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Prologue
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‘Bad Omens Gather’

Rome, August 1638

Despite the great heat the man is hurrying – half walking, half running – through the streets of Rome.

It is mid-morning, the sun is high and all those who are gainfully employed are hard at work. The roads throng with sellers and the air hums with the strident percussion of stonemasons and carpenters; a strange, clanging, sawing anthem played for the glorification of God.

Bad omens are gathering, so say the superstitious. This heat, they whisper, is lethal. The old and the sick – their bodies already dry from age and ague – are dying quicker than they can be buried.

Then there was that Barnabite priest, on his knees, praying in the San Carlo ai Catinari when he was struck by lightning. Tell me that is not a sign of divine displeasure?

Someone’s neighbour heard from her sister’s friend that the holy father was covered in lesions, great fronds of fire creeping across his body as he drew his last breath. Not to mention the Jewish quarter being set ablaze, flames tearing through the tinderbox houses.

It is all a sign.

Dust flies up from the man’s feet, covering his breeches, gritting his eyes, causing him to spit out dry grime from his mouth. He feels intensely alive. More alive than he has ever felt before. His body quivers, delighting in the quickening of muscles which tense and stretch against his bones with each step.

This man is a servant to an artist – a famous sculptor who creates the likenesses of popes and kings from marble – so real people think the stone heads might start talking at any moment.

The manservant carries two flagons of wine. His palms are slick, wet with sweat, and he is glad for the twine which has been twisted around the top of each bottle, to prevent slippage. He grips harder, the harsh fibres of the rope pushing against his palms, rubbing small welts into the skin, but he does not register this mortification of flesh.

In the pocket of the servant’s breeches is a razor, carefully folded in against itself. He feels the reassuring heft of it, banging in a constant rhythm – thud, thud, thud – against his leg as he scurries on. The blade is the type artists use. Finest money can buy. The edge of its gleaming metal has been shaved against the whetstone, sharpened for the particular purpose of harm.

The servant has his orders. Very specific instructions. Today he shall deliver justice. He hastens, heart pounding with the potential, the possibility, the anticipation of his deed.




Cast of Characters

Costanza, Her Family and Friends

Costanza Piccolomini

a twenty-two-year-old woman

living in Rome, Italy

Matteo Bonucelli

Costanza’s husband, a sculptor

Leonardo

Costanza’s father

Tiberia

Costanza’s stepmother

Cecilia

Costanza’s teenage stepsister

Michele

Costanza’s younger stepbrother

Cleria

Costanza’s younger stepsister

Giuliana

Costanza’s best friend

Marco

Giuliana’s husband

Tomasso

Giuliana’s son

Luciana

Costanza’s frenemy

Riva

Costanza’s friend

Bluma

Riva’s girlfriend

Mazzi

the midwife

Nino Marotta

the apothecary

Francesco Neve

the barber surgeon

Livia

Costanza’s maid

Widow Vanna Falto

Costanza’s neighbour

Sourpuss

Costanza’s cat

Bess

Costanza’s puppy

The Bernini Court

Lorenzo Bernini

the sculptor

Luigi

Lorenzo’s younger brother, also a sculptor

Pietro

Lorenzo’s father, also a sculptor

Angelica

Lorenzo’s mother

Dorotea

Lorenzo’s older sister

Stefano

Lorenzo’s manservant

Ranallo

the Bernini family lawyer

Paolo Panzetti

a sculptor and art dealer

Caterina Panzetti

Paolo’s wife

Giametta

Caterina’s maid

Finelli

a sculptor who formerly worked with Lorenzo

Andrea

a sculptor at the Fabbrica workshop

Vincenzo

a sculptor at the Fabbrica workshop

Thibault Martinet

an artist friend of Lorenzo’s

Makepeace

an envoy from the English Court

Giovanni

Caterina’s dance master

Franco Fortuna

a bear baiter

Elena Merletto

a sex worker

Ennio Balotelli

a cloth merchant

Cristoforo

a society tailor

Catherine Tezio

Lorenzo’s betrothed

The Vatican & The Law

Pope Paul V

declared Lorenzo a child prodigy

Pope Urban VIII

Lorenzo’s patron

Cardinal Barberini

nephew of Urban VIII and Lorenzo’s boss

The Governatore

Marcello Sagese

a member of the sbirri, the street police

The Fallen Women

Rosa

Lisbetta

Serafina

Carlotta

Silvia

Lucia

Frederica

Carmina

The Sisters of The Casa Pia

The Abbess

Sister Benedicta

 the welcoming party

Sister Chiara

the welcoming party

Sister Zita

runs the infirmary

Sister Apollonia

serves the women

Sister Illuminata

supervises the washroom

Sister Lidwina

a clerk to the Abbess

Sister Perseveranza

serves the women




Part I




Chapter One
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‘Beginnings’

Rome, January 1636

It is January, named for the god Janus. A heathen. The god of endings and new beginnings, who looked both ways, backwards and forth. Some days the sun rises low, bathing the city of Rome in honeyed light, soft and warm like a baby’s breath. On others, the cold runs through you like a sword.

This is such a day.

Two cups of ruby port are set upon the table at which I am sat, which has been so scrubbed with lemon and salt, so as to be almost bleached of colour. My toes feel tight in my best stockings, which have been carefully smoothed along my sturdy calves and tied prettily at the knee with scarlet ribbon. To aid fertility. I push my feet against the floor, which has been swept and mopped. All about there is an air of respectable tidiness, scented with citrus and anticipation.

Given our lodgings are but two rooms, and sparsely furnished, you could be forgiven for thinking such cleaning is quick work. It is not. I have spent the best part of the day, petticoats tucked about my waist, hair stuck to my face, making good this place. The bed curtains are shaken, mattress aired, the linen washed and folded, and my mother’s precious silver candlesticks gleam. I sigh and pick at my nails where the skin is raw. I have an uncommon loathing for mopping, and dusting, and scrubbing.

Sprucing myself is a pastime I like better: rubbing at my face with secret preparations of broad beans soaked in honey and goats’ milk. With my high forehead, I’m not as pretty as some, so it is not as much vanity as sensible to enhance my finer attributes.

The bell of Sant’Andrea delle Fratte chimes four times, sonorous and low.

My husband is late.

I reach for the cup. The first sip tastes of false pleasure, a rosy merriment slipping easily into my empty belly. I turn my face to the fire and close my eyes, like a cat seeking warmth. I have set a blaze going in each of our rooms; my stepmother, Tiberia, would be appalled.

‘Two fires?’ I imagine her rasping. ‘I didn’t bring you up to be so profligate. Such taste for extravagance must come from your mother. Whatever happened to putting on a shawl?’

I think on this for a moment. Despite my being hot-humoured, it is a wickedly cold night. Bending down, I pick up another log from the basket at my feet, weighing its pleasing heaviness in my hand.

Tiberia is not mistress of this house; I, Costanza Piccolomini am. And what’s more, my husband, Matteo Bonucelli, is making his way in the world. He has a new commission from Lorenzo Bernini.

The Bernini.

‘It is because of my prayers,’ Tiberia had said with lips pursed while preparing the meal last Sunday. ‘I asked for a sign that Matteo would be favoured,’ she continued. ‘That a door would open, and an abundance would be provided for my family. And so, it has come to pass.’

I had continued stirring the pot in silence. My stepmother is often more pleased with herself than she ought to be. It was not Tiberia’s prayers but my husband’s talents that caught the eye of Lorenzo Bernini.

For Bernini is a man who knows carving, who works miracles with Carrera marble, turning unyielding rock into the softest flesh which quivers and ripples. A man whose talent can recreate the intricacies of the finest lace from densest stone. What’s more, Lorenzo Bernini is famous throughout the Christian world. An intimate of the Pope, feted by princes. Hailed by anyone who knows but a sliver about art as the greatest sculptor in all of Europe.

I casually aim the small log I am holding into the flames. Tiberia was right about one thing: my husband’s new commission means a little more abundance in our modest household, so why should I not enjoy a modicum of luxury?

Finally, I hear Matteo’s footsteps. There could be a hundred gentlemen climbing the stairs and I would pick out my husband’s tread every time. Heavy, like an ox, with a stomp of such conviction and verisimilitude that no one could doubt, here comes an honest man.

The door swings open, and Matteo’s broad body fills the frame. Being so tall, he must tip his head as he enters.

‘Evening wife. How do?’ he asks. Then he walks across my newly cleaned floor, big, dirty boots flaking ghostly footsteps of marble dust as he goes. Heat surges in my belly; I stand abruptly, all ragged, red with wrath.

‘Mind my floor, you careless man!’ I want to cry. ‘With your great, hulking boots. Such scrubbing took me an age.’

But I am mindful my evening will not be bettered by a scold’s tongue. Instead, I press down the thought, stretch out my hands and greet my husband with a gentle smile.

‘I am well, husband.’ My eyes flicker to the floor momentarily. ‘How fared your day?’

‘Cold. But mustn’t complain.’

Matteo sits in his usual chair, as I kneel at his feet helping to shrug off the offending boots.

Not taking his eyes off me, he leans down to kiss me on the cheek. ‘You are a good wife,’ he says. Such words quell my heat, like river water poured on fire. I know I am lucky to have a good husband: one who is neither idle, nor insolent, nor always intoxicated. Despite his dirty feet, in our four years of marriage Matteo has never once thundered at me, unlike some of the other men of our district. Neighbours who belch such mean-spirited words at their wives – sometimes I fancy I can see their hate-scented breath rising like a fog in the night.

‘Here.’ I stand and hand him the drink ready and waiting on the table. He swallows it in two gulps, before giving me the empty cup to be refilled. ‘We shall eat before we leave.’

I fetch more port, then slice dried sausage into thin discs, dropping them in steady regularity onto the pewter plate, which is near worn through in places. The rust-oil bleeds onto my fingers, staining them the colour of red earth and leaving my skin infused with the scent of sweet paprika and garlic.

Matteo eats with relish, and I watch in fond satisfaction. There is something very becoming about the way he opens his lips wide, revealing teeth so huge that Jupiter himself would be proud. We talk of his new commission, sculpting cherubs for St Peter’s Basilica at the Fabbrica, God’s workshop, where men sweat and toil, carving stone and casting bronze.

The soft boom of Matteo’s voice fills the room, even though it is scratched by the dust he breathes, and his sandy whiskers dance delightfully on his chin as he talks. Through mouthfuls of sausage, he tells me of the designs he has been given. Plump putti with celestial curls, fat, impish fingers and a smile dancing on their full, little lips.

When Matteo talks of Lorenzo Bernini – the chief architect – ‘Il Cavaliere’ as he calls him – it is as if he is describing a deity. A prodigious talent, a human marvel, who has such dexterity with a chisel that the men of the Fabbrica workshop can only gawp at. Movement, motion, drama, theatre: Bernini’s sculptures have it all. Such awe is most unusual coming from my husband, a man of such evenness he could rival the baker’s scales.

After he has eaten, I bring fresh linen and Matteo strips in front of the fire, his strong body flexing in the low light. ‘We should make haste,’ he says, fastening his doublet. ‘The men will be gathering, and we don’t want to be late.’

I feel a flash of annoyance. I was waiting a long while. ‘There was no need to collect me. I could have walked myself. I know these streets well enough.’

‘What, and have people say that Matteo Bonucelli does not take care of his wife? The streets are not safe. To walk alone is to invite trouble, for the only women who walk abroad are the harlots from the brothels, now they are closed.’

I am fastening my cape, but my back straightens as I turn. ‘You think I would be mistook for a harlot?’

‘Nay,’ Matteo responds carefully, while pulling on the affronting boots. ‘I am saying men care not if you are – or aren’t – a strumpet. They will have you regardless.’

‘Men are a menace,’ I say, throwing back the hood. ‘Well . . . most.’ I catch his eye in conciliation and he offers me a smile.

‘Gloves and lantern?’

I place my husband’s mittens on the table. They are well-knitted in rough brown wool, not by my hand, but by the neat, flying fingers of Tiberia. ‘Shall I leave the fire?’

‘Put the guard up, but leave it lit.’

A small smile creeps about my lips in eager anticipation of my husband’s embrace, he wants the place warm and ready for us when we return.




Chapter Two
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‘The Weakness of Woman’

January 1636

The sunlight is fading as we step out of the house, the ground glittering with ice crystals that crunch underfoot. As I turn my face into the street a cruel wind whips through the air, wrapping us in a blanket of freezing haze so that our breath billows in clouds.

To reach the inn, we must walk towards the River Tiber, that wending stretch of water which has succoured Rome for centuries. In times gone by, such was the greatness of this old city that people lived right up to its walled boundaries. Now, most of the poor cling like rats to the riverbank, persuaded by neither land nor healthy air to move to the edges. There is no money to be made among grass and cows; coins only flow where popes and cardinals reside.

And make no mistake, coins are flowing, specifically into the hands of the architects and goldsmiths, the artists, urban planners, masons, bricklayers and plumbers. This city is once again a building site. The haphazard streets of Imperial Rome are disappearing to make way for huge, processional avenues linking breathtaking basilicas to star-pointed piazzas, in which stand wondrous Egyptian obelisks, shipped to Rome by slave hands. At every corner there are chapels in their infancy, the groundworks of neat, new townhouses, and great columned civic buildings, half-constructed. The foundations of a renewed Catholic majesty.

As we cross the Via del Corso I draw my cloak closer. Matteo’s legs are long and stride at a pace unnatural to any but a giant. He is ahead of me, and I find myself tripping to match him, my feet running against my pattens despite them being old and well-worn.

‘I beg you do not hurry so,’ I shout to Matteo, my chest feeling the knife-cut of cold air as I breathe. It’s a relief when he slows to accommodate my teetering tread on the treacherous road. As I catch up, Matteo loops his arm in mine, which both surprises and comforts me. He doesn’t often show his affection in public, and I catch myself hoping that some of the district may see. Wanting to maintain the proximity, I begin to chat.

‘I do not think I know any of the gentlemen who will be in attendance tonight. Perhaps you could tell me who will be there, so I might make good conversation?’

Matteo gives an affectionate laugh. ‘I have never known you lost for words, wife. You find something of interest in everyone. And they in you.’

‘That may be so, but to be forewarned is good . . . is it not?’

‘True enough. Well. There will be Andrea, who works with me on the putti. And Vincenzo . . .’

‘New to the city,’ I interject. ‘From a village beyond Pisa. Just finding his feet?’ I am pleased to have remembered the name, and the opportunity to demonstrate my wifely interest.

‘That’s right.’ There is a note of surprise in Matteo’s voice. ‘I know what it is to be a stranger in a big city . . . and he is . . .’

My husband pauses, and I wonder if he is thinking of his own arrival in Rome, just twenty-five, a fresh-faced boy from Lucca, seeking favour and finding it among the many Portuguese and Spanish nobles wanting to have their features captured in stone.

‘Vincenzo is a decent man?’ I offer helpfully.

‘Yes. He is steadfast and works hard. Vincenzo is . . .’ – he pauses again – ‘a man of his word. Worth helping.’

‘Not unlike you?’ I squeeze Matteo’s arm and feel a little jolt of joy when he presses in answer.

‘Then there will be Paolo.’ Even in the gloaming I know Matteo’s lip has curled. ‘He is something of a sobersides. Thinking much of his own talent and intellect . . .’ Matteo leaves the thought dangling like a loose thread. ‘And maybe Paolo’s wife, Catherine, or Caterina or somesuch. They say she is talented in all sorts of ways.’

I raise an eyebrow, wondering what skills this Kate possesses and suddenly feel proprietorial about my husband.

I wait for a few moments to pass, then ask the question that has been clamouring at me, ‘Will Lorenzo Bernini be there?’

All I know is Lorenzo Bernini exists in the same firmament as princes and emperors. So famous that all of Rome knows his name. A man to whom my husband is in thrall.

‘Lorenzo does not frequent taverns. Doesn’t drink. And Luigi favours more lawless places.’ Matteo says the name ‘Luigi’ with a mild inflection, the merest catch to the throat, but I hear it.

‘Luigi?’ I ask lightly.

‘Il Cavaliere’s brother.’ He thinks for a moment. ‘Much younger.’

‘I see.’ My tone is placid, but my bottom lip protrudes. At thirty-two, Matteo may have a decade on me, but I am not so young. I worry I will seem like a girl to these men, in my plain dyed red wool skirt and my dark hair braided with ribbons. It is a well-practised style, and one I consider becoming, but it is not of courtly fashion.

The hood of my cloak rubs gently against my head and I feel my curls escaping their binding, undoing my earlier artistry and coming to rest in tendrils about my forehead like a child’s. I silently curse. A quietness falls across us and we breathe in unison, sending wordless clouds into the cold night air.

***

The White Hart near the Ponte Sant’Angelo is an artisanal place, frequented by the congregation of men who grind stone, create wonders from marble, carve columns and weld bronze into fantastical shapes in the Fabbrica workshop. The great foundry where the dreams of popes are forged from earth and fire.

Trade is brisk. This Pope’s yearning for heavenly glorification means he is spending a fortune. It follows that when artists find their coin purses bulging with papal scudi, they will find a tavern in which to fritter their earnings.

As we step over the threshold there is the low music of men’s voices, a deeply timbred hum of masculinity accompanied by the acrid smell of hard work, leather and pipe smoke. Right at the back, beyond the crowds, sits a group from which a large, not quite corpulent, man waves and beckons. Matteo returns the greeting and I follow shyly behind him, holding on to his black doublet as we push through the crowds to the table. The excitement I felt earlier has unexpectedly alchemised into nerves, which flutter and flush through my veins. It is a bigger crowd than I had imagined, so I must force a smile to my lips to hide the hammering within my chest.

I find myself sat next to Andrea, the man carving cherubs with Matteo. His head is thin and his face long, like a medieval martyr, with deep-set eyes which dance when he smiles. The man seated opposite is the soberside Paolo; his wife, Caterina – as she is properly called – is seated next to him.

Caterina is the only other woman in the company. She is older than me, but by how much is difficult to tell, given the artistry of her toilette and the well-cut nature of her clothes: a dress of fine blue wool in the latest style. Her pale yellow hair is meticulously studded with tiny pearl pins; I cannot help but push and smooth back my own errant curls.

Caterina has a sharp sort of beauty, with high, angular cheeks, pale blue eyes and fair eyebrows, giving her a northern air. But what transfixes me more than anything are her lips. I wonder if their lascivious nature is due to their unnatural staining, the blood red of wickedly expensive cocciniglia, but I rather suspect their libidinous aspect is a natural attribute of Caterina herself.

They say women are gossips, but I have noticed when men start talking on any subject they know a gnat’s wing about, they like their voices to be heard. There is much loud opining on every matter, and a great deal of talking over each other in the most certain terms. For the most part it is hearsay: ‘I hear Giovanni Baresi is dallying with Fabriso’s wife,’ Paolo will say. Or, ‘Did you see Armando De Marco has fallen foul of Il Cavaliere again? Drunk out of his five senses and late for work.’

When Andrea turns to me, I am a little embarrassed; ‘And what about you, Signora Costanza Piccolomini? What do you make of all these comings and goings?’

A flush seeps from my chest to my ears, but the wine in my belly gives me courage. I stammer; ‘These things of which you talk are not my world, so perhaps it is not my place to comment.’

Andrea begins to open his mouth, but my thoughts are gathering speed and I find myself adding; ‘But it strikes me that this workshop . . . this Fabbrica . . . is no different from a farm.’ I continue, the words now flowing out of my mouth like a stone rolling along the riverbed, washed along by the current. ‘It’s like this. There are farmers who know exactly the right moment to stick their hand in and pull the lamb from the ewe, and so rarely lose an animal. And then there are those who are . . . lazy sods.’ I finish with a smile and flourish, quite satisfied with my argument.

When Andrea roars with laugher I am mortified. I have said the wrong thing. My eyes desperately search for Matteo, but he has not heard our exchange, and is instead deep in conversation with another man, about my age, with oddly short-cropped hair, whose name I did not catch.

‘Well-spoken, Signora Piccolomini.’ Andrea chuckles. ‘There are too many in our world who become puffed with grand notions of artistry. Lest we forget, we are all here to serve our master, just like any farmhand.’

I blush, blood heating my face.

‘And your name, “Piccolomini”,’ he goes on. ‘Like the popes?’

I am surprised. Not many make the connection – the last Piccolomini pope reigned over a century ago. But then these men rely on the patronage of the Church, so know their pontificates well enough.

‘Yes, Pius the second – and third. I am of the same blood.’ As the words leave my mouth, I worry they are too boastful. Equally, I am not bred to be the object of jest.

Andrea nods solemnly. ‘Your nobility is well carried, signora.’ Is Andrea playing me, I wonder? But when I look at his face, I see it is well meant.

‘I may have the lineage, but sadly not the scudi,’ I add smiling, rubbing my third finger and thumb together, and this time we both laugh.

Suddenly, where there had been the general hubbub of conversation and merriment, a hush falls over the place, like river reeds falling still when the breeze dies. I look up. At first, I cannot discern what has caused such quietness; perhaps it is a raid by the sbirri, the street police.

It takes a moment to register that it is just two men entering the tavern. As they progress, the crowd is rendered momentarily still, then mightily animated, nudging and pointing at their backs.

I am amused; it is a curious phenomenon. The man leading is slim, dark haired and chiselled cheeked. The second is taller, wider, with a more athletic build; he too has black hair and an angled face, but carries his strength in a more obvious swagger.

‘Il Cavaliere . . . Luigi!’ Andrea shouts, waving at the first man who begins walking purposefully towards out table, his gaze unblinking. I should avert my eyes. It is the modest thing to do in the company of strangers. But I cannot.

Matteo had said neither Bernini brother would make an appearance, yet here they both are, making their way towards us. I take Lorenzo, the older, more famous brother to be the man in front. His features are striking, his body sinuous and compact, moving with feline gracefulness through the crowd.

The second man, Luigi, I believe, seems more at ease, stopping to share a joke with one man, slapping the back of another, certain of his place in the world.

There is an empty spot at the other end of the table. The taller man makes for the opening, grinning as he slides himself onto the bench, vigorously shaking hands with the Fabbrica men, playfully thumping the arms of others, shouting for ‘wine and cheese, and don’t forget bread, not the cheap black shit, but the good stuff. And olives too.’

Lorenzo Bernini waits a moment and examines the scene, as a priest might regard his flock. My breath quickens as I realise he is motioning for me to move up. The space is tight, but he can squeeze in beside me, and opposite Paolo and Caterina.

As everyone compresses themselves to find space, I feel his body manoeuvre round the seat, his thighs easing into the place next to mine. Even through my skirts and petticoats, I can tell they are not trunks like Matteo’s, but are strong nonetheless, like a dancer, pushing wide as Signor Bernini spreads his legs to find comfort.

I steal a glance at him now. His face is not so much handsome as carved, with fine bones protruding from his cheeks, and startling beetle-brows from under which wide-set, crow-black eyes stare, penetrating and unflinching. But there is something more. Under the inscrutable face, there is an insatiable restlessness, a longing for something I cannot understand, for Lorenzo is famed and brilliant. What more could he want?

‘Signora.’ He offers his hand, ‘Lorenzo Bernini.’

As if I did not know.

I offer him mine, undaunted, matching his stare straight on. ‘Costanza Piccolomini. Wife of Matteo Bonucelli.’ He does not smile but nods, continuing to look at me intently. To my annoyance I feel another flush rising, pinking my neck and cheeks.

The conversation changes with Bernini in attendance. No more gossip, but instead an eviscerating examination of Rome’s patrons and other artists, detailed discussions of rich men’s peculiarities and proclivities, each conversation rounded off with a thorough exposition of how the men around this table eclipse all rivals.

Later, after more drinking, talk turns to the nature of women. It’s not long before Paolo shows his true colours, spouting words all foul and misshapen. ‘That men are nobler is plain to see,’ he says casually. ‘It is obvious. The natural order of things. Women do not hold office. Nor can they be trusted with power of any kind. The weakness of women is evident . . . If Eve had not eaten the forbidden fruit like a whore . . . we would not now . . . all of us . . . live in a state of original sin.’

A drop of wine runs along Paolo’s chin. I watch it slide inexorably downwards before he wipes it away as if swatting a fly. He goes on. ‘Women are inconsistent. It is a truth declared by every poet who lived. In writing of women’s feebleness and frailties, they are presenting a reflection of the world. Do the medics not teach that we men must be patient with the deformities of women: their smaller bodies and brains? To be hot, strong and dry, like a man, is far superior to women’s cold, wet, and weak humours.’

There is a low murmur, but no outright concurrence. Perhaps it is the wine, or perhaps my womanly pride which makes me speak, but before I know it, I am making a vigorous riposte across the table.

I lean forward. ‘Signore,’ Paolo looks up, startled. ‘I must strenuously disagree. Eve . . . a woman . . . was made by man’s rib, was she not?’

Paolo nods, eyes narrowing.

‘And Adam . . . well, he was made from mud . . . was he not?’ I continue without waiting for an answer. ‘Is being made from a rib not more dignified than being crafted from mud? As Eve was made from flesh, not clay, then she must surely be at least an equal to Adam?’

Paolo raises a hand and begins to open his mouth, but I have only just begun. ‘What’s more, we know from these self-same poets that as the world progresses, it becomes better. We are now more enlightened in the Catholic faith than our forefathers ever were, worshipping as they did many gods. Jupiter, Mars, Venus and such like. So does it not follow that a woman must at least be equal to God’s first . . .’ and here I hesitate for a moment, ‘ . . . and practice creation, Adam?’

There is a silence. Paolo’s face reddens. He takes a gulp of wine before answering. ‘It is a good ploy but flawed thought, signora. St Paul himself preached that a woman is not allowed to teach a man. Nor should woman usurp any kind of authority over a man. Instead, she must . . .’ Here Paolo emphasises his words, enunciating slowly, as if talking to a child, ‘Stay. Silent. Adam was made first. Eve second. So, it is she who must demur. Adam was not deceived. It was the woman, Eve, who was deceived and transgressed.’ Paolo gives me a look of pure malevolence.

Growing up in my district, I quickly learned that words cannot bruise, and bullies do not like being challenged. My veins warm as I compose my sweet response. ‘Ah, so now I see. It is the man who must always instruct the woman. So then . . .’ I put my forefinger to my lips and cast my eyes skywards, as if thinking great thoughts. ‘If this be the case, then if anyone’s sin is greater, is it not Adam’s? Since it was Eve who persuaded her husband to disobey, and he, being the Head – The Man – and wiser than Eve, should have guided her away from such an error, should he not?’

The table has fallen silent. No one will meet my gaze. My blazing bravado now deserts me. I seek out Matteo, but he can only respond with a silent question, eyes pleading, ‘Why must you speak your tongue so?’

I drop my head as the heat of my humours turns wet in my eyes. A voice shouts out. It is Luigi, from the other end of the table.

‘What say you, brother? Do you not have a view?’

All eyes now turn to the elder Bernini, gauging how he will respond. A moment of silence. The beat of a wing. Then a loud, slow clapping of hands.

‘Bravo!’ calls out Lorenzo Bernini. ‘Bravo! Brilliante! Well put, Signora Piccolomini.’

Everyone applauds and shouts their agreement. All except Paolo, whose mouth forms the shape of a smile which does not reach his eyes.

When the chatter moves on, Signor Bernini lays his hand on mine, his fingers long and light, and the leather of his black jacket so fine it rubs like silk against my skin. I feel his stare. ‘You have a rare fire,’ he murmurs, smiling. It is the first time I have seen him smile all evening.

I know men and their ways, and fancy I know what Lorenzo Bernini is doing. But then he pulls his hand away abruptly, as if he never intended to brush my flesh at all. I lay my hand over the spot so recently touched by him, and my skin feels warm, as if branded by an iron.
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