of titles, many written by some of the most admired authors and thinkers in history, including Galileo, Erasmus and any number of Nobel prizewinners. The list of banned books included encyclopaedias and dictionaries and even the Bible in languages other than Greek, Latin or Hebrew. It was specifically forbidden for non-Christian printers to publish Bibles. The Index was finally abandoned in 1966, but to this day books get banned all over the world for being too provocative, too radical or for simply telling the truth.


 

Like Master de Aquila, I have too many books for my own good, and it seems to me now that the ideas in them have woven together in my mind over many years to become this book. I can’t list them all here, but if you’d like to read more about Isabella’s world, you could start with anything at all about Venice by John Julius Norwich or Jan Morris, or on London by Peter Ackroyd. Geraldine Brooks’s novel People of the Book traces a precious Hebrew manuscript through European history.

Terrific books for younger readers include Cynthia Harnett’s novel about early English printing, The Load of Unicorn, and James Barbary’s Puritan and Cavalier: English Civil War (my editions are both crumpled Puffins, from 1966 and 1977 respectively). One of the few books I had of my very own when I was ten or so was The Children of the New Forest by Frederick Marryat (1847), set during the English Civil War.

For those who’d like to dig a little deeper into the past, the details of Isabella’s journeys across Europe were informed by the marvellous travel narrative Coryat’s Crudities (1611), John Evelyn’s diaries on his time in Venice (1646), and the much later journals and letters of Mary Shelley and Percy Bysshe Shelley published as History of a Six Weeks’ Tour (1817).

Autos de fé were documented in contemporary paintings such as that of Francisco Ricci (now in the Prado in Madrid), and I read witnesses’ accounts of the ceremony and Inquisitorial tribunal hearings in The Spanish Inquisition by Joseph Pérez (2004), A History of the Inquisition of Spain by Henry Charles Lea (1906–7) and the 1828 Goodrich collection of The Records of the Spanish Inquisition.


I often consulted references such as Jewish Literacy by Rabbi Joseph Telushkin (2001) and John Carter’s classic ABC for Book Collectors (mine is the seventh edition). Details of daily life and particularly information about trade and the European economies were gleaned from books such as Simon Schama’s The Embarrassment of Riches (1987), Liza Picard’s Restoration London (1997), Lisa Jardine’s Worldly Goods (1996), Brian Pullan’s The Jews of Europe and the Inquisition of Venice, 1550–1670 (1998) and Trading Places by Maartje van Gelder (2009).

You can delve into the novel’s broader themes via the philosophers and poets mentioned throughout, or through recent histories of thought like A. C. Grayling’s Towards the Light (2007).

The history of the book and printing is, naturally, well-documented, and I made use of A Companion to the History of the Book, edited by Simon Eliot and Jonathan Rose (2007), and The Oxford Companion to the Book, edited by Michael F. Suarez and H. R. Woudhuysen (2010), amongst others. For technical details I referred to The British Library Guide to Printing: History and Techniques by Michael Twyman (1998) and Printing Types: Their History, Forms, and Use by Daniel Updike (2001). I also spent many hours drooling over sumptuous cartography books such as Peter Whitfield’s Mapping the World (1998) and The Map Book, edited by Peter Barber (2005).

I work at the State Library of Victoria, where, although my job has little to do with rare books, I can wander into the gallery during my lunch break to gaze at William Caxton’s Myrrour of the Worlde (1490) or Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (1499), or examine digitised versions online, pop into the reference section to consult the Encyclopaedia Judaica (1972), or spend my evenings in the Reading Rooms poring over books on every topic from clothing and food of the seventeenth century to medieval Islamic astronomy to the political impact of the Counter-Reformation.

My colleagues at the library found for me — as they do for thousands of other researchers every year — precious, wonderful things: early Dutch printed maps and books that made my hair stand on end; title pages and printers’ marks that made everything in this book seem, momentarily, real. Amongst the treasures were precious Dutch maps of the known world and universe created by Claes Jansz Visscher (1652) and Willem Blaeu (1635); and religious books for the English market printed in Amsterdam: Cotton’s Concordance (1635) and Beze’s Bible (1640) ‘with most profitable Annotations upon all the hard places, and other things of great importance’.

Fragments of Isabella’s world still exist. You can visit the Ghetto in Venice — it isn’t walled and guarded any more — and San Marco remains the most wondrous of buildings in one of the most glorious cities in the world. You can walk along the canals in Amsterdam, or wander through the medieval lanes and fresh-mown lawns of Cambridge.

During my research for Act of Faith I’ve hunted through online archives and collections all over the world: the British Museum and British Library, King’s College London, Amsterdam’s Zuiderzee Museum and Rijksmuseum, the Fondazione Musei Civici di Venezia, Vermeer Centrum in Delft and many, many more. British History Online provides access to the proceedings of the House of Lords and the Commons, including ordinances about the purge of Cambridge and the conduct of the Civil Wars. I found works by early women printers on the websites of the Library of the University of Illinois and Princeton University Library, while the Library of the University of Amsterdam is home to a remarkable collection of rare maps and books, including many printed by Menasseh Ben Israel and his sons.

Countless hours vanished while I zoomed in on paintings by Vermeer, Rembrandt and others, studying details of interiors, hairstyles, clothing, food and tableware; pored over seventeenth-century maps and paintings of Venice, Seville, London, Cambridge, Genoa and Amsterdam; ploughed through diaries and travel journals, proceedings of Parliament, academic journals and contemporary accounts of events; looked up lace collars and daggers and fonts and belt buckles and recipes. All without leaving my desk.

Thanks to generations of authors, librarians, publishers, collectors, curators, scholars, printers and readers, many pictures and documents, books and maps from the seventeenth century survived to the twenty-first century, and are now being published all over again in digital form.

Isabella would like that.

Kelly Gardiner
 Melbourne, 2011
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