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			The past doesn’t change, of course; it lies behind you, petrified, immutable. What changes is the way you see it. Perception is everything. It turns villains into heroes and victims into collaborators. 

			Hilary Mantel, A Change of Climate

			Now Love has bent the pathway of my life. 

			Pietro Bembo, Gli Asolani

		

	


	
		
			Prologue

			Cachiquin, in the second month of the vanilla harvest, 5281, which is the year of the Christians 1520

			Sometimes I dance, alone, to music no one can hear but me. When I dance I feel the beat of the earth’s own heart rise through my feet and legs, through my loins and belly and into my chest, until my own heart beats in time with the earth’s. Then I wonder if you feel it too, beneath that portion of the earth’s crust where you stand, or walk, or lie, or dance too. Because always, when I am dancing, I am dancing with you.

			The end of the vanilla harvest always attracts a lot of visitors. There are the merchants, of course, and the queen’s representatives who come to set the price, but there are also those who come to see the flying men. The tree has been chosen, felled, and set up in the town square, and priests of all denominations have chanted their prayers over it, sprinkled it with incense, and daubed it with chicken blood. The ropes have been tested and the finishing touches put to the feathered capes and headdresses. I sleep poorly these days, and I was awake before dawn this morning, haunted by the brave, lonely music of the caporal, high up on his platform, where he is bent by the wind and the weight of the sky, practising on his flute.

			So I was already up when Gideon arrived back from Villa Rica with a traveller from Ferrara. The floor was swept and the maize pot on the boil. Gideon went straight in to Xanat and the baby, perhaps out of tact, perhaps because he had missed them, leaving me alone with the traveller. I say alone, but four or five of the older children were about, also up early because today was the day of the flying men. I shooed them all outside while I asked the traveller for news. Silly, really. None of them understands Italian and even if they did, I have nothing to conceal from them. But I did not want them to hear our conversation. I do not want to live with anyone who is contaminated by my past.

			The traveller told me the duchess was dead. My first thought was to wonder what she had done with the letters from Spain, but I made no mention of them to the traveller. I hope she had time to destroy them.

			She had died last summer, the traveller said, after a difficult childbearing. The duchess’s pregnancies were always difficult, for one reason or another. I do not mourn her because I know she has longed to leave this life for the past twelve years. And I am too close to death myself for mourning. The orange tree is four years old now. It has blossomed this year for the first time, which seems to me like a sign. My body is as sere and twisted as an autumn leaf; it curls ever tighter as though it longs to return to the womb, to be a bud again, a little fist of life. In Toledo, where I was a child.

		

	


	
		
			The Book of Esther 

			[image: chapter-motif.tif]

			Then said the king’s servants that ministered unto him, Let there be fair young virgins sought for the king.

			The Book of Esther, 2:2 

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			Toledo, Omer 5252, which is the year of the Christians 1492

			There are days when I believe I have given up hope of ever seeing you again, of ever being free, or master of my own fate. Then I find that the heart and guts keep their own stubborn vigil. When we say we have given up hope, all we are really doing is challenging Madam Fortune to prove us wrong.

			When I was a little girl in the city of my birth, when my mother was still alive, she would take me to the synagogue, to sit behind the screen with the other women and girls and listen to the men sing the prayers for Shabbat. Sometimes, out of sight of the menfolk, while they were preoccupied by the solemnity of their duty, the women would not behave as their husbands and brothers and fathers liked to think. There would be giggling and whispering, shifting of seats, gossip exchanged by mouthing words and raising eyebrows. Fans would flutter, raising perfumed dust to dance in sunbeams fractured by the fine stone trellis which shielded us from the men. And around me was a continuous eddy of women, touching my hair and face, murmuring and sighing the way I have since heard people do before great works of art or wonders of nature. 

			This attention scared me, but when I looked to my mother for reassurance, she was always smiling. When I pressed myself to her side, fitting the round of my cheek into the curve of her waist, she too would stroke my hair as she received the compliments of the other women. Such a beautiful child, so fair, such fine bones. If I hadn’t been there for her birth, added my Grand Aunt Sophia, I would say she was a changeling, possessed by a dybbuk. And several of the other children my age, the girls and little boys who had not yet had their bar mitzvah, would fix solemn, dark eyes on my blue ones as if, whatever Aunt Sophia said, I was indeed a dybbuk, a malign spirit, an outsider. Trouble. Rachel Abravanel used to pull my hair, winding it tight around her fingers and applying a steady pressure until I was forced to tip back my head as far as it would go to avoid crying out and drawing the attention of the men. Rachel never seemed to care that my hair bit into her flesh and cut off the blood to her finger ends; the reward of seeing me in pain made it worthwhile.

			A year after the time I am thinking of, when Rachel had died on the ship crossing from Sardinia to Naples, Señora Abravanel told my mother, as she tried to cool her fever with a rag dipped in seawater, how much her daughter had loved me. Many years later still, I finally managed to unravel that puzzle, that strange compulsion we have to hurt the ones we love.

			As it was, from before the beginning of knowledge, I knew I was different, and in the month of Omer in the year 5252, which Christians call May, 1492, I became convinced I was to blame for the misfortunes of the Jews. It was a hot night and I could not sleep. My room overlooked the central courtyard of our house in Toledo, and, mingling with the song of water in the fountain, were the voices of my parents engaged in conversation. 

			“No!” my mother shouted suddenly, and the sound sent a cold trickle of fear through my body, like when Little Haim dropped ice down my back during the Purim feast. I do not think I had ever heard my mother shout before; even when we displeased her, her response was always cool and rational, as though she had anticipated just such an incidence of naughtiness and had already devised the most suitable punishment. Besides, it was not anger that gave her voice its stridency, but panic.

			“But Leah, be reasonable. With Esther, you can pass, stay here until I’ve found somewhere safe and can send for you.”

			“Forgive me, Haim, but I will not consider it. If we have to go, we go together, as a family. We take our chances as a family.”

			“The king and queen have given us three months, till Shavuot. Till then, we are under royal protection.”

			My mother gave a harsh laugh, quite uncharacteristic of her. “Then we can complete Passover before we go. How ironic.”

			“It is their Easter. It is a very holy time for them. Perhaps their majesties have a little conscience after all.” I could hear the shrug in my father’s voice. It was his business voice, the way he spoke when negotiating terms for loans with customers he hoped would be reliable, but for whom he set repayment terms which would minimise his risk.

			“King Ferdinand’s conscience does not extend beyond the worshippers of the false messiah as the Moors found out. For hundreds of years they pave roads, make water systems, light the streets, and he destroys them on a whim of his wife.”

			“And you would destroy us on a whim of yours? We have three months before the edict comes into force. I will go now, with the boys, and you and Esther will follow, before the three months is up, so you will be perfectly safe. Besides, I need you here to oversee the sale of all our property. Who else can I trust?”

			“Here, then.” I heard a scrape of wood on stone as my mother leapt up from her chair. I dared not move from my bed to look out of the window in case the beam of her rage should focus on me. “Here is your plate. I will fill it and take it to the beggars in the street. If you go, you will die.”

			“Leah, Leah.” My father’s conciliatory rumble. China smashing.

			“Don’t move. If you tread the marzipan into the tiles I will never get them clean.” Then my mother burst into tears and the trickle of fear turned to a torrent of cold sweat, so when my nurse came in to see why I was crying, she thought I had a fever beginning and forced me to drink one of her foul tasting tisanes.

			“I’m sorry, Haim,” I heard my mother say before the infusion took effect and sent me to sleep. My father made no response and I heard nothing more but clothes rustling against each other and the small, wet sound of kissing that made me cover my ears with my pillow.

			***

			A week later, my father and my three brothers, Eli, Simeon, and Little Haim, together with several other men from our community, left Toledo to make the journey to Italy, where many of the rulers of that land’s multitude of tyrannies and city states were known to tolerate the Jews and to be wary of King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, whose approach to statecraft was not pragmatic enough for them. Even the Kingdom of Naples, which was ruled by relatives of the king, was said to be content to receive refugees from among the exiles of Jerusalem. My father, however, intended to go to Rome. The pope is dying, he explained, and there is a Spanish cardinal prepared to spend a lot of money to buy the office when the time comes. This Cardinal Borja will be needing a reliable banker. We were unsure what a pope was, or a cardinal, and Borja sounded more like a Catalan name than a Spanish one to us, and a Catalan is as trustworthy as a gypsy, but my father’s smile was so confident, his teeth so brilliant amid the black brush of his beard, that we had no option but to nod our agreement, bite back our tears, and tell him we would see him in Rome. 

			***

			The days of Omer passed, and no news reached us. We heard rumours of ships taken by pirates in the Tyrrhenian Sea, of the legendary Corsair of Genoa who liked to cut off the ears of his victims and have them stitched into belts by his sailmaker. Some Jews attempting to leave Spain had been robbed and beaten to death by over-zealous subjects of King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, particularly those who owed them money; some had died in the mountains, denied shelter or sustenance by the villagers. We heard of synagogues turned into warehouses and farmers grazing their pigs in our cemeteries. 

			Yet, as my mother repeatedly reminded me, there was no proof. Who had encountered a pig in our graveyard at the foot of the Cerro de Palomarejos? Had I noticed any bolts of cloth or barrels of salt herrings in the synagogue? Who had seen the Corsair wearing a sash of Jews’ ears? Who had seen the smashed bodies on the beaches or the frozen bones beside the mountain passes? No one, of course, because there was nothing to see. The king and queen had declared an amnesty until the end of Omer, and until then the Jews were as safe in Spain as they had ever been, and Papa and the boys were in Rome by now preparing a new home for us with brighter tapestries on the walls and a bigger fountain in the courtyard. 

			Our house seemed empty and silent, especially at night when I lay in my bed listening to the crickets and my mother’s soft footfalls as she paced the corridors waiting for my father’s summons, willing it to come, fearful of encountering ghosts, perhaps, as she passed by the places where her sons used to play: the stables of their favourite horses, the long chamber where they all slept and which still smelled faintly of boys’ sweat and flatulence. Then, late one afternoon, while I was still drowsy from siesta, my mother told me to get up and to put on as many of my clothes as I could, and never mind the heat. When I balked at my good winter cloak, she herself bundled me into it and fastened the clasp under my chin. Then we went to the stables behind the house, where I watched in astonishment as my mother saddled a horse, her fingers moving with rapid assurance among buckles and straps. I had no idea she was capable of such a thing. She slung a couple of saddlebags over the animal’s back then lifted me up also, then led it around to our front door, where she paused to remove the mezuzah from the doorpost. She wrapped it, together with the key to our house, in her ketubah, and placed the package in one of the saddlebags. 

			It was growing dusk by this time, and the link boys had long since stopped coming to light the street lamps in our district, so those who joined us as we rode towards the city gates seemed like shade fragments broken off from the deepening mass of twilight, walking or riding beside us with hoofbeats and footfalls muffled and breath held in that strange, portentous hour of everything turning into something else. Buildings looked like dreams, random glints of mosaic tiles or brass door fittings floating in a pool of dark. Faces occasionally emerged into clarity long enough for me to recognise people I knew, then disappeared again so I could not be sure whether I had seen them or dreamed them. Especially when Rachel Abravanel smiled at me; that must have been a dream. 

			Once outside the Jewish quarter, our party bunched together, the men forming a protective cordon around the women and children. We had heard talk of Jews being stoned in the street, being pushed into middens, or having chamberpots emptied over their heads. My mother and her friends spoke in whispers of a Jewish woman forced into some humiliation involving a pig though, strain my ears as I might, I could never find out what. We, however, were ignored, although I imagined I could sense eyes watching us through chinks in shutters, our old neighbours too ashamed to look us in the face as they calculated the value of our abandoned houses, our vineyards, and metal works and shops. 

			I felt, rather than heard, my mother speak from time to time, the vibrations of her voice running through my body pressed to hers, the comfortable contours of her breasts and belly cushioning my back.

			“May the All Merciful forgive me,” she was saying to someone walking beside us, “but I should never have listened to Haim.” She paused, checking, I think, to see if I had fallen asleep. I stayed still and kept my eyes closed, so she went on, “At least, if they had to die, I could have gone with them.”

			“Now Leah, what about your daughter?” came a voice from the darkness. I hardly dared breathe. Dead? Had my mother had news? Was that the reason for our sudden flight? Were they all dead, or just some of them? Please Lord, if any of my brothers had to be dead let it be Little Haim so I would not have to put up with his torments any more. How had they died? Where? What was going to happen to us now? I was suffocating beneath a shower of questions pouring like sand through a funnel.

			“If it hadn’t been for my daughter, I would have gone with Haim. He said we could pass, with Esther being so fair and dainty. And now the amnesty’s run out, I’ve waited and waited and nothing. No money. Nothing. How is a woman on her own with a little girl supposed to get to Rome? And what if he isn’t there? Then what?” My mother too, it seemed, was foundering beneath questions.

			I remember little more of that journey, only dark, then light, then dark again, I don’t know how many times. I remember dropping out of the saddle like a stone, and waking almost too stiff to stand from the bruises on the insides of my legs and my backside, and the knobbly earth I had slept on impressed on my skin and bones. To begin with, there were picnics, bread and apricots and little meatballs seasoned with cinnamon. Then hunger and thirst until I thought I could not bear it any longer and an angel of indifference came and took them away so I wondered if I had died and if paradise was just this nothing. We exchanged land for sea, the ridges of the earth for stumbling waves, the sway of the horse for the slant of a deck and the slop of ballast water. And always, like the chorus in a play, those words: if it wasn’t for my daughter. 

			My mother’s behaviour towards me did not change. She remained, if not cheerful, then steadily optimistic. She oversaw my prayers at the correct times of day; she taught me songs and made me practise the fingerings for the dulcimer on patches of flat earth or a strip of decking marked out with chalk. She saw to it I had plenty of needlework to do, though now it was more patching and darning than embroidery, and reassured me my ears were so small the Corsair of Genoa would be sure to spare me, to throw me back into the sea like a fish too little for eating. When, at the beginning of our sea voyage, before I had my sea legs, I was sick, she hid her own failing health long enough to hold my head while I vomited over the ship’s rail and make me gargle seawater. The best cure, she said. I was sure she had no idea I now knew what she truly thought of me.

			***

			As my mother’s exodus had begun between light and dark, so it ended in the margin between land and sea, on the beach at Nettuno. It was hot, the sun at its summer zenith, a ball of white fire in a sky scoured of everything but the tense silhouettes of buzzards describing their waiting circles. The beach was striated with shrivelled bladderwrack; the dry white sand kept falling away beneath our feet as we struggled away from the sea with our bags and boxes. There was no shade. So many were sick the captain had panicked and put us ashore at the first sight of land, and his boats, as we rigged makeshift canopies over those too ill to go any further, were nothing more than giant insects crawling across the sparkling face of the sea. 

			I sat miserably beside my mother, waiting for her to get better and chide me for my bare feet and the tear in my dress which I had picked at until it was beyond repair. Nobody spoke to me or took care of me; they were all too busy checking over their possessions or looking after their own sick. Some boys were sent to look for fresh water, or a village where help might be obtainable, and I longed to go with them but I dared not. What would my mother say if she woke up and found I had gone roaming around the countryside with a group of boys? I wiggled my toes in the sand; I held my mother’s hand and imagined I felt an answering pressure; I believed the rasp and rattle of her breathing were attempts at speech. 

			After a while, with no daughter of her own to care for any longer, Señora Abravanel came to sit with me. She took a comb from her girdle and combed my hair. She talked to me about Rachel, which I found embarrassing, and I wondered why she did nothing for my mother, to help her get better.

			Suddenly, my mother’s lips began to move, and she jerked her head feebly from side to side, as though trying to shake off a fly.

			“Esther?” Her voice was as dry and powdery as the sand.

			“Yes, mama?”

			“Where are you?” She pawed at the sand until her fingers touched my bare calf, then she smiled, stretching the purplish cracks in her lips.

			“I don’t think she can see you,” said Señora Abravanel.

			“Why not?”

			Señora Abravanel was spared the need to reply when my mother spoke again. “I lived for you, my darling, I was so proud. I’m sorry.”

			Sorry? Sorry for what? Surely it was I who had to be sorry, because I had brought all these misfortunes down on us. 

			Señora Abravanel tugged gently at my hand. “Come along, Esther, there’s nothing more to be done here. Señor Abravanel and I will take care of you.”

			Nobody ever actually told me my mother had died, and so I did not believe she was dead. Even when I saw the men say the prayers for the dead over her, and pass a coin over her eyes, even though she made no attempt at resistance when they cut her nails and pulled out a few strands of her hair and wrapped them in a cloth and gave it to me. They apologised that there was no bread to conduct the rites of food with, and wondered aloud if the casting out of water could be done with saltwater as well as sweet, but she did not seem to mind. 

			When the boys came back and reported they had found a village, and everyone was preparing to leave, I dragged behind so mama could catch up with me when she felt better. At the next bend in the track, I told myself, or the next time I saw a cow, or a seagull, or a lizard on a rock, I would turn round and see her striding towards us. So it was I left my mother on the beach with the tide nibbling her toes by stages, each backward look more despairing than the last, but bearable, taken one at a time. Señora Abravanel clung to my hand and in Nettuno they believed I was her daughter. She received their compliments on my fair hair without demur.

			The people of Nettuno, fearful of disease, gave us food and water, and mules to speed us on our way to Rome. I sat up in front of Señor Abravanel, in a cradle of shifting bones, the mule’s and Señor Abravanel’s, hugging to my chest the leather satchel Señora Abravanel had given me, which smelled faintly of home. She said it contained our mezuzah and the key to our house, and my mother’s book of recipes which I would need one day, when I was married. Surely, I thought, Mama would have caught up with us by then.

			We remained unmolested on the road, perhaps because He whom we cannot name is in the habit of keeping an eye on His people as they move from place to place, perhaps because the people on this coast had grown used to parties of homeless Jews, stinking of saltwater and rejection and riddled with the contagion of defeat.

			Though Rome might consider itself the centre of the civilised world, it was then a smaller city than Toledo, and my father, whose Valencian Cardinal Borja had, with the aid of his own fortune and my father’s financial judgement, made himself pope, was not difficult to find in the Jewish quarter close to the Campo de’ Fiori. His was one of the largest houses, newly built and surrounded by gardens, just as he had promised my mother and I before he left Toledo.

			I expect he was happy to see me, and I him, and that he was distressed by the death of my mother, whom I believe he cared for in his fashion, but I cannot remember. Somewhere on the road from Nettuno, swaying and jolting on the back of a mule, I had lost myself, and it would be a long time until that self would be rediscovered. To begin with, Eli, who was six years older than me, so almost a man, and should have known better, used to pester me. Where’s your fight, Esther? You’re such a pushover. Come on, hit me back.

			I didn’t. I became a model of maidenly virtue. I caused my father no shame and gave him everything to be proud of as his star rose in the heavens commanded by Pope Alexander VI. Along with several well-born young Roman women, I practised music and embroidery under the supervision of the nuns of the Convent of Santa Clara, who seemed to see nothing odd in educating a Jewish girl. From the rabbi I learned Torah and from a young Greek scholar with hungry eyes and a tubercular bloom, my brothers and I learned Greek and Latin and geometry. And from the girls at Santa Clara I learned how to dress my hair, pinch a flush into my cheeks, and drop rosewater in my eyes to make them sparkle, and that the hunger in the young scholar’s eyes probably didn’t arise in his belly.

			Though my father faithfully performed the proper rituals on what he calculated to be the anniversary of my mother’s death, and lit candles in her memory on Yom Kippur, he never spoke to me about her, nor I to him.

			***

			My father called me into his study one afternoon early in the month I had learned to call September, in the year after the Jubilee, when he had returned from doing business at the Vatican. The day meal had been eaten and cleared away, and the house was still, sleeping away the heat of the afternoon. Even the house slaves were resting, in their wooden dormitory opposite the stable block. Simeon was probably not in his own bed, and probably not resting, but this was just one of many pieces of intelligence my father and I shared yet did not talk about. He ran a successful bank; I kept an orderly house for him. The rooms were swept away from the door; we had separate kitchens for meat and dairy; we observed the fasts and feasts with their proper rituals, lit candles for Shabbat, and kept the mezuzah my mother had carried from Toledo and I from Nettuno fastened to our doorpost. It would be dishonest to say we loved one another; neither of us would admit an emotion as messy as love to our well ordered universe. We kept one another in balance, like finely calibrated scales.

			My father was sitting at his desk when I entered, staring at a space somewhere between the table’s edge and the doorway where I stood, fiddling a ring around one broad finger. I waited for him to speak, noting with annoyance that his copy of the padron real hung slightly crooked on the wall behind him. I had warned Mariam repeatedly about dusting that map. She was to leave it to me; the map was far too valuable to be handled by a slave. My father would have been better advised to keep it locked in a chest rather than exposed to air and dust and the covetous eyes of others.

			“Shut the door, daughter, there’s a draught.” 

			I pushed the heavy, panelled door to, then dropped my father a curtsey. 

			“Sit down, Esther. No, here.” He rose from his desk and came to join me in the pair of cushioned chairs which stood either side of the porphyry fireplace. He gave a half-hearted slap at a mosquito which had landed on his cheek. “You are aware Donna Lucrezia is to marry again?” he asked. Had I but known it, the scales were about to tip.

			“I would have to be deaf and blind not to be. The cannonade from Sant’Angelo when the news was announced nearly shook my teeth out.” Nor had the cannonade been enough for the jubilant pontiff, the upstart Catalan whose bastard daughter was about to marry into one of the foremost families of Italy, the Este of Ferrara. He had also caused the Capitoline bell to be tolled for most of the night and had bonfires lit in the grounds of the castle, laced with explosive charges which threatened to ignite the Sant’Angelo bridge. The following day, Donna Lucrezia had processed to the church of Santa Maria by the Porta del Popolo in the company of three hundred horsemen and four bishops, which must have felt more like three thousand and forty to anyone trying to go about his daily business in the cramped streets. When the Holy Father’s children had something to celebrate, the Holy Father made sure his spiritual children had no option but to celebrate too. There had even been a display of two clowns dressed in Donna Lucrezia’s cast off gowns, sashaying around the town proclaiming, “Long live the most illustrious Duchess of Ferrara!” Actually, they had been really funny, pursing their carmined lips and squawking in falsetto voices. 

			“Three husbands before she’s one and twenty. That’s quite a record.” I was fifteen, and my friends at Santa Clara and I were women of the world. We knew all the gossip, and much of it concerned Donna Lucrezia, the pope’s favourite daughter. 

			I did not wonder at the pope’s having a daughter. Our rabbi had nine sons, and it struck me as unnatural—if I thought about it at all, which I rarely did—for a priest not to have a family. A priest’s congregation is a kind of family, so surely he can minister to them better if he knows how families work. Nor did my Christian friends remark on Donna Lucrezia’s parentage; one or two of them were cardinals’ daughters.

			“She has been unlucky in her husbands, it’s true,” said my father carefully.

			I struggled to keep the smirk from my face. Even by Roman standards, Donna Lucrezia’s life was sensational. To begin with, she lived with her father’s mistress, the gorgeous Giulia Farnese, who was only three years older than Donna Lucrezia herself and married to one of her cousins. Donna Lucrezia had married her first husband at thirteen and divorced him four years later on grounds of impotence. Though according to Battista Farignola, whose older sister was being pursued by Donna Lucrezia’s brother, Don Juan, at the time, she was six months gone when she testified to her continuing virginity. No baby ever appeared, so who could know? 

			“His Holiness says she is much chastened since her widowhood,” my father persisted, staring at me until I stopped smiling.

			Donna Lucrezia’s second husband, Alfonso of Bisceglie, who was a distant relation of King Ferdinand, and, said Lucia de Mantova, absolutely divinely good looking, had been murdered about a year previously, some said by Donna Lucrezia’s oldest brother, the Duke Valentino. The girls kept quiet about that; keeping quiet was the wisest thing to do where the Duke was concerned. 

			Only a week before, Little Haim had told me he had seen a man’s severed hand, with his tongue stitched to his little finger, hanging from a window of the Savelli prison, and that Duke Valentino had put it there because the man had written a public letter accusing the duke of living like a Turk with a harem of prostitutes. I had screamed and stopped my ears and thought, though I could scarce admit it to myself, of the Corsair of Genoa.

			“And you should consider your betters with more respect,” my father added. As for being my better, Donna Lucrezia’s father might be pope but everyone said her mother was just an innkeeper, albeit a wealthy one, who had done well out of last year’s Jubilee, when the city was packed with pilgrims from all over the world. 

			“Yes, Papa.” I could see my father was struggling with whatever it was he had to tell me and had no wish to make it harder for him. 

			“Duke Ercole of Ferrara, her new father-in-law, drives a hard bargain by all accounts,” he continued, “and has put a high price on the hand of his son and heir. I am to help His Holiness with the dowry.”

			What had this to do with me? I waited. My father cleared his throat. He looked at me, his hands steepled in front of his mouth, then seemed to come to a decision. “His Holiness very graciously suggested, Esther, that you might be considered as a lady-in-waiting to Donna Lucrezia, should she find you pleasing.”

			“Me, Papa? Go to Ferrara? That’s right at the other end of Italy. I might never see you again. I can’t.” I was leaning towards him, fists clenched in my lap, shoulders hunched. My eyes raked his face to see if he really meant it. Perhaps this was some elaborate test of my loyalty.

			“You would have to be baptised, of course.” 

			Once again I felt that fear of the unknown that had trickled between my shoulder blades almost ten years ago in Toledo, as I listened to my parents arguing about the Edict of Expulsion. I had not, I realised, ever been afraid since, not truly afraid. Until now, and now I was too old simply to pull my pillow over my ears. 

			“How could you even say such a thing?” My voice surprised me, so calm and steady despite the anger beginning to seethe inside me. I sounded like my mother. My father’s eyes told me he had noticed it too.

			“Now before you fly into a temper, listen to me, daughter. You are fifteen years old. If we were still in Toledo, you would likely be married by now. But we aren’t, we are here and our people are scattered. I have to consider your future. There is no one else to do it.”

			“Señora Abravanel will find me a husband, Papa,” I interrupted, though I, too, was not saying what I really meant. “She is a good matchmaker. You let her choose for Eli, why not me?”

			“Eli will not marry for years. Josepha is still a child. And a son…well, it’s different. If you go with Donna Lucrezia, she will be able to find you a husband among the nobility, a man of standing and good fortune who will keep you…safe,” he finished lamely. “Duke Ercole apparently approves the idea that his daughter-in-law should have a reformed Jewess among her ladies to whom she can give religious guidance and instruction. He is a very pious man.”

			Now I laughed, though my laughter was harsh and humourless. “Me? Receive religious instruction from Lucrezia Borgia? Have you any idea how absurd that sounds?”

			“She takes communion every day, I’m told, since the death of the Duke of Bisceglie, and has taught their son his catechism herself.” 

			I was breaking myself against a wall. “My mother died because she was Jewish. How do you think such talk would make her feel?” I held my breath. I waited for the roof to cave in. I could not look at my father, but I heard the wincing intake of breath, as though he had cut his finger or stubbed his toe.

			“Do you think it has been easy for me, all these years,” he asked quietly, “watching you grow up, becoming more and more like her? Because you are, you know, despite your fair hair and blue eyes. The way you looked at the padron real when you came in. Just like her. And if you’re thinking Mariam has been at it with her dustcloths again, she hasn’t. I brushed against it when I came to my desk. You say your mother died because she was Jewish. If that’s true, do you think she’d want the same to happen to you? Because we’re never safe, you know, among Christians. They believe we gave up their messiah for crucifixion. Having done that, we’re no longer necessary to their salvation so they feel at liberty to take their revenge. The pope is nearly seventy. Who’s to say his successor will be as amenable as he is? Who’s to say there might not be another expulsion? Believe me, Esther, your mother would support me in this. Use your advantage; get away from us while you can.”

			A war raged inside me. On the one hand, my father was asking me to betray my culture, my upbringing, the people I had known all my life. On the other, though I was conscientious in observing our rites and rituals, I had never paused to consider whether I actually had faith in the beliefs which lay behind them. They were marks on the calendar, historical remembrances, occasions for feast or fast, parties or vigils. It would not be that difficult to exchange one set for another, especially as many, like Christmas and Easter, fell close to our own festivals. My mother’s passion and my father’s pragmatism were doing battle for my soul.

			“You may take the rest of the day to think, if you wish,” my father conceded with a tight smile.

			“I will do as you ask, Papa.” I was suddenly certain, almost as though someone had whispered it in my ear, that I was not destined to die on a beach somewhere, barefoot and fever blind with a ragged child squatting beside me in the sand. I stood and awaited his permission to leave.

			“I did send for you, you know,” he said, kneading his forehead with his fingers, “but by the time I learned the ship carrying my letter had been wrecked off Corsica it was too late. You had already left. I have tried to tell her but I don’t know if she hears me.”

			“I expect the Christians would say she does.” I stooped to kiss his cheek and tasted salt. Closing the door softly behind me, I left him to his tears.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			On the ship from Ostia, at first I did not mind being kept below decks in chains, because there was no choice. I was too tired for choice; I wanted nothing but to be relieved of the responsibility of thinking. I was, I suppose, content, though I do not know because I have never understood what contentment is, except an absence—of joy, or sorrow, or ambition, or imagination.

			I met Donna Lucrezia only once before my baptism, when my father took me to the great Orsini palace at the foot of Saint Peter’s steps where she lived with her aunt, Adriana da Mila Orsini and Giulia Farnese, who was Donna Adriana’s daughter-in-law but also the pope’s favourite. I was secretly disappointed La Bella Giulia was not present at our meeting, for I was as curious to see her as I was to meet Donna Lucrezia. They said she was as beautiful as Helen of Troy.

			We were received in the piano nobile, a room so vast that even a fire big enough to roast an ox, burning in a fireplace of Carrara marble, failed to penetrate its icy elegance. I watched my breath cloud in front of my face as a liveried slave noiselessly closed the double doors behind us and Adriana da Mila beckoned us forward.

			She and Donna Lucrezia were seated either side of the fire in upholstered chairs. Donna Lucrezia’s baby son, Rodrigo of Bisceglie, who was then just over a year old, sat between them on a fur rug, playing with a set of wooden dolls dressed as janissaries; the turban of one was unravelling and the baby was chewing its loose end. A black slave girl stood behind Donna Lucrezia’s chair, so still I wondered if she was a statue. Her cheeks were marked with pounce work circles, though she was richly dressed in a proper gown of mulberry silk.

			“Perhaps you would not mind waiting there, Ser Sarfati,” said Donna Adriana, waving a jewelled, liver-spotted hand at a bench set about halfway down the length of the room, “while we talk to your daughter.” My father bowed, gave me a little push in the small of my back, and seated himself on the bench. Its leather upholstery creaked; my new kidskin shoes, wet from the puddles in the palace courtyard, squelched softly as I approached the fireplace. I was so nervous I was beginning to sweat despite the cold, and kept my arms pressed tight to my sides and my teeth clenched to stop them chattering. You were so stiff you looked like a puppet, Donna Lucrezia would recall, years later, with a catch of laughter in her voice.

			Her expression that morning was stern and rather tired, her high-bridged nose and large, grey eyes red-rimmed as though she had a cold or had been crying. The hand she extended towards me was plump and languid. I took it briefly in mine and bowed, as my father had told me was the custom among well-bred Christians. Her skin was so soft I could hardly feel it, and her extraordinarily white knuckles were dimpled, like a child’s. I then turned to curtsey to Donna Adriana, who inclined her coiffure in my direction with a soft clicking of pearls.

			“Well,” said Donna Lucrezia, “but you really are fair, aren’t you. Tell me, is it entirely natural?”

			“Yes, madonna.”

			She sighed, touching a hand to her own hair, which was caught up in a green silk net scattered with tiny rubies. “Mine used to be that colour. Then it fell out in handfuls when I had Rodrigo, and grew back a shade darker. I have to spend hours with it spread out in the sun now. I have a splendid contraption like a sunhat without a crown, made of copper to speed up the bleaching process. Caterina Sforza gave me a recipe for a concoction of saffron, cinnabar, and sulphur she swears by, when she was Duke Valentino’s…guest last year, but it makes the head stink foul, as you can imagine. You may sit. Catherinella, a stool.”

			I realised the slave was not an ornament as she turned to pick up a low firestool and placed it just behind me. The lining of my nose began to tingle. I fancied I could hear Mariam’s insistent whisper: “Sneeze, child, to ward off the devil.” I cannot sneeze in front of these ladies, I told myself. Better the devil than to be rejected by Donna Lucrezia and have to face my father’s disappointment. With a discreet sniff, I sat, folding my hands in my lap, fixing my gaze on them to avoid staring at the two women in their silks and furs and glittering jewels.

			“Tell me how your instruction progresses,” Donna Lucrezia resumed. “I find it particularly gratifying when one of your race comes to Christ, for after all, He was a Jew.”

			“I hope I am a good student, madonna. I have learned the Apostles’ Creed and the sacraments, and of course my…the Jews also have the commandments of Moses.”

			“And can you recite Our Lord’s Prayer?”

			“Yes, madonna. Pater noster qui es in caelis, sanctificetur nomen tuum…”

			“Excellent. You have some Latin.”

			“And also a little Greek, madonna.”

			“And Spanish, I suppose?” 

			“I’m sorry, madonna. I was six years old when we left Spain. I no longer remember the language.” Though sometimes, still, I dream in it, in the Castilian of a six-year-old child, doubly distant from who I am today.

			“I was born here, but we have always spoken our own language among ourselves. My family is of the Valencian nobility.”

			A note of reproof in her voice made me feel the need to justify myself. “My father thought it important for us to practice our Italian, to blend into our new surroundings. And I do not think we would understand one another in Spanish anyway, madonna, for my family is from Toledo, so you are Catalan and we Castilian.”

			“Is that so? I am afraid I am not very clear on the geography of the Spains, especially as they now seem to be everywhere, since the discoveries of Ser Colon.” Her tone was chilly. Donna Adriana’s pearls clicked. A slight creaking of the leather bench where my father sat told me I had overstepped the bounds of propriety, but though the thought made my heart beat faster, in my mind I did not care. I was there because my father wanted it, not for myself.

			“You know the Romans call us marrano whenever we do something which displeases them? That is ironic, is it not, that we, the family of the Holy Father, should be branded secret Jews? Perhaps we might speak to one another in Hebrew, eh girl?”

			There seemed to be no reply I could make that would not be offensive either to Donna Lucrezia’s family or my own. Then, suddenly, she smiled. Her smile transformed her; it seemed to light her from the inside rather than hang on her face like a picture put up to hide a crack in the wall. It made you believe in the goodness of her heart.

			“Tell me,” she said. “Do you know Petrarch?”

			From bad to worse. I did know Petrarch, a little, from the much-thumbed copies of some of his verses handed round in secret among the girls at Santa Clara, but with my father sitting behind me, I was wary of admitting it. On the other hand, if I failed to give the lady an honest reply, she would never consider me suitable for her household, and I would disappoint all my father’s plans for me.

			“And Dante, of course.” That was a relief. Dante was far more worthy, if not to be recommended too soon before bed. I opened my mouth to reiterate one of my teachers’ comments on the religious symbolism of the poet’s love for Beatrice, but before I could speak, she continued, “‘Lasciate ogne speranza, voi ch’intrate,’” with a tight little laugh which drew me to glance at her face. She intercepted my look as she raised her eyes to her aunt, who gave a little cough which sounded more like a warning than an obstruction of the throat. I felt my cheeks burn. My father’s disapproval seemed to bore into my back. On no account, he had told me, must you look so great a lady as Donna Lucrezia in the eye; it will be accounted the height of rudeness.

			But as soon as Donna Lucrezia’s gaze met mine, I knew my impropriety did not matter. A spark kindled in her grey eyes. She smiled. She liked me. I had given her no particular reason to, but she had obviously seen something in me, some like-mindedness to which she could respond. 

			Just then, the baby, bored by his dolls, started to grizzle. The slave, Catherinella, stepped forward, but Donna Lucrezia waved her away and took the child into her lap, where he grabbed happily at her necklace, gnawing on an emerald pendant the size of a duck egg.

			“He has some teeth coming, at the back,” Donna Lucrezia told me.

			“Madonna,” I said, emboldened by what I had seen in her eyes. Another cough from Donna Adriana. A sharp intake of breath from my father. I ploughed on. “May I ask you a question?”

			“Shall we let this bold young woman ask us a question?” she asked her son. “Why not? Rodrigo says you may, Signorina Esther.”

			“What are the duties of a lady-in-waiting, madonna?”

			“Why, child, she waits, like any other woman. For a husband, for childbirth, for…”

			“You will attend Donna Lucrezia at her will, girl, that is all,” interrupted Donna Adriana.

			Believing our interview to be over, I waited to be dismissed, but before any more could be said, the double doors to the room were flung open, ushering in a blast of even colder air which set the flames dancing in the hearth. A messenger wearing a livery quartered in crimson velvet and gold satin strode down the length of the piano nobile as though he owned it. He bowed to the ladies, then handed Donna Lucrezia a parchment, folded and sealed. Her pale face flushed a delicate pink as she tore open the seal and read her letter.

			“It is an invitation to dine this afternoon,” she said to her aunt, though her flushed cheeks and shining eyes made it seem like something more. “Of course, we accept,” she told the messenger, who bowed again, and retreated. On his back, as he turned, I saw the letters C E S A R emblazoned in gold thread.

			Donna Lucrezia rose and handed her son to Catherinella. “Take him to the nursery. I must go and dress.”

			I stood also and waited to be dismissed.

			“Your father will hear from us,” Donna Adriana told me.

			“No, wait.” Donna Lucrezia turned to me. She looked quite feverish. “Esther, when is your baptism to be?”

			“I’m not sure yet, madonna.”

			“Then I will have my secretary speak to the dean at Santa Maria del Popolo to set a date. You will receive instruction from my chaplain from now on, and I will stand godmother to you. I should like you to take the name…Donata. Donata Spagnola.”

			“Yes, madonna. Thank you, madonna.” I made a deep curtsey, but she waved me away. As I rejoined my beaming father and we were escorted from the room, I heard Donna Lucrezia discussing gowns with her aunt.

			***

			I should be ashamed to admit this, but dress, rather than the condition of my soul, was the matter which most vexed me as the date set for my baptism grew closer. 

			Though I had not seen her since that first meeting a month previously, Donna Lucrezia was as good as her word. Her chaplain came daily to our house, edging his way through the courtyard door on the side farthest from the mezuzah, crossing himself and mumbling his prayers as he did so. Little Haim and I used to run up to the loggia on the roof to spy on these furtive arrivals, and my sides would still be aching with laughter when I was summoned to meet Fra Tommaso in the small sitting room where I received my instruction. He was a timid man, more afraid of the Almighty, it seemed, than joyful in His service. But I tried to be a good student, for my father’s sake, and because I could not forget that spark of understanding in Donna Lucrezia’s eyes when she looked at me. 

			The day before the service was due to take place, the black slave, Catherinella, arrived at our gate, attended by a footman carrying a parcel of yellow silk fastened with ribbons. I could not wait to see what was inside. As soon as the slave had gone, I opened it, there in the vestibule, spreading the silk wrapping over the polished stone floor. I took out a beautiful missal, bound in red leather with silver corners and filigree clasps, then a white lawn baptismal gown, its wide sleeves and hem decorated with gold embroidery a foot deep, its lace collar as fine as cobwebs. To go with the gown was a cloak of white velvet, lined with the fur of winter foxes and with a clasp set with pearls at the neck. Mariam, loitering out of curiosity after she had answered the knock at the gate, gasped at the richness of the gown as I lifted it clear of its wrapping and held it up to the light of the lamps in their bronze wall sconces.

			“Be careful, miss. You don’t want to get smoke on it.”

			What concerned me, however, was the way the lamplight shone right through the fine lawn. Whatever Donna Lucrezia’s reputation, surely she did not expect me to stand in the church, in full view of clergy and congregation, in a gown as transparent as one of Salome’s veils?

			I took the cloak and gown up to my chamber and summoned Mariam to help me, for I had no regular maid of my own. After emptying out the press in which my shifts and underclothes were stored, scattering the rug at my bedside with powdery sprigs of rosemary and lavender so poor Mariam would have to give it an extra beating, I tried on every combination of undergarments I could devise, standing in front of a lamp with my arms stretched out to either side while Mariam scrutinised me for any evidence of the body beneath the clothes. Eventually we settled on two linen shifts and a wool underskirt. I looked rather bulky, but at least I would be warm and my modesty remain unimpeached.

			For a long time after Mariam had left me, I remained in my room, studying the different images of myself I could achieve by holding my hand mirror at different angles. My father was right; I had grown like my mother. It was not that I could clearly remember her face after so many years, or the mannerisms my father identified as hers, a way of tugging my hair at the temple and winding it around my finger, or standing with my hands on my hips which Donna Lucrezia would no doubt school me out of. But when I took inventory of my features, my sharp cheekbones and small, straight nose, my jaw that was slightly square and my eyes which were round, though deep set so they did not give the same impression as my brothers’, who looked like a row of staring owls when they were all together, I saw my mother. No, saw is the wrong word. It was more that I recalled her. She hovered behind the reflection in the glass, mouthing words I could not quite read because my own expression of doubt and stubbornness veiled her.

			Was Papa right to say she would have approved of what I was doing, or had he lied to convince me? Or perhaps never understood his wife? Well, it was too late now for such speculations. Tomorrow, at morning Mass, the daughter of the pope would take my bird-boned hand in her plump one and lead me into subjection to her father. Tomorrow, Donna Lucrezia would become my mother in the sight of God. I would be washed clean of my sins and the sins of my people; I would become a tabula rasa. 

			As I was about to begin changing, a gentle, almost shy knock came at my door.

			“Who is it?”

			“Papa.”

			“Come in. I was just…getting changed,” I finished lamely, seeing his expression as he took in the sight of his daughter in her baptismal gown.

			“I…er…,” he cleared his throat, “have to dine out this evening, with Fugger’s man. Something to do with rising port duties on pepper coming into Venice. Important, when you think how much pepper we consume. I shall be back late, I expect.”

			“You can wake me.” We both knew it would be a long time until we saw one another again. He and my brothers could not come to the church tomorrow, nor could they make social calls to Santa Maria in Portico, and I had no idea how much time or liberty my new duties would leave me, if any.

			“I’d rather not.” Coming towards me, he placed his great hands on my shoulders. “You’ll want to look your best tomorrow, no rings under your eyes.”

			“It’s not…” my wedding, I almost said.

			“It’s good that Donna Lucrezia favours you so. Good for your future. Your mother would be so proud,” he finished, all in a rush as though plunging into a cold bath or swallowing bitter medicine, and before I could reply he had turned on his heel and was gone, leaving nothing behind but a light scent of the ambergris he used to keep his beard glossy.

			I took off my christening garments and laid them on top of the travel chest which would be carried in the morning to the palace of Santa Maria. It was a fine chest, new for the occasion, covered with red Spanish leather and bound with brass. It contained special, cedar-lined compartments for small linen, hair brushes, girdles and shoes, and two trays for gowns. Somewhere in this mix of practical planning and careful craftsmanship lay the soul of Donata Spagnola.

			***

			Christian baptism is a strange rite. We Jews place a great emphasis on food in the celebration of our faith. We eat our roast lamb with garlic and rosemary and matzoh cakes at Passover, our red eggs and saffron rice on the eve of Shabbat and—my favourite, these, because of their association with Queen Esther—the syrupy orejas de Haman at Purim, their sweetness almost unbearably intense after the three days of fasting. But we do know they are simply made of dough, rolled and curled to resemble a human ear; we do not believe they are somehow magically transformed into Haman’s ears as we eat them. How many ears can one man have, even if he is the most devious and scheming of courtiers who ever listened outside a king’s chamber?

			Yet here I was, dizzy from the thick scent of incense and the sickly soprano voices of the boy choristers, washed, oiled, and salted as though ready for the spit. Garish, bleeding saints were everywhere, on walls and ceilings, atop plinths or looming from alcoves. Kneeling before the altar, flanked by Donna Lucrezia and a bishop whose name I cannot now remember, acting as proxy for my other sponsor, Donna Lucrezia’s brother-in-law, Cardinal Ippolito d’Este, I was now expected to consume bread and wine and believe they had been transformed into the body and blood of Christ by some sleight of hand of the priest. I, a Jewess, who had only ever consumed flesh from which all the blood had been washed, who was forbidden even to eat an egg which had blood spots in it. I prayed, not for the Holy Spirit, but that my throat would not contract and cause me to choke.

			It was a morning of driving rain and bitter wind, so Cardinal Vera, who was to preside over the service, was content for the ceremony to be held inside the church door rather than outside as laid down. Perhaps that is why the Holy Spirit decided to stay away. Once the Cardinal had pronounced the exorcism and placed the veil on my head, all I knew as I approached the altar, Donna Lucrezia and the nameless bishop each holding me by the hand, was that the salt on my tongue was making my stomach cry out for its breakfast. Water dripped from the ends of my loose hair, soaking through my clothes on to the backs of my thighs. I shivered. Donna Lucrezia squeezed my hand and smiled in the direction of the altar; perhaps she thought my shivering was a sign of divine intervention, the wings of the dove fluttering across my skin.

			I knelt, on a white silk cushion. I recited the Creed and the Lord’s Prayer, then Cardinal Vera himself, the cords in his weathered neck reminding me of well-hung venison, administered the Sacrament. Bread and wine I told myself, just bread and wine, and neither of them very good at that, as I swallowed the little disc which tasted like paper and the wine which left a fiery aftertaste in my throat. How did Donna Lucrezia manage this every morning on an empty stomach? I wondered. I glanced at her, kneeling beside me, head bowed, lips moving in silent and seemingly impassioned prayer, then took my cue from her to rise and process back towards the door as the clergy pronounced various blessings and graces. 

			I noticed Battista Farignola and Isotta de Mantova among the congregation, but they were too busy trying to catch the eye of a group of fashionably dressed young men lounging against a pillar and chatting in loud whispers to return my smile. This seemed to me to be thrillingly wicked. At synagogue, girls and boys only met after the services, under the watchful, calculating eyes of parents and matchmakers. The Christians, however, appeared to think nothing of the sexes mingling in church, so whole courtships of looks and gestures, of fans fluttered and kisses blown, could take place over the bowed heads of devout patriarchs and their pious spouses. If they thought Eve was the mother of all sin, they had only themselves to blame.

			I also could not help but notice Giulia Farnese. She was the loveliest woman I had ever seen, with her eyes as warm as roast sugar and her honey coloured hair twisted with ropes of huge pearls beneath a veil of gold tissue. She held the hand of a plump little boy about four years of age whom I presumed to be her son, Giovanni, known as the Child of Rome though less grandly presumed by most people to be the child of Pope Alexander. He was as plain as his mother was beautiful and his imposing title seemed to sit ill on his round little shoulders. La Bella Giulia inclined her head to me, which caused a flurry among a group of ladies standing behind her, mostly young, with watchful eyes. Only one of them seemed unconcerned with the social adjustments which needed to be made to admit me to the favour of the pope’s mistress. Covering her mouth with a sable muff, she yawned then winked at me. I thought I must be imagining it, but I soon found out I wasn’t. 

			A reception was to be held for me at the palace. This makes me sound very important but, of course, I was not. That household needed little excuse to throw a party, and it was only a small party, a day meal followed by dancing, to introduce me to the rest of Donna Lucrezia’s ladies, with Giulia Farnese as guest of honour. On my arrival at the palace, the slave, Catherinella, whisked me away through a maze of corridors and showed me into a small room on one of the upper floors.

			“You change clothes,” she said, in her slow, precisely enunciated Italian, “I help you.”

			My travelling trunk stood at the foot of the bed which, along with a nightstand and a simple wooden chair, constituted all the furniture in the room. I saw that it had been opened and my best gown, of dark blue velvet, had been laid out on the bed. Next to it were a camorra of a bright, emerald green brocade, lined in silver silk, and a necklace of pearls with a sapphire pendant. 

			“From my lady,” said Catherinella.

			I was as puffed up with pride as a courting dove that Madonna Lucrezia should give me such presents. Surely it was a sign of special favour. I did not realise, then, that among people whose wealth is as fabulous and careless as that of the Borgia family in those years, it is the small presents which count, not the lavish ones. A bracelet of plaited hair, an empty casket which once contained a poem. I was certain that, the moment I entered the salon where the meal was laid, every head would turn and all conversation cease as Donna Lucrezia’s ladies struggled to contain their envy of the new favourite, the rising star, Donata Spagnola arising like the phoenix from the ashes of Esther Sarfati. Oh how thoroughly she was erased, that girl from Toledo on the remote edges of the Christian world, and how thoroughly Roman was Donata in her velvet and pearls.

			As it was, only one person detached herself from the peacock throng milling about the room, the girl with the sable muff, a little older than me, I now saw, and unmistakably a Borgia, with the same high-bridged nose and large eyes, slightly too close together, as Donna Lucrezia.

			“I’m Angela,” she said, holding out her hand. She had a firm, dry grip and a candid stare. “Lucrezia’s cousin. Well, one of them. There’s Geronima too, but she’s terribly…Spanish. Wears black, always in church, you know the sort. Oh lord, I mean, I’m sorry, you’re Spanish. But then, Jews are Jews, aren’t they? So you’re not really Spanish.”

			Not really Jewish either, I thought, trying to feel insulted but disarmed by Angela’s frankness and the warmth of her smile. “Are Catalans really Spanish?” I asked.

			“Oh God.”

			I winced. How carelessly these Christians invoked the Holy Name.

			“We Borgias are something and nothing, really,” Angela went on, and I found myself wondering if Duke Valentino had ever heard her talk this way, and how long her tongue might stay in her head if he did. “The Romans say we’re marrano and they’re probably right.”

			“Then we’re the same.”

			Angela was still holding my hand. Now she pumped it merrily up and down. “And we shall be friends. I’ve arranged for us to share a room. I hope you don’t mind.” I could not say I minded, but it gave me pause. Having no close female relatives, I was unused to sharing a bed. What if Angela snored, or ground her teeth, or kicked out in her sleep? What if I were guilty of any of these? 

			If Angela noticed my reservations, she certainly did not let them bother her. “Now,” she prattled on, “who is that tall creature admiring her reflection in the silver? One of your friends? Can you perform a moresca? My cousin Cesare likes to see ladies dance it rather than gentlemen.” Tucking my hand beneath her arm, she kept up her bombardment of questions except when she interrupted herself to introduce me to somebody or pass comment on a hairstyle, or the width of a sleeve, or the heaviness of someone’s makeup. If Angela said we would be friends, I thought, then there seemed to be little point in arguing with her.

			Donna Lucrezia sat at the head of the table, with Giulia Farnese to her right and Angela to her left. I sat next to Angela, though the honour of sitting only one place removed from Donna Lucrezia was lost on me now, and I longed to be as far from the high table as possible, with my friends from Santa Clara, where nobody was watching me. No one could eat until we at high table had taken our first mouthful of each dish. There were crayfish; there was veal in a cream sauce and suckling pig stuffed with figs. Repeatedly I reminded myself that it was no longer a sin for me to eat these dishes, but it was as though my body and mind had become disjointed from one another; my brain commanded my body to eat, but my gullet squeezed shut and forbade me to swallow. With the aid of copious swigs of wine, I managed to force down a few mouthfuls, then, glancing down the length of the salon to where Isotta and Battista were seated, saw everything double and realised I must be drunk. I remembered Simeon listing double vision as one of the symptoms.

			I longed for water but dare not ask. The liveried pages who stood behind each of us were as stiff and solemn as the effigies on tombs; I could not believe they would deign to hear me even if I could summon the courage to speak. So I drank more wine and, when the meats were cleared and bowls of fruit brought in, accompanied by dishes of sweetened curd cheese, found myself suddenly ravenous. My plate was indecently heaped with pomegranate skins and stones from bottled peaches in pools of syrup when Donna Lucrezia clapped her hands and announced that we should remove to a larger room on the ground floor where the musicians awaited us.

			I tried to stand, but felt as though I were once again at sea, in a squall, the deck rolling and slipping beneath my feet. Sugar water filled my mouth and nose with its sickly sweetness. Certain now I was about to vomit, I stumbled over the bench, pushing one of the solemn little pages out of my way, and fled the salon with Angela’s “Donata? Are you all right?” cutting through the buzz in my ears.

			Air. I needed air. I had to find a way out, but we were on the first floor and I had no idea where the stairs were. A window. Anything. I ran, turned, ran in another direction, tripped over the edges of rugs, caught my sleeve on a wall sconce. My mouth flooded with bile. Too late. Retching till I believed my throat would tear, I fell to my knees and threw up my dinner all over a rather fine silk runner laid down the centre of the marble floor. Without the strength to rise, I crawled away from the stinking mess I had made and lay on the floor, my forehead pressed to the cool marble. All I wanted was to sleep, but I had no idea how to find my bed, in that small room buried at the old heart of the sprawling palazzo. Besides, if I closed my eyes, my head began to spin and I feared I would be sick again.

			How long I had lain this way when I heard footsteps approaching, I have no idea. At first I hoped it might be Angela, or one of Donna Lucrezia’s slaves sent to find me. I would be disgraced, of course. Perhaps I might even be sent back home. The prospect made me feel slightly better, then I heard men’s voices, a murmured exchange followed by a sudden bark of laughter. A shuffling of soft shoes accompanied by the smart clank of spurred boots. I squeezed my eyes tight shut, my drunken brain convincing me that, if I could not see them, they would not see me.

			Silence. Torchlight illuminating the filigree of veins in my eyelids. Winy breath on my cheek, a faint perfume of jasmine oil. The toe of one of those boots in my ribs, but gently, cautiously, levering me on to my side. Then the fear I would vomit again as a blast of foul breath hit my face followed by the warm slick of a tongue licking my nose.

			“Drunk,” pronounced the voice of the boot wearer, rich with suppressed mirth. “Let her alone, Tiresias. If she tastes as good as a truffle, she’s mine, you damned dog.”

			“Can’t see a mark on her,” said the other, his voice softer, almost whispering in my ear. His accent was not Roman. “Stinks like an inn parlour, though.”

			“Must be one of Lucrezia’s girls,” said the boot wearer. “Page, go to the Hall of the Zodiac and inform Donna Lucrezia one of her lambs has gone astray.”

			“My lord.” A boy’s treble, followed by scurrying footsteps and darkness, no, a shift in the light. The boy must have taken the torch, but lit one of the wall lamps before he did so. I opened my eyes. 

			Kneeling beside me was a young man in cardinal’s robes, one arm draped companionably around the shoulders of a battered hound whose albino eyes were milky blue with cataracts. The cardinal seemed to me all red and black, with his dark beard and his red gown and full, glistening lips.

			“She’s woken up,” he said, smiling at me. The hound grinned too, tongue lolling over brown stubs of teeth.

			Shadows shifted as the boot wearer squatted down behind his dog to take a closer look at me. This man was masked, and dressed entirely in black; even his hands, resting loosely on his knees, were gloved in black velvet and a black cap covered his hair. The light from the wall sconce haloed him, making it difficult to discern the details of his dress or mask.

			“Well,” he said, “I hope all my sister’s women are not in the same state as you. Cardinal Ippolito and I were on our way to watch the dancing and it will be a pretty muddle if you’re all falling down drunk.”

			Duke Valentino. I thought of the hand and the tongue. I closed my eyes again and clenched my teeth, and hoped so skilful a killer would be able to dispatch me without pain, the way the kosher butchers do.

			Nothing happened. I opened my eyes again, wishing it would. For by now my befuddled mind had registered that, not only had the duke found me lying drunk on the floor, but also Cardinal Ippolito d’Este, the man appointed to be my godfather.

			“Try to sit,” the cardinal was saying. “You’ll feel dizzy at first, but it’s best to be upright then all that wine running in your veins can drain from the head.”

			“I’m so sorry, forgive me, I…”

			“Never mind all that. Cesare, take her other arm and let’s get her to her feet. She needs some air.”

			Each man placed a hand beneath my elbow, the cardinal’s a well-manicured paw, the duke’s fingers hard and lean under his glove. While he was briefly preoccupied with extricating his spur from the hem of my camorra, I stole a look at his face. The handsomest man in Italy, the girls at Santa Clara used to say, though I do not know if any of them had actually seen him close to, yet because of his mask only his neatly trimmed, auburn beard was visible, and pale lips which had a certain muscular mobility about them. It struck me that he wore his mask, a winged confection of black velvet, gold braid and pearls, because in him, even beauty was dangerous. Did he, perhaps, fear to look at his own face?

			The blood seemed to rush from my head as I stood, and pool in my feet, weighing them down as I stumbled and swayed, with further profuse apologies, against the cardinal.

			“Please,” he said roguishly, “the pleasure is all mine.” He slipped an arm around my waist as the duke released his grip on my elbow. I thought of my father and his good intentions, and felt tears pricking my eyes.

			“Donata!” Angela. Oh, praise the Holy Name.

			“Donata?” repeated the cardinal.

			“Yes, your eminence.” Was that the right form of address? I hoped so.

			“Forgive me. My lord cardinal, cousin Cesare.” Arresting her flight towards me, Angela dropped into a deep curtsey. The cardinal offered his free hand and she kissed his ring then, though the duke raised her to her feet and brushed her cheek with his lips, she continued to gaze at the cardinal through her eyelashes, with a charming affectation of modesty.

			“Donna Angela,” reproached the cardinal, “I shall require you to take better care of my goddaughter in future.”

			“Perhaps your grace should give me guidance in the matter.” 

			Horribly aware of my soiled and crumpled clothes, the wisps of hair matted to my forehead, my foul breath, I felt more inadequate and out of place than ever.

			“Take a cup with me when you have attended to Signorina Donata,” said the cardinal, “and we will make a lesson plan.”

			“Come, Ippolito,” said the duke, “we have done our good deed for today.” Though he said no more, I could feel the deeds he now contemplated hanging in the cold air of the corridor, and a curious thrill ran through me.

			Seeing me shiver, Angela put her arm around me. “Bed for you, young lady. You have partied quite enough for one night.”

			“Will Donna Lucrezia banish me?” I whined, both dreading and longing for her reply.

			She laughed. “Good lord no. At worst, you’ll get a ticking off from Donna Adriana; at best, Lucrezia will just be amused. Elisabetta Senese once mistook the Holy Father for a chair cushion and sat on him. He was delighted. He gave her a great store of silk floor cushions that used to be in Prince Djem’s apartments. Her room looks like a harem now.”

			“Who is Prince Djem?”

			“Oh, he died years ago. He was the Sultan’s brother, but the Sultan paid for him to stay here so he wouldn’t have to murder him. Apparently that’s how the Ottomans secure the succession. They murder their brothers. We all loved Djem, especially Cesare, but Djem loved Juan the best.” She paused. I felt a calculating glance upon me, though we were far from the new, well-lit parts of the palace now, back in the maze of narrow, rickety passages where Madonna Lucrezia’s ladies-in-waiting had their rooms. “And I do mean loved. Juan was as pretty as a girl. Here we are.”

			Angela led me into the room, feeling for the edge of the bed and pushing me down on to it while she groped in a little niche in the wall for the flint box she kept there at the foot of the wooden crucifix. 

			Emboldened by the fact that I could not see her face, I asked, “What did happen to Don Juan?” Though I was still quite a little girl when he died, all Rome had been abuzz with the gossip when his mutilated corpse was pulled from the Tiber by a fisherman, and the name Valentino was never far from people’s lips. The brothers had argued over the favours of their sister-in-law, the princess Sancia of Aragon, it was said, or over the fact that Juan, though inept as a soldier, had been made gonfalonier of the Church whereas Cesare, then cardinal of Valencia, was destined to follow his father up the steps of Saint Peter’s throne. No one had ever been convicted of the murder of the pope’s favourite son, so the rumours festered like an untreated sore.

			Angela struck her flints and light flared from the candle on the nightstand. Bending towards me, eyes wide and earnest, shadowed by an exhaustion I had not noticed before, she took my hands and pressed them against my knees. “Donata, I want to be your friend. You are pretty and quick-witted and you can do well here. But there are some questions you must not ask, and some things you may see which you must keep to yourself. As for Juan,” she added, straightening up and admitting a lighter note to her voice, as though no mystery at all attached to his murder, “it was the Orsini. They have had it in for us ever since Uncle Rodrigo imprisoned Virginio Orsini for going over to the French in ’93 and then he died in prison. They were sure Uncle Rodrigo had had him killed, so they went after Juan for revenge. Honours are even now, so there’s an end to it.”

			Honours were not even, of course; the cycle of the vendetta never ends, and I wonder if Angela really believed a word she was saying or was simply trying to protect me. As it turned out, in a roundabout way, the bad blood between Borgia and Orsini would transform my life, but not yet. Not yet.

			Angela helped me to undress then tucked me into bed. The pallet stuffed with wool and horsehair felt as soft as a featherbed to my raw stomach and spinning head. Dabbing rosewater behind her ears from a small flask on the nightstand, Angela said she was returning to the dance and bade me goodnight. 

			“I’m taking the candle,” she said, and with the sudden descent of total darkness on the small room which had now become my home, I fell into a profound and dreamless sleep. I was unaware of Angela coming to bed.

			***

			I was excused attendance on Donna Lucrezia when she rose next morning, but summoned before her after the day meal in the small salon overlooking Saint Peter’s steps where she held her private audiences. Donna Lucrezia looked as though she had slept little; hectic spots of colour highlighted her cheeks like badly applied rouge and her eyes glowed like moonlight at the bottom of a lake. Though swathed in a cape of fur, she shivered intermittently, and I feared she had caught a fever. Donna Adriana was with her, and opened our interview, jowls atremble with indignation.

			“My daughter-in-law, Donna Giulia, was disappointed that you could not be presented to her last evening.”

			I bowed my head for fear the ladies would see me blushing.

			“As was His Beatitude, my father,” added Donna Lucrezia in a tone that might splinter glass, “who surprised and honoured us with his presence.”

			“Have you nothing to say, girl?”

			“I am truly sorry. I am unused to wine, and such rich food, and the emotions of the day…It will not happen again,” I finished lamely. 

			A silence ensued. The cries of hawkers vending pasties and medallions of the saints on the basilica steps came to us, muffled by the glass in the windows. Donna Lucrezia glanced out, her carefully plucked brows drawn together briefly in a frown. I remembered that the Duke of Bisceglie, the father of little Rodrigo, had received the wounds which ultimately killed him on those steps, and wondered why, if she had loved her second husband as much as the avvisi said she did, she had chosen this room for her own.

			I was surprised in this train of thought by Donna Lucrezia’s distinctive laugh. “You met my dear brother, Cesar, though,” she said, using the Catalan form of his name even though she spoke to me in Italian. I wondered if perhaps it would be better for me to leap from the window and meet my own fate on Saint Peter’s steps. If, perhaps, the duke was this very moment, hidden behind a tapestry covering a secret doorway, drawing a dagger from his belt with which to finish me.

			“I was inclined to be severe with you, but both he and Cardinal Ippolito interceded for you, so I shall be merciful. I had intended that you should have three new gowns for my wedding celebrations, but now it must be two, to offset the cost of replacing the rug you ruined. Still, I dare say, with the camorra I gave you for your baptism, and the white velvet cloak, you will manage not to disgrace me.”

			“But…”

			Donna Adriana’s eyebrows arched alarmingly. “I told you you should have interviewed this girl more closely,” she said to Donna Lucrezia in a stage whisper. “Now she is answering back.”

			“My decision does not please you?” Donna Lucrezia asked.

			“No, madonna, I mean…you are very generous. I thought you would send me back to my father.”

			“And that is what you wanted.” It was not a question, but a statement, delivered in a low, compassionate tone. “Oh, my dear.” Donna Adriana placed a warning hand on her niece’s arm, but Donna Lucrezia continued regardless. “We have to learn to want what our fathers want.”

			***

			The next few weeks sped by in a whirl of dress fittings and beauty treatments, petty, exquisite agonies of pins and hair plucking. Nor did Donna Lucrezia, conscious, no doubt, of the eyes of Duke Ercole’s envoys upon her, neglect her duties as godmother to me. She had been appointed regent at the Vatican, while the pope and Duke Valentino made a tour of inspection of the fortifications at Nepi and Civita Castellana, but nevertheless found time to accompany me to Mass every morning and to direct me in the correct ways to genuflect or cross myself or take the dry wafer these cannibals called the body of Christ, in my mouth. She supervised my needlework and singing, and graciously relented over the third gown when particularly pleased by my composition of a Petrarchan sonnet. Serene, smiling, and capable, she appeared to entertain no doubts that she would be happy with the homely man whose miniature she carried everywhere, suspended from her girdle by a gold chain.

			Only on our weekly visits to the bathhouse did she relax and admit a little good natured teasing about Don Alfonso’s broken nose and unfashionably short hair. Of the more serious rumours about him, that he had been driven mad by the French disease and was prone to violent depressions during which he raged around the streets of Ferrara as naked as the day he was born, or that he kept a string of mistresses, she would hear no mention.

			“I know all I need to about the French disease,” she once snapped at Angela, when the rest of us put her up to mention it. “You of all people should know better.”

			“Forgive me, madonna,” whispered Angela, and I felt for a moment as though I had thrown my friend to a pack of stag hounds.

			We would troop across the garden to the bathhouse in nothing but our Neapolitan wraps, loose, diaphanous garments made fashionable by the Princess Sancia. Every time I put mine on I felt more naked than if I had been wearing nothing at all, and I could see the look of disapproval on Mariam’s face as clearly as though she were watching me from behind the fig tree which shaded the garden door and dropped sticky fruit in splashes of pink on the path. Sometimes I had a fleeting sense of other eyes upon us, of looks that made me blush and feel cold all at once, and tied knots in my stomach.

			The bathhouse was fashionably disguised to look like a ruined temple, with broken marble columns and statues of plump Venuses whose noses had been deliberately knocked off, but inside it was absolutely modern. A hypocaust running under the floor kept the water warm in the deep marble tub where we lounged on steps covered by towels. Catherinella and another black slave kept a second, smaller chamber filled with fragrant steam by pouring buckets of water onto a bed of hot charcoal mixed with sandalwood and lavender. Screened from the palace by a trellis of hibiscus, emboldened by the veil of steam, we giggled and gossiped and exchanged confidences. 

			In this perfumed confessional one might admit that her belly was too prominent or her breasts too flat, while others debated the difficulty of persuading a lover to use his tongue where he would prefer to insert another part. I used to sit close to Angela, who would whisper explanations. 

			“You can’t get pregnant from a man’s tongue, nor can it pierce the hymen. And besides, it gives much greater pleasure.”

			This was not, perhaps, the carnal education my mother would have planned for me, but my mother was long dead and I had grown up in a household of men with only the taciturn Mariam for female companionship, and the uninformed speculations of the girls at Santa Clara. It shames me now to say I felt no shame then, only a hungry curiosity that seemed to lodge as much in my growing breasts and the untouchable place between my legs as in my mind. This was something my new, dear friend seemed to understand, as she drew me through the steam to her own voluptuous, golden-skinned body, stroking my arm or my thigh.

			A small mirror hung on the wall of our chamber, an oblong in a plain silver frame just large enough to show us our faces. Angela would command me to take this down from time to time and hold it at the right height for her to trim her private hair with a nail parer. There she would stand, brazen in her nakedness, her skin glowing in the light of a brazier now the weather was growing colder, telling me to move the mirror a little to the right, or up a bit, or could I prop it up on the commode and hold the candle higher so she could see better. For a time, I performed this duty without query, too proud to admit that, to me, it seemed strange and indecent. If Donna Lucrezia’s cousin thought nothing of it, then this was obviously what ladies of fashion did and I would not humiliate myself by revealing my ignorance. 

			Then, one evening when she had plucked out a stray hair with her tweezers and drawn blood from her groin, and we were already late to help Donna Lucrezia dress for a reception in the Vatican, I asked, “Why do you do this?”

			“For my sins?” she retorted with a quick laugh, then became almost serious, except for the telltale dimples in her cheeks, impressions left by her smile the way a head leaves its indent in a pillow. “Ippolito likes it.”

			“Ippolito? Cardinal Ippolito? You mean you’re...?” She had spent some nights away from her own bed recently, but had told me she was attending Donna Lucrezia, who was unwell. Donna Lucrezia was often unwell, so I had thought nothing of it.

			“You did me a favour, getting sick like that.”

			“And you let him..? I mean, you’re not married.”

			“He is very skilled.” She ran her hands over her unfashionably full breasts, down her flanks, and over the rise of her belly. “Very skilled,” she repeated. “And once his pious father dies, which can’t be long—he’s as old as Methuselah—cousin Lucrezia can find me a compliant husband, just like those men her mother has been married to. Most men are content to be cuckolded for a decent price. I swear old Della Croce used to count it an honour to have his wife poked by Uncle Rodrigo.”

			I marvelled. From the moment Angela’s eyes met those of the cardinal over my prostrate form, it seemed, she had begun planning a future for herself. 

			“Don’t say anything,” said Angela. “Not before we get our feet under the table in Ferrara.”

			“I won’t. But Angela?”

			“What?”

			“Think of Monna Vannozza.”

			“I am. Four children with Uncle Rodrigo and she still enjoys his protection, even though she’s old and ugly now. She’s set up for life.”

			“But Lucrezia loathes her, Juan’s dead, and Jofre…”

			“Cesare adores her. That has to count for something.”

			I wondered what that something might be, though felt it safer to say nothing, even to Angela. Though she was my friend, she was Cesare’s blood.

			“Oh, don’t look so po-faced,” Angela went on. “If you purse your lips that way you’ll get wrinkles. You don’t want to end up with a mouth like a dog’s bum like cousin Geronima.”

			The image banished my pain and sent me into fits of giggles. Angela started to laugh too, bent double so the little pearl of blood at the edge of her garden smeared her belly.

			“Let me clean that,” I gasped, trying to recover myself, “or would your lover like you better for torturing yourself to please him?” I sat up, spat on my kerchief, and leaned towards Angela, but before I could attend to her wound, she gathered me up in her arms and kissed me full on the mouth, the tip of her tongue flickering over my lips.

			“You need a lover of your own,” she told me, stepping back, putting her finger to my closed mouth.

			“I shall be lucky even to get a husband if we don’t make haste to wait on madonna,” I said, hoping she would not detect the tremor in my voice.

			“Come on, then, help me dress,” and she began to whirl about the small room, picking up shift and hose in time to wild dance steps, her small, brown feet stamping down the rug beside the bed and the sprigs of dried rosemary which had fallen from among our bedding. She was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen. I would have died for her then.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			Rome, October 1501

			I can feel your body as truly as if we were still dancing for Papa, when your waist was tiny and my bones did not ache as they do today in the mountain wind. Listen to me. I sound like an old man getting sentimental over his first sweetheart—which you were, of course, and are.

			We lay side by side on Angela’s bed, pressed together for warmth. It was the end of October and, while sunlight rarely found its way into our room, which faced on to an inner courtyard at the old heart of the palace, the autumn winds off the marshes surrounding the city seemed to poke their fingers everywhere. Angela lay on her back, her face smeared with a foul smelling paste of pigeons’ blood and fresh cheese ground with peach stones and pebbles steeped in milk which she swore kept her skin fair. I lay with my head beside her feet and my own feet propped on her pillows in an attempt to reduce the swelling in my ankles brought on by too much dancing in unsuitable shoes the night before.

			As the date of our departure drew closer, the celebrations for Donna Lucrezia’s marriage grew more hectic. Every day there were spectacles in the city’s squares, races, tableaux, performances by troupes of clowns and actors, and poets declaiming the virtues of Donna Lucrezia and Don Alfonso and their houses. Remorseless cannonades from the Castel Sant’Angelo shook the air. The Holy Father, who loved to sail, could not be deterred from a river excursion to Ostia, despite warnings from his astrologer and Duke Valentino’s plain observation that it was pouring with rain and looked set to do so all day. Of the musicians who accompanied us, two singers caught chills and had to be replaced and a mandolin player slipped on the wet deck of the papal barge, fell overboard, and drowned. Baby Rodrigo was sick and madonna was beside herself in case he had caught a chill too.

			Every evening, after long and elaborate dinners punctuated by theatrical or musical interludes, his indefatigable Beatitude would command the ladies to dance, so dance we did, until our feet were bleeding and the musicians’ heads nodded over their instruments. Then he would order us all outside to watch firework displays from the Belvedere or the ramparts of Sant’Angelo before, with chattering teeth and blinded eyes, we were permitted to retire. I was thankful the pope’s eye never alighted upon me with anything more than his customary, general benevolence. How any of Donna Lucrezia’s ladies found the energy to resist, then graciously submit, to his advances, I cannot imagine. Perhaps it came from contemplating how well the Farnese family had done out of Giulia, or even Donna Lucrezia herself, the bastard daughter of a Spanish upstart and an innkeeper, about to marry into the House of Este.

			Tonight, Duke Valentino was to throw a party for his sister in his private apartments. At least, Angela had remarked when the summons came, we were more likely to get a good meal. The duke, unlike his father, was famous for his appreciation of good food and wine. And we were honoured to have been asked; not all Donna Lucrezia’s ladies were to attend, as this would be an intimate function with only about fifty guests.

			“How you can think of food with the stench of that paste in your nostrils I don’t know.” It was doubly offensive to me, the mixture of blood and cheese; my senses were proving slow students of Christianity.

			“Don’t be so serious, Donata. And don’t make me talk any more; it’s all cracking round my mouth.” We lay for a while in silence, nothing but the soft hiss of tallow from our candles and, once, a crash followed by raised voices from across the courtyard in the direction of the palace kitchens. Then Angela suddenly said, “Donata. It’s such a pompous name, so...pious. You need a nickname.”

			“And Angela isn’t? Pious, I mean.”

			“Not at all. Angels simply are; gifts must be given and received and thanks made and all that. It’s too complicated. Besides, Lucifer was an angel. Angels have some side to them.”

			“So what are you going to call me? Lucifer?”

			“I don’t know. It will come to me. Now, help me wash this off. We had better not be late for cousin Cesare. I’m dying to see what La Fiammetta is wearing.”

			I tried to focus my mind on the notorious Fiammetta, the flame-haired Florentine courtesan who was the duke’s current mistress, as I helped Angela wipe the beauty treatment from her face. Yet I found myself wondering what our rabbi would think if he could see me now, irredeemably unclean of body and mind. Then realised I didn’t care; outcast I might be, but with Angela’s newly clean skin beneath my fingers, I felt a sense of belonging I believed I had left behind in Toledo.

			***

			I should have known; I should have realised what the duke must think of me, that his invitation was not a compliment, nor even an insult. He had simply selected those he thought suitable to participate in the entertainment he had in mind, and of course, given the circumstances of our first encounter, he would think me suitable.

			Insofar as he lived anywhere, the duke lived, not in his palace of San Clemente in the old Borgo which, for as long as I knew it, was in a continuous state of reconstruction, but in a suite of rooms directly above his father’s in the Vatican. These rooms had once belonged to Prince Djem and, despite the Holy Father’s ironic gift to Elisabetta Senese, retained much of the oriental opulence with which the prince of the Turks had surrounded himself. We dined at low tables, reclining on cushions like the ancients. Candles scented with vanilla and sandalwood sparkled in ornate brass stands, and the drowsy, sensual air was trapped by heavy curtains in some dark velvet. 

			Men and women dined together, young gentlemen of the duke’s household, some of whom I recognised, a handful of the younger cardinals, solid blocks of scarlet among the shifting, shimmering silks and brocades of the ladies, a great many of whom, though they seemed perfectly at home here, I had never seen before. Donna Lucrezia lounged beside her father who, in consideration of his age and exalted status, sat in an ornately carved chair with one foot resting on a cushion and the other, in which he had the gout, propped on the shoulder of a small black boy who knelt before him.

			But the duke himself was nowhere to be seen. All through dinner he failed to appear until, just as the servants were clearing the fruit course and the musicians were shuffling the music on their stands to find the dances, the great double doors to the room swung open and he entered, preceded by two men in his red and gold livery, a tall, red-haired woman on his arm whom I took to be La Fiammetta. Beside her, the duke, clad as always in plain black and wearing very little jewellery, seemed almost to disappear among the shadows beyond the light of the scented candles. She was magnificent, with creamy skin and an erect bearing that made me think of the classical marble statues decorating the new facades of the great palaces such as our own Santa Maria. Except for the depth of her décolleté and the boldness of her makeup, you might easily mistake her for a great lady rather than a courtesan. She was, apparently, a skilled musician and could recite most of Ovid from memory, though some said that was because she put so many of the recommendations of the Ars Amatoria into practice with her lovers.

			We rose and bowed, a somewhat ragged obeisance as those who had already drunk more wine than was good for them stumbled over cushions. La Fiammetta knelt to His Holiness and kissed his ring, and bowed over Donna Lucrezia’s hand, but surveyed the rest of us with imperious disdain. Duke Valentino’s wife and daughter remained at the French court, hostages, some said, for her husband’s good behaviour. La Fiammetta was queen of Rome. The duke handed her into a cushioned space beside Donna Lucrezia; Donna Lucrezia moved readily enough to make room for her, but the air between them seemed jagged and frosty, as though the light and warmth of the perfumed candles could not penetrate there. Clearly they were not friends.

			The duke himself went to stand behind his father’s chair and was soon deep in discussion with the Holy Father, their heads bent together, the duke’s arm stretched along the back of his father’s chair while His Holiness’ pet monkey raced up and down it as far as its gold chain would extend. The girl who had somehow insinuated herself into the blessed lap was swatted away like a tiresome insect when she tried to nibble the pope’s ear. Then, with a sudden, loud laugh, the duke knocked the monkey aside, straightened up and, business at an end, began to survey the room as he planned his assault upon his guests. I realised, with a sensation of trapped birds struggling behind my ribs, that his face was set in my direction.

			Perhaps he wished only to greet his cousin, who was sitting beside me. But no. He had crossed the room in a few long, light-footed strides, and his body now inclined towards me in a shallow bow. I struggled to my feet and managed a tolerable curtsey despite being entangled in cushions and Angela’s skirts. I bit my lip as my shin struck the low table edge.

			“Well, Signorina Donata, you are steadier on your feet than the last time I saw you.”

			I felt the flush bloom on my cheeks as though my head had been thrust into a pan of boiling water. Cardinal Ippolito, seated at Angela’s other side, sniggered. I could think of nothing to say, but I had to say something or the duke would think me rude.

			“It had been a very emotional day for me, your grace. I regret my…lack of control.”

			“Holy Mother Church can have that effect on some people,” he replied, with a savage disdain that made me forget myself and glance up at his face.

			I had never seen the duke unmasked before. Angela said he kept his face covered because it was marred by the scars of the French disease and he was absurdly vain. I could not have told you if this was the case or not, could not have told you what he looked like, except that he seemed younger than I had expected. And that I knew, in less than the space of a breath, his face was the prism through which I would see the whole world from now on, the yardstick by which I would measure the beauty of every face. And that he understood my feelings, and that for this moment, if for no other, his beauty was a gift reserved only for me.

			Don Cesare took my hand in his and brushed my palm with his lips. He was not wearing gloves and I noticed he had a powder burn on the back of his right hand, a smudged grey tattoo just behind the middle knuckle. Of all the memories of him I carry in my heart, this is one of the tenderest. It showed me he was a man, who could be damaged. Who could be loved.

			“Will you dance with me, Donata?”

			“If my lady permits it, your grace.”

			“Oh, she will permit it. And she will permit you to call me Cesare.”

			I was aware of Angela looking at me, her expression blended of amusement, curiosity, and a trace of anxiety. My eyes were drawn to her, but they were held by Cesare as firmly as he now held my hand, with a slight, delicious crush. 

			Emboldened, I said, “If you wish me to dance, sir…Cesare, you must let me go. I fear the table stands between me and the dance floor.”

			“Step up. It’s surely not too high for you.” He smiled, a boy’s smile, showing very white teeth. “Or are you less good at physical gymnastics than spiritual ones?”

			Uncertain what he was talking about, I said, “The reverse, I think,” and stepped up on to the table in response to his light tug on my arm. A shout of laughter and a burst of applause came from the direction of the pope’s chair as Cesare placed his hands either side of my waist and lifted me down. A bowl of marzipan roses crashed to the floor, dislodged by the hem of my skirt. Various dogs crept out from beneath the tables and snaffled the sweets, among them the same old blind hound I recognised from my last, humiliating encounter with its master, its scrawny neck now weighed down by a gem-encrusted collar. For a moment, Cesare paused, watching the dogs, then hailed one of the slaves and gave him some instructions I did not hear because just then, seeing the duke step out on to the floor, the musicians struck up a pavane. The French dances were all the fashion since the duke had taken a French wife.

			Couples formed behind us as we led the dance. The pavane, my dancing master taught me, should be performed with a stately grace, the couples always two arms’ lengths apart and no more than palms touching. Clearly, Cesare and I had not shared the same dancing master; the pavane as he performed it had grace, certainly, but little in the way of stateliness. When I offered my palm, he interlaced my fingers with his own; when I attempted to walk through a turn, he seized me by my waist, whispering to me how he marvelled at its smallness, and whirled me around, holding me so close I could smell wine and cloves on his breath and feel his heartbeat, the flex of the muscles in his thighs, his arousal which thrilled me then made me feel ashamed of myself. All the time we danced his dark gaze held mine, and though I could not mistake the desire in his eyes, I was unnerved by a sense that this was just what he wanted me to see, that he could control those vital spirits that originate in the heart and show themselves in the eyes with the same easy competence that made him disdain the proper rules of the dance.

			“You perform the pavane most…originally, my lord,” I said, trying to restore our communion to a proper level of decency.

			“You have a quarrel with my style?” He paused for the space of a heartbeat, his brows arched in surprise. No one else could possibly have noticed, so quickly did he rediscover his rhythm.

			“If we do not dance according to the rules, surely we disrespect the music, and music is the voice given us by the Almighty with which to worship Him, is it not? Ficino says…”

			“Ficino, is it? So you are an educated girl.” He pinched my waist. “Good. My illustrious sister should have intelligent women about her, or she is as a princess clothed in rags.”

			“In which her beauty would shine all the brighter by contrast.”

			“And now will you quote me your drawing master? Much more of this sparring and I shall lose my footing utterly and,” lowering his voice to a whisper so I felt the words rather than heard them, a hot breath against my ear, “fall helpless into your arms. Did anyone ever tell you your earlobes are just the colour of lokum? I am very good at making lokum, you know, one day I will show you.” He grazed one of my rose candy lobes with his even teeth.

			It dawned on me now that those women whom I had not recognised were other honest prostitutes, courtesans like La Fiammetta who pursued their trade discreetly, in houses set up for them by their wealthy lovers. Perhaps I was no better, but I did not care. Dizzy from the dance, ecstatic with longing, I thought no further than the next moment he would put his arms around me and press his body to mine. La Fiammetta could go and count her gold. Cesare was mine. Surely he must love me more than her. I, after all, was a virgin, and had he not once rounded up all the virgins in Capua and had them locked in a tower for his pleasure?

			And then I was alone. The music ended and, though the world was still spinning about me, I stood still in the middle of it, abandoned, the impression of Cesare fading from my flesh as it cooled. As quickly as he had sought me out, he had left me, back across the room to sit between his mistress and Donna Lucrezia, one hand on La Fiammetta’s knee, his head resting against his sister’s shoulder. Servants were removing the candelabra from the tables and placing them at intervals around the floor. Angela was beckoning me back to my seat, as some of the prostitutes formed up, somewhat raggedly among the lamp stands, for another dance, chattering parrots in a forest of lights. I made my way back to her side as the band struck up a sarabande. Turning her back momentarily on Ippolito, she gripped my hand and looked at me with concern, but I felt only Cesare’s fingers pressed into my flesh. Though I was close enough to her to feel the race of her heart as Ippolito stroked her thigh, I was already, fatally, beyond her.

			On the dance floor, as the women came together in formation, they were not so much pressing hands as fondling one another, unlacing bodices and unhooking skirts, shrugging and stepping out of their clothes in time to the music. This was like no sarabande I had ever seen, and I averted my eyes. I looked, or so I told myself, to Donna Lucrezia for guidance. Surely she could not consider such a display suitable for mixed company, especially for a lady about to marry, even if it was for the third time. The gaze that met mine, however, was not Donna Lucrezia’s but her brother’s. Of course. What else had I intended?

			Boldly, I smiled. With a peremptory nod in the direction of the dancing prostitutes, he made it plain I should watch them, not him. My smile froze and dropped. That was his pleasure, then, not to make love to me but to humiliate me with this spectacle of naked flesh. Or perhaps his interest did not extend even that far; as I dragged my gaze from him to the dance floor, I saw him turn away, giving all his attention to La Fiammetta as he slipped the hand with the powder burn inside the neck of her gown. Through the shimmer of my tears, I stared at the dancers’ undulating flesh, pink and brown, bare nipples staring back at me as though they were those creatures described in the Letter of Prester John that have no heads but whose faces are located on their torsos with eyes where the nipples should be.

			More servants now entered, all in Cesare’s quartered livery with his name emblazoned across the backs of their tunics. They bore wide, flat dishes of roast chestnuts, which they scattered about the floor like farmers casting seed. Dropping to their hands and knees, the prostitutes began to scavenge for these, crawling among the lamp stands so buttocks and thighs and hanging bellies loomed in and out of the candlelight. Some simply picked the nuts up in handfuls and crammed them into their mouths; some scooped them up with lascivious tongues. Yet others, balancing the nuts on the very edges of the tables, managed to clench them in the openings to their women’s parts, then, squatting before the young men of Cesare’s household, invited them to help themselves. This they did, with hands or mouths as the fancy took them, eliciting enthusiastic applause from Cesare and his father.

			Though the musicians played imperturbably on, an intense stillness settled on the spectators which felt like silence. Men and women alike watched with faces carefully composed to mask their excitement as Cesare’s gentlemen, replete with chestnuts, began to copulate with the prostitutes on the dance floor, the Holy Father shouting instruction and encouragement the way the owners of prize fighters do from the edges of the piazze on festival days. The watchers began to shift in their seats, hands disappeared beneath folds of linen and silk, conversation dwindled to rustles, low moans, an occasional grunt as a disturbing, intimate musk began to mingle with stale sweat, camphor from disturbed clothing, and the exotic perfume of the candles. Appalled and fascinated by turns, I wondered if I was the only one in the room whose hands still lay in her own lap.

			I glanced at Angela, slack-jawed and lazy-eyed, stroking Ippolito’s crotch while his fingers scrabbled in her cleavage. I shifted my gaze cautiously in Donna Lucrezia’s direction, fearful of what I might see, yet hoping she would be too preoccupied to notice if I slipped away. She was sitting bolt upright, her knees still tucked under her but her body as straight as if she had been laced too tight and could not breathe. Next to her, Cesare and his mistress were sunk in a long kiss. As though she sensed me looking at her, she turned her head in my direction and bestowed on me a look of such misery it branded itself there and then in my memory, though it would be a long time before I understood it. 

			Cesare, disentangling himself from La Fiammetta’s creamy limbs, signed the musicians to cease playing. The couples on the dance floor began to separate, Cesare’s young men straightening their clothes sheepishly, flushed as if they had been caught with a maidservant by the family priest. The prostitutes dressed themselves more languorously, lacing one another and tidying each other’s hair, exchanging secret jokes and low laughter as they did so. I imagined this was how they behaved when the men left and they could relax, and that they were not much different from Angela and me, curled up together for warmth in her bed or mine, gossiping about our fellow ladies-in-waiting, their clothes, their beaux, their courtly accomplishments or lack of them.

			A knock came at the doors and Master Burchard, the papal master of ceremonies, sidled into the room, bowed, and said something to Cesare. Seeing him in his sober robes, his grey beard spread over his chest, was like seeing my father. Though we were exempt from the rules about Jewish dress because of my father’s relationship with the Vatican, he always dressed modestly, in long, dark-coloured gowns with, perhaps, a little squirrel trim in winter. A sullen ember gathered in my chest, anger with myself for caving in to my father’s suggestions for my advancement so thoroughly I now yearned more for a look from Cesare’s black eyes than I did for a pure heart or a clear conscience. But anger also against my father’s ambition. For deserting my mother and me to build himself a fortune in Rome. It was his fault. All this.

			Servants were carrying silver bound chests into the room, which they placed before Cesare, Donna Lucrezia, and His Holiness, then opened the lids and knelt beside them. Cesare announced that prizes would be given to the men who, in the opinion of himself, his illustrious sister, and the Holy Father, had displayed the greatest prowess with the prostitutes. In the event of disagreement, he added, with something between a smirk and a sneer, La Fiammetta would, with her great experience, be the final arbiter. Applause and whistles greeted the prize winners, who received silken doublets, hats, Spanish leather shoes, and embroidered shirts. We had been busy embroidering shirts lately. We had thought they were for Don Alfonso d’Este, or for the squires and pages who were to accompany Donna Lucrezia to Ferrara. Well, perhaps they were; it was impossible to tell in the smoky light.

			After the prize giving, though the party looked set to continue into the daylight hours, Donna Lucrezia rose to leave and we filed out behind her, each dropping our curtsey to the pope and Cesare. He will give me some sign, I thought, he is bound to acknowledge what we shared on the dance floor. But many other couples had shared much more on that dance floor since we performed the pavane together, and Cesare was far more concerned with the setting of tables for cards than with bidding his sister’s waiting women a good night. So engrossed was I in my disappointment, I did not notice Angela slip away until I found myself, once again, alone in our room, struggling with my laces by the light of a single candle, shivering under the covers in my shift to which the perfume of vanilla and sandalwood, and something else, feral and sharp, still clung.

			***

			The nights were worst. During the hours of daylight, as the date set for our departure grew closer and the wedding celebrations intensified, there was no time for thought or remembering. In the mornings, after Mass, we sat with Donna Lucrezia in her private apartments and did our needlework, taking turns to read, sometimes from the Lives of the Saints or the letters of Saint Catherine, of whom madonna was particularly fond, sometimes poetry or romances teeming with lovelorn knights and cold-hearted ladies. What was wrong with me, I wondered, that I identified more with the knights than the ladies? Then, more often than not, there were engagements for the day meal followed by spectacles and entertainments laid on for the visiting Ferrarese. Cardinal Ippolito had now been joined in Rome by his brother, Don Ferrante. The Holy Father’s desire to impress his new in-laws was unremitting; even Cesare, it was rumoured, had taken to receiving embassies while lying in bed, so exhausted was he by the old man’s pace.

			But though we tumbled into bed each night worn out from dancing and marvelling at the tableaux, the banquets, the feats of acrobats and castrati, I could not sleep. My throbbing head and aching feet were as nothing to the lust that burned in my belly like the fires I imagined Cesare’s sappers might set below the walls of a fortress. Often it made me cry. I believed I was going mad. How was it possible so to miss something you had never had?

			I was frequently alone. Angela would touch my hand in farewell and slip silently away to meet her lover as soon as we had prepared Donna Lucrezia for bed. If I had not been so absorbed in my own longings, I would have noticed that their affair had developed to a dangerous intensity. Angela had become reckless, sometimes going to him even in the middle of the day, should Donna Lucrezia be writing letters or seeing petitioners and have more need of her secretary than of us. If she had not been so wrapped up in Ippolito, she would have noticed sooner than she did what was happening to me.

			“What is it?” she demanded crossly, one night when her monthly courses had condemned her to chastity. “Are you still homesick or something?”

			I thought of how Cesare had admired my hair. So fair, he had murmured. As a maid, I wore my hair loose, then, with only a narrow silver circlet to keep it off my face. So like…then he broke off, as though he could not think of an appropriate likeness, or wondered if a soldier should pay a lady so personal a compliment, or leave it to the poets. “No,” I said. “Angela, is it true about the virgins of Capua?”

			“Ah,” she said as enlightenment dawned. “I suppose it had to happen.” She laughed. “I think it’s more likely cousin Cesare had to lock himself in a tower to protect himself from the voracious virgins than the other way around.”

			“Oh. I suppose so.”

			In the dark, I heard her sigh, then a rustling of bed-clothes and the click and rasp of flints striking. I looked across at her, acutely aware in the sudden flare of candlelight of my swollen eyelids and red nose.

			“Come here,” said Angela, holding out her hand. I climbed into bed beside her and sat hugging my knees. Angela put an arm around my shoulders. “Don’t do this to yourself. He isn’t worth it.” 

			She lied. 

			Earlier that day, Cesare had given a display of bullfighting in Saint Peter’s Square, and we had watched from the loggia above the front door of Santa Maria. A cold, needling rain was driven against our faces by a wind from the river, but the weather had failed to deter the crowds who jostled the barricades set up around the square and warmed themselves with little hot pasties stamped with the arms of Este and Borgia. The vendors were specially licensed by His Holiness, in exchange for a cut of the proceeds. The Romans tend to see little difference between a Spaniard and a Jew, and they may be right. And though they are quick to blame either for all their misfortunes, two Spanish customs they cannot resist are bullfights and gambling with cards.

			The square was pitted and churned by the wheeling of bulls and horses. Flags and banners snapped in the wind, compounding the fury of the bulls already roused to foaming, snorting rage by the work of picadors and banderilleros. Cesare dispatched each bull alone, on foot, using only a light sword. He relied solely on his own quickness and accuracy to triumph over the power and cunning of the animals. He danced with the bulls, twisting, sidestepping; he flirted, luring them on to the point of his sword whose fine blade he sunk deep into the place between the shoulder blades where the straight path to the heart begins.

			He killed four bulls that way, with grace, precision, and perfect ruthlessness, and when he had made his final kill, he cut off the ear of the bull and presented it to his sister. A dwarf brought it, a black velvet purse of gristle on a small gold salver, up to our balcony, while Cesare stood below and bowed to madonna, his hair, bound with black ribbon into a thick braid, falling over one shoulder. He was naked to the waist, his skin glistening with sweat and rain, patterned with mud and blood as though he were one of the painted savages of the New World. 

			All the women leaned towards him like flowers turning their heads to the sun, including Angela, even cousin Geronima, whose corset of boiled leather creaked slightly like a new saddle, even Catherinella, her black, tattooed face shining, and the plump, sensible woman who had charge of the two little boys, Rodrigo and Giovanni, the Infant of Rome, who pressed his tearful face even more firmly into her bosom as she shifted her position. 

			Though I do not think anyone other than me went on looking once Donna Lucrezia had acknowledged the gift of the ear and he had turned away. I do not think anyone else noticed the way he squared his shoulders, bringing the shoulder blades up and together as though he longed to have wings, to be able to take off and be somewhere else. 

			“He is. I love him; I’m sure I do.”

			She gave a snort of laughter. “No you don’t. You’ve had one dance with him, that’s all.”

			“And how long had you known Ippolito when..?”

			“That’s not love, you silly goose; that’s scratching an itch.”

			“Well I have more than an itch; I have a terrible pain.”

			“Tell me, where does it hurt?” She touched my breast. “Here?” I clutched at the neck of my nightgown; my body was Cesare’s and his alone. But Angela pushed me back against the pillows, her palm flat against my breastbone, then slid her hand down my body, pausing at the base of my belly, the warmth without meeting the warmth within. “Here?” she whispered, moving her hand lower, prospecting with her knowing fingers. I tried to press my legs together, but instead they parted. She lifted my nightgown and stroked me, my belly and thighs, the folds and pleats of my private flesh, exclaiming in a low voice at the darkness of the hair. 

			“There you are a Jew,” she said.

			Then her fingers found a place which felt like the seat of my pain, for as she stroked it hurt so exquisitely I was forced to arch my back and would have cried out had Angela not silenced me with her tongue in my mouth. Yet hurt is not the right word for it because it would have hurt more if she had stopped what she was doing, until the point came where I felt as if not only my clothes but my skin had been peeled from my body leaving my nerve ends singing in the air warmed by Angela’s breath, fragrant with her sweat and her favourite tuberose perfume. I wanted to beg her to stop, but only animal noises came out of my mouth. She seemed to understand, though, because she straightened my nightgown and lay quietly beside me, her big, dark, Borgia eyes gazing into mine, her hair with the red lights in it entangled with mine on the pillow.

			“Now what do you feel?” she asked softly.

			“Free,” I said, without knowing that was what I was going to say.

			“You see?”

			But the second I had said the word, it had escaped me, and the space it left filled with embarrassment, guilt, and a yearning for Cesare which felt like a hunger for whatever had happened to happen again, or maybe for marzipan. I was so tired I could no longer distinguish between my senses.

			“Go to sleep, little goose,” murmured Angela, kissing my forehead, “the world is such a big, bad place.”

			I remembered, as I sank into sleep, that today was the 10th of Tevet, when Jews fast in memory of the siege of Jerusalem by King Nebuchadnezzar. A day of solemn repentance, marking the beginning of our wanderings, which will not cease until God thinks we have suffered enough to assuage His disappointment. How glad I was to have gone to bed on a full belly, I thought, burrowing into the bedclothes which smelled, oddly, of salt and iron and onions, and reminded me of the night of the chestnut feast.
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