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				Troppo infelice cosa e troppa contrario al senso umano è l’obligar il corpo e l’industria di una tal servità che rischio d’esser dispogliata, d’esser rubbata, d’esser uccisa, ch’un solo un di ti toglie quanto con molti in molto tempo hai acquistato, con tant’altri pericoli d’ingiuria e d’infermita contagioso e spaventose: mangiar con l’altri bocca, dormir con gli occhi altrui, muoversi secondo l’altrui desiderio, correndo in manifesto naufragio sempre delle facoltà e della vita: qual maggiore miseria? Quai richezze, quai commodità, quai delizie posson acquistar un tanto peso? Credete a me—tra tutte le scigure mundane questa è l’estrema: ma poi, se s’aggiungeranno ai rispetti del mondo quai dell’ anima, che perdizioni e che certezza di dannazioni è questa?

				It is too miserable, and contrary to human reason, to force your body and energy into such slavery: terrifying even to think about. To expose yourself as prey to so many men, with the constant risk of being despoiled, robbed or killed; with the chance that one man, one day, may take from you everything you have acquired with many, over a long time; to say nothing of the other dangers—of insult and contagious, frightful disease. To eat with another’s mouth, to sleep with another’s eyes, to move according to another’s will, endlessly rushing toward the inevitable shipwreck of your abilities and life: what greater misery can there be? Believe me, of all the world’s misfortunes, this is the worst, and then, if you consider the needs of the soul as well as those of the world, what perdition and certainty of damnation is this?

				VERONICA FRANCO—Venetian courtesan (1546–1591)

				She would go to Napoli, she thought as she crossed an empty, cobbled piazza. That would be far enough away from Ferrara.

				—His Last Duchess
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				One

				The dress I’m going to wear to meet my new Spanish patron has just been delivered—and it is simply gorgeous. I hold the skirts up against me and gaze at myself in the glass. It’s truly one of Bianca’s best. She chose the brocade for me—crimson and gold, straight in from Venice, she said, and she has given the dress the most glorious deep-red underskirt. At least nine yards of fabric in each piece, apparently. It feels thick and heavy and smooth and sumptuous, and it smells of warm spices.

				I think I’m looking forward to this evening.

				Crossing to my chamber door in my shift, with the skirts bundled in my arms, I call down to my manservant. “Modesto, can you come up and help me put all this on? Cristo said he’d be here before the Angelus strikes, to take me to meet this…what’s his name? Vasquez.”

				His voice sounds from the kitchen. “I’m just preparing your lime.”

				I had almost forgotten. “Thank you, caro. I’ll come down and get it,” I call back. I lay the heavy skirts carefully across my bed.

				Standing at the big table in the kitchen, Modesto has a knife in one hand and a lime in the other. I watch as he inserts the point of the knife just under its skin, about a third of the way down. He scores right around the fruit, then slicing through the rest of the flesh, he separates the two sections. He squeezes most of the juice from the smaller half into a bowl and finally flicks out a couple of stray pips with the tip of the knife. “There you are, Signora,” he says, handing me the little cup he has made and sucking the lime juice from his fingers. “That should do. Go and put that in.”

				I run back upstairs to my bedchamber, pull my shift up and out of the way, and, with practiced ease, tuck the lime-skin up inside my body. Modesto seems to know just the most comfortable shape to cut it—I can hardly feel that it’s there.

				I hear his footsteps on the stairs, and then he knocks at my chamber door. “You done, Signora?” he says from outside.

				“I am,” I say, shaking my shift back down over my legs again. “You can come in. It’s all done. Everything in place. No unwanted offspring. Hopefully.” I smile at him. “Thank you, caro.”

				“Come on then, let’s get you ready, Signora. Bum first,” he says, picking up a crescent-shaped, stuffed linen roll. I obediently put my arms up and, standing so close in front of me that I can feel his breath on my cheek, Modesto reaches around my waist and lays the roll in place on my hips, shifting it so it sits where it should, projecting out behind to give me a suitably voluptuous arse. He ties the ribbons neatly in front.

				Over my head then go the underskirt and the beautiful brocade overskirt, trailing on the ground round my feet and looking exquisite. I reach for my bodice and hand it to him. “Can you lace me in?”

				“Turn around then, Signora,” he says, “and arms up again.”

				The bodice is already loose-laced, and the sleeves have been attached. Modesto lifts it up over my arms and head and pulls it down. I wriggle it into place, putting my fingers down inside the top edge to shift my breasts into a more comfortable position. I want them sitting up as high as possible for this dress—and for this occasion. Modesto pulls the laces in tightly and fastens them in a secure bow. My chemise has crumpled inside all the boning—the lawn is so fine that that happens easily—and the folds feel irritating. “Can you pull my shift down for me, caro?” I ask him. “It’s all rucked up.” He obliges, crouching down in front of me, lifting my hem and reaching up into the impossible folds of the skirts, searching for and finding the bottom edge of my chemise. His fingers brush against my thighs. He tugs gently downward, and I can feel the rucks unfolding.

				I straighten the V-shaped front of the stomacher and pat it flat, and we are almost there.

				Looking down at my chest, and then across at my reflection in my huge glass, I bite down a smile. I asked Bianca to cut this one low—and she has taken me at my word. The neckline is wide—out to the points of my shoulders on each side. It’s been cut deep, and she has lace trimmed it. In fact, it’s only the lace that is covering my nipples. They are virtually on display. I let out a soft breath and touch them with the tips of my fingers.

				“He should be suitably impressed, Signora,” says Modesto, smirking slightly.

				“Is it too much, do you think, caro?”

				“Absolutely not—you look wonderful.” He pauses. “Let’s do your hair.”

				Between us we concoct a web of complicated braids, leaving a fair amount of hair down, and then I wind a string of red Murano glass beads through the web. Garnet ear-drops and a heavy gold ring on my little finger, and I think my preparations are complete.

				“Stand back, then, and let’s see,” Modesto says.

				I stand back and preen, as Modesto frowns in appraisal, his thumbnail caught between his teeth. He stares for a full minute, as I turn this way and that, pushing my chest out and arching my back, arms held out sideways like a dancer, so he can have a full and uninterrupted view of the package I intend to present to my new patron in an hour or so’s time.

				Finally, he draws in a long breath and says gravely, “Well, if this doesn’t impress him, he’s either blind or stupid, or would rather be fiddling with some grubby little bardassa’s ill-fitting codpiece.” He smiles at me, and his black eyes crinkle. “You look like a queen, Signora. Go and sit down in your chair and keep yourself clean, and I’ll fetch you some grapes.”

				“Thank you.” A thought occurs to me as Modesto turns to leave the room. “Caro, could you run round to the other house after we’ve gone and let Ilaria and the twins know that I won’t be back till the morning? I believe they think I’m coming home tonight.”

				He nods a brusque assent.

				I’m so glad I didn’t know about limes before I had the girls. I don’t know what I would do without them.

				***

				I have a cloth over my lap as I eat my grapes, and Modesto has given me a bowl into which I have been told to spit the pips. Cristoforo—the Conte di Benevento, Capitano di Cavallo in the King’s Regiment—is a little late, and while I am waiting, I am entertaining myself by holding the bowl out at arm’s length and trying to spit my pips from increasing distances to test the accuracy of my aim. Cristoforo knocks and enters my chamber just as I am leaning forward and holding the bowl out at full stretch. I have just let fly with one of my pips, and it has just plipped into the bowl, when his face appears around the door. My smile of satisfaction vanishes at his obvious amusement.

				“So, this is what the more eminent courtesans do when they’re alone, is it?” he says, grinning.

				“Don’t make fun of me!”

				“I wouldn’t dare!”

				I pretend to scowl. “I was bored and you were late.”

				Cristoforo bows low in apology, and I stand up, letting my cloth drop to the floor. His gaze rakes me from head to foot and, much to my satisfaction, it is clear that he approves of what he sees. “You look particularly lovely, if you will allow me to say so,” he says. “My Spanish friend is going to be…overwhelmed, I think.”

				“And shall you be jealous of his spending time in my company while you’re away, readying yourself for battle, Cristo?” I say, looking at him. Stocky, crop-haired, heavily muscled, he is struggling to keep his face straight.

				“Of course. I shall be devastated—how could I not be?” He puts on a stricken expression, but beneath this, the smile he seems unable to prevent is open and happy, and I don’t believe him for a moment: I doubt he’ll pine for me when he is away. I understand that he will be preoccupied—of course he will, he’s an important soldier—and I know that he is introducing me to this man, Vasquez, out of concern for my well-being while he’s away, but his lack of involvement feels almost insulting. He has, after all, been one of my most regular patrons since I first arrived in Napoli.

				“So, are you ready, cara? Shall we go?” he says.

				I nod, and together we go down to my front door. Modesto watches us leave the house.

				Despite Vasquez’s apartment being well within walking distance, Cristo has come to collect me in a little covered carriage. Inside, it’s very small and smells of warm leather, and my skirts fill the space between the two red velvet bench seats; they billow up in front of me, puffing up much higher than my knees. No floor space can be seen at all, and when Cristo climbs in from the other side and sits down on the seat opposite, he has to push the brocade out of the way to make room for his legs. He taps the roof of the carriage with the hilt of his sword and, with a rumbling lurch and a scrunch of pebbles, we are off.

				“Now, listen again,” he says. “I want to make sure you remember exactly what’s going to happen. This needs to go well.”

				Feeling a little frisson of excitement—I’ve always enjoyed the moment of introduction to a new patron—I lean forward to hear what he has to say.

				“Maestre Vasquez can’t wait to meet you,” Cristo says. “He’s had a meal prepared for the two of you, I believe, so I hope you have an appetite. His is prodigious.”

				“I haven’t eaten anything other than a small bunch of grapes since this morning.” I’m starving, if the truth be told.

				“Modesto and I have sorted out the financial side of the affair—”

				“Yes, he told me.”

				“And you’ll be pleased to hear that your new friend will be paying handsomely! More than I do, at any rate. So you’ll be financially secure while I’m away, at least. All you have to worry about now is looking beautiful and doing what you do best.”

				I smile at him, pleased at his confidence in me. But I am still a little hurt that he seems so happy to be handing me over to another man.

				“When we arrive, I’ll leave you in the care of Maestre Vasquez’s servants, who will help you set up the surprise. They’ve been paid well to keep the details from their master, and they’ll make sure everything runs smoothly.”

				And Cristo runs through the exact details of what I am to do, one more time.

				***

				Cristoforo raises a hand in a final farewell salute as the door closes, leaving me inside with the Maestre’s servants. This is not the front door to the big house in the Via dei Tribunali, but an unimpressive side door that we only reached by stumbling down a cobbled alleyway so narrow that I had to hold my skirts bundled up in front of me, to stop them brushing against the walls and getting stained.

				Inside, even in these servants’ quarters, this house is opulent. Cristo was right—my new patron is clearly wealthy. The three young men who are to prepare the “surprise” hustle me down a long covered walkway, one behind me, one on either side, pressing in close, moving fast. They are dressed in old-fashioned, stiff black fustian doublets with starched ruffs, and they all seem intrigued and excited by their task. They are grinning and chattering to each other in Spanish. All three keep glancing around them. It feels clandestine and furtive. I smother a laugh.

				“Quick, this way, Señora!” the tallest of the three whispers, in heavily accented Italian this time, pointing to an iron-studded door to our right. He reaches in front of me and opens the door, whereupon, feeling these men’s hands on my shoulders and in the small of my back, I am shuffled through and out of sight. The men close and latch the door, then whistle out their relief at having succeeded in their covert operation so far.

				Just inside this door is a spiral staircase—wooden, narrow, winding up and out of sight. My new friends urge me to begin climbing, and with one man in front and two behind, I have little choice in the matter. We soon reach another door, which proves to lead into a beautiful upstairs room: huge and bright, with four great floor-to-ceiling windows, through which the evening sun is blazing in thick, downward-sloping diagonal shafts of yellow light.

				At the far end of the room, a table has been laid for two; it is positively glittering with glass and silver, and I can see a spray of some brightly colored flowers in a bowl in the middle. Several dishes, covered by gleaming silver domes, have been placed on a nearby credenza.

				I wonder what we shall be eating.

				Between each of the windows, facing into the room, stands an ornately carved, cross-framed chair, upholstered in gold-colored silk. And at this end of the room, just near where we are standing, fiercely lit by the sun, is an enormous lettiera—a monumental bed. The carving on this great monster matches that of the chairs, and the hangings are of the same silk. It is as though the bed has been swathed in sunshine.

				One of the three servants darts forward now and draws back the bed-hangings. The bed within is made up, with the sheets neatly folded back on one side, away from one of several plump pillows. The latent sense of invitation is irresistible.

				I feel my hand being taken. The tallest of the servants, who seems to be the only Italian speaker, is pulling me toward the bed, saying, “Señora, my master arrive very soon. But he not expecting you for another hour. We must get you ready for surprise him.”

				I nod. The servant pulls from a pocket in his breeches a roll of a deep red satin ribbon as wide across as the span of my spread hand. This he flicks out to lie widthways across the bed. Then, from under the bed, he drags a bolt of fabric; pulling the whole length of it off its roll by the armful, he flaps it all out, like shaking out a freshly laundered sheet, across the bed on top of the ribbon. This fabric is sheer and golden, almost transparent, and it shimmers in the low light from the window. It’s absolutely beautiful. It is far wider than the bed, though: I watch as the servant leans across and carefully doubles it over, making it two thicknesses deep.

				***

				“We could deliver you to Vasquez in a carpet, like Cleopatra,” Cristo had suggested.

				He seemed excited by the idea, but I demurred. “That’s a horrible idea, Cristo,” I said. “It would probably ruin the dress, which cost a fortune. Any carpet you might be able to find will probably be filthy,and I’ll end up covered in dust and cobwebs and smelling of old wool. Not very attractive. It may have been all very well in ancient Rome, or Egypt or wherever it was, but I don’t fancy it in the slightest, here in Napoli.”

				Cristo saw my point in the end, and so we discussed for some time how we might adapt Cleopatra’s plan to suit the occasion. He was wedded to his idea of concealment and would not be moved from it. “People like unwrapping gifts,” he said.

				***

				“Quick!” the servant says. “Get up here!” He and the other two men help me to seat myself as near to the middle of the bed as we can manage, without creasing my clothes, rumpling the golden fabric, or disturbing the straightness of the ribbon. They almost lift me, in fact. I lie down, both ribbon and gauze stretching out flat on either side of me.

				“Ready, Señora?” my new friend asks. His tone is deferential, but his eyes are dancing. He licks his lips, twitching down a smile.

				I nod again. “Quite ready, thank you. Just don’t wrap it too tightly. It must be left loose: this dress will be ruined if it’s crushed.” I fold my arms across my chest.

				“Maestre Vasquez will be here in moments, Señora,” he assures me, leaning across me and taking the far ends of the sheer length of doubled-over fabric. He lifts it back toward himself, letting it fall so it completely covers me from head to foot. He gently tucks it in under me. Then he takes the other side and folds this back over the first layer, tucking that in on my other side, until all the ends are (so I imagine—I can now see almost nothing) out of sight, and I am neatly wrapped like a big parcel inside four layers of cypress gauze. The last thing I feel is the servant’s hands tying the ribbon around the level of my belly. Not one part of me remains visible: not a wisp of hair, not even the tip of one shoe.

				I feel somewhat confined and discover I cannot really move my arms properly, but I suppose it is still more comfortable and sweet-smelling than a carpet would have been.

				“Are you quite comfortable, Señora?” my friend asks.

				“Quite, thank you,” I reply politely. My words sound oddly muffled.

				“We go downstairs, now, and tell Maestre something important is deliver to the upstairs chamber—as soon as he home. He not be long. You wait.”

				I hear footsteps, the click of the door closing, and finally a soft and sunlit silence.

				As I have been instructed, I wait.

				And wait.

				And wait.

				All I can hear is my own breath, inside my silk cocoon, and the rustling of my skirts as I shift position a fraction.

				What will he be like, this Vasquez? Cristoforo has assured me of his wealth, his eminent standing as a senior official in the occupying army, and of his desire for my company. But what sort of man is he? I wonder if I shall enjoy what is about to happen. Will he be gifted in the arts of the bedchamber? Might he even be someone who will turn out to be more to me than a paying patron? Perhaps, in time to come, I shall look back fondly on this evening as the moment something extraordinary began. But then, of course, the converse is just as possible: tonight’s tryst could as easily turn out to be that fateful encounter that every courtesan secretly dreads. Because such fateful encounters do happen. It happened to me all those years ago, after all, did it not? I was lucky to survive that night.

				I might not be so fortunate another time.

				My scar tweaks as I remember.

				But…Cristo made it all sound so enticing the other day.

				***

				“You tell me you need a new patron—well, what would you say to a Spaniard?” he said.

				“A Spaniard? An Inquisitor?”

				Cristo laughed. “No, no, no—nothing like that—can’t imagine any of them spending a single scudo on such sinful and wicked activities as a liaison with a courtesan—even one as beautiful as you, Francesca. No, this man’s a tremendously wealthy Maestre de Campo in the Spanish Army. I’ve been working with him for months. Now, I could be wrong, but from what I’ve heard him say, I am given to understand that he’s becoming increasingly desperate for the attentions of a beautiful woman. He rarely goes an hour without mentioning the fact, as it happens.”

				I smiled, and Cristo grinned at me. “He’s as rich as Croesus,” he said. I glanced over to where Modesto was standing by the door to my chamber, but my manservant’s face was unreadable.

				“He’s young,” Cristo went on, “younger than me, a good soldier—not the brightest, perhaps, but clever enough to have been promoted several times. He’s a bit particular, I suppose you could say. Others might say pedantic, but—”

				“I really meant, shall I find him attractive?”

				Cristo laughed. “That’s not for me to say, really, is it, cara? Come with me the day after tomorrow, though, and I’ll present you to him—with a suitably ostentatious flourish, I think—and then you can decide for yourself what you think of our young Miguel Vasquez.”

				I wanted to know what Modesto thought of this idea before I agreed to anything.

				“I think you should do it,” he said after a moment’s pause. “What with the death of the Conte di Vecchio, and now the news that the Signore here is leaving the city”—he nodded toward Cristo, then turned back to me—“you have to think of your financial position. With the likes of Emilia Rosa and that simpering little bitch Alessandra Malacoda rising to such dizzying heights in the city, you’re going to have to make sure you keep pace. Old and decrepit he might well have been, but the Conte di Vecchio had status in Napoli, and his patronage was a godsend last year.”

				I looked at my feet and pushed the toe of my shoe down into a knot hole in the floor. He was right, I knew, but, wanting to justify myself, I said, “But I have other patrons. There’s Filippo…”

				Modesto rolled his eyes.

				Irritated, I added, “And I took on Signor di Cicciano a few weeks ago.”

				Cristo’s eyebrows lifted. “That young reprobate? I’ve heard of him. You should be careful, Francesca—I’m surprised you’re still in one piece, from what people have said. I’m serious, you must take care.”

				The same thought had occurred to me, on a couple of occasions in the company of this new patron. Michele di Cicciano can be very wild. Perhaps Modesto had a point, I thought. I need someone steady. Rich and steady. At least while Cristo is away.

				***

				A door bangs somewhere below me. Somebody shouts, and then several male voices rumble incomprehensibly. Heavy footsteps thud on a staircase. My pulse quickens. Perhaps this is him. Oh, dear. Cristo said he had a “prodigious appetite”… What if he is enormous? Shall I end this evening completely flattened? I fiddle my lips between my teeth to redden them, then lick them. I try to lift my arm to pinch color into my cheeks, but the servant has tied the ribbon too tightly, and I can’t reach my face without spoiling the lie of the cloth.

				No one comes into the room, however, and within seconds, the sounds from below fade away. My thoughts begin to wander again.

				***

				The poor Conte di Vecchio. I feel horribly responsible for his death. I told Cristo about it—I said I’d killed him. Oh, I know I didn’t actually do it, but I still feel so guilty about it that it seems to me sometimes that I did. I should never have agreed to see Vicino da Argenta that day, vile man that he is. It was stupid of me. Modesto has always told me I should keep away from him. And if Argenta hadn’t been with me that afternoon, the Conte di Vecchio would still be alive, Modesto would be happy with the money I’m earning, and I wouldn’t be lying here like an oversized birthday present, unable to move, almost entirely ignorant about the man I am to bed.

				Cristo was shocked when I told him about the Conte di Vecchio. He had known the old man was dead but not how it had happened.

				“I hadn’t seen him for two or three weeks,” I said. “He’d been on a trip, I think.” I pictured the old man—Giovanni Battista, the elderly Conte di Vecchio: stooped, stiff and slow in his movements, the wreck of a once debonair adventurer. Lovemaking had cost him dearly every time, I think, but he had enjoyed it—on the days when he was able to manage it—and on those occasions when his bones had ached too fiercely to permit him to rut, he had just liked sitting in my bed with me and listening to me recite poetry or reading to him from my diaries. He was a dear old thing; he was the means of my establishment here in Napoli, and I am genuinely sorry he’s gone. And not just because of the money, either.

				“Go on,” Cristoforo said.

				“Well, as I say, he’d been away for ages. So had you.”

				“It’s an annoying habit of the army, to request one to work from time to time.”

				I ignored his sarcasm. “So, seeing as all my favorites had declined to come and see me, I had to resort to scraping the bottom of the barrel.” I paused. “Vicino da Argenta.”

				Cristoforo did not need to comment. The expression of disgust on his face was eloquent.

				I gave him a wry smile. “I know—the man’s repulsive.”

				“Then why?”

				Shame glowed warm in my cheeks as I admitted it. “Because I needed the money.”

				Cristoforo shook his head and made a soft “tut” of disbelief with his tongue. The heat in my face flared now with irritation. “Don’t look at me like that!” I said. “I have a living to make just as you do. I have two houses to manage and my children to care for. If the men I prefer choose not to come and see me, I have to make do with the ones I would rather avoid.”

				He inclined his head in reluctant acceptance of this.

				“Anyway,” I said. “Vicino had come here early on the evening that Giovanni Battista died. He was drunk—which was hardly a surprise—and he was being particularly boring. I had no wish to engage him in conversation, and he seemed incapable of actually doing anything very exciting, so I decided that the best way to deal with the situation was probably just to make sure he couldn’t expect me to talk to him.”

				Cristoforo raised a quizzical eyebrow.

				“My mother always told me it was ill-mannered to speak with your mouth full.”

				Cristo tipped back his head and barked out a laugh. I continued my tale. “And then, the door to my chamber—this chamber—bangs open. Thinking it’s Modesto, I take no notice, and just carry on with what I’m doing—Vicino’s too drunk to care about the interruption—but it isn’t Modesto. It’s Giovanni Battista.”

				I had glanced over my shoulder from where I was crouched on the floor in front of Argenta. The expression on his poor face—it’s still haunting me. He looked utterly devastated. He said nothing, just stared at me for several seconds, and then blundered blindly out of the door. I made to follow him, but as soon as I started to stand, bloody Vicino caught my wrist and tried to hold me back, and by the time I had pulled myself from his grasp, the front door had slammed and the Conte di Vecchio had gone.

				I explained all this to Cristo, and then finished my story by saying, “Modesto told me how the poor man had staggered off up the street, and then collapsed when he reached the piazza. Several people—including Modesto—tried to help, but it was no good. He was dead in minutes.”

				Cristoforo rubbed a hand around his unshaven jaw and puffed out a disbelieving sigh. “Poor old man.”

				***

				A dove clatter-flaps past the window, startling me out of my reverie. It’s warm here, and the sun is lying across the gauze over my face. I wriggle a little, feeling a prickling tingle in one of my feet.

				He has to be here soon.

				And then the door opens, banging back against the wall and making me jump.

				Oh, Dio! I hope it’s him: I shall feel decidedly foolish, trussed up here like a goose prepared for the table, if it’s anybody else. Several sets of footsteps clack into the room, and I hear men’s voices, speaking in Spanish. One of them is my servant friend from before, I think, but the others are unfamiliar. Their indecipherable conversation rumbles for a moment, and then an order is barked out, the various footsteps retreat, and the door clicks shut.

				Somebody strides across the room. I hold my breath. The newcomer pauses, and then I hear soft male laughter, which ends with a cough. A voice says in Italian, “Oh, yes! Juan was quite right—this delivery is indeed ‘significant.’ Well, well, well, I wonder what it can possibly be. Whatever it is, it must be investigated immediately.” This voice, like the servant’s, is breathy and heavily accented, though this man speaks more softly, and his grammar is accurate.

				A faint tug near my middle pulls me slightly to one side: he’s undoing the ribbon. Taking his time, he peels back the fabric, bit by bit, leaning over me to untuck the various layers of gauze. I can hear his breath, soft in his nose. Then, after several seconds, blinking in the light, I am finally able to see who has released me from my wrappings: at first he is silhouetted against the window, but then he moves to one side into the shadow of the damask-hung bedpost, and I can make him out more clearly.

				Maestre Vasquez—I presume this to be him—must be some thirty years old; he is neat and slightly built, with short dark hair and a tidy beard. Like a mythological faun, he has pointed tips to his ears. On meeting my gaze, his smile broadens, he runs his tongue over his lips, and holding out a hand, he gestures to me to sit up.

				“Señora Felizzi? I was not expecting to see you so soon. Or for you to arrive quite so covertly.”

				“Signor Vasquez.” I swing my legs around and stand, smoothing out my skirts with my hands. Then, my gaze on his, I drop down into a curtsy, but my would-be patron takes my hand and pulls me back to standing. We are much the same height. He releases my hand, and, stretching out to touch the neckline of my dress, he feels his way softly down from my shoulder, fingering the lace as he goes. His hand moves across the horizontal, then pauses, his eyes widening as he reaches the first of my all-but-exposed nipples. “Are you hungry?” he says, pinching it for a brief second.

				I run my tongue over my lips and smile assent.

				“I have had food prepared for us. Come and eat.”

				Vasquez lifts the covered platters over onto the table. He seats me in one of the two chairs, pulling the other round so he is sitting close to me. Filling our glasses with a tawny-colored wine, he then lifts off the domes. Olives. Some sort of tiny bird’s eggs, nestling in a bed of shredded leaves and little flowers. And oysters. Shucked and gleaming and dressed with lemon slices.

				Picking up an olive in his fingers, he offers it to me, obviously expecting to put it directly into my mouth. “Señora?” he asks.

				I smile and open my mouth a little. His fingers rest on my lips for a brief second. I turn the fruit over with my tongue, enjoying the briny sharpness, and, having removed the flesh, I push the stone forward so it protrudes from between my teeth. My new friend grins and takes it from me.

				“More?” he asks.

				I nod.

				He repeats the process. Twice.

				I reach forward then and pick up an oyster, holding it up for him to eat. He tilts his head back, and, touching his lip with the edge of the shell, I slide the oyster into his mouth. He flicks his head to throw it to the back of his throat and swallows it. As he sits forward again, a thin line of liquor runs down his chin into his beard, and I lean toward him and run the tip of my tongue up the track of the juice, holding the side of his face with my fingers. He smells of brine and incense and garlic.

				Letting out a long, slow breath that shivers as it leaves his mouth, he says, “Oh, you are going to be worth every scudo! Benevento sang your praises to the heavens, but I think now that he failed to do you justice.”

				“I always hope to please.”

				“Your hopes are being fulfilled as we speak, believe me,” he says, picking up another oyster. He raises his eyebrows questioningly. I nod, and he slithers it into my mouth. Its sea-smelling bulk is thick in my throat for an instant and then it’s gone. Vasquez leans forward and runs his tongue along the edge of my lip.

				I open my mouth a fraction.

				And that, it seems, is invitation enough for him. He stands, takes my hand, and flicks his head toward the great gold-draped edifice on the far side of the chamber. “Come with me, now, Señora,” he says softly.

				And, tracing around inside the curve of his palm with my fingertips as we walk, I follow him across the room.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Book of Encounters

				I suppose in the end it was not an unpleasant evening.

				As I lay wrapped in silk like a spider’s supper last night, waiting for Vasquez to arrive, I passed the time wondering what my new patron would be like. And, now that I’ve lain with him, I know that he’s greedy. Maestre Miguel Vasquez is a greedy man—greedy for me, greedy for food, greedy for life. His appetites for both his fine suppers and my body would appear to be irrepressible. At times last night I felt that he might almost devour me…my lips are tingling this morning—they’re quite bruised from his attentions—and my poor breasts are almost numb.

				He says little, the Maestre. But there’s a fervent eagerness about him, an unsettling intensity that seemed not far from desperation at times yesterday. Has he always been like this, I wonder, or is it just that he has been waiting a long time for an encounter such as we had last night?

				Perhaps he will relax a little more next time.

				I hope so. Appetites like his often lead to trouble.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Two

				It’s Wednesday evening. Filippo di Laviano is running his tongue over his lips. “You know you deserve a particularly severe beating, you insolent little slut,” he says, pointing an accusatory finger at me.

				“Why?”

				Frowning, Filippo pauses to consider. “Oh…because…because wicked, unprincipled strumpets like you need to be kept in their place…and…men such as myself,” he says proudly, one hand on his chest, “have a responsibility to uphold the morality of the city of Napoli.”

				I smother a laugh. It’s really rather charming. This quiet and unassuming man was introduced to me a year ago, and it didn’t take me long to discover that his subdued air of self-deprecation stemmed almost entirely from the fact that for years he had been quite crushed by the suffocating loneliness of a marriage to a frigid woman.

				That first time we fucked, he actually wept with guilt-drenched relief and then poured out a tangled explanation of his many frustrations with his wife. So he tells me, on the occasions that he does manage to persuade her to lie with him (and yes, it is persuasion—I absolutely believe that he has no stomach for true coercion), she each time submits obediently, he says, but with a prick-deflating expression of martyred resignation on her face as though she were praying for the achievement of sanctity through suffering.

				Poor Filippo endured this for years before being introduced to me. He has never felt able simply to go drabbing, as so many in his situation might well have done. Although he now loves to address me as though I was the most disgusting of lewd harlots, he in fact recoils with fastidious horror at the thought of actually associating with genuine street whores. And who can blame him? The mindless vulgarity and diseased bodies of those poor bitches are far too much of an obstacle, even for one in so much need of relief.

				So that I could try to assess what sort of man he was, I asked him quite early on how he felt toward his wife each time she showed such antipathy to being bedded. I thought I knew what he might say. He was sitting in the big chair under the window and took some moments to answer my question; he just stared at the floor, muffled in shame. I watched him, saying nothing. Filippo is a big-boned, heavy man—he must be nearly fifty years old—and though his hair is still thick, it is quite grey. But at that moment, despite the bulk and the silver hair, he looked more like a little boy, caught out in a serious misdemeanor.

				When he did speak, it was in hardly more than a stammering whisper. “I know it sounds terrible to say this, but…God…sometimes I almost feel…that I could beat her for what she does to me. But I would never hurt her…never…I couldn’t…she doesn’t mean to…it is I who—” He broke off, and I could see he was drowning in guilt. He had confirmed my suspicions.

				So I offered him a possible solution.

				He stared at me. I’ll never forget his wide-eyed expression of total astonishment as I raised an eyebrow, smiled at him, and said, “You may do what you please in here, Signore.”

				So, Filippo now comes to see me almost every Wednesday evening; he pays me what he always says is an exorbitant fee, so he can spend a few entertaining hours each week being the “guardian of the morals of the city of Napoli”—or whatever else has happened to take his fancy. Without guilt or redress, quite shamelessly, and always with the greatest enthusiasm, Filippo returns here again and again so he can continue to take out his long-running marital frustrations upon my ever-available backside.

				Today, as always, his face is eager, and his gaze is fixed upon mine as he unfastens his doublet with trembling fingers.

				“If, as you say, I deserve a beating…Signor Guardian…well, what do you intend to do about it?” I ask, hands on hips.

				Filippo raises an eyebrow and wags an admonitory finger at me. “Oh, you deserve a lot more than a beating, my girl. It’s disgraceful—this city is quite overrun now: absolutely teeming with grubby little trollops, all with a vastly over-inflated opinion of themselves and”—he sucks in a breath and says pompously—“it all needs dealing with! Take off your shift!”

				I pull my chemise over my head, and Filippo reaches for my wrists. “Hold on to that,” he says, taking my hands and placing them on to one of the bedposts. I swallow a yawn. I’m unexpectedly tired today—I’ve been a great deal busier than usual for the past couple of weeks—and as Filippo runs his big hand over my buttocks, I am suddenly unsure whether I really feel like indulging him for the next few hours. He must see something of my fatigue in my expression, for he pauses for a moment, straightens, and then adds in quite a different voice, “If you are certain you don’t object, cara…”

				Oh, dear—this won’t do. It won’t do at all. Filippo has paid in full for his pleasures this evening, and he must have what he wants. His wife may be able to refuse his advances, but I don’t have that luxury. Every courtesan’s expensive reputation is easily blighted, and in this business, word spreads as fast as a whore’s legs; I cannot ever appear anything less than enthusiastic. I summon a smile, which I then lick with the tip of my tongue. Filippo’s eyes move to my mouth. “I never object, caro,” I say. “You know that. Not to anything.”

				Filippo’s expression clears, and a pinprick gleam of lasciviousness brightens his eye once more. “Well, in that case…” he says happily. His fingers move to the fastening of his belt, and my buttocks clench involuntarily.

				I know what to expect of this evening.

				***

				Filippo lies on his back with his eyes closed, and an expression of blissful repletion stretches the corners of his mouth. My hips are stiff: I feel like I do after a long day’s ride, and my arse is flaming as I walk uncomfortably across the room to the table upon which stands a big, deep-blue decanter of red wine, which shines dark purple where the light from a candle glows behind the glass. I fill two goblets and pad back to the bed, really tired now and relieved that the evening is all but over.

				“Drink, Lippo?”

				“Turn around,” he says. I do so.

				Seeing my bottom, his expression changes. “Oh, dear—I seem to have been rather overzealous. Are you sure you’re…” He hesitates, and I smile at his familiar anxiety. It’s the same almost every week.

				Filippo’s needs, though always energetic, are uncomplicated. But I admit I am often tired by the end of his hours with me—though he has nothing of, say, Michele’s unpredictable wild energy, Filippo is as demanding a companion in his way. I am often all but dislocated, too. In fact, on numerous occasions, flattened like a spatchcocked chicken beneath Filippo di Laviano’s oblivious weight, I have wondered if I would ever be able to straighten my legs again. But given all this, it is still less exhausting to be passively on the receiving end of Filippo’s “punishments” than it is to fight with Michele the way I always seem to. It’s not nearly as exciting—but it is less tiring.

				“Yes, I’m quite sure I’m…” I mimic his worried expression and his unfinished question, and he laughs.

				“Well, then yes, I would like something, yes—thank you, Francesca.”

				I hand him one of the two glasses and place the other on the table next to the bed. Climbing back a little gingerly under the covers, I take a long draft and swill it around my mouth for a moment, enjoying the dry, sucking feeling against the back of my teeth.

				“I should think you needed that, you trollop. You ought to be exhausted.”

				“Your performance was most impressive, Signore,” I agree.

				He smiles proudly and speaks again, hutching himself up and back against the pillow. “Francesca, can I ask of you a considerable favor…an enjoyable one?”

				“More enjoyable than the one I have just done you?”

				“That wasn’t a favor. You were well paid for it.”

				I incline my head in acceptance of this. “Tell me, Filippo, what is it?”

				“Well, I have been invited to a play—a meal and a play—next month, by a friend who teaches at the university. At the Long Chamber in that beautiful building in the law faculty, just off the Spaccanapoli—near the Piazza San Domenico Maggiore.”

				I say nothing, but wait to hear more.

				“Maria does not wish to come with me…” A fleeting wince as of pain crosses his face. “I’ve told you before, that apart from familiar short excursions, she does not care to leave the house very often, and she is usually anxious in company—but, oh, Francesca, I really don’t want to go alone to such an occasion. If I go alone yet again, they will all begin to talk. I wondered if you might think of coming with me.”

				“But…can you really wish to be seen in public with a courtesan, Filippo?” I am astonished. He has never asked such a thing before. Unlike some of my previous patrons who have enjoyed flaunting me around town like some sort of prize exhibit, Filippo has always been at pains to keep his relationship with me entirely covert—we have never met outside the confines of this house.

				He surprises me again. “I won’t be with a courtesan,” he says with a boyish grin. “I had thought that you might disguise yourself.”

				“What—false whiskers and breeches?”

				Filippo throws his head back and laughs. “Ha! A delightful prospect—but unrealistic. No, I have it in mind to pass you off as a respectable widow. A cousin, I think, newly emerged from mourning…”

				I swill down another bursting mouthful of wine. “Will there be other women there?”

				“Oh, yes—quite certainly!”

				“Do I not run the risk of being recognized?”

				Filippo frowns. “No, I don’t think so. Such dedicated academics as Luca and his fellow tutors rarely bother themselves with salacious gossip. No, Francesca, with your hair simply dressed and in, perhaps, some modestly cut frock, I think we could create a believable alias.”

				“What will your wife say?”

				“I shan’t tell her. She is unlikely to ask, and I shan’t volunteer the information.”

				“Oh, I don’t know, Lippo…”

				“Might these tempt you?” Filippo hands me his goblet and then climbs out of the bed. He crosses the room to the untidy pile of his clothes he discarded some time ago with such haste and crouches on his heels before it with his back to me. I watch him rummage through pockets, searching for something. His heavy body is pale in the candlelight as he bends forward: prick and balls hang like dark giblets beneath the creamy globes of his buttocks.

				“Ha! There we are. Close your eyes.”

				He hurries back to the bed and scrambles under the covers.

				“Keep your eyes shut, and hold out your hands.”

				I put the wine glasses down and do as he asks. Something small and soft lands in one palm, and I open my eyes. A little leather bag lies in my hand. I finger it and feel beads of some sort within.

				“Go on. Tell me what you think.”

				I loosen the strings and tip out a rope of pale-pink pearls and two matching earrings. They are beautiful, and I am astonished.

				“Pearls. Filippo, are these not…?”

				“Yes! Your disguise. Forbidden to courtesans, are they not, pearls? They will be perfect. So…will you come? I’ll pay for it all.”

				The laugh that escapes me is short and disbelieving. Almost a snort. But the idea is entertaining, and I smile at Filippo and agree. “Very well, I’ll do it. Shall I have a new name?”

				Filippo leans across and kisses my cheek, saying, “I had thought that Signora Marrone has a pleasingly anonymous ring to it. Francesca Marrone.”

				“Very chaste.”

				“And so you must be. Well, until we come back here after the play, that is.”

				“What do you want me to wear, then, Lippo?” I ask.

				“Dark blue, I think. High-necked and modest. No slashes, no ribbons—just the pearls. Dress your hair like a mourning Madonna.”

				“I’ll call Modesto—he can take the order around to the seamstress.” The underhand covertness of Filippo’s plan has begun to appeal to me. I climb out of bed and cross to my table. Rummaging through a drawer, I pull out a sheet of paper, a quill, and some ink and scratch a few lines, sketching a rough design for a suitable dress. Feeling another twinge in my hips, I sit back down—carefully—and show the paper to Filippo.

				“Oh, yes, Francesca! Exactly what I had in mind. You will be quite lovely.”

				“Not too lovely, presumably. You won’t want this friend of yours and all his academics asking awkward questions about your propriety.”

				“Luca is such a trusting, unsuspicious soul—it will never cross his mind that you are not what you purport to be.”

				“Oh, don’t say that—you make me feel deceitful.”

				“And so you are, you trollop. If it is honesty you want, then perhaps you should not worry about new dresses and simply go as you are now.”

				“Oh, no, Filippo, don’t start again! Modesto!” I slide out of reach of Filippo’s hand, which is once more in search of my bottom.

				Modesto opens the door.

				Modesto is my secret weapon. His unimpressive size belies his strength—and determination—and more than one of my past patrons has underestimated Modesto’s ruthlessness—to his cost. His and my histories intertwine over nearly three years, since the day I heard him sing for the Duke of Salerno. Now, the Duke was one patron I was very glad to see the back of—with his endless drinking and the seemingly constant stream of visiting friends and relations. He never seemed to be able to grasp the fact that I have never been at all fond of entertaining more than one at a time.

				Modesto was still singing for a living, then. It’s a terrible shame that, since his illness, he only has the vocal stamina to sing occasionally, but Modesto’s voice is still hauntingly beautiful—enough to bring tears to the most cynical of dry eyes. Its beauty is deceptive, though: its womanish pitch has fooled many into believing him a weakling, but, to my surprise at first, his condition has not, as I initially believed it would have, sapped him of a man’s strength, even if he has been so cruelly denied a man’s ability to rut.

				“Signora?”

				“Modesto, caro, can you run this round to Bianca for me? Oh…I suppose it’s too late now?”

				He nods.

				“In the morning then.”

				His eyes rest for the briefest of moments upon my breasts and then he reaches for the paper I hold out, nods a token bow, and backs from the room.

				“Why do you not cover yourself up when he comes in,” says Filippo. There is a bite to his voice, which I ignore. He has asked me this too many times. I say, as I always do, “Oh, he’s seen all I have to offer far too many times. You know perfectly well that I can’t see the point in dressing and undressing just for him.”

				“And do you…entertain him, too?”

				I climb back onto the bed and sit on my heels, one knee on either side of Filippo’s legs. I smooth his hair back from his forehead. “As I’ve told you before, it doesn’t suit you to be jealous, Lippo. When you’re here, you know that I’m all yours. And you understand Modesto’s circumstances—you must see that that’s one of the reasons I want him here to work for me.”

				He huffs a reluctant acquiescence.

				***

				“Do you wish me to walk you home, Signora?” Modesto asks after Filippo has left. His fingers grip the edge of the door as he peers into my chamber. I am sitting at my table, with my head leaning heavily on one hand. My backside is hot and stinging; the rest of me is beginning to feel cold, but my wrap is hanging on a hook on the far side of the room, and I haven’t the energy to walk across and fetch it.

				“No,” I say. “I have had far too much wine, it is much too late, and Ilaria and the girls are not expecting me back until tomorrow night. I’ll stay here. Michele will be here before noon. Oh, dear…” I groan at the thought. “I must sleep, but I’m hungry. Is there anything to eat?”

				“A few slices of yesterday’s pigeon breast, a couple of orange-poached sardines, and those peaches.” He points to a large wooden bowl half-full of fruit, then adds, “And a great deal of bread.”

				“How horrible. Is that all?”

				Modesto glares at me. “I am afraid so, Signora.”

				I take a peach from the bowl and bite into it. The juice runs down my chin, and I tip my head back, wiping my face with the heel of my other hand and sucking at the dripping scoop of peach flesh. The wet pulp catches against the end of my nose. “What have you been doing all evening?”

				“There’s little food in the house because that great fat lump of a cook hasn’t been here for a couple of days—as you know—and, unsurprisingly, I have been doing what you pay me to do, Signora. After what happened the other week with the Conte di Vecchio and that little stronzo, da Argenta, I’m surprised you even ask. I’ve been sitting outside your chamber with my knife in my hand, listening to you shrieking and gasping, ready to come in if the screams start to sound too alarming,” he says drily.

				“You know Filippo, caro. He would never hurt me.”

				“So you say. Stand up for a moment, Signora.”

				Somewhat reluctantly, I stand.

				“Turn around.”

				I turn away from him. He makes an irritable noise with his tongue. “Have you seen the state of your buttocks? You say he doesn’t hurt you? Why do you let him do that?”

				I shrug. I feel very tired and rather sick. “He needs to.”

				Modesto rolls his eyes in disbelief and shakes his head, but he none the less crosses the room to a carved table below the window, upon which stand a number of Murano glass bowls and pots. Picking up one of these, he holds it in the palm of one hand, scoops two fingers into the contents, and walks back to me. I lean on one arm upon the table, and Modesto (none too gently) rubs the mixture onto both buttocks while I finish my peach. Despite his lack of finesse, the smarting skin feels cooled. Taking my wine with me, I cross to my bed and lie down on my stomach.

				“You let that man go too far too often, Signora. It is unwise. How do you think you are going to be able to sustain the image of this…this…” he struggles to find the words “… this termagant with whom Signor di Cicciano so loves to fight—or the reincarnation of Aphrodite that the Maestre de Campo has practically started to worship, if every time you turn your back on the pair of them, they see that you have some other man’s red stripes across your arse? They won’t want you—either of them—if they see you as a victim. And you can’t afford to lose either one of them.”

				“I won’t lose them. I have them too firmly hooked.” My words are muffled from where my cheek is pressed into the pillow, but I am too tired to lift my head. “Stop being cross with me, will you? Why are you angry?”

				“Because you never seem to know when you are well off, that’s why. It’s just like with Argenta and the Conte di Vecchio—you’re risking the patronage of two wealthy new devotees, both of whom are happily paying through the nose for their pleasures, just so you can indulge some poor creature who can’t actually afford you. You forget, I know exactly how little he pays.” Modesto jabs a finger in my direction.

				Now, I have always regretted telling Modesto why I choose to ask Filippo for such a small fee—he pays little more than half the amount the others give me each time. When I admitted it to him on that one thoughtless occasion, Modesto just stared at me in disbelief.

				“He reminds you of your uncle?” I remember him saying, shaking his head as though doubting my sanity. “Your uncle? Dear God, Signora, what was this? An incestuous childhood liaison or something?”

				“Don’t be disgusting!”

				“Well, what then? What is it about your uncle that could possibly make you wish to make a charity case out of Signor di Laviano?”

				I tried to explain it to him. It was not because of any great virtue of my Uncle Bigo’s—he was just kinder to me than anyone else was, I suppose. He made me laugh. Before my mother died—before I became the newly preferred target for my father’s drink-fuelled ill temper—my big, bulky, silver-haired Uncle Bigo’s visits were frequent and eagerly anticipated. After her death, however, he stopped coming. I was never told why. I haven’t seen him since I was seventeen.

				I glare at Modesto. “It’s my choice what my patrons pay me. I like Filippo,” I say. Modesto does not. “And he needs me.”

				“You are worth far more than this, Signora—you could be greater than all of them: greater than La Rosa, than da Mosca; certainly far greater than Alessandra Malacoda, and she’s fucked royalty—though God alone knows what anyone sees in that stick-thin little trollop. All this misguided charity will do your reputation no good in the end—even if the man does remind you of some long-lost relative.”

				“Very well, I’ll ask Filippo to wield his belt more gently next time. Happy?” I can feel a scowl crumpling my face as I reach across and pick up my glass with fingers now sticky from the peach juice. I drain the last few mouthfuls and feel my head become woolly. My eyelids begin to close of their own accord, and I can feel the room circling slowly around me.

				“Oh, go to sleep, Signora,” Modesto says then in a voice much gentler than before. “Come on, I’ll wake you in good time for Signor di Cicciano in the morning. You’ll be fit for nothing at this rate.” He crouches down beside the bed and strokes my hair back away from my face, saying in little more than a whisper, “I know you’re tough, Signora—God knows, you need to be—and I know that you pride yourself on the fact that you never cry, but let’s do our best to keep it that way, eh? We don’t want any unnecessary cause for tears, do we? Come on, let’s both get some sleep and get ourselves ready for tomorrow.”

				I feel Modesto’s hands underneath me, freeing the blankets from under my body, and then a comforting warmth as he pulls them up and over me. I hear him moving about my chamber. He reaches under the covers, picks up each of my hands, one by one, and wipes the sticky juice from them with a damp cloth. He dries both carefully. I am almost asleep as he leaves the room, but he might have said as he goes, or perhaps I am dreaming it, “Bloody whores. God—there are times when I’m almost glad I’m a eunuch.”

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Three

				Shaking his head in amused disbelief, Modesto went down to the kitchen. With the cook away, only cold ash lay in the fireplace, and there was a chill in the air. A brightly painted plate, on which lay several slices of cold pigeon, stood next to three large flat loaves of bread on the longest of the shelves, and half a dozen thickly glazed sardines stared mournfully up at the edge of their tin-glazed dish. Among the clutter on the table stood several bottles of wine, one uncorked, which Modesto now picked up; he drank straight from the bottle and wiped his chin on his sleeve. Sitting down on a long bench at the side of the table, he put his head in his hands.

				He sat lost in thought for some moments, then, the heaviness of his eyelids confirming the lateness of the hour, he stood, stretched, and left the room. Climbing the stairs to a long, low room at the top of the house, he put his candle down on the table and crossed to the windows. He closed and fastened the shutters. Heeling off his shoes, he pulled his knife from his belt and laid it on the table in front of the candle. He unfastened his doublet, pulling the laces through the holes and easing open the stiffened front. Leaving the doublet still laced to his hose, he stepped out of the whole thing in one piece and hung it all over the chest at the end of his bed; the empty legs of the hose lay on the floorboards like flaccid brown snakeskins. Sitting down on the edge of the bed, he cupped a hand around his genitals and rubbed, unsticking where the soft flesh had been crumpled inside his hose, and wondered as he did so if he would ever be able to touch himself without remembering.

				***

				When his mother’s first scream wakes him, he is upstairs in the cramped and damp-smelling room in which they all sleep. He, Sofia, and Giulia are well used to the ineptly smothered creaks and cries of their parents; for a long while, Modesto thought his father was hurting his mother every night, and he would lie wide-eyed in the dark beside his sisters with cold threads of terror creeping through his head, listening to his mother’s guttural groans and his father’s grunts. At those moments, he hated his father. He knows now, though, what it is that his parents do, and when he hears his mother scream downstairs, he feels no fear, just wonders why it is that they are coupling down there instead of in their bed.

				But the second scream is sharper, and now Modesto is afraid.

				“No! You shan’t do it!” Her voice is high and thin.

				“Agnese, stop it! The decision has been made, and they have come to do it tonight. We need the money.”

				“I won’t let them. Oh, God, please, Giuseppe, please stop them. They’ll kill him…”

				“We will have to take her away—she will scare the boy. It will be far more difficult if he is frightened,” says a deep voice Modesto does not recognize, and these words are followed by a confusion of scuffling and more panicked protestations from his mother. The door to the street is opened—a blurt of sound from outside—and then closed.

				Sofia and Giulia are awake now, and the three children listen silently to what is happening below them. Male voices rumble indistinctly. Giulia holds Modesto’s hand. Her grip tightens as the chamber door opens. Their father stands in silhouette and says, “Modesto, get up and put some clothes on. You are needed downstairs—some people have come especially to see you.” His voice is stiff and sounds unfamiliar.

				Fear congeals in Modesto’s throat as he dresses and follows his father; the cold lump of it swells when he sees three unknown men in long black clothes in the room at the bottom of the stairs. They all turn toward him expectantly, but they do not smile when they see him.

				“Is this the boy, Giuseppe?”

				Modesto sees his father nod.

				“How old?”

				“Ten, Father.” One of the men crouches stiffly and speaks to Modesto in a strange accent he does not recognize. “We have been told what a beautiful voice you have, boy. Do you like singing?”

				Modesto nods.

				“Yours is the voice of an angel, they tell me. Now, would it not be a shame to lose that divine gift? In a few years’ time, your voice will change, will it not? If God has given you a voice like this, should you not do everything you can to make sure you take care of it? It would be a sin to risk its disappearance as you grow up…”

				Modesto nods.

				“We can help you to make sure that you keep your beautiful voice all your life. What we must do is not difficult, and it will not take long. Come now.” And the man takes Modesto’s hand. He holds it too tightly, and Modesto wriggles his fingers to try to free them, but the man is too strong; when the man and his two companions leave the house, Modesto has no choice but to go with them.

				***

				Modesto shivered and pulled the covers up and over himself, tucking them in snugly around his neck with one hand. Pulling his knees up toward his chest, he pushed his other hand down between his legs and held his empty scrotum protectively. The unwanted pictures poured in as though a dam had ruptured, and he pressed his head against the pillow, clamped his thighs around his wrist, and let out a soft noise of distress.

				***

				There is a huge tub in front of the fire. Made of wood, in slats like a barrel, it has a sheet draped over it, and it seems to be almost filled with water. A woman is turning from the fire with a steaming jug in her sacking-wrapped hands. She adds the water to the tub, puts down the jug, and leaves the room, staring at Modesto as she goes. He does not like the expression on her face.

				“Sit down, child,” says one of the men in black clothes.

				Modesto sees a chair near the tub of water. He sits on it.

				“Here,” says one of the tall men. “Drink this.” He holds out a glass to Modesto, who stares up at him and does not move. “Come on, child, drink it.”

				Modesto shakes his head.

				“It is part of our plan to help keep your marvelous voice safe for you.”

				Another shake of the head.

				“I am not offering you a choice, boy—drink it.” The voice is suddenly sharper and more urgent, and Modesto is very frightened. The man pushes the glass into the hands of one of the others, takes Modesto by the wrist, and pulls him to his feet. In one swift movement, he pulls Modesto in toward him so he is standing with his back pressed against the stranger; the man’s arm is holding him in tightly, wrist still held firm. With his other hand, he holds Modesto’s hair and pulls it backward, turning his face up. Modesto sees someone else’s fist holding the glass up in front of him, tilting it toward his mouth. He shuts his lips tightly and turns his face away, but the second man reaches out and grips Modesto’s chin and he cannot help it—his mouth opens. Liquid pours into it, and he chokes. But despite his retching, most of the bitter contents of the glass goes down his throat, and then the men sit him back down on the chair.

				“We need to wait about ten minutes,” Modesto hears one of them say. They all stand around him. They are very tall in their black clothes, and they do not smile.

				A strange noise soon begins in Modesto’s ears—a soft hissing—and his face prickles. He begins to feel very sick; his eyelids are heavy. His eyes close, but he stretches them open again and rubs them, afraid to sleep in the company of these men. He wants to run from them, but his limbs will not move now, and soon he closes his eyes again. This time, they stay closed. He leans against the side of the big tub, and his head droops: he no longer has the strength to lift it, though his mind is still clear.

				Imprisoned now inside his body, he feels himself being lifted from the chair. Fingers fumble with his laces, and someone takes off his doublet and shirt. He wants to stop them doing this and shouts at them to leave him alone, but the shout crawls out of his mouth as a mumble, and nobody listens. His shoes and hose are taken off, and someone lifts him up—big hands grip under his armpits and knees. Hard fingers dig in.

				He is put into the water. It is warm and comes up to his chest. He lies in the water for some time.

				“Is he asleep?”

				“Yes.”

				No, I’m not! Modesto screams at them silently through cold lips that will not move, and he tries to open his eyes, but the lids are too heavy.

				“Be quick, Paolo—the quicker you are, the less likely we are to lose him.”

				Another pair of hands pushes his knees apart; he experiences a brief feeling of terrifying, wide exposure and then big fingers grope between his thighs and grip, a white hot pain cuts through the suffocating torpor, and Modesto’s eyes snap open. The noise he makes is not a scream—he cannot do it; it is more of a groan. And the water in the tub reddens around his legs.

				***

				It was particularly vivid that night. Although virtually no day passed in which he did not think of what had happened to him, it was rarely so painful. He seldom recalled the details with such intensity. He screwed his eyes shut, and an animal noise came from him as he remembered once again the howling enormity of his loss. He was unaware of crying out, but moments after the sound had left his mouth, his door opened and Francesca said, “Dear God, Modesto, whatever is it?” in a voice pitched high with anxiety.

				She was untidily bundled in her wrap and wildly tangle-haired. She held the edges of the wrap bunched together in the fingers of one hand and crossed the long room to the bed where Modesto lay curled in a tight bunch of stiffened limbs.

				“Caro, are you ill?” He turned his face away from her and felt rather than saw Francesca drop to her knees beside his bed. She stroked his hair and murmured words he could not catch. He began to weep then: hard, reluctant sobs that coughed their way out of him as he stiffened in shame to be seen so by her. She rose from her knees and slid under his bedcovers; pushing him across the bed to make room for herself, she wrapped her arms around him and pulled his head onto her chest. Despite himself, Modesto clung to her, and she held him tightly as he wept, one arm around his bulky body, fingers gripping his back, the other hand cupping his head. He could feel her cheek resting on his hair, as her own hair fell around his face.

				She held him without speaking for a long while; later, they slept.

				***

				Modesto opened swollen eyes to find his head still pillowed on his mistress’s breast. Her wrap had fallen open, and his cheek was pressed against her skin. Her arm was heavy and warmly sticky upon his back; her legs were scissored around his body.

				She still smelled of peaches.

				He could feel his face moving gently up and down as Francesca breathed and was struck by a bitter irony: how singular it was, he thought, that he—a mutilated gelding—should be held gratis in the arms of this beautiful woman, when other whole men regularly paid a king’s ransom for the same privilege.

				He could, he knew, have done more than just lie in her arms. She had offered—several times—at the beginning. On hearing his story that first time, she had gazed at him, her lovely mouth part-open in shock. “Oh, caro,” she had said in a whisper. “Why? Why would anybody do such a thing? How could they?”

				He had had no answer.

				“What happened, after…”

				“I was very sick, for some time. Where they cut me became infected, and I had a fever. For weeks. They thought I would die.” She said nothing, but a single tear swelled, spilled over, and ran down toward the corner of her mouth. “When I was better, they sent me away. To train my voice. It took nearly eight years. And then I began to sing for a living.”

				She had stared at him without speaking for a full minute. “And then you met me,” she said. “In Salerno.”

				“I did.”

				“And…have you ever…” she paused “… ever lain with a woman?”

				His face burning with shame, he shook his head. Catching the inside of his cheek between his teeth, he bit it, trying to keep his face steady, and he saw her gaze move to his mouth. “If…if you ever want to…to try,” she said, her fingers fiddling absently with the knot of laces at her breast. “If you ever want to try, caro, you have only to ask. Just tell me.” She should have phrased the question differently. He wanted to try almost every day, but wanting to and feeling able to are, he realized, two very different things. The thought of trying, and failing, and…of her witnessing his failure, made him feel quite sick.

				He lifted his head. She opened her eyes.

				“Oh. Oh, caro.” Francesca sat up. The soft skin on the inside of her thigh stuck for an instant on Modesto’s belly as she pulled back from him.

				Modesto said nothing. The corners of his mouth lifted a fraction, but he could not quite complete his smile. Embarrassment, shame, gratitude, and flickers of what he realized must be his own pitiful version of desire buzzed about him, and he lowered his eyes in confusion.

				“It hasn’t been that bad in a long while, has it, caro?”

				Modesto shook his head.

				“What made you remember this time?”

				He shrugged.

				“Why do you do it?”

				Her question startled him into speech. “Why do I do what?”

				“This: live here with me, watching and listening to what goes on here, day after day. God, Modesto, it must be hell for you. Why? Why do you want this?”

				“You asked me to come here. When I had to stop singing—after I’d been ill. You know that.” He paused. “You need me.”

				It was Francesca’s turn to stare without speaking. After a moment she said, “You had a choice.” Her voice was low, and he heard pity in it, and concern, and her compassion moved him.

				“Yes. I made a choice,” Modesto said. “And I don’t regret it.”

				“Ever?”

				He shrugged again.

				Francesca frowned. “Are you ever…ever…jealous? Of the others?”

				Modesto considered.

				At times, his jealousy burned like a brand. There were moments when, seated outside Francesca’s chamber listening to what was happening within, his fist would clench around the handle of his dagger and his loathing of whichever visitor it happened to be would threaten to erupt into rash action. These men had, in such abundance, what had been taken from him—cut from him—with such callous disregard for his well-being. But then it would strike him, even as he got to his feet, that in fact he possessed something precious that none of these paying patrons had ever had: he knew the Signora in ways none of them ever would or could. Private, unspoken ways more intimate than the wildest of those men’s purchased couplings.

				What he had said to her was true: she needed him.

				In his strange, indeterminate position as something between nursemaid, pimp, and bodyguard, he had had occasion to comfort her at her most vulnerable—faint with fatigue, flushed with fever—he had washed her, mended her clothes, and braided her hair with more care than many maidservants. But then, on other occasions he had—with fierce enjoyment—swung a heavy fist and laid out a rowdy, drunken customer who had begun to frighten the Signora. And once—just once—he had walked a naked and gibbering sadistic aristocrat backward out into the street at the point of the man’s own rapier, threatening to run him through if he ever—ever—showed his face in the vicinity again. A trembling and terrified Francesca had clung to him on that night, he remembered, gasping out her gratitude for his having quite certainly saved her life.

				After a long pause, his eyes fixed on those of his mistress, Modesto shook his head and said with a small, twisted smile, “No. I am not jealous.”

				“I could not do any of this without you.”

				“I know, Signora.”

				She reached for his hand and squeezed it. And then the absurdity of the situation suddenly struck Modesto and he began to laugh.

				“What is it?”

				His laugh died away into a sigh. “Nothing. Just…just the thought of us tucked up here together: the seedless and the strumpet. What a bloody pair.”

				***

				“She is upstairs, Signor di Cicciano,” Modesto said. “In her chamber.”

				“Thank you. Can you take this?” Michele di Cicciano swung a coat from his shoulders and draped it over Modesto’s outstretched arm, crossed the hall in a couple of long-legged strides, and took the stairs three at a time. Modesto hung the coat on a hook by the door and followed the visitor up to the first floor. The door to the Signora’s chamber was already closed by the time he reached the little landing, and Modesto sat down upon the chair which stood just to the left of the door. He hunched and rolled his shoulders, preparing for a long wait. Sometimes—with trusted patrons like Benevento, for instance—she would say she was happy for him to leave her unattended, but with men like Cicciano, whatever she said, he knew better.

				Although he never exactly tried to listen to what went on on the other side of the chamber wall, it was hard not to hear, and Modesto frequently found he could not prevent lively images forming in his mind to match the sounds he heard. Depending on his mood, he could find himself either entertained or enraged. Today, though, he felt oddly awkward when he thought about last night’s intimacy with his mistress—it somehow made the contemplation of her energetic liaisons with her patrons rather harder to endure.

				All he could hear at present was an indistinct rumble of conversation, and he tried not to think of what was to come, distracting himself with thoughts of the covert concert engagement the Signora had told him about some hours before.

				But then her voice, sharp with anger, cut through Modesto’s musings, and his pulse raced.

				“Cazzo! I said no! Just get rid of it, Michele! Put it away!”

				Modesto stood, his heartbeat thudding in his ears; he put one hand on the handle of the door and reached for the hilt of his dagger.

				Signor di Cicciano said something, but Modesto could not distinguish his words, and then the Signora spoke again, her voice cracking.

				“No—I know, but not in here, damn you! You know why. Just give it here, or—”

				There was a moment’s pause, and then the sound of a slap, a muttered oath from the Signore and the beginnings of a scuffle.

				Modesto pulled the dagger from his belt.

				He opened the door.

				Neither the Signora nor Cicciano heard him, and he stood frozen, knife in hand, watching the two of them from the doorway. His mistress was crouched like a cat above the Signore, who lay on his back on the bed, arms flung up above his head, each of his wrists held tightly in one of the Signora’s hands. Her hair hung forward, hiding her face so Modesto could not see her expression, but even as he was about to step forward and interfere, she laughed. A mirthless little laugh it was, he thought, hard and joyless, but nevertheless, she certainly did not sound frightened, and he began to breathe more easily. He took a step back.

				Then the Signore swore. “Vaffanculo, stronza!” He pushed upward against her, trying to shift her weight.

				“Ooh, what profanity, maleducato!” she said through her teeth.

				“I’ve told you before never to bring one in here. Haven’t I?” She leaned forward and jerked down on his wrists with each significant word as she spoke. “Haven’t I? Drop it! Go on—let go of it, Michele!” She shook his right arm vigorously: something that gleamed as it caught the candlelight fell from his fist to the floor with a clatter. “You know perfectly well why—and, no, you are not having it back.”

				Not having what back? thought Modesto.

				“I’ll do what I bloody like…”

				“Oh, you think so, Michele, do you?” Francesca sat back on her heels and released his wrists; she pushed her hair back from her face and flattened her body down onto his chest, her elbows splayed, her fingers gripping his rib cage. A shiver tightened Modesto’s scalp and buzzed down through his belly, but, ignoring it, he stepped back out into the corridor as Cicciano grabbed a fistful of Francesca’s hair. He pulled the door closed silently behind him, his heartbeat still quick in his throat. There was a moment’s pause, another rumble of indistinct voices, more scuffling and then a new sound—a thunk, as of metal in wood. He heard the Signora say, “Ha! There you are—it can just stay there. No—get down! Get your hands off it! I told you, you are not having it back, bastardo!” Another slap. A squeal. And a laugh.

				Modesto made himself breathe calmly.

				After a few moments, he sat back down on his chair. The sounds from the chamber became more predictable, and Modesto closed his eyes, tipped his head back against the wall, and prepared to wait out the duration of Signor di Cicciano’s visit.
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