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October the 29th 1555 – Wilmington, Devon, England
 

The Bear Inn was quiet as we arrived, with just the usual drone of conversation and the comforting smell of warm bread, warm men and warm beer. It was not to last. As soon as he saw us, the man began to scream.

‘Don’t take my leg off! Please God! For pity’s sake, don’t take my leg off!’

He was lying at the foot of the stairs, down which he must have fallen; his leg looked grotesque. My companion knelt beside him and put a reassuring hand on his brow. ‘Don’t worry. You won’t lose your leg. Lie quietly and tell me your name.’

‘Sam, sir. Sam Darkstone, I am a merchant.’ He looked imploringly at each of us, one after the other. ‘Please, gentlemen. I can’t do my job if I lose my leg, and I have a wife and six children to feed.’

‘Well, Sam, my name is Tom, Thomas Marwood, and I am a doctor. My assistant here is Richard Stocker and together we are going to help you – that is, as soon as this rabble gives us room to breathe.’ My good friend and mentor turned to the crowded passageway filled with silent, shuffling men, all dressed in working clothes and staring awestruck at the gruesome sight. ‘Stand back there and give this man some air.’

Thomas exercised his authority to limited effect. Reluctantly, those at the front made an effort to retreat, but were prevented from doing so by the crowd behind them, who continued to press forward.

The patient was lying awkwardly, his back twisted across the step, and his right leg turned at a seemingly impossible angle. His breeches had been undone at the knee and his hose were ripped open to expose the flesh of his lower leg, which was dominated by a great, hard white lump – as big as my fist, although flatter, stretching the skin to its limits. Above it was a peculiar dent where his knee would normally be.

Thomas looked up at me as he crouched beside the patient. ‘Do you see what’s happened, Richard?’

‘Is it his kneecap?’ I replied uncertainly.

‘Correct. His patella. Now, with luck and his cooperation, we can put this right.’ He turned back to the cringeing patient.

‘Sam, I need you to trust me now. I know your leg hurts, and it will hurt a bit more before we have finished, but I need to move you so that we can make it better. Just do exactly as I say and don’t fight me. Is that understood? Now, ignore the pain, try to relax and let your leg go loose.’ The sweat poured from the man’s face as he nodded his uncertain agreement, his eyes wide with fear.

‘Richard, hold him under his armpits, so his body cannot rotate.’

I did as I was bid and watched as Thomas slowly straightened the man’s legs, the patient whimpering as he did so. As soon as Sam was lying straight, Thomas, kneeling, lifted the right leg until its heel rested on his own left shoulder. Sam whimpered again, but dared not cry out. ‘Now, steady does it.’ Supporting the straightened leg with his shoulder, Thomas pressed the patella firmly and insistently with the butt of his hand.

The loud ‘pop’ made the crowd gasp and jump back nervously. They gasped again, this time in disbelief, when they saw that the straining lump was gone and the knee looked normal once more.

‘Well, look at that! It’s a bloody miracle, that’s what it is,’ called a red-faced farmer at the front of the crowd. ‘It’s a bloody miracle. Look at that leg – whole again.’

The patient lay still, not daring to look at his leg, waiting to discover what next was required of him. ‘Come, Sam, give me your hand, and rise up, for I do believe you can walk again.’ The patient shook his head, apparently not believing it was over. ‘Come, man, it is done. Let me help you stand.’ Gently but firmly, being careful not to undo the good he had just done, Thomas raised him to his feet and Sam began to walk unsteadily and disbelievingly towards the crowd, who retreated backwards before him, like a herd of nervous yearling bullocks.

‘Here, Sam, take this,’ shouted the landlord, and passed a foaming tankard to the astonished patient, who downed it in one draft.


[image: ]   [image: ]


 

‘Have you done that operation before, Thomas?’

The excitement had subsided, and we had found ourselves a quiet corner of the inn, to one side of the fire and away from draughts. Before us on the table were good bread, local cheese, strong pickles made by the landlord’s wife and tankards of fine ale. My friend shook his head and grinned. ‘No, neither done it nor seen it done, Richard.’

‘Then how did you . . .?’

He reached across the table. His eyes were merry and there was the tiniest hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth. I had seen that look before, and knew it signalled that a lesson was about to be imparted. ‘Pass me your notebook.’

I reached down into my bag and drew out my notebook, which he had taught me to carry at all times. He nodded and began leafing through the pages, finally turning the open book towards me on the table. ‘There. What do you see?’

It was a drawing of a leg – and, I thought, quite a good one – from just above the knee to the foot. I was proud of that drawing, and seeing it again brought back the memories of the patient whose leg it was, and the care I had taken, in not very good light, to capture the contours of the bones, joints and muscles. ‘It’s a leg; my brother’s leg. John Stocker’s, drawn as he lay on the farmhouse table, just over the valley there, at Lower Halstock. That’s the good leg and on the next page is the broken one.’

Thomas nodded. ‘See how well you have captured the contours of the knee? When I was learning medicine in Padua back in 1533, I watched a leg like that being dissected by one of the professors. The advantage I have over you is that I have seen that joint slowly and carefully taken apart, and all these years later, I could still remember it, because I, too, made a drawing and attached notes to it. I still have the notebook back at home. What do we say?’

‘Observe, draw, and attach notes.’ I knew the chant by heart.

‘Exactly. Only by doing so at the time did I imprint the detail of that anatomy lesson upon my mind. Many times, in the twenty-two years since, have I looked again at that drawing and refreshed the memory. That is how we learn. We observe, we draw what we have observed, and we attach notes about condition, colour, and so on. When we get home I will lend you that old notebook, so you may copy the drawing in question, while the image remains in your mind. Then you will never forget.’

‘But how did you know how to put it back? How did you even know that it would go back?’

Thomas shrugged. ‘I simply took the view that if it had managed to jump out with pressure, and with the skin still unbroken, then careful pressure in the right direction should, with luck, put it back again.’

We finished our meal, and our conversation returned to the events of the night before.
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I had been learning the art and science of medicine from Thomas for the last eighteen months, ever since returning home from London in the June of 1554. He had been good to me at that time, when I was still recovering from the dreadful events of the February of that year.

Having been a servant in the Grey family for three years, I had watched as, in one brutal blow, the executioner had ended the life of Lady Jane, whom I had grown to respect and love in my final seven months with her in the Tower of London. Ten days later I had watched again as her father, my employer, the Duke of Suffolk, had lost his head on Tower Hill. And between those dates I had finally lost the love of my life, Jane’s sister, Lady Catherine, as she was required to return to Court, by command of Queen Mary In a single month, my life seemed to have crashed around me: Thomas Marwood, neighbour, friend and local doctor, had accepted the burden of putting it back together again.

If anything, England had become an even more threatening place since then, and although in Devon I was distant from the worst of the persecutions and atrocities, still, for a committed Protestant, as I now was, life was precarious. In the last six months alone, it was said that fifty-four Protestants had gone to the flames. Life in Devon with Dr Marwood was good: I was learning a worthy trade and felt able to contribute to the community we served in Honiton and the surrounding valleys. But every day the persecutions nagged away at me and, since it was not in my nature to withdraw quietly from a confrontation, I became increasingly concerned that one day I would be tested and would have to defend my faith – perhaps with my life.

Thomas understood and accepted my position, despite his own strong commitment to the Catholic faith.

Life was not easy for him at the moment either. This year had been characterized by endless rains, which had ruined the crops across the country, and the failure of the harvest had resulted in famine and weakness throughout many counties. Thomas was worried and said the weakness rendered men vulnerable to disease. More than once in the last month I had heard him say, ‘I shall not be surprised if we see a new outbreak of the plague or some such pestilence.’ Week by week we waited. Then in the midst of all this gloom, an opportunity finally presented itself.

The letter was from Edward Courtenay, the earl of Devon. For different reasons, the earl was well known to both of us. I had first met him during my time at the Tower of London with Lady Jane Grey. Though subject to being searched on the way in and out, I was allowed to make the occasional visit outside and I had used these occasions to teach the earl horse-riding. He, too had been a prisoner in the Tower – for the last fifteen years – and, having finally been released by Queen Mary upon her succession to the throne, had found himself in the embarrassing position of being a noble lord who was barely able to ride. My own position as former Second Master of Horse to the Duke of Suffolk had resulted in my being recommended to him.

Thomas knew him in what might be called a professional capacity, as he had been one of the doctors sent to review Courtenay’s condition during his later, brief reimprisonment by Queen Mary, this time at Kenninghall, immediately prior to his release. Both being Devon men, they had struck up an immediate friendship. Now released, the earl had been sent to Brussels, to the court of the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, but he was unhappy there and for months had been planning to escape to the sun and spend some time in Venice. The letter confirmed that his planned trip, which he had discussed with Thomas on a number of previous occasions, was now imminent and it invited Thomas and a companion to join him urgently.

Thomas had jumped at the opportunity, having long yearned to make a return visit to Padua (another city in the Venetian Republic), where he had gained his knowledge of medicine years before. After a long discussion with Dorothy, his understanding wife, Thomas had sent a reply through a merchant sailing to Antwerp from Bridport, agreeing to meet on November the 18th in Louvain.

And me? In truth, my motivations were partly negative. Under the influence of Lady Jane I had become a confirmed Protestant, but now I found myself in a country ruled with decreasing tolerance and increasing severity by the Catholic ‘Bloody Mary’. I was still unsure where my future lay, and the chance to escape for a while and to visit the greatest city in Europe seemed too good to miss. Thomas said it would also be an opportunity to visit the University of Padua and to see whether, as he had repeatedly insisted I should, I might enrol in the School of Medicine and begin my own career proper as a doctor; but in this I remained unsure, and the more Thomas tried to push me in that direction, the more I resisted it. Not that the life of a doctor didn’t appeal to me – it did, but at twenty years of age I wanted to shape my own life rather than have it dictated for me.

And so, after months of loose discussion about the vague possibilities of such a journey, we began to make our own travelling arrangements.
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October the 30th 1556 – Stocker’s Farm, Coly Valley, Devon
 

Unusually, my mother seemed reluctant to see me go; my mother, who had always been the one to push me into any challenge that might help me to make my way in the world, and who had been insistent that my brother John and I had a complete education.

‘Lord knows what you will get involved in in those foreign parts,’ she called from the dairy. As always, when she was embarrassed or upset, she had turned away and now shouted the words over her shoulder at me. ‘How long is this journey going to take? What is Dr Marwood’s poor wife going to do while he is away? Poor lamb, with those young ’uns and all.’

‘Now, Mother, don’t you worry about the doctor’s wife. She has two sisters in Honiton to help her with the children, and she is well provided for. In any case, she knows how important it is for Thomas to see his old friends again in Padua. We’ll only be away for three months or so.’

‘Ha!’

Preceded by his three dogs, my father walked right into the middle of the conversation, as he always seemed to do when my mother and I were having words. He must have caught the back end of our argument, for he joined in, while all three of the dogs tried to jump up on my lap together.

‘You won’t be back before Christmas of next year, I’ll wager. All that way to travel and what will happen when you gets among them noble ladies in Venice? Get yerself involved again, won’t ’ee? Just like up in Lunnon with that Lady Catherine sweetening you up and Lady Jane fillin’ yer head with Reformist nonsense. Just when the good doctor was getting yer head screwed back on the right way again.’

‘Don’t start on that, John. Richard’s religion is his own affair, even if it do seem a bit strange.’ Turning to take my side now, my mother saw Father in his mud-covered boots: ‘John Stocker. How many times have I told you? Get they muddy boots out of my kitchen! And they dogs. They belongs outside.’

The dogs, knowing the rules as well as she did, and enjoying the chase, seemed to be grinning as they fled into the yard. I sat back against the inglenook and smiled. It was all so familiar: the animals, the warmth from the fireplace, the smell of Mother’s baking and this year’s bacon curing in the chimney above me. Home again. Nothing ever changed.

‘Anyway,’ my Mother shuffled back into the dairy, muttering over her shoulder again, ‘at least Richard came back from Lunnon a rich man! Look at him now: twenty years old, six-foot-and-more tall, and already wealthy. That’s what I calls progress.’

Like my father, she had found it hard to come to terms with my love affair with Lady Catherine Grey and with Lady Jane’s impact upon my education and religious attitudes. I still found it strange: they had both been so keen to see me develop my education and to succeed, but when, having developed my own life at Court with the Duke of Suffolk and the Grey family, I returned home with views different from their own, both had been confused and upset.

Over the last few months my mother had carefully avoided the issues of education and religion, instead bringing the conversation round to the very large amount of money I had received after selling the Spanish stallion and gold-leafed saddle presented to me by King Edward. I had not done anything with the money, which was being held for me by a banker in London until I found a suitable investment, but my mother did take pride in reminding her friends in Colyton that ‘Our Richard has done very well, and is now a wealthy man, you know.’

My father was suspicious that I had not immediately bought a farm near our home (farms being the only investment he understood), and he believed that my decision to leave the money in London was proof that I would soon be off on my travels again. Perhaps he was right, for although I was happy in Honiton with Dr Marwood, deep down I did feel that life held something more for me to experience before, finally, I settled down.

My father had recognized that I would be in the close company of Edward Courtenay for perhaps many months and asked me how well I thought I would get on with him. Courtenay was held in high, if distant, esteem in this part of Devon. Not only was he Earl of Devon, with large estates stretching from Tiverton and Exeter to Colcombe Castle in our home valley, but, as the last of the Plantagenet line, he still represented to the common people an old-established royalty, which, although replaced by the Tudors generations before, still had a place in English history.

‘You are right, Father,’ I replied. ‘It will be a telling time for all of us, for the earl is trying to find his role and position, since he appears to have been misled by Queen Mary and her husband.’

‘Bloody Spaniard!’ my father spat. ‘Nevertheless, you keep your place, for remember, the earl is your Liege Lord.’ I nodded, uncommitted, for I was not sure I owed that man anything. I felt that loyalty was something a man should earn, not simply demand as of right. Liege Lords were an old-fashioned idea; we were now in modern times – Tudor times.

‘And a good Catholic,’ my father added, for emphasis, as if that closed the conversation. But for me it did quite the opposite – for although I knew I could rely on Thomas Marwood’s tolerance of my religious attitudes, my limited experience of Edward Courtenay left me with the distinct view that he was likely to be less forgiving.

And so, whilst I was confident that it was indeed time to leave England, I also knew that the next few months were going to test all of us, in one way or another.
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November the 12th 1555 – Port of Lyme, Dorset
 

‘Need a bit more westerly in that wind before we can safely clear Portland Bill.’

We were standing on the Cobb wall at Lyme, leaning into the wind and watching the rollers as they surged north-east, deep into the bay and Charmouth beach a mile or so in front of us.

‘Take her out of harbour now and that’s exactly where we shall all finish up.’ The captain pointed at the beach and spat forcefully with the wind, as if to make his point.

We had been loaded and ready for many hours, but any ship that left Lyme harbour in this wind would be on the rocks before she had a chance to get under way.

The captain returned to his ship and Thomas and I chose to drop down in the lee of the huge stone wall and talk there. Hearing the howl of the wind only a yard or two above our heads made the spot almost cosy. How the arrival of that fateful letter from the earl had changed our lives. Yet for a long time the journey itself, although frequently discussed by Thomas and the earl in their regular exchange of letters, had seemed uncertain.
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Prior to his release, the earl had been led to believe that he would be sent to the Court of the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, as Ambassador, and it seemed his expectations had been fulfilled, for His Grace had left England seven months previously, making passage to Brussels. Initially, it appeared, court life had pleased him. His letters to Thomas had described his position to be akin to that of Ambassador, and he hinted that he had strong hopes of making a good marriage amongst the royal personages at the Imperial Court. The journey to Venice had begun to look less likely.

But as the summer progressed, the tone of his letters had changed. First, discussions of his possible marriage to Christine, Dowager Duchess of Lorraine, had come to nothing; then, similar negotiations with Princess Elizabeth (back in England) were said to have been rejected; and finally it was made clear by Queen Mary and her new husband, Philip of Spain, that the earl was forbidden from returning to England. Now Courtenay realized that his position was not one of Ambassador at all, but of an exile. The visit to Venice became an objective once again – no longer as an enjoyable sojourn for an ambassador but as a means of escaping the influence of an England from which he had effectively been banished. Thomas had named me as his chosen companion, and reminded the earl that my responsibilities with the Duke of Suffolk had eventually been those of personal secretary, and that, under the tutelage of Lady Jane and her own tutors, I had learned to speak and write Italian. I was accepted, and we were to travel as the earl’s physician and personal secretary respectively.

Our status in this venture was clearly described. We would not be travelling as servants but as companions, with all our expenses paid by the earl.

His letter said that he planned to leave Brussels for Louvain soon: after completing some private business, he would commence the journey south from there on or about November the 20th. We had not been given much time to make our final arrangements but, having been forewarned, Thomas was already half-prepared. I myself had few possessions and fewer ties, and so my preparations were minimal.

Now we were on the brink of departure and I held my cloak collar up against the rain and grinned at Thomas as he stood, hat pulled down hard over his eyes, watching the waves and trying to discern any change in the wind-direction.

I envied him. Never had I known a man so at peace with the world and with himself. His peace, I knew, reflected a deep inner confidence. First, and foremost, he was confident in his God and the Catholic religion that represented Him. Second, he was confident in his skills as a doctor, whilst accepting the practical limitations of that calling. Finally, he had a calm inner belief in what he called ‘the order of things’; that somehow society as he knew it would face the various trials and tribulations the world threw up – wars, plagues, religious schisms, revolutions – and find a way through.

He was a strange mixture of contradictions. On the one hand, although in his middle forties, Thomas had a very modern approach to medicine. It was an approach he had learned from the professors of the Padua School; Dr Vesalius, who had, some years before been Professor of Medicine there, particularly influenced him. Vesalius believed in observation and pragmatic discovery based on evidence, and was not satisfied with those teachers who simply read and repeated the works of the ancients. He held the followers of Galen in particular disdain, and his disagreement with their methods had caused a rift within medical opinion throughout Europe.

In the course of the last six months, I had also learned that Thomas was a humanist, following what the Italian states were calling the rinascita or rebirth. He agreed that the worship of God need not be a dismal affair, as many priests still made it, but should involve admiration of His creation and in particular that crown of creation, humanity. Thomas loved people – especially ordinary people – and he took joy in understanding what drove them and in seeing them succeed.

In all of these things I agreed with him wholeheartedly. But at this point we parted company, for after so many years debating and analyzing with Lady Jane, I could not understand his stubborn and seemingly unquestioning loyalty to what her Calvinist correspondents had disparagingly called ‘the joint pillars of your traditional society’: the King (now the Queen) and the Church.

I had been too close to the wicked attempt to put Lady Jane, against her wishes and true belief, on to the throne of England to have blind faith in the ‘divine right’ of monarchs. Having seen the dreadful damage caused by the replacement of King Edward (whom I had loved) with Queen Mary (whom I had grown to loathe) I could no longer believe that kings or queens had divine powers, nor that what they thought and said were always right. After all, King Edward and Queen Mary could not both have been right, for they appeared to hold completely opposing views about nearly everything.

The same was true of the Church. As a committed Protestant, I was deeply troubled by the dogmatic inflexibility of the Catholic faith, and shocked by its persecution of those who did not share that faith. One further thought concerned me: if the situation were to change and Catholics become the weak minority, would I be as tolerant of their views as I wished they had been of mine? The truth was, I didn’t know.

Now, as we stood in the wind and rain, awaiting the final stages of our departure, these thoughts were worrying me still. Thomas had seemed to express an automatic respect for Edward Courtenay, simply because he was an earl. But my short time as Courtenay’s riding instructor had left me with deep reservations about the man. One thing was certain: our journey would test both loyalties and friendships to the limit.
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November the 18th 1555 – Hotel de Blauwe Zalm, Louvain, Flanders
 

The wind continued to buffet us as we rode into Louvain. It had not stopped raining since we had finally left harbour and crossed Lyme Bay. The wind had turned westerly, then held for three days, and we had run before it under topsails and jibs, spray flying, with ropes trailing astern to stop us from gybing on a rogue wave.

Although the seas had been very rough for the first day, once we got accustomed to the surge as we lifted with a wave, and the stomach-turning drop as it eventually passed us, we had found the voyage quite exhilarating.

On the second day the wind had abated a little and we had run on what the captain called ‘a broad reach’, half-across the steady south-westerly wind, the ship heeling constantly over to the right as we made our way north-east and then north, up channel. They were good days and would have been thoroughly enjoyable if only the rain had eased, for there was precious little shelter on deck and visibility was severely reduced by the weather. Nevertheless, by the time our little ship had cleared Cap Gris Nez and we were running down to Flushing, both Thomas and I felt like born sailors, and the final quiet stretch into Antwerp had been disappointingly uneventful.

The mud between Antwerp and Louvain proved to be the worst part of our entire journey, for our horses, still sick from the sea voyage, slithered unhappily and the carts got stuck in ruts and threw wheels with relentless regularity. As a result, it was a sorry party that finally plodded its way into Louvain: the only parts of our clothing not covered in mud were those that the endless rain had washed clean. Then, just as we entered the city, the downpour finally stopped.

The streets were wet and gloomy and the low, scudding clouds continued to threaten, but at least we could look ahead of us without the rain lashing our faces. Somehow, our Devon accents did not find favour with the inhabitants, and we in turn seemed totally unable to decipher their speech. As a result, it took us some time to find the inn where we had agreed to meet.

Eventually we found it, de Blauwe Zalm, a warm, dry hotel with good stabling, blazing fires and a welcoming atmosphere, while a glass of brandy and the presence of an English-speaking innkeeper were unexpected luxuries. However, one thing was missing, and that was any trace of Edward Courtenay.

Then the landlord remembered: ‘Oh yes, the English Earl of Devon has been here. Yes, he is expected back again very soon, and has his room kept on.’ But apart from that, nothing was known. We decided to make ourselves comfortable, order a warm bath, have our clothes dried and brushed, and meet again for dinner in two hours. Only when Thomas gave his name again, this time as Dr Marwood, did the landlord show any sign of recognition.

‘Ah, the English doctor, of course, how stupid of me; Dr Marlwood. The English earl told me to expect you and to give you this letter.’ I saw Thomas frown at the mispronunciation of his name, but he took the letter without comment and opened it. The letter, addressed to Thomas Marwood, Physician, was dated a week ago and confirmed that the earl was travelling to Antwerp, but expected to return to Louvain on the 18th or 19th. He hoped we had had a good crossing and was sure that we, and our horses, would welcome an opportunity to rest and dry out before we recommenced our journey.

Finally, the pieces were falling into place, and each of us retired to his room to refresh himself before dinner. Judging by the smells emanating from the kitchens, it would be a good one.
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November the 19th 1555 – Louvain
 

It was the following afternoon when the earl finally arrived, with a flourish, accompanied by two gentlemen and a veritable army of attendants. He seemed very different from the thin, diffident twenty-seven-year-old I had first met exactly two years ago and taught to ride. He had put on weight – muscle, not fat – and he seemed stronger and taller than I remembered.

‘Dr Marlwood, how good to see you again! And Wichard, my dear boy, you have gwown even taller. How you tower above us all. Allow me to introduce my legal advisers, James Bassett and Dr Thomas Martyn.’ He turned to his companions. ‘Gentlemen, these will be my companions on our journey south – allow me to introduce Dr Thomas Marlwood and Wichard Stocker.’

No I hadn’t misheard; he had said it twice:Wichard! I looked at Thomas, who had clearly noticed but gave the tiniest shake of his head to indicate that I should say nothing.

‘James and Thomas have been invaluable since I awived in Brussels. The court of the Empewor is a most complex place and they have valiantly steered me through all its twials and twibulations with a deftness you would admire.’

I bowed to the lawyers and at the same time gulped to myself. Where had this speech mannerism come from? I did not remember him talking like this when I had given him riding lessons in his London home. His character had also changed. When first we had met, he had treated me with considerable respect; although very aware of his royal blood and privileged background, he had spoken to me as an equal. Now, he was very full of himself, and in addition to an exaggerated physical deportment (he seemed to find it necessary to hold his arms aloft with wrists hanging limply whenever he addressed anyone), he seemed also to have lost the ability to pronounce the letter R.

My heart sank. If this was an act, employed for effect, it was ridiculous, but on the other hand, if he was not conscious of the mannerism and maintained it all the time, then I for one was going to find his company very tiresome, very quickly.

The lawyers fussed around him for a further hour, largely ignoring Thomas and me. I noticed both advisers had adopted a form of presentation which left the earl with the burden of all responsibility, while most of their recommendations seemed to take the form of ‘What you need to do now, Your Grace, is . . .’

Thomas had noticed it too, and when an opportunity arose to speak unheard, he leaned over to me and whispered, ‘It would appear that they offer him every assistance.’

I was not sure I agreed, and frowned. Thomas began to laugh and leaned forward again. ‘Every assistance short of actual help, that is.’

Now it was my turn to smile, but as I did so it slowly began to dawn on me that there might be method in the lawyers’ madness, and that they had reason to construct their sentences as they did. It soon became clear, from the way he spoke to others, that in the two years he had spent at Court since leaving prison Edward Courtenay had developed the expectation that everyone was there to do his bidding: he expected those around him to satisfy his every whim without thanks or appreciation, as if it were enough to have the honour of serving the great man. It was looking unlikely that he and I would last very long together.

It was at this point that a messenger arrived with a communication for the earl, who took it into the light by the window to read it.

Whatever the letter contained, the earl’s mood changed instantly. Gone were the lofted hands, the arched back, the exaggerated striding about the room, the speech mannerisms. He seemed to collapse into despair, and he turned to his advisers like a lost child.

‘It’s from England; from Sir William Petre. They have refused my funds. They say there are difficulties with the paperwork and there will be delays. This may ruin everything. How can we travel without funds and without food and equipment? And horses? We must have more horses. It’s quite impossible. The man cannot be trusted. I always distrusted Petre.’

I sat and watched. There before our eyes was a transformation, and one I suddenly knew we would observe again as our journey unfolded. ‘Refused’? ‘Ruin’? ‘Trusted’? Suddenly the letter R had refound its place in Courtenay’s alphabet. It was as if there were two different men in the same body.

Eventually the lawyers departed and the earl, Thomas and I dined together. A mood of despondency continued to hang over the earl, but at least I had my name back, for he seemed to be able to pronounce it perfectly well now.

We were all tired from our various exertions, and with little merriment to keep us up we retired early to bed. As we separated from the earl and climbed the stairs, I took Thomas’s sleeve and pulled him to one side. ‘Thomas, I have an awful feeling we have made a great mistake and that by attaching ourselves to this man we are at risk of being sucked into difficulties. Furthermore, I am not sure I can stand his moods for very long. This is not going to be a happy journey.’

Thomas, as always, calmed me. ‘You have not seen him at his best. He is a great man but also a man under great pressure. Sometimes that alters a man’s character. Persevere and I am sure it will all work out. In any event, would you want to return to England and argue his case with Petre?’

I shuddered. ‘Your point is well made. Goodnight, Thomas.’
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November the 20th 1555 – Hotel de Blauwe Zalm, Louvain
 

Despite the efforts of the hotel, my clothes were still damp when I woke. My depressed mood had not lifted, and overnight it appeared to have affected Thomas also, for we breakfasted in silence, both hoping to finish the sombre meal before the arrival of the earl lowered our spirits further still.

As expected, His Grace appeared, dishevelled and exhibiting no grace whatsoever. This was not encouraging, but we could hardly leave the table as he joined it, so we hung back, fiddling with last bites of food as he ate.

He had finished and we were about to rise from table when the door opened and a wild-looking messenger burst in. ‘Are you, sir, the English earl, he of Devon, that is?’ His English was awkward but sufficient.

Courtenay rose and lowered the very smallest of bows in his direction. ‘I am he. Do you have a message for me?’

The man heaved a sigh of relief. ‘Danke Gott. Your supplies are at the warehouse, sir, and have awaited you there these five days. We have been looking everywhere for you, but you were not to be found. I have this letter also, sir.’ Urgently, he thrust a waterproof, canvas-wrapped parcel into the earl’s hands. Courtenay took a small knife and ripped it open eagerly. He had begun to read the letter with a nervous, hunted look, but as he progressed his very body seemed to rise, and by the time he had finished the colour had returned to his cheeks and he appeared inches taller. He waved the letter triumphantly.

‘My friends, all is well. Our communications must have crossed on the Channel and Petre must have understood I was seeking yet further funding. It is complete, as originally requested: money in hand, some plate, the full list of provisions, and credit in place at Padua and Venice on our arrival. All is well. God be praised.’ Thomas and I crossed ourselves in response and we could feel the mood in the room continue to lift.

Servants were gathered and we sped to the warehouse anxiously, fearful that, even now, our hopes might be dashed. The supplies were all there, as the messenger had said, and we examined the equipment and provisions excitedly, believing, perhaps for the first time, that we were on the brink of a successful and exciting journey.

The rest of the day was busy, with the earl announcing what needed to be done, whilst Thomas and I were kept busy doing it. Towards evening we were briefly introduced to Niccolò Berzi, who was to be our companion for the journey, and Thomas and I retired to our own personal arrangements. We left the earl dictating a gushing letter to James Bassett, to his agent in London, asking him to pass on thanks to the commissioners and especially the comptroller, who had authorized and arranged the transportation of our newly arrived bounty.

That evening, we met with His Grace and Niccolò for supper and discussed the route we would take. Thomas was keen to join the river Rhine as soon as possible and thence to take boat upstream as far as Basel in Switzerland, where he knew he would be able to acquire a number of books he sought. Courtenay nodded absentmindedly and said he would consider the proposal, but shortly afterwards he changed the subject and I, for one, felt that no real commitment had been made.

Only time would tell.
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November the 23rd 1555 – Cologne
 

Cologne was bitterly cold – too cold even for snow. We arrived weary, but excited, as today we would get our first look at the great river Rhine, which marked an important step in our journey. The sight of it was a shock. It was huge beyond belief and running with a power I had never experienced. The river was bank-high and nothing floated upon it but the occasional drowned cow or pig.

Niccolò took one look and winced. ‘Let us hope that the river has eased before we get to Speyer,’ he muttered, and I gathered that we would need to cross this great river eventually. In its present condition, that seemed completely impossible, but I assumed that by the time we got to Speyer the river would be smaller and we would cross by bridge. I looked back at our little line of carts, plodding along behind us, the drivers looking as bored as the horses, and wondered how the bridge, when eventually we reached it, would handle their lumbering weight.

We were welcomed in Cologne by Hermann Ringe, who had been recommended to the earl by Sir Thomas Chamberlayne, Ambassador to Marie, Queen of Hungary. Ringe treated us most kindly, arranging for one or two additional provisions we had thought of since leaving Louvain, and, more importantly, promising to introduce us to another potential guide for our journey.

‘Eckhardt Danner is an English-speaking German, a professional guide and traveller, who makes his living accompanying travellers on this journey. You will find that Eckhardt is very precise, and appears somewhat humourless. However, every time you ask him a question, I am sure he will give you a direct and very complete answer, and you will quickly have confidence in him.’

The description proved to be prophetic, for we all took to Eckhardt immediately, and although he took all remarks and questions somewhat literally, he was by no means without humour. Indeed, when the earl mounted a horse whose girth had not been properly tightened and slid gently, saddle and all, into a nearby hedge, it was Eckhardt who laughed loudest. Courtenay glared at him; he was not accustomed to being the source of others’ amusement. His horse, meanwhile, stood patiently above him, wearing what we all interpreted as a pitying look on his face.

Eckhardt spoke very clear and accurate English, and as soon as I discovered that he was not only a Reformist but a Lutheran, I began to engage him in regular conversations on the subject. Courtenay, Thomas and Niccolò, all being committed Catholics, made no attempt to join in, but would ride a little way ahead, thus affording the two of us privacy and the opportunity to develop a friendship. I told Eckhardt how comforting I found it to feel that I was at last riding through countryside where men believed as I did, and not feel threatened.

‘Indeed,’ he replied, ‘it is comforting and important. One day our message will carry across the world, I am sure of it, for our position is not only fair, it is eminently sensible and must be true. You will find the same atmosphere for much of your journey, although the people of the mountains in Bavaria and into Austria are very backward and remain strongly Catholic.’

What, I asked him, was I likely to find in Venice? He gave a belly-laugh, which, though rare, was infectious.

‘Venice? That’s another story altogether! The Venetians say, “We are Venetians first and Christians afterward.”’ He paused. I could see he was thinking.

‘In any case, you cannot separate politics from religion,’ he continued. ‘Venice depends for its wealth on its independence, and it has always maintained a fierce independence from Rome. Now it’s even stronger, for the papacy supports Catholic Spain and Portugal and, over the last fifty years, since the Portuguese discovered the sea route round Africa to the east, an increasing amount of the trade that was once controlled by Venice and the Byzantine Empire is sailing into Lisbon and Cadiz. They can’t afford to let Rome take any more control – it’s their very lifeblood which is starting to leak out.’

He paused as his horse stumbled on loose stones. ‘Religion remains, but the daily bread of religion is, as I think you might say in your country, “thickly buttered with mercantile sensibility”.’ He smiled, showing just a hint of the self-satisfaction we all feel when we are able to find and place a well-chosen phrase in another language. ‘There is something else they say in Venice: “If it makes money, pursue it today, but if not, perhaps it can wait for tomorrow”.’

I was surprised. ‘But what about eternal damnation? Do they have no fear of that?’

Eckhardt laughed again. ‘In Venice they believe that the fastest road to eternal damnation is not making enough money while you are young. That way, damnation arrives in the form of poverty when you are old – you don’t have to wait to die.’

Inwardly I laughed. It had a logical simplicity to it and, although rather blasphemous, something about what he said made me think I might feel quite at home when eventually we arrived in Venice.
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December the 5th 1555 – Speyer, Rhine Valley
 

We had passed through the great gates of the city and were clattering along the broad high-street between overhanging wooden houses. No doubt the streets were bustling on market days, but today they seemed strangely deserted. Ahead of us we could see the tall cathedral spires that gave the city its name.

‘Gentlemen, we have arrived. Twenty-six years too late to influence matters, but at least we are here.’ Eckhardt winked at me, while the others, whose conversations had not recently been focused upon the Diet of Speyer of 1529, looked at him blankly. But Eckhardt was not going to let the moment pass so easily.

‘Here, gentlemen, twenty-six years ago, was made the most disgraceful decision and pronouncement by the bishops gathered together. Here, also, began the protest against that decision, and the formation of the Protestant movement which has continued to gather pace ever since.’

Thomas and the earl looked at each other and rolled their eyes. It was clear from their expressions that, while they might regard Eckhardt as a reliable guide for this journey, they thought his views on religion were wrong, dangerous and misplaced. ‘A plague on your views, sir.’ Courtenay had risen to his full height in the saddle and had clearly decided to exert his authority.

I looked from one camp to the other. Eckhardt and I had talked about these issues often enough over recent days that he would not expect me to join in open battle against my mentor and the earl, and I decided not to turn the occasion into an argument, for the five of us had to endure each other’s company for some weeks yet, and there was no advantage in souring the atmosphere unnecessarily.

Niccolò came to the rescue. ‘I fear, Your Grace, that your words may be more true than you intended. Look at the doors of the houses!’

The reason for the street’s desertion quickly became clear: a number of the doors had plague marks daubed on them. This was most worrying, for not only would we be at risk of the dreadful disease, but strangers were always treated with suspicion when plague raged. It was mid-afternoon, and we had intended to stop here for the night, but the sight of the daubed doors made discussion unnecessary: we would have to move on.

‘Where is the bridge?’ asked Thomas.

‘There is no bridge,’ Eckhardt scowled. ‘We shall have to take a boat across.’

This was not a prospect we relished, for the Rhine here was still wide and fast-flowing.

‘Then, before we make a final decision, I should like us to review our route,’ said Thomas. ‘For myself, I would prefer to travel south, to Basel, as there are a number of books I wish to purchase there. I had understood that we might take a boat upstream from here to that great city, but in the present conditions that is clearly impossible. Nevertheless, I would welcome a discussion.’ Thomas seemed to have recognized that if he was going to convince the party to take the southern route, then this was his last chance to get our agreement.

As he spoke, we continued to ride down to the riverbank, where, as expected, we found most of the boats pulled high up the bank and away from the water. One large, flat-bottomed ferry remained, however, large enough to take us, our horses and the two carts, and Eckhardt began to bargain with the surly boatman. Not surprisingly, he did not relish the trip at all. It was not, he explained, the crossing that concerned him (every one of us would have to take an oar to make safe passage), but the return journey. Six burly youths were lounging against the wall of a bankside inn, and the game was clear – he would not cross unless we paid his relations to make the return crossing with him. No doubt it was a game they had played many times, and I was inclined to accept the price, exorbitant as it was. Courtenay, however, decided this was the moment to stand his ground.

‘Tell the peasant he is a rogue and we will pay a reasonable price and no more. And tell that rabble against the wall there that unless they come to our assistance immediately, I shall speak to the authorities and have them whipped.’

Although they did not understand his English, the ‘rabble’ clearly understood his attitude and expressed their response with Germanic eloquence, two spitting in the mud before us while another stood and urinated, never taking his eyes from His Grace and clearly ready for a fight.

The matter was resolved for us, however, as a crowd carrying cudgels and billhooks came through the gates of the town and walked boldly towards us; it was clear that at times of plague visitors were distrusted and unwelcome. Immediately, Courtenay’s nerve broke. ‘Come, there’s no time for arguing. Tell him we agree.’

Without delay, he rode his horse straight on to the ferry, waving to the cartmen to whip their horses forward. Within seconds we had become the rabble, and we boarded pell-mell as the mob approached, the band of youths from the inn stepping aboard at the last minute with the measured laziness of experienced boatmen. We pushed off into the current and, as we left the shore, I could not help feeling the whole thing had a rehearsed feel about it, although I would not have wanted to say so in front of the apparently angry crowd.

Although fast, the river here was wide and smooth. The boat was carefully designed for its task, and the skill of the boatmen clearly honed by generations on the river. We skimmed diagonally across, slipping downstream as we did so, although only by some two hundred yards. How they planned to return was not immediately clear, but as we approached the opposite bank I could see that stout poles had been driven in upstream, trailing long ropes. The intention was clearer now: we would pull in to the bank further downriver than we had left the other bank, but by attaching the ropes and pulling on them, the boatmen could skim the empty craft back upriver in the shallows until it reached a higher point, where passengers wanting to travel in the opposite direction were already waiting.

The scheme was clever and would work as long as the press of the flood was not so strong that we missed the lower mark, where the ropes were tied off.

Skilled as the boatmen were, the flood was very strong, and as we approached the bank I could see that Thomas, like me, was judging the angle and measuring our progress against the end of the longest rope, which trailed in the water some twenty feet from the bank. As we swept past, Thomas leaned heavily over the side of the boat and grasped the knotted rope-end for all he was worth.

His judgement was accurate and his strength sufficient, but against the momentum of a loaded boat his weight was insignificant, and with horror we saw him swiftly dragged over the side. The boat swung on and Thomas, now upstream from us, clung desperately to the rope. The boatmen pulled us safely on to a sandbank, but it was clear that Thomas’s strength was failing him and, worse, that the bow-wave his shoulders were making against the press of the river was preventing him from breathing. He was beginning to drown. There was a coil of thin rope lying beside me and, almost unthinking, I tied two turns around a stanchion and, yelling to Niccolò to hold the knot firmly, jumped over the side and ran waist-deep out along the sand spit into the edge of the torrent.

‘Thomas, let go; I am below you!’ I cried, and somehow he heard me.

His arms flew upward as he let go and, released from the suffocating bow-wave, he sucked in one huge gulp of air. It was a matter of seconds before he reached me and I grabbed him savagely, taking the rope around his chest as I did so and clinging on to the roughness of his jerkin for dear life. We swung crazily into the bank and I felt my knees grate on the sharp gravel. Strong arms pulled us on to the sandspit and we lay, coughing, exhausted and frozen, as the icy water drained from us.

Thomas rolled over and looked at Eckhardt, who was staring down at him uncertainly. There was blood running down the doctor’s face where the rope had grazed his forehead, and his hands were cut from gripping tightly on to his lifeline. He coughed, and brown river-water dribbled down his cheek. ‘I presume, then, we shall not be going by way of Basel?’

Somehow the question did not seem to require an answer. The rest of us burst into relieved laughter.

We had dry clothes in the carts and, without shyness, stripped naked on the river bank and donned them, in front of the queue of prospective return passengers, who clearly viewed our manner of arrival as a worrying advertisement for their own journey in the opposite direction.
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We were tired but relieved when, late that evening, we arrived at the inn in Rhinehouse. Over a large and well-earned dinner, accompanied by more of the local wine than was perhaps sensible, we reviewed the route ahead.

Our next major resting point was revealed – we planned to travel through Pforzheim before turning east, away from the river, and reaching the university city of Tübingen in time for Christmas. We would need the rest, for, as Niccolò and Eckhardt both now implied, the road we had travelled thus far was the easy part: the worst was still to come.
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Christmas 1555 – University of Tübingen, Würtemberg
 

‘Fröhliche Weinacht überall!’

Professor of Medicine Leonhard Fuchs raised his glass and we wished each other a happy Christmas. His kindness and generosity knew no bounds. I had always believed foreign countries to be uniformly remote, their people unapproachable; yet our experience on this journey had proved that view to be quite wrong, and nowhere more so than in this ancient seat of learning.

Herr Professor Dr Fuchs (as it said on his door) had not only greeted us kindly and given us access to the university buildings and library, but, hearing that we were planning to break our journey and rest over Christmas, had insisted that the whole party join him at his home, hidden away in the boundaries of the university precinct.What made it doubly pleasurable was the fact that this generosity had not formally been addressed to ‘the earl and his party’, as a mere diplomatic gesture amongst politically minded men, but instead to ‘Dr Thomas Marwood and his party’. It was an invitation from one man of learning to another.

Niccolò and Eckhardt had excused themselves on the grounds that, being regular travellers along this route, they had close friends nearby whom they must visit during their short stay. Thomas, His Grace and I therefore found ourselves seated at a groaning table in the first-floor bay window of a large medieval house, whose wooden walls, doors, windows and ceilings encased us like some mighty ship.

Roast goose was the centrepiece of the traditional fare, and if England was suffering from famine this year, there was no sign of it here in Würtemberg, a city whose people’s pleasure in rich food, served with abundance and generosity, was legendary.

‘To the perfect environment for a perfect Christmas. Health and long life to our host and his charming wife.’ The earl raised his glass and we drank the toast. This environment saw him at his best; after years of imprisonment, he enjoyed company, and the warmth of the family atmosphere made us all feel secure.

His Grace was right about the city It was an ideal resting-place during the festivities. The previous evening we had wandered round the huge marketplace, lit entirely with rushes and candles, and sampled food and wine from the many stalls. Then we had ambled beside the river, along Gartenstrasse, a wide walkway between quiet gardens and a favourite place for townspeople to walk. Already we could feel our energies being restored and our courage for the journey ahead fortified.

Thomas, most of all, seemed in his element. He had invited me to join him in a number of fascinating discussions with Professor Fuchs, who proved easily able to match his reputation for erudition. Thomas told me the professor’s background. At the age of twenty-three he had graduated from the university of Ingolstadt both as Master of Arts and Doctor of Medicine, and pursued the study of medicine for many years thereafter. He had, in the process, become concerned that many physicians were woefully ignorant of both the medicines they prescribed and the plants from which those medicines were derived, and he had committed himself to rectifying this.

De Historia Stirpium was his contribution: a book on herbs and herbal medicines, in which the illustrations, created and printed from woodblocks, were of such importance that he named and thanked the painter, the draughtsman and the woodcutter who were responsible for their creation. This was one of the books that Thomas had planned to purchase in Basel, where originally it had been printed in 1542, and so he was speechless with pleasure when the great man presented him with a signed copy.

Like Thomas, Fuchs was a believer in the pragmatic research of Vesalius and, like him, was unwilling to follow Galen and others in accepting the information found in old books unless he had personally satisfied himself of its truth, by observation and analysis. His book demonstrated how carefully he had observed his subjects.

He was explaining his approach, using the phrase ‘Observe, interpret, draw, attach notes,’ when both Thomas and I began to grin. The professor could not see the funny side, especially when I made an aside to Thomas that his approach was ‘more complicated than yours’. Thomas had to explain that ‘observe, draw, attach notes’ was a much-repeated maxim between us, and that we were therefore surprised to hear it used so far from home. Fuchs was not at all surprised, for, as he said, ‘Vesalius used that phrase, and I learned it from him on a visit to Padua. I believe you also were there for some time.’

Thomas confirmed that he was, but asked why Fuchs had added a further word of his own.

‘ “Interpret”? Yes, I added that word. I felt it was necessary when talking to my students to get them to think about what they were seeing before drawing it. We must ask ourselves not only what the form is, but what purpose that form supports, and why God made it that way.’

Thomas and I looked at each other and nodded. We immediately agreed to adopt the additional word and Professor Fuchs smiled benignly at us. We had learned a good lesson and made a good friend.
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December the 30th 1555 – Augsburg, Bavaria
 

We left Tübingen with heavy hearts on December the 28th and crossed into Bavaria. Leonhard Fuchs had made us so welcome during our stay that we found it hard to drag ourselves away from him, but as soon as Eckhardt and Niccolò rejoined us, we knew it was time to move on.

Our guides now began to make us nervous, for not only did they take pleasure in reminding us how enormous were the mountains we would have to cross, they also kept telling us that we were in for a surprise, while refusing steadfastly to give us any clue as to what it was. Perhaps we should have been warned by our company on the roads as we approached Augsburg: with each hour, the number of travellers around us increased, and although we were in what was usually considered the quiet period between Christmas and New Year’s Day, the roads were almost crowded.

Our first thought was that our fellow travellers must be pilgrims, but that idea was quickly refuted by their manner. These were no pious or poor pilgrims; these were tough, experienced travellers, who knew the road and showed a sense of urgency not usually seen amongst the religious travellers. It did not take long for the truth to dawn, for we were approaching Augsburg, one of the great cities of Europe, named after Caesar Augustus, who had founded it in the year 15BC, as one of the northernmost limits of the Roman Empire.

Now the Free Imperial City had a new purpose, for as the home of the three great merchant families of Fugger, Rem and Welser, it had become the banking centre of southern Europe and financed trade and merchant activity from China and the East Indies to the province of Caracas in Venezuela and across Europe as far as London. We were entering the world of the wealthiest men in Europe, and now, and only now, our guides revealed their secret.

Far from being a remote and tiny mountain path to be travelled with only their guidance, our way forward over the Brenner Pass into the Italian States was a great trade highway – a huge road, busier and more important by far than the Silk Road about which so many romantic stories had been told, for it carried into northern Europe nearly all of the silks, spices and other exotic products that were brought along the Silk Road as well as those that arrived through the Byzantine empire by ship into Venice.

Although it was late in the evening when we arrived, the city was packed with people of all nationalities and we struggled through the crowds to find some poor accommodation. Not that it mattered, for the sights, sounds and smells of the city were so exciting that none of us wanted to go to his bed until very late; we could always sleep in the cart tomorrow
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We woke early, wanting to see more of Augsburg before we embarked on the next stage of our journey The city was truly amazing: in addition to the merchants and traders, the streets were full of diplomats and clerics, both Catholic and Lutheran, many of whom had apparently been there since the previous February in attendance at the Imperial Diet. This had met to address the growing rift between the two religious groups which had finally reached such a crescendo that the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V had called the sides together to make a peace agreement. They had argued and fought over every word for months, but in the end had signed the Peace of Augsburg, on September the 25th 1555. Since then there had been continuing arguments over the interpretation of the peace agreement; judging by the number of interested parties still present, the arguments would continue for some time.

Eckhardt explained to me the significance of the agreement. It formally recognized only two religious authorities, he said: Catholic and Lutheran; and it laid down the terms under which they would coexist in peace.

A fine theory. In practice, only one denomination was to be officially recognized in each imperial state, and the religion of the respective prince’s choice was thus made obligatory for his subjects. The peace, Eckhardt said, was holding throughout most of the German-speaking states, but it was a brittle peace.

As always, it seemed, there was one law for the poor and another for the rich. Here, as in other free imperial cities, citizens were, in theory, allowed to exercise their religion as they pleased. The reality was different. In Augsburg, the power and wealth of the great Catholic families was so great that they rode roughshod over the agreement while the ink was still wet, and Lutherans were once again being hounded out. Despite its money and power, it was not altogether a happy city.

I shook my head. ‘What a world. Why can men not find a way to exist peacefully beside their fellow men, tolerating their religious opinions and agreeing to differ, while continuing to work together?’

Eckhardt agreed. It was hard to understand and even harder to accept. ‘In Venice they have a more casual approach, which you may find more to your liking.’

Looking back at the ‘Free’ Imperial City as we departed, I certainly hoped that was true. I would soon know.
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January the 9th 1556 – Bolzano, Alto Adige
 


Dear Father and Mother,

So much has happened since I last had an opportunity to write.

We have travelled right across Germany, led by a new guide, a German called Eckhardt Danner, who joined us at Cologne. The weather has been kind to us and the German people, generally, have been helpful and friendly.

We spent Christmas at Tübingen, a beautiful old city with a very ancient and prestigious university. There Professor Fuchs, who is a famous physician and expert on plant medicines, entertained us.

From there we passed to Augsburg, a great city, perhaps larger than London, and certainly much wealthier. It is the home of the Fugger family, wealthy merchants, who finance trade all over the world, but especially between Venice and northern Europe. We left Augsburg on January the 2nd and began to climb into the mountains as part of a larger travelling party. We accepted our Fugger guide’s recommendation that our carts should be modified to allow them to be towed by oxen. His Grace was concerned that oxen would slow us down, but their ability to maintain a steady speed in the face of steep hills is remarkable, and by the time we reached Garmisch Partenkirchen, we were pleased to have made the change.

Most of the merchandise using the route comes north, and so there are many carts returning south half-empty We have therefore been able to ride these carts, and all of our horses have been able to walk unburdened and unsaddled, at oxen pace, which has eased the challenge of the mountains for us and for them.

When we joined the Fuggers, there were over thirty strangers travelling in the party. Slowly, we have begun to speak, and with little to do but ride the carts, we have become a sort of family, with each of us falling into a role within the group. Amongst our travelling companions are a prioress, two nuns, a friar and a number of other priests, most of whom are travelling on to Rome.

Thomas has been accepted as the physician, giving advice and caring for the ailments of our party, although to date there have been few. His Grace, however, does not join us in the carts, but has a tendency to ride on ahead as we approach our final destination for the day, taking charge of the sleeping and eating arrangements. I do not believe he trusts anyone else to look after his interests, and he always seems to have the best room when we settle for the night. Some of the English members of the party have christened him ‘The Knight’, for he is fond of wearing some of his armour outside his clothing when on the road. I think he believes it sets him apart from the rest of us. He certainly manages to look a picture of chivalry and has been catching the eye of a married lady from Baden-Baden, who is travelling south to join her husband in Verona.

Many of the travellers are merchants who seem to travel vast distances across Europe and into the Byzantine Empire. They appear tough and self-sufficient but are extremely interesting once they start to talk. We also have some sailors: one shipman tells me he has crossed the Atlantic Ocean and visited a place called Caracas. He says the Fuggers financed the original voyage that discovered it and now they own it. It is hard to understand people owning countries but, having seen the wealth in Augsburg, I am willing to believe anything.

By January the 4th I assumed we had crossed the high mountains, for we began to descend again into a beautiful valley called Seefeld. From there we followed a precipitous path into an even larger valley and proceeded to the city of Innsbrück. As we approached, any thoughts that we had already passed the highest mountains were dashed by the snow-topped peaks that came into view. For the next two and a half days, we paid the price of climbing downward by having to ascend again; this time much higher. Amazingly, the road is magnificent. I have no idea how these mountain people make roads so wide and comfortable, but having done so, they reap their reward, for we have to pay handsomely for every ox, cart, guide and resting-place along the way.

Finally on the afternoon of January the 7th, we reached the highest point, known as the Passo di Brenna. It was as if the earth had fallen away from us. But the guides would not let us rest and drove the party forward with renewed energy. We entered the valley of the Adige River and followed it down, and down, and down again, through Chiusa, eventually arriving here in Bolzano.

Even now, we have not fully reached the plain below, but the country is beginning to flatten out and finally we can safely say the mountains are behind us. The last week has been a most miraculous experience and I was so pleased, when we rested last night, to meet a merchant, a manciple, who is travelling in the other direction – all the way to London – having completed his purchases in Venice. He has kindly agreed to take this letter that far, and I hope it will finally reach you. By that time, we will have reached our destination. It is feeling warmer already.

There is one amusing incident I must tell you of before I give this message to our carrier. Last night I wandered the market here, buying bread and enjoying stretching my legs. I decided to practise my Italian, and the baker asked me if I was from Venice. He said I had a Venetian accent! I thought long and hard about this and remembered that Lady Jane had regularly practised her Italian at Court with the Venetian Ambassador. Strange, but I suppose it would have been stranger still had the baker in Bolzano recognized a Devon accent!

The carrier is waiting, so I must end. Do not worry about me. All is well, and also with Thomas. Please pass this message to his family, in case his letter (which travels also with the manciple) does not succeed as well as this one. I will write again on arrival.

Your loving son,

Richard



  


 

PART 2


Arrival
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January the 14th 1556 – Albergo Il Bo, Padua, Republic of Venice
 

‘Padova, La Bellissima!’

I looked across at Thomas and was surprised to see he had tears in his eyes. It might have been relief, I thought, for it was over fifty days since we had left Louvain, and apart from our four days’ rest over Christmas we had been travelling fairly continuously for over seven weeks. But it soon became clear he was overcome by the sheer pleasure of returning to this beautiful city where, as he had told me many times, he had spent four very happy years as a young medical student.

‘It is such a pleasure to see you again.’ Thomas was leaning on the pommel of his saddle and staring, lost in thought, across the frosty plain, quietly talking to the city walls as if they were old friends.

It could not have been a more perfect setting for his return, for the weather was clear but almost windless. With the sun setting behind our right shoulders, we could almost feel the warmth radiating from the city walls, their deep orange glow tinged with purple as the sun dropped behind the hazy blue Euganean Hills, now sticking up like a row of upturned cups along the ruler-flat plain only a few miles to the south-west.

‘I don’t think I was ever as happy as I was here.’ Thomas was indeed a picture of happiness as we rode together towards the great gates. ‘We were young, fit and keen to learn. We worked hard, we played hard and we took our leisure with the enthusiasm of youth. And this fine city offered everything a young man could ask.’ He looked across at me and winked. ‘Yes, and I mean everything. I was unmarried then, and even though I never seemed to have any money, life was very good to me.’

I was surprised at what sounded like a hint of regret in his voice, as I had always known him as a committed and contented family man. ‘Surely, Thomas, you have no regrets about life since returning to England, to medicine and to marriage?’

He laughed. ‘None whatsoever, but returning here is like seeing myself over twenty years ago, with all that hope and all that energy. If only I had had the knowledge I have now with the energy I had then.’

I grinned back at him. ‘Perhaps it was gaining all that knowledge that drained you of all that energy?’ It was said in jest, for even in his forties Thomas could not be matched for energy and had the steady pulling power of a Suffolk Punch. He smiled, turning in the saddle to be sure that the rest of the party had not fallen too far behind.
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It was an hour later but still warm and light when we finally arrived at the Albergo Il Bo, under a sign depicting an ox. All around us was the evidence of wealth and faith in the future: new buildings being constructed; busy people looking confident and comfortable. Before leaving us in Bolzano, Niccolò had promised me that I would feel the standard of living rising as we approached Venice, and I could certainly feel that now.

‘There’s the medical department of the university opposite us,’ called Thomas excitedly, and I could see him reliving the past as he looked across the narrow, cobbled roadway at the yellow plaster-work building and the dark, arched stone doorway through which he must have passed a thousand times as a young man. I looked through the darkness of the archway and could see the light still streaming down into the courtyard beyond.

Suddenly I felt as if I understood what our endless days of travel had been about. The largest part of our journey was done; we had arrived at the first of our destinations.

Eckhardt made his farewells to us here, for he planned to join friends in the city. His Grace, Thomas and I entered the inn to see what, if anything, they could offer for our comfort. Luckily they had plenty of room and we were able to establish ourselves quickly, without having to undergo the earl’s usual ritual of manipulating the conversation to be sure he got the best room. To be fair, it was he who settled the accounts at the end of each stay, but occasionally I wished that we were not reminded quite so frequently of his status in our little group.
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We had not long returned from our rooms and were sniffing for food in the main gathering room, when there was a shout. A man in his fifties, perhaps older, sitting beside the roaring fire with a glass of wine, seemed to recognize the earl and called out to him in English.

‘Your Grace. Well met indeed! Come, sir, join us, with your companions.’

I knew instantly I had met the man before and tried to place him. It was his voice that eventually took me back. I remembered John Cheke, who had, for those sad and terrible nine days, been Secretary of State to ‘Queen’ Jane. I had watched him hover by her elbow and cajole her quietly into signing the papers he held. Jane had trusted him, as I had, for we both remembered his service as tutor to King Edward VI and believed him to be a trustworthy and honest Reformist. We had been told he had travelled to Padua for his health and was teaching Greek here at the university for his living. Now he was dragging himself to his feet to greet the earl.

‘Courtenay You must have arrived this very minute, from Brussels, perhaps, for I saw you there in— When was it? Last summer?’

His Grace became the courtier in an instant, and seemingly without effort. ‘Cheke! Good fellow. We have indeed arrived within the hour. Allow me to introduce Thomas Marwood, physician of my county of Devon, and Richard Stocker, who was with the Duke of Suffolk until his demise and helped me when first I rejoined the sunlight from my days of incarceration.’ Once he would have kept quiet about his time in the Tower, but I had noticed that, away from England, he referred to his imprisonment almost as a badge of honour.

He turned to us. ‘Gentlemen, this is Sir John Cheke, who is, I am sure, far too distinguished to require any introduction from me.’

‘And this, if I am not mistaken, is Dr Giovanni Carluccio, who taught me medicine here all those years ago.’ Thomas Marwood’s voice interrupted the introductions. A distinguished-looking man was approaching our table with his hand held out, as Thomas, who must have recognized him across the room, reached forward in the same fashion. The newcomer patted Cheke on the shoulder as he passed him – a sign of friendship from one colleague to another no doubt – and tilted his head in a self-deprecating manner.

‘Now Dottore Professore Carluccio.’ He patted his generous stomach. ‘I have been enlarged. It is the years, Thomas. They award us medals for surviving here! Which reminds me, have you eaten yet?’

‘Supper in Padua!’ Thomas’s enthusiasm bubbled up again, although he spoke in English not Italian.

The professor switched languages immediately. ‘Oh Thomas, oh Thomas. Your memory is going.’ Professor Carluccio wagged a friendly finger at him, smiling as he did so. ‘I thought we had taught you as a civilized Italian, but you have deserted us. I think you would say “dinner”, Thomas, in the evening and perhaps also, but smaller, in the middle of the day. Remember?’

Thomas beamed back at him. ‘I had forgotten. We are in a civilized country now, where the warmth of the sun changes our eating patterns. Pranzo in the evenings, and pranzo a mezzogiorno in the middle of the day.’

Courtenay was observing the conversation with interest, for his Italian was very good, if learned largely from books. ‘When do you find time to eat supper then, professor?’

Carluccio considered, translating both language and culture. ‘Supper? We would call it chena. And when?’ He winked at Thomas. ‘Maybe when you get back from your woman and you have a late hunger?’ He faced the group, perhaps concerned he might be embarrassing some members of our party ‘Or, of course, when travelling.’

‘Or, indeed, when travelling.’ Thomas gave a small bow, as if acknowledging a draw; honour was satisfied and we all trooped into the dining room for supper together.

I looked around me. Journey’s end, with little travelling remaining; comfortable surroundings, a good fire, a smell of cooking you could write poetry about, and the prospect of good company for dinner. What more could a man ask for?
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The promise of a good dinner was well met and the promise of good company exceeded. We sat long (and sometimes noisily) at table, with the warmth of the wine adding to our feeling of satisfaction, and talked: of travel, of medicine, of men and politics and of the challenges brought to us all by a changing world.

Towards the end of the evening, I excused myself and made for the lavatories, to find I was being accompanied by Cheke. When we were out of earshot, he spoke, more quietly and in a more clipped manner than he had been using all evening. ‘Richard. It is good to see you again in these troubled times. Over dinner I was remembering the times I have seen you before. You were with the King – on his Progress in Portsmouth, was it not?’

I confirmed that I had been there when Cheke joined the King as he inspected the harbour and laid plans for improvements to the fortifications.

‘Did he ever reward you for that situation which arose with the pearl brooch?’

‘Indeed yes, he did, and handsomely. He made me a gift of a Spanish stallion complete with gold-embossed saddle.’

‘Ventura? He gave you Ventura? He was his favourite horse.’

I nodded, remembering. ‘I know. He knew he was dying and he wanted him to have good home.’

‘Do you have him still?’

I had seen the question coming and hoped to avoid it. ‘No, after watching Lady Jane die and then Lord Henry, I wanted to escape, to put that world behind me, and to start again. I sold Ventura to a good home and for a good price. I miss him sometimes. He was very special.’

He seemed to understand.

‘You were held in great regard by Lady Jane. She described you to me as the only constant friend she had, and the only one who treated her as a person and not as a mere symbol of authority.’

Tears came to my eyes and my throat constricted until I thought I would choke. ‘I loved her dearly, as a true friend. She taught me so much.’

Cheke took my arm. ‘They were bad times, and times continue to be bad under Queen Mary. Wicked things are happening in our country. Things we must not allow to continue.’

I nodded my agreement. ‘What can we do? With Philip on the throne beside her, the Spanish Inquisition will surely come to rule the country?’

Cheke looked carefully around him before replying. ‘There is someone I want you to meet. But only you. Do not tell Marwood or Courtenay. As committed Catholics they cannot be trusted.’

I tried to defend Thomas but Cheke would accept no argument. ‘It is a risk we cannot afford to take. If you are unable to separate your life from his, at least occasionally, then I must ask you to forget this conversation and withdraw.’

I shook my head in turn. ‘No, John. I can make that separation, and knew that one day I might have to. I will travel with the doctor, and we shall remain friends, but I shall not divulge your secret.’

He seemed satisfied. ‘Then make your excuses and come alone to the university tomorrow at noon. Come to the Department of Greek and ask for me. You will be expected.’

We finished our business and returned to the table separately. I wondered what tomorrow would bring.
  


 

[image: ] CHAPTER 13 [image: ]
 

January the 15th 1556 – Department of Greek Studies, University of Padua
 

Another cold morning, and the prospect of another crisp but sunny day to come. After eight weeks together, the three of us seemed to have made an unspoken agreement, and we quietly went our separate ways, perhaps seeking the solitude we had been denied since leaving Louvain.

Thomas breakfasted early and crossed the road to the university, intent on ferreting out old friends, and we did not expect to see him again for the rest of the day The earl had learned that Peter Vannes, English Ambassador to the Republic of Venice, was in Padua on a visit and expecting his arrival. He set off to meet him shortly after Thomas’s departure.

After completing a hearty breakfast, I took to the city streets to explore. The Via San Canziano led me into the open space of the Piazza delle Herbe, crowded and noisy with the enthusiastic cries of the vegetable market, and I picked my way through the stalls to sit in the morning sunshine against the loggia of the Palazzo della Ragione opposite, where, they told me, the courts of justice sat.

There was no wind, and the walls around me seemed to have held the warmth from yesterday’s sun, so that, early as it was, there was no chill, although the fields outside the city walls had been ice-bound when we arrived yesterday. The winter sun soaked into me and made me feel alive. I began to think about Venice. Would it be like this, I wondered: the sun, the architecture, the frenetic but humorous activity and the general feeling of well-being? Having escaped the chill of England under Queen Mary, I looked forward to spending some time – who knew how long? – in this most civilized part of the world.

As my thoughts drifted to my planned meeting with Cheke at noon, my mood changed and I felt troubled again. Somehow, I thought, today’s meeting would lead me back towards conflict and not away from it. I trusted Cheke – his honesty, his competence and his judgement – but I did not know who else would attend the meeting, nor the subject we would be discussing. It was exciting but also disturbing, and I felt the need to walk once again.

Circling left around the building behind me, I passed the tall tower of the Palazzi Communali and the city offices. The doorway was like the entrance to an ants’ nest, with endless arrivals and departures, yet each individual had an apparent sense of purpose, so that none dithered, but each made his way hurriedly in a clear direction. I decided I liked this city, and began to understand why Thomas had felt such a sense of homecoming as we had approached it yesterday.

I wandered on, left again, across the Piazza dei Frutti and into the Piazza dei Signori. Before me stood the Corte Capitaniato, another imposing building, from which a lute sang sweetly in the morning air. Even the bustle of the people around me did not spoil the music’s charm but somehow enhanced it; as if a solitary bird was singing high above a marketplace, waiting for the opportunity of dropped food.

To my left was the Loggia della Gran Guardia – quite a new building and, I was told, the meeting place of the Council of Nobles. Once again, the stonework was a golden yellow and the roof tiles a warm terracotta. It was like having summer cornfields and autumn foliage in the middle of winter. How well the people of this city ordered their lives, I thought. It was no wonder that wealth was growing in this part of the world and that, with the notable exception of Hans Holbein, the great painters were now to be found here in the Italian states – in Rome, Florence and Venice.

There was so much I wanted to see and experience, but the world of painting was perhaps the most important. Thomas had drilled into me the need to record accurately the things we encountered in our medical profession, and it had become my regular practice to carry a small sketch-book with me all of the time, but ever since I saw my first painting by Hans Holbein, hanging in one of the state rooms in the Palace of Westminster, I had marvelled at the limner’s skill; the ability not only to make a recognisable image of a person’s face, but at the same time to be able to portray the character of that person (or at least to portray the character the subject wanted you to show to the world). Now, I knew, I would be able to study the painter’s skill to my heart’s content, and who knows, I might, one day, even meet one of the painters whose names so represented the reputation of the Venetian Republic abroad.

The bell rang in the tower and I realized I had one hour before my meeting: time to turn back and begin to make my way towards the university. I turned left and left again, until I could see the university building at the far end of the road and across the piazza.

I arrived early, as is my habit, and asked for the Department of Greek Studies. A wide, stone staircase carried me to my destination and I found myself at the back of a large room with vaulted ceilings and frescoes on the walls. My footsteps echoed on the hard stone floor and I was conscious of making a disturbance in this quiet place of learning.

Voices could be heard from the next room and, as quietly as I could, I walked towards them. The language was unknown to me, but occasional familiar words put me in mind of my medical studies. I thought I recognized Cheke’s voice. The talking ended and there was a scrape of chairs being moved, followed by a growing murmur of younger voices. A dozen young men strode past me, carrying notebooks and pens, and the place returned to quiet.

Now I stood, alone and in silence, awkward, not knowing whether I had intruded or was expected to move forward. I heard more footsteps – just one man’s – and froze, wishing I had held back until the agreed time. Footsteps again, and Cheke, looking old and tired, limped into the room. He saw me and his face lit up.

‘Good morning, Richard. On time, as expected. Come to my rooms and we will meet the others.’

As we climbed more stairs, Cheke had to pause for breath more than once, but he brushed off any offer of help from me, and soon we reached a small book-lined garret. Two men stood with their backs to us, pointing through the window at something in the courtyard below. They turned as we entered and smiled a greeting. Cheke introduced me to the first.

‘Richard Stocker, this is Sir Peter Carew – another of your Devon men, I do believe.’

A short, powerful man of about forty stood before me, hand outstretched in greeting. His face was swarthy, his hair and beard short and black, and his eyes had the distant hardness of someone who has witnessed many of life’s horrors. In short, he looked like a soldier.

I knew him by reputation, for he had been Sheriff of Devonshire eight years before and made Member of Parliament for Devonshire only three years before. Although we had never met, I had him marked down in my memory as one of the MPs who had opposed Northumberland when he put forward Lady Jane for the crown. I had not forgiven him for that, believing it identified him as a hidden Catholic, and although he had changed his position when Queen Mary married Philip of Spain and was an active participant in Wyatt’s rebellion, I was not yet ready to accept him as a friend. Those who change sides once can do so again, I thought.

He shook my hand, seemingly aware of my reservations, and stepped back to allow his companion to be introduced. ‘And this is Francis Walsingham.’

Walsingham was younger than Carew, but still older than me – perhaps twenty-five. He was wearing the clothes of a student at the University, but his face was not a student’s; indeed the eyes behind the beak-like nose were those of an experienced lawyer, one who misses nothing and gives nothing away. He shook hands with a firm grip, but hardly smiled, and I felt sure he would bide his time before making his judgement about me.

‘Sir Peter joins us with good credentials, Richard, for he has, like you, volunteered to leave his country out of conscience. The difference is that you, Richard, have escaped what you considered to be a potential threat against your well-being, whereas Sir Peter was pursued and lucky to escape with his life.’

Cheke continued his speech, clearly trying to build bonds of trust and friendship between us. He described Carew’s fluency in French and Italian and his love of mathematics and architecture. Like me, he planned to move on to Venice, but he distrusted Peter Vannes, the English Ambassador, and warned me against him.

‘But my companion, Edward Courtenay, is today arranging a meeting with the ambassador,’ I blurted out.

It was Walsingham who replied. ‘Exactly, that is what we expected. We knew that Vannes was planning to introduce himself to the earl and to invite him to a ceremony in Venice next month. All I would say is beware, for Courtenay is perceived by Queen Mary and her husband’ (I noticed he would not say King Philip) ‘as a loose cannon and safer got rid of. Do not fall into the trap of believing that “my enemy’s enemy is my friend”, for your companion is a self-regarding fool and your association with him puts you at risk.’

I shivered. Perhaps my time in Venice was not going to be the pleasurable sojourn I had dreamed of, after all.

Cheke came back into the conversation. ‘Walsingham is right. Trust him with your life. I have known Francis since he came up to King’s College, Cambridge, nine years ago when he was sixteen. I was Provost at that time and even then I recognized his potential. He will not sing his own praises to you, not because of modesty, but because, more than any man I know, he is careful. Francis will tell you: “Never take a risk you don’t have to take”, and he is right. Trust him and learn from him, for he may turn out to be your greatest friend.’

It was a strong commendation and I looked across at its subject. He remained impassive.

‘Now, gentlemen, it is time I gave you my reasons for commending Richard Stocker to you both.’ Cheke once again took control of the meeting. He signalled us to comfortable chairs and then continued. ‘Richard comes to me with two recommendations and they are strong ones. The first is that of the late King Edward, who watched Richard while in the service of the Duke of Suffolk, and later had cause to witness his deep honesty and to reward it handsomely.

‘His second referee has also been taken from us, for the recommendation comes from no other than Lady Jane Grey Richard studied under Lady Jane, and if you debate rhetoric with him, I believe you may recognize her style. You will both know that one could not spend three years in the company of Lady Jane without being influenced by her. I commend him to you. I would trust Richard’s intentions, his competence, his honesty and, if it comes to it, his bravery. He is a young man, but he has had a long life, and an eventful one.’

I could only conclude from the generosity of John Cheke’s words that both the King and Lady Jane had at some stage spoken to him about me. I was not sure I could live up to the accolades, but knowing from whom they had been drawn made me twice as determined to do so.

Walsingham now rose and regained control of the meeting. ‘Gentlemen. As we know, we live in hard times, and although each of us has fled the country in his own manner, we have all done so for, essentially, the same reason. In truth, with Philip of Spain all powerful, and taking control of more and more territory every day through his father Emperor Charles V, we have little prospect of arranging an uprising against either him or Queen Mary. But the marriage is failing. Philip has left England, and will not, I believe, return while he has his eyes on the Low Countries. Queen Mary, meanwhile, is barren; we can safely expect her to remain so, and that points to one thing.’

We all nodded our approval for, although most men believed a Queen to be a poor substitute for a King, Princess Elizabeth was the next in line and offered the prospect of a return to the religion we favoured. For all of us, the idea of reversing the damage that had been done by the accession of Mary Tudor was our greatest hope for the future of our country, and one we would fight for.

‘We must play a long game, gentlemen, one that ends with the confounding of the plans of our enemies and with Princess Elizabeth as Queen of England. Sir John, we all have to accept that your health is not what it was and we must not overburden you. Your role will be to influence the many English students who pass through this great institution, and also to convince our foreign neighbours that such an outcome would lead to peace and prosperity for all.’

Cheke nodded, clearly saddened by the recognition of his condition but, nevertheless, accepting the reality of it.

‘Sir Peter, you are to travel to Venice and will, I know, influence many men in power there to recognize the merit of our cause. We have a potential problem with Doge Venier, for he is old and set in his ways. He is also a committed Catholic and trusts Sir Peter Vannes. Nevertheless, you must do what you can.’

Sir Peter Carew lifted a soldierly hand, He was used to receiving instructions and to implementing them, and if the task required bravery, energy and drive, he looked like the man for it.

‘Richard, your task is a difficult one, for you will be tied to a loose cannon during your time in Venice. Edward Courtenay has been dealt a poor hand of cards and has experienced hardship and solitude beyond many men’s understanding or endurance during his short life. That being said, he has, since his release, proved himself to be vain, easily led and spineless. His involvement in Wyatt’s movement against Queen Mary with Sir Peter here in January 1554 made no contribution to the plan, and as soon as he was interrogated by Gardiner he let out the whole story, with names, including Sir Peter’s. That loose tongue nearly cost Sir Peter his life, and you will not be surprised to hear that the two are no longer friends.’

I looked across at Carew, who nodded sagely to confirm this fact.

‘Since then, he appears to have become a greater braggart and a bigger fool. He is dangerous and cannot be trusted with any information, however unimportant. Richard, I fear that your ties to him will, in the end, be to your personal disadvantage.

‘Dr Marwood is less well-known. We know he is a committed Catholic and makes no secret of it, but that should not damn a man, and everything I have heard about him suggests he is a good man and might be trusted. But the journey upon which we are about to travel is a long and potentially dangerous one and I, for one, dare not risk the lives of others on the basis of a mere friendship.

‘You have described the doctor as an “honest Catholic”. All I can reply is that, in my experience, that is a very dangerous combination, and one I would be most wary of in the world in which we find ourselves today. I mistrust most Catholics, but the most dangerous ones are those who believe themselves honest, for being without guile (or, in most cases that I can recall, individual thought); they are likely to blurt out the most damaging information in the name of “truth”. I have nothing against the doctor, and would not ask you to terminate your friendship, but for all our sakes, we must ask you not to take him into your confidence about our meeting or the content of our discussions. Do you agree?’

I had no choice, and although I believed they would all feel differently if they knew Thomas Marwood better, I could understand their concerns.

‘I agree and I accept. Thomas has been a good friend and mentor to me since I was eight years old, and I hope he will remain so, but the risk is, indeed, too high. I shall not divulge any of this to him. And as for the earl, I fully agree with your sentiments. I would not trust him one inch, neither his intentions nor his competence. I am tied to his party at the present time, but if I can extricate myself from that position, I will surely do so.’

My words seemed to satisfy them and we moved on. There was little specific action to undertake at this stage: only to remain loyal, to maintain communication, and to try to influence events in England as they arose. It was, as Walsingham said, a long game, and I hoped I would prove as adept at it as he clearly was.

There was one skill I had to learn. ‘We need to communicate with each other in code.’Walsingham was deadly serious. ‘There is a code I will share with you, but first you must tell me what books you carry with you.’

I confirmed that, unlike Thomas, I owned few books. I did, however, have a copy of Bullinger’s Of Christian Perfection, given to me by Lady Jane herself.

‘I hoped you would say that. It has come to act as our common text and a key to our secret communication. Sir John has a copy here. Now look.’

He took a piece of paper and wrote on it:


12 4 7 36 374 66 8 2 72 8


 

There, what does it say?’

I looked at him blankly. I had no idea.

Walsingham signalled to John Cheke with his open hand, fingers extended. Cheke grinned, took his book and began to turn the pages. From time to time he paused and wrote down a letter on the sheet before us.


GOD BE WITH US


 

‘How did you make that out?’

Walsingham smiled. ‘It’s a variable code and a powerful one. You can vary it by including code-words in your covering letter. In this case we need to know it’s four numbers, alternating. Show him, John.’

John Cheke took the copy of Of Christian Perfection and read aloud: ‘Page 12, line 4, word 7 . . .’ He looked it up: ‘God’. ‘Page 36, word 374: “be”. Page 66, line 8, word 2: “with”. Page 72, word 8: “us”.’

‘There!’

I was bemused. ‘I still don’t follow.’

Walsingham took my arm. ‘We use a code with a variable pattern. If it’s two digits we specify page, then word; if it’s three we use page, line, word; if it’s five we alternate three then two, and so on. It means that code-breakers cannot decipher it easily, even if they know the book. Without the book, it’s impossible.’

‘Let me try.’ I took the book and worked through, number-group by number-group. It was laborious, but it worked. ‘What do you do if you want a word that is not in the book, or you can’t find it?’

Walsingham winked at Cheke. ‘He’s getting better. I think he’ll do.’ He turned to me. ‘You find a substitute you think will be understood. On occasions you have to spell out the word and put clues in a covering letter, which you send alongside your coded sheet. It is our usual practice, as a casual observer may take the letter at face value and ignore the little scribblings that sit beside it. But to you, or to me, it is the scribblings that carry the heart of the message.’

‘What do you do at the end of the word?’

‘Just revert back again. The decoder will know when a word is complete.’

It all seemed so complex. ‘Is this really necessary?’

Walsingham smiled. ‘Wait until they are on your trail. Then, yes, it’s necessary. You only have to include a small part of the message in code, normally on a separate piece of paper from the main letter. It can either carry a separate message, or you can use it to tell the reader how to interpret the plain-language letter itself. You’ll get the hang of it.’
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As I left the room some time later, Walsingham’s voice followed me through the door. ‘Richard?’

I paused and turned back.

‘Don’t lose the book!’

I left the meeting with a mixture of sentiments. While I was pleased that they trusted me and that I was to be included in their future plans, I wondered just what I was becoming involved in. Why did it have to be thus? Why did there have to be intrigues and lies and obfuscation?

I returned to my walk around the city. For the first half-hour I found myself looking over my shoulder to see if I was being followed, but then I decided I was being silly and stopped.

I reviewed the earlier discussion. First, I did believe that Queen Mary’s reign was a disaster for my country, and yes, I would do what I could to change it. Furthermore I agreed with the others that Princess Elizabeth was the right choice to replace Queen Mary, and I accepted that Mary’s natural death would probably have to be the event which brought about the change.

I also accepted that involvement in such a big game was fraught with risks and that, although my life was not in great danger as long as I remained outside England, by participating in this (what was it – ‘plot’, or ‘arrangement’?) I was increasing that risk.

I knew that Courtenay was totally unreliable, and although I found it impossible to criticize Thomas Marwood, I could see that it would be unwise to tell him anything about our discussion.

So why did I feel so uncomfortable?

A cold wind was starting to pick up and I decided to seek shelter in the Basilica di Sant’ Antonio. The calm of the interior allowed me to think. In the end, I was left with only one conclusion: my head accepted the logic of everything we had agreed to do. It was my heart that felt uncomfortable with the idea of keeping secrets, of living a lie.

I walked back out into the Piazza del Duomo, with part of my puzzle solved. Now I knew what it was that troubled me. The next question was what to do about it. Still uncertain, I walked back towards the university and our inn. What would Lady Jane have said? I did not have to walk far before her reply caught up with me: ‘You know what is right, and it is your duty to fight for what is right.’

I smiled to myself. Why did I even need to ask? She would not have contemplated any compromise over an issue as fundamental as this. And what of my discomfort at living a lie?

‘Learn to live with life’s discomforts. Grow up. You are a man now. Think like one. Live like one.’

I looked up at the clear blue sky and nodded my thanks. Was she there, watching me? In truth I didn’t know, but, as Walsingham had said this morning, why take a risk you don’t have to take? I would accept Lady Jane’s advice, as I always had.
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January the 26th 1556 – Brenta Canal and Laguna Veneta
 

After seemingly endless travelling, our stay in Padua had been wonderful. Thomas had virtually disappeared into the Department of Medicine at the university, meeting old friends, borrowing books and attending lectures. On the few occasions we did meet for supper, he seemed like a man rejuvenated, and it was such a pleasure to see him so.

Courtenay seemed to spend most of his time with the diplomatic set, and appeared to be developing a close friendship with Peter Vannes. After Walsingham’s warning, that worried me. I had no faith in the earl’s judgement and I could imagine a seasoned diplomat quietly getting Courtenay to tell him everything he knew. That did not concern me personally, as I had always been careful to keep my personal views and activities from the earl, but I did begin to wonder whether Vannes had, as Walsingham had surmised during our conversation, been given instructions from London to keep close to Courtenay.

I had met and talked to Cheke once or twice since our first meeting. Most of our conversation had been about old times. Talking of Lady Jane was a pleasure, but it always left me feeling depressed afterwards. The memories were still too close and too raw.

It was time to move on, however. None of us had wanted to leave Padua but, knowing we must, we had decided to leave early. As a result, it was not more than nine o’clock in the morning, and the heavy frost still everywhere, when we brought our carts to a standstill at Fusina, the end of the road, some twelve miles from Padua.

Our road from Padua had been flat, running beside the Brenta Canal, and on a normal day we could have loaded everything on to a barge at Padua and taken our ease. But today was not a normal day and the canal had frozen. The advice from the barge-men had been given with a shrug:‘What’s the hurry? Wait another couple of days until we get a storm. The rain will warm it all up and the canal will be open.’ They appeared to have no sense of urgency.

But having come so far, we felt honour-bound to continue our journey to its finish – and the finish we had agreed was Venice. Now we stood at the end of the road and looked across the last few hundred yards to the island city.

‘There it is. Venice. La Serenissima. Journey’s end.’ I could see that Thomas was going to take pleasure in acting as our guide and already his waved hand had the pride of a proprietor.

We all nodded in satisfaction as our horses blew in the cold morning air.

‘How do we cross?’ It was Thomas, ever practical, who voiced the question we were all asking ourselves. Somehow, we had convinced ourselves that whilst the canal, with its fresh water, was frozen, the saltwater lagoon would remain open.

The lagoon looked to be deeply frozen, a dirty white with no sign of the darkness below that would signify water. It appeared the ice was thick – thick enough to walk on and tracks seemed to indicate that men and carts had crossed on previous days. Still, it was one thing to theorize about the possibility of crossing safely, but quite another to launch yourself, your horse and your possessions, in a heavy cart, out across the expanse of ice. We waited, uncertain.

Behind us, down the barren road, two little boys appeared, leading a mule and small cart. They greeted us in amusement, clearly realizing that we were wondering what to do. They began to remove small flat wooden boxes from their cart and stack them beside the road. We watched, bemused. Aware that they were the centre of attention, the boys continued without explanation until the cart was empty. Then the younger one, who had been looking at our foreign clothing and listening to our accents, spoke:

‘You cannot use horses. They will slip and panic. Horses are no good.’

We asked what the alternative was.

‘Oxen.You must unhitch the horses and let the oxen take the cart. You can lead the horses across by hand, following the carts. That’s the only way you will get them to walk out on the ice – by following the carts.’

We nodded, and the boy, all of six years old, swelled with pride at his superior knowledge.

‘Where will we find oxen?’ asked Thomas, in his kindly voice.

The other boy now joined in, anxious not to let the younger one steal our attention. He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. ‘They are coming, look.’

Sure enough, a dozen ox-drawn carts were trundling towards us, followed by another dozen or so loose oxen. They ground towards us and stopped.

‘These gentlemen require oxen,’ shouted the younger boy, full of importance. The man sitting on the leading cart shrugged, as if that news was of no significance to him. ‘And chopines,’ called the older boy, and they both burst into giggles.

‘Why do we need chopines?’ I asked. I had seen Lady Jane made to wear these platform-soled cork shoes at her investiture, to make her look taller.

‘For the horses,’ replied the younger boy. ‘They must wear them to prevent their hooves from slipping. Look, I will show you.’ He ran to one of the waiting carts and removed a sack, which he carried back to us on his shoulder. Although it was huge, he carried it easily and it was clear that the contents, although bulky, were light. He tipped it out on to the roadway in front of us. They were like boots, made of sacking, large enough to cover a horse’s hoof, with a drawstring to hold them in place. It was simple but ingenious.

The boy counted our horses and began to count out the shoes. When the pile was sufficient, he put the remainder back in the sack. He counted our carts – five in total. ‘That’s twenty cart horses and seven riding horses, needing one hundred and eight chopines. Ten cartwheels, each requiring hire of one sled box, and you will need to hire ten oxen. That will come to . . .’ He counted on his fingers and looked at us carefully, ‘ . . .twenty-two grossi.’

Just for an instant I saw the look of surprise on the other boy’s face and knew we were being cheated. Using my best Venetian accent I countered, ‘That’s robbery, we will pay fifteen.’

The boy slapped my hand twice. ‘Done. And we will want two ducats’ deposit for damage.’

I slapped his hand back. ‘One ducat deposit only, and I expect it back if there’s no damage.’ He shook my hand. ‘Agreed. Hand over the money, and I will fetch the oxen.’

‘How much does he want?’ shouted the earl.

‘Fifteen grossi’, I replied, irritated, since, right or wrong, I had already come to an agreement.

‘How much is that worth?’ asked the earl.

Thomas came to the rescue. ‘It may have changed since I lived in Padua but in those days there were thirty-two piccolo to one grosso and twelve grossi to a soldo. After that there were twenty soldi to a lira. It’s effectively the same as at home; just think of grossi as pence, soldi as shillings and lire as pounds.’

The earl remained confused and shook his head. ‘What about ducats?’ he responded, his irritation growing.

‘A ducat is two soldi or one-tenth of a lira. They use it for legal transactions such as wills and dowries.’

‘Like our florins?’ I suggested. Thomas winked at me and nodded.

‘What is it worth, though?’ Courtenay was still confused.

‘It’s hard to compare. Last time I was here, I seem to remember that wages and prices were four times those in England.’

Courtenay called to the boy, waving at him rudely. ‘We will not pay. The amount you ask is exorbitant.’

The boy shrugged his shoulders and stuck out his bottom lip. ‘Suit yourself. You have no alternative, unless you want to walk back to Padua, or wait three weeks for the thaw.’

Courtenay mounted his horse as if to return to Padua, but the rest of us stood our ground. He glared, then dismounted again, annoyed that we had not automatically followed his example. ‘Very well, I agree, but only because you have already shaken hands on the bargain, Richard. I still believe you have been robbed, and so have I.’

I nodded sagely, trying to hide my irritation. If he could come to a better arrangement, perhaps he should do the bargaining. The boy looked at me and I nodded. He grinned and went to fetch the oxen. We unhitched the horses from the carts and replaced them with the oxen which took it all very calmly; it was clear they knew the routine and were used to the winter ice. Our horses were much less happy and we had great difficulty in tying the chopines on to their hooves.

It must have taken an hour before we were ready, by which time the local carts had ventured on to the ice and were almost across. We could see carts coming towards us from the other side, too, and our route across the ice was becoming much more clearly defined. The oxen drew the carts to the edge of the ice, where the half-boxes were placed in readiness. As the wheels rolled into them, the boxes acted as skids, spreading the weight of the wheels and sliding easily across the ice.

We set off, as instructed, one by one, walking behind an ox-drawn cart and leading a string of horses. The earl followed the lead cart closely, holding on to its tailgate for balance. I followed behind the next cart, while Thomas hung back to act as rearguard and to ensure our whole party got across in one piece.

We must have been two-thirds of the way over when the driver of a cart heading in the other direction decided to show off to his passing colleague. He suddenly whipped the oxen into a trot, standing on his platform and shouting noisily. The two oxen became excited and began to slither and stamp their feet for grip. A large crack began to appear in the ice. The skid under the right-hand front wheel cracked and broke and the wheel in turn began to cut its way into the ice, the cart slowly heeling over to the right as it did so.

I could see the load on our leading cart begin to shift, and the box containing most of my treasured possessions, including Bullinger’s Of Christian Perfection, began to slide towards the water. If I lost the book, I would be unable to send or receive coded messages from the others, and someone’s life might be put in danger.

The driver of my cart, seeing the developing problem, veered left and kept going, and I ran forward, slipping and slithering, to save my precious code-book. The cart continued to roll over, and as I reached him the earl fell headlong into the icy water. Instinctively, I grabbed his shoulder and was dragged into the water with him. I looked up, willing the cart not to roll on top of us. It didn’t, but came to a stop at a crazy angle. No sooner had I drawn my feet beneath me than they hit the bottom and I found myself standing waist-deep in icy water, pulling the earl to his feet beside me. We were able to step on the spokes of the cartwheel and climb back on to the ice.

The passing driver was helpful, and slewed his empty cart round to a stop beside us. Carefully we offloaded most of the goods from the sunken cart to the empty one, and using spare skids were able to drag the cart back on to the ice and clear of the large hole, which was already beginning to ice over again.

The cold gave us a special sense of urgency and the others made for the shore as I gathered up my string of horses, which were terrified. By the time I caught up with the rest of the party, the carts had been driven up the slipway to the embankment above the canal, and the earl was searching for dry clothes. Although he was cold, he greeted me warmly.

‘Richard. That was brave of you. We could both have drowned or been crushed beneath the cart. I shall not forget it.’

I smiled my thanks and began looking for my own dry clothing. I hadn’t the heart to tell him I had been trying to save my books as I rushed forward, and not him. Still, if he was grateful, that was all right by me.

Once again I found myself dressing in the open air, shamelessly ignoring the passers-by who observed us with undisguised amusement. I did not share their amusement.

By the time we had gathered our senses the oxen had been unhitched and were being led across to other carts for the return journey. The younger boy had crossed behind us and was collecting the chopines (I never did find out their real name) and stuffing them into a sack. ‘Hey!’ I called out. ‘Where’s our deposit?’

The boy grinned and shrugged his shoulders as if there was nothing he could do. ‘You lost it. All that damage. It will cost a fortune to put it right. You broke our skids, and you lost five of the chopines. Your deposit is forfeit.’

I glared at him. ‘It was your fool driver that caused the accident. Ask him for the money. I want my one ducat deposit back or I shall report you to the magistrates.’

The boy’s grin disappeared but he remained defiant. ‘The Provveditori don’t scare me. Besides, we are starving; we need every piccolo we can get. Tell you what, I’ll give you half – twelve grossi – and that’s my limit.’

I glared at him but in truth I didn’t have the energy to continue. I was still damp and very cold and we had yet to find somewhere to stay in this strange city. ‘Done.’ I shook his hand and he tipped twelve already-warm coins into my hand. He had been preparing for that all along.
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It was hard now to remember just what expectation had been in our minds when, two and a half months ago, Thomas and I had left Lyme Regis on the start of this journey, but I don’t think any of us had expected our eventual arrival in Venice to be quite such a forlorn affair.

We had been tipped on to the shore near the Fondamenta di Cannaregio and had little idea where we were, where to go or where to stay that night.

Unusually, and against all my expectations and prejudices, His Grace came to our rescue, by stopping the first well-dressed merchant we saw and asking him where the best hotel in the city was to be found. We were directed to the Albergo Leon Bianco, the White Lion Inn, and found it to be of the first order.

Bringing our possessions with us was, however, much more difficult, for the city was designed to be accessed by boat and although we could walk along the Fondamenta di Cannaregio, and indeed lead our horses along it, the many small bridges that linked the roadways over the canals were unsuited to carts. In the end we had to resort to leaving our carts. and most of our horses at a stable, and bringing our possessions forward by mule.

If we were inconvenienced, the local inhabitants were downright unhappy. It was as if the life of the city had been frozen. Everyone was bemoaning the problem of the ice and hoping it would soon thaw. But for us, arrival was a satisfaction in itself, and we were happy, for a day or two at least, to bask in the fact of just being here.

We had arrived safely. God be praised for that.
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Morning, February the 4th 1556 – Albergo Leon Bianco, Cannaregio
 

‘Is he still sulking?’ I stood on the jetty beside the hotel and waited as Thomas finally confirmed that Courtenay was not going to join us in the gondola.

Every day since our arrival in Venice, the earl had expected to be formally welcomed by the Doge, and every day that passed without an invitation upset him more. He had been in a deep sulk now for about four days and Thomas and I had decided that the best way to handle the situation was to leave him to it and to explore the city without him. But finally, the previous evening, the invitation had come and everything had changed; we were invited to join the earl at his presentation at three o’clock this afternoon.

‘He says we should go on without him. No, he isn’t sulking any more but feels he has to make preparations for his presentation this afternoon. I said we would be back in time but he wanted to make sure his clothes were brushed and to make some notes on what he wanted to say. In the end, I said we would meet him there – at the door to the Doge’s Palace shortly before the hour.’

Thomas joined me on the jetty and we climbed gingerly into the gondola. What a transformation from our arrival. Over the last week the weather had steadily changed and it had rained heavily all day and all night, the crisp, cold air replaced by heavy clinging warmth. The ice, which had bound everything tightly together on our arrival, had virtually disappeared, and by early morning, when we had risen, a warm sun had come out and was now completing the thawing process.

With the change in the weather, Venice had woken up, shaken off its icy shackles and returned to normal. Now we were able to explore the city as it should be explored – at our leisure and by boat.

‘Where to first?’ The gondolier leaned on his long oar and awaited our instructions.

‘To the eastern end of the Grand Canal, near San Geremia, then we will return and continue to the sea in the Bacino di San Marco, where they hold the great sea-borne pageants.’ Thomas was enjoying his return to the city, which he had visited many times during his studentship in Padua. I could see already the pleasure it gave him to introduce me to ‘his’ city and, for my part, it was wonderfully restful to sit back and have everything brought to me. The gondola pushed out across the Grand Canal, leaving the Ca’ da Mosto behind us, and turned right in front of a huge new building to which workmen were still putting the final touches.

‘Impressive, isn’t it?’ Thomas tipped his head back and shielded his eyes from the morning sun as we looked at the latest addition to the architecture of Venice, which jutted out imposingly into the bend of the canal. ‘It’s the new marketplace – built by Sansovino. It’s just been opened. It wasn’t here in my day. I like it.’

The building, like so much around us, was indeed wonderful. I looked to right and left. Everywhere were palazzi, their façades telling the world of the wealth they represented and collectively forming an eternal reminder of the power and commercial success of the city. It was, quite simply, breathtaking and beyond my wildest dreams.

‘Thomas! This place is simply amazing. What a wonderful city.’

The gondolier leaned expertly on his oar and we swept upstream, passing the fish market on our left and then what was clearly the Ca’ d’Oro to our right. It was another remarkable building, the delicate white marble-framed windows like lace-work between the gold-faced walls. The effect was like a butterfly’s wing, but a butterfly already at the end of a hot summer.

Thomas patted me on the shoulder, pointing. ‘I would not wish to dampen your enthusiasm for this great city in any respect Richard, but I would counsel a degree of restraint in your judgement . . .’

I looked at him, surprised, and he pointed again, at the building we were just passing. ‘That, Richard, tells you a great deal about the city we are now in.’ Thomas, like me, was looking at the golden façade. ‘When it was built, that building was faced in gold leaf. Yes, real gold; it was not painted. But already you can see how it is coming away in places, especially, you may notice, lower down, where the unscrupulous can reach up and scrape the gold leaf away as they drift their boat past quietly at night.

‘It represents the reality of this city and the empire upon which it rests. Venice may last for centuries but, ever so slowly, it will decline.’

Thomas’s words surprised me, for before us was a city like no other I had ever seen, with buildings that matched and surpassed the best that the palaces of Nonsuch, Whitehall or Hampton Court could offer. ‘Why do you speak of all this in such a pessimistic fashion?’ His words did not ring true with everything I could see around me. The bustle of trade and business, the fishing boats unloading at the fish market, the well-dressed people walking along the fondamente – all this spoke to me of continuing success.

Thomas opened his hands to the sky. ‘The city will never die; it will, I am sure, remain prosperous, but only as other cities are prosperous. It is the present extravagant wealth and opulence which will eventually diminish, and with it the great road we have trodden between here and Augsburg. The reason is that all of this wealth is generated by controlling the only route the traffic can take, and thereby having a stranglehold over others. But as soon as an alternative route is found, and that stranglehold is loosened, the tide of resentment will be obvious and much of the trade will escape as quickly as possible. You mark my words.’

I was surprised; both by what he said and that he should be party to such powerful information. ‘How do you know all this, Thomas?’

‘I spoke to my learned friends while we were in Padua, and they explained it to me. The world is changing fast: the Fugger money is moving out, and being invested in new trade routes – across the Atlantic Ocean to new countries, and around the southern coast of Africa to the Indies, Cathay and Chipango. Of course, some argue that these new routes are exactly what Venice needs to offset the threat from the Turks. Ever since they recaptured Constantinople a hundred years ago, they have threatened the overland trade routes, the Venetian Empire and even Western Europe. Don’t forget it’s only twenty years since Barbarossa sacked Marseilles and no more than a dozen years since he attacked parts of the Italian coast, so the threat continues. Yes, it is real enough. But my friends in Padua believe that, in the final analysis, position is the key to the domination of sea routes, and that Cadiz, Lisbon and even English ports will eventually gain the advantage. It won’t be today, or tomorrow, but slowly, there will be changes.’

He looked back up at the passing palaces, and shook his head as if all was lost. It was too much for me: ‘In the meantime, we are here in this thriving city and I, for one, intend to enjoy it.’ Thomas’s gloomy predictions were in danger of spoiling this beautiful day. He looked at me, grinned and nodded, then sat back on the soft cushions and took in the view, but I could still sense a melancholy in his expression, as if he was remembering a long-lost but still sorely missed relative.

We swept onward, with the gondolier flicking his oar expertly and propelling the boat forward as if without effort, at the same time pointing to the palaces and reeling off the names of the great families who had built them: Morosini, Rezzonico, Foscarini and, further along, the palace of the Este family, Dukes of Ferrara. Could all this really be on the verge of decline? It seemed so unlikely.

‘Have you worked it out yet?’ Thomas seemed to be making an effort to shake off his gloom.

‘Worked what out?’

‘How the gondolier seems to be able to skim us along in a comfortable straight line when he has only one oar.’ Thomas could not wait for me to get there alone and started to tell me the answer. ‘It’s not symmetrical, the gondola – the sides are different shapes, and it runs on one side, which offsets the displacement of the oar.’

I watched the gondolier and quickly realized what he meant. It was very clever. Who, I wondered, had originally had that idea? Everyone knows that when you make a boat, you lay down a straight keel and then start making the body shape equally on either side. It was the sort of puzzle that gave me a strange satisfaction, and I watched, fascinated, as the evidence of its effectiveness was demonstrated by the gondolier, who, realizing that he was the subject of our conversation, was beginning to show off his skills.

‘Like everything else in Venice, it is more subtle and more complex than it appears at first. That is part of the charm of the place, Richard. Look at the palaces – see how they vary in their design, with Arabic architecture, Jewish features, Byzantine façades, and Gothic windows, and now the “new Renaissance look”, as they are calling it. The best from everywhere, begged, borrowed or stolen. There is an energy here that lifts you. It’s the same with the people. You will meet everyone here: Chinese traders, Mongolian silk merchants, German shoemakers, Moorish spicesellers, Italian painters, skilled glassmakers from Murano, and lacemakers from Burano who can almost match Honiton for the quality of their work. And with all that variety, you will also experience the textures, colours, smells and sounds of the whole world. You will love this city, Richard. Enjoy it; you may be seeing it at its peak.’

I was pleased. Thomas rarely lost his enthusiasm and this sunny spring morning was not the right time to do so, I thought. We continued, past the Palazzo Gritti, until we were near to where we had originally entered the city just a week ago. With only muddy fields ahead, we finally turned in front of what we were told was the Palazzo Foscarini-Contarini, home of a famous doge in the previous century.

Returning the way we had come, we swept onward, the sun in our eyes now, curving down past our starting point and on to the Rialto. Here, the broken bridge hung precariously above us, the whole ramp at one end having fallen into the water. Thomas said there was talk of a competition to design a new bridge in stone, but while the arguing was going on, men were still balancing up there, hammering planks into position, to provide what looked like a rather temporary and very precarious repair to the old wooden one.

The Grand Canal now ran south-west, one palazzo following another, as if to refute Thomas’s predictions of decline. As the succession continued, it became more difficult to appreciate the magnificence of each, and I felt myself becoming selective, looking forward to the best, and concentrating on that until we had passed it. The Ca’ Foscari held my attention as we turned again, this time to the south, the sun streaming right into our unaccustomed winter-weary eyes.

It was so good after our many weeks of exertion to lie back and hear the water gently lapping against the thin sides of the gondola. After what had seemed like the longest winter I had experienced, the warmth of the sun soaking into my chest convinced me that spring was just around the corner. Many times during our journey, when cold and wet seemed to follow each other with relentless persistence, I had dreamed of Venice, and in every one of those dreams there had been warm sun and a gentle breeze, accompanied by the lapping of water.

What I had not been prepared for was the stink. I found myself wondering how the waste from all of these people was removed. Slowly the thought grew that the canals themselves were the drainage system and that, at this moment, we were being transported through the largest sewer of all. Instinctively, I pulled my hand from the water where it had been trailing and sniffed at my fingers. ‘Thomas? How do the people here get their clean water? I cannot believe anyone drinks from or even washes with the water from the canals.’

My companion had noticed my instinctive movement and laughed. ‘You are right, although the worst of the waste is removed by special boats and spread on the fields across the lagoon. That’s why they grow such good vegetables over there. As for drinking-water, most of the houses are built around a courtyard and each of these has a cisterna – a well, used to collect the rainwater and from which good, fresh water emerges.’

I felt relieved, and returned to the architecture, but without putting my fingers back in the water. We passed the Palazzo Loredan and began to turn east, the breeze freshening as we approached the open sea, the smell of marine air assailing our nostrils and the gondola bobbing for the first time, on light waves. The shadow of the Palazzo Contarini shielded us from the sun, but only for an instant; then we were back out in the bright sunlight and passing the Ca’ Grande, heading for open water and smacking into the growing waves as we did so.

Finally the canal widened, and as we reached the open sea we saw the campanile of San Marco reaching high into the sky to our left. This, I knew from walking here days before, meant we were approaching the Doge’s Palace. We prepared to go ashore. The gondola deposited us on the Molo San Marco jetty and as we stepped ashore the bells of the campanile rang two o’clock; we were early, and had an hour to wait before we attended the earl’s presentation to the Doge.

We found a small tavern beside the Piazza San Marco, ordered some fish, bread and wine, and waited. For much of the morning, a question had been flitting in and out of my mind and now I had to ask it. ‘Thomas, this may be a silly question, after spending so many weeks travelling to get here, but how long do you expect to stay here with His Grace? What do you think we are going to do here?’

Thomas had a particular smile which he adopted when replying to my more stupid questions, and he wore it now.

‘The truth is, Richard, I don’t know. When Edward Courtenay first mentioned his desire to travel here, it set my mind to thinking of all the learned people I had met whilst in this part of the world – especially at the university in Padua – and I developed a strong desire to see them once again in my life, and to renew my learning, while I still have the energy to make the journey. When I returned to Devon, I talked about it to Dorothy, and was surprised to find her very supportive. She agreed I should make the journey if I wanted to, but asked me, if possible, not to be away from home for longer than six months. I told her that might be difficult, that I would do my best, but promised that on no account would I remain away from home for longer than a year.

‘As for what we do while we are here, you have your freedom. I know the earl wishes to take up a long-standing invitation from Duke Ercole d’Este in Ferrara, and he knows that I will want to spend some more time in Padua before I eventually return home. Apart from that, we have made no specific commitments to each other. For your own position, I should be pleased to introduce you to the many friends I still have in the university in Padua, should you decide to follow my example and apply to take a degree in medicine there. I still believe you are well suited to my profession, and as you have heard me say very many times, I believe there to be no finer place to learn it than Padua.’

The food arrived and we began to eat. Thomas continued, between mouthfuls.

‘I believe the earl will continue to pay our major expenses while we remain with him, but once he – or we – decide that we shall go our separate ways, we will be on our own and fending for ourselves. Do you have anything specific in mind, Richard?’

I shook my head. ‘No. Nothing at all. When we left England I had a purpose. It was, I suppose, largely a negative one – to escape the oppression I felt was worsening in our society and to breathe the fresh air of freedom elsewhere. I had a dream of Padua and of Venice, but apart from visualizing an exciting new country, endless warm sun and, in the latter case, a lot of water, I really had no end in mind, save getting here. Now we are here, I feel a bit at a loss, and – well, itchy.’

‘Itchy?’

‘I feel unsettled. I like to know where I am and where I am going to, and at present I know neither, and furthermore I cannot even guess what, or who, will decide those things for me. Nominally, I am the earl’s personal secretary, but since all his letters seem to be in English and he prefers to write them himself, I seem to have no purpose.’

Thomas wiped his plate clean with the last of his bread. ‘Give it a month, and then we will talk about it again. We shall not be here for long and then you will regret not making the most of the visit while you had the time. There is much to see here and I am sure you will soon meet a number of interesting people. If at any time you decide you want to travel to Padua, I will accompany you. In the meantime, let us enjoy the city. We are starting at the top, for we shall meet the Doge himself in less than half an hour.’

He was right, of course, and we made our way back into the sun of the piazza to join our companion for his presentation.
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Evening, February the 4th 1556 – Outside the Palazzo Ducale
 

‘Courtenay has become very friendly with Peter Vannes, wouldn’t you say?’

The earl had been treated like royalty, for Doge Francesco Venier, a frail old man but with eyes that still burned bright with intelligence, had referred to Edward Courtenay as ‘the last of the ancient and mighty Plantagenet kings’, whilst the Council of Ten had welcomed him with the fullest honour. The presentation had lasted for an hour and the earl had clearly enjoyed every moment of it, and his opinion of himself had quickly recovered. When, as we were leaving, Thomas had remarked how well the Council of Ten and the Doge had greeted him, Courtenay had replied, ‘No more than my status deserves.’

It seemed the other Courtenay had returned; would he be calling me ‘Wichard’ again soon, I wondered?

Finally, our companion had chosen to join Vannes for dinner and Thomas and I decided to walk home slowly, enjoying the evening. We struck north through the narrow lanes of San Marco until we reached the Fondaco dei Tedeschi, a huge warehouse near the Rialto, where the German traders worked and lodged and where we thought we might find some of the German food we had so enjoyed during our journey. We were in luck and, for the second time that day, settled back at a table with food and wine, this time with a great deal more to talk about.

Once we had stepped through one of its great arches, the structure and purpose of the building became clear, for the centre was one huge courtyard, perhaps fifty yards across, which obviously served as a great trading floor during the day. Now, as evening drew on, the day’s trading had all but finished, and the space had been filled with tables, at which exhausted German merchants and their equally exhausted customers settled their day’s work over a drink or two and something to eat.

As we sat at our table, we looked around us. The walls of the courtyard inside the fondaco were covered by frescoes, two of which, the waiter told us, were by Giorgione and another by Titian. Opposite them, displayed in a temporary framework, was a quite different painting, an oil painting on heavy board entitled Our Lady of the Rosary, depicting Our Lady, with the child presenting wreaths of roses to church and state dignitaries. It was a powerful painting and as we waited for our food to be cooked, we examined it.

‘Do you like it?’ A well-dressed German merchant stood beside us, clearly proud of the picture. ‘It has an interesting story It was painted fifty years ago by a German artist, Albrecht Dürer, and shows how the German community here represents an outpost of the Holy Roman Empire. You can see Pope Julius II with the Emperor Maximilian I. It was commissioned by the Imperial Secretary – that man there, in blue; he is a Croat, by the name of Jakob Bannissuus Dalmata. It’s powerful isn’t it? The painting is due to make an altarpiece in the German Church of St Bartholomew, but is resting here while work is completed in the church. I like to remind Venetians that not every good painter is Italian.’

We shook his hand and agreed the work was indeed fine. ‘Herr Dürer is not the only great German painter known to us,’ I teased.

‘No?’ His interest was clearly aroused and he waited for my explanation.

‘I should explain, we are English, not Italian, and we are familiar with the portraits of Johannes Holbein.’

Our friend arched his back proudly. ‘Holbein. Oh yes, another good son of Augsburg. You have been there?’

We smiled. ‘Indeed, on our journey here from England. A fine city, and wealthy.’

He nodded his satisfaction. ‘Did you see the Fuggerei?’

We shook our heads.

‘It is, I believe, the best of German social thinking. An example of how our wealth should be used to the benefit of the community. It is a large dwelling house, built by the Fugger family, where the poor can reside at a fixed annual rent. You must ask to see it on your return journey.’ His invitation sounded more like an instruction. We thanked him and turned back to our table as our food arrived.

‘You like German food also,’ he said. ‘Clearly men of judgement. I will wish you good day, gentlemen, and mahlzeit!’ – he leaned forward for emphasis – ‘good appetite!’

The stranger walked away, clearly proud of his little piece of English, and we sat at the laden table. I was keen to ask Thomas what he had thought of this afternoon’s presentation. Thomas, it seemed, was equally eager to discuss the day’s events.

‘Well,’ he began, ‘what did you think of the way they welcomed Courtenay?’ It was the very question I had intended to ask him.

‘I thought the setting was magnificent. If ever there was an example of how to use a building to support diplomacy, the Doge’s Palace must be it. Everything was beautifully arranged, like a dance, and everyone knew his place and performed as required. I could not fault them for that, but having seen the process in reverse, with King Edward setting out to impress the French ambassadors, and with my master at that time explaining each step to me as it unfolded, somehow I felt the whole thing was too choreographed, and as such, meaningless and insincere. I lost interest completely when they were doing all their diplomatic flummery and excessive praise – it’s all meaningless bluster – and, instead, I started looking at that map on the wall behind the Doge. I am not sure you noticed it; the one of the whole Mediterranean Sea.’

Thomas laughed out loud, his voice echoing loudly from one wall to another, so that a number of the German merchants around us looked up to see what the joke was.

‘Yes, I know – I was thinking the same thoughts, and looking at the same map. I could not help thinking, as I looked at it, that the world of trade is changing fast.’

‘As is the world of religion.’ Perhaps it was the Lutheran surroundings here in the German trade centre, but the words had leaped from my mouth before I had fully considered them. I saw Thomas’s eyes level as he looked back at me. I knew he did not share my view about the inevitability of the religious revolution that was sweeping through Europe.

‘I am not sure you are right about that, Richard, but for the benefit of my digestion, let’s stay with the original discussion.’

I was embarrassed, and sorry I had let that awkward thought escape. ‘I agree. Another thing that has undoubtedly changed is the Council of Ten’s response to Courtenay. He was studiously ignored when we first arrived here. I cannot believe anyone arrives in the city – certainly not nobility taking rooms at the Leon Bianco – without the council knowing, so they must have ignored his arrival intentionally.’

Thomas chewed his food carefully and after a few moments nodded his agreement. I continued, more confidently.

‘But today their attitude to the earl had changed entirely. Why do you think that was? Something must have happened to influence them since we entered the city. We have not been involved in any event here, nor have we caused any trouble, so it must have been triggered by the arrival of information from outside. Do you agree?’

Thomas shrugged his shoulders, apparently uncommitted, but I knew from his eyes that he was still listening.

‘Well, the obvious source of such information is an envoy or ambassador.’

Thomas looked at me, sharper now. ‘Do you mean Peter Vannes, the English Ambassador here in Venice?’

I nodded, trying not to disclose anything Francis Walsingham might have told me. ‘Yes, or Federico Badoer, the Venetian Ambassador in England.’

Thomas shook his head, appearing to lose interest again. ‘I have no idea. I have never met him.’ His politics seemed limited to people he had met personally, but having spent some time at Court in England, I knew the intrigues that went on every day as one man of power jostled for position with another. This was not a dry argument – our own lives might eventually be affected by it. Whether Thomas was interested or not, I continued.

‘Of course, there is also the Venetian Ambassador at the Imperial Court in Brussels, Giovanni Michiel. He knows the earl well and no doubt has some interest in the matter.’

Thomas seemed finally to have lost all interest in my concerns and instead was concentrating fully on his supper. ‘Does it matter who is influencing Venetian policy? How does it affect us?’

I could not understand why he could not see it. Walsingham would have been there in a flash, but that was a name I dared not mention. ‘Of course it matters, for then we can surmise their objectives and in so doing, understand how best to protect ourselves. I saw this in the way King Edward handled foreign ambassadors – he treated them as the best of friends to their faces, but in truth he did not trust a single one of them. Something is going on. Today’s show of friendship was too slick, too rehearsed and, I believe, totally insincere. I have no idea what the Emperor thinks of Courtenay – he certainly made no attempt to keep him in his court in Brussels. In my view everything points back to England.’

Thomas kept eating. I seemed to be on my own now, but to a degree I was no longer talking to him, but to myself – trying to get my thoughts to fall into some sort of logical order.

‘The only country in which Courtenay has any real significance is England, where his name has been used on a number of occasions as a vehicle for those who would overthrow Queen Mary. As soon as she rejected any possibility of marrying him and tying the Tudors back into the old Plantagenet line, he became a threat to her. As a result, his name has on more than one occasion been linked to Princess Elizabeth as a marriage prospect.’

‘This meat is really good.’ Thomas not only appeared to have completely lost interest in my line of argument, but was beginning to resent my continued intrusion into the comfort of his meal. Nevertheless, I continued.

‘There can be no doubt about it: word has reached Venice from England, either through their ambassador or ours (or both), and as a result they have decided to appear friendly. Yes, that’s it.’

I was happy with my conclusion and turned back to my food – now half-cold – with the enthusiasm that comes from overcoming a problem and putting it away in the back of your mind.

Thomas munched on, and I was left to my own thoughts. I looked at him, across the table, happily eating and seemingly content. He did not seem to care about the wider world of politics and religious revolutions as I did. Perhaps that’s what happens when you get old, I thought. Perhaps older people no longer believe they can change the world, and so withdraw into the comfort – or simply the inevitability – of the one they live in. Is that what ‘old’ is? When you give up fighting?

Still Thomas continued eating. I watched him for a minute and another thought began to develop in my head. Our relationship was changing. Ever since I had known Thomas he had acted as my mentor, and I had looked up to him. But today, for the first time, our usual roles had been reversed and I had explained something to him. Not that he had listened.

In one respect it was a frightening realization but, in another, it gave me a feeling of manhood. I cut into my meat. I must be growing up, I thought.
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February the 11th 1556 – Steps of the Provveditori, Palazzo Ducale
 

‘Don’t let’s wait for him, Thomas. Let’s go on together, for you know he may remain talking for hours.’ Thomas and I left Courtenay and walked down the steps of the new government offices together, considering the events of the previous week.

‘I hate to have to say this, Thomas, but it seems I was not too far from the mark.’

Thomas had not spoken again about my theory regarding the Venetian government’s sudden embrace of Courtenay, but I was increasingly confident that my suspicion had been correct.

It had started on February the 6th, only two days after our conversation in the Fondaco dei Tedeschi, when rumours of the attempted murder of an Englishman by bravi – local thugs – began to circulate. In itself, that was not so significant, for whilst Venice had fewer Englishmen than Germans, my countrymen were by no means rare in the city. More worrying was the name being whispered – Carew. I began to feel that this event was closer to home than was comfortable.

The following morning, a messenger had come to the albergo bearing a note – for hand-delivery to me only. I had opened it with some trepidation. It was a single scrap of paper, bearing a pattern of numbers in shaky handwriting, and immediately I feared the worst. I took it to my room, closed and locked the door and took out my copy of Of Christian Perfection.

Slowly, and carefully, I deciphered the pattern of numbers.


MORTAL RISK LEAVING FOR DRY LAND.

DO NOT TRUST MARY ENVOY HERE PETER


 

It must be from Peter Carew. It appeared he was alive, but fearful of his life, and intending to cross to the mainland where he could hide himself among friends – probably in Padua, I thought. ‘Mary envoy’ must refer to Peter Vannes. How he must have struggled to find the right words amongst the pages of our common text. If my analyses, or my prejudices, were right, then the English ambassador was implicated, and that suggested the attack had been orchestrated from London. Now perhaps Thomas would understand my eagerness to decode the council’s new-found friendliness towards the earl. What a nasty little world we lived in.

Courtenay had heard the rumour about Carew and was concerned, as they knew each other well. He asked a number of questions, but I dared not mention to him or to Thomas the note I had received.

Events had accelerated on February the 8th, when the Council issued a letter to Courtenay warning him that his life was in danger. Now the matter was out in the open and there could no longer be any pretence that all was well, but no one would tell us why the policy had changed so dramatically or what had made the Council suddenly issue the letter. It was all very worrying and unsatisfactory. By the 10th, the position had been formalized, and a licence was issued by the Council, authorizing the earl and ‘up to fifteen servants’ to carry arms in the city. He did not have many servants, but a dozen well-armed men in ducal uniform had been provided, which almost guaranteed that no bravi would attack. Nevertheless, the position was uncomfortable.

Courtenay had begun to take the threat seriously and became frightened that he would be murdered in his bed while the guard slept. It was clear the men could not guard him all day and night, and he had asked for more men, working on a rota system, to provide continuous cover.

Now, on the 11th, the Ducal Palace had sent a message to say that the licence had been extended to twenty-five men, and that one lieutenant would instruct a guard of eight, changed three times a day. To show their good faith, one hundred ducats of funding had been authorized. Courtenay had waited behind at the Palazzo Ducale to meet the designated officer.

‘How do you interpret the situation now, Richard?’ Thomas seemed to defer to me on these matters, and had started to listen to my suggestions.

‘First, I cannot support the earl’s view that the increased guard and the funds to support them reflect high status here in Venice. I believe the increased guard and the money have been provided because the government here sees him as a potential problem and an embarrassment. They don’t care if he lives or dies, as long as he does it in someone else’s area of responsibility. However, they can’t be seen to throw him out in this critical hour, so in the short term, they have to show support and protection.’

We had turned left from the Palazzo Ducale and were walking beside the water along the wide expanse of the Riva degli Schiavoni. The sea air helped clear our heads, allowing us to work out what we could do to escape from this oppressive situation.

‘Surely the government’s spies and informants must know where the threat is coming from?’

I knew Thomas to be as brave as the next man, but this accelerating threat left one feeling sick. Not that we ourselves felt in danger – the authorities had made it clear that the threat was specifically focused on the earl; but some of it rubbed off nevertheless, and we found ourselves sticking to the wider streets and avoiding the narrow alleyways which before had been a particular attraction when wandering through the city

‘I am sure you are right, Thomas. It’s just a matter of time while they get themselves organized. However, I should not be surprised if there were gentle suggestions – made with a light touch, of course – that the earl might wish to visit friends elsewhere during his holiday.’

Thomas grinned. ‘Some holiday. But yes, you are right. Already he is talking about taking up the Duke Ercole d’Este’s invitation to visit Ferrara.’

‘Will you go with him?’ I suddenly realized that the daily pattern of my life might be about to change.

‘Probably, but only as an excuse to go to Padua, either on the way there or, more likely, on the way back. Will you come, if invited?’

I considered my reply. I felt very uncomfortable in the present situation; like a man banished. The word from England was very bad. The burning of so-called heretics continued. In addition, the Council official had told us that plague had broken out again in England and was said to be spreading fast. Neither Thomas nor I had great fears for our relations at home, as most of the outbreaks seemed to stay round the major ports. Bristol, London, Poole and Southampton were all risky areas, but rural Devon was unlikely to be badly affected. Nevertheless, it was not the sort of information that made you want to return too soon.

That said, I found it hard to visualize myself having a future here in Venice, attractive as the city might be. The earl did not, in practice, need a secretary, and I found myself hanging around without any real purpose. I knew no one, and spent day after day wandering aimlessly around, waiting for the next development in Courtenay’s life to spill over into mine. It was all very unsatisfactory. However, I could not gather up any real enthusiasm for travelling with the earl to visit some other duke and, having no idea what Ferrara had to offer, I had little inclination to go there, even if I was invited.

Perhaps it was my inability to play the diplomat, but day-by-day my lack of respect for the earl grew and I seemed unable to keep my feelings hidden. The result was a growing stiffness in our relationship. Nevertheless, with neither of us having developed friendships elsewhere in the city, we found ourselves continually thrown together and the atmosphere of brittle coexistence continued.

‘No, I don’t think so, Thomas. Given the choice, I think I would rather stay here and explore alone. Perhaps later in the spring I would like to accompany you to Padua again, but for now, both the earl and I would, I believe, be more relaxed if we were apart rather than together.’

We stopped walking and faced the lagoon together. Considering it was only February, the sun was remarkably bright on the water and we had to screw our eyes tight to look across at San Giorgio Maggiore and further out across the lagoon to the long low islands which held the power of the sea at bay.

‘It’s not easy for him, either, you know,’ said Thomas.

I sighed, for we frequently had this conversation. ‘I know, I know. But I don’t know which is worse, the doom and despondency when he is down-hearted or the inflated self-importance when his confidence lifts. Is there nothing in the middle? Can’t he ever act like the rest of us?’

Thomas took my arm and steered me back towards San Marco. ‘Try to be a little more tolerant, if you can, Richard. He has spent over half of his life in one prison room, and for all his royal blood has had very little opportunity to prepare for the elevated position he now occupies. He, too, is learning, but it is primarily his title that people respond to, rather than the man himself, and that does not make it easy for him to develop as what you would call a normal person.

‘In any event, things are improving. The earl tells me we have been offered larger quarters in the Ca’ da Mosto, the house of a nobleman. The extra space will, I am sure, make it easier for all of us. We won’t be cooped up together quite so tightly. Nevertheless, I suggest you explore the city and try to make some friends of your own age. Your Italian is excellent and you seem to be picking up a good smattering of Venetian dialect as well, so you should not have any problem.’

It was at that point I made a decision: I would break free of the earl and continue to explore Venice on my own.
  


 

PART 3


Discovery
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February the 14th 1556 – Ca’ da Mosto, Cannaregio
 

Thomas was right, as he so often was. The Ca’ da Mosto was close to our inn and hung right over the Grand Canal, and the additional space soon eased the tension.

Having our own home had a further benefit: we were able once again to have our own servants. Even better, the Ca’ da Mosto already had a core of servants in place and we now found our lives supported by a ready-made family of helpers. Foremost amongst them, and not to be ignored, was our cook. We were never told her name: she was simply addressed as ‘Cuoca’, the cook, and seemed happy that way. Her husband, likewise, was addressed by his function; as he was a handyman who did everything, his job was described as ‘tuttofare’ and we called him Tutto. Their son followed his father around, learning one skill after another. Andrea was about nine years old, but whilst his father was thin and wiry, he had obviously benefited from his mother’s cooking and was as strong as a little bullock. His parents called him Bimbo and the name soon stuck with all of us.

The presence of a family of willing helpers released Thomas and me from many of the little chores we had previously performed on the earl’s behalf, and the advice we were soon able to garner from their local knowledge enabled us to be independent, and each of us soon began to find his own way in the city.

The earl’s armed guard came and went every eight hours, and those on duty faithfully accompanied him on his journeys to visit noblemen and officials. He seemed to have found himself a place in Venetian society, and people of his own background with whom to spend his time. Soon we saw little of him until he returned in the evening – sometimes for dinner, but more commonly later, for bed. But he kept faith with the original arrangements between us and paid all the bills, even though he seldom called upon our services now, in any capacity.

Thomas also found a role for himself, and soon developed a relationship with the monks from the nearby Oratorio dei Crociferi. This had originally been built as a hospital for returning Crusaders, but for the last hundred years it had been dedicated to the relief of old people. Within days he was disappearing early in the morning to offer his medical skills and wandering back late in the evening, tired but contented.

More than once he invited me to join him, but the thought made me feel trapped; I felt that, once again, I was going to be drawn into living someone else’s life. I was keen to break loose and make a life of my own. Thomas had reminded me that we would, in all probability, only be in Venice and funded by the earl for another two or three months, and in that time I wanted to make my own discoveries and my own friendships, if I could.

For that reason I set off to explore alone, and began to wander the great stone canalside embankments and the narrow alleyways of Cannaregio – the area behind and to the north of our new home. It was a quieter area of the city, largely set apart from the diplomatic showcase and away from the ostentatious wealth of the Grand Canal. I immediately liked it, and began to wander with my notebook, sitting beside canals or on bridges and making drawings.

At first I limited myself to short journeys beside the Rio Terra de la Maddelena, staying close and parallel to the Grand Canal so I would not get lost, but as the days went by my courage increased and I drifted further and further north. On one occasion I reached the northern shore of the island and enjoyed the view across to San Michele and Murano, then wandered the fields and marshes along the coast.

Eventually I was forced to turn south and found myself cut off by the Rio Sant’ Alvise. I cast left and right and eventually found a bridge near the Campo Sant’ Alvise. Here, I was surprised to see a gaggle of boats moored beside the convent wall, young men standing in them and reaching up to the barred windows. Perhaps, I thought, it was a saint’s day, being celebrated in the local fashion, and I passed on south to the Rio dell’ Orto, where another bridge took me to the Fondamenta della Sensa.

The fondamenta faced south, catching the sun reflected from the canal. Suddenly, here, I felt totally at home. On a corner close to the Ponte de la Malvasia a small trattoria, the Sensazione, sat lazily open, and I took a seat in the sun and leaned back against the warm wall. A young boy was sitting on the edge of the wide canal and fishing, making use of a convenient stone step beside the bridge as a comfortable seat. The tide was high and the boy’s toes dangled just above the water as he waited.

This was a different Venice, a Venice of real people; of fishermen, shoemakers, bakers and house builders. As so often before, the need to stop moving whilst eating food became an opportunity for contemplation. I let the warmth of the wall soak into my back, half-closed my eyes against the sun, and wondered what the young men had been doing by the convent windows.

‘Ehi, signore!’

I opened my eyes and looked at the boy. He was holding up a small fish.

‘Well done. How many is that?’

‘Six. Only small ones but they taste good if you fry them quickly.’

‘How many do you hope to catch?’

He shook his head. ‘I have run out of bait. Can you give me some?’

I wondered how many times he had used that ploy with people eating at these tables.

‘Yes, what do you want?’

The boy looked at me, calculating.

‘Bread, perhaps some cheese.’

I nodded, amused at his cheek, and turned to the waiter as he brought my dinner. ‘Can I have some bread and some cheese, please?’

The waiter turned to the boy.

‘The bread. What sort?’

‘Ciabatta, of course.’

‘With or without salt?’

‘Without. And a glass of Malvasia would be nice.’

The waiter looked at me and raised an eyebrow. I nodded my approval and turned to the boy.

‘Come and sit down over here. Otherwise you will spill your wine in the canal.’

He needed no further bidding and jumped up immediately. The food arrived and the wine with it.

‘Salute.’ He raised his glass to me and drank half of it.

I raised my own glass. ‘Now, you earn your dinner. I want information.’

The boy sat back and opened his arms widely. ‘Go ahead. What do you need to know, how to meet the nuns around the corner?’

I looked at him, wide-eyed. ‘What makes you ask that?’

He grinned, his expression older than his age. ‘It’s always the same questions on this corner if it’s a stranger. They see the boys round there, talking to the nuns at Sant’ Alvise. First they ask who they are talking to, then what are they talking about, and finally, “How much to introduce me to some of them?” It’s always the same. As you brought me dinner I thought I would save you some time.’

‘And what is the answer?’

‘Sant’ Alvise is a convent for noble ladies – ordinary girls like my sisters need not apply. They are dumped there by their families to save paying dowries for them. Most of the young nuns do not dress as nuns but let their hair grow long and wear expensive gowns. They love passing notes and having conversation with young men from outside. Sometimes they exchange kisses and maybe even – well, you know.’ He made a suggestive gesture.

I could not believe my ears, or my eyes. ‘Why is this convent so different?’

He looked confused. ‘Different?’

‘From the others.’

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘It’s not. They are all like it, all over Venice. Down there, at that convent over the bridge, they will give you a quick fuck anytime if you ask them nicely, but they are not classy like the nuns here and don’t smell so good.’

I was beginning to think I was being taken for a ride. ‘And how do you know all this?’

‘I know from my older brothers. They deliver bread and cakes to both convents. They know all the tricks.’

‘Where do your brothers work, then?’

‘Here.’ He pointed over his shoulder into the trattoria. ‘At my father’s place.’

I was speechless for a moment. ‘But you let me pay for your dinner and it’s provided by your own parents?’

He put his hand on mine, in gentle reassurance. ‘Oh don’t worry, they won’t charge you for my food.’

‘Then why?’

‘It’s just the challenge – to see if I can. Sometimes old ladies feel sorry for me and I have to eat a great plate of pasta. I tell them it’s the first food I have had for days, and they believe me. Sometimes I nearly burst, I eat so much, but I don’t tell them that; it would spoil their day. This way, they go home happy.’

‘And your parents won’t charge me for your food?’

He looked at me sideways. ‘No. Not for the food. Only for the wine: that’s the price of information. Salute.’

He drained his glass and returned to his fishing rod, which, to judge by its movement, had caught another fish; so much for running out of bait. The owner of the trattoria brought me the bill and, as I paid it, shrugged his shoulders.

‘Boys! What can you do?’

As I left, the boy grinned up at me, and I gave the back of his head a friendly cuff.

‘Goodbye. See you next time.’

As I walked along the fondamenta he called after me. ‘I’ll save you a pretty one.’
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February the 15th 1556 – Campo Ghetto Nuovo, Cannaregio
 

Once again I was lost. In the hope of improving my bearings, I had been trying to get back to the place where we had first arrived in Venice.

I had walked west, along the Fondamenta della Misericordia, and turned left, crossing a large bridge, to look at a shop window which had caught my eye. Once over the bridge I had wandered on, until I found myself in a maze of tiny alleyways whose character seemed quite different from the rest of the city. The people looked different, too, some with red hats, others with a circular patch of yellow cloth displayed on their breast. Furthermore, some of the signs were in a form of writing I was totally unfamiliar with.

I pushed my way excitedly into this busy corner. Arriving at the campo, I realized that I was within some sort of enclave, though whether it was organised to keep the outsiders out or the insiders in was not clear. The clothing was rich and colourful: the men wore turbans and the women wore tall, stiff caps decorated with jewels.

There was a vibrancy about the whole area which intrigued me. I felt no concern for my safety as I pushed deeper into the throng, now enclosed by the tallest buildings I had seen since arriving in Venice. Singing was coming from the door of a narrow building and I edged towards it, tentative but fascinated. The language was foreign, but the lilting cadences beautiful. The singing stopped and an old bearded man saw me standing by the door and beckoned me in.

‘Come forward. Welcome to the Camp of the Hebrews. Are you English?’

‘Why do you ask if I am English?’ I was working hard at fitting into this Venetian world and was disappointed that my foreign origins were so immediately obvious.

He smiled; a kindly smile but knowledgeable. ‘You English always appear tentative and reserved. It is your nature, I believe.

Come. All are welcome in God’s house. Welcome to the Scola Canton.’ He waved me into the doorway and I followed, perhaps not quite as tentative and reserved as he expected me to be.

Once inside, all was different. The room looked like a church, with carved pews along each side, but instead of an altar at the end there was what appeared to be a great throne. The ceiling was vaulted, letting in masses of light, and it was adorned with many intricate golden chandeliers. The walls were hung with crimson curtains, and the floor was covered with rich yellow and ochre tiles.

The man introduced himself as Rabbi Isach Piatelli, and quickly established who I was and the reason for my presence in the Jewish quarter. I asked why all the Jews seemed to be concentrated into this one small area.

‘A law was passed by the Maggior Consiglio in 1516, under which the Jews were instructed to live in the Ghetto Nuovo. Do not be concerned on our behalf; it is normal – the Muslims and the Tedeschi (what you English call the Germans) are similarly housed. We are constrained, but also protected by the Republic of Venice from the wrath of the Catholic Church in Rome. Twenty-three years ago, the Pope instructed that all Jewish books were to be burned. Here they made a great fuss of burning some old stuff for a couple of days then left us alone again. “Trade before religion,” that’s the Venetian motto; and we Jews are too important to the trade of the city to be driven out. So we stay here and make our own life. It works.’

Rabbi Piatelli was a small man, slightly stooped and pale beneath his long beard, but as with Doge Venier the eyes that looked out at me from beneath hooded brows were steely and intelligent.

‘So here we have a conundrum: a Jewish rabbi explaining the workings of Catholic Venice to an English . . . Protestant?’ He had guessed right and I nodded. He smiled in return, and in that quick smile I felt I could see a thousand years of history.

‘Are we all so different?’ I asked him. He smiled again, recognizing that it had been a leading question.

‘Welcome to the persecuted,’ he replied. ‘It is strange how it forms new bonds. I understand from what I hear amongst the merchant travellers that England is also not a land of religious tolerance these days.’

I had to admit that he was right. I also expressed my surprise and disappointment that the Jewish community should be so constrained here, while Catholics and Protestants enjoyed free access and relatively free speech, so long as they did not try to increase the influence of the Pope or slow down the sacred process of making money.

This time there was weariness in the rabbi’s face.

‘The Republic of Venice is not a natural phenomenon but a man-made object which has been very artfully designed. To have created this great city on a base of mud and sand is a feat of human ingenuity which I have to applaud. What is more, Venice’s control of the seas has given it an economic power well beyond the means of these little islands: another great achievement. But with the weakening of its economic power since the Portuguese found the sea route to the east, the edifice is beginning to crumble: people are beginning to understand that the might and invincibility of La Serenissima is like that of a great bronze statue – hollow. And never forget that this particular hollow statue stands on a base of sand and mud.’

‘If the place is crumbling around us, why do you stay?’

He shrugged, the gesture pure Venetian. ‘I cannot change the world. But in accepting that, there is no reason I should not observe it and seek to understand it.’

He led me to a small room adjacent to the main synagogue and motioned me to sit. Then he put his fingertips together and sat in silence for a moment. Finally he smiled, as if decided, and leaned forward. ‘You indicated that you are Protestant, not Catholic?’

I confirmed this, emphatically.

‘Then let us take something you and I have in common: the Ten Commandments. Your Protestant church shares the Commandments with the Hebrew original in the Written Torah. The Catholic Church, on the other hand, only recognizes nine of these commandments and, having omitted the second (for where would they all be without the worship of graven images?), they have conveniently split the tenth into two, to make up the numbers. Whilst we both instruct that thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s house, wife, servant or goods as part of one commandment, the Catholics separate the coveting of wives from the coveting of other goods and chattels.’

He smiled again; a wry smile. Was this, I wondered, a natural instinct for the persecuted? Did they learn from an early age not to antagonize the oppressors but instead to smile – always smile, while keeping their true thoughts to themselves? ‘Perhaps the Catholic women prefer not to be included in a list of chattels?’ The smile was fixed now, and the eyes combative.

I smiled back, I hoped knowingly, attempting to hide the fact that I had not, until this moment, appreciated the subtle differences between the two faiths on these matters.

‘Now!’ He steepled his fingertips again. ‘Let us consider the interpretation of these commandments in this fair city. Number one: “I am the Lord thy God. Thou shalt have no other God before me.” Listen carefully and you will hear the Venetians whisper, “apart from money, that is . . .”

‘The second: “Thou shalt not make unto thee a graven image, nor bow down unto them.” This is the one the Catholics omit, and you only have to visit a Venetian church to see which side the Venetians are on. So it would be fair to conclude that Venice is a Catholic State.

‘The third and fourth are observed, for blasphemy is rare in Venice and the Sabbath day is observed with regularity.

‘In the fifth, “Honour thy father and mother”, the Venetians really are interested, for the governance of the state is completely controlled by the nobili, those nobles whose families first controlled the islands. Of course, these nobles are careful to ensure that the citizens of the merchant classes gain beneficial employment as the lawyers and administrators of the Doge’s chancery and the Republic’s civil service, but together they ensure that the ordinary people, the popolani, have their place, know it, and keep to it. So honour works upwards, but less so downwards.’ He shrugged his shoulders again. ‘It helps to have noble parents if it’s honour you seek.’

‘The sixth commandment would appear to be straightforward. “Thou shalt not kill” seems simple enough, and for the nobles it is simple indeed, for with poverty amongst the masses, the price of a man’s head is pitifully low, and a noble does not have to break the commandments himself when bravi can be hired for a pittance to do the job for him.’

I was beginning to feel uncomfortable as the list progressed. Was the great Republic of La Serenissima really so cynical and debauched? But Rabbi Piatelli had a list of ten items in his head and I could see, by his remaining straight fingers, that ten was what I was going to hear, whether I liked it or not.

‘Seven: “Thou shalt not commit adultery.” The few men of the nobili who are allowed to get married lock their wives away, making any contravention of the commandment (by the wives, at least) impossible.’

I opened my mouth to speak, but was prevented from doing so by the remorseless march of the rabbi’s list of commandments.

‘Eight: “Thou shalt not steal.” He winked at me. ‘But if you are a Venetian, and in a position of power, you can levy taxes, demand brokerage fees, and apply any rules of unfair competition you like to diminish the position of foreigners who are taking more than their fair share out of the pot.’ He opened his hands wide. ‘So who needs to steal?’

I shook my head. Nothing new there, then. I remembered the manoeuvrings of the English Court and somehow knew it would be the same wherever one group of men had power over others.

‘Nine,’ I looked up. We were nearly there. ‘ “Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbour . . .”’ He shrugged, ‘. . . if he, like you, is of noble blood and can take you through legal process before the proweditori. Otherwise, you can do what you like, for your powerful friends will protect you – that’s what the system is there for. That’s why Jews have difficulty acting as money-lenders here; not because usury is illegal or against our religion, but because our contracts are not enforceable in the law.

‘And ten. “Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s wife.” Unless you are a noble and she is low-born, in which case you take her as a mistress and know that there is precious little anyone, including her husband, can do about it. “Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s house, servants or possessions.” Once again, it depends who you are. I can promise you that if you are a Jew and your neighbour is a noble Venetian, your possessions are daily at risk.’

He sat back, seemingly pleased with his little profile of the city and its ways.

‘So you see, La Serenissima has her own ways and her own interpretations. You can do business here. You will normally be safe here and you can have a great deal of pleasure here, if that is what you want. But never fall into the trap of believing you will be treated equally, for you will not.’

He stood, perhaps realizing that he had held me for longer than either of us had intended. We were at the end of our conversation, and I also stood to leave. There was much of the city I still wanted to explore. Rabbi Piatelli led me to the door. ‘This is a successful city, but a greedy one, and wholly self-centred. Enjoy it, but be aware.’

He shook my hand, hanging on to it for a moment and gripping my elbow with the other hand. ‘Love thy neighbour as thyself. But make sure you are very clear who your neighbour is. There are many pockets in this society and, as they say here, it all depends whose pocket you are in.’

I thanked him for his advice. One lesson stood out: there was one law for the rich and another for the poor.
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February the 16th 1556, Ca’ da Mosto
 

I was lost in my thoughts, when I heard the earl approaching. He was whistling, which answered my first question: in recent days, Courtenay’s mood had changed so frequently that Thomas and I had invented a new game, Guess the Earl’s Mood Today We had decided that, on balance, high-and-mighty self-importance was (just) to be preferred to self-indulgent public misery Whistling was, therefore, a relatively good sign.

Thomas had, as usual, gone to the Oratorio, where an outbreak of measles was hitting the elderly particularly hard, and he was not expected back until late. I had the pleasure of the earl’s company to myself.

‘I have decided to have my portrait painted, Richard. What do you think?’

I was not sure I had a reply. ‘To what end, Your Grace?’

‘Why, to the end of a beneficial marriage, of course. The nobility in this city are charming, simply charming, and the ladies particularly so. I am certain that I am in the right place at the right time and shall, within a very few weeks, find a suitable match.’

‘But if you meet the lady, Your Grace, why does she need your portrait?’ I was enjoying being obtuse.

‘To communicate, of course. Look here: either I shall meet the daughter who will fall in love with me and need to seek her father’s permission to marry, or I shall meet the royal father, who will decide that his daughter should marry into the oldest house in Europe, in which case he will need to show the daughter what she will be getting. It’s quite normal. Surely you remember those Holbein paintings in London. What do you think they were for?’

My mind went back to the story of Anne of Cleves, and the reason poor Hans Holbein’s career with King Henry had ended so abruptly. It was said the reality of the ‘Flanders Mare’ had been a terrible shock to the King after Holbein’s flattering portrait. Thomas Cromwell had reputedly told the artist to paint the princess ‘in a good light’ and he had done just that, in the process omitting any reference to her big nose or her yellow teeth.

‘You saw my portrait in London, of course?’ He was preening again.

‘Indeed, Your Grace, I did. I thought Hans Eworth captured your spirit most excellently.’

In truth I thought the painting depicted a man who had just wet himself and hoped no one had noticed.

‘Well said. Well said. Well, now it’s time for another. Yes, time for another.’

My heart sank. Surely this was not to be the next mannerism: saying everything twice in case the lower classes had not understood fully the first time. I smiled.

‘Indeed, Your Grace. And who will make this portrait for you?’

‘I am relying on you for that, Richard.’

I looked at him in astonishment. My drawings were adequately good, but I had never tried oil paints.

‘I want you to find the best there is, and expect you to secure for me a beneficial commission.’

‘Beneficial, Your Grace? In what respect?’ I simply couldn’t resist it.

He glared at me. ‘Cheap, Richard. I don’t expect to pay the inflated prices these rich merchants in Venice pay. It’s ridiculous. The right man will understand. They always want to paint royalty; it has a certain cachet, as they say in Brussels, and it brings in the commissions thereafter. It won’t be a problem. Simply let drop the magic words “Plante à Genet” and all will be well.’

I gave him my best courtier’s bow, though I wondered how many doors the Plantagenet name would open nowadays.

‘I shall scour the city immediately, Your Grace.’

Courtenay stood in front of the mirror, turning from side to side, recreating the standing pose in his last portrait. ‘You know, Richard, I do believe I have grown in stature and authority since Eworth painted me.’ He twirled again. ‘Yes, that’s it. Stature and authority.’

As I sought to leave the room, still maintaining the manner of a courtier, he called after me.

‘That man who painted the Doge? What’s his name? Titian? He’s probably the right man. Understands royalty. Nice bright colours, too. But make sure you get a good price agreed, Richard. It’s far too late to haggle when the work is complete, you know.’

I closed the door. ‘Nice bright colours.’ I was not going to enjoy this.
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February the 18th 1556 – Sacca della Misericordia, Cannaregio
 

I was lost again. This morning I had set out for the workshop of Tiziano Vecellio, whom the English called Titian, guided by what I thought were clear directions from Peter Vannes.

Despite my inner distrust of the man, I believed he would be able to recommend appropriate artists to me, and he had advised me to try Titian, Veronese and Tintoretto (although he had been careful not to declare a preference). Any fears I might have had about giving away the earl’s secrets were soon dispelled, as Peter Vannes told me Courtenay had already discussed the idea with him at some length.

Vannes had given me careful instructions on how to find each of the ‘artisan’, as he called them (to my surprise these outstanding artists were treated as tradesmen), and although I had become a little confused as I scribbled my notes, I was confident at least of finding the workshop of Titian on the Fondamente Nuove along the north shore.

But now here I was, beside the muddy basin called the Sacca della Misericordia, with no idea where to go next. The area had grown more and more desolate as I had passed the Oratorio where Thomas helped the sick, and the district ahead of me looked so disadvantaged and downtrodden that I believed I must be heading in the wrong direction.

I was right on the northernmost edge of the island and a keen salty wind whipped across the water from the cemetery island of San Michele a couple of hundred yards to the north, making me shiver. Gone were the palazzi, the fine squares, the rich merchants and the well-dressed women. Here at the edge of Venetian society it was cold, hard and desolate. Another world.

I sat on a wall and watched a man walking slowly through the waist-high muddy water. He appeared to be pushing something and I realized that I had seen this before, during my childhood. He stopped and lifted his net and it all flooded back to me: the shrimp fishermen along Charmouth beach. They used to push large D-shaped nets like that, with a bar across the end which disturbed the sand as it was pushed along, making the shrimps jump into the net. Like the Charmouth fishermen, he swung a large sack round from his back and tipped the catch from his latest effort into it. Seeing me sitting on the wall, he made his way out of the water and joined me, wearily.

‘Are you a fisherman?’ His voice was tired.

‘I have done some fishing, back at home, yes, but there we normally use shrimps as bait for bass, sea trout and salmon in the river.’

‘Which part of the world are you from, stranger?’ His Venetian accent was as strong as any I had heard since arriving.

‘From the south-west of England, a place called Devon.’

He smiled, wearily. ‘Here for trade, are you? Come to buy luxury goods, silks and spices?’

I shook my head. ‘No, I am acting as secretary to an English earl, who is visiting for a few months.’

He wiped his nose with the back of a muddy hand, making his face dirtier rather than cleaner. ‘Earl, eh? Rich people? Nobility. Another world. The world above.’ He swept his arm to signify the muddy creek. ‘Welcome to the world below.’

‘Why do you say that?’ I did not fully understand the point he was making.

He pointed to one of the fondamente across the muddy creek, with a church and tall stone-and-wood buildings rising up behind it. ‘Look over there. What do you see?’

I followed his gaze. ‘A church, some large houses?’

He shook his head. ‘Typical. All you see is the world above; your world. Now let me show you my world. Look lower. What do you see?’

I lowered my eyes. ‘The stone embankment and the quayside?’

He nodded. ‘Closer. Yes the stonework of the fondamenta holds back the water and acts as a base for the building work and for the roadway, but beneath that?’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t know.’

He led me forward to the edge of the mud, and rammed the long handle of his net into it.

‘Venice is built on sand and gravel. But on top of the sand and gravel are thick layers of mud and ooze. Before they can build, they have to drive great timber piles down through the mud and sand and into the firm gravel beneath. This whole city is set on a base of wooden piles, thousands of them, and they are all slowly rotting.’

He looked at me for effect. ‘Like the whole of what they call society, the shiny gondolas, the big houses, the fine churches. It’s all built on sand and it’s all rotten at the core.’

I was amazed at his bitterness, and said so.

‘How hard has the famine hit you, then?’ He raised a muddy eyebrow as he searched my face for a reaction.

I fell for it completely. ‘What famine?’

He spat into the water, retrieved his net and rejoined me on the wall. ‘ “What famine?” he says. I don’t expect you have gone without food any day this week? And no doubt you have eaten meat at least once in the past seven days?’

Having eaten meat every day this week, I said nothing.

‘You people simply don’t understand.Your sort don’t have to eat polenta day after day, and so for you what does it matter if the price of grain and bean flour rises? You probably don’t notice. But we notice. We feel the effect when the wheat harvest fails and the beans wither and dry on the plants for lack of water, or, as last summer, go mouldy because there is too much rain.’

He pointed across to the city ‘There are two worlds on this island: your world and my world. And most of the people in your world spend their time making sure they have as little as possible to do with the people in my world.’

I could not disagree with him. In the two weeks since we had arrived, I had not been aware of the famine here in Venice, nor had I spent any time with the poor or been aware of their problems. In truth, I had not even spent any time talking to our own house servants; to my shame, I did not even know if they had families outside the immediate little group that looked after us so well.

‘Can I give you some money? It’s the least I can do.’ I had no other reply to offer.

He nodded. ‘Yes, sir, I am not too proud to accept your money. With seven hungry children left of the eleven we have had, my wife and I cannot afford to be proud any more.’

I reached into my purse and drew out two gold ducats. ‘I hope it will help.’

He took the coins carefully. ‘Thank you, sir. That will make a very big difference.’ He pocketed the money, shouldered his net, and began to leave. ‘God’s blessing on you, sir. I used to have a poor opinion of Englishmen, but it seems I must revise it. The money you have given me is equal to a month’s wages for me. Now I will be able to buy some clothing for the children.’

He bowed and set off along the water’s edge.
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I had to retrace my steps a long way beside the Rio di Noale before I could find a bridge, but once over, everything began to look more promising, and I arrived confidently at the Chiesa di Santa Maria della Misericordia. Ahead of me was an area I recognized and I was instinctively drawn towards it. The water beside the Fondamenta dei Mori looked familiar and it was only when I reached the next bridge and saw the Trattoria Sensazione ahead of me that I realized where I was.

‘Ehi, Inglesi.’

A familiar high-pitched voice caught my attention. There he was, the same boy, this time fishing beside a bridge where two canals met.

‘You are just in time. My brothers are up there now. I knew you would be back after our last conversation. Come on, they have only just started.’

Crossing the next bridge, I could see the familiar crowd of young men standing on the banks of the canal or in one of half a dozen boats moored tightly against the convent walls.

‘What’s your name, Inglesi?’

‘Riccardo,’ I replied, without thinking.

‘Ehi, Marco, Angelino, come over here. This is Riccardo, the Englishman. He wants to meet some nuns.’

Whilst the boy was exaggerating my enthusiasm, I had to admit that the gaggle of excited men, clinging precariously to the barred windows, did intrigue me. The brothers climbed from boat to boat until they could shake my hand and help me back across the way they had come.

‘I am Marco and this is Angelino.’

‘Pleased to meet you.’ I shook hands again. ‘And what is the name of your little brother?’

It was Marco who replied. ‘His name is Christopho, but the family call him Pietro because he is always fishing – for one thing or another.’ Pietro pulled a face to show he was proud of his wicked reputation and it was clear from his brothers’ reaction that they indulged him totally.

‘Been here before?’ Marco opened the conversation.

‘No, I only arrived from England a few days ago and am still finding my way around. I just happened to find myself here the other day and saw the boys talking.’

Marco nodded. The look of total disbelief on his face suggested that all the young men in the boats had ‘just happened‘ to find themselves there.

‘So you have not played “Pass the Rose” before, then?’

I shook my head. The windows of the convent were surprisingly large, although covered with heavy metal bars. They stood some six feet above the water’s edge, but halfway up there was a narrow stone ledge, designed to protect the walls against the rubbing of the larger barges. One or two of the more adventurous boys had stepped across from their boats and gained a precarious foothold on this ledge, clinging tightly to the bars to prevent themselves from falling back into the water, while trying desperately to show a manly calm to the nuns inside. The rest of us stood on the boats and used their height to help us see through the barred but glassless windows into the convent room beyond.

Inside I could already see a dozen or more young women milling about and jockeying for position at the windows. There was a great deal of giggling and the bright-eyed expressions I could see bore no resemblance to those of any nun I had ever met. Nor did their clothing give them away as nuns, for most were bare-headed and wore brightly coloured, fashionable gowns.

‘This is how it works. First you choose a nun. Then, if you don’t know her very well, you offer her a rose through the bars. If she is willing to accept it, she smiles. If not, you try another one.’ Marco said the words loudly, so that the nuns inside were in no doubt that here was a newcomer to the game, who might add some variety to the proceedings. Two of the nuns caught my eye and fluttered their eyelashes in what I took to be mock-modesty

‘Next time, if she accepts it and is pleased, she may shake your hand as you make the exchange: and then you are friends. If you are lucky she might even tell you her name.’

Not wishing to be left out, his brother intervened. ‘The third time, if you are bolder, you get your friends to lift you up to the bars on their shoulders, and you pass the rose with your teeth. According to the game, she is supposed to take it with her mouth and if you are lucky and she is of a sensuous nature, the passing of the rose may turn into a kiss. Some use it as an opportunity to whisper sweet words or to make assignations. If they go on too long the human pyramid collapses, or the boat moves, and they get dumped in the water.’

‘What do you mean by “assignations”?’

Marco and Angelino paused before replying, but Pietro seized the opportunity and made a lewd gesture with his raised forearm.

I stared at the older brothers. ‘Do you mean sex? With nuns?’

Marco could see the conversation becoming risky, and began to underplay the description of the events. ‘Well, that’s not very common, as it’s a serious offence, but it has been known.’ There was a pause, everyone now waiting to see what Marco would say next to the stranger. He studied his fingernails carefully.

‘But you can, with a little arrangement, meet them in the parlour and if you bribe the ascoltatrici – those of the discrete or discreet nuns whose job it is to listen in to the conversations there – you may say whatever you like.’ He spoke as if he had passed some pretty lascivious messages in his time.

I stared at him, willing him now to tell the remainder of the story. ‘And . . .?’

He turned away from the nuns and lowered his voice as he spoke. ‘Well, if you are really serious, and the nun in question is willing to take the risk, you can find somebody like me who makes regular deliveries to the convent and you can pay them to take you in by boat – normally at night-time – through the tradesmen’s entrance from the side canal, round there. Once inside, you can have your way with her.’

‘What, in front of the boatman?’ I was beginning to think this description was being embellished to see how gullible I was, and to entertain his friends.

‘Well, of course, you can pay him more to wait outside, but it’s more risky for him and besides, we all have to get our pleasures where we can.’

There was a sniggering murmur from the other men, each of whom had made a pretence of looking at the nuns while listening carefully to every word of Marco’s description.

I looked around me. The faces were grinning, but evaluating, trying to judge what I was made of. I had no idea whether the guidance given to me was reliable, or whether the whole thing had been just another game.

I felt confused, appalled, but at the same time secretly fascinated. I looked back up at the window and saw that the nuns were giggling amongst themselves. Had they heard what Marco had said? Were they giggling at their own embarrassment, or at mine? My instinct was to leave quietly, but somehow I knew that, if I did, I should never have a chance to return. At the same time, if I joined in the game too enthusiastically, led on by Marco, I might well find myself in serious trouble.

Ignoring Pietro’s encouragement to ‘climb to the window and find a good one’, I drew back into one of the rearward boats, careful to remain part of the gang but observing rather than leading.With my entertainment value diminished, the game regained its pace and two or three bolder youths climbed on their friends’ shoulders and presented roses with their teeth. Marco’s account seemed accurate to that extent. Furthermore, as he had warned, two enthusiasts outstayed their welcome on their friends’ shoulders. One found himself hanging on to the bars as his boat drifted slowly away from the wall, and the other fell straight into the water as his pyramid collapsed.

Despite Marco’s innuendo, the game seemed friendly and light-hearted, and in some ways it was not unlike the youthful gatherings on the bridge over the River Coly on a Saturday night back in my old home town. The game continued for three hours, during which time I thought I received furtive but interested glances from a couple of the nuns. What was more, I seemed not to have made a fool of myself in the eyes of the male crowd, and by the time the bell in the convent rang and the nuns waved their goodbyes and disappeared, quite a few of the men had opened up conversations with me.

If my accent was mistaken for Venetian in Bolzano, it certainly was not in Venice, and most of the conversations started with ‘Where are you from?’. I noticed that, amongst themselves, the boys spoke in a strong Venetian dialect, using many words that were not familiar to me; but when they addressed me, most of them modified their speech, using more orthodox Italian.

Pietro seemed to have decided I was his protégé, and was delighted when I promised to return on a later date. It seemed I was to be tolerated, if not yet accepted. It was a start. However, it did not seem to be helping me to find a portrait painter. Oh well, there was always tomorrow. The earl seemed to have little sense of urgency, so why should I?
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February the 19th 1556 – Ca’ da Mosto
 

‘Thank you for agreeing to see me, John. It’s a very small matter, but I knew that you would be the best person to advise me.’

John Neville pushed his dogs from the seat and beckoned me to sit down. As soon as I had seen his face a flood of memories had come rushing back.

John had been a member of King Edward’s household during the time I had been at Court, and had been on good terms with my closest friend there, a wild Irish noble by the name of Fergal Fitzpatrick, perhaps the funniest man I had ever met. Even in the darkest days of King Edward’s dying months, Fergal’s bizarre sense of humour and his total lack of reverence for anything and anyone, had kept me going, and as far as I was concerned, any friend of Fergal’s was a friend of mine. It was the earl who had heard from Peter Vannes that an Englishman had been living in Venice since shortly after the King had died, and that he would be only too happy to act as our guide. It was too good an opportunity to miss

‘I shall do my best. What aspect of Venetian society interests you?’

‘I am confused, John. I am new to this good city and still exploring, still discovering. Sometimes trying to understand it. . . well, it feels like . . .’

I searched for an analogy and John interrupted. ‘Like peeling an onion?’

I laughed, delighted. ‘Exactly. You peel one layer away and another appears beneath it.’

Neville nodded his understanding. ‘It’s an analogy many use at first, but may I suggest an alternative? With the onion, you peel away one layer and the next layer looks the same. Discovering Venice is not like that.’

I must have raised an eyebrow in surprise, because he immediately began to explain.

‘I think it’s more like peeling an orange. The outer coating is bright, shiny, perhaps even brash in its colour, yet somehow you are sure that what lies within will be wholesome. But then you peel away the outer skin and find white pith – surprising, unpalatable and disappointing.’

I began nodding my agreement – clearly he knew and understood how I felt – but to my surprise, he shook his head.

‘No, Richard. As with the orange, it is a mistake to stop there. Remove the pithy layer and inside the orange is sweet, flavour-some and good. So with Venice: you will have seen the façades, the palazzi along the Grand Canal and you will, like thousands of others, have been charmed by them.’

I went to speak but he held his hand up. ‘Then, perhaps, you explored further and found the dead cat in a back canal, the stench of the open sewers. You will have seen, and been affronted by, the poverty of the poor artisans.’

Again I leaned forward to speak, but still his hand restrained me. ‘But observe their situation carefully. Look beyond the resentment of relative poverty. Forget the comparison with the nobili in their gilded gondolas and you will realize that in a mercantile city such as this, there are always opportunities for those willing to work. Have you noticed how few beggars there are on the streets of Venice? Now remember the streets of London we have both left behind. Every gutter was crawling with beggars, mainly evicted from their land in the countryside in favour of sheep enclosures, but finding that the streets of London were not paved with gold as they expected.’

It was true I had seen very few beggars since I had arrived in Venice, but there were still aspects of the city that made no sense. The nuns, for example.

‘There is another thing which I should like to ask you about, John. As I walk around the city I perceive it to be very religious, with more churches than perhaps any city I have ever visited. I am also aware of many monasteries – the city was not subjected to the dissolution we experienced in England – and beside them, a veritable host of convents.’

Neville raised his eyebrows. ‘Ah, it’s the convents, then, not the plight of the poor. Is that your interest?’

I had hoped to creep up on the subject a little more gently than this, and was caught out. ‘Yes, in a way, it is. I have noticed a number of convents, yet nearly every one of them seems to be run on lines which, to say the least, differ from my understanding of the life of pious nuns.’

John smiled and nodded his understanding. ‘You mean why are the nuns not correctly attired? Why are they allowed to wear expensive gowns and jewellery?’

So he did know.

‘Exactly, and also, why do the nuns appear to be allowed such loose and – what shall I say? – social contact with the outside world? Their manner appears almost flirtatious.’

John Neville stood up and started to pace the room. I could see he was preparing himself to give me a lecture and I sat back to receive it.

‘Society in Venice is organized on very strict lines. At the top are the nobili, the two hundred clans who formed the core of the city in 1297, and whose family names are enshrined in the Libro d’Oro. Only members of the nobili are allowed to become members of the Great Council, or Maggior Consiglio, and only they can be voted to become Doge.

‘Below them are the cittadini, which include nobles who arrived after the list was compiled and, in particular, merchants who have made money and risen high in society. These people have a strong grip on the city’s affairs as they monopolize the Doge’s chancery. Whilst they may not be rulers, and are not able to make diplomatic policy, they are experienced businessmen and they control most of the money

‘Finally there are the popolani, a surprisingly acquiescent lower class who are the skilled workers and tradesmen, and, as you might expect, they do most of the hard work. Some of them are born Venetians, but many more have drifted here, seeking an easy life. In that, most of them are disappointed. Nevertheless, they do find work if they are willing.

‘As the city has grown in wealth and in size, it has become more and more difficult to maintain this historical structure; as a result, tightly-enforced codes of behaviour have been introduced. Foremost amongst these, as I have mentioned, is the Libro d’Oro, or Golden Book, a register of all noble marriages, drawn up in 1506, although referring to the original families of 1297. In order to maintain the purity of the nobili, it is strictly forbidden for anyone – man or woman – from the nobili to marry outside the Golden Book. Those that try to do so are likely to be disowned by their family and banished from the Venetian Empire. Since most of the opportunities to make money exist within the empire, that is a high cost to accept for love, and few are willing to pay it.’

I indicated my understanding. This was promising: Neville was clear and forthright.

‘Now, consider the position of a noble family with four sons and four daughters. Only one of the sons can inherit the family fortune, for dividing it would weaken the family name to everyone’s disadvantage. The other sons are therefore discouraged from marrying and instead live in fmtellanza, or male communities, and devote their lives to government and diplomacy. Meanwhile, the one son who inherits makes sure he uses his position to improve the power and wealth of the family by demanding a huge dowry when he marries.

‘That leaves the problem of the daughters. One or perhaps two will certainly marry into another noble family, paying those huge dowries, but the rest, especially the youngest, the less beautiful, the lame or those disadvantaged in other ways, have no marriage prospects. It would not be seemly for them to remain unmarried and to go into trade or commerce – everyone would believe they were prostitutes in disguise – so the only place for them is the convent. And in view of the competition, the best convents – those which almost exclusively take the daughters of the nobili – also demand a marriage dowry of sorts, which they call a “conventual dowry”.

‘That is the source of the problem. Many daughters of noble families are not allowed to marry outside the Golden Book and their families cannot afford for them to marry inside it. The nunnery is the only alternative. What you may have heard of, perhaps even seen, are nuns from noble families who have effectively been saved from themselves. What is the alternative? To have them running around doing what they like? That would cause mayhem.

‘Young women are difficult to control, as anyone knows. Some knuckle under with the influence of a good husband, but for the others? They need to be locked up and put under the control of a good priest. It’s the only way. And if we are forced to do that, we have to allow them a little laxity; otherwise all hell might break loose. So what are a few parties, some nice clothes and the occasional accompanied visit in the parlour from their relations? It’s not too high a price to pay for contented daughters.’

I heard what he said, and thanked him for his clear explanation. Deep down, however, I was appalled that decent, able, noble women were effectively being imprisoned by their families for life, with no recourse. It was another aspect of Venetian society I found hard to accept.
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February the 20th 1556 – Workshop of Tiziano Vecellio, Calle Larga dei Botteri
 

The house and workshop of Tiziano Vecellio, known to all as Titian, stood overlooking marshland and facing the sea. This time I found the building without difficulty. It was in a world of its own, almost secluded from the rest of the city and hidden away in a pocket of land along the Fondamente Nuove. It was a wooden structure, less impressive than I had imagined; having associated the painter with the nobility he painted, I had expected him to live in a palazzo.

The house before me was not small – the generous space in the marshes around it must have made it easy to build a large house – but in style it was simple and plain. It had three storeys. The ground floor was clearly the studio, for men could be seen coming and going through the large doors, whilst the huge windows on the northern, seaward, side admitted an ideal light to work in.

Having finally found the house, I was unsure how to approach those within and found myself standing outside, just looking at it. I suddenly realized why Titian did not live in a casa fondaco alongside the Grand Canal: his trade had no need of a canal-front warehouse, or an impressive piano nobile within which to impress his would-be patrons. His showcases were the Doge’s palace and the many fine churches where his frescoes and altarpieces were now on display. All he had to do was to take potential patrons to see the work in situ and the association with power and wealth did the persuading for him. Suddenly I lost all confidence in the Plantagenet name and the prospect of making a ‘beneficial agreement’.

I was on the verge of walking away when an apprentice carrying a wooden frame across the yard saw me and called out.

‘Are you looking for the maestro?

I nodded, walking towards him with regained confidence.

‘He is out at the moment, at the Palazzo Ducale, but his office manager is here. Shall I introduce you? What’s your name?’

I was led into a small but comfortable office and was quickly joined by a small wiry man with the face and manner of a terrier dog. His beady eyes flicked everywhere, taking in my clothes, which no doubt marked me down as a foreigner, and my muddy shoes, which might have indicated I had arrived on foot and was therefore probably living within the city.

‘Buongiorno, Signore. Claudio Manzi, at your service. I am sorry that the maestro cannot see you today.’

I nodded. ‘I am sure you are the right person to talk to, as you clearly have the authority to make business arrangements on the maestro’s behalf.’

The attempt at flattery did not make much impression on this hardened bargainer and he merely tipped his head to one side in acknowledgement of his own authority. I continued.

‘I represent the earl of Devon, an Englishman of the royal Plantagenet line, who is recently arrived here in Venice and is under the Doge’s personal protection.’

Manzi closed his eyes slowly, like a lizard on a hot day, and opened them again. ‘So I heard. What has an Englishman done to require armed guards day and night?’

I decided to ignore the remark, but noted that there was probably not much city gossip that this man did not pick up.

‘The earl has not had his portrait painted for nearly two years and believes it is time for another to be made.’

Manzi blinked again, non-committally ‘After a woman, is he? Where is she from? Hungary? Poland? It makes a difference to the style, you know. Send a portrait to Poland in French clothing and they will think he is . . .’ He dipped his wrist to indicate what he meant.

‘Yes, marriage is expected but the earl has nobody specific in mind at this stage.’ As I said it I knew he would jump ahead of me again, and so it proved.

‘You want a “visiting card” then? How big? You want something easy to transport? The maestro does not do miniatures. Nothing below life-size, and usually groups. You want drapery? A lot of drapery? The maestro usually does the faces and, if it’s particularly difficult, the drapery. The assistants do the rest.’

I felt out of my depth. ‘The earl thought life-size, head and shoulders, but including the hands. He has fine hands.’

Manzi pursed his lips and nudged his right shoulder forward and pushed out his lower lip in a disparaging gesture of professional lack of interest. ‘Uh. Fine hands? Uh. All nobles have fine hands, or so they say, but given a chance, they nearly always finish up wearing their best gloves. They’re all the same: trying to look and act more important than they really are. English, did you say? In my experience, the English never have any money‘

Somehow I felt the subject of a discount was going to be difficult to introduce into this conversation. ‘When might the maestro be available?’ I thought a different tack might loosen things a bit.

Manzi explored an item of food between his teeth with his tongue. Finally, as if weary, he took a deep breath.

‘Maybe next spring? How long do you plan to stay in Venice? The maestro has so much work, mainly with the Doge and the Council. You have seen his portraits of the Doges? It is a standing commission and at the moment he is busy with Doge Francesco Venier.’

He stood up as if to indicate that I was dismissed, and put his hand on my arm. ‘Nothing personal young man, but if I were you I would look elsewhere. I can put you on the list, but somehow I think others – Venetian nobles – will always jump in front of you. I would not want you to be disappointed. Why not try elsewhere?’

He began to leave the room, turning his back on me. As he left the room he called over his shoulder, ‘Of course, there is no competition. No real competition. But others are, shall we say, competent and . . . available.’ He left without saying goodbye. I was left in the room alone. Behind a door to my left I could hear voices and laughter. Intrigued, I opened the door slightly.

Before me was the main workroom, with completed and part-completed paintings everywhere. Apprentices were mixing paint, master painters were painting drapery and landscapes. The work was bright and beautiful. The apprentice who had originally spoken to me caught my eye and came over.

‘You are not supposed to be in here,’ he whispered. ‘Claudio is a bastard and whips us if we let people into the workroom, but he has just gone out, so we are safe for a while.’

Seeing that I was intrigued, the apprentice continued.

‘When the maestro is here, he does not allow any visitors. He used to have a workroom at San Samuele, on the Grand Canal, but after his wife died, before I was born, he moved out here for the privacy. Most of the commissions go straight out to the patron as soon as they are finished, but those paintings the maestro develops for his own pleasure may sit here for ten years, as he returns to them again and again. He hates anyone to see any of that work before it is finished. Are you a painter? If you are, you would understand.’

Without thinking, I nodded. ‘Yes. Just starting, in England. I am here on a visit, to learn from the masters. Your master is, I believe, the best?’

The apprentice smiled proudly. ‘Of course. Look. This is the drawing he made at the Council of Trent last year. It is unfinished, but you can see the flow of the lines. You can almost feel you are there.’

I looked at two paintings. They seemed to surpass anything I had seen before, but my companion dismissed them. ‘Those are only copies. We apprentices are allowed to knock them off when we are quiet. The seniors do the faces and the drapery, but the maestro never touches the copies. Anyway, we learn by doing them and Claudio says they keep the wolf from the door.

‘Here.’ He led me across the room, apparently more confident now that the manager would not return. Above me was a big painting of a man with two huge hounds being held by a naked lady. ‘Venus and Adonis. He started it last year but it got damaged on delivery, and we are doing a repair. Do you like it?’

I stood, mouth open at the work. The hounds were real. I had hunted with hounds like that, many times. Adonis too was well formed; the folds of his orange toga were warm and realistic, and his muscles showed his strength. But the painting was stolen by the Venus, twisting to hang on to her man and prevent him from leaving. She was no innocent, starving village girl; this was a full-blooded, golden-haired woman, who had known the joys of love and wanted to enjoy them again before her man departed for the hunt.

‘And this. Look at this. It is a portrait of Doge Marcantonio Trevisani. It has been here for three years. The maestro won’t let it go. He says there is something wrong with the expression, but the rest of us think it is magnificent. Claudio, of course, wants it delivered so he can collect the money. That’s all Claudio thinks of. Look at the colour of the robe. Have you ever seen a colour glow like that?’

I had to admit I had not. And I could not see what was wrong with the expression: the old doge, now dead, looked at me with world-weary eyes, as if he had seen everything there is to see and understood the immensity of it all. I found it quite disturbing.

There was a rumble as a large painting on a trolley was wheeled across the room. As it passed us I stood back and stared at the fine figure of an unclad woman looking at herself in a mirror held by cherubs. Every detail was memorable; the woman’s body was eye-catching, but her face was unforgettable. It was the same woman again, the Venus, with the same rich golden hair. This time you could see her dark eyes. The combination of dark eyes with her golden hair gave her an air of mystery, whilst the long, straight nose spoke of nobility. A noble lady then, but her warm complexion gave the lie to any thoughts that she spent all day hidden away coldly in her palazzo. Finally, the lips; lips that made you lick your own lips as you looked at them, and made you wonder just who was this woman, who posed almost naked, looking at herself in a mirror, and yet was aware – so aware – that you were looking at her?

‘You like it? I was allowed to paint part of the background, over there, and the middle cherub. I think I made his face a bit too fat but the maestro liked it. What do you think of the Venus? Good, eh? It is called Venus with a Mirror.The patron will wet his pants when he sees it.’

I had to ask. ‘Who is she? The Venus?’

He looked at me sneakily ‘You mean who was the model? I cannot tell you that. I thought you were a painter? You must know it’s an unspoken rule that you never reveal who the model is. If you did they would never return. And besides, the scandal: all her secrets revealed to everyone. You are crazy even to ask such a question.’

I had overstayed my welcome. I made my apologies, mumbling something about the rules being different in England, but I had been found out.

Slowly I made my way back to the Ca’ da Mosto, trying to think what to say to the earl when he asked me what kind of bargain I had been able to strike, but all I could think of was that woman. Was she simply the product of Titian’s imagination, or did she really exist? Did she really look like that?

And if so, who was she, and where?
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February the 21st 1556 – Ca’ da Mosto
 

‘Richard, I must say I am disappointed in you. I thought you were capable of better.’

‘Your Grace, It appears that the proposal of Titian’s name was misleading, if not misguided, for he was never available for such work. The artist is contracted by pension to the State of Venice and works exclusively for them. We should have been told before I was sent off on a wild goose chase. Titian will not do your portrait.’

Courtenay clearly did not like being rebuffed by a mere tradesman and reacted with a superior sniff. ‘Then enquire more widely.’

I was about to storm out when Courtenay made it easy for me. Without further comment, he turned his back and walked out of the room himself.

‘Damn him. Damn the man.’ I was still banging my fist on the table in sheer frustration when Thomas came into the room.

‘Calm yourself, Richard. Do not let your pride burn up your energy. The man is deluded. Consider his position and you may understand the workings of his mind. A young man is brought up in a noble family, at Tiverton Castle, with all privileges, ruling over the whole of the south-west of England and lauded by the whole community Then, when he is twelve years old, his father is taken away from him and beheaded, whilst he, who has done nothing wrong that he is aware of, is imprisoned in the Tower, uncertain whether he is to live or die.

‘From the age of twelve to the age of twenty-seven, he remains in solitary confinement in the Strong Room of the Bell Tower, occupying himself only by his studies of languages, the lute and painting. He is sustained only by his mother’s written reassurances that he is the last survivor of the oldest royal family in Europe and that one day he will surely be a king. Finally he is pardoned under the general amnesty of King Edward, but even then he is not released until Queen Mary comes to the throne.

‘Now imagine the change in his life when, released from fifteen years alone in prison, he is elevated to Earl of Devon and his name is seriously proposed as a future husband for the Queen, or if not her then her sister Princess Elizabeth. Yet one after another they reject him and, with the Queen choosing to marry Felipe of Spain, he becomes involved in a plot to overthrow her and is imprisoned once again.

‘Finally, he is released and believes he has been sent to Brussels as an ambassador, only to discover that the reality is banishment, and that he will be forced to live abroad, sustained by what he considers to be a meagre allowance, whilst others at home mismanage his estates for their own advantage. Such a life does not leave a man without scars. Please try to be understanding, and, in the words of the Holy Bible, “forgive him his trespasses, for he knows not what he does.”’

I stopped punching the furniture and sat down. Once again, Thomas had reason on his side.

‘But he makes me so mad.’

Thomas crossed the room and laid a hand on my arm. ‘Ignore it. Let it pass over you, for in truth it is a trivial thing. What would Lady Jane have said to you?’

I did not have to think for long. ‘She would have said exactly what you have said, then told me to consider the wider issues and to rise above petty squabbles.’

Thomas did not need to reply He simply tilted his head to one side and raised his shoulder to meet it. The gesture said ‘Exactly’ and I knew there was no more to say. Finally I rose.

‘Well, standing around won’t get anything done. I suppose I had better try to find another artist. It’s something to do, anyway. The answer must be to find an up-and-coming young painter who needs the work. I must go and search again.’

Thomas simply repeated his gesture. Sometimes he made me nearly as angry as the earl did.
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February the 23rd 1556 – Workshop of Veronese
 

Although the city of Venice was full of paintings, the list of reliable artists provided to me by Vannes was very short indeed. Paulo Caliari, originally from Verona, but now established in Venice and known by all as Veronese, was next, and I followed Vannes’s instructions carefully, looking for his workshop.

I had seen some of his recent work in the form of ceiling paintings in the Palazzo Ducale, completed only a year ago. Vannes had also told me to visit the Church of San Sebastiano, where the first of a set of planned paintings had just been delivered. Perhaps I would do so after talking to the artist.

Veronese’s workshop was quite modest – much smaller than Titian’s – and I nearly walked past it, before the smell of fresh paint made me turn and look again. I knocked gently on the door, dreading a repeat of my treatment by Claudio Manzi. Once again a young apprentice answered my knock. I was surprised to be led straight into the studio itself.

The atmosphere was quite different from Titian’s workshop: there were fewer assistants and fewer paintings in preparation, and the whole place had a much more relaxed feel about it. The apprentice apologized that his master was absent, but asked if I would speak to Giovanni, the maestro’s assistant. He joined me in the corner of the room, wiping paint from his hands with a rag.

I described the earl and the portrait he required and Giovanni wrote it all down carefully. His writing was slow and awkward, but eventually he had all the information he needed, and he began to relax.

‘I am sorry he is not here at the moment. He is on the mainland for a few weeks, at Maser, with Andrea Palladio. Palladio is to build a great villa there for Marc’ Antonio Barbaro. Veronese has secured the contract for the frescoes and also for some large oil paintings to go in the house. Once work starts, we are likely to move our whole workshop there for two or three years, and to live on site, but the design is not yet complete. Unfortunately, until Paulo returns, I cannot really give you any commitment about when we might start; it all depends on Marc’ Antonio Barbaro.’

I liked this workshop, the tidiness and the gentle good manners of Giovanni and the apprentice. There was none of the fear that seemed to rule Titian’s house.

‘How long have you been here?’ I asked.

‘Paulo came to Venice three years ago, and I joined him about six months later. This workshop is only temporary as we can’t commit to anything until we are sure about Barbaro. But don’t let that put you off: Paulo may only be twenty-eight, but he is very, very good. I am sure we can make a nice portrait for you. The cost for head and shoulders with hands would be fifty ducats, maybe sixty if the subject has difficult features; and we would need an advance for materials of, say, ten – or twenty, if he wants a lot of ultramarine, which is very expensive to import from Asia. It’s hard to be more precise until Paulo returns and sees your friend, but that will give you an indication.’

I thanked him for his friendly response and said I would pass the information on to the earl. As I left, he called after me.

‘Come back in a month. Paulo should have returned by then. Of course, if you are in a hurry, there’s always Tintoretto. He will make a bargain with anyone rather than lose the work, but if you come back to us, and we are available, I promise you will not be disappointed.’

I returned home with mixed feelings. I liked the straightforward truthfulness of Veronese’s workshop, but a month, with no certainty? The earl would not like that. I had to keep looking. Perhaps this man Tintoretto? They said I could make a bargain there, and fifty ducats, a year’s wages for a skilled man, was not a small sum, even for an earl.
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February the 26th 1556 – Venice Rialto, beside the Grand Canal
 

‘Richard, calm yourself We were standing beside the Grand Canal at Rialto, watching the men arguing over the new designs for the bridge, and once again, Thomas was trying to cool my blood.

‘Is that what he said? Exactly those words?’ I had stormed out of the house in a rage and Thomas had followed me, hoping I would not do anything rash.

‘His exact words were, “If you value my sponsorship, try harder.” I have had enough of this self-important posturing fool. He can find his own bloody “artisan” and I hope the painting makes him look like a bloody monkey.’

Thomas put his hand on my arm. ‘Lady Jane?’ It always worked. I stopped fuming and started thinking again. If only she were here to talk to.

Thomas led me to a tavern beside the canal. Here we could drink some wine, sit in the sun and (in my case) calm down. Thomas ordered some prosecco and put his feet up on a spare bench opposite us. For a moment he sat quietly, absorbing the warmth of the early-spring sun, but I knew he was preparing to talk, and I waited.

‘I know how you feel, Richard. From a physician’s point of view, he is unwell and getting worse. All I ask is that you consider him as a sick man, not as a bad one. I share your frustration, but I feel strongly that I cannot abandon him, as so many others have done in the past. The armed guards may have been reduced, but he is still in danger. Somehow – I am not sure how – I think this thing will resolve itself fairly soon. We have only been here for six weeks. Give it time. Do as I do and escape from his presence by finding other activities in the city. There is so much to do here, and so many good people to meet.’

I knew he was right, but at the same time I did not see why I should always retreat. ‘The issue that really concerns me, Thomas, is his bringing sponsorship into the conversation. We agreed to accompany him as companions and he for his part agreed to pay our expenses. It was an agreement that we undertook at his request. There is no question of sponsorship, and I resent the suggestion that there is.’

Thomas nodded. ‘You are half right. However, to be precise, we agreed to join him on this journey of our own free will and in response to his invitation, not his request. However, it’s a lawyer’s point and I, for one, do not want to spend a sunny day trading words with you.’

I nodded. Once again he was right.

‘And as for sponsorship, well . . . As far as I am concerned, I will judge the man by his actions. His words, as we know, are often mere bravado. How many times have we seen him take up a brave stance of mighty principle, only to back down two minutes later in the face of stark reality? The man is a dreamer, Richard, but while he continues to meet the terms of the bargain and pay all the expenses, I for one will put aside the niceties of detailed terms and conditions and satisfy myself with receiving the cash.’

‘And if he stops paying?’

‘Then I shall consider myself released from the bargain and travel to Padua.’

We watched as a large plank of timber fell from the bridge, much to the consternation of a gondolier who was passing below at the time.

‘Perhaps you are being over-sensitive, Richard. He’s right. There must be other artisans. They can’t all be designing that bridge.’

I felt my heart sink. From my point of view, the whole purpose of this conversation had been for Thomas to agree that the problem was Courtenay’s unreasonableness and to indicate a way out of this imprisonment. Yet all he seemed to be doing was taking the earl’s side. Sometimes I found his balanced reasonableness more infuriating than any argument. I lifted my glass. Thank you, Thomas; I thought you were on my side. The words echoed through my head, but I stopped myself from saying them. I needed one friend in this city and arguing with him now was not going to help my cause. Perhaps he was right. That was what was so maddening about Thomas: he usually was right. I glared at him and he smiled back, as if he could hear every thought going through my head.

Thomas raised his glass back to mine in mock-salute. ‘Life’s a bugger. Then you die.’

This time we both laughed.
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March the 1st 1556 – Convento di Sant’ Alvise, Cannaregio
 

I had remembered correctly; it was the right day and the right time of day. The young men were, once again, milling about on the bridge beside the Convento di Sant’ Alvise and calling to their companions who were standing in the boats or clambering up to the convent windows.

A number of them, including Marco and Angelino, recognized me and waved me forward into the boats. I was greeted like a friend and I quickly relaxed into the gang.

‘Sebestiano is coming in a minute. He has pinched a barge from his father’s business and is bringing it round. It is much bigger than our boats and we will be able to stand higher – opposite the windows.’

It sounded like a good idea, and when eventually the barge appeared, punted along the canal by two strong youths, a cheer went up. There was a loud giggle from within the convent; it appeared someone had told the nuns of the plan and they, too, were waiting in keen anticipation.

Sebastiano drove the barge against the flaking yellow stone of the convent wall and tied it fore and aft to the window bars. Clearly the boys felt secure in their game and no attempt at concealment appeared necessary. Excitedly, we climbed upon the barge and stood on the curved hatch-covers. Most of those present still had to crane their necks a little to look into the convent window, but for me, being perhaps a foot taller than anyone else, there was no difficulty and I had a direct view into the convent.

The afternoon sun was on the other side of the building, throwing our wall into deep shade, and although the light was poor, it was sufficient. I counted seventeen nuns, aged from perhaps fourteen to nearly thirty, gathered around the large window and jockeying for position. My height advantage made it unnecessary to crowd forward, and I stood at the back of the crowd of men, watching the proceedings unfold.

Today there were no roses to present, but a number of the boys were taking it in turns to cling to the bars and whisper to whichever of the nuns had taken their fancy. The nuns, in turn, changed positions so that new faces came and went at the front.

They were like no nuns I had ever seen in England. Their hair was carefully piled upon their heads in ringlets, with silk ribbons intertwined. In many cases, they sported lavish jewellery as well. They were not wearing the traditional nun’s black but instead gowns of sumptuous velvet and brocade. Indeed, as far as I could see, they were dressed as well as the noble ladies I saw tottering across the piazzas in their chopines, trying to keep their gowns away from the muddy flagstones.

One difference was noticeable, however: whilst many of the noble ladies seemed hardly more modest than the courtesans who paraded themselves across the piazzas and hung wantonly from balconies and bridges above any canal that carried full gondolas, the nuns were at least modest in the way they wore their clothing.

Some of them however, especially the younger ones, were rather less chaste in their manner, and flirted outrageously with the boys at the window. But behind these chattering few were a number of more sedate nuns, still young – perhaps in their twenties – but more thoughtful in their manner. One of these immediately caught my eye; she stood out from her crowd as obviously as I did from mine. She, like me, was a full head and shoulders taller than those around her, but while my hair was yellow-blond and wavy, hers was white-blonde and straight as an arrow, hanging unadorned past her delicate shoulders. I had only seen such hair twice before, when Baltic traders had been visiting Bridport Fair to buy ropes for their ships in exchange for the long, straight timbers they brought from their pine forests. Not only had the sailors’ hair been the same (the colour of birch bark), but their skin had been the same golden colour and their eyes the same pale but piercing blue.

What caught my eye in particular was the way she faced away to one side, rather than looking straight at me, only her eyes following my movements. There was something in the shy indirectness of that look which captured my attention, and I, for my part, looked directly back at her.

She did not laugh when the younger ones laughed, but merely smiled, gently, ever careful and ever watchful. I thought her face the most characterful I had ever seen. Her cheekbones were high and angled towards the top of her ears, her nose long, narrow and straight, the nostrils slightly flared, like an Arab mare. Her mouth was small, but always changing, with tiny movements at the corners, making little mobile creases as if she were mouthing words or controlling an inner desire to laugh.

She must, I thought, have come from the most noble of families for her neck was very long and her stance and expression held such elegance and character that she would immediately have stood out from all the others, even if she had not been so much taller than they were. The younger nuns continued to scramble for position, but she stood back from the main mêlée, maintaining a look of great reservation and suspicion. In my mind, I named her Ghiacciolo, the Icicle, and I wondered what her real name was and what story lay behind that reserved expression.

Most of the nuns’ faces had a simple happiness and straightforward kindliness, but Ghiacciolo’s expression seemed to contain within it a deep sadness, which, when I looked carefully, came from those pale blue eyes. That face was not the true face of the person inside, I thought, but the public expression of an inner prisoner: a person who perhaps, like me, found themselves in a comfortable prison, but a prison nevertheless. Did we, perhaps, have this in common? Could we, I wondered, help each other to escape? Somehow I felt it was important to speak to her, and, despite her unwillingness to face me directly, I gained a distinct impression that she had something to say to me – something important.

I had noticed a number of the young men passing surreptitious notes to their chosen nuns, but it was clear from her reserved position at the very back of the crowd that Ghiacciola would not take a note from me even if I proffered one. Instead, I opened my sketchbook and on a clean page wrote:


RICHARD – INGLESI


 

I held the sketchbook up and stared at her. For the first time, she looked directly at me and I thought I could see her mouth the word ‘Richard’. She nodded. I felt the look travel through me to my inner soul, as if our eyes were joined together by some invisible force. For a moment she held the expression, and then dropped her eyes.

The bell began ringing and the nuns started to drift away, but she remained until the last moment, watching me, as if trying to decide if I could be trusted. Eventually, she too turned and walked away, and I joined the rest of the young men as they untied the barge and began to take their boats home again.

Thanking two of them for their offered rides, I decided instead to walk back. I needed to be alone. That face! Even if I were never to see it again, I knew it would remain with me. Who was she, and why was she there?

I wandered back slowly, intentionally taking a longer route than necessary, putting off my arrival. I had to gather my thoughts. Had Neville got it right? Were these young women being held in the convent purely for their own benefit and protection? Or were they truly prisoners? If so, then surely there was a way to get at least one of them out. I felt I had to try.
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March the 2nd 1556 – Ca’ da Mosto
 

I lay sweating in the prison cell, tossing and turning, trying to block out the sound. I covered my ears with my hands, but they were dragged away again and still the sound came from the next cell, a terrible moaning, a person at the end of their tether, all hope lost, just pain and despair. A woman’s voice, insistent, inescapable, crying for help.

I dragged my weary body to a standstill and forced myself to reach up to the small slit joining our cells. I scratched the plaster to indicate my presence, and waited for a face to appear. Finally she did so, hair matted and filthy, face covered by scratches, blood running down her cheek. She only had the strength to stand for a few seconds and in that time the eyes, bloodshot yet piercing blue at the same time, begged me, willing me to help. But my strength failed and I slid down the cell wall, weeping at my weakness and impotence.

‘Oh!’

I shook my head hard and gasped huge breaths of air, then got up and washed my face in cold water, but still the dream would not leave me. Although it was before dawn and the air cold, the sweat continued to run from my body. Finally, I went downstairs, left the house and crossed the courtyard to the pump over the cisterna, soaking myself in freezing water until my head cleared.

Returning to my room, I dried and dressed myself. This would not do. I must return and try to establish some sort of contact.


To Golden Hair,

My name is Richard and I am an Englishman, at present living nearby in Venice with my employer, an English earl, who has influence with the Doge.

Who are you and why are you in this place? Are you truly a devoted nun or have you another reason to be held in this convent?

Is it possible we can talk?

I shall return in one week, at the normal time.

Richard Stocker




I arrived at the convent by gondola to find it deserted.

‘You must be a stranger.’ The gondolier looked at me pityingly. ‘The nuns do not appear until mid-afternoon. Everyone knows that.’

I nodded at him angrily. I knew well enough, but I had felt such a sense of urgency to deliver my letter that I was here, alone but for the gondolier, in the cold morning mist.

We waited by the window for perhaps half an hour, until I heard footsteps inside. Standing as high as I could, I held on to the bars of the window. A young nun was passing and nearly fainted when I hissed to her from the window. I held up the note and she read the name. For a moment she frowned and I made a sign indicating shoulder length straight hair. She brightened and nodded, signalling me to wait, then ran off.

For another quarter of an hour I waited, until she came, padding quietly in flat slippers and wearing a black nun’s habit. For a moment I did not recognize her, but she threw back her hood and her pale hair tumbled down. She looked at me, fear, anger and confusion sharing her expression. I passed her the note and to my relief she took it. I waited, hanging precariously on to the bars, while she read it. She finished reading and looked up. I could see she was trying to decide whether she could trust me or not. Finally she appeared to make a decision and nodded.

‘Next week. Normal time,’ I whispered and she nodded again. It was a start. It appeared we had an assignation, of sorts.
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March the 6th 1556 – Fondamenta dei Mori, Cannaregio
 

‘Ehi, Riccardo! How are things? Where are you off to?’ Pietro, the young fisherman, had escaped his usual position in front of his parents’ trattoria and instead was trying his luck where a side canal joined the Rio della Sensa further along the Fondamenta dei Mori.

‘Where are you off to?’ he repeated, leaving his fishing rod on the bank and running to accompany me. ‘How are you getting on at Sant’ Alvise? Have you screwed that blonde nun yet?’

I pointed an accusing finger at him. ‘Hey, don’t overdo it or I’ll chuck you in the canal.’

For a moment he tried his usual bravado:‘It would take a bigger man than you’, but when he saw I was serious, and the prospect of a good soaking was imminent, he changed his tune and put his hands up in surrender. ‘All right! Sorry! Only a joke. So, where are you off to?’ His short legs scampered alongside me as he tried to keep up.

I told him I was looking for the workshop of Jacopo Robusti, and he shook his head without recognition. ‘What does he do?’

‘He’s a painter. A famous painter.’

Pietro shook his head again, dismissively. ‘Nah! The only one along here is Tintoretto.’

‘That’s the man. Robusti is his proper name. Where does he live?’

Pietro pointed a short way down the fondamenta ahead of us. ‘This one here, look, with the flaking yellow walls.’

The wall looked old and damaged, past its best, the stucco falling away in places to reveal the brickwork beneath it. Like that of the buildings beside it, the stucco rendering was not yellow but a deep pinkish terracotta. On Tintoretto’s workshop, it was falling away in great patches, revealing rough brickwork.

The house was imposing: three large, heavy doors painted a deep blue, and each framed by strong white stonework, gave access to the studio and the living quarters above. I stood back and counted the floors – five in total. It was an impressive house, although it had seen better days.

Between this house and the one to its left was a carving of an Arab wearing long flowing robes and a huge turban. The figure itself was nearly life-size and, with the pedestal on which it stood, was taller than the doors themselves. Both the figure and the doors looked as if they had been there for hundreds of years.

I patted Pietro on the shoulder. ‘Many thanks, but this is private business.’

He looked a little crestfallen, but nodded and turned back towards his fishing rod, giving me a disappointed wave as he went. I knocked on the door.

The servant who opened it looked dark enough to be an Arab himself, but his smile was friendly, and he beckoned me inward. ‘Please! Come in. Come in. Can I help you?’

I told him I had come to discuss a possible commission with the painter Tintoretto, and he led me through a dark corridor and left me alone in a small inner courtyard, covered high above by a canvas awning, with a table and three chairs. Across the courtyard, opposite where I sat, a door stood half-open and, beside it, a wooden grille, performing the function of a window, delicately carved with Arabic scrolls and fretwork, seemed to let some air and light into the room beyond. Behind the grille, I noticed some movement and sensed somebody watching me, but the face was indistinct. Beside the grille, a large vine grew right up to roof level, and although the vine itself was not yet in leaf, climbing alongside it was another plant which, even this early in the year, was covered in bright purple flowers.

The door behind me opened again and I was joined by an energetic-looking man, perhaps in his late thirties, who carefully rubbed paint from his hand before offering it to me in greeting. His face had the laughter lines of a man who did not take life too seriously, but his eyes had a steely competitiveness, which was emphasized by his firm grip as he shook my hand.

‘Jacopo. Call me Tintoretto – everyone does.’

I introduced myself and explained my business. After my earlier visits to Titian and Veronese, I had rehearsed my speech and now I felt I was able to look and sound more knowledgeable than I had on that first, disastrous, occasion.

‘My name is Richard Stocker and I am an Englishman. I am accompanying Edward Courtenay, the earl of Devon, on an extended visit to Venice. The Earl is the last of the royal line of Plantagenet kings, and wishes to have a new portrait painted, as the previous one has been left behind in England. His preference would be for a head and shoulders portrait, but including the hands.

‘The purpose of the portrait would be to assist in potential marriage negotiations, and in this respect there is, you will understand, a degree of urgency, although we are, of course always flexible. Being from England, the earl is not able to match the superior wealth of the great Venetian families, and hopes that you will be accommodating.

‘As for the arrangements, he is at present available for sittings in Venice and has asked me to emphasize that if you do have some available time in the near future, perhaps through cancellations, he would be most pleased to accommodate you, and to fit in with your own busy timetable.

‘He and I have both seen some of your work and I, as an enthusiast rather than as a practising patron, would like to acknowledge the excellence with which you express roundness and form and the fall of light, on the human body and upon its surrounding drapery . . .’ Suddenly I had run out of things to say. I stopped, hoping that I had made a sufficiently good impression, at least to command his initial interest.

Tintoretto sat back in his chair, smiling broadly, with his arms extended, palms uppermost. ‘How could I fail to respond to such an introduction? If only the rest of my patrons could be as clear, as concise, and as communicative of their desires! Come into the workshop and let me show you some of our work.’

He led me back the way I had come and we turned into a large airy workshop, light streaming in through north-facing windows high above. A dozen men working at easels managed to acknowledge my presence with smiles and waves, without breaking the rhythm of their work. Tintoretto showed me a number of works in varying stages of completion. There were a few portraits but, as usual in Venice, many of the paintings were scenes from mythology.

‘Your workshop has an air of friendly efficiency.’

Tintoretto bowed. ‘Thank you. Where, then, have you experienced unfriendly efficiency?’

‘I mentioned Titian before. I visited his workshop. The apprentices there seemed cowed, not relaxed as they appear here.’

He grimaced. ‘Titian is a complete bastard! And that pig Claudio Manzi is an even bigger bastard. They deserve each other. I worked for them when I was first apprenticed and they made my life a misery. In the end I got thrown out. I vowed to take as much work from Titian as I could and it has remained my life’s ambition. Tell me, did you see a painting of Venus With a
Mirror?’

I nodded vigorously. ‘I don’t know who the model was, but I will never forget that picture.’

‘Was it finished?’

‘It was just being delivered when I was there – two weeks ago.’

He smiled. ‘I will tell her it has been sent.’

I was confused. ‘Tell who?’

‘The model, of course. I stole her from him. He lusted after her and she knew it. She was his best model, but I used to sneak her in here occasionally, and now she works exclusively for me. A coup. A real coup. Come here, let me show you something.’ He led me to the back of the room and turned an easel towards me, pulling a sheet from it as he did so.

‘Here.You like form and light? I painted this five or six years ago, but it’s been in storage here because the patron is abroad and does not want anyone else to see it. Vulcan Surprises Venus. What do you think?’

A woman was reclining on a bed, legs spread in apparent abandon, naked but for a small strip of silk which lay across her thigh. A rough, muscular man appeared to have tiptoed up to her and was gently lifting the last of her privacy as she slowly awoke. Meanwhile, a child slept on in the cot behind her, and the whole scene was repeated in a large mirror on the wall behind.

‘Well? What do you think?’

‘Is he about to take advantage of her? She looks so vulnerable.’

Tintoretto shook his head. ‘No, you’ ve missed the point. When have you ever seen a woman lie like that?’

My mind went back to a day in Bradgate Park when I had been seduced by Lady Frances Grey, the mother of Lady Jane. I had responded with everything she had hoped for and she had lain like that afterwards, replete, satisfied, uncaring who found her there.

‘Afterwards?’

Tintoretto slapped his thigh. ‘Exactly. Afterwards! This is Aphrodite, and the man is her husband Hephaestus (Venus and Vulcan, if you prefer). He has come home to catch her with her lover, but he arrives too late. But look,’ he pointed to the right-hand side of the picture, ‘her lover, Ares, is hiding under the bed. He just got away with it, didn’t he?’

But I was not looking at the man hiding under the bed. I was captivated by the raw beauty of the half-sleeping woman. It was the same one! The same woman I had seen in Titian’s workshop. I wanted to stay and look further at the woman, but he led me onward. A number of small desks were positioned along one side of the room, and in front of these a large sculpted head stood in profile. I paused, looking at the drawings on the desks, and Tintoretto joined me.

‘It is our morning class. You have commented kindly upon form, and I believe it is essential. Titian relies on bright colours to dazzle his audience. He is a very successful painter, although a pig to work for, but in the end I must agree with Michelangelo’s comment that it’s a pity he can’t draw.

‘Here, the art of drawing well is central to our work. Every morning, for half an hour, we have drawing practice: apprentices, assistants and myself included. We draw from still-life, from sculpture and from live models. I do not allow any of my apprentices to become an assistant and start to use colour until they have shown me that they can depict form and depth and mass, and roundness and the fall of light, and the play of shadows, purely by the use of changes of tone. As you can see, that means drawing on grey or blue paper, with no more than charcoal and white chalk.

‘If you yourself are interested in drawing, you should try it. There is no substitute, and if you come here any morning just after seven o’clock, you will find every one of us practising that skill.’

We returned to the courtyard and the table. My chair scraped backward as I sat in it, and once again I thought I saw the flicker of a shadow behind the fretwork grille in the opposite wall. Tintoretto asked me a number of detailed questions about the earl, and, trusting and liking him, I answered them truthfully. He asked if Courtenay was vain or self-obsessed and I answered that he was both. In the end, he was satisfied. He gave me a price which compared with Veronese’s, and he did not demand an advance. It was a satisfactory bargain, in my view, and the best offer we had.

We shook hands and it was time to leave. However, I had to return to the question burning in my head.

‘I must ask you one thing before I leave. The model in your Venus painting. It’s the same woman as the Titian Venus. Who is she?’

He grinned, the pleasure of his secret all over his face, and tapped the side of his nose. ‘That would be telling. I pinched her from him and painted her – as you say, “afterwards”, ! Wait till Titian sees that painting. He will be beside himself with jealousy! If only the patron would return and let it be displayed.’

‘But please, just tell me, who is the model?’

He looked deep into my eyes and in his own I saw calculation. ‘If you get me a portrait commission with your English earl, I will personally introduce you to that model. Then God help you, young man . . .

I was still thinking of the painting when I reached home that night. I knew that with her image so clear in my mind, sleep would not come easily. Who was she?
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March the 9th 1556 – Convento di Sant’ Alvise
 

Thomas often says that he finds travelling a good opportunity to think, but I cannot share his view when it comes to riding or to travelling by cart. When I am riding I am always aware of the horse – how well he is picking up his feet and whether his gait indicates any possible injury – and this tends to prevent me from letting my mind wander too far. And travelling by cart is so noisy and uncomfortable that it is hard to think of anything but the crunch and lurch of the wheels and the endless jarring of every part of you. However much you twist around, there is no comfortable position, and even sitting up at the front beside the driver on a sack full of straw causes bruises after only half an hour or so.

Travelling by gondola, on the other hand, is quite different: it is quiet and smooth, and in warm dry weather it offers the opportunity to lie back and be transported to your destination as if on a magic carpet. Sometimes I wonder which came first – whether the gondola was created to meet the needs of Venice or whether the city of Venice was designed to make the maximum use of this wonderful boat’s capabilities. Whichever it is, the two come together in perfect harmony.

On this particular afternoon although it had turned cold, I was well wrapped up in a warm coat, and with a wintry sun and no rain, I felt relaxed, although slightly apprehensive. I lay back and enjoyed the easy progress of the gondola, and let my mind wander.

Would she respond? And if so, how?

We slid under a bridge and, as we came back into the watery sunshine three prostitutes leaned over a balcony and called down to me. They were dressed like nobility, but with their exposed breasts and loud voices, there was no mistaking them. ‘An hour to spare, young man? Come on up and have a good time. You can have all three of us for the price of two. Come on up and let’s see what you’re made of

I waved and smiled. What a strange city this was, with ten per cent of the population prostitutes and the same proportion nuns. And although both groups put a good face on it, how many of either group were really content with their lot, and how many were held captive within the rules set by men?

Nor was I convinced that, in the end, the rules worked for the benefit of the men, either. No doubt some young men thought that living together in fratellanze, working as diplomats and law officers by day and carousing with prostitutes by night, was what life was really all about, but I wondered how many of them, in their hearts, did not dream of settling down one day with wife and family and a life of peaceful domesticity. One day, but perhaps not yet, I thought, as we slid under yet another bridge.

My mind returned to the nun with the pale gold hair. Would she appear today? And, if so, would she have a reply for me? I was determined that if she did so, no opportunity would be lost, and had carefully fashioned a spliced stick, shaped so that it would not be sharp, to reach for any note she might hold out to me.

We approached another bridge, where a gaggle of urchins were leaning on the rail. ‘Watch out!’ called the gondolier, and I realized they were playing Piss on the Boatman. They stood, ready, as we approached, and the gondolier pulled his oar clear of the water and lifted it. ‘The first one to piss on my boat gets this up his arse!’ he shouted, and the boys, giggling, retreated from the edge of the bridge. No doubt the game was played a hundred times a day throughout the city. I wondered whether the gondolier had played the same game when he was eight years old, perhaps on this very same bridge.

We passed underneath without mishap and as we appeared on the other side, they were above us. One of them spotted my spliced stick and pointed and shouted. The other boys laughed loudly, but I could not understand his accent. ‘What did he say?’ I asked the gondolier.

‘They were speaking Venetian dialect. They said, “Off to the nunnery for some fun, are you? If God saves randy nuns, ask him to save one each for us”.’

I waved my stick, showing I understood their joke. Wherever you went in Venice, such familiarity with the earthy side of life was not far away.

We crossed the main canal of the Rio di Sant’ Alvise and turned into the side canal beside the convent. Already the gang of youths was there, and a few of them bowed low in mock-courtesy at my arrival in my own gondola. ‘Going up in the world, Richard?’ from one was followed by, ‘He’ll have snow on his head soon if he goes up any further,’ from another, a particularly short character who always joked about my height.

The barge was not in place today but, keeping the game going, they carefully poled their boats out from the wall of the convent so that the ‘English Lord’ could bring his gondola right underneath the window.

The gondolier glared. ‘I am not taking my gondola up against that rough wall, sir, and if you have any ideas of climbing up from my boat, as they are doing, you can forget them.’ In the end it was easier to pay him off and join my friends.

The nuns appeared with the usual giggles and we began the merry-go-round of taking it in turns to position ourselves near the window. I stood at the back and looked over the heads of the others for ‘my nun’ but at first could not see her. Finally, however, she appeared, well back, as usual facing away and looking through the window from the corner of her eye.

I waved. At first I was not sure she had seen me, for she gave no immediate reaction, but then I noticed that she was slowly working her way forward. She stood close to the window. Quietly she reached into her gown and extracted a small note. Even now, she was facing away from me, but I could see her eyes were focused upon me and she was holding the note below her chin uncertainly.

Quickly I pushed my way forward and lifted my spliced stick to the window right in front of her. With long, delicate fingers, she pressed her note tightly into the cleft and gave an almost imperceptible nod. Retrieving the note, I dropped back into the crowd.



Hello Englishman

My name is Suor Faustina Contarini. I have been in this convent since I was seven years old, first as an educande and child guest of my aunt, and, since I was sixteen, as a novitiate, then as a monache delle coro – what you would perhaps know as a choir nun.

Now I am twenty years old and I have been told my family’s fortune has failed. As a result, my private income will end in the summer. The Abbess has said that without an income I cannot remain as a suor, but must be relegated to the status of conversa or lay sister. In this convent, the converse are treated as servants and I know that if certain other noble nuns can have power over me as a consequence of my fall from grace, my life will become a living hell.

Please help me if you can.

I write to you in this open manner as you told me you were a foreign visitor of high standing and therefore I trust you will not betray me to the Abbess, the Patriarch or members of my family. If you can help me in any way, please indicate this, and I will try to devise a way we can meet. It is difficult, but not impossible.

Yours, in hope and prayer,

Suor Faustina Contarini


 




I looked up. She was still in her position, standing tightly by the window, and, for the first time, she was looking at me intently.

She is afraid, I thought, suddenly realizing why she took such pains to avoid signalling what she was doing.

I looked from side to side, but nobody seemed to have seen the note being passed, or that she was awaiting my response. I looked at her as intently as I could and, as she caught my eye, I nodded, just once. The smallest of smiles pinched the corners of her mouth and she blinked, as if holding my gaze was unsettling her.

I continued to look intently at her, but again her eyes roamed around the crowd, apparently searching for observers. Eventually she seemed satisfied that our communication was not being observed and her eyes returned to mine.

As quietly as I could, I indicated the act of writing and tried to signal my return in two days. She seemed to understand and nodded, the small smile returning just for a fleeting moment. Then she was gone. A little later I saw her again, right at the back of the crowd and to one side, eyes wandering still, as if looking for enemies.

I did not signal again – it seemed inappropriate – but instead quietly left and made my way home. Twice I stopped where it was quiet and re-read the letter, on each occasion looking carefully behind me before taking it out of my pocket. Something in her nervousness seemed to have attached itself to her note, and now affected me. It was clear she was very frightened, and although I was not sure who, or what, she was afraid of, I had only to remember that look on her face to resolve to protect her.
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As I neared our temporary home, I found I was unable to bring myself to approach the Ca’ da Mosto. Instead, I veered away towards Titian’s house by the marshes. I needed time to think: time to take in what I had read, time to work out just what, if anything, I could do for Suor Faustina Contarini. If I was going to think clearly, the last thing I needed was Courtenay’s self-centred demands.

Approaching Titian’s house I found a low wall upon which I could sit, and looked across the lagoon towards Murano, hoping the view would somehow give me inspiration. Instead, I found myself getting angry that any girl should have been taken into a convent at the tender age of seven, and then effectively imprisoned there ever since. I was incensed that the beautiful twenty-year-old she had turned into, a woman, who should now have all her life before her, instead faced degradation and perhaps violence in her continuing prison, simply because the family who had placed her there had failed in their obligation to provide for her.

Most of all, I realized that I was angry because I felt powerless to do anything about the situation.

Despite that anger, there was within me an opposing inner caution; one that told me not to act with my usual rash urgency, but to think carefully first.

I needed to walk; sitting still was making me feel even more impotent. I rose and began walking beside the sea, the afternoon sun behind me and the lagoon beginning to darken. As I passed Titian’s house, a rich patron was leaving, his carriage horses blowing impatiently in front of the door. I paused opposite. There was a deep dirty laugh from the doorway and a rotund cardinal rolled towards his carriage, Titian at his side.

‘You can certainly paint flesh, Titian; what wouldn’t I do to get my hands on those ample breasts! Have it delivered immediately; I will hang it in my private bedroom. It will be some sort of consolation, I suppose.’

Titian bowed low. ‘Always a pleasure, Your Grace. Perhaps you would contemplate having her sister beside her, as I suggested? The one with the red hair, you remember? Your bedroom wall would accommodate both.’

The cardinal leaned out of his carriage conspiratorially. ‘Having her sister beside her. Well, there’s a thought for an old man! Room on my wall there may be, but room in my bed there certainly is – for both of them and me inbetween. What a thought: two of her at once – one on one side with golden hair and the other on the opposite side with red hair. I shall think about it. Frequently!’

The carriage rolled off briskly and Titian went back inside.

I shook my head. Titian’s noble patrons! Rich middle-aged men, high up in the Church, pretending to be models of piety by patronizing great works of art in the name of religion, but in reality lusting after the model in the picture. To make matters worse, less than a mile away a woman of equal, if less visible, beauty was effectively being held a prisoner by those same ‘noble’ men.

Their cynicism suddenly brought home to me the real and day-to-day meaning of my belief in the Protestant Church. I did not understand the great arguments about the sacraments, and had tended to rely on what Lady Jane had told me – if only because it was impossible to gainsay her. Nor had I ever really felt anything for the politics that set one church against another. I distrusted the fine words of plump cardinals in scarlet and gold. In the end, deep down, what held me to the Protestant faith was my instinctive desire for plain and unadorned truth.

That recognition must have calmed me, for I found I had turned towards home and was passing the Oratorio dei Crocifieri, a modest, two-storeyed building, faced in peeling yellow stucco. The doors and windows were small and unassuming, but what caught my eye were the four mighty chimneys above; the returning Crusaders of the thirteenth century must have felt the cold, I thought, after their many years fighting in distant lands. Nothing seemed to have changed in the last three hundred years, and coughs, groans and frightened weeping could be heard from inside. My mind went to Thomas, who was probably still working there, helping the sick and frail through the measles attack.

No sooner had I thought of him than he appeared, almost bumping into me as he joined my pathway home. He asked what my day had brought and I began to tell him about Suor Faustina and her imprisonment in the convent. As I did so, the image of the bloated cardinal came back to me and my anger returned. Having Thomas to talk to was a release and I found myself almost ranting about the unfairness of it all, and about the rich nobles and cardinals who rode roughshod over others while pretending piety. I blamed the nobility, but most of all I blamed the Catholic Church. I knew it was a mistake as I spoke, but somehow it kept coming. Thomas walked quietly beside me as I vented my spleen about the world in general and his church in particular.

We walked for perhaps a mile, along quiet backstreets and narrow lanes. Finally I ran out of venom and paused for breath.

‘I am sorry your visit was so loathsome to you, Richard. Would you like to ask me about my day at the Oratorio?’

There was admonition in every inflection of his voice and I knew immediately I had gone too far. It was always thus.

‘What about my day, you may ask? Old people dying of measles. We lost eleven people today, largely because they are too undernourished to fight. Look at that old woman over there!’

He pointed to an old crone, bent low, gnarled hands clutching the top of a stout stick to help her on her painful way. She was dressed in rags, and insufficient of them to keep out the cold, and I was suddenly aware of my warm coat, clutched around me as the evening cooled to night. I watched her, shuffling forward painfully in her own nightmare, and could not think what I could or should say. Thomas made me stop on a bridge and watch as the old woman disappeared around a corner. The shuffling sound of her retreating footsteps was somehow even more painful than the sight of her had been.

‘Think, Richard. Do you believe your nun is the only one who is badly or unfairly treated in this world, or even in this city?’ He turned to me and I knew that beneath his controlled words he was furious. ‘Can you comprehend, Richard, that you are not the only person in this city today who has seen sights he finds distasteful? Are you perhaps also not the only one here today who feels impotent to offset, or ameliorate, the pain of God’s will for these people?’

I went to reply, but he was not going to let me escape so easily, and put his hand emphatically on my chest. ‘Let me ask you this. Are you absolutely sure you are not being just a little bit disingenuous when you take your high moral stance against the painter’s patron? Would your feelings for this nun Faustina have been the same had she been sixty years of age and crippled with illness? Would she have gained the immediate priority in your attentions had she been anything less than the “frightened but spirited colt” you described so eloquently to me just now? How much is human compassion and how much is lust? I would prefer you consider the answers to all these questions and satisfy yourself that you are not found wanting before attacking my Church and the nobility of this ancient city.’

Again I went to defend myself – even to apologize – but still he would not let me go. I had to stand there in the near-dark, the mist starting to rise from the dank canal, and take it.

‘Do not be too quick to judge, Richard, for others may be judging you also. In my experience, it is frequently easier to recognize the wrongs in this world than it is to find the solutions with which to put them right, and to make them work. Whether you believe that this is a nasty, brutal, ungodly little world, or whether you believe, as I do, that these things were put here by God to try us, the fact remains that there is a very wide gap between those who have and those who have not. If we cannot change that fact, our role in life could at least be to try to reduce the discomfort which arises from it.’

It was too much. I was unwilling to retreat further. I pushed my face close to his, eyes blazing.

‘Like those Catholic cardinals and clergy, I suppose, who spend their lives taking from the poor while standing between them and their God, telling them to respect their natural place in society!’

Thomas went pale, but kept his control, perhaps better than I was doing.

‘Grow up, Richard. Be a realist; the Catholic Church is the single greatest source of succour to the poor in any of the countries in Europe. All the wealth that flows to the Church to enable it to do its good works comes from wealthy patrons, and the church is hardly going to bite the hand that feeds it. These are difficult issues, which many great men have failed to solve in the past and many will no doubt struggle with in the future. Rather than discomfit me with your frustrations, perhaps you should improve your Greek at Padua University, and then, in addition to medicine, study Plato, Aristotle, Socrates and the other great philosophers who have agonized over these same issues. What is the rinascita but an attempt to return to the truths which were discovered in ancient Greece and lost again? You are not alone, and if you do not want to end up alone, please do not attack those who would help you. Each of us has to find his own truth, and after your years with Lady Jane, I acknowledge that you may find a different truth from mine. But I believe we both seek the same human outcome. Let us, at least, not fall out over that.’

We walked home in silence. As we walked my mood changed, from hating him for his contrariness to recognizing how hard it must have been for him to say the things he had said, and respecting and loving him for his honesty.

We reached the Ca’ da Mosto and both of us seemed aware that the mood would break as soon as we encountered the earl. I stopped in the doorway and shook his hand. ‘The truth hurts, Thomas, but I thank you for it. I apologize unreservedly for what I said.’

He shook my hand and gripped my elbow with the other. ‘There is no more to say. Let’s move on – together.’
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March the 10th 1556 – Ca’ da Mosto
 

I woke with a headache, still smarting from the previous day’s argument with Thomas. He had been right, and had showed me to be an impetuous fool whose mouth worked faster than his head. I regretted every aspect of our argument, apart from the lesson it had taught me, and that had been an uncomfortable one.

I resolved to be more thoughtful in what I said, and to think ahead more carefully before letting my tongue loose. Today would be a good opportunity to test my resolve, as I had to break the news to the earl about my conversations with the painters, and try to get him to agree that I should commission Tintoretto at the offered price.

I convinced myself in advance that it would go badly. Staring out of the window at a wet morning, the mist so thick that I could not see across the canal, I argued my side of the case and then responded to myself on his behalf, making reservations and finding problems. I realized, as I climbed the staircase, that I was falling into my old trap of approaching a discussion already angry.

Why, I wondered, was I so angry all the time? Looking around me in Venice, my life was better than most people’s, so what did I have to complain about? I compared myself with Thomas, and came to the conclusion that I was expecting too much, and getting frustrated at my inability to convert all my dreams into realities. I tried to look at it from Courtenay’s point of view, as Thomas would have advised. The Earl had asked me to find an artist to paint his portrait. As he was both the subject and the patron, was it not reasonable that he should approve the artist, the approach and the price to be paid? Armed with this more reasoned view, I knocked on his door.

‘Your Grace. The artist Titian is, as I informed you, unavailable. I have had similar discussions with the house of Veronese and he is also overburdened . . .’

I could see that the earl was already irritated. What he wanted was the solution, not a list of my failures. I continued, as rapidly as I could.

‘However, I have found an artist of outstanding workmanship and reputation, who has agreed, in view of your elevated position, not only to fit you into his busy schedule, but to paint your portrait at a special price. The price I have negotiated is fifty ducats. This is lower than Titian asks and equal to that asked by Veronese. However the terms of the arrangement are better than Veronese’s office proposed: there will be no deposit and payment will only be made upon satisfactory completion.’

To my delight and complete surprise, the earl did not complain, nor did he try to improve upon my proposed price. ‘Excellent, Richard. It seems you have found the right man. Do you have a list of his recent patrons?’ I had expected the question and handed over a prepared list. He scanned the noble names and appeared satisfied.

‘You agreed the size? The format to be head and shoulders, with hands visible – I do believe hands tell so much about a person.’

I confirmed that all these matters had been discussed and agreed.

‘Excellent. And what about a date to commence sitting? There is a degree of urgency, you know.’

Again, I explained that the preference for an early commencement had been discussed, and agreed in principle. I was beginning to feel more confident. There was no point upon which I had not secured an acceptable response, and for the first time I could foresee myself returning to Tintoretto’s workshop and meeting the model in those paintings.

‘Do I have your authority to proceed, Your Grace?’

I saw his face change and knew I had made an error. He hated being cornered and I was pushing him too hard. ‘I shall think about it, Richard. I always say it does no harm to dwell on a decision for a while. It gives an opportunity for unconsidered issues to emerge and for judgement to be applied fully. I shall think about it. Thank you for your efforts.’

My heart sank. It was so typical of the man. I was dismissed. Reaching my own room once again, I looked out across the canal. The morning fog was burning off and the prospect of meeting Tintoretto’s model was disappearing with it. Nevertheless, I resolved to keep my temper, and to keep trying. I would secure a contract with Tintoretto and I would meet that woman. It just required tact, diplomacy and persistence. At least I had the latter; I should have to work on the other two but, remembering that face, I knew it would be worth the effort.

I tried, as Thomas so often did, to look on the brighter side of life. There must be some good news. One thing did seem to be improving: they had called off the guards, so the threat must have disappeared.
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March the 11th 1556 – Convento di Sant’ Alvise
 

Peace and privacy were on my mind again the following afternoon, as I made another of what Thomas teasingly called my ‘pilgrimages’ to the convent of Sant’ Alvise. The continuing rain seemed to have dampened the spirits of the normal crowd of youths and there were only four of us outside the window. Luckily one of the gang had brought a sturdy boat and we had a more stable platform than usual to stand on.

At first there was no sign of her, but eventually Suor Faustina joined the group of nuns at the window and, in her usual fashion, hovered at the back. I managed to find myself a position by the corner of the window and tilted my head to indicate to her that she should make her way to the corner also. At first she was reluctant, but slowly her courage seemed to improve and she came close to the window for the first time. Standing as tall as I could, and holding on to the bars for support, I was able to bring my face close enough to hers to whisper with a reasonable degree of privacy.

She was so close I was aware of her scent – clean, soapy, fresh, just as I had known it would be, and so different from all those around me every day

‘I need to talk to you properly I want to help, but it’s hard to make arrangements like this.’

She nodded, carefully, and I could see the pale blue of her eyes, both hope and fear passing across them. She gave a little frown and I wondered if I had made a mistake, but then I realized she was considering her reply. She signalled me to come closer still, and then she leaned forward until we were almost touching.

‘I have responsibility here as Chapter Clerk, I keep the books of account for the abbess and am responsible for buying all our needs from the market. It gives us an opportunity. Come back tomorrow, at nine in the evening, to the side canal. Make sure you have a low boat, not a gondola, and a boatman you can trust and in whose presence we can talk openly. There is a door to the convent warehouse in the canal side, the low grey one with two large handles. It will be open – push on the handles and the door will open inwards. There is a little dock inside for unloading provisions from the boats. Bring a sack of flour or something similar as cover, just in case.’

It was more than I had expected, and I realized that she had now made the decision to trust me, and saw me as the route to her salvation. It was encouraging, but also a responsibility. I only hoped I could live up to whatever expectations were building in her mind. ‘I shall be there. Nine o’clock in the evening. Is there anything else I should bring? Is there anything you need?’

She looked for a minute, thinking. Then a broad smile crossed her face. ‘Flowers. I would love it if you brought me flowers. It has been such a long and dark winter, with so little colour in it. Yes, flowers.’

I looked at the smile on her face, the first I had seen there. It lit up her whole face and made her look five years younger. Her face was always elegant, but when she smiled she was truly beautiful.

‘Nine o’clock. Flour and flowers. I think I can remember that.’

The memory of her smile remained with me for the rest of the day.
  


 

[image: ] CHAPTER 33 [image: ]
 

March the 12th 1556 – Convento di Sant’ Alvise
 

I had the trusted boatman, and he had a suitable boat. Paulo Arnaldi, one of the gang who met up outside the convent, had agreed to bring his family’s delivery boat round to the Rio di Sant’ Alvise just before nine o’clock. He was bringing the sack of flour and I was carrying a large bunch of early spring flowers.

We edged up the side canal, our eyes searching the darkness, for we dared not light a torch this close, and found the doorway. A gentle push had no effect. Perhaps she has been unable to unlock the door, I thought.

Paulo had a go and shoved hard against one of the doors while I held the other to prevent the boat from drifting across the canal. His efforts were more successful and we both peered inside to see what we were getting ourselves into. A pale hand appeared, offering us a rope’s end, and with it we pulled the boat quietly into the dock. There was just enough space inside to close the door after us, and as it closed the cover was removed from a storm lantern.

She was alone and, as before, looked frightened.

I introduced myself and Paulo, who greeted her but retreated to the end of the boat, leaving us to what he described as our ‘private conversation’.

‘There is a storeroom behind here. It has a good door and we will be private.’ Her voice was almost a whisper.

I passed the flowers to Faustina and lifting the sack of flour on to my shoulder, followed her down the corridor. As soon as the door was safely shut, Faustina looked at the flowers. Her smile returned and she shyly took my hand in thanks.

‘They are beautiful. I shall put them in my room and say my mother sent them. Thank you so much. It is very kind of you. Before I tell you about my situation, please tell me why you are being so kind? What you are doing is dangerous and you could be exiled from the Republic and even flogged by the authorities. Worse, if my family found out, they might send bravi to kill you. I am an embarrassment to them – and doubly so, now that they cannot afford to pay my allowance. If what you are doing became public knowledge, their name would be ridiculed. So why do you take such risks for someone you do not know?’

What could I say? The truth was I had no real idea why I was pursuing this dream of getting her out of the convent. It simply seemed the right thing to do . . .

‘I am new to Venice and stumbled on the convent purely by accident one day while walking and exploring the area. I saw a crowd of young men and decided to see what they were doing. When I saw you for the first time, something about your expression singled you out. I resolved to discover your story. I apologize for the impertinence, but I wanted to know about you. That is why I wrote the note.’

She smiled. ‘It was no impertinence and I am glad you did it. Otherwise I should not have had the confidence to speak to anyone outside and my fate would have been sealed. It took me a long time to pluck up the courage to reply to your note, but I am glad I did.

‘My story is not unusual. It is a tale of many women in this man’s world. The very lucky ones marry for love, the less fortunate are placed in arranged marriages with someone they may detest. For the remainder there are typically only two directions. If your family can afford it, you become a nun; if not, you go into trade. As far as the men in this city are concerned, there is only one trade women are suited for.

‘When I first came here I was not unhappy. My aunt and an elder sister were here and I became an educanda, studying under their wings. Within the last five years, my aunt and my sister have both died; my aunt from a fever and my sister from a tumour in her head.

‘With both of them gone, life was less happy, but I concentrated on my studies and became the Chapter Clerk. In that role I have responsibility for keeping the accounts of the convent, buying food and other necessities and ensuring we live within our means. It is work I enjoy and I am good at it, but the convent relies heavily on annual payments from the choir nuns’ families to supplement our other sources of income.

‘But when my family lost three ships in the same season, their fortunes were destroyed, and my father had to write to the abbess and inform her that he could no longer continue to pay. At that point my fall from grace began. We have three powerful nuns in this convent, older nuns called discrete – the so-called discreet ones – whose families have always thought themselves rivals with my family. Whilst my aunt and sister were alive they could not harm me, but now they take every opportunity to make my life a misery. They resent my gaining the position of Chapter Clerk, which each of them felt she deserved, and wait like vultures for my position to worsen.

The abbess has told me that when my income ends in July, I can no longer continue as a suor and must be degraded to the position of conversa. The discrete have great power over the converse – including the ordering of beatings for any misdemeanour. Since they determine who has or has not committed a misdemeanour, their rule is absolute.

‘Suor Angelica (never was anyone so inappropriately named) administers the beatings personally, and the converse say she is a tyrant. They say she makes them undress before accepting the beating and beats them to the point of drawing blood. She insists that the punishment is not complete until she sees tears fall. This is absolutely against the rules of the order but the abbess is weak and no one dares go against Angelica. I know that as soon as I become a conversa I will be found wanting by the discrete every day, and beaten by Suor Angelica, finally to the point of death.’

She dropped to her knees in front of me, hands clasped together as if in supplication.

‘I have to escape this place, to save my very life.’

I was appalled. ‘Do your family know this? Can they not take you from here?’

Tears welled in her eyes.

‘It is a matter of pride. They would not believe my story if they heard it, and in any case the abbess would deny it. Furthermore, they cannot take me out of here, for they cannot afford a dowry for me to marry into a noble family, and the family name is too esteemed for them to allow me to marry a merchant or a person of the lower orders. So they turn away from the situation and try to deny my existence.’

It was clear to me I had no choice. I had to save her from the future she described.

‘Suor Faustina, I promise you that somehow – I do not yet know how – I will find a way to help you escape from here and find somewhere to live your life in peace. I am new to Venice and will have to take advice, but I will overcome this situation before your position here is degraded. How can we communicate safely?’

She brightened visibly at my words.

‘Hieronimo is the male servant for this convent and works for me in my position as Chapter Clerk. He can come and go as he pleases, and I trust him. Do not be put off by his appearance: his back was broken when working on a ship in the Arsenale, but he is honest and intelligent, although he cannot read. He visits the markets nearly every day. If you have a message for him to bring to me, address it to the Chapter Clerk at this convent and mark it as an invoice. Then give it to the owner of the Trattoria Sensazione on the Fondamenta della Sensa. His name is Cesare and he has sons.’

I nodded, taking her hand for a moment, forgetting her position.

‘Marco and Angelino, and Christopho, the young one they call Pietro the Fisherman. I know them.’

‘You know them?’ she replied. ‘That is good. I know them also, as they deliver bread here every day. They can bring me the “invoice” or give it to Hieronimo. How can I get a message to you?’

I thought, and decided to take a small risk.

‘The same route. I am living at the Ca’ da Mosto.’

‘It is agreed. You must go, for we have a mass soon. Pull the door shut behind you tightly and it will lock.’

I went to leave but she tugged at my sleeve. ‘Richard. This is a very dangerous thing you are entering into, and I cannot thank you enough.’

She leaned forward and I thought she was going to kiss me, but instead she rested her forehead on my chest. It was a gesture of great intimacy, and I could not help holding her shoulders in return. ‘I will write soon.’

‘So will I.’

I felt my way back to the boat in the pitch dark. Paulo was waiting, the outer doors slightly open to let in some moonlight.

‘Riccardo, is that you?’

‘Yes, Paulo, who did you expect? One of the nuns?’

‘No such luck. How did you get on?’

‘Very successfully.’

He punched my shoulder and pulled open the door. I heard him snort in the dark. ‘You lucky devil. I thought you were a long time. How did you manage to do that? Next time, you can sit in the boat and I’ll go in. Why you lucky old devil.’

There are some secrets you can’t share.
  


 

[image: ] CHAPTER 34 [image: ]
 

March thel5th 1556 – Ca’ da Mosto
 

The wind had risen so that the clouds were scudding across the sky, and much of the rain within them had no time to fall. However, what rain there was came horizontally, and there was no escape from it.

The mood of the city had been depressed for days, but with the buffeting wind, everyone seemed to become even more fractious and irritable. The earl in particular had been brooding and reserved, and we felt he might explode into a rage at any minute.

Although our present arrangements were uncomfortable, and clearly were not sustainable, both Thomas and I had our reasons for wanting to continue as we were for a bit longer. The last thing we needed was for Courtenay to fall out with us at this moment and withdraw his funds. In an unspoken pact to avoid outright warfare, the three of us in the Ca’ da Mosto had taken to our rooms while the inclement weather continued.

I was just reconsidering that decision when Thomas joined me. ‘Richard, if you were thinking of going out, I suggest you don’t for the moment. Letters have arrived and they look official. We may be called to a discussion at any minute.’

We waited, talking and looking out at the weather. The wind from the east was pushing the sea into the lagoon. With high tides at this stage of the moon, many of the houses were being flooded and ours was no exception. The ground floor was flooded with each tide.

The stink of mud, sewage and seaweed was overpowering. All of the great houses seemed to be in the same mess. The pescheria was completely flooded; those fishermen who had braved the waves on the lagoon seemingly able to sell their fish direct from their boats. Only the new market building seemed protected: the architect Sansovino had set its foundations higher than the city’s other buildings, and his judgement now seemed to be paying off.

Thomas’s conjecture proved right and Claudio, our new house servant (a nervous boy of about fourteen, and rather prone to making mistakes), came to find us. ‘The earl says please will you join him at your convenience’. There was a pause as he tried to remember the rest of the message, ‘But straight away.’

Thomas grinned. ‘He got that right, then. Come on, let’s not keep him waiting.’

We covered our noses and descended the stone steps to the floor below, the stink getting worse as we did so. I could hear the storekeepers splashing about and knew the tide had, once again, penetrated the whole area. The previous day, we had asked them to sweep out the mud and seaweed when the tide fell, but as born Venetians they just shrugged and said it would be done ‘in the spring, when the tides abate’. In the meantime, we had to learn to live with it.

The earl was sitting at a table in front of the large windows that filled most of the canal-facing wall, and had papers strewn everywhere before him. He waved us forward, still reading, and indicated the available chairs. We sat and waited, feeling, as he always made us feel, like schoolboys awaiting a headmaster.

‘Close the door tightly, gentlemen; the smell from below is overpowering. I have news, gentlemen, news.’ He waved one of the letters in front of us.

‘Sir John Mason writes from Brussels. Cardinal Pole, it seems, is making his position as Papal Legate felt in England. Perhaps he is still chagrined at not becoming Pope, but it seems his reforms for the priesthood are so severe that many wish he had remained in Rome. Perhaps he sees the power of our Queen’s Spanish husband rising, and wishes to demonstrate that he can be as strong against would-be backsliders and heretics as any Inquisition. In any event, there is unrest in London, with talk of murder and robbery on London Bridge. We have left behind an unhappy country, and the plague gets worse in London every day. Apparently a comet blazed over London two months ago, and rumours spread that Judgement Day was at hand.

‘Some good news emerges, however. William Herbert, my good Earl of Pembroke, continues to be my friend at Court and sends funds for fresh horses. Perhaps he is trying to encourage us to travel further. Who knows?’

I looked at Thomas with concern, for the Earl of Pembroke was nothing if not the Queen’s man, and if he was encouraging Courtenay to travel, it was not clear why, or in which direction. Certainly not back home, I thought. Thomas seemed to share my thoughts, but gave me one of his little shakes of the head which reminded me to remain silent.

‘Mason himself promises a fine gelding from Brussels and includes a message from Ruy Gòmez, King Philip’s closest friend, to the effect that the King does not believe any of the scurrilous stories still circulating about me and the Princess Elizabeth, and that I should not consider myself under suspicion in any respect.

‘I have also received a short but courteous note from William Ryce, at Greenwich Palace, kindly passed on in the diplomatic bag by Ambassador Mason, to confirm that my mother, the ioness of Exeter, is in good health and in favour with Her Majesty.’

The earl put down the letter and picked up another.

‘This may be a strange coincidence, but at the very time I receive messages, from the highest of places, that my name is held in favour by King Philip and by the Queen, I get a visit this morning from a Cornishman, a Henry Killigrew, saying he is acting as an intermediary, presenting me with an invitation to visit France. There I am offered thirty thousand crowns and numerous other unspecified benefits. What do you think of that? Killigrew is returning tomorrow for my reply. Perhaps the horses are to make a journey to France more comfortable? What do you think?’

I looked at Thomas and could see by his expression that he thought as I did; that only a fool would not realize that such huge sums of money must be the price of some great and terrible act – perhaps an act of treason. How could Courtenay not understand that? Thomas mumbled about affairs of state being above him, but I was less willing to remain silent.

‘Like Thomas, Your Grace, I am only a humble observer of these great affairs, but I do smell the possibility of an intrigue here. Since leaving England, you have conducted yourself with the utmost decorum, and moved only in the highest and most acceptable circles. Yet you have on numerous occasions emphasized to Thomas and to me the continuing threats against Queen Mary in England and the ever-present possibility that various groups are plotting against her. Might it not be that your innocence of implication in such intrigues is being tested? In the past, for example, Ruy Gòmez has not, I believe, been a good friend to your family?’

Thomas squirmed awkwardly in his chair, but the earl took my words seriously and put down Killigrew’s paper as if it were on fire. ‘And the invitation to France?’

‘If genuine, it is surely motivated by that which benefits France, rather than yourself?’

‘And if not genuine?’

‘Then it is quite possibly an attempt by those who would put you down to create evidence of wrongdoing when none exists.’

Courtenay rose from the table and paced along the great window and back again. Twice he stopped and looked carefully at me, then appeared to change his mind and continued walking. Finally, he leaned against the window and pointed his finger at me, in what I took to be accusation. On this occasion I was mistaken.

‘Richard, I believe you are right. I believe we have two messages here, intermingled but separable, and susceptible to interpretation. First, as you say, there are those in France and – who knows? – perhaps in England still, who would oppose our queen and, more particularly, any risk of domination of our country by Spain, in the form of King Philip.

‘Secondly and quite separately, I am sure I have friends at Court – genuine friends, such as Mason and Pembroke, who would see me live a fruitful and happy life. Their gifts are, I am sure, genuine acts of personal friendship and I shall take them as such.

‘The solution is clear: I shall send Killigrew away with a flea in his ear, and inform Peter Vannes that I have done so, asking him to send confirmation of my absolute loyalty to Her Majesty. If that puts Killigrew at risk, then so be it. I shall certainly not travel to France.

‘I see in these communications support for my marriage to an appropriate person in Europe. I shall proceed with that objective and increase my social activity until the right person is found. Richard, I am decided. I shall go ahead with the portrait forthwith! Make haste to the painter Tintoretto and arrange the first sittings. There is no time to spare.’

I lowered my head, as if bowing, whilst remaining seated. I dared not stand until my heart stopped racing. The portrait was back on again, and with it my prospect of meeting the model whom Tintoretto had stolen from Titian. Thomas looked at me from the corner of his eye. He could read me like a book.

‘Come, Richard. There is work to be done. Important decisions have been made in this room today and His Grace needs to reply to the Cornishman with all haste, before rumours abound.’

As I ran up the stone steps to my own room, the smell from below seemed to have disappeared. All I could think of was returning to Tintoretto and discovering more about his model.
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March the 16th 1556 – Workshop of Tintoretto, Fondamenta dei Mori
 

Overnight everything had changed. The wind had abated, the rain had stopped and the city sat, strangely still, in a cool mist. I had walked enthusiastically all the way from the Ca’ da Mosto to the workshop on the Fondamenta dei Mori, and stood expectantly outside the heavy wooden door.

I paused to consider what I was going to say, and looked at the statue of the Moor for inspiration. The atmosphere was strange. Through the light mist, two old ladies came along the road, shopping baskets in their hands. They passed me like wraiths, talking quietly, and I shared their desire for quiet and stillness. It was as if the cessation of the buffeting wind had given us all a holiday from noise, and no one – not even the small boys – seemed to want to disturb the mood of calm.

As I stood by the door, Tintoretto himself came along the road, carrying the day’s fresh bread.

‘The English patron! And so early in the morning! You must have urgent business. Come inside and let us discuss it.’

I followed him through the little latch door in the corner of the main doorway and we entered the workshop. As we prepared ourselves, the first apprentices began to gather, yawning and stretching as a flat white light illumined the studio from a large skylight.

Meat and cheese were brought and a small flagon of beer. The atmosphere was friendly, like a school, and although Tintoretto was clearly the master, he did not rule with a metaphorical rod of iron as Titian had appeared to. I was introduced and joined the others in breakfast.

‘What shall we draw today?’ The group were assembling grey paper, black charcoal and white chalk. They looked around for inspiration.

‘Richard, will you sit for us?’ Tintoretto had a way of looking at you which did not allow “no” for an answer. ‘Take the chair there – the high one, where the light falls strongest.’

I sat in the chair and tried to relax and keep still. It was harder than I expected. Eight men looked at me with a closeness that at first I found unnerving, as if they were finding fault with every angle and contour, or looking into my very soul.

‘Has Yasmeen arrived yet?’ Tintoretto seemed to be able to draw and think of other things at the same time. They had forgotten me. Now I was just the model. An assistant called Giacomo snorted. ‘No. It’s too early for Yasmeen. If she came in this early she would drop her papers and fall over everything because she wasn’t awake. Anyway, she always takes breakfast with her father. She will be here in a minute.’

Charcoal scratched away on paper. Apprentices used their fingertips to blend shadows, while feathers, or balls of what looked like window putty, were used to remove unwanted shading. Now some took up white chalk, to mark highlights.

‘Twenty minutes left.’

Tintoretto may have been friendly, but his discipline in the life class did not slip. I had seen his eyes flick to my left where, over in the corner, a sandglass was measuring the passage of time. It was so silent in the room I could hear the sand slipping down from the top glass into the bottom one.

‘What time is Veronica arriving today?’

Giacomo looked up. ‘In about twenty minutes, Jacopo. Roughly when we finish. The cartoon did not look right when we transferred it on to the big canvas and Michelangelo here wants to go over it before you do the final checks.’

A large, ugly apprentice on the far side grinned. It appeared he had been given the nickname ‘Michelangelo’ because of his likeness to the great artist, who was reputed to have oversized, coarse features.

Tintoretto continued to organize his team. ‘When she comes, will you set up the chair for her, Biffo? And no leering when she takes her clothes off. She is a model, Biffo. That’s what they do, and you must get used to it. I promised your father I would give you a chance, but I can’t have you in the studio with models around if you keep drooling. It upsets them and they get distracted, then the pose goes and we can’t work.’

Biffo nodded vigorously. An awkward fourteen-year-old, he looked more like a butcher’s apprentice than an artist’s, with a heavy head, thick neck and meaty hands. His manner was slow and I wondered whether he was a bit dim. ‘Do you want her chair in the same position as Richard’s?’ His voice was as slow as his movements. Jacopo Tintoretto put down his charcoal and looked across at Biffo patiently.

‘No, Biffo. The way I showed you last week. Facing that corner, so the light falls over her shoulder. Do you remember?’

Biffo looked confused. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll help him. He’ll learn; it takes time for everyone.’ Giacomo showed he had a gentle side.

‘Right, time’s up; one minute, then finish what you are doing and put it on the table.’ Tintoretto put his drawing on the table and one by one the others did likewise.

‘Can I move now?’ I felt I needed permission to leave my seat.

‘Of course. Come and see yourself

I joined the group and looked at the drawings on the table. Each was different, in style as well as viewpoint.

Tintoretto himself had concentrated on my profile and the way my hair fell over my shoulder. It made me realize that my hair was unfashionably long.

For all his brutal looks, Michelangelo had a delicate touch and had concentrated on the way my hand rested on the carved arm of the chair. He had caught the play of light on the fingers perfectly, but more than that, he had allowed the viewer to understand how the small muscles and tendons in the hand contracted to form the hand’s gripping action. I realized how much I had to learn if my medical drawings were ever to express as much as the small sketch before me.

Tintoretto looked over my shoulder and grinned. ‘Not bad, Michelangelo. Already better than Titian, but of course you know that’s not a very high standard.’ The assistant laughed. He knew how good his drawing was and he was obviously used to Jacopo’s faint praise. It was clear also that everyone in the room was used to the insults thrown at their competitor, Titian.

‘Right, everybody. To work. Richard, you can come with me. And thank you for sitting; you did well. We may have to ask you again.’ There were nods of agreement and thanks from all round the room.

I followed Tintoretto into a hallway and from there into the courtyard where we had met before. My small role as their model had made me feel part of his little family and this time I felt totally relaxed.

Stretched over the whole of the courtyard two floors above us was a white canvas sail, letting in the light while protecting the courtyard from rain. It created a light, airy space in which to talk, and even this early in the morning it was warm and relaxing. Again we sat at the same table, and in the same positions. I remembered the last visit and looked up; there was the carved grille, and I wondered whether anyone would be hovering behind it today.

‘Well, Richard, now you have seen us at work and met some of my family of artists, what do you think of us?’

There was a directness about Jacopo Tintoretto that made me, in turn, answer directly. ‘I am impressed. I like the atmosphere and the workmanship is first-class. I wish I could draw like that.’

He smiled expansively. ‘It is a skill that can be learned by practice. Bring me some of your work and I will discuss it with you. Now, to business. What progress have we made since we last spoke?’

His voice was quite loud, almost forceful, and for a moment I thought he might be deaf. Instinctively, I raised my voice as I replied.

‘We have full agreement. A head-and-shoulders nuptial portrait, including hands. The price is fifty ducats as agreed, without deposit, and sitting to start as soon as dates and times can be arranged to mutual convenience.’

Tintoretto slapped the table. ‘Excellent. Then we have a bargain. Hands on it.’

He slapped my hand in the manner of the Venetian markets and I slapped his back. Then we shook hands properly to seal the bargain. ‘You know, sometimes I think I enjoy the business side as much as the painting.’

I looked at him quizzically. His voice was still loud. Was he joking?

‘But then I get started, with my colours mixed and a model in front of me, and I think, No, this is the best – making it come to life. I am a lucky man, to do what I love, and to be able to feed my family from the results. What do you do with your life, Richard?’

As I went to reply, I heard the slight scrape of a chair being moved, and was sure I saw a fleeting movement once again, as I had on the last visit, behind the carved grille. It was only for an instant, but there was something.

How could I reply? What did I do with my life? To say I did nothing would make me sound like a wastrel, and in any case I did not feel that was a fair description; but in truth I had no real profession or trade.

‘At this moment, Jacopo, I am trying to make a decision. I have spent much of the last five years very close to a master and mistress who were of the Protestant religion and who persuaded me to become the same. Within a period of two weeks, both were beheaded for a treason that was not of their making. Since that time I have been studying medicine with an English doctor who trained in Padua. I left England because of the persecution of Protestants as heretics, and I am considering following my mentor’s path and becoming a physician.’ For a moment I thought of Suor Faustina, imprisoned in the convent. ‘But there are complications, and I have not quite decided.’

Behind his shoulder I saw the movement again. Clearer this time. A female face: olive skin, black hair and dark, elongated eyes. Who was she?

‘Complications? You mean women?’ I was caught out by the speed of his response.

‘Women? Perhaps. What makes you say that?’ As I spoke, someone walked past the open door opposite me. It took her only one pace to cross the doorway, time enough for me to see black hair – no, not black, but darkest brown. As she passed there was a brief flick of the eyes: shaped like willow leaves, with dark irises beneath heavy dark eyelashes. Those eyes looked at me for a mere passing instant, yet in that instant I knew it had been the owner of those eyes who had listenened to me and that her glance was not accidental.

Tintoretto followed my eyes, grinned and punched my arm lightly. ‘I can tell you have a healthy interest in women. Even for an Englishman. We still only have half a bargain, remember? Are you telling me you have forgotten?

Half a bargain? My mind was still on the passing face behind him.

‘My model! Remember? I made you a promise?’

It all came flooding back: the Venus in the Titian painting and another of Tintoretto’s. He had promised me I would meet the model. Immediately my mind was back and a third face filled my imagination.

‘Wait here and I will see if she has finished sitting.’

He was back in a few seconds, followed by a lady, loosely wrapped in a sheet. ‘Allow me to introduce Veronica Franco: model, friend, courtesan, poet, and great lady of Venice.’

It was the Venus With a Mirror. She walked towards me, slowly and confidently, despite only having a loose sheet around her. She offered her hand, and as she did so she allowed her cover to slip precariously, catching it again before too much of her nakedness was revealed.

‘Veronica, may I introduce Richard Stocker, English patron.

She was quite short, almost plump. I must have been nearly a foot taller than her, and she almost seemed vulnerable. But she used that vulnerability to her own advantage. In that damp courtyard, she stood out like a ripe peach on a summer’s morning, with a warm and voluptuous aura which excited and invited me. I knew immediately that Titian had absorbed that aura on every occasion she had modelled for him. Her mouth seemed to embody the sensual, tactile awareness that was her essence and which was so immediately arousing.

One thing stood out against my memory of the paintings: her hair. For unlike the two Venus paintings, in which the subject’s golden locks were piled high in what was fashionably known as the Virgin’s Crown, Veronica’s hair was russet red, and cut simply and plainly. I knew from one glance at this hair that it signified her underlying independence, and in that moment of recognition, I also realized why both artists had changed it for something more fashionable – and gentle lemon-bleached blonde. Theirs was the compliant virgin; this was the real woman.

She sat, comfortably, opposite me, and I knew she would appear comfortable wherever she was and whoever she accompanied. She was friendly, without being familiar, making gentle jokes at the expense of Tintoretto, asking about my visit to Venice and how long I had been here; but it was only later I realized she had told me almost nothing about herself.

She did make me one promise, however: I was invited to return in five days’ time to watch her being painted. I could hardly wait.
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March the 20th 1556 – Piazza San Marco
 

‘Is he sulking again, Thomas?’

Without speaking, my friend raised his shoulders in the Venetian manner, opening the palms of his hands. He clearly did not intend to commit himself

‘Surely he realizes that the first day of spring is a local celebration? There was no reason to expect the Doge or the Council of Ten to invite an English visitor, even an earl. Why couldn’t he just join the crowd and watch the spectacle as we are doing? Do you think this social snub, as he perceives it, will instigate something?’

Thomas shook his head in apparent uncertainty. ‘I find him just as hard to predict as you do, Richard, but I shouldn’t be surprised if he did suggest something. He has that invitation from Duke Ercole d’Este to visit Ferrara, for example. He might respond to that. He has had it for weeks now.’

I was no expert on the subtleties of international intrigue, but I did know that Duke Ercole d’Este was generally regarded in Venice as being dangerous, said to be in the pocket of the French. And one thing I did know about the English Court: it never trusted anything French, either directly or indirectly. If the earl ever hoped to return to England and be accepted back fully in English society, getting himself associated with the French might not be a very good idea. Still, as Thomas reminded me, I could not influence the earl’s decision, so I might as well sit back and let him get into his own difficulties. He was, after all, the earl, not me.

‘Why does he always need his social position to be recognized?’

Thomas smiled his familiar weary smile.

Sometimes, when I was railing about something I considered unreasonable, Thomas’s calm resilience made me worse, and when he smiled that particular ‘I have seen all this many times before’ smile, I felt as if I could shake him. Recently, however, I had found it easier to come round to his point of view.

Was it the warmer weather, or was I growing up? My twenty-first birthday was only three months away; perhaps I would soon become staid and responsible like Thomas. Whatever it was, I decided to enjoy the sunshine, the procession and the sights and sounds of the Piazza San Marco in full celebration, and not to let Edward Courtenay’s mood spoil my afternoon.

The procession streamed in front of us, group after group of musicians, each playing its own melody. There was a good distance between each group but when the wind shifted and their music intermingled, the result was something of a tangled mess. Nevertheless, the entertainment was free, the sun was shining and, like the rest of the huge crowd, we were enjoying ourselves.

‘The Doge! The Doge!’ The crowd rose to its feet as Doge Francesco Venier was carried across the piazza in front of us.

He was preceded by musicians playing pipes and long silver trumpets, and by some sort of lord, in full armour, bearing a huge rapier and flanked by a chaplain and a shield bearer. They were followed by a gilded chair with cushion of cloth of gold, surmounted by an effigy of the Virgin Mary and carried by eight squires. Behind the Doge walked eight commandanti, carrying silk standards: two white for peace, two red for war, two purple for truce and two blue for union.

Doge Venier looked frail, old and tired, but the famous corno – horn-shaped – hat sat proudly enough on his head, and his stance remained upright despite the weight of the brocaded silk dogalina and a heavy cloak with wolfskin collar. Nevertheless, as he passed close in front of us, I was aware of the piercing clarity of his gaze, and realized that however old and weak the body, the mind was still razor sharp.

I would not want to get on the wrong side of that man, I thought, as he moved away from us.

The procession lasted for two hours, with mounted soldiers following the walking nobility, their lances held high and pennants fluttering in the breeze and catching the golden afternoon light.

When finally it finished, there was a mad rush for the taverns around the piazza. Thomas and I decided to walk along the Riva degli Schiavoni beside the lagoon and enjoy the warmth of the sun as we sought a trattoria with an empty table. Eventually, approaching the Arsenale, we found one and established ourselves at an outside table in the sunshine. We were just in time, for within minutes we were joined by a large group of shipyard workers as they streamed in after their day’s work.

The day’s offering was brought to us – a huge bowl of fish soup, golden with saffron, a loaf of ciabatta and a jug of white wine. It was a feast fit for a doge and we toasted his good health as we enjoyed it.
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Although only early evening, it was dark by the time we returned home. We found the earl in his room, surrounded by papers. He had clearly been busy writing letters – a favourite occupation when his mood had just changed. ‘Gentlemen! I trust you enjoyed the spectacle. How was the Doge?’

I replied that he looked old and tired but still very alert.

‘I have decided that I will go where I am appreciated. I have written to Duke Ercole, confirming that I shall be pleased to accept his kind offer and shall travel to Ferrara in a week’s time. If either of you would care to join me, you are of course most welcome, but if you have other commitments in this city, I shall not be offended if you feel the need to honour them.’

The acid in his voice was not entirely unexpected. In his mood of self-pity, he was inviting us to snub his invitation, as he believed the Doge had snubbed him. Thomas looked at me carefully as he replied. ‘I should be delighted to accompany you on part of the journey, Your Grace, but with your permission I will stop off at Padua and spend some days with my old friends there. Richard, what will you do?’

There was something in his tone that contained a warning. I decided to prevaricate.

‘Thank you, Your Grace, it would be a pleasure. However, the invitation is unexpected and I have a number of small arrangements to make. Perhaps I could confirm to you nearer your proposed departure date?’

Courtenay accepted, in a manner which indicated that he really did not care one way or the other, while Thomas nodded his approval. It appeared he had been signalling to me not to reject the offer out of hand, with the earl in his present sensitive mood. I had taken my leave and was at the door when Courtenay lifted his head from his papers.

‘Oh, you can tell that painter not to bother for the moment. I may have something made in Ferrara, the Duke has a very good man, I understand.’

Damn the man!

I left the room, irritated that, once again, Courtenay’s whim was disrupting other people’s lives so easily. Part of me was trying to think of an acceptable excuse not to join him; another was wondering what I was going to say to Tintoretto.
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Early morning, March the 21st 1556 – Fondamenta dei Mori
 

I kept my word and she kept hers. I had arrived at the bottega, as Jacopo Tintoretto liked to call his workshop, just after seven o’clock, in order to make sure I did not get in the way. Although looking forward to meeting Veronica again and seeing her model for the painters, I was preoccupied by the need to tell Tintoretto about the earl’s decision to postpone or even cancel his portrait. Having got myself here on the basis of securing a commission, how could I tell him that Courtenay was soon to leave for Ferrara and was no longer as committed to the idea as he had been? I decided to say nothing and to wait for a suitable moment.

Gentile Bassano – ‘Michelangelo’ – took me under his wing and gave me instructions. Unlike his namesake, who had a reputation for roughness and rudeness, our Michelangelo was kind, thoughtful and helpful.

‘You will understand the significance of what we are doing if you try to draw yourself; it will make you aware of the light, and how the edges of shadows fall away on the far side. We have a large painting already started using La Franco as a model, and you will see the maestro painting her direct as she sits. However, in order to save time and to use her presence to the best effect, I shall be confirming some of the details by making an abbazato – a sketch – which we can use later to refine our base drawing on the canvas.

‘As the painting progresses, you will see that our approach is different from the Florentine painters’. They still tend to use oil paints the way the fresco painters use tempera – in very thin glazes, with the original drawing showing through, sometimes even in the finished painting. Since the early days of Giorgione, we in Venice have moved away from that style, and we now use the paint more thickly. The result is that we often lose sight of the drawing as we progress. That’s when the reference sketches are useful. Mind you, not everybody uses them – Titian rarely refers back to abbazati once his paintings get going, and he often changes them completely from the original composition, scraping the old paint off or painting over the top, depending how dry it is. He is a terrible fiddler, and goes back again-and-again. I am glad Jacopo does not do that. He paints very quickly – faster than any of us – but only when he has the original composition clear in his mind. Ask him to show you his theatres. He has little boxes in which he arranges clay models. Then, he or I draw them. That way, we can try all sorts of compositions without having to pay for models or use lots of paint.’

I took the drawing-board he gave me, with blue paper, charcoal and white chalk, and sat in the corner as he had indicated. Soon I was forgotten as the bottega moved into action, the younger apprentices, or garzone, lifting easels into position and mixing paint, the more senior assistenti, including Gentile, setting up the pose for the model, while Jacopo himself worked a series of levers which opened and closed the shutters on the high windows, until a single shaft of light was concentrated on the model’s chair.

Just as everything was in position, Veronica arrived, wearing a long-belted silk robe, and carrying a piece of white silk drapery She nodded to the team of painters and acknowledged my position in the corner as she walked to the chair. Approaching it, she leaned over to look at the part-completed canvas, and I saw her move her body as if practising the pose. She stepped on to the platform, approached the chair and, with a single lithe movement, slipped out of the robe, catching it in her left hand and dropping it out of sight behind the chair.

With easy grace she placed the drapery over her shoulder and allowed it to slip until the required position was reached, then, lifting the trailing end, she swung it over her thigh. Gentile stepped in front of the canvas and looked at it, then at her, then back at the canvas again. Veronica looked at him and he nodded.

‘Perfect. The pose exactly as we left it last week. Thank you.’

With the ease of a cat, Veronica relaxed into her pose and held it. Sitting in the corner, in line with her right shoulder, I tried to put myself in her position. I knew I would have been stiff and muscle-weary within minutes, but Veronica seemed to have the ability to hold the position and to relax without slumping or dropping her shoulders.

‘Ready, Veronica?’ said Tintoretto.

Veronica gave the smallest of nods.

‘Half an hour, then.’

Jacopo concentrated on the drapery over her leg and began painting the fall of the shadows in varying shades of grey, his brush moving quickly, his eyes pivoting from the model to the canvas and back. Never did he seem to look at his palette, and I realized how important it was for a professional painter, working at speed, to place his mixes of paint in the same place each time, so they could be picked up by the brush without thought or diversion.

Now he took a second brush and, to my amazement, began to paint the light shapes with his left hand and the dark shapes with his right hand. I had seen that painters often carried two, three or four brushes under the thumb of the hand which held their palette, but this was the first time I had ever seen a painter put his palette down on the table beside him and paint simultaneously with two brushes.

Gentile stood behind him, looking over his shoulder and capturing the way the light fell on her forehead and lit her eyebrow and the top of her ear. I could see him lifting the inverted handle of a brush with his left hand and checking measurements, then transferring them to the paper before him, initially making light marks with his charcoal, then building up the shapes as he was satisfied the overall proportions were right. Every now and again he would put down the charcoal and blend the drawing with his fingertip, or use the end of a feather to flick off the marks and try them again.

I began drawing. The only sounds in the room were the scratching of charcoal and the soft grinding sound of the pestle and mortar which Biffo was using to mix fresh pigment, before oil and a few drops of turpentine were added to it later. His powers of concentration appeared limited and his hands seemed to work independently of his eyes, which leered at Veronica, as she sat, breasts exposed and with only a small drape of silk across her thigh.

I tried to copy what Gentile was doing, and used the handle of a brush held vertically in my left hand, as a measuring stick. It was harder than it looked and the first marks were all over the place.

I was sure I could smell her perfume, despite the heavy scent of oil and turpentine hanging in the air. The sun caught her right breast and it seemed to glow as if lit by a lamp from inside. Down the right-hand side of her neck a small vein pulsed, the area slightly redder than the rest of it. Her hair was the colour of horse chestnuts newly opened on an autumn morning, yet the light catching it reflected gold and yellow, whilst the shadows were a deep greenish-brown. The tip of her nose, catching the light, was almost pure white, whilst the bulb of her nose, facing towards me, appeared in one small spot almost as red as an eating apple. It was amazing how much local colour you could see when you really concentrated.

How could you begin to capture such subtlety of form and colour in a painting? Where could you start? Watching Tintoretto and Gentile at work, I began to mimic the way they followed a contour with the brush or charcoal, as if feeling its shape, before transferring the same movement to the canvas or paper.

I had begun to get the profile of her forehead right, and was working down to her throat, when I became aware of a small movement on the edge of my field of vision; a tiny movement – just a flash of light. I looked at Veronica’s face. She was still in the same pose, but I could see that her eyes were focused on Biffo as he mixed his pigment across the room to my right. His mixing had grown faster, his knuckles white as he gripped his implements, and he was leering at her in an aggressive and suggestive manner. I wondered whether I should do or say something, for Jacopo was immersed in his brushwork and the others were similarly hard at work. I decided that, as a visitor, it was not my role to disturb their concentration.

There it was again – a tiny change in the reflected light. Slowly, ever so slowly, Veronica was moving her right leg towards me and away from the other. There was no change to the expression on her face, but I realized that Biffo’s mixing was becoming frenzied and he was staring between her legs. With the smallest of movements, she spread her legs even more and I realized that she was exposing her sex to him. Biffo, face red, finally lost control completely and the mortar and pestle crashed from the bench, spilling precious pigment across the floor.

‘Biffo, you bloody fool!’ yelled Tintoretto, putting down his palette and grabbing the red-faced boy by the collar. He pushed Biffo’s face down into the bright blue mess on the floor.

‘Do you know what this is? It is ultramarine – powdered lapis lazuli crystals from far across the seas, and worth a thousand times what you are, weight-for-weight. Not that that’s saying much, you useless lump. Now get down there and sweep up every speck of it. If there is any left when I inspect it at the end of this painting period, you will be sent home to your father as a complete and utter failure. This is your final warning.’

I cast my eyes back to Veronica. She sat impassive, the same expression on her face. The only difference in her position was that her knees were drawn together again, the drape replaced.

I looked across at Gentile, who continued to draw. He saw my glance and winked, just once. Now it was clear: Veronica Franco was a lady to be watched and learned from.
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They soldiered on for a few more minutes, but everyone’s concentration had been disturbed and Biffo’s frantic brushing on the floor did not make it easy to regain. Finally Jacopo called a halt.

‘Let’s have a short break. I am sure Veronica would like to stretch her legs.’

Nobody responded, and I decided that even if everyone did know what had happened, there was an unspoken pact not to refer to it, and I should do the same.

She rose from her throne-like chair and came over to me, seeming in no real hurry to put on the gown as she approached. Never before had I met a woman who appeared so relaxed with her nakedness, yet the events of the last few minutes had shown she would go so far as having Biffo sacked in order to protect her privacy. It appeared the model was there to be seen but not to be consumed.

‘Richard! How nice to see you again. You decided to accept my invitation. I am pleased. And to see you drawing also, that was a surprise; I did not know you could draw. May I have a look?’

My stomach turned over. It was bad enough seeing the inadequacy of your own drawing, and worse still to have it examined by experts like Gentile and Jacopo, but to have the model herself ask to see the mess you had made of drawing her face, her neck, her body, was deeply uncomfortable.

‘It’s my first time.’ I lifted the drawing board and allowed her to see my efforts. One or two features were all right – I had caught the light on her forehead and her hairline was nearly right – but the remainder was an embarrassment.

‘Your first time? Is it really? You should practise, Richard.’ She managed to say the words loudly enough that Tintoretto and the others all heard. ‘Perhaps the maestro will let you join his apprentice class? Who knows, within a few years you might turn into another Il Furioso and learn to paint with both hands at once?’

Jacopo grinned. Yes, of course I could join the class. My work was promising; I had a good hand.

In the end it was agreed that I would return, and I turned to Veronica gratefully.

‘That was kind of you, Veronica. Thank you. Now I will have an opportunity to make some friends here in Venice and to learn a skill also. What can I do for you in return?’

Her eyes narrowed ever so slightly as she considered whether I was having fun with her. Finally she replied.

‘I would like to meet your companion, the English earl. Jacopo says he is from an ancient royal family, the Plantagenets. Is that so?’

I agreed that it was so, but, aware that Courtenay was soon to leave for Ferrara, I answered carefully. ‘I should be happy to make an introduction, Veronica. The earl is of a careful and suspicious nature; may I tell him the purpose of the meeting, for he is sure to ask?’

She put her head on one side, at the same time coquettish and considering. How well she played these little games – no doubt she would sparkle in the company of courtiers and ambassadors.

‘Will you walk me home when Tintoretto has finished with me? Then, perhaps, I can explain more fully.’

I saw Gentile and Jacopo glance at each other and realized that they were reading signs in the conversation that I appeared to be missing. I had nothing to lose. She was beautiful and interesting and I had no commitments for the rest of the day. I wondered how far her house was from where we were now and what the correct etiquette was in Venice.

‘It will be a pleasure. Shall we walk or perhaps we will take a gondola together?’

She smiled and took my hand. ‘Perhaps there will be time for us to do both? Who knows?’
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Afternoon, March the 21st 1556 – a small palazzo overlooking the Grand Canal
 

‘No. Please . . . I will pay him.’ Veronica paid the gondolier and led the way up the stone steps to her rooms on the first floor of the palazzo. ‘A woman needs what independence she can get.’

The words were thrown over her shoulder as we climbed.

It had been a short but instructive journey. Cutting through the small back canals from the Rio della Sensa, crossing the Rio della Misericordia and finding the little Rio di San Marcuola, we had finally come to an old and rather tired-looking palazzo beside the Grand Canal. We were opposite the Palazzo Ferrara owned by Duke Ercole, who was expecting our own Earl of Devon to join him in Ferrara in a few days’ time. What a close little world this was.

The gondolier had chatted to Veronica like an old friend and for the whole journey she had called out to friends and pointed out places of interest. Although the city was said to have a population of a hundred thousand, that population quickly broke down into a number of groups, who appeared to live their lives largely separately. The nobility entertained each other in their palazzi on the Grand Canal; the shipwrights lived and worked in the Arsenale; the merchants, the Jews and the Germans each lived in their own quarters; and the nuns were safely hidden away in the convents. And all of the time the popolani toiled unrecorded and unrecognized down below, making the whole edifice possible.

What brought everybody together was trade and commerce. The desire to make money was the one activity that crossed all social barriers, and the painful thought hit me that Veronica’s familiarity with citizens of all classes stemmed directly from her life as a courtesan. Now circumstances had brought me into that life, although in exactly what capacity I was not sure. As we entered her rooms, I had a feeling that I was about to find out.

Like many of the palazzi I had visited since arriving in the city, the inside of this one had fared a great deal better than the outside. The salty humidity of the lagoon was around us all the time – not least on this sultry afternoon, when a heavy but warm mist hung over the whole city and invaded even these splendid rooms.

The air was still and no birds were singing. It would have been oppressive if the stink of a few weeks ago had prevailed, but all of that was gone. The houses had been washed through and swept, and up here on the piano nobile Veronica had arranged spring flowers and bowls of early imported lemons to scent the atmosphere.

I walked over to the windows, edged the shutters apart and looked out across the Grand Canal.

‘What a beautiful house. Has it been in your family for long?’

She turned right round, facing upward, as if seeing it for the first time. ‘If you mean, do I own it? The answer is no. But it is, in a sense, in my family, and I am comfortable here.’ It was a clever answer. It would have been rude of me to pursue the matter further, yet in truth I remained uninformed.

‘Richard, please take some wine to refresh yourself, and some of these biscotti. They are made especially for me. Now, please excuse me for a few moments. The view is ever-varying; please enjoy it.’

I took a glass of wine and a biscuit and pushed the shutters wider. We were in the crook of the elbow of the Grand Canal, on the north side, with clear views south-west and south-east. Everywhere was activity. We were too far up the canal to see the great trading ships, but smaller vessels scurried hither and thither, each on its own mission to turn a profit from the day’s activity.

Veronica returned, dressed now in a loose gown and looking cooler and refreshed. We stood next to each other at the window, eating the biscotti and sipping the Malvasia, which somehow her servants had kept chilled. She stood to my right, very close, and moved with fluid and easy movements, indicating this and commenting on that.Whenever she drew my attention to something to her far right, it always seemed to require my leaning right across her to see it properly, whilst objects of interest to our far left seemed to require her to lean hard against my chest, her fresh perfume rising from her.

She took my hand and held it between hers. The top of her head was at the level of my chin, and as she lifted her head to speak to me, tipping it to one side, the line of her neck, her throat and her cleavage presented one continuous invitation.

‘You are warm. Perhaps uncomfortable. I am forgetting my manners. Come through here where it is cooler.’

She led me to the next room where the shutters were firmly closed, the light reflected through their slats from the waters of the canal sending flickering beams of gold and silver on to the painted ceiling. In the centre of the room was a large bath. Beside it, a chair held towels; another awaited discarded clothes. Before me, alongside the bath, ran a deep crimson Turkish rug; the whole resembling a composition for a painting by one of the maestri.

Gently, she led me forward.

‘Please, don’t be shy – undress and step in. It will cool you.’

For a moment I hesitated, but she waved me on and I did as I was invited, feeling like an actor in a play. My jerkin fitted over the back of the chair. Turning, I sat on the chair and removed my boots and hose, then stood on the perfectly placed rug and put them in place, the boots below the chair, my hose upon its seat. Now I was standing opposite her, with only my long shirt remaining. Again I hesitated.

‘Let’s do it together. I will use this chair and you that one.’

She slipped off her gown and folded it carefully across the back of the opposite chair, leaving the towels in reach. I looked at her nakedness, shimmering in the flickering light through the shutters. Titian and Tintoretto had not exaggerated: she was as beautiful as they had painted her.

I followed her example and folded my shirt over the nearer chair. She looked at my body, unembarrassed and appraisingly, as I had just done hers, then reached out her hand across the bath and took mine.

‘Come, I have bathed already. It’s your turn now.’

I stepped in and lay back in the cool water. She knelt beside the bath and stroked my hair.

‘Let me wash your hair. Close your eyes.’

I obeyed. As if without a will of my own, I bent my knees, sank down into the water until it closed cool above my head, then raised myself again, water streaming off my hair, with my eyes firmly shut. Never in my life could I remember submitting myself to the will of another person – man or woman – since I was old enough to walk.

I felt her pour water over my head and begin to soap my hair. Her movement must have made me open my eyes again, and I must have lifted my head, for she ran the palm of her hand downward, over my nose and eyes, as if closing the eyes of a dead man for the last time, and eased me backward. For a moment, that thought made me want to fight her, and regain my self-control, but she left her hand on my forehead and whispered.

‘Don’t fight me. Let go. You are safe here. Just relax and feel the water. If you concentrate, you can move your mind from one sense to another. Try to think as a blind man does. Listen.’

I listened. I could hear the water in the bath lapping. Slowly, I began to distinguish between the sound of the bathwater and the noises from the canal below. Music came to me, at first very quietly: a lute, played slowly, cadences rippling gently with the water. Always calm, played not sharply with the fingernails but softly with the fingertips alone, caressing the strings, as she caressed my hair. I felt so safe; I began, quietly, to cry.

‘What is it called?’ My words were only a whisper, my throat constricted with emotion.

‘It is a Venetian melody. Laudato Dio. Written fifty years ago by a musician called Juan Ambrosio Dalza.Alessandro often plays it at this time of day. Keep your eyes closed.’

I lay back and let the music wash over me as the water did the same. The music stopped and I began to return to my other senses. She put her hand over my eyes again.

‘Don’t open your eyes. You have put sight to one side. Now do the same with hearing. Let the sounds disappear and concentrate on feeling. Feel the water. Feel the warm breeze coming through the shutters. Now feel the difference in temperature between the water at the bottom of the bath and that near the surface.’

I felt her wrap a towel around my head, like a turban, gently but effectively covering my eyes and my ears. As she did so, her touch never left me and when the turban was in place her hand dropped gently to my shoulder and remained there, as if comforting me.

‘What can you feel?’

Her words were faint through the towelling. I concentrated hard. I had stopped fighting and was happy simply doing as I was told. Yes, I could feel it.

‘The cold water has sunk to the bottom. The surface water is warmer.’

‘Correct. Feel it.’

Her lips were close to my ear as she spoke.

‘Feel the air moving over the water.’

I lay still, concentrating.

‘First it is hot.’

I felt hot moist air on my chest.

‘Now it is cool.’

This time the flow of air was cool, and further down my belly. I felt my skin tighten and realized she was breathing hot breaths then pursing her lips and blowing cold ones across me, probably watching the reaction of my skin as the temperature changed. The thought that she was watching me so closely, lying here, naked and only partly covered by water, began to arouse me. Another warm breath, then she blew cool air again. This time there was no mistake where the draught was directed, and I felt myself harden, until my manhood began to lift clear of the water.

She nuzzled my ear through the towelling. ‘Mmm. Sandro Botticelli would have been proud of you. Hardly Venus rising from the sea, but worth pursuing.’ Her hand moved from my shoulder, and unwound the turban. She kissed my ear, then, taking my hand, gave me a dry towel. ‘You can open your eyes now.’

I opened my eyes and as I stood in the bath she wrapped the towel around me. Taking my hand, she led me onward, into a further room. ‘I think you need a little attention.’
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She was everything I had dreamed of. She did not dominate, nor was she the subservient maiden. Instead she led me into a world of shared pleasure, a true partnership, in which one signalled a pleasurable thought and the other, instinctively, delivered it.

She moved like a cat – slowly, as if there was all the time in the world. The skin of her breast was the skin of a peach, and when finally she opened to me, it was as if the peach itself had opened, at the moment of its ripeness, and invited me to enter into its rich and scented goodness. She showed me pleasures I would not have dreamed of, taking me to the peak of raw, hungry tension, then back again to a spent relaxation in which time itself stood still. I learned from her example and began to signal and respond as she did. All afternoon we offered and took and offered again, until the last shafts of light through the shutters were no longer enough to see the sparkle in her eyes and the first chill of evening had us reaching for the sheets for the first time.

We lay in the dusk, the sounds of the Grand Canal drifting through the shutters, the evening air caressing us. Beneath us the lute began to play again

She put her tongue in my ear. ‘What is it?’

‘It is called Laudato Dio, a popular piece by Juan Ambrosio Dalza,’ I replied, lazily.

She ran her hand down my belly, teasing me with the pretend promise of more to come. ‘I didn’t think you’d remember.’

I rolled towards her and teased her in return. ‘How could I ever forget?’
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We lay back and dozed. My mind floated out of the window and observed us from outside, then rejoined us and relived the warmth and companionship of our love-making. It had never been like this for me before. In my youth I had stolen many quick moments of lust with easy-going village girls, especially after the harvest when last year’s cider was at its most potent. I remembered little Agnes, who wriggled like a puppy and giggled at every movement I made, but would not let go of me until dawn.

I thought of Lady Frances Grey, the mother of Lady Jane. She had chosen me as her birthday present to herself, and almost dragged me to her bed, taunting me when I held back, until, angry, I had mounted her and ridden her hard until she cried out in greedy satisfaction. I thought, too, of Lady Catherine; how, in the days after the death of her sister, we had clung to each other with an urgency born of shared grief and long-standing love.

I turned over and smelled Veronica’s breath on my face, sweet and sensuous.This was so different: so calm, so mature; a partnership in pleasure and mutual regard, but without implied promises or commitment to the future. Was this why courtesans were so popular in Venice?
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We woke and drank one more glass of wine, and I prepared to leave. Now, once again, I was back in control and it was my responsibility to make the appropriate moves. I must not cling to her and act like a callow youth. I must understand the realities and enjoy them as they were – a shared moment only. Turning away from her, I reached across the bed towards my clothes, looking for my purse.

She sat up, watching me. ‘What are you doing?’

I held the purse. ‘Should I—?’

Pushing my wrist until I dropped the purse on the floor, she shook her head.

‘No, not at all. You need no money, caro. I am a courtesan, not a common whore.’

I fell back against the pillow, embarrassed and distraught. How could I have ruined such an afternoon so easily? ‘Please excuse my ignorance. In England, I am not sure we recognize the difference.’

As soon as I had said it I knew I had piled clumsiness upon stupidity. She might have lost her temper then, and thrown me out, or burst into tears, but she did neither. She simply smiled at me, as if instructing a child.

‘You will learn. The Republic of La Serenissima is a much more sophisticated place than your London. Here, our distinctions are more careful, more precise. A common prostitute is paid in hard cash; but a courtesan finds her reward in the relationship itself. It’s much nicer, don’t you think?’

I was grateful for her understanding, but too embarrassed to know what to do or say next. She saw my predicament and came to my rescue. ‘It’s also much slower.’ Smiling, she pulled me back to her.

I buried my embarrassment in the scented softness of her bosom, and let time stand still for a little longer.
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March the 24th 1556 – Ca’ da Mosto
 

The warm weather continued and I truly began to believe that the Venetian spring had arrived. Back home in England it would still be cold and windy. I paced up and down, anxious about Veronica’s arrival.

‘What have you been up to?’ Dr Thomas Marwood gave me his most professional stare. In return, I made my expression as opaque as I could and smiled back at him.

‘Nothing of any significance. Why do you ask?’

He continued to look at me with his penetrating gaze. ‘You look different.’

This was the first time I had seen him since my afternoon with Veronica. Did her effect on me still show so clearly? ‘Really? I can’t think why.’

‘Why are we summoned by the earl this morning? Who is this person we are to meet?’

I tried to look as calm and matter-of-fact as I could, but I could feel my heart racing at the thought of seeing her again. ‘Oh, I believe her name is Veronica Franco. She is a Venetian lady and I met her at Tintoretto’s bottega. She asked if she could meet the earl and I agreed to introduce them.’

Thomas looked at me again. ‘Why does she want to meet him? Perhaps his reputation amongst the Venetian nobility is higher than we realized.’ He looked out of the window, and then turned rapidly. ‘You don’t think she’s a courtesan on the prowl do you? He would make an easy target. He is so gullible.’

I swallowed hard. This was going to be more difficult than I had thought. I was saved by Courtenay’s manservant, Carlo, who announced Veronica’s arrival. She floated into the room dressed in the height of Venetian fashion and looking as perfect as always.

‘Thomas, allow me to introduce Veronica Franco.’

She took his hand and made the smallest dip of courtesy. Thomas inclined his head and led her to a chair. She thanked him but remained standing, the light by the window showing off her clothes perfectly. Perhaps modelling for Titian and Tintoretto taught her something about catching the light.

‘Signora Franco, you and Richard have met before, I believe?’ Thomas was up to his old tricks, playing the simpleton, but she was his match.

‘Indeed, once or twice. At the artist Tintoretto’s, was it not, Richard?’

I looked at her, smiling in the sunshine, and I could smell her and taste her again. I felt my face flush at the memory, and wanted to take her hand and lead her to my room at this very moment. Concentrating hard, I tried to play my part. ‘I believe it was. Ah, here is the earl now.’

Courtenay swept into the room, also dressed as if he was about to attend a state banquet.

‘Veronica, allow me to introduce Edward Courtenay, Earl of Devon and a member of the ancient and royal house of Plantagenet.’

I knew he would want me to pile it on thickly and he beamed his best smile. ‘Madame Franco. Enchanted, I am sure. What a pleasure it is to meet you.’

Taking her by the elbow, he led her nearer to the window, their backs pointedly turned to Thomas and me. He was talking loudly and rapidly and I knew he was immediately smitten by her. Veronica, in turn, had eyes only for the earl, and the two of them stood like a pair of lovers reunited after a long separation, hands clasped, faces close together and animated by their total absorption in one other.

Thomas and I were clearly irrelevant and he drew me into a far corner. ‘Now I understand that look of expectation on your face. She’s quite a lady.’

I looked across at the couple, lost in each other’s eyes, and nodded. She was doing her job, and doing it to perfection. It was clear to me now that a great courtesan must be like a diplomat, able to move comfortably amongst the nobility upon which she feeds, and possessing that facility I had seen so often at Court in England, of being able to lock on to her subject and make him or her believe they are the most important person in her life, if only for that critical moment.

‘You are going to find this difficult, aren’t you Richard?’

I swallowed hard and nodded. ‘I already am.’ Seeing her with him, of all people, was indeed hard. But even harder was the need to face the question I had been keeping in a locked box at the back of my mind. How much of the recent afternoon’s activity had been personal on her part, and how much professional? Did she care anything for me, or was I simply a convenient cog in the mechanism of her ambition?

Walking home from being with her three days before, I had begun to salvage my embarrassment. I had decided that she had refused my money simply because our relationship was personal, and that she might, perhaps, have interpreted my reaching for my purse in a favourable light – as an indication that I had not impertinently presumed that to be the case.

Now a different interpretation occurred to me. Our love-making was not (at least on her part) a personal thing at all, but part of a trade, in which she pleasured me and I secured her introduction to a rich and gullible English earl, who might replace or supplement the other nobles whose patronage she needed to survive. I had been paid and I had delivered.

‘However, dear lady, I am committed to visiting the Duke Ercole d’ Este in Ferrara for a short time. Do you know the duke at all?’

Courtenay was name-dropping, as usual. I saw Veronica pretend to search her memory, then shake her head. ‘Not well – not, as you might say, closely.’

‘I look forward to seeing you immediately upon my return.’

She looked at him longingly. ‘I shall count the days.’

The earl called for his personal servant to escort ‘the lady’ home, and she left, looking back over her shoulder at him and smiling as she went.

Thomas took my elbow. ‘Come, let’s go for a walk. We are not needed here.’

I not only felt I was not needed; I felt I was invisible. She had not even bidden me farewell.
  


 

PART 4


Freedom
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March the 27th 1556 – Ca’ da Mosto
 

I sat beside the great working doors of our palazzo as the grumbling tradesmen brought down the chests. Thomas had one medium-sized chest and a leather satchel for his personal possessions, whilst the earl had found the need for seven of his nine large chests to be loaded on to the barge.

With each box that was loaded, I felt some pressure lift. It was not until I faced the prospect of having the house to myself that I realized how oppressive I had been finding Courtenay’s company. Thomas was much easier to live with; and he and I had settled into a comfortable co-existence, meeting when circumstances arose but sometimes not seeing each other for two or three days.

Now, at last, they were leaving, and did not plan to be back for a month. Their departure filled me with elation and I could not wait to see them go.

The earl called me up to his room, where he had tasks and reminders listed on sheets of paper in front of him. ‘Richard. Good. I need to run through some bits and pieces with you before we go.’

I was used to this procedure and responded in my usual way. ‘Shall I make notes, Your Grace?’

He shook his head. ‘No need. It’s all here.’

He waved me forward and together we went through the list of tasks he wished to remind me were my responsibility for the next month. Since the vast majority of them I normally performed anyway, the process seemed somewhat unnecessary, but taking my lead from Thomas, I listened while the earl read them off one by one.

‘Now, these two are new and important. First, the portrait. I may have something made while I am in Ferrara but I don’t want to lose the opportunity with your man Tintoretto, so keep him warm. We can always tickle him up a bit when I return, if he’s needed.

‘Second, I sense we are reaching the end of our period of active support with the Doge and I should like to become less dependent on his generosity. That being the case, will you please find us a house to rent, so that we can move there as soon as Thomas and I return – earlier, if you find it convenient. This purse contains sufficient money for an initial deposit and you are hereby authorized to sign the lease yourself He waved an official-looking piece of paper at me.

‘I would like something comfortable and of a reasonable size, but not necessarily a palazzo. What is important is that it should be presentable to visitors and accessible to the dear lady, Madame Franco. You will have to find out discreetly where she lives, but I am sure you can use your ingenuity. Do not pay more than three hundred ducats a year without writing to me first, but on no account must you sacrifice quality. Is that understood?’ As always, I nodded my head, tried to look sensible and reliable, and hoped he would not repeat himself too many times.

An hour later they were gone, and apart from Cuoca and Bimbo, the two remaining house servants, I had the place to myself; I had my freedom. The question was, what could I do with it? I made a resolution not to waste the opportunity. I was in a beautiful city, at the prettiest and most comfortable time of year and I had a small group of new friends to talk to. I had plenty of my own money, and all the time in the world.

I resolved to do three things.

First, I would spend more time learning to draw at Jacopo Tintoretto’s. Perhaps he would allow me to do some painting if I paid for my materials? The apprentices there had become good friends and Jacopo himself seemed to have taken a liking to me, so the omens were good. At the back of my mind was the lingering fascination with the faceless woman with the olive skin, who so often seemed to be hovering out of sight when I was there but had never made herself fully visible. Who was she, why was she there, and why did Tintoretto allow her to listen in to our conversations?

Second, I resolved to use the next month to further my mission to help Suor Faustina. I had promised her I would act on her behalf, but the truth was I did not have any idea how to help her escape. I could not fail her – I could not live with that. I had made a promise and I must keep it, somehow. Meanwhile, time was running out.

My third resolution brought me back to Veronica. I had decided I was acting like a lovesick boy, and was in danger of making a fool of myself, if I had not already done so. Looking back, she had not misled me at any stage. Jacopo had introduced her as a courtesan and she had made no secret of it. She had wanted an introduction to Courtenay and had befriended me – perhaps as a means to secure an introduction. I had to grow up and come to terms with the reality that she probably did not feel for me any of the longing I was currently feeling for her.

I decided I must see her again soon to secure her continuing friendship, for I had come to a conclusion: jealousy would not help any of us. I would not walk away from her in petulance simply because I could not have her as a lover.

A month. It was not a long time, with so many objectives in mind.
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March the 28th 1556 – Bottega di Tintoretto
 

‘Come, Richard, look at this.’

A storm had blown in earlier that morning. Rain hammered on to the windows above us and the light was very poor; hardly good enough to paint by. The group took it all philosophically and there was a relaxed mood as everyone tidied up and did odd jobs, preparing for when the light improved again. Jacopo Tintoretto took me across to a canvas on the far side of the studio workshop. The work was unfinished, but already the chubby angels were soaring above us, looking down on the Madonna below and at the sweeping scenery behind her.

‘What do you see?’

This was difficult: to have Tintoretto himself show me what I assumed was one of his paintings and to ask me what I thought. I cast my mind back to previous teaching sessions, when he had let me sit in with his garzone and the assistente who formed the working group under his guidance and leadership.

‘Although it is unfinished and the colours are not completed, already I feel comfortable with it, as if it tells me the story and if I had to, I could fill in the incomplete parts.’

‘Excellent.’ Jacopo smiled broadly at my reply.

‘Now, do you know why you feel so comfortable?’

‘Is it the composition?’

‘Yes, in part. We say that oil painting is based on the “trinity”. First we have invenzione – the development of the subject matter of the picture and the way it is laid out on the canvas – to tell a story. Second comes the precise use of perspective and the excellence of the drawing itself, giving form to the figures, so they do not look as if they have been cut from drawing paper and stuck on to the background scenery. We call this disegno – the detailed design of the painting, and the creation of life through tonal differences, light and shade. What follows is colorato – the choice and application of colour – but we will come to that later. The point I want to make to you now is that, eight years ago, the man who created the image before you could not draw as well as you do now. It is a learned skill, and he has learned it well.’

I was surprised. ‘Whose work is it?’

‘Gentile’s. I will tell you in private that he can draw better than I can – but don’t tell him so. That’s why we call him Michelangelo – that and his lumpy great face!’

He called across the studio. ‘Ehi, Michelangelo!’

Gentile looked up and walked over, smiling.

‘How long have you been with us here, Gentile?’

‘Eight years, maestro. I came when I was fourteen and I am now twenty-two.’

Tintoretto nodded. ‘And how well could you draw when you came here?’

‘Not at all, maestro. I remember the first day you told me to draw a straight line and a perfect circle. They took me a week, and even then they were not as good as they should have been. I never understood why you accepted me.’

Jacopo smiled and put an arm around his shoulder. ‘Because you were keen, you listened, you did everything I told you to . . .’ There was a pause and Gentile began laughing as they finished the sentence together: and because your father asked me to!’

Jacopo slapped his senior assistant on the back and let him return to his other painting.

‘If you really want to study art properly, Richard, you must understand deeply what we are about. Some people out there believe painting is an art, given by God, but it isn’t – it’s a craft which can be taught and learned. Gentile is an outstanding example of how a man with some talent and a lot of application can develop his skill. If you worked as hard as Gentile, you could produce work of that quality, or perhaps close to that quality, in as many years, but there is more to understand than disegno and colorato. The key skill is in understanding the market and meeting its needs. Sit down, and let me explain.

‘I don’t know whether you have visited the other Republics, Florence and Rome?’

I shook my head.

‘Well, if you studied there you would soon see two large differences compared with Venice. The first is artistic, the second political. You have visited the Palazzo Ducale and many of our churches, and seen the fresco paintings. What impression did they make on you?’

‘I thought they were wonderful, but in most cases, in poor condition.’

‘Correct. That is because of our position in the centre of the lagoon. We are surrounded by humidity and salinity. The saltwater of the lagoon gets in the air and soaks into the plaster on the walls. This quickly corrodes the paint and makes it peel off in a powder. For that reason our patrons have moved away to a large extent from fresco painting, meaning painting direct on to fresh plaster, and now adorn their palazzi and churches with paintings made with oil-based paints, painted on to stretched canvas. The canvas is coated with gesso before we paint and is much more able to withstand the ravages of the salt air.

‘This change has had an important effect upon our painting technique. When I first learned the trade with Jacopo Sansovino and Bonifacio dei Pitati, also called Bonifacio Veronese, I followed the traditional style. Much of the time we mixed distilled water into the dry paint pigment to make tempera. It absorbed well into the plaster for fresco painting and also, with the addition of egg yolks to make egg tempera, painted well on wooden panels.

‘Tempera is a thin paint, best applied in thin glazes, so the technique used for panel work repeated that for plaster. We made a separate drawing on paper, which we called a “cartoon”, then transferred it on to the plaster or panel and tidied it up with fresh charcoal. Once we were satisfied with the disegno stage, we brushed off the excess charcoal with a feather, then applied the first glaze to fix it to the ground. Because we could continue to see the drawing through our glazes, it became to many the critical part of the painting. Michelangelo – the real one – paints this way today, allowing the white background and the drawing marks upon it to shine through the finished work.

‘Here, it’s different. About eighty years ago, Flemish painters began to travel to Venice with the German merchants – especially the Fuggers – and exhibited their work at the Fondaco dei Tedeschi and elsewhere, selling many paintings. From them, painters like Giorgione and Titian learned the way of using the paint thicker and opaquely. The result was that the detail of the underlying drawing often disappeared. We did not let that worry us, but simply refound the design we wanted in fresh paint, and even scraped off parts of the original or painted over them if we changed our minds about the design as we went along. You probably saw some of Titian’s paintings defaced in that way, as he is well known for clinging to them and repainting whole sections time and again.’

I was fascinated by Tintoretto’s ability to stand back from his art and analyse it with such clarity. ‘Jacopo, I have noticed that the ground in many of these paintings is not white, as you described, but grey or brown. Why is this?’

He smiled, encouraged by my interest.

‘You are right, Richard. What we Venetian painters have discovered is that we can best achieve the results we want, not by drawing shapes and filling them in with colour, but by staining the early canvas with blocks of light and dark. The Flemish painters used soot dissolved in wine or urine to make a thin wash, or bistre, and we do something similar.

‘Leonardo da Vinci, Paulo Veronese, Titian and I use a style of under-painting that could, if we wished, stand alone as a finished work of art, without any colour whatsoever. This method is known by many names, such as grisaille, using grey, and verdaccio, using greenish-grey, but the principle is the same. It differs from the Flemish bistre because we use opaque mixtures of paint to lay in the entire composition, rather than inks. The under-painting can be as detailed as the finished work, but often we make it looser, so we can develop as we continue with colours. This method creates a great sense of presence in a painting. While the underpainting cannot be seen, except perhaps by another painter, its structure, tonal range and brushwork serve to make the finished work in colour appear more vivid. That is how to identify work of the Venetian school.

‘My ambition in this house is to maintain the best of both traditions. Many say that Titian cannot draw, but while draughtsmanship is not his greatest skill, I have to admit that his use of colour is exemplary. That is why I have this sign on the wall, to remind us all.’ He pointed to the wall opposite.


THE DRAWING OF MICHELANGELO;

THE COLOUR OF TITIAN


 

‘Michelangelo showed us that drawing is not just line, but chiaroscuro – the management of light and shade to emphasize form and depth.’

‘But where does politics enter into it?’

I could see that Jacopo enjoyed explaining his art to those who were interested, and although the morning was disappearing fast, the light was still poor and he continued enthusiastically.

‘In Rome, Florence and Genoa patronage of the arts reflects political power. Rome is dominated by the Pope, Florence by the Medicis and Genoa by the Doria family. Their approach to everything is to keep everyone guessing and competing one with another. This has produced a lot of new ideas and some great individual artists, but there is no sense of continuity.

‘Here in Venice the state controls everything, but with a sense of tradition and the soft hand of stabilized and continuing patronage. Ever since the days of Giovanni and Gentile Bellini, the state has encouraged us to develop organized family houses, which they can know and trust and to whom the responsibility of work can safely be delegated. It has certain disadvantages: the Council of Ten are very conservative and much of the time they want the same schemes to be repeated, often with very similar design themes, and this can be a bit constricting. It has its advantages, though, for an artist can hand down his design books to his son and thereby continue the family reputation.’

The rain had stopped, and almost immediately the clouds cleared and a bright shaft of sunlight broke through. Tintoretto looked up. ‘I had better get back to work. Richard, would you go to Veronica’s house and tell her we are able to paint again? She was due here earlier, but knows us well enough not to bother coming in a storm.’

I jumped up and made for the door. He called after me. ‘I know it is no hardship to ask you to go and see her, but make sure you bring her back with you. The sun is out and we must get painting.’
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He need not have sent me, for I met her walking along the Fondamenta, in the direction of the studio. I turned and walked back with her, happy yet awkward in her company after watching her with Courtenay, but she chatted as if nothing had happened, and to my pleasure agreed to show me around the city the following day

I started counting the hours.
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March the 29th 1556 – House of Titian, Calle Larga dei Botteri
 

‘Did you know that his daughter got married last year and her dowry was 1,400 ducats? Who says there is no money in the art business?’ Veronica Franco nodded across the road towards Titian’s huge mansion.

We were standing in exactly the place I had stood when I had watched the cardinal leaving, and the image and memory of his conversation with Titian flooded back. Did Veronica, I wondered, have any inkling of how they talked about her behind her back?

‘I believe you used to model for Titian?’

She turned and looked at me steadily. ‘What do you mean by that?’

‘I meant just what I said.’ My face must have given me away.

‘Caro, how long do we have to go on with this childish game? You have the face of a chastened dog. The question you are asking me is did I ever sleep with Titian, who is well known to say that he cannot paint a woman unless he has tasted her. Well the answer is, ‘Yes I did – more than once.’ I needed the money, but more than that, I needed to find rich patricians to act as my benefactors and protectors, and to have my image in front of all his rich patrons was the best way to find them. And it worked. They all came flocking: nobles, merchants, bishops, cardinals. I became established.’

This was too much for me. ‘Did you sleep with the cardinal?’

‘Which one?’

‘The fat one.’

‘Probably They are all fat, except perhaps those who are sons and grandsons of the Pope – they tend to become cardinals much younger and one or two of them are quite lithe.’

My face must have fallen further, and she changed her approach. ‘Listen, cam, it is what I do for a living and as my way to survive as an independent woman in a man’s world. Yes, I have slept with them – almost all of them. That’s how this society works.’

I nodded, understanding but resentful. She took my arm and winked.

‘Just remember, cam, I may have slept with many men, but you are the only one who kept me awake.’

I stared at her, hoping it was true and that I had, somehow, reached her in a way the others had not. It was a vain thought, and she reacted to damp it down. ‘I do not need your permission to determine who I lie with, Richard.’

Her voice was hard, and I knew she was forcing me, finally, to accept the reality of the situation.

‘I know, but the thought hurts me, to think of you – you know.’

‘Would you think less of a friend if you found out he worked in a slaughterhouse?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Well think of it this way – I kill fat old pigs for a living. I just do it slowly, and they die happy.’

For the first time that day I laughed, and she laughed with me.
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We continued walking, seemingly aimlessly, but all the while I was trying to steer our way gently towards Cannaregio and the convent.

We passed Tintoretto’s workshop and continued along the Fondamenta dei Mori. The recent storms had blown through and, although it was breezy the sun shone brightly and we were warm as we walked. We reached the Fondamenta della Sensa and passed the Trattoria Sensazione, and I was not surprised to see Pietro fishing in the canal outside. He recognized me and I wondered if he would embarrass me by making one of his cheeky remarks.

To my pleasant surprise, he did quite the opposite, and seeing me with Veronica, simply raised a hand and called ‘Buon giorno’ as we passed. We stopped and I introduced him to Veronica and we chatted about the weather, fish and the price of bread.

‘We have had to put up the price of the bread we deliver to the convents and they are all complaining. Especially that Chapter Clerk at Sant’ Alvise; she drives a hard bargain.’

I flicked my eyes across to Veronica, but she continued smiling, joining in the conversation with her customary ease. ‘Indeed. Some of these noble nuns are good negotiators. But they have every reason to fight for their position and I am on their side. The convents are a disgrace to the State and should be reformed.’

Pietro looked at me and then back to Veronica. ‘So long as they don’t stop them buying our bread. It’s good steady business, and we would go hungry without it.’

I leaned over his shoulder. ‘Even if the Chapter Clerk strikes a hard bargain?’

Pietro looked at me alarmed. ‘Don’t tell her I said that, will you?’ he whispered.

I placed a finger over my mouth and he grinned conspiratorially.

‘Buon p{scare,’ Veronica called to him as we turned away and he resumed his fishing. ‘What a nice little boy. How did you get to know him?’ It was the opportunity I needed.

‘I met him by accident one day while I was exploring. He told me about the convents and took me to Sant’ Alvise, where his brothers deliver the bread and talk to the nuns. I was surprised how the nuns stand at the windows and talk to the young men outside . . .’

As if by a lucky coincidence, we arrived on the bridge beside the convent as I finished speaking. I pointed to the window where I had first made contact with Suor Faustina Contarini, and told Veronica the story, but without mentioning any names.

She reacted in her usual robust fashion. ‘Be careful, cam, you are dipping your toe in hot water. Which one are you interested in, or do you plan to save them all?’

‘How do you know I want to save her?’

She shrugged, smiling. ‘They all do – whenever a man mentions a nun, he either wants to save her or screw her. Most often it’s both, but if you wanted to screw her you would not tell me. Therefore it must be salvation.’

‘You are being unfair, Veronica. I have become aware of the nuns’ plight in general, and that of one in particular, whose name is Suor Faustina Contarini.’

I told her as much as I could remember from my talk to Suor Faustina. At the mention of her name, Veronica winced.

‘It is a typical tale, but with an unusual twist. You say your nun is called Faustina Contarini. That means she is from one of the most powerful families in Venice. Cardinal Gasparo Contarini died about thirteen years ago, and there are many other powerful men in the family – many on the Council. I don’t know which branch of the family she is from – there are a number. Most of the Contarini daughters are in Santa Caterina; others are spread about – but only in the better convents, you understand.

‘I believe the whole situation of daughters of noble families being forced into life imprisonment simply to maintain their family name is a disgrace, and I have told the Council so on many occasions. La Serenissima is not as serene as the men who run it would have you think. Most of the women are imprisoned, either in arranged marriages, where they are stuck in their palazzi, or in convents.

‘What makes the situation worse for your Suor Faustina is that you say the family money has dried up. You don’t know why?’

I shrugged my shoulders. ‘I think they lost a number of ships in a storm.’

She nodded. ‘That would explain it. There are fortunes to be made on these trading voyages, so people tend to risk all with a hope of great riches. If your ship comes home, as they say, then all is well, but each ship lost takes you ten steps backward, and to lose any more than two ships in a short period would indeed test the financial strength of the most powerful family.’

She took my arm and together we looked across at the windows of the convent. It was still morning and there was no sign of any of the nuns, nor of the crowd of youths who gathered in mid-afternoon. ‘This is a very difficult problem, Richard. I am sure you are well-intentioned, but you should be very careful – you could easily get out of your depth.’

I bit my lip, disappointed by such negative advice. ‘Is it possible you could find out any more about her? I would like to help her, but in truth I don’t know where to start.’

She promised to do her best, but she did not sound very encouraging. ‘Is she beautiful?’ The question seemed to come out of the blue. I nodded. ‘Yes, very. She is very tall and slender, with a straight back and an elegant way of walking. Her eyes are pale but piercing blue, though she usually hides them under drooping eyelashes. She has fine features, with high cheekbones, which accentuate the slope of her eyes. Her hands are long and slender, with fingernails carefully shaped, but not painted.’

Veronica pushed out her bottom lip. ‘You have not taken much notice of her, then, Richard?’ She was teasing me again.

‘Is she as tall as I am?’

I considered. ‘Quite a lot taller.’

‘Fatter than me?’

I tipped my head on one side, looking at her appraisingly ‘Much slimmer.’

‘Hair?’

‘White-gold, catching the light as it shines through the window, framing her face to perfection.’

She looked out of the corner of her eye, calculating. ‘I am getting jealous.’

‘There is nothing to get jealous about. She is a nun.’

Veronica laughed aloud. ‘Oh, Richard! How much you still have to learn about the ways of women, especially the repressed ones. She is in a prison, and you come along and single her out as others have not, and offer to rescue her from her predicament?’

‘Yes?’ I could not see where she was leading.

‘And you don’t think she fancies you? You don’t think she lies in her cold convent cell at night and fantasizes about having you there beside her, strong arms holding her, your body moving against hers, before scooping her up and taking her away to your foreign country to live together, safe from the discrete, safe from the convent, and safe from her family who have rejected her?’

I looked at her in amazement. ‘Do you really think so?’

Veronica grinned conspiratorially. ‘She must do, mustn’t she?’

It was too much. I turned her away and we continued walking. Now it was Veronica who led the conversation. How had I found her? How did I discover her name? Did she respond at first or only later? What made me persist? How did we stay in touch?

I told her of the Trattoria Sensazione and the servant. The more the conspiracy unfolded, the more interested she became.

‘I will help you save your nun, Richard. Between us we can, perhaps, make your dreams come true – and maybe hers. Let me find out more about her, about her family and its losses, and help you find a way to get her out of there. It would be a wonderful blow for the freedom of women.’

Somehow I began to wonder if I was losing control of my little plan. I was grateful for Veronica’s help, however, and as a thick evening mist began to blow in from the sea I took her home before walking back to the Ca’ da Mosto, my head still spinning with enthusiasm, but my mood beginning to change as the mists thickened around me.
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Evening, March the 29th 1556 – Ca’ da Mosto
 

By the time I approached home, the sea mist was really thick; the little lanes of the city seemed to wrap themselves around me as the white wall of fog came closer and closer, until I could see no further than the fingers of my outstretched arm. Feeling suddenly very lonely and vulnerable, I felt for my dagger, aware that someone might at this moment be approaching me unseen in the mist, intent on robbery

Yet, at the same time as my ability to see ahead of me diminished, it seemed that my hearing improved. Reaching a small wooden bridge that I would normally have crossed without thought or notice, I found myself hesitating, reaching for the handrail for fear of falling into the odorous water swirling only a few feet below me.

I stopped, reached and, finding the handrail, stood for a moment. Under the bridge I could hear scratching as the army of rats that inhabited the canal seemed to lose their inhibitions, hidden by the all-enveloping fog. The hair on the back of my neck bristled and I shivered as, for an instant, I imagined the rats spilling across my feet. They sounded so close and so numerous and, in the fog, I imagined them twice as big as any I had seen before. I shook my head and felt my way over the bridge, now only yards from home, yet shuffling forward tentatively and almost in silence. Then I heard more noises.

At first, I assumed the servants were having an argument. During the last two days, Thomas and Tutto having gone with the earl to Ferrara, I had grown used to having the house to myself, with just Cuoca and Bimbo for company. But now, as I approached the Ca’ da Mosto, I was aware of the sound of men – possibly as many as a dozen – crawling all over the house. They were making no attempt at secrecy, for as I flattened myself against the wall I could see they had planted rush lamps on the staircases so that the windows of most of the rooms on the piano nobile and some of those above, were lit.

My first instinct was to crash into the house and demand to know what was happening, but there was something sinister about the half-heard and half-seen movements of these men – forceful, deliberate and with a clear purpose. I remained in the shadows until one of them emerged, then I grabbed him by the shoulder and pushed him against the door.

‘Who are you and what are you doing in my house?’

To my surprise, he showed no fear and made no attempt to escape from my grip. Instead, he let out a piercing whistle. Two burly companions ran from within the house, daggers drawn, and it was my turn to be bundled against the door.

‘Who are you? Speak, or I’ll have you arrested and tortured until you do.’ The speaker was menacing in his pure confidence.

‘I am Richard Stocker. I live here with my two English companions, the earl of Devon and Dr Thomas Marwood, by personal invitation of the Doge. What are you doing in our house?’

He sneered. ‘You would use the name of the Doge, would you? Where are your companions?’

‘They left two days ago for Ferrara, and will stay there with Duke Ercole d’ Este for some weeks. Take that knife from my throat or I shall call the authorities and have you arrested.’

The man laughed, but took the knife from my throat and put it back in its scabbard. ‘Call the authorities? I’ll save you the trouble. We are the authorities, and if anyone is going to get arrested, it’s you.’ He pushed me inside and together we mounted the stone staircase to the piano nobile. All was chaos here, as what few possessions had been left behind by Thomas and the earl had been strewn across the main room.

‘Where are the rest of your possessions? This place has been systematically cleaned out. Who by? By you?’ I could understand his suspicions, for Courtenay, in particular, had taken the vast majority of his things with him and what remained did look rather like the remnants of flight.

‘My possessions are all here – on the floor above: the smaller room at the front, on the right. Dr Marwood was using the room on the left, and the earl occupied this entire floor. They have taken most of their things with them.’

The leader grunted, not sure whether to believe me or not.

‘We are from the provveditori. We have reason to believe that your friend the earl is plotting against the state. Why has he gone to Ferrara?’

I shrugged. ‘Earls don’t tell you why, they just do it.’

He laughed and, for the first time, I detected a spark of humanity and understanding.

‘Why are you left behind then?’

I shrugged again. Confusion and ignorance seemed appropriate responses. ‘I was told to find us a new house to live in. Besides, I have been travelling with the earl since November, and to be honest I am sick of his company.’

He sat down opposite me and smirked. ‘Oh, we are being honest now, are we? They all say that, and they are all lying their heads off. Enrico – take him with you and search his room.’

Enrico and two more of the gang shoved me ahead of them, up the steep stairs to the floor above. As I climbed, I began to consider what potentially incriminating evidence there was in my room. In truth there was little, as I was no more involved in a plot against the Venetian State than was the earl or Thomas, but the little note from Suor Faustina could get her into trouble – and me, for trying to help her. I had to prevent them from seeing it.

‘What are you after, lads? Perhaps I can save you some time?’ I tried to be casual and friendly. One of them fell for it. ‘Letters, codes, plans, drawings. Seditious books as well.’

I nodded helpfully. ‘I had better show you these then.’

I handed him the folder of drawings I had completed during my lessons with Tintoretto. Most of them were studies of female models – many of Veronica – and I thought they would make a good distraction. They opened the folder and as they looked at the first drawing I interrupted them.

‘Careful – they are drawn with charcoal and chalk and will damage easily.’

As they turned the pages, nudging each other at the more intimate details, I sat down and removed my heavy outside boots. As nonchalantly as I could, I picked up Bullinger’s Of Christian Perfection and slipped Faustina’s note from its pages into the palm of my hand, then tossed the book over to them.

‘There’s this too. A bit serious. Someone gave it to me.’ One of them picked up the book and began to look at it, whilst the other continued with my portfolio. While their attention was held, I dropped Faustina’s note into one of my indoor shoes and pulled them on to my feet.

‘What else, lads? There’s not much.’

They began to pull clothing out of my two chests, but I could see their hearts were not in it, and the search was desultory. ‘Are you going to put all that stuff back when you have finished?’ I tried to look indignant. The smallest of the three glared at me self-importantly.

‘Get stuffed. There’s not much of it. The money has not reached as far as you, then?’

I shook my head, as if embarrassed. ‘No, the earl’s a mean bastard. I just get my keep, and the odd present.’

I hoped he would not look at the quality of the dagger that sat in my belt. A present from the Grey family, its blade was best steel and its scabbard jewel-encrusted – hardly the knife of a poor servant. But finally they ran out of enthusiasm, and when two others, who had been in Thomas’s room, appeared empty-handed, the search petered out and we rejoined the others below.

‘How long are your friends going to be away?’ The leader of the group was more persistent than his followers.

‘They went a couple of days ago and expected to be gone for three weeks or a month.’

‘And you have been told to find another house? How soon?’

Again I shrugged my ignorant shrug. ‘As soon as I can find one we can afford. Before they return, I hope.’

He took one final look around the room. ‘Well, my recommendation is that you make it sooner rather than later. This house is needed for someone else and you are in the way. You had better start looking more seriously. I want you out in two weeks. Understand?’

I understood all too clearly.
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March the 30th 1556 – Trattoria Sensazione
 

When I found her she was sitting alone at the back, almost in the dark.

The note had said ‘Meet me at noon at the little fisherman’s house – VF’ and it had taken me some time to work out where she meant. Finally, I remembered Veronica meeting Pietro outside his father’s trattoria. It was all very mysterious, especially when she could have relied on seeing me at Tintoretto’s studio within a day or two.

‘I was sure you would work it out. Sorry about the urgency and the secrecy but there is a problem and I needed to tell you as soon as I could. This place is ideal as none of the nobility comes to this area and we are unlikely to be recognized.’ She put her hand on mine conspiratorially As always, her touch sent a shiver of excitement through me.

‘I had to tell you. According to my sources, Courtenay has been told he is no longer welcome at Ca’ da Mosto and state spies have been instructed to search the premises for incriminating evidence. I thought you should know.’

I leaned across the table. ‘Thanks, but you are twenty-four hours too late. They came last night and pulled the place to pieces. I discovered them in the process and they were quite rough with me.’

She was clearly shocked and went pale. ‘I’m so sorry. I only found out late yesterday afternoon. I did not realize they would act so quickly.’

I held her hand, glad to have the human contact. ‘It’s not your fault. Do you know why they have suddenly turned against us? When the earl first arrived in Venice, he was ignored. Then, all of a sudden, he was treated like royalty. After that, the mood changed again and he was warned of a murder attempt, but protected by the state. After that, it all went quiet and the guards were withdrawn. Now this. What is going on?’

She leaned forward until our faces were touching, then began to whisper. This was not the confident Veronica I knew; this one sounded frightened. ‘Apparently, the Council considers Courtenay an embarrassment. They knew he was coming here and had asked for protocols from the Imperial Court and from England, but neither instruction arrived until after you did. As a result, they did not know how to respond to him when he arrived, so in traditional Venetian fashion, they did nothing until word reached them.

‘Soon afterwards, there was an attempt on his life and another on the life of an Englishman called Sir Peter Carew. Both were botched and in the case of the earl, the bravi killed the wrong man and your party did not even notice, but the state spies found out and were afraid that if he was murdered in Venice, they would be blamed by the English Court. So they protected him. But then the people behind the attempt were found and imprisoned, and everyone thought the coast was clear, so the guard was withdrawn.

‘Now, new word has reached the Doge from Brussels that an English representative in Venice is actively trying to have Courtenay killed, to prevent him from joining up with the French. It is believed the French plan to use him as the core for a rebellion against Queen Mary, and for their Scottish allies to invade England under its cover. They say the Guise family is behind the whole plan, and that Duke Ercole d’ Este is the intermediary, through his brother Ippolito, the cardinal, who is as close to the French King Henri II as he was to his father, King Francis I. The state does not know for certain who this English representative is, but my contacts on the street call him “the priest from Lucca”.’

I started, for I knew immediately who she was referring to. ‘That’s Peter Vannes – the English Ambassador. He is a Reverend and an Italian, from Lucca originally, although he has been in the pay of the English all his life. I have met him. He is a bit old to be getting involved in murder plots; he must be well over sixty.’

Veronica gripped my hand. ‘Talk quietly, we may be overheard. If he is an ambassador, he will have separated himself from the dirty work, but he can still provide the brains and the money for a murder attempt. My friends tell me they believe Courtenay was forewarned, and that’s why he left in such a hurry for Ferrara, and also why he took so many of his possessions with him.’

I looked round the small room, but nobody was taking any notice of us. We were just two lovers, holding hands in the corner. No doubt Pietro would have a comment to make next time I saw him. ‘You may well be right. It was all a bit sudden. I think the final straw was not getting an invitation to the spring celebrations. He seemed to be upset about that.’

She snorted. ‘That’s false; he was invited. I was consulted at the time. He may not have been on the high table – that’s reserved for the Libro d’Oro families, but he was certainly invited.’

Behind me, I heard someone enter the room and I let go of her hand and sat back slowly, so I could turn and see who it was. I did not recognize him and, after watching him sit with a drink, his back to us, I turned back to Veronica.

‘And he had already been told that he had overstayed his welcome at the Ca’ da Mosto?’ she said.

‘Yes. Courtenay lied to me. He told me he wanted to find a house closer to yours.’

She smiled the tired smile of someone who has seen it all before. ‘I must have laid it on a bit thick. He’s smitten, poor soul, and I would not be surprised if he asked me to marry him. I blame my friends. Three of them independently told him I was a member of the Hungarian royal family and disgustingly rich, but with most of my family money tied up in trusts until I married. Apparently he fell for it completely, and now they can’t stop laughing. Anyway, I wanted you to know that I have been told to distance myself from Courtenay.’

I nodded, trying to look sympathetic, but inside crowing like a cockerel. There was no point in asking her who had warned her off; not only would she not divulge her sources, but the mere act of asking would demonstrate that I was outside her inner circle and did not understand it.

We left and made our way quietly out on to the Fondamenta della Sensa. As we parted she gave me a kiss on the cheek. ‘By the way, how are things going with your nun?’

My heart skipped a beat. I had almost forgotten about her. Time was rushing by and I had not yet got the basic elements of a plan in place.
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Evening, March the 30th 1556 – Lane outside Ca’ da Mosto
 

I approached the house carefully, mindful of what I had found here the previous evening. As I reached the final corner I slowed and quietened my footsteps. There were no voices from the house and the only lights were those normally lit at dusk to enable one to find the door and fit a key into the lock. Inside, all looked quiet.

Nevertheless, some instinct made me wait. I stood and listened for perhaps three minutes, breathing through my mouth and trying to make out any sound or movement that would give away the presence of intruders.

There! What was that? A small sound, but too heavy to be a rat: the scrape of a studded boot, perhaps. It came again, followed by a muffled cough, and my skin began to creep. Someone was standing just a few yards ahead of me, watching our front door.

Slowly, and as silently as I could, I bent my knees and began to feel around on the ground for a stone. It did not take long, for the alleyway was rarely swept. I felt the weight of the stone in my hand. Slowly returning to my standing position, I peered round the corner.

The outline of a man was just visible, moving his weight from one leg to the other. It looked as if he was getting cold; this gave me an advantage, for a cold man is a stiff man, and he moves and reacts more slowly. I took out my dagger and held it in my left hand as I gently lobbed the stone over his head, to land a few yards past him.

As the stone landed he gave a jump and faced towards the sound, reaching forward with a knife in his right hand. I jumped him. The butt of the dagger cracked down on his wrist and his knife fell to the ground. He gave a gasp of surprise and before he could recover his wits I pulled his left arm behind him with mine and pressed the blade of my dagger across his neck.

‘Don’t move or I’ll cut your throat.’

The man whimpered in fear, and I could feel him trembling under my arm.

‘What is your name and what are you doing lurking outside my door? Speak or you will never see the dawn again.’

‘My name is Johannes Baumgartner. I bring a message for one of the Englishmen who live at this house.’

‘Which one?’

‘The one they call Richard Stocker. He is tall with blond hair, about twenty years old.’

I began to relax, but knew that the act of disengagement was the most dangerous moment.

‘You have found your man. I am Richard Stocker. When I let go of you, walk forward into the light, but slowly.’

I released his hand and took the dagger from his throat. With agonizing slowness he walked forward and stood before our front door, lit by the rush lamp. He was young – perhaps a year or two younger than me – and slight. He was dressed in the formal dark clothes of a Protestant.

I watched him from the shadows. He did not look like an agent of the state, or an assassin. ‘Who sent you?’

‘I cannot tell you, sir, but he is known to you and shares your interest in reading. He told me to use those very words, sir.’

I stepped forward. This must be a messenger from Walsingham. I shook his hand and retrieved his meagre knife. It was simply an eating knife and made a poor weapon. ‘Come inside, before we are observed.’

I unlocked the house and led him through the semi-darkness to the piano nobile, where more lights were lit. He fell into a chair, still petrified.

‘My instructions were to deliver a note to you, sir. My master said nothing about being attacked.’

I threw his knife to him. ‘Then I owe you an apology. This house was ransacked only last night and we are feeling defensive.’

He put his knife back in his belt and looked at me uncomfortably. ‘I am sorry to be a trouble, sir, but my master said I must see proof of your identity before I pass you his note.’

I laughed. ‘What would you like to see? My word on it should have sufficed with my dagger at your throat.’

‘The dagger, sir. I was told to ask if I could see it.’

I pulled out my dagger and held it up, blade upward, but out of his reach. The jewels in the handle winked in the light from the rush lamps.

‘Thank you, sir. My master described it to me. It is as expected. May I?’

He reached slowly inside his doublet, watching me carefully as he did so. His hand came out again, a slim note held between his fingers. Slowly, still clearly frightened, he passed the note to me. I recognized it at once. There was no introduction and no signature, indeed no handwritten words at all, simply groups of numbers.

‘Do I need to reply?’ To decode the note I would have to retrieve my copy of Bullinger’s work and I did not want to give away the code.

‘I don’t know, sir. But he said you could read it one-handed.’ He looked sick with apprehension. His reply told me all I needed to know. The code would be in groups of five.

‘Tell me about yourself

Johannes began to speak, but his voice would not come. I gave him a large glass of the earl’s French brandy and he swallowed it in one draught. It seemed to work, for the words flowed freely enough thereafter.

‘I am Johannes Baumgartner, of Swiss nationality, a student of law at the University of Padua. I also act as manservant on occasions to our mutual friend, who as you know is also studying law there. He befriended me on account of my Lutheran beliefs, which he supports.’

I nodded. It all made sense.

‘Andrea!’ I hoped it sounded a little more impressive than ‘Bimbo’, but still it was the boy who came running. He came leaping down the stairs from the rooms above. ‘This man has travelled hard today and is in need of food and drink. Will you and your mother look after him while I attend to something upstairs?’ I turned to Johannes. ‘I shall not be long. Andrea will find anything you need.’
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Decoding the note did not take long. Walsingham was wonderfully terse in his messages: ‘Go to the red tavern in Chioggia at midday on the date you have been told.’

I smiled. Clever Walsingham. Had the note been intercepted, it would not immediately have led anyone to our meeting, yet interrogation of the messenger would also yield only incomplete information.

I returned to Johannes, who seemed to have recovered some colour in his cheeks.

‘Our friend tells me you will give me a date.’

For the first time he smiled. Perhaps it was the comfort of my returning with the question he had been led to expect. It meant that now, at least, matters were unfolding as his master had predicted. ‘The fourth of April. That’s all I was told.’

I smiled. ‘It is enough.’

I rewarded him well, and Cuoca and Bimbo made him a bed for the night. In the morning he left early, no longer twitching with fear, but still quiet and shy. I hoped his return journey would be uneventful. He was not cut out for this sort of business.
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April the 1st 1556 – Ca’ da Mosto
 

The search by the authorities had remained with me and I could no longer enter the Ca’ da Mosto with any sense of returning home to a safe haven. Now, I arrived there with a feeling of foreboding, and stayed away as often and for as long as I could.

I began looking in earnest to find us somewhere else to live. The earl had wanted to be close to ‘the lady’, but recent events had made it abundantly clear that she did not want him on her doorstep, and I was clear that my own loyalties lay with Veronica rather than Courtenay

Thomas would, I was sure, resume his work at the Oratorio, and I tried to ensure that wherever I chose would be as convenient for him as possible. But whatever considerations I may have fed into the equation on my friends’ behalf, all roads seemed to lead back to the area I now knew best the triangle between Tintoretto’s workshop, the Trattoria Sensazione and the convent at Sant’ Alvise.

Eventually I found a good, dry and comfortable house to rent on the Fondamenta della Sensa, right in the middle of this triangle. It was much smaller than our previous residence, but when you discounted the unused commercial space of the Ca’ da Mosto, the living space was comparable. The fondamenta there was wide, and being on the north side of the Rio della Sensa, the building was south-facing and flooded with light. The pavement of the fondamenta was of a yellowish stone whilst the brickwork of the houses opposite was a warm chestnut pink – almost the colour Tintoretto called Venetian red.

The house itself was of three storeys: the ground floor housing kitchens and living quarters, with private rooms above. I selected the best rooms for the earl, and made sure that Thomas and I both had dry and comfortable rooms of a good size. I resolved to move in as soon as possible, and planned to meet the agent for one final visit and to sign the lease at the house.

The prospect of moving from the Ca’ da Mosto lifted my spirits. Apart from Andrea and his mother, the cook, I would have the place to myself for another two or three weeks. That thought led my mind back to Faustina and I decided I would write her a short note, which I could leave at the trattoria for Hieronimo to deliver.

Suddenly, it was all beginning to feel tidy, as if the pieces of my life were starting to fit together. I sat at the table and wrote.



Dear Suor Faustina,

I hope I can address you thus, for the thought of my next meeting with you seems to lift my spirits and I find myself looking forward to our conversation.

My companions and I will soon be moving house and as a result, I shall, in future, be closer to you than I was before. . .


 




I put down my pen and looked, perhaps for the last time, out of the window of the Ca’ da Mosto and across the Grand Canal. Closer to you than I was before. Until Veronica had talked about what might be in Suor Faustina’s mind, I had thought of her purely as a nun – a beautiful one, to be sure, but not a person who might have sexual feelings; perhaps even feelings towards me.

But, once planted, the possibility would not go away.

I thought of her long blonde hair, and what it would be like to stroke it; of her smooth cheek and what it would be like to rub my own cheek against it whilst breathing words of comfort in her ear; of her soft, expressive mouth and what it would be like to kiss those nervous lips. And when I removed the restraints on my mind, and let it roam free, I found myself thinking of that long slim body and how, released from the fear and repression of the convent, and the nun’s habit that sometimes encased it, she might respond to my touch.

The thought was so strong that I had to put it to the back of my mind before I dared commence writing once again.



I have not forgotten my promise to you. Please be assured I am doing everything I can to find the means to release you from your situation and will continue diligently to work on a plan. Please be patient, for as you told me, it will not be easy, but I am confident I shall prevail before too long.

In the meantime, is there anything you need which I could have sent to you?

Your friend and supporter,

Richard Stocker


 




I sanded the letter and read it through. ‘I am confident I shall prevail before too long.’

On what basis did I write those words? In truth, I had absolutely no idea how to overcome the difficulties in her life, and for a moment I felt sick at the thought that I might be building her expectations unfairly, only for her to see them dashed to the floor as I failed to deliver.

I took a deep breath. I must simply try harder. Her situation was unfair and unacceptable and I had promised to help. The responsibility was mine now, and I simply must rise to the challenge. But how? Something would come up. If right was on your side, it always did, didn’t it?

I folded the letter, sealed it and set off for the Fondamenta della Sensa.
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April the 4th 1556 – Harbourside tavern in Chioggia
 

I had never seen so much seafood, and the smell of it was quite overpowering. The catches included crabs, shrimps, octopus, clams, eels and dozens of species of fish.

Sebastiano was in his element, for his family included fishermen from Murano and the prices here were good. His uncle had lent him the fishing boat on condition that he bought and brought back some of the specialities of the Chioggia market, and I quickly found myself forgotten.

I found the ‘red tavern’ without difficulty, right at the waterside and, with an hour to spare, I settled down in an unobtrusive corner to watch the boats arriving at the quayside, and the fish being landed and sold to the crowd of eager customers who milled around excitedly. Although much larger and busier, it reminded me of Brixham on a hazy, lazy day.

I waited, drinking a glass of wine as slowly as I could, and eating freshly cooked prawns with fresh bread. It was approaching midday and I was beginning to wonder if I had come on the wrong day when there was a gentle tap on my shoulder.

I turned to find Walsingham, who had slipped gently into the seat behind me. I went to speak, but he signalled silence. ‘Come to the back where we can see without being seen.’

I followed him to the back of the tavern, taking the remainder of my prawns with me. ‘I didn’t see you come in.’ I said it in a way which sounded more accusatory than I had intended.

Walsingham grinned. ‘I was already here when you arrived. I decided to wait and make sure you were not followed.’ I gulped. That thought had not entered my mind. Sebastiano and I had sailed alone across the lagoon, with no other boats close to us. Neither of us had announced our intentions, except Sebastiano, who had only told his father in order to obtain the boat.

I looked up and saw John Cheke and Peter Carew walking past the window of the tavern. Walsingham whispered, ‘They are being careful. There is danger about, as they will tell you soon.’

Cheke and Carew must have turned, for now they came back and entered the tavern. Cheke peered into the darkness, his old eyes not what they had been, but Carew saw us immediately. Walsingham made no reaction and Carew did likewise, leading Cheke to a corner table across the tavern. They sat together, heads low, talking quietly, while Walsingham looked round the room, watching for reactions. After a full ten minutes, in which no new customers entered, he was satisfied and we crossed over to join the others.

We did not shake hands, but greeted each other quietly and got straight down to business. As on the previous occasion, Walsingham took the lead.

‘Gentlemen, we are gathered here today to formalize our party into a society. I suggest we call ourselves the Sons of England. Our long-term purpose is known: to hasten the end of Queen Mary’s reign and to ensure that she is replaced by none other than the Princess Elizabeth. But that, in itself, will not suffice, for even when that has been achieved, and achieved it will be, Queen Elizabeth will be surrounded by unreliable men, not just active Catholics, but weak men and backsliders, who are in many ways more dangerous to our cause.’

Sir Peter Carew growled his agreement. ‘Damn their eyes the lot of them.’

Walsingham continued. ‘Sir Peter, perhaps you will acquaint Richard with your recent experiences?’

Carew growled again. ‘I was in Venice, visiting friends, when I was attacked. There were five of them: bravi – paid thugs. It was no robbery and no accident. I heard one of them say, “There he is, with the black beard,” and they came straight at me. They made two mistakes – underestimating a professional soldier, and giving me those few seconds of warning. My sword was out before they reached me.

‘I ran the first attacker through the throat with my sword and went for the ringleader. In my experience, when attacked by a group, always go for the biggest first. It worked; I cut him across the face, blinding him, and he fell, screaming. The other three wavered and I cut one hard in the neck. He dropped like a stone, silent and dead within seconds. It was the blood on the pavement that saved the other two, for as I went after them I slipped in it and staggered. By the time I had recovered my balance, they were gone.’

I found myself gripping the edge of the table. ‘Who were they?’

Carew hissed, his temper raised by the memory of the fight. ‘Nobody Paid thugs. But I got to the bottom of it. The blinded one was screaming in pain, half his face hanging off, and begging me to finish him off. He told me who paid them before I cut his throat. “The old reverend gentleman from Lucca,” he said.’

Walsingham and Cheke nodded together. ‘Peter Vannes. What way is that for an ambassador to act?’ Cheke was visibly shaken, but Walsingham was calm.

‘We have to accept we are not dealing with honourable men. We can trust no one who is, or may be, in the pay of Queen Mary or, especially, of Felipe of Spain.’ He used the Spanish pronunciation as if speaking of a dog.

‘Cheke, here, and Sir Peter are returning to Antwerp. Sir John’s wife awaits him there and has written to ask him to return. We only hope it is not a trap. Sir Peter will look after him on the journey and will then proceed to Ireland to argue his case for the return of family lands. That is why we meet today, to formalize the formation of the Sons of England. Our purpose I have stated, our tactics will be to confound our enemies on every occasion and to build a series of reliable alliances with individuals who will remain silent, as “sleepers”, until the princess is crowned Queen. Only then will we appear at her side – to strengthen her position and to do her bidding.’

We all nodded our agreement and put our hands together like arm wrestlers, in a united grip, to signify our allegiance. But Walsingham had not finished.

‘What is our greatest vulnerability, gentlemen?’ There was confusion around the table. ‘I will tell you. The Princess Elizabeth herself

At this Cheke shook his head feebly. ‘No! I really can’t accept that . . .’

Walsingham put his hand on Cheke’s. ‘What I mean is, the only person in our plan known to Queen Mary and Philip of Spain is Princess Elizabeth herself, and if we allow ourselves to be discovered and our purpose becomes public, not only will we be beheaded for treason, but the princess will surely follow Lady Jane to the Tower and the axe.’ The significance of his statement took us all aback, and we looked at each other in concern.

‘On no account must we be discovered,’Walsingham continued. ‘If any of us is arrested, he must ensure he gives nothing away. There will be nothing in writing, except our letters in the agreed code, and as soon as they have been deciphered, they must, I repeat must, be burned. Is that clear?’

We all signalled our agreement and I made a mental note to burn Walsingham’s note as soon as I returned home. I, in turn, described the search of our house in Venice by state agents and told of Courtenay’s visit to Duke Ercole in Ferrara. Walsingham was disparaging.

‘The man’s a dangerous self-inflated fool. Keep your distance from him if you can, Richard. He will remain an active target for Queen Mary’s agents – with Vannes the most immediate threat. They will almost certainly assume the visit to Ferrara is part of a plot to join the French. Your very association with him is fraught with danger. Be very careful who you meet and what you say to them. Your own life is at risk, Richard, but if I may say so, another, more precious life might also be put at risk by your actions: the Princess Elizabeth’s.’

There was a pause while we all took in the magnitude of what he had said.

‘Go now, in quiet and secrecy. Do everything slowly and carefully. There is no great hurry. Only write to each other if it is essential and then always in code. Richard will return to Venice and try to observe the actions of the ambassador and their effect upon the state. Peter and John will travel to Antwerp. For myself, I am going to move to Switzerland to try to develop alliances there. God’s speed, gentlemen, and take care.’

We left quietly, one by one, subdued by the burden of what we had heard and agreed to.
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I found Sebastiano at the fish quay, our boat full of those varieties of fish that were hard to find in our northern part of the lagoon.

‘Good, was she?’ He grinned conspiratorially.

I had told him the purpose of my journey was to visit a young married woman and that secrecy was essential. It had been the first excuse that came into my head, but Sebastiano had accepted it enthusiastically. Now he rubbed his finger against the side of his nose. ‘You must have been busy. You have been gone hours.’

I nudged his elbow with mine, and winked. ‘I had to wait until her husband had left. It was worth it, though.’

We jumped down from the quay into the boat and pushed off. The sails were dry and the jib and mizzen hoisted easily. Sebastiano steered her across the harbour and we raised the mainsail as we reached open sea. He looked back at Chioggia. ‘Better get some speed up in case her husband comes after you.’ I did my best to laugh, but I was very aware that the city of Venice was likely to become a good deal more dangerous for me than the fishing port we were leaving.
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April the 5th 1556 – Ca’ da Mosto
 

I was keen to move into the new house I had found in Cannaregio but could not do so until the lease had been signed. I had now received four warnings: the first in the form of the visit of the State spies, the second direct from Veronica, the third the attempted murder of Sir Peter Carew, and now my friend Tintoretto was sufficiently concerned to add his voice to the warnings.

‘I have a friend in the government – not high up, it is true, but with access to information. Sometimes the information from the top does not allow you to know exactly what is to happen, but my friend is at what you might call the operational level and hears specific instructions being given. I knew that the bravi had been sent to the Ca’ da Mosto the other day, but did not associate it with me, or with you, so I said nothing. It was Veronica who made the connection and she prompted me to ask a few questions.

‘It appears there is an argument going on within the Council. One group wishes to support the English and get rid of your earl as a potential troublemaker. The Council has been approached by a representative of the English government, asking them to arrest the earl and deport him to England. However, the other group argue that such action would be inconsistent with Venice’s reputation as a free independent state and risks damaging our trade abroad.

‘This second group is angry at England’s attempts to interfere in the affairs of an independent state and they want Peter Vannes withdrawn as ambassador. They say he has acted beyond his authority and capacity and it is only his diplomatic position that prevents him from being arrested for attempted murder.

‘I have no idea which side will win the argument, but whatever happens Courtenay is at risk and will be closely watched upon his return to Venice. It is almost certain his papers will be examined to determine his intentions. My friends tell me that you are not on their list of suspects, Richard, but they are suspicious of the doctor, as he has accompanied Courtenay to Ferrara and may be an active participant in any plot that is unfolding.’

I had been back at the house for two hours since Tintoretto had given me the warning, but even now I felt agitated and indecisive. In truth, I did not care much what happened to the earl. He had always looked after his own interests and, apart from paying my costs as companion and secretary, he had not shown me any personal consideration. I really did not feel I owed him anything beyond what he was paying for. If he wanted to visit known allies of our enemies the French, I did not think it was my responsibility to protect him from his country’s wrath.

Thomas Marwood was another matter altogether, and I was determined do what I could to prevent him from being associated with anything that might put him at risk.

I felt no desire to write to the earl, and if I did, my communication was likely to be intercepted and might signal my own complicity in whatever dangerous plan he was getting sucked into. If that happened, my own freedom – perhaps even my life – was at risk. On the other hand, if I wrote to Marwood, and couched my letter in personal but distant terms, my letter, even if intercepted, would be interpreted as a warning to a friend to distance himself from potential wrongdoing. It was a tightrope to be walked, but the alternative – doing nothing – was probably even more dangerous.

I gathered paper, ink, pens and drying-sand, and made myself sit at the table and concentrate. How could I signal an early warning in my letter so that Thomas would understand its full significance? We had no codes between us, for we had never had need of them. An idea entered my mind. I had made no promise to write, and Thomas knew how infrequently I could be cajoled into writing home. That would be my clue.



Dear Thomas,

As promised, I am writing to inform you of recent progress here in Venice. I am searching for a new house for us to live in, as the atmosphere at Ca’ da Mosto has turned sour.

On March the 29th the house was broken into by a gang of men who wished to search our papers. They took nothing, but left suspicious that the earl should have taken so many of his personal possessions with him on his short visit to Ferrara.

I have also heard locally that a fellow Devon man, apparently by the name of Peter Carew, was attacked and nearly murdered by a gang from Lucca. Why they should travel all this way to attack an Englishman is a mystery, but that is what the rumours say.

I hope your companion is enjoying his visit to Ferrara and that the rumours of Duke Ercole’s active relationship with the French are false. I should be unhappy if the earl were to become involved in anything which might be misinterpreted here in Venice or back home in England. Perhaps you might warn him of this risk, although, as we both know, he rarely takes any advice from us.

Please confirm when you expect to return to Venice.

Your trusted companion,

Richard


 




I walked round the room three times; trying to think of any better way to convey my message, then sat and re-read what I had written.Yes, Thomas would be more than able to read between the lines and know that I was warning him, but wording the letter in such a way that it might appear innocuous to a third party.

He would read the warnings about Duke Ercole, and understand that what the letter really said was: ‘Distance yourself from involvement in any intrigue and, if possible, pull the earl away from it also.’ He would realize that the statement of the earl’s unwillingness to take advice was addressed to a potential interceptor.

It would have to do. I sealed the letter and left for the Rialto. Somewhere there I would find a merchant about to travel to Ferrara, who could, I hoped, ensure a rapid and safe delivery.
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April the 8th 1556 – Arsenale, Castello
 

I shivered again, but whether from cold, or fear, or both, I could no longer tell. The darkness in the prison cell was so absolute that it seemed to prevent rational thought. But the dark and the damp and the cold were nothing compared with the feeling of loneliness and subjugation. I did not know where I was or why I was here, and as far as I was aware, nobody knew of my imprisonment, apart from my captors. Moans and cries of despair from nearby cells told me that others felt the same sense of isolation and deprivation, and although their cries told me I was not alone, they gave me no comfort.

Apart from the occasional passage of heavy, studded boots from outside, nothing broke the endless ebb and flow of despairing calls. I had lost all sense of time, and had to work hard not to panic.

My cheek hurt and, judging by its wetness, was still bleeding.

Concentrate, I told myself. You have only yourself to rely on to get you out of this place.

I realized that I must find out where I was, and set about surviving the ordeal as best I could. Once I had stopped going backwards, I could start to think about moving forwards – either by securing my release on my captors’ terms, or by escaping.

I was in a cell, and judging by the smells, close to the open sea – although that smell was common enough throughout Venice. The dark and the damp gave few clues, for the basements of many houses felt like this, but the cries around me suggested that I was in a public prison, and a large one.

My clothes had not been taken: I still had my cloak, my shirt, my jerkin and hose, and my boots were still on my feet. I felt around on the floor for possessions, but nothing came to hand. Where was my notebook? Drawing. That was the key. I had been drawing when they came. Yes, it was beginning to come back to me.

I had been sketching by the gates of the Arsenale, watching the men and drawing them as they fitted out a recently completed boat. That was when I heard the cry: ‘There he is – the spy!’ I had not had time to stand before a blow to the head felled me. I could remember no more.

The only conclusion I could come to was that the Sons of England had been infiltrated. Who, I wondered, had given us away? Walsingham was so careful, and Cheke and Carew would by now be well on their way to Antwerp. I was sure I had not been careless enough to put the others at risk, but squatting there in the dark, my confidence was already much reduced.

For an hour I sat there, trying to think. Eventually I heard footsteps, purposeful and getting closer. I stood and prepared myself.

I was pulled, pushed and almost dragged along cold stone corridors and up a staircase into what looked like a torture chamber. Chains and flails hung from the walls, but I was merely told to sit on a small stool in the centre of the room.

They stood all round me so that it was impossible to face them all. Whichever way I faced, the next question always seemed to come from behind me. I could not understand them. I did not even know what language they were speaking: Arabic, perhaps, or Turkish? I had heard similar in the markets.

I must have responded blankly, for they changed language. I recognized Spanish and French, but spoke neither. Eventually, risking a beating, I interrupted them in Italian. ‘Why do you not speak to me in Italian? I am English but I do speak it a little.’

They looked at each other, clearly surprised. ‘Who are you, spy?’

‘My name is Richard Stocker. I am an Englishman, presently living in Venice. I came here to accompany the earl of Devon and my other companion, Dr Thomas Marwood. My colleagues are at present visiting Duke Ercole d’Este in Ferrara and I am living at the Ca’ da Mosto.’

‘Do you have anyone in Venice who can speak for you?’

I thought for a minute. Who did I know in Venice who might carry some weight with the authorities? My companions were on the mainland and I was nervous about dragging my Venetian friends into what might be a compromising situation. One name did, however, spring to mind. I was sure John Neville would remember me and be able to vouch for my good standing.

‘Yes. John Neville. He is an Englishman, a merchant and banker, and is well known on the Rialto. He knew me in England, at the Court of King Edward VI, and has met me again since I arrived here.’ Someone was dispatched in response to this information, and I felt a small glimmer of encouragement.

‘Why were you spying in the Arsenale, and for whom?’

‘I was not spying. Why do you say that?’

‘You were seen observing our shipbuilding activity, making notes and drawing pictures.’

‘I have been learning to draw and paint at the Bottega of Tintoretto, on the Fondamenta dei Mori. He is instructing me, and told me to go out and draw what I saw for practice.’ I was aware of another nod and a second man left the room, hurriedly.

‘Why did you choose the Arsenale?’ The voice remained suspicious.

‘Because the men were busy and would ignore me as I drew. Besides, it was not the only place I drew. I drew merchants on the Rialto and prostitutes on the Riva degli Schiavoni as they called to the sailors. Bring me my sketchbook and I will show you. I am only interested in people; there are no buildings, no machines, no ships and no state secrets.’

The book was brought and one of them gave it to me grudgingly. ‘Show me.’ I showed them my drawings, including three of Veronica, done in Tintoretto’s studio. ‘Who is she?’ His voice sounded more interested than suspicious now.

‘Her name is Veronica Franco. She is a well-known courtesan and acts as a model at the studio of Tintoretto.’

The interrogator looked carefully at the drawing and showed it to one of his colleagues. ‘Nice tits.’

I nodded, my face remaining serious, trying to look like an artist. ‘She is a very beautiful woman and an excellent model.’

‘Let’s have a look at the rest.’ Slowly they turned the pages, and I described each drawing. When they reached the drawings of the prostitutes on the nearby embankment they increased their interest. ‘Ehi! Look, Vincente! That’s Francesca, and there’s Paola, the one who said your cock looked like a plucked chicken leg.’

The interrogator looked again, snorted contemptuously and threw the book across to me.

‘Put him in a top cell until the witness arrives. Give him some water and let him wash that cut on his head.’ He turned his back on me and left the room. The mood had changed. Still sniggering at their leader’s embarrassment, they led me carefully to a small but dry cell with a window. My possessions were returned to me, with the exception of my dagger, which they said I would get only when I left the prison.
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Two hours later they returned with John Neville and Jacopo Tintoretto.

Neville winked as he saw me.

He spoke to the guards, confirmed that he knew me and gave me a good character reference. Jacopo went further and not only said that I was one of his apprentices and learning to draw and paint in his classes but agreed that he had sent me out into the streets to study the form and character of people. Between them, they seemed to convince the interrogators.

‘You are lucky, Signor Stocker. Your friends have corroborated your story. Next time you want to go drawing, keep away from the Arsenale. It is a secret place. Only registered state workers are allowed in there. You could easily have been killed on the spot as a spy and your precious notebook burned.’

My friends led me out and made sure I was given my dagger as promised. They took me for a meal and insisted I drank some good red wine – ‘to restore your blood’. I was grateful to them both, and angry at my silly mistake.

The food, the wine, the company and above all the fresh air seemed wonderful. My ordeal had been a frightening reminder that we were visitors, here on sufferance and, still, sometimes unaware of the subtleties of Venetian society.
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April the 13th 1556 – Fondamenta della Sensa, Cannaregio
 



Dear Richard,

Thank you for your recent letter, which I received and took in fully. I am pleased that you made a decision to find us a new place to live. The recent experience of the break-in must have been unpleasant, to say the least. I told our companion, who said he was very pleased that he was not present at the time, and would heed the dangers for the future.

He asked me to tell you that the tear in his breeches has been carefully sewn up and not to worry about it.

We have moved on to Padua. Michael Throckmorton, who is now living in Mantua and was recommended to us by Reginald Pole, has spent eight memorable years in Padua, and has kindly agreed to join us here and act as our guide.

Before leaving Ferrara, the earl had a bronze medal of him made by the duke’s court artist and remains undecided about the need for a portrait as well. However, he will make a final decision when we return.

We expect to arrive on or about the 26th of this month.

Your friend and companion,

Thomas Marwood (Dr)


 




I picked through the letter with amusement. It might as well have been in code: Thomas had relied on the unlikelihood that any interceptor would read English well enough to pick up the references hidden within it.

‘I received and took in fully.’ I took that to mean he understood the hidden messages in my letter and was responding in similar manner. The next part clearly said he had discussed the various dangers with Courtenay, who would heed them in the future. Did this mean he had had the sense to avoid any entanglement with France? That was the implication, but I could not be certain.

‘He asked me to tell you that the tear in his breeches has been carefully sewn up and not to worry about it.’ I read this sentence many times before the meaning jumped out at me. A rent in his breeches would have exposed his most private parts: Thomas was saying that Courtenay had taken steps to hide his papers and anything else potentially incriminating.

Having got into the habit of decoding, I spent a considerable time trying to work out the hidden meanings in the rest of the letter, but finally had to conclude that they were what they appeared to be – helpful information about their return. The part about not having made a decision on the portrait certainly rang true.

The other letter on my desk was from Walsingham and in the usual code. I worked through it carefully.


MOVED TO ZURICH SEND LETTERS TO DEPT OF LAW AT THE UNIVERSITY W


 

So his plan to move to Switzerland had come to fruition and he had chosen the University of Zurich. It was a strong Lutheran city and he would be safe and thrive there. I was pleased for him, and pleased to know he was my ally. One day, I thought, I might need him.

I put the letters on one side. It had been a good day. I had signed a lease, initially for three months, at a rent of 250 ducats a year, and Andrea would move my meagre possessions and what few items the others had left behind to the new address on the Fondamenta della Sensa this afternoon. I would not weep to see the back of the Ca’ da Mosto.

There was just time to send a note to Thomas in Padua, giving him the new address. Quickly, I penned a reply. It appeared I still had two weeks left to myself and I must use them productively.
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April the 18th 1556 – Fondamenta dei Mori
 

As I walked the short distance from our new house to Tintoretto’s studio, I was in high spirits. It was one of those beautiful mornings when everything seems to be right. The tide was high enough to clean the canals without flooding the houses. The sun was warm but the breeze was just enough to make my walk comfortable, and the light in the studio would be ideal by the time I got there. And on top of all that, I still had a week to myself.

Veronica had arrived early and was already sitting for Tintoretto when I arrived. I managed to sneak quietly into my apprentice seat without disturbing the others. Most of the apprentices were drawing, but Jacopo himself was using the good light to finish an allegorical scene. It was a difficult and dynamic pose, requiring Veronica to lie on a couch, arm outstretched to cling to some drapery being pulled by another person.

The pose was so tiring she could only maintain it for ten minutes at a time. This morning the drapery was being pulled away from her by Gentile, and I noticed how Veronica managed to look at him with the direct and lustful invitation that formed such an important part of the painting. She played the part so well; I could easily have believed that she and Gentile were lovers. Veronica could play these parts to perfection, and it was clear why all of the artists in Venice wanted her as their model.

‘What happened to Biffo?’

‘The maestro sacked him.’ One of the apprentices next to me hissed the words from the side of his mouth.

‘What happened?’

‘The maestro told him to hold that pose with Veronica the other day, as Gentile is doing now.’

I remembered the way Veronica’s body was elongated before me when I had held that drapery and somehow I knew what was coming.

‘Biffo went to fondle her. La Franco slapped his face and the maestro sent him home and told him not to return.’

‘Wasn’t that a bit harsh?’ I knew Biffo was useless, but he was only fourteen.

‘Not really. Jacopo could not risk Veronica’s willingness to model for him. She had endured enough of Biffo’s gawping. When he put his hands on her it was simply too much.’

I nodded my agreement. It did seem hard on the lad, nevertheless: her look was so real I had wanted to do the same thing myself.

Veronica’s arm dropped on to the pillow. ‘Sorry, Jacopo. I shall have to rest. This really is a tiring pose.’

Jacopo nodded in understanding. ‘Of course, my dear. Everyone! Fifteen minutes.’

We broke up and Veronica slipped on her robe and joined me. ‘Has the absence of your companions made you lonely yet, Richard?’ It was typical of her opening remarks, flirtatious yet probing.

‘The presence or absence of my companions makes no difference to my desire for your company, Veronica.’ This was like being back at court, with the word games of the courtiers. She smiled, knowing it was just a game, yet both of us knew that it would only have taken a little invitation from her to make it serious on my part. I decided to take a chance: ‘Next week is the Festival of Saint Mark. Would you accompany me to the festivities in the piazza?’

I saw a shadow pass across her face. ‘That is very kind of you, Richard, but I already have an invitation from a member of the Council of Ten. We will be at the head of the procession.’ She must have seen my face fall, for quickly she continued. ‘He is an old friend, since our childhood. It will be a very traditional procession, lots of formality and largely for the Libro d’Oro families.’

I was embarrassed to have asked her. How could I, a recent visitor to Venice, presume to invite her to one of the city’s great annual occasions, when she had been born and bred here? I tried to think of something else to say, to change the subject. ‘Have you had a chance to find out anything about the matter I discussed with you?’

Always discreet, she took my arm and led me into the courtyard, where we sat at the single small table. Instinctively, I looked up at the carved grille, but there was no sign of life behind it.

‘So, have you been able to find out anything about Faustina Contarini?’

Veronica arranged her robe and settled herself.

‘She is high-born, very high indeed. She is from the Porta di Ferro branch of the Contarini family, whose palazzo is in Castello. It is true the family fortunes have collapsed; her father has lost four ships this season.’

‘Would other branches of the family help?’

She shrugged, uncertainly. ‘Possibly, but they are all fiercely competitive. The dei Cavalli branch are said to look after themselves, but the other branches may help. However, sending money to your nun would be low on their list of priorities.’

Veronica paused, as if waiting for someone, but then continued.

‘They say she is an able girl – well educated, speaks languages, plays music and acts as the book-keeper for the convent, a position of authority and responsibility. It is likely that, having risen to this position young in life, she is resented by some of the older nuns, and if her allowance has now been terminated, and she is demoted, they may get their revenge on her.’

‘Why should they want revenge?’

She stuck her bottom lip out; a mannerism I had noted before when she needed time to think. ‘Possibly she did nothing and it was the families outside who were squabbling. It happens.’

‘She spoke of risk – of possible danger.’

Veronica leaned forward, now whispering. ‘There are rumours of young nuns being misused at Sant’ Alvise. Some of the older nuns are said to enforce discipline for their own . . . gratification.’ Veronica nodded in emphasis as she said these last words.

‘Do you mean . . .?’

‘Yes, sexual pleasure. It happens more often than the convents admit. Sometimes it is simply in the form of partnerships between nuns, but occasionally we hear rumours that dominant nuns begin to prey upon the younger ones.’

I was beginning to get angry at the unfairness of it all.

‘Can’t we just get her out where she will be safe?’

‘It may be possible to arrange the removal of this young nun from the convent; without finances, she will be a drain on the community. But they may strike a hard bargain if they think you will pay. Do not forget her family also. In their shame, they will not want her released to tell her story publicly. Getting her out is not the end of the matter; you have to decide what she is going to do thereafter.’

‘There must be something—’

Veronica put her hand on my arm in gentle restraint. ‘It will not be easy. In essence, you have three choices: one, forget about her; two, sponsor her in an outside career, possibly fighting her family all the way; or three, marry her, accepting that she will have no dowry and her family will almost certainly oppose marriage to anyone outside the Venetian nobility. I can see no other alternatives in this closed society we call the Republic. You cannot simply bring her out of the convent and throw her to the wolves.’

Again Veronica lifted her head, and now I understood why.

Behind her, a slight, dark-skinned girl emerged from the door I was facing. It was the door behind which I had seen the movement on previous occasions and now she (I was sure it was the same person) had emerged and was walking carefully towards us, carrying a tray with two steaming glasses.

As she walked, she kept her head down, although whether from modesty or because she was watching the tray, to prevent the glasses from slipping, I could not tell. She reached us and leaned forward, putting the tray on the table. Inside the glasses was some sort of hot sweet infusion, giving off an aromatic smell.

Veronica smiled. ‘Thank you, Yasmeen.’

Slowly, ever so slowly, the girl raised her eyes towards me. Fascinated, I watched and waited as long, dark eyelashes swept towards me and lifted to reveal deep eyes, their colour alternating between burnt sienna and Venetian red.

She would not look into my eyes, but seemed to be looking at my chin. For a moment I wondered whether I had forgotten to shave, and touched my face apprehensively. At the movement I saw the slightest of smiles from her dark lips and finally, shyly, her eyes lifted and looked into mine.

Instantly, I felt as if I was hollow, my insides rigid and echoing like a drum. I felt she could see right through me and I took on an awkwardness I had not felt since childhood. I became strangely aware of myself, as if watching my own body taking part in a play.

Without taking her eyes from mine, she lifted one of the glasses and reached towards me, placing it carefully in front of me. I did not want her to be my servant and reached forward to assist her. As she placed the glass on the table, my hand met hers. Instantly, as if my hand had been hotter than the infusion in the glasses, she snatched hers back.

Gently, I reached forward and again took her hand. This time she did not flinch, but left it there. I had expected it to be on fire but it was cool to my touch. I held her fingers as gently as I could in mine and gave them the tiniest squeeze.

‘Hello. I am Richard Stocker. I did not mean to frighten you.’ My mind raced, but I could not think of anything else to say.

‘My name is Yasmeen. This is mint tea. It is from the Orient. I hope you like it.’ She smiled the smallest of shy smiles, turned and was gone.

I sat, facing the empty door through which she had disappeared, willing her to return.

‘Pretty, isn’t she?’

I dragged my eyes from the door and towards Veronica. ‘What?’

‘I said, pretty isn’t she?’ Veronica was laughing aloud as I sat with my mouth open.

My mind was empty. ‘Yes, very. Who is she?’

Veronica waited patiently until my eyes left the door and returned to hers. ‘That is Yasmeen Ahmed. Her father is a spice trader and her mother died when she was young. She works here. Jacopo says she is his book-keeper but in truth she is his manager and runs the bottega as a business. But take care. The apprentices look after her like a sister and are very protective.’

Veronica sipped her infusion of mint tea. I did the same, looking at the door across the courtyard. Silently we finished our tea, then I heard Jacopo inside calling us to begin again.

We rose and turned towards the studio door, Veronica grinning as she led the way inside. ‘I thought you’d like her.’
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April the 25th 1556 – Festival of St Mark, Piazza San Marco
 

Piazza San Marco was crowded. The buildings had all been specially cleaned and shone in the fresh morning air. Some of the people, too, seemed to have had their annual wash, and with their best clothes on, the smell of the crowd was almost bearable. The alcoves around the square were full of hawkers selling food and drink, many cooking their wares on braziers. The wind was fresh and for most of the time, the smell of cooking meat, fish and spices overcame the smell of the crowd, but every now and again, the wind changed and many of us found our hands going automatically to our noses.

No peaceful crowd this; for with everyone in holiday spirit and wine made freely available by the Consiglio, most of the crowd were chattering like a cage full of monkeys. They had also clearly decided that they would not be outdone by the processions when they came, and the crowd itself showed every conceivable colour that the tintori could conjure up in their steaming vats of dye.

I had found myself a good position on a raised stand, and although I was three or four rows from the front, my height allowed me to look over the heads of the people in front of me.

As befitted the waterborne city, there was as much activity on the water as on land. There appeared to be thousands of small boats on the lagoon and anyone who had hoped to hire a last-minute gondola to join the festivities would have been disappointed. There were so many boats that the whole basin between the island of San Giorgio Maggiore and the granite columns forming the entrance to the piazza was impassable.

Even on the water the supremacy of the ruling nobility dominated the proceedings. The navi or trading ships had been banished to the outer moorings and the area was surrounded by the galee of the Venetian navy. Within this semicircle, status was maintained as the gondolas gave way to the wider and flatter barges of the nobility. These were ornate but cumbersome affairs, mainly kept for state occasions, with square, open cabins made of gold-leafed timber with crimson curtains, manned by servants dressed in silver and brocade.

The whole occasion had the busy atmosphere of a beehive, with boats wriggling their way hither and thither through the mêlée. Then the queen bee herself appeared in the form of the Bucintoro, the Doges’ ceremonial galley. It was a huge gold-encrusted structure two storeys high (and three at the stern cabins), with fifteen oarsmen on each side. As it ploughed into the crowded basin, the smaller ships seemed to melt away, and as it got closer we could see why. The bow of the great galley was built in the same form as the war galleys, with a huge spear-fronted prow which would have split open any unfortunate boat that failed to clear its path.

The Bucintoro swept shorewards, followed in strict family precedence by the smaller vessels of the nobility, and with the effortless skill of expert boatmen slid smoothly and with one single movement to its position against the shore between the two granite pillars. As the great ship slid to a halt, the Doge stood and raised his ceremonial hat. At this signal, the seated members of the crowd rose and the Doge led the nobles across the piazza to the ceremonial platform which had been erected for the occasion.

It was, indeed, a great spectacle, and one which epitomized the life of this great city. I was thoroughly enjoying myself, observing the procession and feeling uplifted by the cheering of the crowd. Why, I wondered, had Veronica tried to discourage me from coming?

Minutes later I had my answer.

The Doge swept by, only ten paces ahead of me and so close I could again see the tired old face and the steely determination in those eyes. Behind him, but maintaining a respectful distance, came the members of the Council of Ten, accompanied by their wives. They were followed in turn by the ambassadors and highest officials, before the remainder of the noble families could take up their allotted positions.

I saw him before I saw her.

Amidst all the gold and silver, the scarlet of his robes caught the sun and screamed out for my attention. There he was, ten paces in front of me, the fat cardinal from Titian’s house, walking with his nose in the air, confident in his superiority, and exuding pious self-satisfaction. And who held the pudgy multi-ringed hand which he raised so confidently aloft but Veronica Franco herself, dressed from head to toe in silver brocade, so bright in the sunshine that it appeared to be white.

I stopped applauding and watched silently as they processed in front of me, unaware of my presence. The red and the silver-white appeared to complement each other perfectly – a picture of noble elegance and superiority. Yet suddenly I saw the whole spectacle in a different light.

I saw a show, an artifice, put on to please the masses and to remind them of their humble place in this structured world, whilst reminding outsiders that the power of the Venetian Republic remained undiminished.

Beside me a child gave a cry. She was no more than ten years old, and dressed in her very finest for the special occasion. It appeared she had been fiddling with her ring and in the excitement had dropped it. Her father turned on her angrily and I saw the fear in her face as she stared forlornly down between the planks of our stand, where the ring had fallen.

‘Don’t worry, I will look for it. What colour is it?’

‘It is red – a deep ruby red, with gold around it. My grandmother’s ring.’ The girl was distraught.

Carefully, I made my way to the rear of the crowd and climbed down from the stand until I was able to burrow underneath. The stones of the piazza were recently brushed and clean, apart from the scraps of food dropped by the crowd above. I worked my way forward again, towards the green dress which marked the girl’s position, and looked around amongst the flagstones. The ring lay undamaged and I picked it up. Half-standing, for the height of the platform would not let me do more, I tapped the girl’s ankle and felt her jump. She looked down and I held the ring high for her to see. She bent and reached down, taking the ring gratefully and putting it on her finger. She gave me a little wave and I saw her relief as she showed the ringed finger to her father.

I worked my way towards the back, until the increased height allowed me to stand. This was another Venetian underworld. Like the workers who spent their lives in the Arsenale building ships, the gondoliers who plied their craft, the fishermen who braved the winter storms on the lagoon, and the pile drivers whose year-round work provided the physical base upon which the fondamente and the buildings of this great city were erected, I was, in this instant, part of the separate world which supported the other one above us.

I thought of the women in this world; the prostitutes who literally lay beneath the male nobles and merchants who controlled this city, and the nuns whom those same nobles locked away in order to maintain the narrow fabric of their highly structured society. Many of them had begun their lives confidently in the noble world, only one day to slip and fall into the underworld beneath. How many, I wondered, would ever be recovered and restored to their positions above?

Stiffly, I climbed out of the mass of scaffold poles and stood behind the raised platform. It seemed the procession had finished, for the crowd was dispersing and people were streaming past me. I stood back, out of their way, brushing at the marks on my clothing and feeling somehow dirty and withdrawn.

I heard foreign voices close to me, and saw a dark, slender girl walking past, talking to an old man who was holding her arm. The man was also dark, with a large hooked nose, and he held the girl tightly, like a possession. In an instant I could imagine the situation: an old man, perhaps reasonably wealthy after years of trade, comforting himself in his latter years by owning a beautiful young woman.

As they walked away she turned, and in that instant I recognized her profile. Yasmeen. Of that I had no doubt, but what was she doing being held so possessively by that old man? I hesitated, and they disappeared round a corner, and were lost once again, in the crowd.
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The day was over. Painfully, I remembered seeing Veronica with the fat cardinal, seeming as comfortable in that stratum of society as she had been among the common prostitutes on the canal bridges.

And what of Yasmeen? Was she, too, a plaything of some rich merchant? If so, how had she appeared in Tintoretto’s studio, acting, so Veronica had said, as his business manager? It did not make sense, unless she led two separate lives. I found the thought deeply troubling and walked home with a heavy heart.
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April the 26th 1556 – Fondamenta della Sensa
 

‘So, this is the house you have chosen?’

Edward Courtenay, Earl of Devon, and Dr Thomas Marwood completed their tour of inspection; the earl carrying his travelling gloves in one hand as if he might need to use them to brush away the dust before sitting down. I waited for his criticism but to my surprise there was none.

They had arrived at late morning, having left Padua just after dawn and travelled the whole way by barge. They had caught the tide well and had been able to bring the barge right alongside the fondamenta and close in front of the house. As a result, all their possessions were transferred within the hour and the bargeman was sent back to Padua on the same tide.

Courtenay was in remarkably good spirits. On first arrival he had asked for confirmation of where we were in relation to the Grand Canal and the Rialto. Knowing exactly what his real concern was, I had mentioned the proximity of the house where Veronica lived and he immediately moved on to other issues. I showed him the suite of rooms I had in mind for him and the smaller rooms remaining for Thomas, myself and the house servants. He looked at his rooms, satisfied himself that he would be able to entertain important personages there without embarrassment and, again was satisfied.

Thomas, meanwhile, merely stowed his things in his room and went out to find the easiest route to the Oratorio.
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‘Richard. About the portrait.’ Courtenay called me into his rooms, already cluttered with open chests. ‘I have been catching up on the private letters which arrived while we were away and which you so kindly brought here with you. One is from Cardinal Pole. He writes of events in England and tells me that another seven heretics were recently burned for their beliefs and that Archbishop Cranmer himself went to the stake on the twenty-first of March, having publicly denied his supposed recantations on the scaffold, saying they were forgeries made by Philip II’s Spanish friars.

‘Although I am a committed Catholic, the prospect of the Spanish Inquisition worming its way into English society leaves me seriously concerned, Richard. Other Englishmen feel the same, I know. There are active plots against Queen Mary and Philip.’ He looked at me enquiringly.

‘Really?’ I tried to look shocked. ‘Our country must indeed be a troubled place.’

He continued, in the same vein. It did not appear his remarks had been directed at me.

‘Yes. According to my letters, a number of conspirators were put in the Tower on the twenty-eighth of March. No doubt someone’s version of ‘the truth’ will have been racked out of them for the benefit of Queen, Church and nation?’

I continued to play the innocent, and as I had expected, he soon got bored and changed the subject. ‘But to happier things.’ The earl brought out a small box from which he drew a coin-sized bronze medallion. ‘Duke Ercole had his man make this likeness for me. It’s honest, don’t you think?’

I presumed by ‘honest’ he meant flattering, and as he passed me the small medallion, I fully expected an Adonis to confront me, but again my prejudices were confounded. The profile showed how much weight the earl had put on in the last few years. His beard was nicely trimmed in the latest fashion.

‘It is, as you say, an honest likeness, Your Grace.’ As I handed it back to him I asked the one question I really cared about. ‘How does this affect the portrait from Tintoretto, Your Grace?’

‘That’s what I wanted to talk to you about, Richard. This medallion has confirmed to me that my profile lends itself to portraiture. At the same time, the situation in England has convinced me that my future lies over here on the continent of Europe. Duke Ercole made a number of opening gambits on behalf of the French Court, but I am not stupid enough to fall for that. France has been too long an enemy to become my salvation now. No. On balance, I shall resign myself to remaining over here, and what more comfortable way to consolidate my position than to marry into a good family and settle down to domestic bliss with a good wife at my side?’

I nodded without great enthusiasm. He continued regardless. ‘I believe such a prospect may not be too far away. A certain lady here in Venice has responded to me with – how can I say? – with encouragement. Yes, that’s it. With encouragement. I believe I may yet win her hand if I am diligent in my pursuit of it. She has a number of – er – qualities that might encourage an English earl. Don’t you think?’

And a Venetian cardinal. I managed to stop the words before they left my mouth. Instead, I offered him my very best man-toman, understanding smile.

‘Indeed.’ It was a courtier’s word, and no less useful for that. ‘And the portrait?’ I was beginning to wonder if he would ever get to the point.

‘The portrait is clearly now a matter of urgency.’

‘You would like me to resume the conversation with Tintoretto?’

‘No.’

My heart sank. I might have guessed it: another change of plan. What was it to be this time? Back to Titian?

‘Not merely resume it, Richard. I would like you to hasten it. This whole business has dragged on for far too long. This man Tintoretto may be a good painter but he has no sense of urgency. I would like your assurance that sittings will commence in the very near future. Meanwhile, I shall have to talk to the lady and enquire, very discreetly of course, what her favourite colours are. I may only have one shot at this target and I must get it right.’

I made my departure and looked for Thomas. I found him sitting outside, talking to Pietro, who, by some little accident, had chosen to fish close to our doorstep on this very afternoon. ‘The mud stirred up by your barge will have attracted the fish.’ Pietro always had an excuse ready. I wondered if there was a job for him in the diplomatic service, for he had a natural flair for such matters.

‘How are the bread deliveries going? I asked. Any new orders?’

Pietro looked at me with his quick eyes. He had long ago found out about my messages to and from Suor Faustina at Sant’ Alvise through his brothers and Hieronimo, and had on occasions delivered the bread to the convent himself. I trusted him, but only in small things. He looked from me to Thomas and read the enquiring look on Thomas’s face immediately. ‘I am not sure. I will go and ask my father.’ He turned to Thomas. ‘Will you mind my rod and basket?’ I watched him run along the fondamenta towards the trattoria.

‘What was all that about?’ Thomas watched him turn into his father’s doorway.

‘He runs errands for me. His family delivers bread to the convent where my nun is. We send each other notes through the delivery boys.’

Thomas scratched his head, smiling. ‘You and your intrigues. And there’s always a woman involved. Any new ones in your life since I saw you last?’

I thought of Yasmeen and looked at Thomas. In truth I could not say she was ‘in my life’ in the active sense that he meant, but in the sense of occupying my waking moments (and many of my dreaming ones, too) she was as important to me as anyone at this moment.

‘There might be.’

He saw me hesitate and guessed complexity. ‘What’s the difficulty this time? Don’t tell me she’s a Catholic?’

I stared blankly across the canal. ‘I am not sure, but I think she may be Arabic, and of their faith.’

Thomas too stared across the canal. We did this sometimes when the issue we were discussing was difficult or personal, avoiding eye contact but each attuned to the silences between the other’s replies. ‘You don’t make it easy, do you? I assume she is unmarried?’

I stared across the canal at the terracotta brickwork. ‘What do you mean by that?’

His reply was immediate. ‘It hasn’t stopped you in the past.’

‘That was different. Lady Frances pursued me.’

Thomas leaned back lazily. Sometimes this way of talking worked. ‘So you admit you are pursuing this one?’

I was starting to find the conversation irritating and, to my surprise, inappropriate. ‘I admit nothing, Thomas. I have only met the girl once and have hardly spoken to her. I am not sure if there is any opportunity to pursue, but I will tell you one thing – if the opportunity exists, then it’s probably serious.’

‘Have you had any more thoughts about returning to England?’

I considered my reply. ‘Yes, but I have come to no conclusions yet. I believe my future lies here, at least for the next few years, but at this moment I cannot see the full shape of it.’

‘And medicine? In Padua?’

I sat up and faced him. ‘Yes, Thomas. I think medicine may play an important role, but at the moment there are too many loose ends in my life.’

‘A noble nun, a courtesan to the nobility and a Muslim. It sounds like a difficult choice. Loose ends, indeed.’

I leaned back against the warm wall. ‘If it is a choice, it is a choice I shall have to make myself, Thomas. For the meantime, I should be grateful if you would not make disparaging remarks about people for whom I have both a liking and a respect.’

I felt a shadow fall across my face and realized that Thomas had risen and was standing in front of me. I opened my eyes and saw that his hand was outstretched. ‘I apologize. I had not realized quite how seriously you were taking the matter. I withdraw everything, with apologies.’

I did not stand, but simply smiled at him. How many men did I know who had the strength of character to act as he had just done? ‘Thomas, you are indeed my greatest friend. And I am your greatest admirer. The matter is closed.’

I let my eyes drift across the canal once again, thoughts ebbing and flowing like the tide of the canal. The matter between Thomas and myself might be over, but he was right, the three women who now shaped so much of my life did present me with a dilemma, and a complicated one.
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April the 27th 1556 – Fondamenta dei Mori
 

I wasted no time. Early the following morning, I set off on the short walk along the canalside from our new home to Tintoretto’s studio. I caught him as he opened up, and as I helped him with the studio shutters I told him the good news. He seemed pleased but relaxed, and in no hurry to make the arrangements.

‘Yasmeen looks after the sitting diary. I believe you met her the other day, with Veronica?’

I confirmed that we had met, although very briefly.

‘Well, this will be an opportunity to get to know her better. Yasmeen is a gemstone; I would be lost without her. She was only fourteen when she first came to ask me for work. How shy she was, but even then I could sense the potential. Her organizing skills are extraordinary; my mind would burst asunder with the thousands of details she is able to keep in her head – dates, sitting positions, accessories, clothing, everything. I learned long ago that you can’t trust the models. With the exception of Veronica, who can be relied upon, they will turn up in a green robe one day and a red one the next – for the same painting! But now Yasmeen controls the wardrobe and everyone knows where they are.

‘She will be here in half an hour – she likes to take breakfast with her father before she begins work. They live just down the pavement, only a few doors away. This is not called the Fondamenta dei Mori for nothing. This canalside has been home to the city’s Moorish population for over a hundred years. When I first set up my studio in Venice, I came here because it was cheap, but now I would not move anywhere else. It’s quiet, the light is good and the neighbours are friendly.’

We finished setting up for the day as the apprentices drifted in and helped us. I now attended the drawing and painting class four or five mornings a week, and was accepted as part of the family. I regularly offered to pay Jacopo for my education, but every time he refused.

‘When you get to painting, you can pay for the materials, but at the moment I value your friendship as much as the paper and charcoal are worth.’

He would say this in a deprecating manner, as if both were worth nothing. Nevertheless, I knew that he had taken a liking to me; he had made me a member of his painting family, and it in turn had accepted me to the point where the studio now felt more like home than did the house I shared with Thomas and the earl. In return, I helped around the studio and acted as a model whenever I was required, and worked hard to fulfil any promise Tintoretto thought I might have as an artist.

I thought about that sense of belonging as I sat at my table and began to draw the study of the day, a marble bust copied from a Roman original and carefully lit to give us every challenge of highlight and shadow. Thomas had told me he felt the same about the community at the Oratorio dei Crociferi where he now spent most of his days. Both of us had been driven from our lodgings by the clammy sense of imprisonment engendered by living so closely with Edward Courtenay day-by-day. But while we had both escaped, and found some meaningful activity with which to pass our days in Venice, Courtenay had still found nothing. Or nothing that Thomas and I were aware of.

‘Excuse me, Richard, but Yasmeen told me to tell you she can see you when you are ready.’ Little Augustino, the youngest of the apprentices and still, on occasions, uncomfortably shy, tapped me on the shoulder. I looked up, wondering whether I should leave my place or continue until the class broke up. Jacopo, seeing my expression, jerked his head sideways, as if to say, ‘Off you go.’

I went to the courtyard meeting table, but there was no sign of her, so I ventured towards the door beside the fretwork screen which had been the source of so much mystery to me. I knocked gently. Already I found myself acting: playing the role of Richard Stocker, honest and decent English gentleman; kind, thoughtful and whatever else a young and beautiful Arabic girl would want him to be.

‘Please, come in and sit here.’ In her own office she was more confident than she had been at our first meeting, but still somewhat shy.

‘I have come about the portrait for the earl of Devon. He is keen to commence the sittings and Jacopo said you were the one to talk to.’

She smiled, and for the first time that day looked straight at me. I felt her eyes burrowing inside me, as if looking for fault, for weakness, for something undeclared and unpleasant that would make her look away.

‘This is my sitting diary. Do you think the earl would want to sit here in the studio or in his own house?’

For a moment I felt relieved, as the focus of her attention moved away from me, although she maintained her gaze. ‘He normally likes people to visit him. It makes him more comfortable. The light is quite good in his rooms; I do not believe that would cause any difficulty.’

Again she smiled. It was like opening another shutter in the studio and letting in more sunlight. ‘Most of our patrons do. The more exalted their position, the more they tend to cling to their own familiar places.’

‘Are there exceptions?’

She considered, her long eyelashes sweeping downward like the tail-feathers of a peacock, then lifting to reveal the rich red-brown of her eyes again.

‘Explorers. Soldiers.’

She looked at me, as if for inspiration, and for the first time I felt my energy moving towards her. ‘Men who are measured by their achievements rather than by their positions of office?’

She laughed, apparently delighted that we had found common ground. ‘Yes, exactly. Achievers, you might say.’

‘People who do, rather than people who simply are?’

Again, she laughed, louder this time and more relaxed. ‘I like that.’ As if to emphasize the point, she put her hand on mine, and I clasped it eagerly. We sat for moments, seemingly unable to break the bond between us.

‘The sitting diary,’ she said, eventually.

‘What?’

‘I need my hand to turn the pages of the sitting diary.’

Reluctantly, I let her go.

‘This week is full, but next week the maestro could visit you on Tuesday, Thursday or Friday, in the afternoon. He likes to work here in the studio during the mornings. How far away do you live?’

‘Just along the canal – the Fondamenta della Sensa, perhaps three hundred paces.’

‘I’m sure he could manage that. Will you talk to your earl and return to me?’

‘Always.’

I thought she might snort in derision at such a crassly flirtatious retort, but she took my hand again.

‘If only you meant it.’

Once again I found myself desperately trying to play the role of my sincere self. ‘I did mean it. I do mean it.’

‘Well.You two seem to be getting on very well.’

It was Tintoretto. We jumped apart, embarrassed.

‘I did not realize the sitting diary was such a serious affair,’ he continued. ‘I am sorry to break up your discussions but there is a patron in the courtyard, Yasmeen, with quite a lot of money, and he would like a receipt. I would not want to keep him waiting.’

Yasmeen brushed her hair back with an automatic movement. ‘Tuesday, Thursday or Friday. Early afternoon.’ She looked at me seriously. ‘Let me know.’

I nodded.

‘I will. By the way, did you attend the Festival of Saint Mark the other day?

She looked at me, surprised. ‘Yes, with my father. Why do you ask?’

I shrugged, relieved. ‘Nothing.’
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May the 4th 1556 – Convent of Sant’ Alvise
 

‘Excuse me, Suor Faustina; your legal adviser has arrived.’

I heard the voice down the cold stone corridor and thought I recognized her voice in reply.

‘Please tell him I shall join him in minutes. I have family papers to collect.’

She certainly was making an effort with the part she was playing; I hoped I would not let her down. As I waited, she appeared through the archway, talking earnestly to a young nun, who watched her with big brown eyes, nodding as Faustina gave her instructions. They whispered for a few more minutes, the young nun once looking up towards me, as if my name had come into their conversation, then she slipped quietly away down the corridor and Faustina turned to me.

‘Signor Frescobaldi, so good of you to come. Can I offer you something?’ She swept into the room, a picture of natural grace. She was dressed formally, in a nun’s habit, but even my limited understanding of women’s clothing told me this was no ordinary habit issued from the convent stores. The bodice was waisted, and the skirt below carefully pleated, so that when she walked the ensemble swung gently around her, emphasizing the slimness of her body and the straightness of her posture. I declined her offer and waited for her lead. She appeared to be playing to an audience, but I was not clear who that audience was, until she called out.

‘Suor Angelica, Suor Maria-Elena, it would be good manners if you met my legal and financial adviser before withdrawing. I have already spoken to the abbess; you may confer with her if you wish, but she has confirmed to me that no listeners are to be present at today’s meeting.’

Two tired and unforgiving nuns appeared sheepishly from behind a grille. For a moment I was reminded of the first time I had been aware of Yasmeen’s presence, but between them they could not suggest one-tenth of the warmth that I had felt from Yasmeen when first she had appeared. They looked at me, appraising and hoping to find fault, and I tipped my head back, straight-necked, and looked along my nose at them, trying to appear more confident of my position than I felt.

Suor Faustina smiled sweetly. ‘Thank you, sisters. That will be all. I shall call if I need anything.’

They glared at her and left. I could see how a wave of resentment might be building up against her, and how badly she would fare if her family’s status were to collapse.

‘You received my message, I see. You certainly look the part.’

I smiled and gave a small bow. Somehow it seemed appropriate. The message from Hieronimo at the trattoria had said I should present myself as Enrico Frescobaldi, the family lawyer, and to dress formally. That had been something of a challenge. I had chosen one of the black jerkins and black hose I had become so used to at Court in England, but I had not worn them for nearly three years. The jerkin, in particular, was tight beyond belief.

‘Do you mind if I loosen it a little? It has been some time since I wore it.’

My question was sincere and necessary, but served to loosen the conversation also, and she let out a high, bell-like laugh which echoed in the austere parlour of the convent. I wondered if the laugh was in part meant for the departing discrete to hear, as if to rub salt into their wounds.

She put her head on one side and walked round me, appraising. ‘I can see that. You play the part well, and look quite like a lawyer, but not, in truth, like a Venetian. Perhaps they will think you are from Bologna or some backward city where the fashions are behind those of Venice.’

I bowed my head in acceptance. She may not have meant to be unkind, but there was a sharp edge to her words. Now, however, she mellowed, as if confident for the first time that the listeners had departed.

‘Thank you for coming. Perhaps it would be appropriate if I began by retelling my story. ‘

She motioned me to a large but formal chair. I sat and she walked up and down in front of me. ‘As I have told you, my name is Faustina Contarini. My childhood was very happy and even when I reached the age of seven and was sent here, it was agreeable, for I had a sister and an aunt here. I was led to believe that I was to stay only for my education – as an educanda – and would get married when I was fourteen or fifteen. It was at that age I found out that one of my elder sisters had been chosen as the last family bride and that I would not be leaving. At first I was content with that prospect, for life was comfortable and I had learned many skills, but within a year I began to feel imprisoned.’

I looked around us. The room was of marble, and impressive, but it offered no warmth of any kind, and if the rest of the convent were like this, or, as I suspected, even sparser, the word ‘prison’ was not inappropriate. Suor Faustina stopped walking and stood before me, as if to emphasize what she was about to say next.

‘Then, towards the end of my sixteenth year, one of the older nuns who acted as my mentor and guide died suddenly, and I inherited her position in the Chapter House. It was not given to me out of family preferment, but because nobody else had the training – but few of the other nuns saw it that way. Now that my family can no longer pay for my upkeep, those nuns who resented my sudden rise to power and authority over them are waiting to take their revenge. My future here is dire.’

She looked at me imploringly, but I felt impotent. She came and sat beside me and leaned towards me, in order to whisper.

‘There are nuns here, in positions of authority, who decide who has committed offences against the rules of the convent. The mechanisms of retribution are ready and waiting.’ She shook her head, close to tears. ‘As soon as my position is reduced, I know that they will pounce and will make my life a misery. I fear for my very life.’

For minutes she sat and trembled.

‘If you were to leave here,’ (I had considered the word ‘escape’, but rejected it as too dramatic) ‘what would you do with your life?’

She shook her head, uncertainly. ‘I don’t know. I have learned many things here in the convent, and have been able to be useful, but I have little knowledge of life outside these walls.’

‘What are you good at?’

For the first time since we had begun our conversation, her head lifted and she replied with confidence and self-respect. ‘The Chapter House. I receive the money, I pay all the bills, I am responsible for ensuring the building is repaired before it falls down on our heads, and I control the issuing of the nuns’ personal funds. I believe most of the nuns, excepting those who would see me dragged down, recognize the value of what I do in that capacity and respect me for it.’

I felt encouraged. Her confidence had begun to lift. Now was the time to lift it further. If I was going to help her, I had to push her forward, so that she could help me to find a solution.

‘With those capabilities and that experience, you could surely work anywhere in this city – with an architect, with a merchant, with a tradesman, managing their businesses and keeping their books. It is specialized work and few have the skill or experience. And as a former nun, surely no one would doubt your honesty and integrity.’

But I had gone too far, too quickly. She shook her head. ‘What you say may be true. But to accept a position in trade would bring dishonour on my family. They would never allow it.’

I could not understand her line of reasoning. ‘Your family has already failed you. Who are they now to tell you what you can and cannot do?’

Again she shook her head. ‘You don’t understand Venice and Venetian society. It’s a tight-closed world, where position and honour mean everything.’

This was frustrating. I decided to push her harder. ‘Could you not marry? A man of your own choice?’

She snorted. ‘No.’ Her reply was so absolute that I did not pursue it, and we sat in mournful silence for a few minutes. She was like a hedgehog, which, frightened, had curled itself into an inaccessible ball. And so, as I would have done with a hedgehog, I waited, silent. Slowly, she uncurled again and spoke, changing the subject as she did so. ‘Tell me of your position. What do you do with your time here in Venice and how long do you plan to stay?’

I had hoped to avoid this question. ‘I came here on a journey, accompanying an English earl – almost, you might say, on a voyage of discovery.’

She waited. Now it was my turn to be probed, and she used her silence cleverly. ‘And what do you do now, day by day? Apart from standing outside convent windows, that is. How many other nuns like me are looking forward to your visits?’

As she said it I saw she regretted letting out that little piece of her inner self, and although my heart gave a little lurch at her expression of interest in me, I decided not to hurt her by pursuing it.

‘I have not yet chosen my final career or vocation. I began in the household of a great duke in England, and rose to be his personal secretary and companion to his daughters. But it all came to an end.’

She put her head on one side and for the first time I felt the gentleness in her. ‘How?’

‘The Duke of Suffolk and his eldest daughter, Lady Jane, were imprisoned and beheaded for treason. She was only sixteen when they executed her. It was very bad. I still see it at night.’

‘Were you there?’ She seemed genuinely interested.

I nodded, the memories coming back. I had to take a number of deep breaths before I could speak again. ‘I stayed with her in prison for the last seven months of her life, and I was with her when she was executed.’

Suor Faustina leaned forward. ‘That is terrible. What treason had she committed that they should treat her so?’

I was finding it increasingly difficult to talk. ‘She was made Queen of England. Only for nine days – and against her will – but it was enough.’

Still she held my arm. Our positions had reversed: now she was supporting me. ‘Now I understand why you left your country. Also how hard it is to find a new life without – without the shadows.’

‘I left the Court in London and went back to the country, where I began to study medicine. One of the reasons for coming here was to visit the university in Padua and consider enrolling there, if they will have me. But at the moment I remain here in Venice because I may be needed by the earl.’

‘Once again you are in the service of another?’

I considered what she had said. I had not thought about my present position as being in any way like my time with Lady Jane or Lord Henry Grey. For all my thoughts of independence, the reality was that much of my future did still seem to lie in the earl’s hands.

‘How do you spend your time here in Venice?’

‘I spend most of it in the studio of the painter Tintoretto, drawing and helping.’

She smiled, nodding her recognition. ‘I have heard good things of this Tintoretto. My cousin Giovanni is only seven years old, but already he is showing a skill with drawing and wants to be a great painter. He likes the work of Titian. In my view it would be better if he went to your Tintoretto than learning the ways of the other man.’ She laughed, looking high in the room, as if remembering. It was the first time she had done so since the beginning of our conversation, and her face lit up. ‘Perhaps you could put in a word for him?’

Delighted by her laughter, I smiled and said I would see what I could do. Somewhere, at the very back of my mind, a tiny bell rang, but why, I had no idea.

I left, as I had arrived, as the haughty and confident lawyer, but inside I felt anything but confident. I felt morally committed to saving her from the future that I was sure awaited her in this cold place, but I still had no idea how I was going to achieve it.
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May the 27th 1556 – Fondamenta della Sensa
 

The storms arrived, and in three days blew themselves out, taking the humid weather with them and leaving behind a refreshed and re-energized Venice.

We had now been in our new home (which Thomas had christened ‘Palazzo Devona’) for a month and had settled into a steady routine. Thomas had returned to the Oratorio dei Crociferi and was more immersed than ever in the needs of the sick. The measles epidemic was showing signs of abating, but as the weather warmed up, new problems seemed to emerge, and the calls upon the services of the ‘dottore inglesi’ and his local colleagues seemed endless.

I had established myself with a semi-official position as assistente to Tintoretto, using my English and Latin to help with foreign patrons, and assisting Yasmeen with the administration of the bottega. Not that she needed any assistance, for she was more than capable of running the office by herself. Tintoretto, grinning widely, left us to it.

In return for general duties in the latter half of the morning, I was allowed to attend the early morning drawing and painting classes, without cost except for the paints, which were very expensive. It was all based on trust: I kept a note of any pigments I used and Yasmeen gave me an invoice for the cost at the end of each week. The arrangement worked well, and I was as happy as I had been for years.

I saw little of Thomas and less of Courtenay, a situation that suited me nicely.

With the passage of time, and with my increasing focus on Yasmeen, the ache of seeing Veronica with other men had disappeared, and we had fallen into a much easier friendship. She and Yasmeen had known each other for nearly three years, since Jacopo had begun to court Veronica into leaving Titian and modelling for him instead. It slowly dawned on me that my first meeting with Yasmeen had been no accident, and remembering Veronica’s behaviour that morning, I was sure that she and Yasmeen had engineered the whole situation between them. The mint tea had simply been an excuse.

The earl, meanwhile, appeared to have lost himself in Venetian society, for he was rarely in the house in the evenings when we returned, and was still abed (no doubt recovering from his social exertions) when we left in the morning. It was something of a surprise, therefore, when on one particular morning he caught me taking a quick breakfast before walking the few paces to my art lessons.

‘Good morning. You must be Richard Stocker! Allow me to introduce myself. I am Edward Courtenay, Earl of Devon, traveller across Europe and recognized throughout the city of Venice as a member of the true and ancient English royal family. You may be interested to know that I am at this time in active pursuit of a noble Venetian lady, and intend to open marriage negotiations with her in the near future.’

I laughed. It must have been three weeks since I had last seen him. He bowed low, waving his right wrist as he went and holding a silk handkerchief to increase the effect.

I played along with the pretence that we had not met. ‘Marriage, Your Grace? May I know the name of the lucky lady?’

Again he bowed, flourishing his handkerchief, and I began to wonder if this was, after all, an elaborate game or whether he had lost control of his senses. Was it possible that Thomas had been right? Months ago, when the earl was experiencing one of his mood swings, Thomas had hinted that he might be suffering from an advanced case of syphilis. Had it returned? Since we had commenced our journey together, Thomas and I had noticed on a number of occasions that when his mood of despair was replaced by elation, he would absent himself, often all night, to the local brothels in whichever town we were travelling through. Whatever the explanation, I watched and waited for his response with interest.

‘Why, La Franco of course. She has of late been inaccessible, on account of a great painting nearing completion. So great is the work that she needs to remain on her modelling couch for twelve, sometimes more, hours a day, as the final stages are completed.’

My heart sank. Poor fool. Did he not realize that I saw each and every sitting Veronica did for Tintoretto, and that I knew for certain that she was not modelling for him, nor for Veronese, Titian or any of the other painters in the city?

The only explanation was that, as she had warned me while the earl was in Ferrara, he was considered dangerous and she was using the painting story as an excuse to avoid him. But how did that explain his frenetic social life, moving, as he had implied, from one great house to another and treated like royalty at every turn? I cast my mind back to my years at the English Court and asked myself how they would have handled such a situation. The answer made sense; until the moment came when the authorities arrested and imprisoned the man or exiled him from their country, the ‘great and good’ would have responded with exaggerated courtesy, passing him from one to the other, smiling, flattering, but ensuring their actions remained well short of giving any recognizable help.

I found it hard to know what to say next. Finally I blurted something out.

‘Indeed, Your Grace. Such a gracious and noble lady must be in very great demand. It is to her credit that she shows such commitment and loyalty to the artist at this critical moment.’

He slapped his thigh. ‘Exactly. Just what I said. Now, there’s more good news. Everything has been happening while you were away, Richard.’

Surely it was I who had remained and he who had been away. Perhaps I had misunderstood, and the very centre of the world travelled with him, leaving me, and the great city of Venice, on the periphery during the last month. If so, this was a fact that should be brought to the attention of all followers of Nicolas Copernicus, for they appeared to be unaware of it. I thought of making a jest to this effect, but Courtenay was already continuing.

‘You may remember that I wrote to Sir John Mason, a sharp note complaining that he had been intercepting my letters and opening my parcels. I also took the opportunity to deny any rumours that I was secretly planning to marry the Princess Elizabeth and to bid for the throne of England. I am pleased to be able to confirm that he has written to deny opening any packets and he assures me that both I and the Princess Elizabeth have the Queen’s good will; as he says, “both having too much wisdom, honour and truth to be parties to any conspiracy”.’

As he spoke he found the letter on the table beside him and waved it triumphantly.

‘Fine words, are they not, Richard? And from the Queen herself, no less. I am relieved that I am not misunderstood. Would you believe there were those who feared that my visit to Duke Ercole in Ferrara represented the beginning of a plot whereby I would travel to France and thence invade England at the head of a French army, marry the Princess Elizabeth and see off Felipe and the Spanish menace, as they called it? But Queen Mary has more sense than they understand. She has seen the man behind the reputation and she knows she can trust me.’

He waved the letter again, and leaned forward conspiratorially, now whispering. ‘Have it from me, Richard: the Queen will have me back in England before Christmas and in a position of authority in the new year. She needs good men and I am as good as she can get. I hope you are not too committed to your activities here in Venice, whatever they are, for we may have to leave for England at any time, and at short notice.’

He reached down to the table, dropped the letter which had changed his mood so strongly and picked up the bronze medallion. ‘That is why I must present this to dear Veronica as quickly as possible. We must be betrothed before any message of recall comes from England.’

I nodded vigorously, trying to look convinced by his arguments, but in my mind I kept seeing the reverse of his interpretation. I did not believe the Court in London thought of him as anything but a loose cannon, unreliable and incompetent. And as for the Queen’s likely response to the news that an English earl from a royal family even older than the Tudors was to return to England married to a Venetian courtesan – it didn’t bear thinking about. The man was, quite simply, deranged.

The earl picked up an unopened letter and handed it to me. ‘Oh, by the way, this came for you the other day. I forgot.’

He saw my glare. ‘I have not opened it. You have my word.’

How many people in Venice, Antwerp, Brussels and London had received this man’s word and discounted it as worthless? I wondered.

The letter was from Eckhardt Danner, sent from Cologne only ten days before. It had made good time.



Cologne

May the 16th, 1556

Dear Richard,

I hope life is good for you in Venice and that the cosmopolitan city-republic allows you to continue publicly your pursuit of the true Protestant path without suspicion.

It would appear that the situation which you described in your home country has not changed and its effect is spreading abroad. This morning I heard that two Englishmen, Sir Peter Carew and Sir John Cheke, were arrested in Antwerp on May the 15th by men under the orders of the English Lord Paget, authorized by a summons issued by the Holy Roman Emperor.

The men were last seen being bundled blindfold into a small fishing boat, bound for England. Both were alive, but the older man, Cheke, was reported to be unwell and responding unhappily to his detention. Both appeared fearful for their lives.

If you have any plans for returning to England, I would counsel caution. Similarly, you cannot believe yourself safe in any country where the Emperor is in authority and supporting Felipe, his son, who is often referred to here as ‘King of Spain and England’.

Look after yourself and trust in God. If you do return and travel this way, and if you have the time, I should be very pleased to see you.

Your sincere friend,

Eckhardt Danner


 




I folded the letter. So much for any change of attitude or policy on behalf of Bloody Mary. So much for Courtenay’s deluded reading of the stars. Given the chance, he would lead us all to perdition. The news was important and I had to prepare a coded letter to Walsingham as soon as I could get away from the earl.

‘Anything interesting?’ As usual, the earl had no sense of the privacy of others.

I put the letter in my pocket, as if to make the point. ‘Just domestic bits and pieces. My life does not have the strategic interest that yours has.’

He smiled disparagingly, as if to confirm that my position was indeed as trivial as I had suggested. For a few minutes we stood in awkward silence.

I turned to go. ‘Give my regards to the lady.’

‘I shall indeed, Richard. I shall.’
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June the 4th 1556 – Church of San Salvador, Sestiere di San Marco
 

Together, Thomas and I watched from the very back of the crowd as the funeral procession of Doge Francesco Venier brought him to his final resting place. The Earl had decided to leave us, and had pushed his way to the front of the crowd, anxious to gain an indication of who the next doge might be.

I remembered the last time I had seen Francesco Venier – at the St Mark’s Day celebrations. The frail body had struggled, but the eyes still showed the steel of the mind within. Finally, the body could no longer keep up with the will to continue, and he had died just a few days ago. Although he had been Doge for less than two years (his second anniversary would have been next week), Venice mourned the loss. The office of doge represented continuity of the city-republic, and anything that weakened its sense of strength was unhappily received, particularly in these days of growing competition and diminishing power.

I found the atmosphere in the church overpowering. The choir, the colour, the incense, the ceremony, the paintings, the sculpture, the very architecture of the church screamed at me. I found it hard to breathe and felt the need to talk, as if to hang on to my sanity

‘Thomas?’ I whispered in the vaulted church. He looked round expectantly, leaning towards me to hear. ‘Do you ever think about dying?’

His face remained impassive, but for the smallest twinkle in his eye, and I knew he was about to take advantage of me. He put his hand to my ear and whispered back. ‘I have no immediate plans. Why do you ask?’

My face must have fallen and he realized that my question was serious. His tone of voice changed as he continued. ‘Yes I do, Richard.’

He looked to left and right to satisfy himself that our whispering was not disturbing any of the mourners and onlookers around us, but they too were also talking to each other, seeming to treat it as a social occasion. Thomas continued, no longer whispering but still talking quietly. ‘First we should address the fact of dying which, in a sense, is the same for all of us, being simply a change of status from living to dead, which is irreversible and, in that respect, awesome.’

He looked round again, but we were still being ignored. ‘Second, and a subject close to the physician, is the process of dying, and that is almost infinite in its variety: expected or unexpected, fought against or welcomed, short or extended, painful or even, yes, comfortable. Blessed is the man who dies without pain, with sufficient time to prepare himself, but no more, and with the satisfaction of knowing he has done most of the things he hoped to do in life – for, in truth, I suspect none of us achieves all of his ambitions.’

‘And surrounded by his or her friends?’ I wanted to show I understood.

Thomas considered my question carefully. ‘Strangely, I don’t believe that is true. In my experience, the actual moment of death is often a private one, and most people seem to slip away unnoticed during an unwatched moment or when their relatives have left the room. It is strange how often this is the case. Even though their eyes may be shut, they seem somehow to know when they are being observed, and at the final moment there seems a sort of dignity in being alone. Perhaps it is finally being at peace with yourself, or at least resolved that the battle is over and you can leave the field with honour.’

I bit my lip and considered what he had said. At first I found his words hard, mechanical and uncaring. But then I realized that he had stripped away the sentiment and had spoken truthfully of what he knew as a physician, and I felt privileged to have shared it.

The Catholic mass made me feel awkward, but Thomas seemed to have a relaxed attitude to the proceedings, and did not seem to mind answering me here in the church. It was as if the dominating presence of the priesthood between God and congregation relieved the latter of some of their responsibilities, and allowed them to respond more as an audience than as participants. Lady Jane would have been appalled, but Thomas seemed to take it all for granted.

‘And what is old age? In the absence of murder or an accident, what finally brings about death by what we call natural causes? Which goes first, the body or the mind?’

‘I believe the human body is designed to take a lifetime of wear and tear. Those who look after it may make it last longer, whilst those who punish their bodies surely shorten the span of their lives. Some people subject one part of their body to more punishment than others and that may be the reason it fails first. The glutton subjects his belly to a lifetime of excess, and the drinker his liver. The tiller of the soil loses his back, the weaver his fingers, the laceworker her sight, and for those who are subject to mental torment the mind is likely to go first.’

‘Do you believe, then, that all people are created equal at birth?’

Again, as so often in such conversations, I had to wait whilst Thomas considered his answer and weighed his words.

‘If you ask that as a moral philosopher, I believe they should be considered so, and certainly every man should in fairness be offered the same opportunities in life. However, if you ask me as a medical practitioner, I will tell you that my experience is that they are not. Some babies are born strong and healthy and others are weaklings from birth. Perhaps the rich are better-fed and – housed, the country dweller gets more fresh air; it does appear that some diseases are hereditary – as, for example, consumption among the Tudors.’

He paused as we watched the coffin being carried the length of the church. ‘It may not be fair,’ he continued, ‘but it is true. I believe the raw material of life is uneven, but the stresses to which different people then subject that raw material are also uneven.’

I nodded towards Courtenay, standing five rows in front of us and well out of earshot. ‘How would you judge the earl?’

‘When I look at him, I consider two factors. First, he was born of good strong stock. His mother is built like a warhorse, so that counts in his favour. His father was beheaded for a questionable treason, but no less dead for that, so we cannot judge his longevity fairly.

‘Secondly, I look at the influences of a man’s life. In his case, he was, no doubt, brought up well fed and well looked-after, in a household that built his self-confidence. That is a good start. But I have to ask myself what did seeing his father executed and his own long imprisonment do to his body and his brain? And since then? He exhibits many of the signs of a man with the pox or Naples disease, and if that is the case, the months immediately after his release are likely to have been the source.’

I raised an eyebrow at Thomas. He had hinted before that he believed Courtenay to be ill and not wicked, but he had been reluctant to confirm the illness openly. I had assumed that he was referring to some degree of mental trouble, the result of Courtenay’s long imprisonment, and had not pressed him on the matter. Yet as soon as he suggested the diagnosis, a number of my own thoughts from the past seemed to fall into place, and I could not help but believe he was probably right. One thing was certain: Courtenay had certainly exposed himself to the risk of disease frequently in the period immediately after his imprisonment; to the extent that this had been named by many as one of the reasons Queen Mary had rejected him as a suitor.

Thomas continued. ‘As for his prospects in the future, and which of his weaknesses will get him first, much depends on the life he goes on to lead. If he married a strong and wealthy woman, one who would remove his worries and continue to mother him as his own mother has done, then perhaps that would be to his advantage. But if my medical diagnosis is right, his likely infection of her body would show little gratitude for whatever she might do for him.’

I was well aware of my growing bitterness towards His Grace, but the situation which Thomas described, even if hypothetical, showed what an unkind world this could be. Looking across at the coffin of the old Doge, now on its stand before the altar, I began to wonder how long we all had to live – the earl, Thomas and, of course, myself. The answer, I knew, was God’s gift, not our own, and not for the first time I asked myself how a kind God could take away from us so brutally someone like Lady Jane, who, to my knowledge, had never done an unkind thing to anyone in her life. She had studied hard, eaten daintily, hardly drank alcohol and prayed regularly and with complete sincerity. And for these acts her head was hacked from her neck by an axe at the age of sixteen.

I listened to the orations to Doge Venier given by the ten members of the Council. One after another they listed his many achievements, venerating him for his learning, and for the many great offices of state he had held in his sixty-seven years: Chief Magistrate in Brescia when still a young man, Deputy in Udine, Chief Magistrate in Padua, Venetian Ambassador to Pope Paul III, minister, councillor and Chief Magistrate in Verona and finally, at the age of sixty-five, Doge.

In all of these orations, I noticed that not one of them made mention of specific achievements by Venier whilst holding those venerable positions, and I began to think of him as what the Duke of Northumberland used to call ‘a safe pair of hands’: an able administrator, picking his way through life with few mistakes, but without changing the world. In short, the sequence of speeches listed what he had been, not what he had done.

Listening to the Cardinal summing up the proceedings, I suddenly experienced a loss of faith. Perhaps it was the Catholic surroundings, with their colour, their pomp and their heavy incense. I looked up into one of the great domes of this magnificent church and, not for the first time, wondered whether heaven really existed at all, or whether it was simply a politicians’ promise, one which, if proved untrue, would be discovered too late.

But in the end I decided that it didn’t matter whether the final accounting of your life took place at the gates of heaven or on your deathbed; the conclusion was the same: life was short and death uncertain only in its timing – all a man could do was to use his life as well as he could and try not to waste it, or spoil it with too much unkindness along the way.

The ceremony came to an end, and for a moment I felt the need to be alone, to think. I excused myself and walked through the ornate church. Two old men shuffled awkwardly past me, each clinging to the other for support and both visibly moved by the passing of one who, I assumed, had been their friend. They paused close in front of me and one spoke, his voice strong, though cracked with emotion.

‘He was a strong man, even a hard man, but in the final reckoning a good one.’

The other nodded. ‘Amen to that. Would that no future doge be so beset by problems.’

I watched them walk the length of the church, never looking to left or right, apparently lost in their thoughts and sustained by their memories and each other.

I needed air and took the side door. Crossing the piazza, I turned and looked back at the church. Which was the greatest memorial to a man departed: the church to its architect, the paintings to their artists, the carvings and statues to their sculptors, the windows to their glassmakers, or the words of two old men who simply said they remembered their friend with respect?

I thought about the nuns at Sant’ Alvise, the fishermen mending their nets in the harbour in Chioggia, the four men who were at this moment working their way towards the door of the church, sweeping up the dust and dirt left by the mourners, and I thought of Thomas’s suggestion that, in matters of health, men were dealt an uneven, perhaps unfair, hand.

Walking away from the church, I stood on the sharp bend where the two canals met. It was as if I was facing a choice – this way or that way. The conclusions I came to were simple: build on your strengths, try to offset your weaknesses and, above all, be true to yourself. And in the same way that Thomas had implied that moderation might increase the length of your life, so adhering to moral principles might, I fervently hoped, increase the happiness and the fulfilment of that life. I resolved, there on the canal-side, to know my strengths and weaknesses, and not to spend my life futilely trying to turn myself into that which I was not.

With no other audience, but with a need to speak, for emphasis but also as a statement of commitment, I spoke aloud to the empty canal. ‘I am no diplomat, and I shall not be a courtier or a politician. I believe with much work I could become a competent artist, able to make satisfactory works which men would enjoy and wish to hang on their walls. I believe, also, that I have it within me to become a doctor of medicine, to go forth in the world and do more good than harm to my fellow man.’

I knew that it was between these two paths that I had to choose.

The canals did not reply, not even with the echo of my own voice. The two pigeons sitting on the next bridge, whose cooing I had interrupted with my words, now returned to their own conversation as if nothing had happened.

But if I had not surprised the pigeons, I had certainly surprised myself. For months now, Thomas had been seeking to guide me into the world of medicine, and yet I had resisted even to the point of failing to visit the university in Padua only a short distance away. It was as if I had to make the choice for myself, and now that Thomas had finally stopped pushing me towards a life in medicine, I found myself reaching for it. How perverse I seemed to have become.

I considered my options. If I became a doctor, it would not necessarily prevent me from painting and drawing, although my available time might be severely limited. Under some circumstances, the two might be combined for, as Vesalius, Galen and Professor Fuchs had shown, the ability to observe accurately and draw what you have seen will not only help your own medical studies, but may be of value in teaching others.

The converse, however, was not true. If I became an artist, all hope of practising medicine would quickly fade and would become increasingly difficult to recover.

And there was one final consideration: if I were a doctor, I might help anyone – a king (if only I could have helped King Edward) or a prince or, just as easily, a pauper. A life was a life. But what if I were an artist? Who would then receive the benefit of my work? Certainly, all who saw the work might gain pleasure from it, but in any direct sense, my customer would be . . . who? Courtenay, wanting a portrait for vanity and marriage negotiation? An ornate church to add piety to its proceedings? Or a fat cardinal, leering over the painting of a young and naked girl while he dreamed of ‘her sister’?

I decided at that moment that, if the University of Padua would have me, my future lay in medicine.
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June the 6th 1556 – Fondamenta della Sensa
 

I had not expected much, but perhaps some small acknowledgement would have been nice.

I had risen early, to find the house deserted. Somehow, in my loose plans of the night before, there had been some expectation of people present – someone with whom I could share the day, but in the event I was breakfasting alone.

I was still munching my breakfast when they burst into the room. ‘Happy birthday, Richard!‘ said the earl. ‘Today you are come of age.’

They were dressed in party clothes and carried armloads of parcels, foodstuffs and wine. Here was a celebration in the making indeed. I had expected, perhaps, to celebrate with Thomas, and Veronica’s presence, although a pleasant surprise, was not totally unexpected. But to see the earl, dressed in his finery, and (it would appear) for my sake, was certainly not something I had contemplated the night before.

My surprise grew as he drew a well-wrapped parcel from the crook of his arm and invited me to open it.

I fumbled with the paper, still amazed that he had even been aware of my birthday, never mind that he should care enough to buy me a present. Inside was a book, bound in leather. It was Lives of the Artists by Giorgio Vasari, published in Torrentino just six years before. I turned the fresh new pages, still smelling of the printers’ workshop. Name after name appeared – the great names which I had heard mentioned so often in my daily classes: Cimabue, Giotto, Donatello, Leonardo, Raphael, Michelangelo (who seemed to dominate the latter part of the book) and finally, in a somewhat short chapter, Titian. There appeared to be no chapter on Veronese or Tintoretto, but I could see their work for myself and, if I chose, even talk to them. Here was a lifetime of experience in the world of painting and a most wonderful present.

As I turned to him, my mouth hanging open, waiting for appropriate words to be found, Edward Courtenay put his hands on his hips and laughed aloud. ‘Once the boy could not be silenced, but now the man is speechless!’

I grinned and nodded. ‘Your Grace has the truth of it. Indeed, I am without words. Many thanks indeed for this wonderful present. May I ask, how did you obtain it?’

He smiled, and waved his arm, a throw-away gesture. ‘I had it sent from Florence while Thomas and I were in Ferrara. I am so delighted that you are pleased with it.’

I shook his hand, something I did not remember having done since I had pulled him out of the icy lagoon months before. ‘You have made my day. Thank you again.’

The others stood, smiling, as I effused, but I felt I could see embarrassment on their faces as they in turn proffered their presents. The earl had trumped everyone else (as no doubt he had intended to) and they appeared very aware of it.

Veronica was the first to pluck up the courage to follow the earl, and she, too, presented a parcel which felt like a book. So it proved to be – a sketchbook, with hard leather covers to protect the pages and keep out the weather when drawing outside. It was the same design that Tintoretto and Gentile used and my thanks were sincere as I kissed her cheek.

Thomas followed with a long tubular parcel, which proved to be a canvas roll in which was held a selection of brushes and drawing tools.

‘I am not sure I should be doing this,’ he said, as he passed the parcel to me. I could not follow his line of reasoning even after I had opened the present and thanked him for it. Eventually I asked him what he had meant. ‘It would appear we are all driving you in the direction of art. Perhaps I should have driven you back towards the world of medicine before it is too late.’

His words gave me a dilemma. In my mind I had already decided that medicine had the first call on my future, but after these presents, how could I dismiss the world of art? ‘All is not lost, Thomas, but I agree today’s wonderful and generous presents have made the decision harder.’

My reply seemed to work, for no one was put out by it. Thomas then reached down and took another parcel from the table. ‘And now a surprise.’

I took the parcel and looked at the careful writing in the accompanying letter. It was familiar, but for the moment I could not place it.

‘This parcel came to me, within an outer wrapping addressed with equal care, and a note asking me to pass it on to you on your birthday. The parcel had been sent to the Department of Medicine at the University of Padua, with my name on it.’

I looked again at the handwriting. ‘Not my mother . . .?’

Thomas laughed at my surprise. ‘Yes, indeed. It is your mother’s writing. See how carefully she has formed the letters? Department of Medicine at Padua was, as your mother said in her letter, the only address she could think of which we might visit or where someone might at least know how to find us. It must be some time since you wrote home, Richard.’

I bit my lip in embarrassment as I opened the parcel. It was indeed a long time since I had written. Many times I had prepared myself to do so, but on each occasion I used the unresolved issues in my life as an excuse to put off writing. The parcel was carefully sewn into seamen’s canvas and I had to unpick the stitches with the point of my dagger before I could get it open. My friends watched me as I fumbled with the thing, but eventually it revealed itself.

‘What is it?’ Veronica could not contain herself.

Carefully, I unrolled the case. It was a letter-writing set, with a block of papers, glued along one edge to hold them in place, pens, ink and a tiny, but very sharp, knife for recutting the quills. Carefully printed across the top page of the writing block were the words:


DON’T FORGET TO WRITE

MOTHER AND FATHER


 

I felt a lump come to my throat. My mother’s hand, so careful and clear, and my father’s attempt at writing ‘father’, no doubt tutored by my mother over many attempts. I held it up. ‘It is a letter-writing set. For travellers.’

I could hardly get the words out as I held the present for everyone to see. How much thought must have gone into this: deciding what to send, then finding such an object (they must have travelled to Exeter to buy it) and, finally, making the parcels and addressing them to what was, in their eyes, the other side of the world. I felt chastened by the realization that I had been so immersed in my own world and its many developments that I had forgotten that my parents would be interested, and worried in the absence of any messages.

‘That’s your first task this afternoon, then, Richard.’ Veronica nudged my elbow. ‘After we have eaten.’

‘We thought a return visit to the Albergo di Leon Bianco would be an appropriate way to take our dinner today.’ The earl was certainly on form, and still grinning.

‘In the meantime, your presence is required at Tintoretto’s studio.’ Veronica smiled at me. It was a smile which said nothing unless you could read it, and then it said everything. This was going to be a good day.
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June the 7th 1556 – Fondamenta della Sensa
 

‘Tell me what they have said to the lady!’

The earl was raving, angry beyond the point of control, and I knew he was very dangerous when in this mood. I had been waiting for the explosion since the late morning of my birthday.
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After leaving my friends, I had walked the short distance to Tintoretto’s studio and been welcomed to another birthday celebration.

One by one my fellow apprentices had given me presents – for the most part drawings which they had done and which I had admired.

Yasmeen was not there, however.

‘She was too shy to be here today, Richard. She said important birthdays are to be celebrated with your family and closest friends. She asked me to tell you she did not feel she knew you well enough to presume to be either, but she asked me to give you this little gift.’

It was a basket of exotic fruits and spices from the Byzantine market. No doubt her father’s contacts had been the source. The colours and the perfumes were overpowering and I asked Jacopo to convey my sincerest thanks to her. As I put the basket down, the phrase he had used rang in my mind. I could understand Yasmeen not feeling she was a close friend (although I thought I had made it clear that I hoped she would be) – but family? What had made her mention that?

‘Jacopo? Tell me again what Yasmeen said. The exact words, if you can.’

Tintoretto smiled slowly.

‘She said she could not presume to be a close friend or a member of your family . . .’ the smile continued, ‘yet.’ He winked.

Reaching into a folder, he took out a piece of paper. ‘Here is my present to you, Richard. I hope you recognize it.’ It was a drawing of Yasmeen, in half-profile, as she appeared when she slid past the door from the courtyard into her office. Tintoretto had caught her at exactly the moment I had first seen her, at the same angle, and in the same lighting.

‘Thank you, Jacopo. It is perfect. An extraordinary likeness. Why did you question that I would recognize it?’

He shrugged. ‘Just a manner of speaking.’

I had taken the drawings into the courtyard to look at them better when Veronica arrived.

‘I thought you were going to stay with the earl for the rest of the morning?’

She nodded anxiously. ‘I had to make my escape. He is pursuing me and I am finding it increasingly difficult to find excuses. As I told you many weeks ago, my contacts have advised me to distance myself from him as far as I can. Large groups at public occasions with a known purpose are accepted, but if word passes that I am seeing him in private, it will go badly for me. I never for a moment thought he would be with you this morning. I heard him mention he was going out early, so I thought I was safe. I hope it didn’t show?’

I shook my head. Veronica was the mistress of such a situation, even when caught out. She had handled the occasion with her usual aplomb, but now, in private, she let her agitation show. ‘The problem is, he is so thick-skinned that he does not pick up gentle indications. He has told me he wants to present something to me at the dinner today. I know what it will be – that medal thing he had made in Ferrara. I cannot accept it, for it would be tantamount to a betrothal in his eyes, but still he pursues me with a zeal I find disconcerting.’

‘It may be the effect of his illness.’

Perhaps it was unkind of me, but my first loyalty was to her, not to the earl.

She turned on me sharply. ‘What illness?’

I replied reluctantly, as if the words had been dragged out of me. ‘Medical opinion is that he may be poxed, and that it is beginning to affect his brain.’

She looked at me closely. ‘You really don’t like him, do you? But thank you for the warning. I can assure you I had no intention of allowing him anywhere near me. He has it in his head that I am from a noble family and refuses to accept the reality of my life, even when it stares him in the face. The more coy I am, the more convinced he is of my virginity. I can play most things for most men, but the innocent virgin is one role that comes to me with difficulty.’

I liked many things about Veronica, and her bawdy humour was one I enjoyed in particular.

‘How will you avoid him?’

She wrinkled her nose. ‘When I see the pretty speech coming, I shall simply have to interject that it is your day, not his or mine, and he should wait for another occasion.’

We both sighed, knowing our subject and his moods, and recognizing the difficult task ahead of her and the repercussions for the rest of us.

‘I shall have to tell him soon. He will believe he has been duped; he will probably threaten to report me to the authorities, and so on. I shall be glad when it’s over. Please believe me, Richard, I shall try to avoid spoiling your day, but you know how difficult he can be to manage.’

I agreed and tried to change the subject. ‘Speaking of managing people, and failing to recognize delicate language, do you have any idea what Yasmeen may have meant when she told Tintoretto she could not presume to be my close friend or part of my family – yet?’

She smiled. ‘Oh yes. I know exactly what she meant.’

I waited. She also waited. Finally I gave in.

‘Come on, Veronica. What did she mean?’

She shook her head.‘Caro,you may have reached twenty-one years old but you still have a long way to go before you understand women. She wants you to marry her. How else could she become part of your family?’ As she completed the sentence, she turned towards me and spread her hands wide, thumbs out, palms upward.

Still confused, I blundered on. ‘And what did Jacopo mean when he gave me a perfect portrait of Yasmeen and said he hoped I would recognize it?’

I saw her clench her fists, and sensed her rising frustration with me, her voice now growing louder. ‘The same thing. He was giving you the message that Yasmeen loves you and that he recognizes and accepts the fact. Indeed that it has his active support.’

I could not see it. ‘How?’

She banged her hands down on the table top, exasperated. ‘You have met Yasmeen?’

‘Of course I have met Yasmeen.’

‘Is she shy, reticent, modest?

‘Extremely so.’

She prodded her forefinger into my chest, with each word, to make her meaning clear, even – to – someone – as – stupid – as – me. ‘Then how much courage do you think it took for her to allow her employer, the maestro Jacopo Tintoretto, to draw her portrait and to agree to sit for him while he did so, with his eyes looking closely at her every feature and reading the motivation in her expression? Only love would make her do it. Can you not
see?’

By now she was almost shouting. I put a hand on hers, to restrain her. ‘Hush, Veronica. Everyone will hear!’

She stood up, holding her hair, now really shouting. ‘Richard! Everyone knows!’

At this point a loud cheer came from the studio and I finally realized why Yasmeen had absented herself.
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‘What have they said to the lady?!’ Courtenay shouted again.

I felt as if the roles had been reversed. Instead of Veronica trying to explain the realities of the world to me, I had to explain them to Courtenay. Just as she had done, I decided to make him work for it. ‘Who are “they” and what makes you think “they” have said anything to the lady?’

‘I tried to speak to her at the albergo but she blocked me. Finally I spoke to her later, in a gondola, as I accompanied her home. She has rejected my medallion outright, and told me that marriage is unthinkable. She has even said she has a commitment elsewhere. How preposterous! If she were seeing another man I should have known about it instantly.’

He walked the length of the room, turned angrily and walked back. ‘Someone has been talking to her. Someone has warned her off. It is political. I felt it even before the Doge died, but now, with everyone jostling for position as a new doge is chosen, I am being frozen out.’

It was a convenient starting point and I nodded, beginning to walk myself, to aid my concentration and for emphasis. ‘I believe you are right, Your Grace. There is a changing mood here in Venice, one that may be moving against you. I have expressed before my distrust of Peter Vannes. I believe he is behind this, and that Queen Mary is behind him.’

He whirled on me. ‘Do you think I am perceived as a danger still? In the English Court?’

I nodded. I do, Your Grace. I fear that Felipe’s influence on our queen has been malign and, in different ways and for different reasons, has put her against both of us. Spain’s influence is spreading and already it dominates the Low Countries. Cheke and Carew were arrested in Antwerp. The situation is grave, whatever your sin. Mine is to be a Protestant. Yours is to be a Plantagenet. Both of us are perceived as threats and, as such, threatened in turn.’

Unusually, I seemed to catch his attention and to convince him. He stopped pacing, took a chair and motioned me into the chair opposite him. ‘Yes, John Neville told me about Cheke and Carew being arrested.’ He nodded to himself, thinking. ‘You are growing fast, Richard, and becoming wise in the process. Your reading of people and events has improved immeasurably over the last six months. Who has taught you?’

I saw I was on dangerous ground. ‘Many things and many people, Your Grace. You yourself have been instrumental in my education, as has Thomas. And others, Venetians, men and women.’

In the interests of truth, I had gone too far. He looked at me with gimlet eyes. ‘You mean that woman, don’t you? That schemer, Franco. Well, take care if you learn the ways of witchcraft from such people, Richard, for they are not to be trusted. And speak to me no more of her. The name of Veronica Franco is not welcome in this house and I forbid you to mention it.’

I stood to leave. I was in danger of losing my temper and it was safer to be gone. As I left the room, he shouted after me. ‘And the portrait is off! Tell the artisan to forget about it.’

Why was I not surprised? I nodded and left.
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June the 8th 1556 – Fondamenta dei Mori
 

Yasmeen walked into the studio and worked her way across to where I was sitting. I stopped drawing and sat back and she came close beside me, and leaned against my shoulder, a little harder than was necessary to see my work. Instinctively, I put an arm round her waist and she did not resist. ‘Aah, bellissimo!’

All round the studio, the apprentices stopped work and cooed at the two of us. I laughed and Yasmeen looked around the room, grinning shyly. ‘Get back to your work or I may forget to pay your wages.’ She may have been young, small and shy, but she could manage this lot when she had to.

‘You said you wanted to see me when I came in?’ she said. I looked up into her dark eyes. As always, the effect was to make my insides feel hollow, as if I hadn’t eaten for days.

‘I always want to see you. You know that.’

She bumped her hip against me, smiling coyly. ‘But something specific? Come to my office. It is more private.’

‘Whoah!’

The apprentices teased us as I followed her out. She waved an arm at the room, but did not seem to be upset. Although they teased her quite a lot in the studio, I noticed it was never overdone, never unkind, and stopped immediately they stepped outside the studio door. When Yasmeen was with a patron in the courtyard, or in her office, they were all of them quiet, serious and respectful.

We sat at the courtyard table and she looked at me expectantly. This was going to be harder than I had expected. ‘The Earl of Devon has had a setback. His pursuit of a lady has been rejected and he has decided to cancel the portrait. He asks me to convey my sincere apologies to the house of Tintoretto and trusts you will find other work with which to keep busy.’

I had expected Yasmeen to be disappointed, perhaps even upset, but she seemed to take it very well. ‘I must inform the maestro. Will you wait?’

They returned within minutes. ‘The portrait is off?’ Jacopo threw his arms up nonchalantly as he said it.

I nodded. ‘I am afraid so, yes. I’m sorry.’

Jacopo sat opposite me and beside Yasmeen. ‘Do not concern yourself, Richard. I knew it would happen. Veronica told me ages ago. You have seen how busy we are; to be honest, I was waiting for confirmation. If you had said he wanted to start soon, I should have had a real problem.’

Once again, I was reminded that I was not the centre of all conversations, and that the members of this little community talked amongst themselves on a daily basis, whether or not I was present. Of course, Veronica knew the portrait was intended for her, and of course she knew she could not accept it. Everything else was merely a matter of timing.

‘You know he is distrusted here in Venice?’ Jacopo did not feel the need to speak quietly here in his own bottega.

I nodded. ‘And I don’t expect the appointment of the new doge, whoever he is, will change that?’

Jacopo shook his head. ‘There is little chance. Venice is ruled by tradition and moves slowly in such matters. No new doge would alter policy immediately. Besides, Veronica says his reputation is ruined, if it was ever otherwise. The only reason Doge Venier protected him was because he was affronted by the idea of the English presuming to tell Venice how to act. He was not going to allow bravi under Vannes’s control to kill someone on his own doorstep; it’s disrespectful. But they are all seasoned politicians and they understand power, and the realities of holding on to it. No king (or queen) is going to leave a potential usurper waiting in the wings.’

Again, I nodded. We were simply telling each other things we already knew, as if to affirm the facts for the sake of the record.

‘What will you do if the earl decides to move elsewhere?’ Jacopo looked genuinely concerned.

‘If possible, I would choose to remain in Venice for the present time. May I continue here? In the circumstances?’

Jacopo pulled a face and turned to Yasmeen. ‘Well, you are the business manager. What do you think? Can we afford it? Is he worth the effort?’

Yasmeen tried to look equally serious, but carried it off less well. ‘I think we have the resources, Maestro. He does not waste much charcoal, uses paper sparingly and pays promptly for any paint he uses.’

Jacopo’s head swayed from side-to-side as if he was trying to make a fair decision but having difficulty in coming to a conclusion. ‘But is he making any progress?’

This time she could not lie, even for the joke. She flicked her eyes at me then back to her master. ‘Oh yes, Maestro. His drawing has improved enormously. On balance, I would continue with him. I am sure you can make something of him.’

Jacopo nodded slowly, as if considering a weighty decision. ‘And you, Yasmeen?’

She looked at him, confused by this change of script.

‘Could you make something of him?’

I looked at her for her reply. She reddened and her eyes lowered. ‘I think so, given the opportunity.’ She lifted her eyes and looked directly at me. ‘In fact, I am sure I could.’ She paused. ‘Given the opportunity.’

Tintoretto looked from one of us to the other and stood up. ‘Well, it seems you two don’t need me. I had better go. I have a studio to run.’

Yasmeen looked across the table at me, with doubt in her eyes. ‘Did you mind? My saying that?’

I reached a hand across the table and took hers, looking into her eyes, willing her to believe me. ‘I would have died had you said anything else.’
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June the 14th 1556 – Piazza San Marco
 

‘There will be no change of policy.’

Edward Courtenay rejoined Thomas and me as we stood on the side of the Piazza San Marco, listening to the bells pealing. Every church in Venice seemed to have joined in, making a joyous cacophony.

‘I have just spoken to John Neville,’ Courtenay continued, ‘he says Doge Lorenzo Priuli will change nothing. Venice is devoid of direction at the moment, laid low by plague and famine among the general population and unsure where its future lies. Trade patterns are changing and it is said the financial strength of the Fuggers has been hit hard by a number of disastrous decisions, which means they are unwilling to extend any new loans for the present. And whilst half of the Council concentrates on Lisbon and the new trade routes around Africa, the other half is preoccupied with Byzantium and the risk of another war with Constantinople. So Venice does what she often does: she holds to tradition and waits.’

‘And how do you propose to respond, Your Grace?’ I felt it was time to lay our cards upon the table. I had too many issues in my own life that I needed to resolve to allow it to drift on at the whim of someone else – particularly someone I considered to be selfish, unpredictable and, in the long term, not part of my life.

‘I shall do as the Venetians are doing. There are too many uncertainties to read, so I shall hang on and wait and see, at least for the summer.’ He faced both of us, for although Thomas had not asked the question, it was clear that the answer was of interest to us both. ‘I understand that each of you has to make a decision about his future. You have been good companions to me and I am grateful for that.’ He turned to Thomas. ‘I know that you plan to return to England in the autumn at the latest, before the worst storms hit the English Channel.’

Thomas nodded.

‘Richard, you have indicated that you will not return to England while Queen Mary is on the throne. I understand that. If you are to pursue a career in medicine, you ought to enrol at the university in Padua in September, in order to join this year’s students after the harvest season.’

He faced us squarely, opening his hands expansively.

‘I give you this commitment, gentlemen. I shall remain here in Venice, unless physically driven out, until September. I am yet undecided where I shall go then, but in any case, I absolve you both from any further commitment. Until September, I shall keep the house at my own expense and you are welcome to remain here under the present arrangement, coming and going as you please. Should you wish to leave earlier, I shall fully understand, and you will have my support in such a decision.’

We both mumbled our thanks for such a clear statement of his intentions. For some reason, Courtenay took each of our hands in turn and shook it. ‘Freedom, Gentlemen. I give you freedom.’

We shook hands again, before Courtenay saw someone across the piazza he wanted to talk to and quickly made his farewells.

Thomas looked at me quizzically. ‘What do you think that was about?’

I shook my head. ‘I have no idea. It was as if he had suddenly had an attack of clear-mindedness.’

We turned for home, fortified by the knowledge that each of us could now begin to put his own plans into place without feeling he was failing the others. As we walked I heard Thomas mutter to himself. ‘Strange disease, this syphilis. One minute the mind is addled, the next clear.’

I asked myself when the next change of mood would be sprung upon us and what its implications would be. In the meantime, I had been given my freedom and I did not intend to give it back. Too many decisions were reliant on it and too many lives potentially affected: mine, Yasmeen’s and Faustina’s.
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June the 16th 1556 – Fondamenta dei Mori
 

Veronica stretched and yawned. Tintoretto saw the movement and responded. ‘Time for a break.’

She saw me looking at her and, as everyone put down his brush, walked across to me. ‘Did you want to talk?’

‘If you have the time, yes please.’

Together we wandered through into the courtyard where everything was quiet.

‘Is this a private conversation?’

I nodded. ‘In the sense that Yasmeen is involved, I would welcome your advice.’

By now, Veronica was used to my little questions. She pulled the loose robe around her and settled down. I went through the history of recent events, up to and including Courtenay’s statement of his intentions.

‘So, in short, I have until September to make my decisions. I think I know what I want to do in most respects; the remaining difficulty is Suor Faustina. I have committed myself to saving her from the future she describes, but time is passing by, and whilst I have increasingly clear ideas about the other great decisions in my life, I do not know what I can do for her.’

Veronica smiled her maternal smile. ‘Caro, you talk as if your decision is about money or power; as if the decision will be made in your head. You are a young man. You have hot blood coursing through your veins. I have seen it.’ She leaned forward conspiratorially. ‘And I have felt it.’

I flashed my eyes towards Yasmeen’s office and the wooden grille over the window, but Veronica waved me down. ‘Your decision will not be made in your head – it will be made in your heart.’

As always, I was surprised at the speed with which Veronica had apparently reached her conclusions. Gently she took my hand and stroked it, as if to calm a fractious five-year-old. ‘You want it all ways; you want the sun to shine all day and the rain to fall conveniently at night.’

I shook my head. I didn’t follow any of it.

‘The Nun, the Muslim and the Harlot. In your mind, you approached each of us as a separate person, a separate opportunity – or perhaps, as you now see it, a separate problem! But you do not understand. We are not separate: our lives are interrelated and controlled by the same influences. We are all daughters of the Doge, Richard, each of us sustained by the laws and regulations of La Serenissima, but at the same time imprisoned by them.

‘Consider each of our positions. Suor Faustina is imprisoned in a convent as a direct consequence of the Libro d’Oro. And Yasmeen? You think she is free to choose whatever vocation she wishes? Ask yourself what would happen if she tried to become a doctor? Ask yourself what opportunities exist for a Muslim woman in the administration of this city, or in the businesses and trading companies run by Christian men? And, if you can step away from your own position for a moment, ask yourself what marriage prospects there are likely to be for a woman like her in a city where Muslims are denied any of the freedoms others take for granted.

‘And, finally, we come to the third woman in your life, the harlot. Is she, too, being of good family, not subject to marriage constraints? Is she too not prevented from becoming a poet, a painter, a business leader? Is it a coincidence that she is forced to treat her own body as a commodity?’

I was lost. What was this diatribe all about?

‘You are not a harlot!’

‘I know.’ Again she stroked my hand, as if to hold my attention, then slowly leaned forward, and rubbed my nose with hers. Now she held my attention totally. She spoke, almost in a whisper, making me listen carefully for every word. ‘It’s a joke – and one that only I can tell at my own expense. In any event, you now realize that I was never available to you, except as friend and confidante. So now you are down to two. And you have to face up to the decision between Faustina the nun and Yasmeen the Muslim.’

‘That is my difficulty. I know I love Yasmeen, and if she will have me, I want to marry her. But I think I may have made a commitment to Faustina already.’

She shrugged again. ‘Perhaps, of sorts, but you do not need to marry her to meet any expectations she may have from you. On the contrary, that would probably not be possible.’

Again she had lost me. ‘Why not?’

‘Richard, she already has a lover to whom she is deeply committed.’

Now I was really shocked, and offended. ‘Who? What is his name?’

She shook her head, smiling. ‘Not his name – her name. It is Felicità.’

The name was familiar and I searched my mind. ‘The young conversa with the big brown eyes? I have seen her. She can only be sixteen. You mean she . . . they . . .? Are you sure? How do you know?’

‘There are things women tell to men, and others they only tell to women. Trust me.’

Immediately, I felt irritated. I had taken my lead in all good faith from Veronica and now she was changing her position. ‘But you told me she was in love with me.’

Veronica shook her head. ‘I said the ingredients were there, and it is true she is very grateful to you. But this time I admit I was wrong.’

Felicità had been present when last we had met but I had not picked up any indications. ‘I didn’t realize.’

This time it was Veronica who looked over her shoulder to ensure we were alone. ‘There is a lot you don’t realize, young man. Take Yasmeen, for example.’

Suddenly I felt defensive. ‘What about her? What do I not realize about Yasmeen?’

‘That she is not only in love with you but she is desperate for you to ask her to marry you.’

This didn’t make sense. ‘But we have hardly spoken – of personal matters, that is. We have shown affection, yes, that is true, but we have never really had a private conversation.’

She looked at me with her big, expressive eyes and waited. ‘It matters not, I can tell. A woman knows these things. She has loved you almost from your first visit. I have seen her picking up drawings which you have left uncompleted, studying them closely, and then holding them to her breast.’

‘Then what should I do?’

She sat back in her chair, as if distancing herself from me. ‘I cannot tell you how to live your life, or what to do or not to do, but I can tell you what a woman might respond to.’

I sat forward, all ears. If she could conjure up a solution that allowed me to marry Yasmeen and somehow still meet the promises I had made to Faustina, so many of the complications in my life would be resolved.
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June the 25th 1556 – Fondamenta dei Mori
 

Tintoretto bowed slightly and took Thomas’s hand, smiling as he did so. ‘So. Dottor Thomas Marwood. We meet at last. I have heard much about you from Richard. I believe we may have you to blame?’

Thomas was not caught out by Jacopo’s sense of humour for a moment. He smiled back at the maestro.

‘Probably I usually take the blame. To which particular weakness in his character are you referring today?’

A gleam appeared in Jacopo’s eye. ‘I believe we are stuck with him in our drawing classes simply because you fired his enthusiasm for the subject? Did you not tell him, many years ago, to “observe, interpret, draw and attach notes”? Those are, I believe, the words you used?’

‘No. I do not recall that use of words at all. You are sure of the exact words?’

Tintoretto looked across at me, a suspicious look in his eye. He knew he was being led on, and was, I could see, confident in his starting position, yet this little game was not going in the direction he had expected. ‘Those are the words, are they not? The exact words?’

I decided to take Thomas’s side as he was the guest and Jacopo was on home ground. ‘No. Not the exact words. Close, but not exact.’

Thomas helped him out. ‘The words to which you refer were, if I recall, delivered to us on or about Christmas Day last, at the University of Tübingen, by one Professor Leonhard Fuchs. Am I right, Richard?’

I nodded, trying to look serious. Jacopo knew the game was up; he now had to extricate himself as best he could.

‘I see. And your original words, Dr Marwood, were – how shall I say – similar?’

Thomas bowed. ‘Indeed, sir, but my words were simpler: “Observe, draw, attach notes.” I am a man of few words, sir.’

Jacopo knew he was bettered and howled with laughter.

‘Well done, Dr Marwood. May I call you Thomas? You have the edge on us, indeed.’

Thomas inclined his head to the request to use his first name. ‘You were correct in spirit, Signor Tintoretto. My original words were improved upon in conversation with Professor Fuchs. Perhaps one day I may bring you my copy of his book, which includes the most wonderfully observed etchings of plant life. I believe this bottega has progressed even further, however, for do you not say, “Observe, analyse, draw, interpret and make notes.”?’

Jacopo gave a slow and exaggerated Italian shrug. ‘You know our reputation? Italians and Venetians? We are wordy. Why use one word when three can be found?’

We all grinned and Jacopo led us across the studio. ‘Actually, we did choose the extra words with care and reason. Gentile! Would you like to demonstrate while I explain? Richard can be our model.’

I sat in the big modelling chair and looked at Gentile. Already his eyes had taken on an appraising look. He indicated that I should turn my head a little, until the light fell as he wanted it, and then he began to look closely at me. I saw the curve of his wrist and knew immediately what he was doing. Jacopo interpreted the movement.

‘You saw the first observation. With Gentile it is quick, with others much slower. Then the small frown, perhaps? He was analysing the head. Not the outline, you understand, but the form, the roundness, the mass. From the first mark we are trying to feel for the mass of the object and express it.’

Gentile repeated the motion once more, this time making a mark on the paper. Then he lifted his wrist and made a similar movement, but horizontally. Deftly, he indicated the shape of my head around these first lines.

‘The crossed lines follow the contours of the head vertically and horizontally. From this we deduce mass. It also gives us important reference lines from which to measure. Note, for example, that Richard has his head tilted slightly to the right, and how this is expressed by the slight rise in the line of the eyebrows which Gentile has made. Now the eye sockets. At this stage, do not draw the eye itself, but concentrate on the eye socket as an area formed of shadow.’

Gentile made his marks and used the tip of his finger to rub the lines into shading.

‘The nose is not vertical in either plane from this angle.’

I saw Gentile make a wedge-shaped mark, then use his fingertip again.

‘He has drawn the outline, but how do we express the fact that the lower part of the nose is closer to us than the bridge? Here we interpret the drawing we have, look at the way the shapes and tones recede or jump forward at us, and amend them by more drawing and by shading tonal differences.’

Gentile emphasized the wedge of the nose, then picked up a piece of white chalk and lightened the tip of the nose, rubbing it away into the dark shadows above. As soon as he did so, I saw Thomas smile. He nodded enthusiastically.

‘Yes, I see. It is as if you talk to the drawing, have a conversation with it.’

Gentile nodded and turned to face Thomas. ‘I look at the drawing and feel for the differences between the real head and my memory of it, then try to eliminate them. Do you want to try?’

Thomas jumped back. ‘No, Gentile. I know a master when I see one. I am more than content to watch you. It is fascinating and has already taught me a great deal. No wonder Richard spends so much of his time here.’

As he spoke, the door behind him opened and a familiar outline slid privately into the room.

Jacopo interrupted. ‘Don’t let him tell you it is his love of drawing that brings him here every day. If this young lady were not here, Richard’s interest in art would disappear like the morning mist. Dr Thomas Marwood, may I introduce Yasmeen Ahmed, who turns our fumbling efforts at painting into a profitable business.’

Yasmeen dipped her head to Thomas with her usual shy reserve, and then nodded to me. ‘It is not true. He is an excellent student.’

Thomas reached for her hand, bowed and kissed it on the knuckles. ‘It is a pleasure to meet you. I thought Richard must be exaggerating your beauty, but he was not.’

Yasmeen squirmed with embarrassment and turned to Jacopo. ‘Maestro, I have the money we expected. I must put it away safely.’ She turned to leave the room, then shot me a farewell glance.

Thomas looked at me as she left the room. He said nothing, but his approving smile told me all I needed to know.

As the demonstration came to an end, Thomas patted Gentile on the shoulder and thanked him. Leaving his hand on Gentile’s shoulder, he turned to Tintoretto. ‘Apart from the sheer joy of seeing such masterly work, this has explained so much to me about some of the drawings I have seen before, especially the anatomical studies of Leonardo da Vinci. They have a number of them now in the Department of Medicine at the University in Padua.’

Gentile looked at me once more. ‘Of course, the model was a poor one – ugly angles, poor proportions, and he never sits still, but what can you expect?’

I warmed at his remarks. Among this group of men there was little stronger evidence of friendship than being publicly abused in front of an important visitor.
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June the 30th 1556 – Island of Murano
 

‘First date?’

The gondolier winked at me as I helped Yasmeen into the gondola. She was treading carefully, though whether from a general nervousness with boats or because she was wearing her best clothes was not clear.

‘Picnics are always popular, sir: plenty of time to talk, and private too.’

I looked at him, at the small boat, and back to him. Somehow I saw little room for privacy. He winked again.

‘I am deaf and blind. It is part of our training. It’s a miracle we find our way round the city and across the lagoon. Murano?’

I nodded. It was far enough to make a nice evening trip, and although parts of the island were filthy with the waste from the glassmakers, every gondolier was skilled at ensuring his passengers enjoyed a civilized arrival and departure, preferably clutching an expensive glass object made by his ‘cousin’.

Yasmeen settled into the wide seat and I sat next to her. She seemed as nervous as I was, and as we set off across the lagoon we both realized we had left as much space as possible between us. I leaned towards her. ‘Shall we both move in a bit? If we stay like this, we will have to shout, but if either of us alone moves, we may tip the boatman out, and neither of us is dressed for rowing.’

She giggled and we moved together. As we did so, I took the opportunity of putting my arm along the ridge of the seat, and when she didn’t object, I gently wrapped it around her shoulder. She shivered for a moment, and then snuggled against me.

‘It may be cool out on the lagoon. The blankets are in front of you.’Yes, this gondolier really did know the routine. I removed my arm, leaned forward for the large waterproof blanket and covered us, my arm quietly returning to its position. It was a perfect, tranquil June evening, the sun still above the horizon, hot and orange, but we left the blanket in place as, no doubt, all lovers did.

The movement of the boat was soporific and we soon forgot the presence of the boatman behind us and began to relax. ‘I told my father I was visiting a friend. It is not easy to get away; he is very protective,’Yasmeen confided. ‘Have you been out here for a picnic many times?’

I could sense the uncertainty in her voice. ‘With other girls, do you mean? No.’

I felt her relax a little more. ‘This is my first time also.’

I looked down at her. Tintoretto had told me her mother had died some years before and that her father was very protective towards her. The maestro had been a neighbour of the family since he had first established his bottega on the Fondamenta dei Mori and had given Yasmeen part-time work there when she was only fourteen. He had taken her under his wing, made sure she was safe and that the apprentices did not take advantage of her, and she had grown with the business, steadily becoming an essential part of its smooth operation.

True to her name, tonight she had jasmine flowers in her hair, and the scent was intoxicating. With the sun shining on her hair, I could see a dozen of the colours we used in the studio: from the shadows, now glowing a deep burnt sienna, to the highlights, ranging from yellow ochre to Venetian red, and shining like a fresh new nut the moment it is first opened. She was quite the most beautiful thing I had ever seen in my life.

‘What was your life like before you came to Venice?’ The voice floated gently up to me, mingling with her scent.

‘I was brought up on a farm, the second son, with a younger sister also. I always knew my elder brother John would eventually inherit the family farm, so I set out at the age of fourteen to find employment. I worked in a small manor house, called Shute House, one of several properties belonging to a wealthy and powerful lord. One day he and his three daughters visited our manor house and there was a great storm. I managed to save the daughters from drowning and he gave me employment. The marquess, as he then was, became the Duke of Suffolk, and I became his personal secretary and travelled to the English Court with him.’

‘Why did you leave?’ The small voice floated up again.

‘When King Edward died, a number of the lords of the realm made his eldest daughter, Lady Jane Grey, Queen of England because she was a Protestant. But there was a successful revolt against her, and she was imprisoned. I stayed with her in that prison for seven months, until they executed her. Two weeks later her father, my employer, was also executed. From that moment, I had little reason to remain at Court and returned to the country in Devon, where I have been studying medicine under Dr Marwood.’

‘How long will you stay here?’

‘To some extent, that depends on the earl. Until September, I feel a sense of obligation towards Edward Courtenay, but from then on, I will make my own decisions.’

She looked at me intently. ‘We are similar. My life, too, is determined by another. My father, having lost my mother to illness, is very protective and clings to me, as his only daughter and only close friend. It is understandable. His life has been difficult – his grandfather had to leave Granada when our people were pushed out of Spain sixty-five years ago. My ancestors used to live in the Alhambra Palace itself, but they had to leave everything behind. Since then, the family has been endlessly on the move, trying to make a living from the spice trade, first in Lisbon, then in Sicily and now here in Venice. He makes the joke that the family arrived here from Lisbon just as the centre of the spice trade was moving in the opposite direction. He works hard, but he is getting older and is very tired.’

I tried to reassure her. ‘But you have your freedom. You now work for Jacopo Tintoretto and play an important part in managing his business for him. He would be lost without you.’

She returned her head to my shoulder before replying. ‘As the only child of a widower father, I am tied. My father would like me to marry a Muslim boy and continue to live with him and look after him in his old age. But Muslims are constrained in this society, especially while the wars with Turkey and the Byzantine Empire keep smouldering. There are few eligible Muslim boys here. And since he would not want me to go abroad, I am left in limbo. I live in two worlds, the painters’ world and my father’s world, but I have no world of my own.’

This was a subject I had strong feelings about. ‘You have to make a world of your own.’

I felt her shaking her head. ‘But if I am placed in an arranged marriage, I will simply be moved from one man’s world to another man’s world.’

This was something Lady Jane and I had debated many times. ‘The conundrum is whether getting married necessarily means entering somebody else’s world or whether it can mean creating your world with somebody else. My view is that a woman is not a chattel, but someone in her own right. The understanding which forms the basis of a marriage should first and foremost recognize that each of the parties should create a world of their own.’

She sat up again. ‘It is an enlightened view, Richard, but what happens the first time you disagree? The man tells the woman what to do. That is how it works, is it not?’

I shook my head.

‘It need not be so. When issues arise that create conflict between the separate worlds of a husband and wife, decisions about those issues should be made jointly.’

‘What issues do you mean?’ I could feel her stiffen, perhaps in apprehension, and I looked away over the water, to soften my reply. ‘For example, if I was deciding whether to study painting here in Venice, or medicine in Padua.’

She remained very still, listening hard. ‘Not in England?’

Now I guessed the true source of her apprehension and it encouraged me. ‘At this stage, no, not in England. England is not a safe country for me, just as your people were driven from Spain, so religion forms a barrier between people in England, and those who believe in my Protestant Church are distrusted there and hounded by the Catholics. I have no plans to return to England at the moment.’

I felt her relax, and for some minutes she remained quiet. I did not dare hope she was thinking what I was thinking, but if she was, the last thing I wanted to do was to break her train of thought. Finally, after many minutes’ silence, she asked the question I had hoped she would ask. ‘Are you also considering marriage as part of this decision about your future?’

I answered as lightly as I could. ‘Yes, I would like to get married, to the right person, if she would have me, and I would try to approach that relationship using the principles of equality I have just described. But in a sense, it seems unfair to consider marriage before I have decided what future I desire for myself I felt her pull away from me, as if my words had put distance between us. ‘When will you decide your terms?’ She nodded for emphasis. ‘For this bargain?’

I shook my head. ‘I didn’t mean it like that. I am trying to be fair.’

We were approaching a small, clean beach on a tiny deserted island close to Murano. The place was treeless but sheltered from the wind, and the little beach was remarkably clean. I wondered how many other couples the gondolier had brought to this spot before us, and how many more would come in the future. The gondola grounded lightly on the beach and I helped Yasmeen out. The gondolier waved us forward.

‘Please. Go ahead. It is your evening. I will bring your picnic things and then take the boat round to the next bay. When you want me, just follow that path over there.’

Yasmeen took my hand and we started up the beach to a sheltered corner. I felt her squeeze my hand. ‘Veronica told me that you are a very complicated man. But I know from Jacopo and Gentile that you are also a very honest one.’

Somehow, as we reached our little corner, I began to feel that I had not, after all, been the architect of this evening. The hands of others had been at work. Looking across the lagoon to Venice, I thanked them, whoever they were.
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Whether it was prompted by our arrival at our picnic spot, or the diplomatic departure of the gondolier, our mood seemed to have changed. Both of us had come to the evening with questions, and both had found it hard to relax until our worries had been addressed. Now our conversation turned to gossip about the apprentices in Tintoretto’s studio, to our parents, our childhoods, our hopes and our fears.

Being unsure what food she would eat, I had brought chicken, fish and bread, fruit and fruit juices. It seemed I had chosen well, for despite her small build she appeared to have a healthy appetite.

We talked of life in Venice. Yasmeen explained that her childhood, although happy, had always been overshadowed by the thought that somehow she and her few Muslim friends were different from the other children around them; she had never fully understood why, and her father had simply avoided her questions.

As she grew older, her father had begun to tell her stories of his grandfather’s time, when he had been a physician, and highly regarded in the Muslim court of Emir Boabdil, the last of the Nasrid dynasty to rule the emirate of Granada. Life had been so different in Al Andalus, with Jews, Moors and Christians living in harmony; not only tolerating each other, but recognizing the best of each others’ cultures and borrowing from them – exchanging technology, laws, architecture, recipes and poetry. This was a world in which men were judged by their abilities, and given unfettered opportunity to make what contribution they could to the society they shared.

I leaned against a tussock of marram grass and listened as she repeated these stories from the past, watching how her eyes shone with pleasure at her family’s memory of a happier period, and enjoying the sheer poetry of her language as she pronounced the Arabic names of people, places, animals, plants and foodstuffs. It was as if she had lived there herself, and I found myself wondering why the great cosmopolitan city of Venice could not treat people just as equally.

Every minute I spent in Yasmeen’s company increased my regard for her. As she talked of her people and their past, I began to understand that she was part of another, wider and, to me, mysterious world.

When she paused to eat, I in turn told her stories of my childhood in Devon, of fishing in the sea and the rivers, of hunting in the hills which surrounded our valley, and of how my life had been changed so dramatically by meeting the Grey family. I spoke openly of my regard for Lady Jane, but played down my love affair with Lady Catherine. She noticed my reticence, and began to ask me increasingly probing questions

‘Did you love Lady Jane?’

It was a question I had often asked myself, and still found difficult to answer.

‘If you mean did I hope to marry her, the answer is no, never. But if you ask whether I would do anything for her, then yes. She was extremely religious; caring in her manner; although unforgiving of those she thought fools or liars, and had the fastest mind I have ever witnessed. She could be stubborn and difficult, but she could also show endless patience for someone like me who tried to follow her reasoning, but was simply not as quick as she was. Yes, I loved her, but as a friend, and I would be dishonest if I denied it now.’

She seemed satisfied with my answer, but continued to probe. ‘And Lady Catherine? When you speak of her, your voice takes on a special tone, yet you always move on quickly, as if to diminish her significance. What happened to her? Was she killed too?’

I had promised myself I would avoid the subject of my beloved Catherine if possible, for I could not deny my love for her. I had loved her until my insides ached.

Yasmeen was looking at me with calm, level eyes, and I knew my answer to her question could spoil everything if I was not careful.

‘She was Lady Jane’s younger sister but she was unlike her sister in almost every respect: flighty, funny, rarely concentrating on one thing for more than a minute or two. We always knew there was no future for us; that one day we would be separated by her marriage, which was sure to be arranged for her. Eventually, that is just what happened, and she was taken from me.’

‘And you never saw her again?’

‘Only briefly. The political tide changed and her marriage was annulled. She was literally thrown on the street, and returned home while I was visiting. We were together for a few days only.’

‘And in that time you were lovers?’ Inexorably she had led me to this question, the one we both knew I was avoiding.

‘Why do you say that?’

‘It is in your eyes, and in your voice. I can hear the echo of her, and see her beauty.’

‘It was brief. We were brought together by our unhappiness after her sister’s death. We had no one else to share our grief, and for a few days, yes, we clung to each other. And then she was gone.’

‘Gone?’

‘She was recalled to Court, to be entered once again in the marriage cattle-market. We have no Libro d’Oro in England, but similar rules apply; the great families rarely marry outside their own circle.’

‘She returned to Court? After her sister and father had been executed for treason?’

‘Our court is a callous and calculating place. Perhaps the Queen decided it was better to keep her enemy close. Catherine was, and still is, a potential heir to the throne. It is an uncomfortable world: a kind of imprisonment enforced by the very law of the land. But she will adjust. She likes the wealth and the fine clothes. It is her world.’

Yasmeen was looking at me very closely now, as if she had discovered something important about me which she knew might change everything. ‘You speak of her in the present tense. Do you think of her still?’

I had feared that our conversation would finish up in this direction and had hoped to avoid it. Say yes and she would feel her position threatened, but say no and I would appear callous and uncaring.

‘I had to face the fact that I would never see her again, and even if I did, it would not be on my terms or even on hers, but on the Queen’s terms.’

She was watching me carefully now, looking more vulnerable than she had all evening. ‘The Catholic Queen? The one who threatens you?’

I nodded, not wanting to overstate my own significance.

‘How did you put her out of your mind and out of your heart?’

‘I did not lose her; she was never mine to lose. I immersed myself in other things. I left London and the Court and returned to Devon. Dr Marwood helped me a lot in those first weeks. Then the opportunity arose to travel here, and I took it.’

‘Do you think of her still?’ she repeated.

‘In all honesty, not very often these days. I have left that world and found a new one, in which I have found someone much more important to me.’

It hurt me to see the uncertainty in her face. ‘Is she comparable?’

‘No.’ Her eyes widened. ‘She is infinitely better.’

She looked nervous. ‘Is she as beautiful?’

I nodded. ‘More so.’

‘Is she as intelligent and interesting?’

I began to laugh, and took her hand. ‘There is no comparison.’ I put my arm around her shoulder. ‘Yasmeen, you have twice the beauty, three times the intellect and ten times the character of any royal princess in England. To me, you are without comparison and in your shadow the fading light of all others diminishes to nothing.’

She clung to me, her hands white with tension. Then, seeing that I was sincere, she began to cry. I put my arms round her and held her tight. When she did not resist, I kissed her as gently as I could, then stroked her hair until she stopped sobbing.

She looked up at me. ‘Do you really mean that?’

I kissed the end of her nose. ‘I mean every word of it. Now and for ever more. Please believe me.’


[image: ]   [image: ]


 

We hardly spoke on the journey back, clinging to the moment as if afraid to spoil it. Instead, we communicated by touching, as if to reassure each other that we were still there. The boatman looked at us and smiled a fatherly smile, thinking of his own youth or, more probably, other passengers from similar evenings. No doubt a successful evening resulted in a bigger tip.

By the time we reached the Fondamenta dei Mori it was almost dark and she had begun to worry about her father. We left the gondola outside Tintoretto’s workshop, not a hundred paces from her house, and I kissed her once more.

‘I must go alone. My father will be waiting and worrying. When will I see you next?’

I squeezed her hand reassuringly. ‘Tomorrow. Here, at the bottega.’
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July the 4th 1556 – Convent of Sant’ Alvise
 

I saw Yasmeen every day for the next three days. Our relationship was accepted in the workshop, and it was a measure of the kindliness of the Tintoretto ‘family’ that Jacopo, Gentile and Veronica all took time to speak to me quietly about the difficulties Yasmeen and I would face with her father. Veronica, as always, was more than understanding, and I knew that if anyone could offer me practical advice it was her.

‘You are committed to her? In truth and honesty?’

I assured her that my intentions were completely honourable and that the only thing preventing me from asking Yasmeen to marry me now was the fear that she might say no, either because of difficulties with her father, or because my own future was so uncertain.

Veronica nodded gravely. ‘That is as well, for Yasmeen has enough friends here to tear you limb from limb.’

I was aghast that she should distrust me so much. She calmed me, as always.

‘Caro, listen. You must remove the complications in your life and make it easier for Yasmeen and yourself. The business with Suor Faustina; it requires an outcome.’

I blustered, but she shook her head. ‘You must go and see her, today. Pretend to be the lawyer again. At the moment she is playing you along – her family is the cause of her imprisonment and her family is the reason she cannot leave. It is too much: you cannot solve this problem for her – only she and her family can decide.’

I argued that she was being unfair, but she simply shrugged her shoulders and smiled as if to say, ‘It’s up to you’. Eventually, I agreed. I would go straight to the convent in the afternoon, knock on the door, demand to see Suor Faustina, and have it out with her.

As I turned to leave, emboldened by her advice, she called to me. ‘Oh, caro! One more thing. Get her to clarify her position with regard to the young conversa, Felicità. We cannot sort this mess out unless it is clear how many we are saving, one or two.’

Without thinking too hard, I agreed, and set off towards the Convent of Sant’ Alvise.
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The nun who opened the door recognized me and, despite my normal street clothes, decided to play the game, but the old discrete who were due to act as ascoltatrici that day clearly did not believe that I was Suor Faustina’s lawyer and refused to leave until Faustina, in a rage, called for the abbess herself, who duly gave the instruction.

It was not a good start, and in my view the situation was made more difficult by Faustina’s insistence that Felicità join our discussion. They sat close together, opposite me, and already I felt we were taking sides.

‘We have not seen you for a long time.’

Her tone was almost accusing, hardly the prisoner asking for assistance from outside. Ruffled, I replied more angrily than I had intended.

‘There have been complications.’

‘Complications?’ Her long neck arched as she lifted her head.

‘Developments.’

‘Developments?’

I looked at Felicità and back to Faustina. She stared at me, her blue eyes unblinking. It was as if we had commenced a battle of wills. I tried to recover the situation and to explain my confusion.

‘I was not aware about . . .’ I nodded towards Felicità, who sat nervously. ‘I thought I was only acting for one. I didn’t realize that I had to find a solution for you both.’ Felicità’s presence was frustrating me, and my tone must have implied that I thought I had been misled.

Faustina’s colour rose and her neck lengthened even further. She raised herself half out of her chair and leaned over me as I sat opposite her. ‘Felicità is my companion and will remain so when we leave here. That has always been the position since our first discussion.’ Her words came out in an aggressive hiss.

I was on the defensive now. It was obvious that Faustina would want to bring Felicità with her; I simply had not worked it all out. But at the same time, it was I who was doing her a favour and I did not take kindly to being attacked like this. Before I could apologize and back-track, Faustina continued.

‘Did you think as those other boys out there think? That saving a nun will buy her thanks, delivered in the time-honoured fashion, lying on her back with her legs apart? I had you marked down for something better.’

It was an outrageous suggestion. I had thought no such thing.

‘Then you and she are . . .?’ I had simply intended to confirm that the two of them would leave the convent together and remain together thereafter, and that any arrangements I tried to make needed to address that situation. But Faustina was standing and shouting at me before I could find the right words.

‘We are what? I am a nun of noble birth. Felicità is a conversa and has become my friend. What do you wish me to say? That she sleeps in my cell? So what if she does? That I find her beautiful and comforting? Why should I not? Who are you to judge us? You, who stood with the others outside, sniggering and leering?’

I decided at that point that I had made a mistake. Veronica had made my options clear and the best course of action was to forget about Faustina and to leave her to stew in her own mess.

I stood to leave. ‘I am sorry. We seem not to understand each other. I appear to have misled you as much as you have misled me. For that I apologize. And if I have raised your expectations unfairly, then again I apologize. But before I leave, I will make one thing absolutely clear: I have never had any motives towards you that could or should be misinterpreted as anything but honourable. Now I had better leave.’

As I turned, Felicità gave a little cry and clutched Faustina’s arm. Faustina, in turn, reached across to me and held my sleeve, in restraint. Her face had changed completely.

‘In all sincerity, sir, I never set out to mislead you in any respect. I told you of my position and responded to your generous offer of help. I answered your questions truly. It did not, it really did not, enter my mind that you were anything but honourable. But Felicità is dependent upon me, and I will defend her against anything I perceive as an attack.’

Angrily I pulled my sleeve away, but she grabbed it again. Now her eyes were imploring.

‘Richard. I did not mislead you. In God’s sight, I did not. Ask Veronica, she knows everything.’ She crossed herself and sat, on the verge of tears.

Her last sentence echoed round in my head. Suddenly, with a sick feeling in my stomach, I knew I was making a terrible mistake, one that anger and pride had prevented my retreating from. I took a number of deep breaths, looking from one to the other. There was no guile in their faces, just fear and upset.

If I had wanted dominance, I had it now. I walked forward, bent, and sat cross-legged on the floor in front of them. Perhaps it was Faustina’s invocation of God’s sight, perhaps the atmosphere of the convent itself, but something made me put a hand on Faustina’s foot, and the other on Felicità’s. I sat before them, contrite. Their eyes were huge as they looked down on me.

‘I apologize, and withdraw anything I have said which hurts or offends you. I was wrong, and I am so sorry. Is it possible we can start again?’

They looked at each other, and then back at me. Felicità gave a tiny nod and Faustina nodded back to her. As she looked down at me, her expression began to soften. Hesitantly, she reached out a hand toward towards me. It hovered half-way between us as she spoke.

‘We are very alike, you and I. Each of us is capable of the sin of anger when we believe we are being wronged. But now you have shown me a lesson in humility. Please let me return the compliment by saying I, too, was wrong; I, too, am sorry; and I too withdraw anything untrue or hurtful in what I have said.’

I took her hand. The three of us stood and embraced each other, then sat again, somewhat embarrassed. Cautiously, I began again.

‘As I understand it, there are only two ways I could bring you from here. The first would be marriage, but that would not be . . . appropriate.’

Faustina nodded. ‘If I am able to leave here, it is not my intention to marry a man. I stand by my commitment to Felicità. Where I go, she goes, and where she goes, I shall go.’

I nodded; that much, at least, was clear. ‘So the only course of action is to buy you out of your vocations, both of you, and to find you employment, or the protection of a family of which your own family would not strongly disapprove.’

Faustina straightened her back and replied. ‘The position my family places me in is an impossible one. I have thought about this issue night after night since we last spoke, and have come to a decision. They can disapprove all they like. It is over. They have rejected me twice; I shall not offer them another chance. Find me a position – one for both of us – and I – no, we – shall accept it. We have little choice; we are desperate and time is running out.’

I nodded again, beginning to feel more like the lawyer I was still pretending to be. ‘I must ask you a personal question, if I am to assist you. How much is – was – your allowance here at the convent? They will use it as a bargaining tool.’

She replied instantly, and without embarrassment. ‘It is twenty-two ducats a year – one of the highest here – but it runs out next month.’ She half-turned toward Felicità, a protective smile on her face. ‘That is our only support: my companion, being a conversa, has no allowance, since her family is not in a position to provide one.’

Felicità looked at me awkwardly, as if she felt she was being a nuisance.

It was an awkward and embarrassing moment and I felt the need to break any atmosphere before it became an encumbrance. In any case, it was clear that time was not on my side; their world would turn upside-down as soon as Faustina’s allowance came to an end, and with it her protected status as a noble nun, a protection which extended to her companion. It seemed there were plenty of resentful old nuns waiting to respond to their diminished status with chastisement born of years of pent-up envy. If I were not careful, two lives might be ruined.

‘Then I must move quickly. The issue of the payment to the convent is not likely to be a difficulty. I will make an appointment to speak to the Abbess. Then we must find you a place where you can be safe, happy and able to fend for yourself

Faustina looked at me carefully. ‘Both of us?’

I extended my hands and took one of theirs in each. ‘Both of you. You have my word on it.’
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July the 7th 1556 – Calle del Fonte, Fondamenta dei Mori
 

‘Father, this is Richard. He is English, and is in Venice with the earl of Devon, on a long visit. You have heard me talk about his joining our morning classes to draw with the maestro.’Yasmeen turned to me. ‘Richard, this is my father, Ayham.’ She pronounced the name carefully, as if spelling it for my benefit.

I had been invited to meet Yasmeen’s father in the house they shared at the end of a narrow alleyway only a few doors away from Tintoretto’s house. It was tiny. From the front it appeared to be no more than three small rooms stacked one above the other, and there was precious little light from the small windows. But unlike many buildings in Venice, it was dry, warm and welcoming.

Yasmeen’s father shook my hand and waved me to a large divan against the wall. Like the floor and the wall behind, it was covered with a rich carpet. Before me on a low table were sweetmeats, orange juice and a brass tray carrying a slim-necked brass jug with a stopper and three small silver goblets inlaid with coloured glass.

‘Will you take tea?’Yasmeen asked.

Carefully, I sipped the infusion. It was very hot, but refreshing. ‘It is good, Ayham. Thank you. Where did you discover it?’

He smiled, seeming satisfied that the first awkward moments were past and we had something to talk about.

‘I discovered it in Constantinople, on my last visit. It comes from China. There they call it cha. I travel the whole of the Mediterranean Sea and sometimes beyond, finding spices and bringing them back to Venice to sell. It was very good business, but now it is becoming more difficult.’

I inclined my head to show interest.

‘Fifty years ago, Vasco da Gama established a Portuguese trading post on the Malabar Coast, and opened up the sea route to India. You can imagine the effect it has had on our traditional trade routes overland, along the Silk Road. There is no comparison between the capacity of a caravan of mules and a ship loaded to the decks.’ No wonder the trade patterns were shifting, Ayham continued.

‘The Portuguese claimed Mozambique on the east coast of Africa, and in 1509 beat the Arab fleet in battle, taking control of the old Arab trading routes. This further starved the Silk Road of supplies from the Arab traders. Then, in 1513, they reached Canton in China and even more of the eastern trade began to switch to the southerly sea route. But it has not all been plain sailing, even for them . . .’

He looked up at me and winked to ensure I had got the joke, and I smiled back.

‘They set up trading posts in China but were kicked out by the Chinese a few years later, from Canton and Ningpo. It serves them right. They got so greedy they had begun to threaten the Chinese traders’ own business. They are still visiting and trading heavily. Even at this moment, they have a delegation in Macao, trying to negotiate for a permanent settlement and trading post. It’s only a matter of time.’

‘Of course, Venice itself is threatened by all this change. In the days when all the trade came over the Silk Road to Constantinople, and Venice was on good trading-terms with the Ottoman Empire, it was Venice which became the hub of the trade, and the point where the goods began their overland route along the Fuggers’ road to Augsburg and beyond.’

I nodded. ‘I have travelled that road. There is still a great deal of trade passing.’

Ayham looked at me closely. His eyes were bloodshot and tired. ‘You did not see it in the old days. There is no comparison. Now Venice is on the brink of war with the Turks, as their sources of supply dry up. At the same time, the Ottomans find that their own supplies are being drawn away south by Portuguese ships, and they are searching for alternative sources of wealth.

‘Look at Suleiman the Magnificent. In the last forty years he has taken Hungary, Rhodes, Tunis, Tabriz, parts of Persia and the great cities of Baghdad and Tripoli in north Africa. Why? Because the old sources are drying up. It is an endless war of competition. And now all the business is flowing back through Lisbon, and being distributed by sea from there. My grandfather’s family fled to Lisbon when they were kicked out of Al Andalus. We lost everything except what we could carry. That’s why we are spice traders. A man can carry more wealth in spices than he can in gold.’

I could tell he had told this story many times, but still the bitterness came through in his words and expressions. Yet he seemed philosophical about it, and had a remarkably clear understanding of the wider view. I had known that Venice faced immediate difficulties, with the measles epidemic (which the travellers were describing as plague) and the famine (as much a result of two successive poor harvests on the mainland as of the decline of trade). Yet it seemed the longer-term prospect looked no more promising.

Ayham turned to his daughter. ‘Do not let an old man’s stories concern you, my sweet. I speak of the large canvas – the long-term trend. It is the business of traders to do so – we have so much time to fill, while travelling. But our business will survive and prosper well enough to feed me – and you – for as long as necessary.’

She smiled and patted her father’s hand. I wondered if she would take the opportunity to speak of her future – our future – but she did not, and her single glance at me told me not to do so, either. The conversation had become gloomy and I tried to liven it up.

‘It seems to me that your business is very similar to that of supplying artists’ pigments. Perhaps your traders could include such products when they are travelling? Lapis lazuli, for example, is worth more per ounce than even saffron.’

He looked at me, surprised. ‘Where does this product come from? I have not heard of it.’

Yasmeen took the opportunity to show her knowledge. ‘Come, father, the name itself is half Arabic.’ She turned to me to explain. “Lapis” is “stone” in Latin and “azul” is . . .’

Ayham continued, ‘Blue in Arabic. But where is this blue stone to be found?’

‘In Afghanistan,’ she said. ‘Along the Silk Road. Here we call it “ultramarine”, but in truth most of its journey to us is not across the sea but overland.’

It was a delight to watch them together. Yasmeen was deferential, yet quietly able to use her knowledge to inform her father, whose professional interest was now excited.

‘What is the market price here in Venice?’

Again, as the person responsible for buying the pigments for Tintoretto’s bottega, Yasmeen was able to tell him not only the price, but the names of the leading suppliers. Ayham turned to me, smiling.

‘You have a good business brain, young man. Thank you for the suggestion. I shall ask my sources what they can do. What’s one more donkey-load between friends?’

We talked on for two hours, drinking the tea and eating the sweetmeats, before Ayham excused himself, explaining that he had to meet a customer in the Rialto.

It was clear that I was not expected to remain alone in the house with Yasmeen, and I too stood to leave. We shook hands formally and I left, feeling that my first meeting with the man I hoped would become my father-in-law had gone very well. At least we had found common ground for discussion, had not disagreed over anything, and I had been able to make a useful business suggestion. It was all very promising.
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July the 8th 1556 – Fondamenta dei Mori
 

I was in the studio early the following morning, looking forward to discussing the previous day’s events with Yasmeen. Her normal time of arrival came and went. I continued with my drawing, but was beginning to worry. Finally, about halfway through the morning, one of the younger apprentices called to me. ‘Yasmeen asks if you can come to her office.’

He looked concerned, as if I would blame him for being the carrier of bad news. ‘She looks upset.’

I ran through the courtyard and into her office. She was sitting, staring at the wall, crying uncontrollably. ‘Yasmeen. What is it? What is wrong?’

Still in her chair, she turned, buried her face in my stomach and hugged my waist, gripping tightly. ‘It is my father.’

I wiped the tears from her face and sat opposite her. ‘What is wrong? Is he ill?’

She shook her head. ‘He came down early this morning, saying he had not been able to sleep all night for worry. He asked all about you and I told him. Your meeting with him seemed to go so well yesterday that I thought it was safe. I said I loved you and even told him of the trip to Murano.’

She fell to he knees, burying her face in my lap, sobbing. I stroked her hair until she began to calm, then she lifted her face.

‘He has forbidden me to speak to you outside the studio.’

‘But why? What did I do wrong?’

‘You did nothing wrong. You never do. But I am all he has. He thinks you want to take me away from him. He is not convinced that your intentions are honourable.’

I knelt down opposite her, almost nose to nose, and said, with all the sincerity I could express, ‘Yasmeen, you have my word that I would not act dishonourably towards you in any respect. I love you.’

She sniffed. ‘I know that, but I am forbidden, and I cannot disobey my father.’

‘But if I tell him the truth? That I want to marry you. Properly. Honourably. That I have the wealth behind me to support you as he would expect.’

She sniffed again. ‘That would make it worse. That’s what he is afraid of, that you will take me away. It’s not me he is worrying about, it’s himself

I was getting confused. My dream was turning into a nightmare; a prison cell with many doors, each of which disappeared just as you reached for it. ‘Perhaps if I spoke to him again? We had a good conversation yesterday.’

She shook her head. ‘He told me he doesn’t want to speak to you. He is afraid you will talk him into agreeing.’

‘But there must be a way.’

Again she shook her head. ‘He is adamant.’

I began to get frustrated with the stupidity of the situation. ‘But that’s ridiculous!‘

She crumpled. ‘Please, Richard. Don’t shout at me. I have tried to reason with him, but I can’t get anywhere.’

She sat sobbing for some minutes while I sat opposite her, feeling impotent. Finally, she lifted her face, red and tear-stained.

‘Please, Richard. Leave me alone. I cannot take any more at the moment.’

I left her there, my insides empty. It was the first time she had asked me to leave her, and it hurt as much as the news about her father. If he was being selfish and stupid, that was one thing, but if she did not want me with her, then I was not sure what I could do.

I left the bottega and walked. I walked all day, until my feet hurt, but still no solution came to me. There was only one person I knew who could find a way through a maze like this.
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July the 9th 1556 – Piazza San Marco
 

‘I sometimes wonder how men presume to reign over us, when their eyes don’t see, their ears don’t hear and their minds refuse to take in that which is put right in front of them.’

I had expected Veronica to be concerned at my plight and to need time to think, but her reaction was unexpectedly harsh.

We sat in the sun, at a small trattoria beside the piazza. ‘ Caro. Listen. You do not need to tell me any more. I sat with Yasmeen all afternoon yesterday. Jacopo asked me to. She was quite incapable of doing her work and the whole bottega was disrupted by seeing her upset.’

I began to relax. Veronica always seemed to understand the situation and invariably proved to be a source of answers. Sometimes I believed that even if Armageddon were upon us, Veronica would find a way to wriggle out of it, and negotiate an escape route for her friends in the process. It was a soothing thought.

‘You must not blame her father. She is all he has and he would die for her tomorrow if he thought it was in her interests.’

I was surprised at her certainty. ‘Have you met him?’

She raised an eyebrow at my naïvety. ‘Met him? Ayham? Of course I have met him. I have played mother to his daughter since she first came to Jacopo as a skinny little fourteen-year-old, asking for any odd job that would make her some money.’

I was amazed. ‘I did not realize you knew Yasmeen that well.’

She laughed, a loud belly-laugh, which caused heads to turn her way. ‘There was life in Venice before you arrived here you know . . .’

I raised my hands in surrender, laughing. ‘All right! You don’t need to spell it out any further. I am rebuked. I am ignorant, stupid, unaware, self-centred and simple beyond belief. I accept all that. Now please, tell me what to do.’

She shook her head. ‘No, cam. You are nothing like as bad as you were when you arrived here. But yes, you still have one or two things to learn. It will come. You learn quickly.’

The waiter brought us breakfast and we waited until he had loaded the table before continuing. ‘Yasmeen loves you to distraction. Be clear about that. The problem is, she was too impetuous in talking to her father, and said too much too soon. He clings to her, not out of selfishness, but out of love. I have told him about it and he agrees, but he can’t help himself

She picked up her bread and carefully spread it with fruit preserve.

‘What you don’t know is that his wife, Yasmeen’s mother, died of a fever while Ayham was away travelling, on business. It was summertime and very hot, and when he arrived home she had already been buried. He never had a chance to say goodbye. Unfortunately, they told him that she had died in pain, calling for him all the time. Ever since, he has blamed himself for not being there; not being able to save her or, at least, to comfort her in her hour of need. He vowed never to let the same thing happen again, and he agonizes over every journey he makes.’

I shook my head. ‘I didn’t realize. What was her name?’

‘Jamilah. I believe it means “graceful”, or “beautiful”. Ayham says Yasmeen has inherited her looks and her way of walking. Have you noticed how straight her back is, and how she seems to walk from her hips, as if her feet are sliding above the ground?

I spread my hands, as Italian as I could look. ‘Veronica! Have I noticed? Have I eaten, drunk or slept since I noticed?’

Again the belly-laugh; again the turning heads. If you wanted to remain unnoticed in Venice, Veronica Franco was not a good choice of companion. Still chuckling, she continued.

‘I suspect that he assumed that, as an Englishman, you were Christian, and that marriage between a Christian and a Muslim was impossible. Yasmeen has not told her father that you see your future in either Venice or Padua, for fear he would think you had discussed every detail before consulting him. My guess is that Ayham went to bed with the idea in his head that his daughter planned to run off to England, unmarried, with a Christian, and when she admitted how she felt about you the next morning, he reacted accordingly.’

I shook my head. ‘What can we do? I love Yasmeen and she loves me. I want to marry her. Even if we were to live in Padua she could see her father regularly. Where is the difficulty in that?’

‘I will talk to Ayham and explain the truth. He will believe me. First, you must make your future look less uncertain. That means you need to decide whether it is to be art in Venice or medicine in Padua.’

I nodded. Veronica always made everything sound so simple and straightforward.

‘Second, you need to be clear what marrying a Muslim girl really means. Do you intend to become a Muslim? Do you expect her to become a Protestant? Or do you believe there is a third way?’

I looked at her hard, hoping for inspiration. ‘I cannot, in all faith, become a Muslim just because it is expedient, no more than I could ask Yasmeen to change her own faith.’

She looked at me and waited.

‘So what will you do?’

I blundered on, trying to look more confident than I felt. ‘I thought we could have two marriages, one in my church and one in hers. That way, we could each continue our individual religions, with our marriage recognized by both sides.’

She nodded, impassive, and I knew she was ahead of me. ‘It should be the other way around – first in her church, then in yours. That way there is more safety for her. And the children? What religion will they follow? The question must be addressed.’

I thought she was now beginning to put problems in my way for the sake of it. ‘As far as I am concerned, we will bring them up with an understanding of both religions and when they are old enough, allow them to choose.’

She nodded. ‘It’s a good answer if you can make it work. I hope Yasmeen thinks the same way. You need to talk about it.’

I nodded my agreement. This was getting better.

‘Finally . . .’ (She was counting off the issues on her fingers). ‘Finally, you need to conclude your commitment to Suor Faustina and Felicità.’

I tried to sound in control. ‘The plan is falling into place. I know how much I need to pay to release them and I shall negotiate such an arrangement with the abbess. Faustina has told me she no longer feels constrained by the wishes of her family. All I need to do is find her suitable employment.’

‘And where will you, an outsider to our city, find her employment that is suitable for a noble lady and former nun, against the wishes of the Contarini family?’ She spread her hands in challenge. My face fell. ‘I don’t know.’

Veronica leaned forward on her elbows and looked at me closely. ‘There is one more problem to overcome.’

My heart sank. This was getting too difficult. I waited.

‘When you marry Yasmeen – and assuming, for a moment, that you decide to go to Padua to study medicine – how will Jacopo find a replacement for Yasmeen?’

I stared at her. There was something in her expression that told me I was missing something.

‘Think. Think of tidiness. Think of architecture. Think of symmetry.’

I stared at her, confused.

Veronica cupped both her hands and offered them towards me. She lifted the right hand and let it fall, as if weighing something in it.

‘Here we have an educated lady looking for employment. A lady who is trained in negotiating with suppliers, understands the Church and is qualified in book-keeping.’ She lifted her left hand and weighed it in similar fashion. ‘And here we have a poor painter, who is about to lose his business manager, and needs to replace her with someone who can talk to his customers, either members of the nobility or the church, negotiate with suppliers and keep the books.’ She looked at me, hands held out. ‘Well?’

I looked at her in amazement, and she smiled back. ‘With one hand God giveth and with the other he taketh away. Elegant isn’t it? Symmetrical?’

It was so easy. Why hadn’t I thought of it? I leaned forward; this time it was my turn to pose the question.

‘What about Felicità?’

Her unwavering smile told me she already had the answer. ‘Jacopo’s wife, Fausbina, gave birth to a daughter, Marietta, earlier this year and, God willing, it looks as if the child will survive. They plan to have more children, with the Lord’s blessing, and they need someone to look after little Marietta and help Fausbina around the house.’

Hers was the smile of one who has just announced checkmate. ‘Ecco! Que hello, ehi?’

I had to agree. It was beautiful. Now all I had to do was make it all work.

I walked home, feeling elated. Reaching the top of a little bridge over a canal, I stopped, in sheer happiness. As I looked down the length of the narrow canal, my mind ran through all the pieces of the jigsaw we had been puzzling over. I had enough common sense to know that I was not alone in driving all of these sheep into the one pen. I walked on and paused again. Was Yasmeen using Veronica as an intermediary? I pictured her face, smudged with tears, and could not believe she was. Reaching the next bridge, I paused again. Perhaps while I was trying to create a future for myself and Yasmeen, Veronica was manipulating both of us? Somehow, I no longer cared. I was simply grateful for her assistance.
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July the 10th 1556 – Convento di Sant’ Alvise
 

‘Dear Abess, it is very good of you to see me, and at such short notice.’

‘Ah, you must be the “family lawyer”. Unusual. Not many of our noble families use English lawyers these days.’ She scoffed at my attempted former disguise, but I had expected it: all part of the negotiating process, trying to weaken my position before I started. I maintained my calm and continued.

‘I have come to you in good faith. Suor Faustina has been put in a difficult position by the demise of her family’s fortune. You, in turn, have a problem: she is high-born but soon will have no income. I have a proposal. I am willing to extend her allowance, and that of the conversa Felicità, at my own expense – say, six ducats – on the understanding that on or before the first of October, you will release them both to my safekeeping on payment of a single sum of fifty ducats. That is my proposal.’

I saw the abbess’s eyes gleam, but she wanted more. The offer was derisory, she said, the family would be insulted. In truth I knew she had no position of strength from which to negotiate.

‘I cannot even consider an offer so meagre.’

I stood to leave. ‘Those are my terms – reject them and you have nothing. I shall not negotiate.’

It was easier than I had expected. Realizing she was in danger of losing everything, the abbess called me back. For fifteen minutes we played with words, but in the end she agreed and asked that a paper be drawn up for signature. With a considerable degree of pleasure, I reached into my pouch and withdrew two copies of an agreement I had already written before my visit. She glared at me, but read it and, without further ado, signed it in duplicate. I signed both copies also and returned one to her, together with the six ducats. I had an agreement and had also bought three months in which to deliver my side of the bargain.

She was no fool. With the document signed, her mood changed and she became remarkably friendly. She asked how I came to be in Venice and how I had become aware of the plight of Suor Faustina. I told her only that I had heard about it from a Venetian friend. I was sure she did not believe me, but she did not press me further. There was little more to be said. As she showed me to the door, I turned back to her.

‘And Reverend Mother – you will give me your assurance that until their final moment in this convent, both Suor Faustina and the conversa Felicità will continue to be given the respect they have always received, by all of your little family. I shall seek assurances before the final sum is paid.’

She understood. ‘You have my word on that, Signor Stocker. I shall issue the necessary instructions. We are a disciplined order.’

I could imagine how the discipline worked, and how it was enforced. I left the building less than half an hour after I had arrived. I had until October the 1st to complete my plan.
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July the 28th 1556 – Fondamenta dei Mori
 

For the last two weeks I had attended classes every day alongside Tintoretto’s apprentices, but Yasmeen had remained reserved and distant. We had exchanged pleasantries, but she had avoided any opportunity for a lengthy private discussion and I began to feel we were drifting apart. What kept me going was the look of pain on her face; I could only conclude that she loved me still, but that she believed the obstacles were simply too large to overcome.

Veronica had been as good as her word, and had spoken to Ayham. She confirmed that he had, in principle, withdrawn his absolute rejection of me as a potential son-in-law. But he was still concerned about the future, about my prospects and about the risks to his daughter’s happiness. I decided I must talk to Yasmeen. At the end of the class I confronted her in her office and asked her to walk with me.

‘We cannot go on like this, Yasmeen. I can see it is hurting you and I can tell you that, for me, every day like this is hell.’

She nodded and mumbled something, but she was so withdrawn I could not catch her words. We reached the corner of the Fondamenta dei Mori and stopped. I decided to force the issue.

‘Yasmeen.We must tell each other the truth. I need to know whether, in principle, you might consider marriage to an Englishman if he remained in the Republic – either here or in Padua. This is not a proposal, you understand. You know I am not in a position to do that; I am just asking where you stand.’

She responded coyly, her speech mumbled, as if she did not want the words to come out. ‘It is difficult, Richard. I have commitments – not only to my father, but to Tintoretto, who gave me a chance when most people would not employ a Muslim girl in a position of responsibility, especially with the problems the Republic has with Turkey these days. The threat of war with Turkey has made the position of my people harder this last three years . . .’

I nodded, not wanting to stop her now that she was beginning to talk.

‘I am also worried about my religion. I have thought a great deal about it and I would not be happy to convert to Christianity, or to undertake a Christian wedding. It would be untrue and I don’t believe you would ask it of me.’ She paused, choosing her words carefully.

‘There is, too, the problem of my father. He is suspicious of England, where Muslims and Jews are expelled, and would be afraid for me if I were to live there. I am sorry; I wish it could be as it was in Al Andalus. But my father has explained to me on many occasions now, that is not the world we face.’

She looked up at me with pain in her eyes. ‘Please do not misunderstand my words, Richard. This is hard for me to say.’

Slowly, the nature of the problem began to clarify in my mind. She was using her father as an excuse. No doubt he, as a lonely old man with no one in the world but his beloved daughter, was concerned about losing her. . .

But there was something else. Her father’s fears had been feeding a canker of doubt in her own mind, and in reality, although her father remained a barrier, the real reason she could not convince him was because she had remaining concerns for herself – concerns she still had not admitted to me fully and honestly I could not force her to do so. All I could do was wait.

She paused again, swallowing, and picking at her fingernails. I knew that whatever she wished to say was not coming easily to her. She looked hard at me, then took a deep breath.

‘I have many uncertainties; many of them no doubt fed by my father’s concerns about both my future and his own. Perhaps I have been guilty of using my father’s worries as a cover, as a shield in our conversations. If that is the case, then I apologise, for it has never been my intention to mislead you. The truth is, I also have a nagging fear which lies solely within me. My fear is this, Richard: I do not wish to be diminished by marrying you.’

The words finally came out in a rush, as if she expected me to respond angrily when I heard them. But to me they were entirely logical.

‘I feel exactly the same. The last thing I want is for our marriage to diminish you in any way. Quite the reverse – I want to see you enriched. And I want my love to be the source of that enrichment. I know Venice is better than England in this respect, but even here Muslims are treated with suspicion. Between us, that problem will not exist. You can teach me Arabic and I will understand and respect your culture.’

She looked at me as a prisoner might look at a gaoler, fingering his ring of keys. Dare she hope I was sincere?

I continued. ‘Please remember, Yasmeen, the process works both ways. I too have my religion and feel I must honour it. I cannot give it up any more than you feel able to become a Christian. Nobody can tell either of us what to believe, but what I do believe is this – we can each hold on to our respective faiths in true sincerity and still love and respect each other.’

She looked at me, nodding her agreement but remaining uncertain.

‘It is not you, Richard, it is . . . the uncertainty. There is too much potential difficulty and too much is unclear for me to make a decision for myself, never mind being able to convince my father. Give me time. Give him time. I do love you, but surely you would be the last person to ask me to be untrue to myself. I have too many questions and not enough answers. Surely you understand.’

Her face was as plaintive as her voice, and both made me feel deeply unhappy. Veronica was right. I was being unreasonable, expecting her to take too much on trust, expecting her to join me in a future whose components I had not even yet decided for myself. It would not work. If I was to convince her to marry me, I first had to make my own decisions, and tell her what they were. Only then would she fully understand the opportunities she was being offered and the choices she was being asked to make.
  


 

PART 5


Parting of the Ways
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August the 12th 1556 – Fondamenta della Sensa
 

I felt relieved. After a night spent tossing and turning, trying desperately to find a route through all the problems which I felt beset me, I had woken early to a clear dawn and with a clear mind. Yes, there were many issues, and yes, they were all interrelated, but someone had to turn some of the uncertainties into certainties by making a decision, and in the cold light of dawn, I realized that someone was me. The starting point was to confirm whether or not the university would accept me as a medical student. If they would, then many of the other uncertainties, including some of those that appeared to be in Ayham’s head, could be addressed. Relieved, I had taken a piece of paper and a pen and written my plan out, no longer as a circular list of problems, but as a simple list of tasks. The first task on the list was to approach the university, and I had asked Thomas to accompany me to Padua to plead my case.

Thomas put the piece of paper back on the table and walked to the window. The day was warming up and already the haze was thickening. It was going to be uncomfortable before the storm broke. Thomas stood by the open window and sniffed the air. Part of him still had farming blood.

‘The problem is that the university will not restart until the harvest is over – near the end of October. In midsummer there are unlikely to be enough men of influence there to get a decision.’

I knew he was right, but the inactivity burned away at me.

‘Think carefully, Richard. Nothing has changed as far as we are concerned. The earl will make a decision by the end of September. In the meantime, you have my commitment that I shall not return to England without speaking to all of my friends in Padua and doing everything I can to secure you a position. Indeed, I have already had most promising preliminary discussions.’ He turned away from the window and faced me, smiling, with slight embarrassment. ‘I had your best interests at heart, Richard, and I was sure you would opt for medicine in the end. Anyway, the long and short of it is that your acceptance there is almost a certainty, and for the purposes of your plan, I think you can assume they will accept you.’

Although feeling slightly manipulated, I was delighted. It was excellent reassurance. But was it enough to base a proposal of marriage on?

‘That’s a difficult one, Richard. I could not be more sure myself, but to base a marriage proposal on my word? Only you can decide that.’

For a few moments our conversation fell flat, but soon we were chatting fluently again, and Thomas began to speak of his plans for his own future.

‘It is by no means clear where Courtenay will go next. Return to England for him is now clearly impossible, and he knows it. I myself might pause briefly for some further education in Padua, but in my mind I am committed to being back at home before the Christmas season commences.’

I put a hand on his shoulder. ‘I am glad you have made such a decision. This must have been a long year for your dear Dorothy. She will be so pleased to see you.’

Thomas nodded. ‘You are right. It has not been such a difficult decision for me, having a wife and two children awaiting me at home. In recent weeks I have missed them especially. And although I have been able to help the poor with the measles outbreak here, I am increasingly reminded that I have patients at home who need me just as badly.’

He turned suddenly, knocking my arm away. ‘Have you heard, by the way? The latest news from England is that the plague is spreading westward along the coastal ports.’

I shook my head. ‘We have weathered such storms before in our part of Devon.’

He nodded, seeming far away, and I knew he was thinking of his family. ‘I hope you are right, Richard. I hope you are right. But you never know what life holds in store, and if you delay, who knows?’

He paused, looking wistfully out of the window, and I knew in his mind he was already preparing for the long journey home. The first crack of lightning ripped across the sky and he jumped back, startled, then looked at me as if re-energized. His eyes had regained their focus.

‘I have changed my mind, Richard. I will go to Padua, seek out those who are there, and do my best to ensure that your place is guaranteed. You are sure it’s what you want?’

I nodded and shook his hand. ‘I am sure, Thomas, and thank you.’

He smiled as lightning once again lit the sky. ‘Then I shall leave tomorrow, as soon as this storm blows out.’
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August the 15th 1556 – Palazzo Ducale
 

We ran up the steps of the Ducal Palace, the earl five steps ahead of me and racing on in his enthusiasm. The message had come the previous evening, requesting his presence at a meeting with the new doge and his Council of Ten at noon the next day. Thomas had asked to be excused, on the basis that he was about to leave for Padua, and the earl had agreed, without comment.

Courtenay had immediately assumed that his royal status was about to be recognized amongst the Venetian nobles, and that, finally, he was likely to be given a position of authority. All evening he had discussed it with me, but since neither of us actually had the faintest idea what the purpose of the meeting was to be, I had found the whole exercise futile.

The earl slowed as he led me from the courtyard up the steps to the first floor, and approached the leading official. Handing over the document of summons, we were led by a servant up further stairs and along a corridor into the Sala del Maggior Consiglio, the enormous hall where the Great Council met. Neither of us had been invited into this room before and even Courtenay was overawed as we skidded to a halt in the doorway.

The hall was enormous, stretching across the entire front of the palace. It was decorated throughout with huge frescoes and oil paintings, but the whole room was dominated by a monumental fresco of The Coronation of the Virgin covering the east wall, and which the servant told me had been painted by Guariento in 1365.I had to tear my eyes away from it as the servant waved us forward and we stood before Doge Lorenzo Priuli himself, with members of the Council and their officials lined up on either side of us.

There was no invitation to sit, and indeed no chairs; all present except the Doge were standing. We waited for his pronouncement.

Judging by the paintings of previous Doges, the last three or four had all looked very alike. Perhaps it was the horn-shaped ceremonial headgear or the official robes that made them look similar, but even their beards were of near-identical length and shape. Although Doge Priuli was by no means a young man, his drawn face looked strong and tough next to that of his predecessor. His beard was almost pure white, with just one or two grey patches, but his black eyes penetrated in contrast. I looked at him as closely as was permitted by his raised position on the dais.

Do not expect generosity or mercy from this man, I told myself. His primary motive is to protect himself.

Doge Priuli raised his hand and the murmur of conversation in the room fell silent.

‘You are Edward Courtenay, Earl of Devon in England?’

With a flourish, Courtenay swept off the rather large and ornate hat which he had decided suited the occasion, and bowed low.

‘I am he. May I say it is a great pleasure to meet Your Ducal Highness.’

Doge Priuli looked at him with the bored stare of a man who has just had three seconds of his precious life wasted.

‘My ambassadors abroad and my advisers here have told me much about you.’

Courtenay visibly stiffened. It would have been correct protocol to address an English earl as ‘Your Grace’, but Priuli seemed to have dispensed with all protocol.

‘Your presence in this city and state has been observed. We are of the opinion that your presence is not conducive to the common good or to the peace of our city. We have requested guidance from the English ambassador, and he has made no request on behalf of the English government for hospitality to continue to be extended to you or your party.’

Courtenay took a step forward, as if to begin an argument, but the Doge silenced him with the flat of his hand. ‘We have not invited you here to speak, but to listen. We have been informed of the considerable expense my predecessor’s council incurred in protecting you during the last six months. Such expenditure can no longer be justified and all such protection is immediately withdrawn.’

Courtenay looked round the room, aghast, as if what he was hearing was a terrible mistake. The Doge continued.

‘Your welcome in this city and the State of Venice is withdrawn and you are hereby instructed to leave. However, in view of your former position in your own country, you are given one calendar month from today in which to depart this place in an organized and gentlemanly manner. This decree extends to the whole of the Republic of La Serenissima, including all the islands and terra firma. You are at liberty to travel to other countries within our empire, but your status will be that of a non-person and you will be afforded no protection. This is our order, issued this fifteenth day of August 1556.You may leave.’

Edward Courtenay, surviving member of the royal house of Plantagenet and Earl of Devon, looked around him dumbfounded. He had just lost every shred of the status that was of such importance to him. He was now persona non grata, a non-person within the Republic, with no rights, privileges, authority or protection – lower than even the popolani who at least, were entitled to the last of these.

He stood at the bottom of the three steps leading up to the Doge’s throne and visibly swayed. It looked as if he was going to collapse, but an official signalled two of the ducal guards forward and he was walked back down the staircase and out into the courtyard. I followed, keeping a few paces behind the guards in case a fight developed, but the earl was a broken man, and put up no resistance.

The fresh air seemed to revive his self-respect and he shook off the guards, who signalled me to join him and remained behind us as we left the building.

Head held high, but without speaking, Courtenay led me across the Piazza San Marco and continued north, pushing his way through the crowds, unspeaking, until we reached the Rialto. There his control finally broke and we sat beside the broken bridge while he tried to come to terms with what had happened to him, shaking his head and banging his fist against the stonework.

‘Did you hear what he said?’

I made no reply.

‘ “In view of your former position in your own country . . .” That can only mean that Queen Mary has revoked my earldom.’

I clutched at straws. ‘Perhaps he simply meant the position you held before you journeyed here?’

He shook his head. ‘No. I am sure the Doge would not speak loosely like that. All is undone, I can feel it.’ He felt for his purse, and shook it. ‘Have you any money on you, Richard? I forgot to refill my purse before we left home.’

I opened my purse and gave him half of the money left in it. I knew where it would end up: first the taverns and then the whorehouses. It would not be the first time, but if he was not careful, in his new situation it could well be the last. I gave him the money. It was hard to see any human being destroyed like this, and besides, I simply could not face a night of the maudlin self-pity which I knew was coming. Let someone else listen to him for a change.

I walked to the Trattoria Sensazione for something to eat. At least I would not be alone there. Pietro the Fisherman would keep me company, and he was always in a good mood.
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August the 18th 1556 – Calle del Fonte
 

The hammering on the door was so loud I thought it must be the Ducal guards, come to arrest the earl. It was hard luck on them if it was, for he had not returned home since our visit to the Doge’s palace three days before. The rest of the house was silent: Thomas was still in Padua and the servants had gone out. I opened the door carefully, ready to defend myself.

Little Augustino, the youngest of Tintoretto’s apprentices, was still holding the door knocker and gasping for breath. ‘Richard! The English doctor, he must come quickly. Yasmeen’s father has had a terrible injury.’

‘Where is he now?’ As I spoke, I was looking for Thomas’s medical bag which he normally left near the door. Here it was; Thank God he had not taken it with him to Padua.

‘In the house where he and Yasmeen live.’

When we reached the house the door was open. At the foot of the stairs lay Ayham, his face pale. Next to him, holding his hand and equally pale, was Yasmeen. She looked at me imploringly. ‘Is the doctor coming?’

I looked from her to Ayham and then to a man standing over them, wringing his hands in despair. ‘I am a barber-surgeon, sir. I have told them, the leg is tumoured and must come off or there will be blood poisoning and he will surely die. I am prepared to cut him if you will hold him still.’

Ayham was silent, but Yasmeen gave a small cry of anguish.

I looked at the leg. There was something familiar about the great white lump halfway down, and the cavity in the knee joint confirmed it. I took a deep breath. This was it. This was the test God had sent me. If I could pass it, then I was destined to become a doctor. Furthermore, something told me that my future with Yasmeen also hung on what I did in the next few minutes.

I tried to focus her attention on a useful task. Her anxiety was not helping her father. ‘Make him some tea. It will calm him. And have some yourself, for the same reason.’ She stood, letting go of her father’s hand. ‘Is the doctor coming?’

I shook my head. ‘Dr Marwood is in Padua, but do not worry, Yasmeen, I know what to do. Go and make that tea.’

Reluctantly, she walked slowly into the back room. I think she feared I was going to remove the leg while she was absent. She returned quickly. ‘The water is boiling. It will take some time.’

I put a hand on her shoulder, but spoke to Ayham. ‘Will you trust me? There may be some pain.’

Ayham looked at me fearfully. ‘Will you cut me? Will you saw the bones?’

I shook my head. ‘There will be no cutting and no bones will be sawed. There is no tumour or abscess and no poison. The bone is displaced. I believe I can restore it, but in the process, you must try to relax even though there may be some pain.’

Yasmeen’s eyes were bigger than I had ever seen them, but the trust in her face gave me confidence. ‘Ayham means “courageous”. He will not fight you, and he will endure the necessary pain.’

She nodded to her father, who nodded back, although less certainly.

I turned to the barber-surgeon. ‘Please sit behind him and hold his shoulders. I am going to bring the leg round and I do not want his body to twist as I do it.’

The man did as I bade and squatted behind Ayham’s shoulders, holding them firmly. Very slowly, I brought the leg around until the pressure was off the knee. Squatting, I put his heel on my shoulder.

‘Now, Ayham, relax your leg. Let it go as loose as you can.’

I saw his shoulders slump as he made the attempt. Sweat broke out on his forehead, but he remained limp and did not fight me. Holding the leg straight against my shoulder with my right hand, I put the butt of my left hand against the white lump on his leg and pressed steadily.

Nothing happened.

I tried again. This time I pressed harder, and from further down. The white lump began to slide across his leg and then it happened.

The ‘pop’ was loud enough to make Yasmeen gasp. I ran my hand gently over the kneecap.

‘Does that hurt now?’

Ayham looked at me uncertainly, considering his reply. ‘No. There is no pain. Just a deep throbbing.’

‘Good.Then it is done.’ I looked across at the barber-surgeon, who was staring at the leg, bemused. ‘Help me get him to his feet.’

Gently, making sure the knee did not come under any pressure, we lifted him to his feet. Ayham stood, favouring the damaged leg at first.

‘Will I be able to walk again?’ He stood, holding on to the wall.

I stepped backward, giving him room to move forward.

‘Yes, Ayham, you can walk. Take it slowly and stop if it hurts.’

He walked towards me, gingerly at first and then with growing confidence. He turned to the barber surgeon. ‘Thank you, sir, you may go.’

The man bowed to Yasmeen and Ayham and then to me, and left without a word. Ayham turned to me, putting his hand out to shake mine.

Yasmeen looked at me, a dozen expressions on her face at the same time. I jerked my head in the direction of the door. ‘Is that tea nearly ready?’
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August the 28th 1556 – Island of Lio, Castello
 

‘There he goes! What a stoop!’

Edward Courtenay looked alive for the first time in a week. He raised his gloved hand and whistled and the peregrine rose, a dead pigeon clutched firmly in his claws, and turned its head to catch the direction of the sound. It saw us as it reached the top of its climb and rolled, the prey cartwheeling around its sleek body and coming free at the top of the roll.

‘He’s let go of it!‘

I could not believe the falconers would let one of their birds get so out of practice. Both birds and men were, it was true, kindly loaned to the earl by the Duke of Ferrara, but nevertheless standards were standards and I expected him to be furious. But today I was with a man renewed, and he simply laughed excitedly.

‘Do not believe it, Richard. Watch him. He is playing with it for our sakes.’

The pigeon began to fall slowly, loose feathers streaming behind it. The peregrine turned again and watched it, climbing as it did so, until the pigeon was less than a hundred feet from the surface of the lagoon. Reaching the top of its climb again, the peregrine rolled once more – perhaps the most elegant movement in any sport – and folded its wings. It did not seem to look at the dead prey, but hurtled, wings folded and legs hidden, for a point well below it and just off the surface of the water. As the pigeon tumbled out of the sky and reached the moist air just above the wave-tops, the peregrine swooped below it, faster than a loosed arrow and just as accurate. At the very last minute, it lifted its head, flared its wings, brought its feet ahead of it, and hit the pigeon at full tilt with both talons. The bird exploded in a flurry of displaced feathers and the peregrine, two feet above the water and still travelling faster than a galloping horse, rolled skyward again and arced over our heads, screeching.

Courtenay lifted his gloved hand again and this time the bird landed, one talon catching the wrist of his glove and the other still holding the now almost naked pigeon.

‘Well done indeed!’ Courtenay’s face was pink with excitement.

The peregrine looked at each of us in turn, its yellow eyes impassive yet imperious, and began methodically to rip its prey to pieces.

The bird was handed back to the falconer who placed it on the stand next to the other three hawks and tied it on with the short jesses. He would not fit the plumed hood to calm the bird until it had eaten. Courtenay removed his glove and rubbed his aching shoulder. This was the first time I had seen him smile for a week.

For fully three days and nights, the earl had been absent. On the morning of the fourth day he had reappeared, looking like death. His beard was filthy, his face bruised, his clothes torn and his purse empty. ‘I had to come back. I ran out of money.’ His voice was forlorn, all pride gone.

He stank of rough wine and even rougher women. Tutto had had the questionable pleasure of bathing him and putting him to bed, where he had remained for a further two days. Finally he had emerged, as I had known he would, maudling and self-obsessed, blaming the world’s unfairness for his troubles.

Thomas, in the meantime, had written from Padua to report encouraging progress. Two of his old friends, both professors, had promised their support for my cause and had suggested I travel to Padua as soon as convenient within the next four weeks to be interviewed. He had explained in his letter that the interview panel would comprise three professors and the chairman of the interview panel was another personal friend, so Thomas would wait a further few days to try to speak to him.

Unless Thomas returned with a change of position, my obligation to Courtenay was ended and I would leave for Padua, only pausing to tell Yasmeen where I was going and why

I looked across the lagoon to the shores of Venice, six miles away How the last half year in that city had changed my life. I was decided on my new career, and in my head had already moved on from any influence the earl of Devon might ever have had on me. I turned to look at him. His wistful expression had returned. Poor man. Without speaking, and already back in the cocoon of his self-absorption, he left me standing there with the two servants and the falcons and began slowly to walk away from us, along the water’s edge. I no longer had the compassion to follow him and try to cheer him up. I had tried, so many times, but I was outside his self-made prison-cell and he would not let me in. Who cared? Tomorrow, with luck, Thomas would be back and I could leave for Padua and be rid of the man.

Suddenly my nose caught a change in the wind and I turned to look behind me. Sure enough, the weather was turning, and fast. A huge squall was blowing in from the sea. I turned back towards the gondola which had brought us across to the island. The gondolier was pointing to the storm and signalling he must leave. Courtenay was some distance along the beach and rapidly walking away from us, seemingly unaware of the danger.

I called to the falconers to get into the gondola and put the falcons into the little cabin. They were Arabian falcons and used to the sun; if they got soaked and were not warmed quickly, they would chill and be dead within an hour, and Courtenay would be heavily in debt to the duke. The boatman helped the falconers aboard and began to push off. I pointed to Courtenay and signalled that the gondolier should take the boat along the shore while I ran to catch the earl, but he would have none of it.

‘My boat will not take a storm like this in the open lagoon. We must go. I will send a bigger boat to fetch you both. I cannot risk it.’

He pushed off, the servants and the falcons well-covered in his little hoop-cabin, but the gondolier himself already resigned to a soaking, and rowing to save his life and his boat.

The storm worsened rapidly. The waves were growing bigger every minute. I began to run after Courtenay, wondering how he could possibly be unaware of the storm building around him. Eventually I caught him at the end of the sandy bay and tapped his shoulder, shouting against the howl of the wind.

‘We must go back! This storm will engulf us and there is no shelter on this island.’

I was not exaggerating. The island of Lio was some ten miles long and perhaps a mile wide, yet nowhere did it rise more than two feet above the level of the lagoon, and the only vegetation was coarse marram grass. If this wind continued to pile up the waves like this, the island would disappear and we would not only be soaked, but drowned.

Courtenay looked around us in shock. ‘My God! Where has this tempest come from?’ He said it as if it were my fault. ‘Where are my falcons?’ It was the first time I had heard him think about another living creature before himself.

‘Gone already. With the servants. The boatman would not stay any longer.’

By now the rain had started to fall in torrents and the wind was rising even further. Both the earl and I were in shirt-sleeves and already soaked to the skin, so at least we did not have to waste energy trying to keep the rain out. It was growing increasingly cold, however.

‘How are we going to get back?’ He seemed suddenly to have understood how serious our plight was.

‘The gondolier said he would send a bigger boat to save us.’ I had to cup my hands to his ear and shout to be heard.

We made for a headland which seemed the highest point on the island, and, being downwind, might perhaps be the last to flood completely. The gondola had disappeared long ago and even the surface of the lagoon was by now almost invisible; there was nothing separating the teeming rain from the surging waves.

I was beginning to fear the worst, when I heard a cry. A heavy fishing boat was running before the wind, only one small jib sail visible, and that starting to shred in the wind. The fishermen were gesticulating wildly.

‘Wade out ahead of us! We cannot turn. Your island will be gone in minutes – it is your only chance.’

Courtenay held back, shaking his head, but I wasted no time in argument. This was not a moment for concerns of manners, or status, or precedence, or any of the courtly things which formed the core of my companion’s existence. We were fighting for our lives. I grabbed the collar of his shirt and forced him chest-deep into the waves. The fishing boat was upon us now, and as they swept past a fast-thinking fisherman threw a large net over us.

We clutched it with our fingers, gasping for air.

The fishermen pulled, gasping with effort.

Slowly we were dragged closer to the boat, and eventually they secured the net and manhandled us up, one after the other, while two of the fishermen leaned over the far side to prevent our weight from capsizing the craft.

Finally we lay in the scuppers of the boat, alongside that part of the catch that had not been washed overboard again. The fishermen made for the city and we cowered in the lee of the stern for, although more robust than a gondola, the boat was small and had no cabin.

The lee shore beside the Riva degli Schiavoni was white with crashing waves and our only way to safety was to run straight into the Grand Canal and to keep going until we turned the corner near San Samuele. There, at least, the full force of the wind and waves had abated and the fishermen could regain a degree of control over their small craft. For the first time since the storm broke, luck was on our side, for the boat was based in the Sacca della Misericordia, on the north side of the island. We turned from the Grand Canal just past the Ca’ d’Oro, along the little Rio di San Felice and close to Tintoretto’s workshop and staggered the last few hundred paces home. Cuoca had anticipated our state on arrival and had heated lashings of hot water, and had soup and fresh bread waiting for us, whilst Bimbo had laid out fresh clothes. Never had a bath, dry clothes and simple soup felt so welcoming.
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Courtenay took to his bed, and I might have done the same had not Thomas fallen into the house close behind us, having survived a similarly frightening crossing from the mainland on his way back from Padua. We shared the bathwater, we shared the soup and the bread and we shared a bottle of red wine. Then he shared his information.

There were disturbing rumours in Padua. With his increased power in the Low Countries, Philip II was said to be getting more confident. Thomas’s friends warned that his spies were already in Padua, asking about Courtenay. Worse still, Neville had heard they were recruiting bravi, with specific instructions to kill the earl. ‘They say the price on his head is fifteen ducats.’

Thomas had just uttered the words when Courtenay rejoined us, looking much the worse for wear. He had been lying in bed, he said, recovering, and had overheard Thomas.

‘Why am I valued so low?’ He seemed offended, but Thomas placated him by explaining that, with the famine this year, prices in general had fallen and ‘starving men will do anything for a very small amount of money’. He winked at me as he said it, suggesting that his reaction, like mine, had been that fifteen ducats (three months’ wages for a skilled mason) was quite a lot of money to a poor bravo in the gutter, and on those days when he was being a pain in the backside, not an unreasonable price for an English earl.

Thomas’s words seemed to satisfy Courtenay. He announced he was exhausted and returned to bed. Thomas and I settled down to exchange experiences.

The rest of the news from Padua could not have been better. Thomas had, indeed, seen the third professor and their conversation had been more than encouraging. I told him about Ayham, and my successful treatment of his injury. Thomas was delighted; the more so when I confirmed that the experience had finally removed any residual doubts I might have had about my future. In lowered tones, remembering Courtenay’s proximity, I admitted that I was ready to break from my obligations and planned to leave for Padua as soon as I had spoken to Yasmeen. Thomas agreed.

‘I am sure the earl will have recovered fully by morning and you will be able to take your leave.’

Encouraged that this part of the plan was finally falling into place, I began to think about Faustina. I was starting to explain to Thomas the outline of my proposals for her and Felicità when my nerve failed; somehow, there were still too many variables. On balance, I decided, it was safer to tell people of your achievements, rather than share your dreams.

I could tell by the expression on Thomas’s face that he had noticed my mid-sentence change of mind and guessed, but true to form he said nothing and didn’t pursue me on the matter. Somehow I felt he approved of my prudence.
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August the 29th 1556 – Fondamenta della Sensa, Cannaregio
 

The storm abated, to be replaced by heavy, continuous rain. The sea level fell and the flooding subsided.

Upstairs, oblivious to the damage around him, Courtenay laid in bed, racked with a fever. There was a huge bruise on his forehead, brown and livid.

‘I don’t know where he got that, Thomas,’ I had explained. ‘We were both thrown around in the water and especially when the net was pulled aboard. He probably did it then. I can promise you one thing; it was not me that gave it to him, although I was minded to once or twice yesterday.’

Thomas signalled me to speak more quietly, in case the earl overheard. ‘You will soon regain your precious freedom, Richard. Just wait here until he is well enough to travel and we will take him to the hospital in Padua together. I will be able to care for him better with their help and support.’

Somehow the earl had managed to have his usual dampening effect upon my plans. I said as much to Thomas, but he only laughed, nodding out of the window at the downpour.

‘Come, Richard. Do not exaggerate the situation. No man could make a day like this any damper. Let’s go upstairs and see how he is, then I will stay with him and you can brave the weather and walk down the canalside. Who knows? You might bump into somebody you recognize.’

He winked at me and I grinned back. We both knew I was desperate to drop in to Ayham’s house to see how my patient fared. And if I happened to see his beautiful daughter? Well, that would be an added bonus. We trailed damply up the slippery steps to the floor above.

The earl looked exhausted, beaten and bruised. His face was ashen, and he complained of the shivers although he was hot to the touch. Thomas began to look more serious. ‘I would be happier, Your Grace, if we could transport you to Padua, where my expert friends can assist me in your cure.’

Courtenay groaned. ‘In a few days, Thomas. Just let this storm abate and we will do as you suggest. For the moment, I should prefer to rest here and try to warm myself. I am mortally cold.’ The phrase rang ominously from a man running with sweat, and Thomas and I exchanged uncertain glances.

‘Go and see your patient,’ Thomas whispered. ‘I shall remain here with this one. But if possible, return by nightfall, for I may need you to replace me here on watch. I am uncomfortable about his fever. It does not bode well.’

As I went to leave, he caught my sleeve. ‘Don’t worry about your visit to Padua. It will come soon enough. There is no rush – they are expecting you.’
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Despite a heavy cloak and stout boots, I was soaked by the time I had splashed the few hundred paces to the house Yasmeen shared with her father. They welcomed me in and drew me in front of a comforting fire.

I had not really taken in any details of the house on my previous visits, as I had been too nervous on the first occasion and too preoccupied on the second. Now, as I dried out, I looked around me. The house was small and simply furnished – in many respects it reminded me of my own home in Devon. Like my mother, Yasmeen kept the place spotlessly clean, and although the house was dark it was welcoming.

So, too, was Ayham, who kept patting me on the arm and reminding me how well his leg had mended. ‘Good as new, thanks to you, young man.’ He turned to Yasmeen conspiratorially. ‘He’s a very clever young man, this one.’

Yasmeen looked at me and smiled. It was the secret, special smile she shared with me when she was feeling confident about our relationship.

‘I know he is, Father. And honest. And brave.’

The look she gave me, shielded from her father, contained even more pleasing adjectives. My confidence lifted. Something, perhaps simply the process of time, seemed to have mellowed the doubts she had presented to me nearly three weeks ago.

‘How is the earl? I heard you were in a storm and nearly drowned?’Yasmeen looked concerned, but something told me that my answer should be formulated for the benefit her father as well as her.

‘He remains unwell. He was injured when the fishing boat rescued us and has a bad fever also. Dr Marwood wishes to treat him in Padua, but the earl says he does not yet feel fit to travel.’

‘And will you go with him?’ Ayham asked quickly.

‘If he travels in the next few days, yes. If not, I may travel alone to Padua, for I have been invited to attend an interview at the university, to study medicine.’

Ayham’s face was impassive. ‘And if you are offered a place, what will you do?’

I looked at Yasmeen and decided to take the chance. ‘I shall accept the place and study medicine. I have enough money to buy a good farm nearby, and to make that my home. The rest of my plans remain – uncertain.’

‘Uncertain?’

I looked him straight in the eye. ‘They would be dependent upon you, sir.’

In the corner of my eye I saw Yasmeen’s shining, and I knew I had responded correctly.

‘How upon me?’ Ayham’s face had the impassivity of a market trader, yet I knew what he was thinking. It was as if he was holding his cards away from me while Yasmeen stood behind him, holding up a mirror for me to see them.

‘I would need your agreement, sir.’

‘My agreement?’

Perhaps this was what life was like in the souks of the Medina. Perhaps it had to run its course and not be hurried. Perhaps this was the Arab way. I did not mind. I knew my objective and no time was too much to achieve it.

‘Your authorization.’

I saw his eyes flash, his competitive nature rising, as if the game itself was taking over. ‘What action must I authorize?’

I remained calm. ‘My request of your daughter.’

Now we both knew where the game was leading, but we were locked into this combat of words and gestures. His eyes were black with concentration.

‘You are very forward. What request do you wish to make of my daughter?’

We were there. I could say what I had wanted to say for ages. ‘With your permission, sir, I would humbly ask your daughter to marry me.’

He went to speak, but I held up my hand and continued. ‘I know full well that there are great difficulties and I do not underestimate or undervalue them; I recognize problems of religion and problems of family, but if the prize is large enough, then no problem is too big to be overcome.’

I saw the smallest hint of a smile on his lips and knew he liked my answer. But at the same moment, a shadow passed over his face and I knew a problem remained. ‘You have told me what you will do if you are successful in your mission to the university in Padua. But what will be the outcome if you fail?’ His look told me this was the real issue.

‘First, I shall not fail, for if they choose not to accept me, then I shall conclude that Fate did not intend me to study medicine and wishes to guide me in an alternative direction. In that event, my alternative purpose is clear to me: I shall study painting here in Venice.’ I looked at him hard. ‘In any event, whatever future fate has in store for me, I will ensure that it will be in the Republic of Venice and not more than thirty miles from where we stand now.’

He did not move. ‘Not in England?’

I shook my head emphatically. ‘In no event in England.’

‘And if I give you my permission, my authorisation, to ask my daughter to marry you and she refuses?’

It was a test, but a simple one.

‘Then I shall remain within the Republic of Venice, either as an unhappy medical student, or as an unhappy painter.’

Ayham turned to Yasmeen and embraced her. ‘You were right. He is good, very good.’

He offered me his hand. ‘You have my approval, my permission and my authorization. Now you will need to polish your words again, I fear, for she is much more difficult than I am.’ He turned to his beloved daughter, smiling, but with a tear in his eye. ‘Much more difficult.’
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August the 30th 1556 – Fondamenta dei Mori
 

I should have felt reinforced by my conversation with Ayham, but as I stepped through the door of Tintoretto’s workshop the following morning, I was nervous.

Courtenay remained too ill to travel, but Thomas thought he would improve in another day or so and asked me to delay until then. I decided that the next step was to find out whether, in the event of my marrying Yasmeen and taking her away to Padua, there was any possibility of Tintoretto accepting Faustina as her replacement.

As soon as Jacopo came into the studio I asked him if it would be possible to have a private meeting later that morning, and he promptly agreed. So promptly, indeed, that I began to wonder whether he had anticipated my approach. We met at eleven, when the sun no longer lit the studio directly and the model had left. I followed Jacopo into the courtyard and automatically flicked my eyes towards Yasmeen’s office.

‘She’s out seeing a client. I made sure it would be a long meeting.’

Jacopo’s remark convinced me that this game was running ahead of me. I explained my desire to marry Yasmeen and he nodded sagely, completely unsurprised. I told him I had been trying to choose between medicine and painting and had decided on the former if the University of Padua would have me. This information, too, was casually received.

‘My concern, Jacopo, is that if I am accepted by both the university and Yasmeen, and she comes with me to Padua as my wife, then I would be leaving you with a serious problem.’

He nodded. He bit his lip. He scratched his head. He even bit a fingernail for effect.

‘Who told you?’ I asked.

Tintoretto laughed like a naughty schoolboy. ‘Oh, just about everybody except you! And now you want to fix me up with a blonde-haired nun who walks and talks like a queen, looks like a princess, is a qualified book-keeper, and has known all the nobility and the senior churchmen in this city since she was a child?’

I nodded. ‘Yes, something like that.’

He smiled. ‘Sometimes life is so tidy that it seems unreal. Last week, I was invited to the Convento di Sant’ Alvise, to quote for a new altarpiece. The invitation came from a certain member of the Contarini family, the Chapter Clerk in the convent. The family are very good customers of mine. She suggested that I might be the right man for the job and we negotiated a price. Sixty ducats. I wanted ninety, but she beat me down. She can certainly negotiate. She introduced me to the abbess, who told me the convent would soon come into some money; not a lot, but for this reason she felt the convent could now afford to replace its damaged altarpiece.’ He looked at me quickly. ‘Let me guess at the ransom you are paying to release this young nun. Would it, by any chance, be in the vicinity of sixty ducats?’

I shook my head in amazement. ‘How did this Chapter Clerk come to choose you, Jacopo? To do this work, I mean?’

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘It appears she is on speaking terms with a certain fallen lady. You may have seen her; she models here quite often. Apparently, she was talking to Yasmeen and heard that she may have to leave here. Nothing certain, you understand. Anyway, this fallen lady thought it would be tidy if your sixty ducats found their way back here, and suggested that, if the Chapter Clerk agreed, well, it would be, how shall we say. . .?’

I could hear Veronica’s voice as I spoke. ‘Tidy? Perhaps even symmetrical?’

He spread his hands. ‘Ecco! Architettura pura. The lady is an architect.’

‘And in your view, is this architecture robust? Is the building just pretty, or will it stand up to the weather?’

‘I think it will be a fine building, a cathedral.’

I stared at him in amazement. ‘Then you agree?’

He spread his hands and shrugged again, as if he had no responsibilities in the world. ‘Yes, I agree, but the decision is not mine.’

I looked at him, confused. ‘Not yours? Then whose decision is it?’

He turned in his chair and pointed towards the door behind him. ‘We, Richard, are now the observers. The decision is Yasmeen’s. If she rejects you, the whole edifice, the whole cathedral, falls apart.’ He looked at me conspiratorially and whispered. ‘And in any case, first we need to be sure the nun agrees. I heard a rumour she was talking to Titian . . .’
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September the 1st 1556 – Convento di Sant’ Alviseo
 

Tintoretto and I arrived at the convent together and asked for the Chapter Clerk. There were angry looks from the old discrete who ushered us into the parlour, where we were joined by the abbess herself. She gave me the careful smile I expected, but seemed on much more friendly terms with my companion. So the abbess had been involved in the previous week’s discussions? It seemed that Venice was (as always) looking after its own and I, as the outsider, would play catch-up as best I could.

‘Gentlemen. Good afternoon. So good of you to call again. Suor Faustina will be with you in just one moment; I asked her to prepare some accounts for the visit of the Patriarch, and she is just on the point of completing them. Meanwhile, some biscotti and sweet wine, perhaps?’

Tintoretto and I declined her hospitality but confirmed that we were in no hurry and would be happy to wait while the soura finished her accounts.

I knew she was coming by the rapid clack of her footsteps along the corridor, accompanied by the lighter but faster patter of Felicità’s slippers. They entered the parlour together, looking confident. The abbess beamed, made her excuses and left.

‘Signor Tintoretto! Richard!‘ Faustina turned to her young partner and introduced us.

‘Felicità, this is the famous painter Jacopo Robusti, known to the world as Tintoretto, and Richard Stocker you already know. These gentlemen are our salvation. Or at least, I hope they are. We shall no doubt soon find out.’

It was typical of the woman I was getting to know. There was no dancing around; she got straight to the point and established the purpose of the meeting in seconds. She also made it abundantly clear that she expected us to deliver on our promises.

Faustina’s handshake was like her introduction: firm and confident. Felicità’s, in contrast, was cool, soft and uncertain. She looked at us like a schoolgirl (which, in many respects, she was), then retreated to sit quietly in the background. Her huge brown eyes moved from one to the other when we spoke, but for the main part remained fixed on Faustina.

‘Jacopo. Perhaps you would start.’

He looked at me, surprised. ‘No, Richard. I think this is your proposal; I only play a part in it. Please.’

I saw Faustina’s quick eyes flick from one of us to the other. Was there dissention in our plan already? she seemed to ask.

‘Suor Faustina,’ I began. ‘Some time ago we met and you told me your story. I agreed to take action to remove you from this place and—’

‘To remove us from this place,’ Faustina interrupted.

‘Indeed, to remove the two of you from this place and to assist you in finding an alternative life here in the city.’

‘An alternative life together, here in the city.’ Faustina was having no uncertainty.

‘Yes, exactly.’

I looked round the room and everyone was nodding. So far, so good, Faustina smiled encouragingly. She was having her own way and enjoying it.

‘I have come to a legal agreement with the abbess, under which certain monies will be paid when you are released, and that such a release will take place on or before the first of October. In the meantime, I have made a smaller payment on account to extend your allowance until the end of September.’

Faustina smiled and nodded encouragingly to Felicità. I continued.

‘My major concern is that your family will continue to use their power to prevent your release from this place and your subsequent employment—’

Her hand was up, and I stopped talking. She shook her head slightly, as if frustrated by the need to go over old ground for the benefit of the ignorant.

‘It is not a problem. I have spoken to my father and grandfather. They were both unhappy to see me enter here in the first place. My father told me I have always been his favourite and it broke his heart to see me so placed. That is why he made my allowance so generous: he wanted to atone for what he knew, deep down, was a sin. It grieves him that he is himself brought so low he can no longer afford to free me himself. However, he is eternally grateful to you, Richard, and has told me that if ever his good name can be of assistance to you, you only have to ask. It was very upsetting to see such a proud man have to admit that, for the present, his good name is all he can offer. One day he will rise again. I am sure of it.’

This was good news indeed. Spurred on by the removal of a major obstacle, I wanted to move to the next part of the arrangement. I decided to rely on Thomas’s assurance that the place at Padua University would be forthcoming.

‘It is my intention to ask Yasmeen Ahmed to become my wife, and to live with me in Padua. If she accepts, then she will no longer be able to act as manager of the Bottega Tintoretto. The purpose of today’s discussion is to determine whether this opportunity would meet your needs, Faustina, and whether you would be suitable for Tintoretto in that position.’

Faustina’s face hardened, and I realized, with a chill down my back, that she thought the last question had already been settled. Tintoretto saw it, too, and came to our rescue.

‘On the last point, Richard, Suor Faustina and I have already come to an agreement; I have made her an offer.’ Faustina relaxed, but Jacopo continued. ‘A conditional offer. The offer is, of course, dependent upon Yasmeen deciding to leave me.’

He looked at Faustina. ‘I only need one business manager.’

Faustina sat upright in her chair and I waited for the counterproposal. It appeared that she had not been as careful to address Felicità’s position with Tintoretto as she had been with me. Yet I found it hard to believe that she had not considered the issue, and surely Jacopo would have been made aware of the problem by Veronica? There was a little game being played here and one I appeared not to be party to. Faustina’s eyes flashed at me as she replied, her tone carefully measured.

‘Signor Tintoretto has indeed made me an offer which I am considering. However, I must consider Felicità’s position also.’ She looked at Tintoretto for his response.

Jacopo’s expression was bland and now I knew that he and Veronica had, indeed, been plotting away in the background. He ignored Faustina and looked directly at Felicità, who wilted at his gaze until he reassured her with a fatherly smile. ‘A few months ago my wife gave birth to a lovely daughter. Her name is Marietta. The child is strong and she will live. We would like to have more children, many children, including sons I could teach to paint, but Fausbina will need help – with the house and the child. Would you be happy to do that, Felicità?’

Felicità looked at Faustina for guidance.

Tintoretto saw the uncertainty. ‘You would be working together in the same house. My family lives upstairs, above the studio.’ Faustina gave a small nod and Felicità reddened, a glow of pleasure competing with a flush of embarrassment.

‘Yes please, sir. Nothing would please me more. I love children.’

Tintoretto turned back to Faustina. ‘Is it agreed?’

Faustina stood and walked behind Felicità, putting a protective arm round her shoulder.

‘It is agreed.’

For a moment I felt as if my life – and, more importantly, Yasmeen’s – was being decided by others. I cleared my throat to speak, but Jacopo got there first.

‘Then we have an agreement. It is, however, conditional upon Yasmeen deciding to marry this man here and living with him in Padua.’ He winked at Felicità, put his hand over his mouth and pretended to stifle a laugh, in an expression which clearly suggested she would be mad to choose me.

This time, even Felicità laughed.
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September the 3rd 1556 – Fondamenta dei Mori
 

‘Richard!‘ Yasmeen stood in the doorway of our house and called me. ‘My father wishes to speak to you.’

Ayham welcomed me formally and bade us sit on one of the rich carpets.

‘You have been very busy – it is clear you have a businesslike brain and the courage and persistence to overcome problems. I have discussed your proposal of the double marriage with our mullah. He has given me a ruling.’

I tried to swallow, but my throat hurt. Ayham continued; it was clear he had thought about what he was going to say before I arrived.

‘For centuries Muslim communities have survived in Al Andalus, in Salerno and in Venice, by working in partnership with people of other faiths. Whilst we remain loyal to our own faith, business situations allow us legal partnership with those of other faiths.’

My heart began to lift.

‘Marriage is more difficult. The Koran forbids a man to marry a woman who is not from “the people of the book”. Therefore, by implication, although it does not say so specifically, it must allow marriage to women, including Jews and Christians, whose religions recognize what you call the Old Testament. However there are contrary opinions and it is by no means certain that what is written for a man applies in reverse for a woman. Our mullah has taken soundings and has decreed that it would be in order for me to accept such a proposal to my daughter from a man who was a Christian if that man was also my business partner.’

For a moment, my world wavered around me. Was he telling me he had made an arranged marriage for Yasmeen with a business contact, a Christian? I was prepared for anger, but held myself back, as he was still speaking.

‘I am, therefore, offering you a business proposal of my own: that you and Yasmeen join in legal partnership with me and help me expand this business, and agree to carry it on after my death, for, as you know, I have no sons. Together I believe we could expand our trade, to include not only spices, but also pigments for artists and herbs and medicines for physicians. By so doing, we can offset the effect of the Lisbon trade.’

I looked at him blankly. ‘Are you saying that if I accept this offer of partnership, both you and the mullah will agree to my marrying Yasmeen in the manner proposed: two ceremonies, Muslim and Protestant?’

He nodded. ‘I am saying precisely that.’

I wanted to rush forward, to embrace him and his daughter together, but I had learned to contain my natural impetuosity.

‘It is a wonderful and generous offer, Ayham, but before I accept it, I must be fair to you. I have, as you know, a desire – an intention, even – to study medicine in Padua. And although the portents are good, they have not yet offered me a place.’

Ayham smiled. It was the calm smile of a man who has considered all the angles and already satisfied himself beyond doubt.

‘There is no difficulty. Think about it. My lovely daughter has a detailed knowledge of the world of painters, and the materials they have to buy to make their colours. I have knowledge of spices, many of which are also dyes. You are to study medicine and how to cure people with medicinal herbs. These, too, are similar and often obtained from the same places and through the same merchants. I believe my plan has merit. It has a balance to it – a structure. It would match the elegance of the plan which you have concocted, of marrying my daughter and saving the nun at the same time – yes, she has explained it all to me, and I have spoken to my friend and neighbour Tintoretto, who agrees.’

It was strange. For so long I had been beset by constraints, difficulties, hurdles, pressures. Yasmeen was watching my every move. Time to make a decision.

‘Ayham.You have my agreement. I will become your business partner, and make my financial contribution to the expansion of our business. I will also pursue my medical studies if the university invites me to do so, and I will marry your daughter, cherish her, respect her and her religion, and love her with all my heart. My hand on it.’

We exchanged a long and emotional handshake, which contained many unwritten agreements.

Yasmeen kissed her father, then me. Then she burst into happy tears and ran from the room.
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September the 4th 1556 – Fondamenta dei Mori
 

‘Ayham has congratulated me on the elegant symmetry of my solution. If only I was truly the architect of that solution.’

Veronica smiled. ‘It is . . . clean and tidy, yes. You did very well. One way and another, you had put yourself in treacherous waters, but you navigated them very well.’

‘I navigated! You mean I rowed and you navigated. It was only when I came here to see Tintoretto to try to persuade him to let Faustina replace Yasmeen I discovered that you had already introduced them and effectively made the agreement.’

She put a motherly hand on my cheek. ‘Richard, please forgive me; I simply had to do it. You were making such hard work of everything that I decided you needed a helping hand. It’s nothing – what any friend would have done. Besides, you did most of it – the proposals for expanding Ayham’s business, for example. I just threw in a few ideas and chatted to a few contacts. I have the advantage of knowing more people in Venice than you do. Besides, it was fun.’

‘Fun‘ was not the word I would have used. It was alright for her to talk as if everything was in place. It was by no means finished yet.

I leaned over to Veronica and whispered conspiratorially. ‘I still have one more piece to put in place, the interview at the university. If the earl isn’t fit enough to travel tomorrow, I shall go anyway. Too many people’s futures are dependent on it. As far as I am concerned, he is no longer part of my life and the sooner I see the back of him the better.’

She nodded. ‘You have spent enough of your life in service, one way or another. Now you have responsibilities of your own. It is time to break away, to move on and live your own life.’

As usual, Veronica was right. Tomorrow I would go to Padua, one way or another.
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September the 5th 1556 – Fondamenta della Sensa
 

It was worse than before. More rain and wind from the east, and very high tides. The Piazza san Marco was knee-deep in water and our little house, too, had felt the effect of the floods. It had been raining for a solid week, and the flagstones of the ground floor were still soaked after the last three tides had washed right through. There was mud and seaweed everywhere – no one had had the inclination to sweep it away when another high tide was likely to bring it straight back.

To make matters worse, the wind had displaced a number of tiles and the roof above us was leaking. The stone staircase was slippery with the endless trickle of water mixed with the mud from our boots. The whole house stank of mud, weed and fish, and the earl’s health had not improved. I told Thomas of my decision.

‘Yes. You go, Richard. The invalid is perfectly able to travel. He is just wallowing in his unhappiness.’

I had finished my breakfast and was down on the ground floor, packing to leave, when the earl suddenly decided he was feeling better and no longer needed to be bedridden. Thomas called down to me and asked me to help him bring the earl downstairs. I was just about to climb to the next floor when I heard a commotion.

‘I do not need help, Thomas! I shall descend to face the world like a gentleman.’ The words had hardly been uttered when I heard his foot slide on the greasy surface and the earl fell the full length of the stone staircase, crashing down step-after-step and gasping in pain as he came.

The body which we examined at the foot of the stairs was not a pretty sight. His hip appeared to be damaged and Thomas was convinced he had broken at least two ribs. We tried to make him comfortable on the wet floor, but he began to cough and, to our horror, spat blood.

Suddenly, all was changed. Courtenay was pleading to be taken immediately to the hospital in Padua and Thomas reluctantly agreed. ‘His condition is too serious for me to attend to him here. He needs full medical attention, in a hospital. Padua is some distance to travel, but it is the best there is and, on balance, I believe, worth the journey, but we will have to be careful.’

There was no question of taking him by horseback or coach; we would have to make a stretcher and take him all the way by barge. It was still going to be a rough journey. The barge was ordered and came to the front of the house, but as soon as he saw it, Courtenay refused.

‘I will go by coach, like a gentleman. I entered the city this way and, by God’s eyes, I shall leave it the same way.’

We argued and cajoled, but he was insistent, and finally Thomas and I had to agree. Thomas set off in a coach with the earl, our barge having been sent round the island to provide safe passage across the lagoon from Canale Colambola to Mestre.

I agreed to inform Yasmeen and Tintoretto what was happening, and to ask them to send messages to Faustina and to the Oratorio, where Thomas was expected. I would take the ferry across to the mainland and catch them up, either on the road or in Padua itself.

Suddenly I was back in service; it was going to be a busy day.
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September the 6th 1556 – Padua
 


Dearest Yasmeen,

We have arrived safely in Padua, the earl exhausted and very ill. His breathing is difficult and he continues to cough blood. His very life is at risk, but at least he is in safe hands now. We have placed him in the hospital attached to the university, and all the best doctors are observing him.

Thomas and I survived our respective journeys and are staying together at the Albergo Il Bo. It is my intention to present myself for interview at the university as soon as is seemly, but for the moment the earl’s illness is taking precedence.

I have asked the coachman to bring this short note as he returns to Venice. Do not fret, my sweet, we shall prevail. It can only get better from here.

My thoughts are with you, and your father. Please give my respects to Tintoretto and to Veronica.

Your loving Richard
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September the 16th 1556 – University of Padua
 

We had experienced ten uncomfortable days. Ten days in which Peter Vannes, the English Ambassador, had insisted on taking control. Thomas had tried to use his friendship with the doctors in Padua to stay close to our patient, but the authorities in Venice had let it be known that Vannes had their full support, and he used that authority to the full.

The Ambassador had interviewed the earl shortly after his arrival, intent, we were sure, on trying to blame Thomas and me for his condition and to claim negligence against us. Why, Vannes had asked, had the earl insisted on coming to Padua when he was so ill?

The Earl had replied strongly, saying that on his previous visits to Padua people had said he was more French than English, and as soon as he was recovered he proposed to take action against such men, defending his honour with his sword.

Why then, Vannes had persisted, insisted, on travelling by coach, when taking a barge all the way would have been so much more comfortable? Did your companions, he asked, try to save money by taking the coach? This was a scurrilous suggestion, and clearly designed to further a claim of negligence, but again Courtenay would have none of it. Quite the opposite, he had replied, it was we who had pressed for a barge and even brought one to his door. ‘No, my own pride as an Englishman was the motivation; I did not want to appear to be leaving the city with my tail between my legs.’

It was all very unnecessary and uncomfortable, but consistent with all the reports we had received about Vannes. I decided to write in code to Walsingham about our experiences as soon as the opportunity arose.
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‘No improvement.’ Thomas had returned from his visit to the hospital looking drawn and tired. ‘It is not good. Our first diagnosis is clearly confirmed now. The broken ends of his ribs have created internal bleeding. In addition, the slime where he fell has infected his wounds and he has a heavy fever. He is eating nothing and sinking fast.’

My mind went back to the last days of King Edward – such a terrible experience for us, and how much worse for him? Much as I disliked Courtenay, I would not wish this on anyone.

‘What are his chances of recovery?’ I knew the answer before I asked the question.

Thomas sighed and wiped his face wearily. ‘He does not have the will to live and has become delirious. Sometimes he thinks he is the King of Hungary and Veronica Franco his queen. At least, in his delirium, he appears happy, and I believe he is past pain.’

We crossed ourselves. ‘God have mercy on his soul.’ I hoped those words did not seem premature.

‘Amen to that. It will not be long now.’

We went to eat. There was no pleasure in it, despite the quality of the food, but those who look after the sick learn that they must keep their strength up.
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September the 18th 1556 – University Hospital, Padua
 

We waited at his bedside for the next two days, taking it in turns to eat and sleep.

At noon, Thomas went to eat and to consult one of the professors. Over the last week they had discussed a number of alternatives. These had included direct intervention to try to stop the internal bleeding, but with infection already present, the risks were too high. It was hard, simply to do nothing: doctors are trained to take action where they can, but as one of the professors said, ‘We are not gods, only men with limited knowledge, and sometimes we must accept that the cure is likely to be worse than the cause.’

Edward Courtenay, Earl of Devon and last of the Plantagenets, lay small, grey and insignificant in his bed. At least the room was clean and warm, and the sheets white.

I sat back in the corner, helpless and disappointed. It did not seem the right way for an earl to end his days. I had never really liked the man, but he deserved a better death than this, alone in a foreign land, without friends and rejected by his own country.

The room was silent. I heard the slightest sound and looked across at him. He was licking his lips, trying to say something. A prayer, perhaps.

‘Mother . . .’ It was the only word I could catch.

He gave one dry, rattling breath, deep down in his throat. Then he was gone.

I found a doctor in the corridor and brought him for confirmation. He felt for a pulse, listened for breath, and nodded.

‘Please, tell your friend: he’s gone from us.’

I found Thomas and brought him back to the small room. Together we stood, silent.

A wasted life. He had been defined, formed, limited and eventually destroyed by his status; he was a product of his inheritance. I bore him no grudge, but in truth I would not miss him.
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September the 21st 1556 – Albergo Il Bo
 

They came like vultures to pick over his papers, Vannes and his team of supporters, waving their letters of authority and insisting on being given the keys to his chests.

‘But his chests are at our house in Venice,’ Thomas had replied, to be greeted with laughter.

‘Think again, doctor. The house has been opened and all of your possessions have been brought here on my authority. But the chests are locked. Please give us his keys.’

Thomas, disgusted, handed over Courtenay’s keys, but we refused access to our own chests – Thomas feared that his precious books might be damaged, whilst I was concerned that some forgotten communication from Walsingham might still linger amongst my paperwork.

Vannes had written to inform Queen Mary that he had brought a Catholic priest to Courtenay’s deathbed and that Courtenay had received the last rights willingly, despite his weakened condition. It was an outright lie, but I could understand that Vannes might not be too keen to inform his queen that the earl had died in the sole company of a Protestant.

Vannes’s next move was to insist on an inventory of the earl’s possessions, both those things which had been transferred here from the house in Venice and those that we had brought with us. We were distrustful of his motives, but when he discovered that the earl’s personal servants had not been paid and that we, too, were owed money by him, he immediately wrote to the Queen, requesting funds to make amends. I decided that I had to alter my appraisal of the man. I had marked him down as a bastard, but now I decided he was at least an honest bastard.

Predicting the inevitable charges of poisoning, Vannes had insisted that four of the eminent Padua doctors signed a medical certificate, giving the causes of death. Thomas, to his chagrin but not entirely to his surprise, had not been invited to sign the certificate, although each of the doctors in turn asked for his personal agreement to the wording before they themselves signed it.

Vannes had petitioned the Municipal Council in Padua to have the earl’s body buried in St Anthony’s Church. Such was his authority that this petition was immediately granted and the funeral had taken place the following morning. For reasons not clear to any of us, the oration had been given by a Thomas Wilson, an unknown Englishman, but at least he had done his research, summarizing the earl’s life at length and, in the process, turning the event into something of a sermon.

We had expected to process outside and to watch the body being interred in the graveyard, but the Council had given instructions that two heavy iron bars be driven into the walls of the San Felice Chapel and the coffin placed upon them. The whole thing had an impermanent feel about it, which was greatly disturbing, but it was clear that Vannes and the authorities had a purpose behind their instructions and no argument by Thomas or by me was going to change it. Somehow, even in death, Courtenay’s position was still bringing out the nastiness and petty meanness in men and in governments. I was appalled.

By the end of the day, when I sat down to write to Yasmeen, I felt drained.



Dearest Yasmeen,

Finally Courtenay is gone from us, but even now there is no peace. It is as if everything attached to this man attracts envy, distrust, meanness of spirit and dishonesty.

There is no more we can do and I shall be returning very soon. Thomas bids you and all of our friends goodbye; his possessions have already been brought here, so he has decided to leave quickly and to travel home to England while the recent spell of good weather lasts.

One piece of good news: tomorrow is my interview at Padua University. Please pray for my success. Thomas will wait for the result before leaving.

Your loving Richard
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September the 22nd 1556 – Department of Medicine, University of Padua
 

It was done. I had been accepted.

The previous night, having written to Yasmeen, I had sat alone, lost in my thoughts, while Thomas dined separately with some of his old friends. I was more nervous than I had been for years. Halfway through the evening it suddenly hit me – tomorrow’s outcome would be the biggest turning point in my life.

Strangely, once I had risen the next morning and was preparing myself, the fears vanished, and I felt my spirits lift as I looked forward to the challenge of the interview. Thomas must have prepared them carefully, for they knew my background fully and had immediately asked to see my notebooks. The skills I had acquired during my time with Thomas had been added to by those I had gained in Tintoretto’s workshop, and even I was impressed with some of the images as they carefully turned the pages and read my notes.



Signor Stocker, it is with great pleasure that I am able to inform you that the Department of Medicine at the University of Padua has decided to accept your application to study with us – eventually, if successful, to become a doctor of medicine.


 




I shook with relief at the words. I ran to tell Thomas at once. His bags were fully packed and he was simply awaiting my confirmation before he departed.
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September the 24th 1556 – Fondamenta dei Mori
 

How strange is the pattern of life. I had left Padua early on the morning after my interview, promising to return in time for the new term at the end of October, and had hurried back to Yasmeen.

The rent of the house I had shared with Thomas and the earl had been paid until the end of the month, and the furniture, what there was of it, remained, so it had seemed natural to return here. But now, sitting here alone, with little in the way of food or comforts, with Tutto, Cuoca and Bimbo gone together to Padua to try to secure the wages owed to them, with Thomas on the road to England and with Courtenay dead and buried, I felt terribly alone. The memories of the last year seemed to echo around me.

Peter Vannes and the diplomats had still been arguing when I had left Padua. It appeared the city-state of Venice had demanded Courtenay’s papers, as had the English government, but Piero Morosini, the Bailiff of Padua, was holding steadfast. I was pleased to ride away from it all and hoped none of it would reappear when I returned to Padua as a student. I was about to start a new life and I wanted it to be just that, not under the shadow of someone else.

I sat in the house alone, writing to Walsingham about Peter Vannes and coding the results. Would I be able to do this once I was married to Yasmeen? I had no intention of having any secrets from her, but the more I thought about my whole involvement with Walsingham, the more concerned and uncertain I became. Yes, I wanted Princess Elizabeth to succeed to the throne, and of course I would do anything moral and legal to help bring that situation about. But participation in Walsingham’s schemes was not without its risks. The attempts on Carew’s life and the threats to Courtenay were evidence enough that this was no light-hearted children’s game.

Foremost among my concerns was not the threat to myself, but the dangers that might arise if I involved Yasmeen in any way. By even telling her of the very existence of the Sons of England, I might be risking her safety. But lurking behind these thoughts was my real concern, half-hidden until I forced it out into the cold light of day: if I admitted to Yasmeen that I had committed myself to an organisation whose very purpose was to remove Catholic Mary and to bring Elizabeth to the throne, what conclusion might she draw?

I tried to look at myself from her point of view. The image was black: here was a man willing to risk life, limb, and the future of his new family for a venture whose objectives were centred entirely in England. If it failed, then her life might be ruined, her family put at risk and her husband killed. But if it succeeded, then surely her new husband would want to return to his country, dragging her into an unknown land and away from her father.

For what seemed an age I stared at the coded note, unsure whether to tear it up or to continue with the covering letter. In the end, I sacrificed my principles and decided to try to slide between the two; I would keep faith with Walsingham, remain available to him if required, but make no mention of any of it to Yasmeen. It was an uncomfortable conclusion and I was unhappy with it. Finally, I decided to swing the balance further in Yasmeen’s direction. I made it clear to Walsingham where my priorities lay: I would not put my marriage at risk.

Having coded the sensitive information in a separate note, my covering letter could be more personal. I wrote easily, in longhand, unfettered by codes, telling Walsingham of my plans for marriage, business partnership and education, saying I remained committed to the Protestant Church, but also to staying in Italy.

It seemed strange to see the words down there in front of me – confirmed, final, committed and committing. Yet at the same time it was also very comforting, and a milestone in my life.

I had been invited to eat with Veronica, to stay with Tintoretto, to spend the evening with Ayham and Yasmeen, yet I had chosen to reject all of these invitations; something had decided me to remain by myself tonight. It was as if I needed time to say goodbye to my old life before marching into my new one.
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September the 26th 1556 – House of Tintoretto, Fondamenta dei Mori
 

‘Ehi, Maestro! It was so good of you to go to so much trouble for us.’

Fausbina Robusti, Tintoretto’s wife, leaned against the wall and giggled. ‘Don’t think he did all this for you, Richard. Popular as you are in this household, Jacopo just loves a party and Yasmeen’s betrothal was the perfect excuse.’ She waved her arm around the studio, its walls hung with unsold paintings and one or two sold ones yet to be delivered. ‘You may have noticed a certain attention to business in the preparations. Jacopo will be disappointed if he has not sold all of these by the time the party finishes.’

I looked at Jacopo, who winked conspiratorially. ‘You should have displayed some of your drawings, Richard. You might have sold some of them; they’re good enough.’ He nudged his wife’s arm. ‘But I suppose he is too important now to bother with such things. Soon we will have to call him “dottore” and bow before a man of letters.’

Fausbina bowed to me, a large grin on her face. ‘Please remember us when you are rich and famous, Richard. The poor painter and his growing family.’

Tintoretto looked at her smartly. ‘You don’t mean? Surely you’re not . . .’

Fausbina laughed. ‘Hardly! Marietta is still breast feeding. But next year perhaps? And again after that. With Felicità to help me it is all so much easier.’

It was good to hear.

‘How is Faustina settling in? I am so sorry to steal your manager. What a way to thank you for all your kindness.’

Jacopo refilled our glasses and put the bottle back on the side-table. ‘It will work out well. She is very intelligent and learning fast. The arrangement for her and Felicità to stay with Ayham and Yasmeen seems to be working out well. She has plenty of time to learn from Yasmeen before you finally take her away from us, Fausbina has Felicità just along the canal-side when she needs help with the children, and I have a new model.’

I was surprised. ‘Is Felicità sitting for you?’

He nodded. ‘Yes indeed. Veronica is quite jealous; she is so young and innocent, perfect as a Madonna.’

‘Will you miss Yasmeen?’ I remained concerned that by marrying Yasmeen I was harming the smooth running of his business.

‘Of course. But I am delighted to see her progress so. You should have seen her the first day she came to us. She was about fourteen, skinny as anything. The boys called her scricciolo.’

I must have frowned; the word was new to me. Jacopo saw my expression immediately. ‘What is this in English?’ He picked up a piece of charcoal still lying on the table and quickly drew a little wren hopping about, picking up pieces.

I nodded. ‘A wren. Scricciolo. Yes, it’s suitable. I can imagine that. I hope her days of scratching around are finished. I shall look after her.’

Tintoretto nodded. ‘I know you will. She deserves it.’

I had to move on to talk to other people, but before I left there was one question I wanted to ask him. ‘Tell me, Jacopo, was it true that Faustina was talking to Titian?’

He looked at his wife, who laughed and set off across the room to talk to someone else. ‘No. All lies. Veronica told me that to make me interested. She knew I would want to take her from him. But of course I would have chosen her anyway.’

Across the room, Veronica heard her name and waved. We both waved back.

‘I have no regrets. She will be excellent, given time.’ He grinned at Faustina who joined us as he spoke and smiled regally at his little joke. She took my elbow. ‘Can you spare this young man for a few minutes? He is so popular.’

We walked into the courtyard and were joined by Felicità. Winking at Felicità, who, like her, seemed to have had quite a few glasses of wine and was unusually animated, Faustina asked her question. ‘Have you forgiven me, Richard?’

‘For what?’ Felicità’s close presence somehow warned me this was a prepared speech.

‘For not being as you presumed – available to you.’ She looked at Felicità and grinned conspiratorially.

I looked from one to the other. They were teasing me, and in the process teasing each other.

‘I never thought you misled me . . .’

Faustina stretched her long neck and pursed her lips, dismissing my reply. ‘I didn’t need to – you misled yourself. I could see the look on your face even before we spoke. You were so confident. “I shall have that tall blonde one,” your expression said. I could feel your lust through the bars of the window.’

I looked round to ensure Yasmeen was not listening, and Felicità stepped forward, putting a hand on my arm. It was the first time she had ever dared to touch me; either it was the wine or her self-confidence was growing. ‘In any case, you are spoken for Richard.’

She took Faustina’s arm with her other hand, linking us momentarily. ‘And so is she.’

They were so happy together; it was a pleasure to see. I kissed them both gently on the cheek and moved on. It was a good party. I went to look for Yasmeen.
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October the 24th 1556 – Fattoria Costante, above Treponti, Euganean Hills
 

‘Do you think he will sell?’

Yasmeen clutched my arm as we looked down from the patio behind the yellow stone farmhouse. A golden autumn glow hung over the hillside and the valley below. The depth of colour would have made Titian proud. Behind us, as the hillside steepened, rose the Monte Grande, its sides covered with sweet chestnut trees. Here, where we stood, the fall of the land eased to a gentle slope, catching the sun throughout the day. A tributary of the Scolo Degora supplied the constant water that gave the farm its name.

In front of us and below, we could look right across the plain to Padua – quite a ride, especially if I was to do it daily. But if I had the stamina, the fresh air here on the higher ground would make it worthwhile. The farm was a perfect place for Yasmeen to live and, God willing, bring up our children, while I pursued my medical studies.

I hugged her shoulder. ‘I am sure he will – he needs the money. And with his wife’s death and no children to follow him he cannot continue alone. The notary said it is certain, and we have offered the full asking price. He is just hanging on for pride. Look at him talking to the vines – he is saying goodbye to them.’

I could see the fruits of Niccolò’s life’s work – and no doubt his father’s and grandfather’s before him. The carefully pruned olive trees on the scrubby hillside opposite would provide more than enough oil for our daily needs – and excess to sell in the market. And directly below us, the golden Fior d’ Arancio grapevines would produce a good crop of the region’s rich yellow Moscato wine. Catching the sun in the cleft of the small valley, protected from the wind, were apricot and almond trees.

It was a magical place.

The farmhouse was dry and spacious. There was fresh water in plenty running down the stream and a pipe had been installed to bring it into the house. Dry logs were already stacked roof-high against the end of the barn, which was well-provided with sweet hay for the winter. I could see us being very happy here.

Yasmeen and I talked about our wedding plans. Understandably, she had wanted the Muslim wedding to come first, and the mullah had suggested their New Year’s Day, the first day of Muharram, 964 Anno Hegirae in the Muslim calendar. She had explained to me that the Muslim year was eleven days shorter than the Christian one, which meant that their days of celebration moved round our seasons year by year. This year the Muslim new year would fall on Wednesday November the 4th 1556 in the Christian calendar, and would allow us to remarry in the presence of a Christian priest well before the Christmas period was upon us. Everybody was happy with the arrangement, not least Yasmeen, who seemed to glow with pleasure at the prospect, now that the initial strangeness of the double ceremony had worn off.

‘Is your father now really content?’

Although he had given his authority for me to marry Yasmeen, I still worried about the effect on him, deep down, for in many respects he was a lonely man and kept his feelings to himself.

‘Do not worry, Richard. You have no idea how happy he is that at last he has a son to continue the business. Make no mistake, he will have you working hard, for he has great plans for expansion, and no longer fears the decline of Venetian influence upon his business prospects.’

‘And Jacopo? He has always been generous to me and took the news of your departure and replacement by Faustina remarkably well. In truth, was he upset by being put under pressure to agree?’

‘Jacopo is more than happy. I was making a good attempt at managing his affairs, but I know my religion was beginning to get in the way when we approached Church customers. He never mentioned it, but I knew. Now he has a pious Contarini to represent him. With her looks and her brains she will have them eating out of her hand. Have no fear, the change will be strongly to Tintoretto’s benefit.’

She smiled, as if remembering something; it was the smile women use when thinking of children. ‘And Felicità is an added bonus. She loves little Marietta, and the child loves her, too.’

She smiled out over the valley, and then turned slowly to me. ‘You never told me the full story. How did you and Faustina meet? What happened in your assignations? Did you ever. . .? You know.’ She nudged my ribs with her elbow. I shook my head, vehemently.

‘I have told you before, she is not like that. She was a nun. In any case, she has Felicità. I never touched her.’

‘Yes you did. She told me so.’ I stared at her in disbelief, and she shook her head. ‘Not physically, I know that, but you touched her heart and you changed her life.’

Relief flowed over me, but at the same time, a concern. ‘But have I sinned? Have I taken her away from her God?

It was clear they had discussed the whole thing. ‘No. Quite the reverse. You have enabled her to rediscover her God as of choice. Such is her independence of spirit that she would have continued to fight against a God thrust upon her. But now that she is in a position to choose, she has been able to reach out and embrace God for herself. And for that I am sure she will remain truly grateful.’

‘Truly grateful.’ I could not tell Yasmeen that it was not I who had identified the opportunity.

Yasmeen had not finished. ‘But in seeing her predicament, in seeing that beauty, that spirit, captured in that place, did you not love her a little – in your heart – even if she was unattainable?’

I put my arm tightly around her shoulders. We were in love and about to be married, and yet there was much I did not know about her. The last thing I wanted to do now was threaten our relationship.

‘Perhaps a little, as I would love a young colt, with long legs and knobbly knees, but with spirit in its eye and its whole life before it.’ I could not look her in the eye as I gave what I thought was a safe reply. Perhaps, by now, it was a truthful one also; I had to admit to myself that my reaction to Faustina might have modified as her circumstances became clearer.

Yasmeen looked at me carefully. I knew she was thinking what I had just been thinking, and that there was much she did not know about me. We were feeling our way towards each other, both scared of losing the joy we had so recently found.

Then she smiled and, for a moment, looked out again across the valley. ‘I will tell her you think she has knobbly knees.’

She turned back to me, watching my expression, and I saw a look in her eyes, as if she had finally put a worry behind her. We leaned on the wall and looked across the lovely valley before us. Yasmeen was silent and I knew she was thinking again.

‘And Veronica? Did you love her? ‘The words were muffled, but not unexpected.

I looked away. ‘No, of course not. I was never in love with Veronica, nor was she interested in me.’

Once again, Yasmeen pushed me to arm’s length and looked at me as levelly as our respective heights allowed. ‘Come on. I can feel it whenever you are together, the easy way she touches you as she passes. I can always tell. I accept that you no longer sleep together, but once, at least? But don’t fool yourself. It means nothing to her, it’s Veronica’s way of saying hello to someone she likes. It’s also a powerful tool for manipulating men she thinks may be useful to her.’

I blustered, and Yasmeen smiled.

‘I am not as simple as you think, Richard. I may have been brought up by a strict father and saved myself for marriage, but for years I have worked in the art business, where sex is as common and casual as eating and drinking. Particularly with Veronica. Do you think Tintoretto hasn’t? And Titian? He has quite a reputation.

Everybody in the trade knows that Titian says: “I cannot paint a woman unless I can taste her.” But what he really means is, “I cannot paint a woman until I have tasted her.” He’s a randy old goat.’

I was surprised at her worldliness, which I had never seen before. She was normally so demure.

‘Does it upset you? About Veronica?’ I watched her face carefully.

‘Strangely, no. I have talked to other women about it. Veronica is so likeable, and so much on our side, that somehow we know she is no threat to us.’

I kissed her. It was good to have these things out in the open, and I was quietly relieved.

‘Come,’ I said, ‘let’s go down to Niccolò and see if we can get him to sign those papers.’
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October the 30th 1556 – Fattoria Costante, Treponti
 

It was a rare, quiet moment in my new life. Yasmeen had returned to Venice and I was alone in the farmhouse, writing to my parents in England. Autumn had set in fully now and the leaves were a deep gold and russet. The first frosts had arrived and I had welcomed them as a milestone in the year’s progression. After the heat of the summer, it was comforting to be able to sit indoors and light a fire.

Somehow, the process of writing to my family (for the first time, I no longer thought of it as ‘writing home’) was helping me to marshal my thoughts.



Dear Father and Mother,

It is one year today since I took my leave of you, in preparation for my journey with Dr Marwood and the earl of Devon. Much has happened since then, and I shall do my best to tell you of my most recent adventures in the time available. You will, I know, be happy and proud that I have finally followed in the footsteps of Dr Marwood and have enrolled at the University of Padua, to study medicine.

The earl died at the end of September, of a fever and of complications to injuries sustained in a fall. We brought him from Venice to Padua and the best doctors were at his side, but none could save him. His last weeks were not happy ones: he felt betrayed and rejected by the authorities in Venice and, finally understanding he could not return to England, knew he had no clear path forward. He led an unhappy life, unhappily ended.

You will remember how often, since my time with Lady Jane, I have argued the case for religious tolerance. In recent months my commitment to that view has been well tested, for I have met and agreed to marry a wonderful girl of the Muslim faith. Her name is Yasmeen and she is as beautiful as that word sounds. We are very much in love and are agreed that, whilst our religious differences will remain, we must not let them stand between us. We may face opposition from both churches, and from some of our friends and relations, but we have agreed to face those tribulations together . . .


 




I sat back from the page. My love for Yasmeen. So impossible to describe adequately in simple words. It was like trying to value a Tintoretto painting by its weight.

For many years I had wondered what true love felt like. For a moment I cast around, trying to find the right terminology. There was something missing.

Then it came to me: it was not perfect. That was the missing piece: love was not soft; love was strong, almost hard. Nor was it kind, or slavish, for in time it took as much as it gave.

To me, in the end, it was about worth; it was the recognition that the person I loved was worth more than the value I gave to myself, and when the day of reckoning came, I knew I would be willing to give up my life for hers, not as an act of generosity or kindness; not as a heroic act by which to be remembered, but in the simple belief that the world would be better-served by her survival than by my own. The thought, when it came to me, surprised and consumed me and I felt almost frightened by it.

There was a sigh of wind through the open window and the candle on the table flickered and guttered. For a moment the page lifted and I trapped it with my hand. Then I returned to my writing.



Yasmeen’s father is an importer of spices and I have entered into partnership with him in that activity. We intend to expand into the import and sale of painters’ pigments and herbal medicines. At this moment, Ayham, for that is his name, is remaining in Venice to secure new trade agreements. We have already secured a licence to import lapis lazuli from Afghanistan. A good friend helped us buy the licence from the artist Titian, who held it previously. It will be good business, especially as we already have established customers in place.

You will remember I wrote to you about a nun by the name of Faustina, who was being held in a convent. Happily, my plans worked out fully and she is now acting as manager for the painter Tintoretto. Her close friend Felicità has also joined Tintoretto’s workshop, so they can be company for each other.

Father, you will be pleased to learn that, at last, I have bought a farm. It is in country quite similar to our part of Devon, but warmer and drier in summer. Yasmeen and I will live here when we are married, although we will visit Venice regularly to help Ayham with the spice business. The farm grows olives, grapes, chestnuts, apricots and almonds. We have a few milk cows, a dozen pigs and many chickens, but no sheep; the land is too dry for them to thrive. We might, however, try some goats on our higher ground. I am already living here and Yasmeen will join me after our marriage.

By the time you receive this letter, your son will almost certainly be a married man. I could not be happier, unless you were with us here to witness the event. I journey to Padua from here each weekday to study. It is a long ride, but an easy one. Niccolò, the man who sold the farm to us, has no surviving family, and we have therefore agreed that he will stay on and help run it for at least a year, and we will pay him a salary. He has taken a liking to Yasmeen, who reminds him of the daughter he lost years ago, and he will do anything for her.

Dr Marwood decided to travel home and departed on September the 21st. With God’s speed he should be nearing the Low Countries by now and home well before Christmas. I expect he will call on you before this letter reaches you, so much of my news will be old by the time you read this. Thomas has continued to be a strong influence on my work and my life and I shall be eternally grateful to him. He bought me a wonderful leaving present, a copy of Dr Fuchs’ book on plants and medicines, and I hope to develop my skills in this area. I have a strange interest in studying poisons.


 




I looked at the page before me, suddenly realizing that I had not mentioned Veronica. For a moment I paused, wondering how I could ever explain someone like her to my parents, far off in another world. In the end I decided the task was impossible. I and my friends in Venice knew the role she had played and she would never be undervalued by my parents’ ignorance of her. I had said enough. It was time to end.



My enduring love to you both and to my little sister Kate, who is no doubt a grown woman by now. I so hope that one day you may make the long journey to visit us here and see how well we fare. Yasmeen and I also hope, one day, to visit England and to see you there.

Thank you, Mother; thank you, Father, for all you have done. I have tried to fulfil the promise that you believed was in me and to make the most of the opportunities you gave me.

Now I am grown. From now on, this will be my life. I shall, in the future, be answerable to others, so in a sense this is farewell. I doff my cap to you for helping me to reach this point and I thank you both once again. Look after yourselves and until we meet again, in this life or the next, God’s blessings be upon you.

Your loving son,

Richard


 




I put down my pen, sipped a glass of Niccolò’s good wine, and read back through what I had written. For most of my childhood, I had longed to become a ‘grown up’, to become my own person and to fly the nest. Yet now, when it came to the moment, it was hard to say goodbye.

But it was time. Childhood lay behind me, and there would no longer be anyone to lean on. Soon I would be a husband, and perhaps one day a father, and others would lean on me. The new responsibilities that I would face did not appear as a burden, but as an exciting opportunity to make my own mark on the world. My world.

Swallowing hard from emotion, but feeling a strange sense of release, I put down the letter and gazed into the fire.
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