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Rome, 1659

Girolama

The angels stare, stone-eyed, at the casket. Their chiselled faces are smooth and untroubled, as they are throughout the many funerals, marriages and baptisms that take place beneath them every day. Mostly, this past year, it has been funerals, for the plague has swept through Rome and the mosaic of states that make up Italy. Now, though, the plague is silent, having burnt itself out. It is not plague that killed this man.

On the floor of Santa Maria del Popolo, Girolama watches the mourners as they walk past the body laid out for burial, bowing their heads, murmuring. Some touch the arm or gloved hand of the willow-tall young woman who stands near her dead husband’s casket, her face shrouded in a black veil. Behind her waits another woman: older, broader, but with a similar bearing. This, Girolama, thinks, must be the widow’s mother, for her protective gaze doesn’t leave her daughter.

There are two young men by the casket now. They’re peering too closely, speaking in a manner not suited to a funeral, to the death of a man who died at just thirty years of age. Death might have ravaged Rome, the plague carrying off the good and the evil and the young and the old, but it has, in Girolama’s experience, not inured people to it. They still grieve as deeply as they ever did, each loss a puncture to the soul. These two young men, though, seem untouched by grief or pity. They might be visiting the waxworks at a fair. She hears one say, ‘What rosy cheeks! He looks better in death than he did in life. I’d say it rather suited him.’

Under her breath she curses them, wishes them down to the devil. They know nothing. They understand nothing because they’re young, confident males and haven’t experienced what she has, nor what these women have. They have little idea what it takes to survive in a city made by, and for, men. She wishes that the earth would swallow them up, but there’s only one man who’s going into the ground today, and he is long past caring.

Once the people have paid their respects, the church workers begin pushing their pikes into the black and white rosettes that bloom on the flagstone floor. The smell is immediate – the noxious breath of death released as the floor is raised, for this is the lid to the common grave. The ground beneath the church is divided into a honeycomb of coffins and corpses: a whole house of the dead lying beneath the living. Even if the women had wanted to, they couldn’t have buried him elsewhere. The chapels and tombs are the preserve of the rich. Most of Rome’s dead reside in this subterranean city.

The priest and the chaplains have withdrawn, as have the mourners. Only the workers and the women remain, and the perfect Madonna, robed in crimson, her arms open wide as if to comfort them. As Girolama watches the body being lowered by ropes into the pit beneath, she wonders what secrets the man takes with him to his grave, for in life there are secrets we write down in books, others we pass on, and yet others we carry with us to our deaths.

She crosses herself, then leaves the church. Outside, the sky is a pale, scrubbed blue.
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Stefano

It is, Stefano thinks, a moment of unalloyed joy. All these people, together again, celebrating the intertwining of two families, a union that will bring new life and light to Rome. Above the bright music of the quartet, they hear the clop of hooves, and his little sister arrives in the palazzo courtyard on a white horse, the scarlet silk of her gown stark against its pale flanks. Fioralisa’s new husband, the son of an ambassador, steps forward to greet her, his face flushed pink above the black velvet doublet. She bows her head, the picture of Roman womanhood: beautiful, blossoming, biddable. Fioralisa’s hair is garlanded with flowers, and the girls that follow her throw dried petals and crushed lavender, so that the air is sweet-scented and filled with the laughter and chatter of the guests. How different it is to the pestilence and desolation that the plague wrought these past two years: the empty streets, the whispers, the fear.

Stefano watches as his brothers walk forward to help their little sister from the horse and, for a moment, his happiness dips, knowing why he hasn’t been chosen for this role. But he has no time to dwell on it for the players strike up a new song and the bridal couple begin their dance, weaving before the ornate tapestries that have been hung from the walls, their eyes only on each other.

Stefano catches sight of Lucia, his older sister. She is watching Fioralisa with what, he thinks, is a trace of sadness. But then of course she is alone: there is no husband at her side, no children clutching at her skirts. At thirty-six, she is a widow, returned to the authority and home of their father, not something Stefano would wish on anyone. For Lucia, this wedding must be a bittersweet event. She could, Stefano thinks, remarry if she set her mind to it, for she is still handsome, and clever into the bargain, but she has shown little desire to find another husband. Perhaps she considers herself too old, for in Italy, women are compared to roses: sweetest when they’ve just bloomed. Perhaps it is the dowry, or lack of a decent one, for all the money has gone on their little sister’s portion and her marriage cassone; on the rented tapestries, sparkling wines and lavish entertainments that surround them. Now, Stefano thinks, if he were to advance himself, improve his position, he could afford to be more generous with her. She senses him staring at her, turns, meets his eye. He gives her a smile but it is a moment before she returns it.

There is a feast to follow the ceremony, the many dishes laid out on long trestle tables in the courtyard: roast capons and baked eels, dove breasts in white wine and pears in sweet liquor, sea bass ornamented with pomegranate, and roasted hares covered in juniper. His father holds court amid the many courses and the numerous guests, two cardinals and the Governor of Rome among them. A senior prosecutor, a man with a large beard and an even larger opinion of himself, is seated to Stefano’s right and absolves Stefano from the duty of making conversation by talking without cease of his cases and the importance of severity in punishing criminals. Stefano himself is but a junior magistrate and, though he is young to have reached such a role, it galls him that he is still a small fish in the great pool of the Papal Court. True, he is not yet three and thirty, but God knows there are many who die before that time. So many of his colleagues have succumbed these past few years that Stefano knows he is lucky to be here at all. The smell of pestilence has gone from the streets, but the reminders of death and mortality are everywhere: in the faces that are missing from this wedding banquet, in the names removed from the plaque on the entrance to the court. The sand falls through the glass with every minute that passes. He must succeed, and quickly, or what will he have achieved in life?

As for Stefano’s younger sister (now seated at the table and pink-cheeked with wine), she must breed and quickly, for that is what women do. Already she has been taking potions to ensure her fertility, or so he has gleaned from snatches of overheard conversation. Women have all sorts of means for encouraging their wombs; indeed they have potions for almost everything. He is not sure what these remedies are, only that they are shared and traded between women and referred to as ‘secrets’ and written down in libri di segreti: glorified recipe books.

Stefano’s oldest brother, Vincenzo, a cardinal’s secretary, leans over the table towards him. ‘And when will it be your turn, Stefanino?’ he teases him. ‘When will you choose one of the lucky daughters of Rome?’

‘When the time is right, Vincenzo,’ Stefano says, washing his hands in a bowl of scented water. When he has made a name for himself and is allowed to select his own bride. He wants to find someone to match his brother’s wife in beauty and wit, someone to raise their family’s status. He glances across the room at a woman called Sulpizia: skin white as a sugar loaf, hair dark as a raven. But Sulpizia is of noble birth. As things stand, he doesn’t stand a chance. Though they have money, he and his siblings are still the children of a cloth merchant in a city where the undisputed elite are some thirty noble families who vie for supremacy and whose oft-spilled blood marks them out as better – the Colonna and Orsini, the Aldobrandini, the Borghese, Barberini and Chigi.

As the youngest son, Stefano will inherit the least, and he does not delude himself that he has sufficient looks or charm to offset this lack of wealth. He is well enough looking with a clear complexion, a full head of dark hair, and an almost full set of teeth, but he is shorter than his brothers, and slighter, and he has not their easy confidence, nor their father’s commanding manner. His eyes are hazel, not the rich brown of his siblings and father. With his dark lashes and beardless chin (he has tried, but it does not grow), he worries that he has a feminine aspect about him. No, if he is to raise himself in stature, then it will require something more.

‘Well, don’t leave it too long, Stefanino,’ Bruno says, ‘or you’ll end up having to marry your horse!’

‘Yes, very good, brother.’ This is Bruno’s idea of humour. He and Vincenzo have always mocked Stefano for his love of horses, as they have mocked him for many things. Stefano wishes he would grow immune to it, as Mithridates grew immune to poison by taking a little a day, or as men build up a tolerance to liquors. Still, however, his brothers’ taunting stings, the alcohol notwithstanding. He must grow a thicker skin. Perhaps the women have a potion for it.

After the feast and the sugar sculptures come the entertainments. There are dancers on stilts and breathers of fire spitting pillars of flame into the air. A dozen acrobats dance across a new-made stage and begin to climb one atop the other, the crowd urging them on. As the final performer takes his place at the pinnacle of this pyramid, Stefano feels a hand on his shoulder. He turns to see the immense form of Francesco Baranzone, the Governatore di Roma himself. ‘A word?’

‘Of course.’ Stefano feels a pulse of alarm. Baranzone, both bishop and governor, has been their father’s friend for years and Stefano has never felt comfortable with him. He is too broad, too impressive and self-assured, much like the man Stefano wishes himself to be. In his presence, Stefano always feels like a minnow.

‘This way,’ Baranzone says as confident in Stefano’s father’s house as he might be in his own. He enters the saletta, where a fire is burning and where more food and wine have been laid out. He pulls the curtain that divides the rooms, then turns back to Stefano.

‘Your father says you are already being tasked with some of the most complex cases.’

Stefano shifts from one foot to the other like a schoolboy. He is mildly surprised his father has said anything positive about him, but then everything the man says is calculated to impress. ‘I have been fortunate in that regard, yes.’ Fortune, in fact, has little to do with it. He works harder than most.

‘I may have a role for you.’ Baranzone is scrutinising him with his small, dark eyes. ‘But it requires a man of some mettle. Some … stomach.’

Stefano meets his gaze. ‘I don’t shirk from difficult matters.’ In his time as an advocate, he’s seen a variety of humanity’s horrors, a decent amount of gore. After all, this is Rome, a city founded on Romulus’s murder of Remus. Its male-heavy population is preoccupied with honour, status and vendetta; most men carry knives or swords and know how to use them. The conflicts of French and Spanish factions, rival artists, warring beggars, and gangs of thugs and thieves regularly spill over into nose cutting, face-slashing, death. ‘I have dealt with the most serious crimes.’

‘Indeed.’ Baranzone gives a half-smile. ‘I’m sure you have, but this isn’t just about dealing with the dirt. It is about keeping going, and holding firm.’

Stefano holds his gaze. And? He might be small, but he is tenacious. He has had to be, growing up in the house he has.

‘Come. Sit.’ Baranzone takes a seat at a small table on which cups are set out, and he pours wine from a flask into two of them. When Stefano has joined him, he says, ‘Here it is: word has come to me of a dyer recently released from prison, struck down with some sickness and dead from it, leaving a grieving widow. So far, so normal.’

Stefano waits, drinks. From the next room he can hear laughter and conversation. Why is Baranzone talking to him about this here, now, at his sister’s wedding?

‘Only,’ Baranzone says, ‘the corpse does not decay as it should.’ He raises his eyebrows. ‘It’s said that the man remained ruddy and healthy looking for days after his death; that, even when he was buried, there was no scent of decay.’

Stefano frowns. He has heard all this before, in tales of saints whose bodies do not decompose and who remain as beautiful in death as their spirits were in life, preserved by some celestial magic. This, though, is no saint, but a common man, a prisoner. ‘You did not see the body yourself?’

‘No, but I’ll come to that. You see, Stefano,’ – and here Baranzone glances around to check they are still alone – ‘there are rumours. Rumours that are dangerous at times such as these. Specifically, there are rumours that, despite the thankful passing of the plague, men continue to die in unnatural numbers.’

Stefano feels the hairs on his arms rise. ‘Is there any truth to these rumours?’

‘Well, that is where you come in, if you are up to the task. It may well be that these are just baseless whispers, no more than the chitter-chatter of market women. Or it may be that there is something to them.’ Baranzone nods. ‘This Dyer at the Elm, as he was known: his is not the first story that has come to me of a body that is strangely preserved after death.’

‘Who—?’

The Governor cuts him off. ‘There are no names, no specifics. I am merely telling you of the rumours. It will be for you to investigate, if you think yourself capable.’

‘Investigate the dyer’s death?’

‘The dyer’s death, the death of any other common man which seems to you to be linked. Carry out an inquisitio. It may be, as I say, that this is women’s talk with nothing to it save for a need to pass the time and titillate. Let us hope it’s that. But it would pay to be sure and to carry out a proper inquisitorial inquiry, secretly. Rome is on the rise. We’re clawing ourselves back from pestilence and reshaping ourselves as the centre of the Catholic world. The Pope wishes Rome to exemplify the new order, and this hardly fits with the brief.’

‘The Pope is aware of all this?’

‘Of course. It is done on his orders, my boy. This will be a Papal inquiry, a holy inquiry. You would be appointed inquisitor on his behalf.’

Stefano swallows. Alexander VII himself, centre of all of Rome, spiritual head of Christendom reigning across all the territories of the Church. ‘Then of course I will do it. Indeed, I am honoured to be asked.’

Baranzone takes another sip of wine and smiles. ‘Good man. But, and I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you this, you must proceed with the utmost caution. The utmost discretion. It would not do to alarm people. They’ve suffered enough these past years and are only now beginning to prosper again. If they think there is some possible new epidemic, then the public mood will be dangerous. This inquisitio must be kept from the public gaze. You may tell those closest to you, but no more.’

‘Of course. I will be discreet.’

‘Very well. For there is a second reason for such an approach: if there is any truth to these rumours, and if it is human hand rather than the hand of God behind the deaths, then it’s vital that the person or persons responsible are not alerted to your investigation.’

‘I understand.’ Not just rumours, then. They must think there is something to it. Why else order an inquisitio? Why else proceed so very quietly? Stefano feels his heart thumping. ‘Some possible new epidemic’, the Governor said. Please God, let it not be so. ‘This would be my first appointment as sole investigating magistrate in such a matter. Not, of course’ – he hurries to say – ‘that I think I’m unable to carry out the task, merely that I may need some assistance.’

‘And assistance you shall have. I’ve already appointed a doctor, a man whose mind is as keen as his blade.’

‘Excellent.’ But that was not what Stefano meant. He has only recently been appointed a judge. Complex cases he has considered, yes, but he’s never played the role of inquisitor investigating a suspicious death.

Baranzone says, ‘You’ll forgive me for raising this on such an auspicious occasion, but the body, you see, is on its way up.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘They’re exhuming the dyer’s body tomorrow, before decay can set in, so you’ll need to get started at once.’

Stefano stares at him. He thinks of the other cases he has said he will take. There is no choice, however, but to accept. He cannot refuse. This is the Governor asking him, the Pope’s man in the courts, and, really, he is not asking him, he is ordering him.

Baranzone gets up. ‘We must return to the fray. There is celebrating to be done. Although’ – and here he nods at Stefano’s glass – ‘you may wish to curtail your drinking if you’re to keep your stomach contents in the morgue tomorrow.’

Stefano smiles, for he must oblige the man. ‘I said I had the stomach for it, and I do.’ He pauses. ‘Does my father know of this?’

‘Well, I did not seek his permission before asking you. You are hardly some blushing bride.’ Baranzone’s eyes are hard. ‘But yes, I told him I had a project for you. He assured me you wouldn’t disappoint me.’

As Stefano leaves the chamber and makes for the central courtyard, a tall woman turns towards him. Lucia. She waits until Baranzone is some distance away. ‘What did he want?’

‘Why do you assume he wanted something?’

‘Because he always does. That’s the sort of man Baranzone is. It’s why he’s got where he has.’ She folds her arms. ‘Well?’

‘Well, sister, I have a new and important role. One which I must carry out with some subtlety.’

She frowns. ‘What is this role?’

Stefano considers. Baranzone had said he might speak of it to those closest to him, and Lucia, surely, is the closest. There are few others, truth be told, for he does not find it easy to make friends. ‘This is not to go outside the household, but I will tell you.’ And he does, with some excitement. He watches her frown deepen as he reaches the part about the exhumation of the body.

‘I am not sure that you should accept this commission, Stefano.’

Anger flares within him. He should have known not to have told her. He should have known she would only pour cold water on his joy. ‘I’ve already accepted it, Lucia. It would have been unwise for me to do otherwise, and, in any event, this is an opportunity.’

She chews her lip. ‘But if it is indeed some new epidemic, then you are putting yourself at the forefront of it, and your health—’

‘I will be careful, I promise you. I am not a sickly little boy anymore, Lucia. You really don’t need to fuss.’

She shakes her head. ‘I don’t like it.’

Stefano snaps. ‘For goodness’ sake, Lucia, why cannot you simply be happy for me? Why must you always regard life as a glass half empty?’

His sister turns away from him and Stefano feels a moment of regret, but it is true what he says. These past few years she has often seemed cast down, peevish.

‘I am trying to help you, fratellino, as I always am. I don’t trust Baranzone and I don’t trust his motives. Why has he given this commission to you? You are only newly a judge.’

‘Maybe, Lucia, he thinks me capable. Had you considered that? Maybe he has heard I have a quick mind and thinks I will do a good job.’

‘Or maybe he thinks he can manipulate you,’ she says quietly.

That cuts him to the quick. He has always been the little brother, the runt of the family, the weakest. ‘God’s blood, I am not going to let the man push me around. Would it hurt you to have a little confidence in me, Lucia?’

‘It isn’t that. It’s him.’

He doesn’t believe her. ‘If that’s the case, I don’t understand why you’re so against the man. He’s obtained his position through hard work and the tireless pursuit of justice, and he’s been a friend of Father’s for years. Or do you doubt Father’s judgement now too?’

She turns back to Stefano and regards him, her dark eyes still. ‘I am a good judge of men these days, I think.’

‘No, Lucia, you are bitter. Jealous of your sister and now jealous of me.’ Maybe he should not say such things but the wine and the anger combined make him rash. ‘I’m going back to the celebrations. This is Fioralisa’s marriage day, remember? It is supposed to be a day of joy.’

‘Supposed to be, yes,’ she says quietly.

‘Meaning what?’

‘Meaning one cannot assume happiness, Stefano. One cannot assume anything. It is all more complex than that.’ She has turned away from him again and is looking out of the window.

‘One can hope, though, Lucia. One can hope and make merry and wish the best for those you love. You’ve just chosen not to do those things.’ He leaves her and returns to the laughter and dancing outside. Despite the Governor’s warning, he takes another glass of wine and drains it to take away the taste of her bitterness. He will not let Lucia ruin his moment. He is entitled to some happiness.

As if in echo of his thoughts, fireworks shoot all at once into the sky like comets: astonishing, sparkling jets of silver and gold making a river of gold across the darkness. The coos of the guests mix with the delighted screeches of the children and Stefano thinks yes, this is the moment.

Everything is about to change.
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Anna

Have mercy on us, O Lord.

The banging on the door is so loud that Anna can feel it right inside her head, and she knows that if her husband gets in, the fists will be pounding not her eardrums but her body, her skull, her swelling stomach. Fear has lived within her for so long that it should be a familiar thing, grown rounded and numb. Still, though, its edges are sharp as a knife.

‘In God’s name, let me in, you witch, or I’ll kill you!’

He doesn’t seem to see that there is no logic in what he says, but then he is drunk and furious. There is no point attempting to reason with him. Anna discovered that months ago, after weeks of pleading and begging. It’s best, she’s deduced, to remain entirely silent while he rages, and hope that he’ll tire himself out, or pass out, before he manages to break down the door. And so she stands, back against the wall, one hand over the unborn child in her belly, quietly praying, in that small and darkened room.

Next to her stands her maid, Benedetta, also silent, also terrified. Philippe has never hurt Benedetta, but Anna doesn’t doubt that he’d knock her out of the way were she ever to get between them. It’s why she’s told Benedetta to keep back and stay quiet when the rages come. ‘There’s nothing you can do for me. You must protect yourself.’

It is enough to know Benedetta is there with her in the darkness. That she is not alone. The woman came to her only a month ago and immediately she saw how it was between them. From what her maid has said, Anna understands that she too has had much difficulty in marriage, and though Benedetta says that her husband died, Anna suspects she ran away from him, or that she was deserted.

More banging, this time with something harder than a fist. He must be using a chair leg, or some other implement. She fears that the door will begin to crack. ‘I am your husband,’ Philippe is shouting. ‘I am lawfully entitled to punish you, and punish you I will!’ Another violent thwack against the door.

Anna can feel the sweat trickling down her neck and prays that the babe in her stomach – over six months now if she has calculated right – cannot sense any of her anxiety, nor hear his father’s anger.

‘You must do something,’ Benedetta whispers. ‘It can’t go on, it can’t.’

Anna takes her hand from her stomach and reaches out to Benedetta, as much to comfort herself as her maid. Do something, yes, but what? Where can she go? Who can she ask, other than God, who does not seem to hear her prayers? It’s a question she has asked herself over and over. She has begged her mother, even showed her the bruises on her thighs, but her mother only pulled down her dress and said sharply, ‘He is your husband. It is his right. He is of an artistic temperament. It is your duty to soothe him and to forebear. It is all of our duties, Anna. This is the world in which we live.’

Maybe if her father were still alive, her father who promised Anna to Philippe in the first place (‘a rising artist’, he had claimed. ‘A man of great promise’), then he would do something, but her father died shortly after her marriage, and never got to see its true misery, never realised what he had done.

So no, not her family, not the law, certainly, for she knows the police and courts won’t help her. What her husband does is lawful, mostly, and the things that aren’t? Those are things she can’t talk of, even to God. In Rome, a husband may kill his wife in some circumstances, if his action is passionate and swift. That is how much value is placed on a woman’s life. No, the law will not help her. Though she might in theory apply for an annulment of her marriage, she has no money to pay the lawyers and, even if she had, Philippe would surely kill her as soon as the papers were served. Who, then? Who? How can she find a way out?

She sees a flash of light through the door. The wood is giving way. It is seconds until he is here.
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