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Book One

The Puppet Master


‘Do not be afraid;

Our fate cannot be taken from us;

It is a gift.’

Dante


Life is a toy made of glass; it appears to be of inestimable price, but in reality it is very cheap.

Pietro Aretino


Prologue

Venice, Italy 1548

A whisper is as dangerous as a trumpet call, they say, and in Venice a whisper remains within the Republic - for eternity. It shifts amongst the wooden poles that hold our city afloat. It clings to the agued steps and laps its tongue against the wet stonework. Sssh, it says, speak nothing, only whisper. Whisper it into the ears of the fish and the carcasses of drowned men.

I didn’t discover the truth until many years later; it was a matter about which my father never spoke. But I knew he hated me for it, for the scandal that clung to his heels, the murmurings that faded, but never completely ceased. My mother was eighteen when she gave birth to me and eighteen when she died. A week between giving birth and losing life. She was found hanged, her chemise stained with afterbirth blood. Her feet were only a hand span from the floor, the window open, church bells effusive in their Easter welcome as her eyes stared open, the whites blood spotted, her body swinging slightly in the draft. Milk that should have fed her son oozed through the cotton chemise, making plate sized orbs, and around her left wrist there was a bruise, indigo, darkening to the colour of molasses.

This is what they told me.

This is what I believed.

The physician said my mother had suffered a brain fever; ‘milk fever,’ some call it, a temporary madness. She had been so troubled that she had committed self murder and alienated herself from God whilst bringing disgrace on the Gianetti house. They said that she had regarded suicide as a blessing, a release from pain.

But in my dreams I hear her choking, see her hands scrabble at the cord around her neck, watch her feet jiggle and shudder, doggy-paddling in dry air, her bladder loosening as she suffocated.

It was my fault. Had she never given birth she would not have killed herself. I was the worm in her belly, the wasp in her head; I was the cause - and my father reminded me of it every day of my life.


Chapter One

St Mark’s Basilica,

Venice, 1549

The rest of his relations with the great is mere

beggary and vulgar extortion.

(Burckhart, on Pietro Aretino)

He was walking splay-footed, his gait typical of an obese man, his arms swinging at his sides like the oars of a boat, churning up the hot air as he crossed St Marks. Pietro Aretino, mountebank, confidante of Titian, whoremonger, literary pornographer and known across Europe as ‘the Scourge of Kings.’ As he entered the church he sensed someone behind him and, dipping his porcine fingers into the Holy Water, turned.

“Signor Baptista,” Aretino greeted the man, making a flamboyant show of crossing himself. “I heard you were away in Florence.”

“It was a short visit.”

“To see your family?”

“My family is Florentine, yes. But I was there on another matter.”

Aretino glanced at Baptista’s side, his sword’s gilded pommel catching the light from the high windows above.

“Did you find use for your ‘friend’, Adamo?”

“My friend is seldom lazy for long.” He replied, his oval face perfectly composed, clean shaven, the sloe eyes unreadable.

Cunning bastard, Aretino thought, waddling to his seat as the choir began singing. Immediately Aretino’s gaze moved from Baptista to the young boy soloist, then his attention passed to a stern faced man in one of the front pews. Almost as though he was aware of being watched, Barent der Witt glanced up, curtly returning Aretino’s effusive bow of the head.

“You said you had news for me?” Aretino whispered to Baptista as they took they seats at the head of the congregation.

Knowing that he could be seen by seen by everyone, Aretino’s presence worked as a reminder to those who feared him, which numbered hundreds in Venice. Every lie, every secret, every insult, Aretino took care to hoard. He had made his own personal abacus of sin; rows of petty spites, their numbers increasing into slanders, crimes, depravity, even murder. Blackmail was his peculiar skill; holding knowledge that was so damaging - that a man, or woman – would pay to keep such matters quiet. With impunity he bled the coffers of the nobility. And those of kings.

But now Aretino was adjusting his clothes, the damson red of his cape voluminous against the black garments beneath. It irked the writer that Baptista was so well muscled and lean; seemingly incapable of gaining poundage from the sweetmeats and the glacied fruits that Aretino ate so greedily. He was envious of his imperviousness to heat too; in the midst of a Venetian summer Baptista remained composed, his clothes never marked by sweat patches. The same sweat patches Aretino would struggle to conceal under layers of the finest linens from Egyptian merchants.

People might go in fear of Pietro Aretino, but Mother Nature remained unimpressed.

“You have news for me?” Aretino repeated. “Is it concerning the Dutchman being back in Venice?”

“No, this is not about der Witt.”

“Then whom?”

“Gilda Fasculo.”

Aretino shrugged his thick shoulders, his head almost touching Baptista’s otter sleek hair as he bent to reply. “Who is Gilda Fasculo?”

“A usurer in the Jewish Ghetto.”

Aretino blew out his lips, his eyes fixing on the priest for an instant before moving back to the solo choirboy. “Usury is forbidden in Venice.”

“She does not call it usury.”

“A cat is a cat if it meows.”

“Unless someone has taught it how to bark.”

Aretino laughed, a low sound, at the back of his throat. “A woman, you say?” He thought for a moment; the ghetto - which had been established in 1512 – had not initially interested him, but as the Jews had become more established Aretino was curious to know more about their legendary business acumen. “So have all the Jewish men suddenly become eunuchs to let some hag run their business?”

“Gilda Fasculo is very skilled and she has support.”

“Not from the Republic —”

“The Republic, signor, is as supple as a new whore.” Baptista replied.

“And this new whore, who are her protectors?”

“Her sons, Federico and Angelo—”

“Children!”

“Men in their twenties. Newly come from Florence with their mother...” Baptista’s voice rumbled underneath the singing of the choir, Aretino following every word as he continued. “... Their father died and they came here – to the ghetto - for sanctuary.”

“Was the father a usurer?”

“A merchant who died suddenly —”

“And left his family penniless?”

“He owed money and goods, that was why they fled Florence to escape their creditors.”

Aretino tapped Baptista’s knee; an action his knew the younger man detested. “And you, my dear Adamo, do you know who these creditors are?”

“I believe I do.”

“And I believe you do.” Aretino replied. “And naturally these poor creditors would be grateful to know where – and from whom - their money and goods might be recovered. Of course, if the lady – this Guida Fasculo - is so adept with money there’s a possibility I might make an allowance. Forget my duty to the state in return for a little commission. After all, this poor family should be granted a new beginning.”

Baptista shifted his position in the pew, brushing away Aretino’s hand. But his dislike of the pederast was superseded by his liking of being Aretino’s closest ally and spy. Besides, he was vaccinated against the writer’s spite because of his usefulness; Aretino might hope to control him, but he was never sure of Baptista’s loyalty, aware that the Florentine’s skills might be employed elsewhere by a higher bidder.

“Perhaps I should speak with the lady?”

Aretino’s eyebrows rose. “But not in the presence of her sons.”

“No, a meeting alone would be better for all us.” Baptista replied, inclining his head and sliding out of the pew.

“Oh, and one more thing,” Aretino said softly, gripping the man’s wrist with one beefy hand. “Find out why the Dutchman’s back in Venice. I don’t trust that dour apothecary.”


Chapter Two

Venice had been the greatest trading power on the globe, their wealth accumulated by Venetians merchants who took advantages of the Crusades to increase their precedence. Politically adept, the Crusaders were persuaded to overthrow rivals merchants in Constantinople, and, as a reward for this ruthless attack, they were granted transportation to the Middle East and the Arab Empire.

The Venetians’ wealth escalated, but their monopoly did not hold and when the Portuguese discovered the riches of the Indies the Venetians lost their stranglehold on the spice trade. And so the Republic’s days of magnificence as a trading nation were curtailed, but the ever resourceful Venetians soon expanded their other methods of money making. Chemical industries were established to produce sugar and scented soap and despite the fame of Florence’s silk trade, during the sixteenth century Venice’s production increased six fold, together with their own manufacture of textiles. Developing secret – and infamous - methods of dyeing, the Republic’s fame grew, especially as it was accompanied by the famed glass makers in Murano.

Yet for all the skilful advances in industry and despite their continued – if limited – overseas trade, the Venetians developed a reputation for opulence and brilliance. In a matter of a few years the shift had taken place and the Republic had compensated for their losses in goods, by asserting their supremacy in art.

Culture was the preferred trade. By the early sixteenth century Venice was famed for its books and printing works, Hebrew tomes published and distributed across Europe, some to the very places where the Jews had been forced to leave. Accepting their loss of power as a marine nation, Venice flourished in alternative ways, the government lifting the ban on theatre. Actors and musicians were suddenly free to perform for the nobility, and charge for their amusements, and before long patrons invested in plays and musical displays.

And, as ever, sex was a commodity, as valuable as spices or gold thread. Having always flourished in a city that enjoyed the flesh, the whores fell into distinct categories. The common street walker; the kept mistress of a merchant; and the upper echelon of the cultured whores. The women who counted musical talent, artistic appreciation and a brilliant wit as sidepieces to the banquet of their sexuality.

With the lavish and demanding appetite for beauty came the genius. Titian was already famed in Venice - as had been the Bellini brothers before him - but the younger painters were sensing an opportunity, and with that opportunity came the clash of the giants.

*

House of Tintoretto

‘Fondamnta dei mon’

The torchlight reflected obliquely off the water as Tintoretto pulled the door closed behind him and glanced down the side of the canal. He could smell the Adriatic, its sting of ozone strong, but better that than the stagnant water in the long summer swamp months. Raising the rush light higher he moved towards the bridge as the evening mist made curls against the stonework, the damp air creating an aureole around the torch. He was relieved that it was so quiet, long before Venice had warmed up, the sulky fogs reluctant to let go and keeping people indoors.

Above his head, coming from an apartment high up, he heard a sigh of music. Tintoretto didn’t know what kind of music, fancied that it came from a lyre, but wasn’t sure. He didn’t really have time for music or the pleasures of Venice. And he knew that he would never be a favourite with the Doge or flattered in court circles. The nobility might one day favour him, but only by proxy, due to his having once been Titian’s student. Titian’s temporary student.

Tintoretto paused, listened, then crossed the bridge and headed for the hospital, taking a short cut to the back entrance. A woman glanced at him curiously as he passed, Tintoretto making a muted greeting and hurrying on.

“I was wondering if you were coming,” a weary voice said as Tintoretto pushed open the double doors, the wood warped, riven with graffiti. “You are so very late.”

“I forgot the time, caro dottore” the artist replied, placing his rush light into an empty wall bracket and glancing at the doctor.

His face was as dark as a mole’s, engrained over eighty hot Venetian summers, his cheeks concave, his eyes drooping behind black rimmed glasses. Although dressed sombrely, he sported a ruff in the Spanish style, the white speckled with flecks of dried leaves, heavily scented with sandalwood. It was a legacy of the plague: when doctors had worn nosegays and masks to prevent infection – and in a vain hope of killing some of the stench.

“Medico Norillo,” the artist began, keen to continue. “I have something for you —”

“In return for something from me?”

Tintoretto wasn’t certain what the old man meant, and continued. “ – I have the frame for the portrait of your wife.”

“Which is not the same as money.”

“You asked for a portrait!” Tintoretto replied, infuriated. He had known the old doctor for many years, but his increase in prestige made no impact on Norillo.

“But a portrait is not lira, is not a bag of gold.”

“You will not be disappointed.” Tintoretto replied, abashed.

“I am already disappointed. My life is a continual parade of disappointments.” the doctor replied, taking hold of Tintoretto’s rush light and passing it to him. “Come on, come with me. Come on!”

Moving behind the old man, Tintoretto replayed the conversation in his mind. Was the doctor teasing him? Was he serious? Was he disappointed?... Tintoretto found himself floundering – a feeling that was familiar to him and had been all his life. As usual, he was unable to decipher the doctor’s real mood. He cursed his own stupidity, thinking of Titian and how he and his cronies were so socially adept, so skilful at reading between the words and picking out the kernel of truth.

Following the doctor, Tintoretto’s thoughts returned to the past, to the time of his apprenticeship. His father, although not an artistic man, had noted his son’s talent and taken him to see Titian, the greatest painter in Venice. They had hurried through the Venetian streets, over camel-humped bridges and steaming summer canals until finally they reached an impressive villa in the Cannaregio district of the lagoon.

The gates had been manned by two black slaves dressed in startling yellow, an opulent fruit garden leading towards the studio. Look the building seemed to say, see how rich I am, how successful my owner must be. And yet here you come, with your worn breeches and your dyer father, hoping to be accepted here...

“You must be polite, my son, you hear? Titian is the greatest painter in Venice, in Italy even.” His father had hissed into his ear, both of them staring at the figure which approached.

A little below six feet in height, Titian had been wearing breeches and a white shirt, the sleeves rolled up to the elbows. His burly arms were clean without the usual paint spots seen on most artists, his face refined, the short trimmed beard a dark auburn, his eyes unexpectedly blue. His appearance was a surprise to Tintoretto; he might have been a wealthy merchant, a banker at the Doge’s palace, even an elegant cardinal. But not a painter. Not the usual kind of unkempt, pre-occupied artist that ran a frenzied studio and touted for business across Venice with their portfolio under one arm.

“Welcome,” Titian said graciously, his voice autocratic as he explained that he was occupied with commissions for the Doge and for the court and he had no need for more apprentices.

“But, signor Titian, my son has talent —”

“I do not doubt it, but talent alone is not enough to succeed in Venice.” The artist had replied, flicking through the drawings handed to him. “There are many competent painters in the city.”

Tintoretto’s father had not been willing to cow to anyone. Even the Republic’s premier artist.

“He is very quick, we call him Il Furioso because of his speed. He can paint a wall in the time another man would struggle to reproduce a child’s head. People come to watch him.” he nudged his son, “Show the Maestro what you can do. Show him!”

“Show him?”

Sighing, Tintoretto’s father handed his son a piece of charcoal and a sheet of paper. “Draw something boy!”

The apprenticeship which followed had been a matter of triumph for Tintoretto’s father. He was a dyer and considered his son’s success as a badge of honour for the family. But it didn’t last, the association coming to a bizarre and sudden halt. And this time Tintoretto’s drawings did not work in his favour.

He remembered the day, white and hot, the sea without its usual horizon marker. As ever he had arrived at Titian’s studio soon after dawn, exchanging a greeting with the cook newly returned from the market. With his drawings under his arm, Tintoretto had glanced into the mirror in the hallway leading to the studio. His curly hair had looked dusty, his eyes challenging, almost hostile. Surprised, he had tempered his expression, then moved onto the courtyard, crossing the cool marble flags and pushing open the wrought iron doors to the studio.

The smell of paint had been strong, mixing with the odour of stale wine and perfume over laden with oleander and orange blossom. The previous night the scent would have been lyrical, but it had become jaded, almost sour. As his eyes had adjusted to the shuttered light, Tintoretto had tripped over a small dog, almost colliding with a black woman carrying a bowl of fruit. Keeping her eyes averted she had guided past him, the painter suddenly aware of laughter coming from a curtained alcove.

“How clumsy you are,” a man said, pulling back the curtain and then opening the studio shutters to allow the daylight to enter.

Tintoretto had flushed, his awe of Titian obvious, his palms sweaty as he laid the drawings down on a table under the window, aware that there was someone else in the studio behind the alcove. A woman? Maybe, but not likely, Titian, unlike many of his Venetian cohorts, was faithful to his wife.

“I brought the drawings you asked for, maestro. And others, a number of others.”

Titian had looked at the work, his shrewd blue eyes alert, his knife-shaped eyebrows rising. “So many? Why so many?”

“I wanted… I just…” Tintoretto had trailed off. Was quantity a sin? Were his master’s words a comment or a rebuke?

“I was excited —”

“Over excited.” Another voice had said suddenly, the barrel like figure of Aretino coming into the light. “How very busy you have been.” He had looked over to his friend, Titian staring at the drawings in silence. “And how are they? Is this avalanche of expression worthy of praise? Or has our little dyer been too busy and too fast for his own good?...”

Titian had said nothing, just continued to flick over the drawings, one by one, then once again. Tintoretto could see the charcoal images activated in front of him, women moving, embracing, men on horseback leaping and falling, and several shifting figures of Jesus swept up in the shuddering melee.

“... So is industry akin to talent?” Aretino had continued.

Still Titian had said nothing.

“… Or should talent be weighed and measured like a precious oil?” Smiling, Aretino had taken an orange off the fruit platter and begun to peel it, staring at Tintoretto. “Are you trying to impress your master, little dyer?”

“I was just drawing –”

“Just drawing?” Aretino had repeated, “Of course, I see that you wish to be as good as Titian.”

“I could never be that —”

A sudden noise had made him jump as Titian slammed the leather portfolio closed, one corner of a drawing trapped like the broken wing of a bird.

“I can teach you nothing.”

“But I am your apprentice!”

“No longer, Tintoretto,” Titian replied, “There is nothing I can teach you. You are not in need of my tutoring.”

Aretino had paused with the half eaten orange in his hand, his sly gaze moving from Tintoretto to his friend and back again.

“You think this little fellow has nothing to learn?” he asked mockingly. “Titian, you must show a little mercy, Venice will not support a painter you have dismissed as your apprentice.” He had dropped the sucked orange onto the platter and wiped his hands on a serving cloth. Mischief had flickered like a light inside him. “Is Tintoretto an indifferent painter?... Or a great one?”

Titian had not answered. Not in words. He had simply turned his back to indicate that Tintoretto had been dismissed.

The doctor was losing his patience, his fretful voice dragging Tintoretto back to the present. “Are you coming? Come on!” Norillo whined, opening the metal studded door beside the anatomy theatre. It was a place well known to Tintoretto, a narrow ante room off the morgue in which was one central stone slab. At the base ran a trough to catch the blood, a table with old dissecting instruments set against the wall.

Fifteen years had passed since Titian had so summarily dismissed Tintoretto and, as Aretino had predicted, Venice had made its judgement. The Doge and the nobility had not welcomed the little dyer, his lack of polish and courtly manners had alienated him almost as much as his talent had ostracised him from his master. Titian had been Venice’s glory; Tintoretto was merely the brilliant upstart. And so it remained; Tintoretto admiring Titian’s genius, Titian wary of Il Furioso and determined – in collusion with his cohorts - to deny him access to the patrons and the court.

“Good God, what happened to her?” Tintoretto said, glancing over to the grotesque torso of a woman lying on the stone slab and putting a cloth up to his nose. “She has been dead a while.”

The doctor shrugged. “I called you yesterday. If you had come, there would have been no smell then. This is summer, ice is expensive. Next time go to Padua.” He moaned. “I do my best for you. If I was caught, I would be punished, I’m risking my reputation for you, Tintoretto, I have done for years.” He mewled. “ But do you thank me? And how do you repay me for my kindness? With a painting!”

“A painting of your wife.” Tintoretto retorted, walking around the mutilated corpse. “Surely, Norillo, you are not disappointed with my work?”

“Nature didn’t make her handsome, but you managed it.” The doctor replied grudgingly. “The bitch let me into her bed last night for the first time in years.” He looked at the corpse and then folded his arms. “It’s a while since you’ve been here. I would have thought you knew enough about the human body by now. You’re famous all over Venice now. Although some say that’s only because Titian’s away and you’ve got an advantage. Some say —”

“Some say anything,” Tintoretto interrupted. “I need more light, hold that lamp up for me.”

“Titian is in Germany now, working for the King —”

“He is a great painter.”

`“And he admires you,” Norillo said, holding up the lamp. “Or he wouldn’t have thrown you out all those years ago. Titian doesn’t like competition.”

Tintoretto turned back to the old doctor. “He has nothing to fear from me —”

“Liar!” Dr Norillo replied, rearranging his glasses and shrugging. “No one comes to Venice to fail.”

“I didn’t come here, I was born in Lombardy and that’s part of the Republic.”

“Then it’s your duty to succeed!” The medic snapped, his tone softening. “I saw your painting of the Miracle of the Slave in the Scuola di St Marco. There was quite a queue to see it. People were staring and wondering how you could paint the bodies to look so real, so solid.”

“I use little figures, models,” Tintoretto admitted, flattered despite himself. “You see, I make them from clay and position them to see how they would look in a painting…” He picked up a scalpel and drew it down the length of the woman’s neck on the right side, from her ear to her collar bone. “… Then I put the little clay figures in a box and light them with candles to see how the finished picture would look –”

“Like a child playing.”

Tintoretto nodded. “Yes, like a child playing.” He bent further over the corpse and studied the exposed jugular vein, his forehead wrinkling. “But now and then I need to see a real body to remind myself, to assure myself that am right. There is always something more to learn.” He stepped back. “How did she die?”

“Not of the plague.” The doctor replied, mockingly. He gestured to the mutilated torso, minus its arms and legs. “She was murdered. Her corpse dismembered, God rest her soul.”

“D’you know who she was?”

“Unknown to me and unclaimed by any family.”

“And no one knows who killed her?”

“No one cares!” the medic replied. “The body was found in the water —”

“Like this?”

Norillo nodded. “Like that. Four days ago and brought to the hospital’s anatomy room.”

Tintoretto studied the torso. “The wounds where her arms and legs were severed are old, there are no new cuts.” He looked at the shoulders and thighs where the limbs had been removed, the muscles grey, the bones the colour of soured milk.

“No, no new wounds. Apart from the one you’ve just made,” the medic agreed, nodding. “You know how it works. When a body’s brought here I let the medics know it’s available for dissection in the Anatomy Theatre —”

“For a fee?”

“Of course for a fee! Everything’s for sale in Venice. I’m an old man, I need to provide for my family. If anything should happen to me they need to be safe. We all know how the poor live in Venice, I don’t want them to suffer.” Norillo whined on. “But I take a risk with you. The bodies are only supposed to be used by doctors, not fucking artists.”

“You get more from me than the doctors. That painting I did of your wife is worth good money, so don’t try and fool me, Norillo.”

Wrong footed, the medic shrugged. “What’s all the interest anyway? D’you know the woman?”

“She looks familiar,” Tintoretto admitted. “I think – maybe – she sat for me a year ago. I can’t be sure, she’s different —”

“Everyone looks different without their arms and legs.” Norillo said snidely. “I can tell you one thing for certain, she drowned. But she was cut up first. Whoever killed her tortured her before they tossed her into the water.”

Tintoretto flinched, then looked back to the corpse. “And no one came to see her?”

“No one.”

“In four days, no one came to claim her, or view the body?”

“I’ve told you, no one claimed her.” Norillo hesitated, the rush light flaring as a draft entered the dank chamber.

The pause was enough. “Who came to see the body?”

“It’s not my position to say.” Norillo whinged, moving from foot to foot.

“Who came to see her?”

“Why does it matter —”

“Who?”

“He thought it was a woman he knew, but it wasn’t —”

“Who thought?”

“Baptista. Adamo Baptista.”

The name curdled in the damp air; it sent a shudder through the old medic and made Tintoretto pause. Adamo Baptista, artist, gambler and Pietro Aretino’s spy; a Florentine who moved around Venice untouched. A man suspected of a dozen crimes, about whom rumours flourished in the dark like mushrooms; a man who escaped the authorities by stealth -shielded under the protection of the dissolute Behemoth, Aretino.

In silence Tintoretto took out a small vellum pad and sketched the woman’s mutilated torso, then her face. He took great care over the details, making hurried notes about the colour of her lashes, the chip off one of her front teeth and the faint indentations on either side of the bridge of her nose. When he had finished he turned back to the medic, who was tapping his foot impatiently by the door.

“See to it that she gets a proper burial.”

Norillo shrugged. “The girl’s bound for the Autopsy theatre tonight —”

“Can you not stop it?” Tintoretto asked.

The doctor pulled down the corners of his mouth in a grimace. “No, I cannot stop it - and why should I? The doctors have to learn, you know that. Besides, you’ve never bothered about a corpse before —”

Tintoretto looked down at the disfigured girl.

“For pity’s sake, don’t let them cut her up. Hasn’t she suffered enough?” he turned back to the old man. “You know what will happen, they will leave after they’ve finished with her and then talk about it, describe what she looked like, what had been done to her. They’ll share the details all over Venice.”

“That’s not my concern.” Norillo replied shortly, pulling the sheet over the corpse. “She’s passed feeling anything.”

Tintoretto shook his head. “If you can’t stop the autopsy, promise me this. When they’re done with her, see that she gets a proper funeral.”

“That will cost —”

“I’ll pay for it!” Tintoretto said shortly. “And if Adamo Baptista comes back —”

“Look, I don’t want any trouble with that man.” The medic retorted nervously. “No one does. I’m not getting involved.”

Tintoretto tapped his arm. “Be calm, medico, I’m not asking anything of you. There is no danger. But should Adamo Baptista comes back, don’t tell him I was here. You understand?...”

Norillo nodded.

“...don’t tell him was ever here.”


Chapter Three

Signora Castilano was watching a pair of men talking on the street outside. Even though she had come from Spain and been graciously assimilated into Venice’s business life, she looked on all other foreigners as a lower class, fodder to her peculiarly luxurious mill. She could estimate from the opulence of the turbans and the silken flutter of the breeches that the merchants were Turkish and affluent; probably dealers in silks, tapestries and the gold threaded trimmings for which Venetian women had an insatiable appetite.

The courtesans would pay generously for such exclusive fripperies, decking themselves out like show horses as they glided across St Marks. Much business was undertaken in the time it took to cross the famous Square. A whore could ensnare a protector, a man could undertake a business deal, and an opportunistic woman could net herself many a glossy fish.

Hearing the door open, Marina Castilano turned to see a man enter. He was in his fifties, dressed in sombre, dusty black clothes and wearing a large brimmed hat in the Dutch style. His face, buckled with lines, had retained its Northern pallour, a great dark birthmark on his left cheek. From his neck hung a small glass vial full of liquid and round his left wrist was a bracelet of dark hair, intertwined with gold.

“Signor der Witt,” Marina greeted him, smiling at one of her infrequent, but lucrative, clients. “How can I help you today?” she glanced at his dishevelled clothes. “You have been travelling?”

Der Witt took of his hat and turned the brim round in his hands. “You have many clients, Signora, I thought you might be the person best placed to help me.”

“It’s true, I rent clothes and embellishments to many in Venice.”

She smiled, her fortune had been made over the years in the business of pretence. Venice was a city of pride; pride in beauty; pride in money and the appearance of money. A man needed to seem wealthy enough to own an extensive wardrobe, and to know of – and wear - all the royal fashions come from the courts of Spain, France and Germany. Very few could afford to endlessly replace their clothes to avoid the indignity of wearing a garment twice and so the trade of garment hiring flourished.

For the more adventurous young men of the nobility Marina was a willing and discreet supplier. Able to furbish them with more individual styles; transparent tunics and breeches for the homosexual partners of wealthy men: ribbons and gilded bells to tie around their genitals; and the open crotch silk pantaloons favoured by the courtesans. Venetians clerics favoured love making with a whore who pretended to be a boy, and a chemise that flattened the woman’s breasts and yet left her genitals exposed was considered a delicious pretence.

All of Marina’s elegant and expensive stock was delivered by the merchants coming from Europe and the Far East, laden with goods for the prosperous and greedy Republic. China was a particularly inventive country for the sexually deviant. Marina had been doing business with a merchant from Hong Kong and another from Istanbul for many years, buying wares that she sold - not in the respectable shop with its refined and elegant outlook to the square – but in the atelier up the narrow back stairs.

Yet there was something Marina did not sell - sexual stimulants or devices, those she left to the old drabs hired by the courtesans. Although lucrative, such trading was always open to blackmail and the threat of the Inquisition. But the old whores, madams or apothecaries were not adverse to performing an abortion or pretending to cast a spell. In Venice it was part of life; an unwanted child, an unwanted lover, an unwanted rival – all and everyone was for sale, or for disposal. For a price.

Over the years Marina Castilano had become a skilled funambulist. Rivalry in Venice was frenetic; a whisper in the wrong ears could result in a shop closing and a business disappearing overnight. So she had learned discretion, working with her younger sister, Lucia. Speaking Italian in public, but Spanish in private. Keeping secrets, something natural to her. The dark guile of her home country running through her blood.

So now she was looking at the Dutch apothecary and wondering exactly what he wanted.

“Signor der Witt, please tell me how can I help you.”

“Pietro Aretino is one of your customers.”

She smiled, putting out her hands, palm upwards. “I cannot say. I never discuss —”

“I know he comes here, everyone knows.” der Witt continued. “That is not the issue. I merely wondered if his...if his colleague Adamo Baptista came also.”

Marina could sense a movement in the alcove behind and knew that her sister, Lucia, was listening. The thought comforted her, it was always imperative to have witnesses – especially with a man like Barent der Witt. And especially when he was asking after Adamo Baptista.

“I can deny or confirm, signor —”

“Signora,” der Witt said, moving closer to her. “This is a matter of some importance. I assure you I understand your reluctance to break a confidence. I would not ask it of you if there was another way —”

“You are right, I am reluctant to break a confidence and so I must, sadly, ask that this conversation goes no further.”

Der Witt fingered the glass vial around his neck; his thumb closing over its stopper like a lock.

“Surely there is no harm in asking if Signor Baptista is one of your clients? I could find out as much by asking one of your neighbours.”

“I imagine you would already have done so,” Marina replied calmly “and had no luck. Or you would not be asking me directly.”

He sighed, his heavily lined face contemptuous. “Is everyone afraid of Adamo Baptista?”

The question hung in the air like a meat hook holding a dead carcass, Der Witt the first to speak again.

“I find it strange, signora, that you do not ask me why I have come to you, and what this matter of importance might be. And why I might be asking about Signor Baptista.”

“It is not my concern.”

He ignored the reply and continued.

“I will tell you anyway. You had a maid, signora, a woman called Gabriella Russo. She came to me afraid, very afraid. She said that she needed help and begged me to help her.”

“I know nothing of this.” Marina replied, watching out of the corner of her eye as her sister came into view. Lucia stood beside her sister, her stout form confronting the Dutchman.

“As my sister said, Signor der Witt, we know nothing. Gabriella did work for us and then she left abruptly, sin explicación...”

“Without explanation.” Marina translated the Spanish into Italian as Lucia continued.

“...and we have not heard from Gabriella since. I think my sister would agree with me that we did not know of her being in any trouble.”

Marina nodded, the Dutchman looking from one sister to the other. “But I didn’t say she was in trouble.”

“You said she was afraid and needed your help.” Marina continued, her tone even. “Did you help her, Signor der Witt?”

“No.” he said bitterly. “Not in time.”

“In time? Why, what happened?”

“Gabriella has disappeared.”

Marina sighed, glancing at her sister. “You say she disappeared before you had chance to help her and I’ve already explained that she left the shop without explanation. Causing us much inconvenience. If she has disappeared, maybe Gabriella chose to. Perhaps she does not wish to be found.”

The Dutchman brushed away the explanation with one hand. “She was afraid, she needed help.”

“And if she had come to us, we would have helped her, but she never confided in myself or my sister.”

Marina was always discreet, but Lucia could not control her curiosity. “¿A qué le tenía miedo? Excuse me, signor, I asked ‘what was she afraid of’?”

Der Witt paused, his expression unyielding. “As you say…” he replied, moving to the door “…it is not your concern.”


Chapter Four

The Jewish Ghetto

Venice

Stepping over a pool of rain, Ira Tabat moved down the narrow alleyway towards his home, pushing open the doorway and climbing two flights of stairs. The rain had seeped through a crack in the roof, a sliver of water ribboning down the plaster. He consoled himself with the fact that it was worse for the Jews in Rome; their living quarters in the capital were flooded every year in the rainy season, and they were still forced to pay taxes for their board.

At least in Venice life was less Draconian; the Republic’s Jews allowed to work in the city in daylight. But at night they were forced to obey the curfew, the gates locked at dusk. Since childhood Ira had hated the sound, the dull metallic thunk of the gates slammed shut, the realisation that he was imprisoned, jailed for nothing but an accident of birth that had created him a Jew.

He took off his jacket and glanced over to the bed against the wall. As usual, his mother was asleep, breathing rhythmically like a clock. Tick, tock, in, out, tick, tock, in, out. But no alteration, no chimes, no striking of some relieving bell. Her clock was uniform, a silent soldier stomping down the minutes to some unknown destination, in some unfamiliar time.

“She’s resting well.”

He turned to smile at his sister, Rosella, solemn faced, but undeniably handsome; with great dark eyes and a long fine nose over a wide mouth. Within the last year Ira had seen her mature, noticed how the ghetto boys stared after her and he had warned them off, proudly protective – as their late father would have been.

“Did she eat anything today?”

“A little, but mostly she sleeps.” Rosella replied, setting out two places at the scrubbed table and then jerking her head towards the door. “Angelo Fasculo next door was caught by the shirri for not wearing his hat,” Ira thought of the yellow cap all Jews were forced to wear, along with a small yellow wheel on their jacket. If they forgot, or lost the badge, it was sometimes overlooked - but not if they were caught without the cap. “He was fined 50 ducas and they said he was going to have to spend a month in jail.”

Ira shook his head. “But he’s new here —”

“Angelo told them that but they still want the 50 ducas.” She sighed. “It’s stupid, everyone knows some people are allowed to stay beyond the curfew. I heard the Corenelli family have their Jewish lawyer and banker at their parties, and no one objects. Instead, they show their cleverness off to their friends, like a couple of Jewish dancing bears.” She cut some bread and cheese and laid it out on the table. “Someone else told me that Abel Solomon attended Mass at Chiesa di San Giacomo di Rialto with his employers. A Jew in a Catholic church —”

“He attended Mass, he didn’t take Mass.”

“Attend it, take it,” she retorted heatedly, “what’s the difference? It’s still a betrayal of faith. If we don’t defend who we are, we will become like everyone else.”

“And have easier lives,” Ira replied, smiling wryly as he began to eat.

“Easier lives, but false lives. We were born what we are and must remain true to it. We don’t belong to Venice, or Rome, or any other city or country. We are complete in ourselves.”

He smiled at her earnestness, her conviction. She was emphatic about everything. What was right, what was necessary, what must be fulfilled. All her life, Rosella had wanted to study music, but in a ghetto there was no money for tuition, so instead she worked as a maid for a Hyman Golletz, a Jewish piano teacher, and he had paid her in singing lessons. Her progress had been intermittent, his teaching uneven, but as she had grown and developed a strong contralto voice, Golletz’s interest had increased. At weddings and feasts in the ghetto Rosella had been encouraged to perform, her voice intense and haunting as she sang the ancient Jewish songs.

There was even talk of her having a career outside the ghetto, so when Rosella suddenly announced that she was no longer working for Hyman Golletz, Ira stopped, bread on one hand, cheese in the other, his expression baffled.

“What?”

“It’s selfish,” she said emphatically, cutting into the cheese. “what this family needs is to make money, not waste time pursuing a pointless hobby —”

“Hyman thinks you could be a professional singer —”

“Only in the ghetto.”

“Not necessarily,” Ira persisted, “he said that your voice had improved so much he might be able to find work in the city for you —”

“And a fat fee for him,” she retorted.

He studied his sister’s face, her hands busy, breaking the bread, crumbs falling onto the scrubbed table like dry snow.

“Has Golletz behaved improperly towards you?”

Her dark eyes were scornful. “Hyman’s seventy years old!”

“I just wondered, your decision seems very sudden.”

“It’s just that I feel...” Rosella ripped into the bread, “I feel guilty. I’m not earning much as a maid and I wondered if well... if there was another way to bring money in.”

Ira laid down his knife and leaned back on his stool, his gaze moving over to where their mother was sleeping. “Why do we need more money? We can’t do anything for our mother now. There is no more –”

“I know there’s no medicine that can help her. You know that. You’ve tried everything, God knows. You’re a doctor, Ira, you would know if you could do anything. You’ve even asked other doctors in the ghetto, but we all know our mother’s slipping away, she’s dying...” She baulked at the word, then moved on. “But if we had some more money we could get better lodgings, somewhere more comfortable for her, for all of us.” She hurried on, seeing a look of irritation cross her brother’s face. “You can’t work any harder, no man could. Your patients have grown to trust you, they ask for you, they rely on you. Ira, everyone values you. Even the traders come to you for advice —”

“For the pox.”

“Not always,” she retorted, smiling. “You’re known, people talk about you. They trust you —”

His tone was cold. “But I don’t earn enough.”

“Don’t be offended! I didn’t mean to hurt you, you’ve provided for us since I was a child, but now I can provide too. And what I’m saying is that working as Hyman Golletz’s cleaner is not the way to a fortune.”

“So you have found a way to make a fortune?” Ira asked, his eyebrows raised. “Tell me, Rosella, I’m fascinated as to how you are going to fill our coffers and put us all in a palace.”

Angered, she pushed back her stool and rose.

“Don’t mock me! I’m not a child, and perhaps it’s time you realised that, Ira. I have a right to a say in this family – just as much as you do.”

“I have never said otherwise!” He snapped, his tone softening. “So what’s your idea?”

She turned to move away, then turned back, taking in a breath. “You know the painter, Tintoretto?”

“I know of him. Everyone in Venice knows of him. Why?”

“I was in the piazza last Wednesday afternoon, it was raining very hard —”

“I remember.”

“– and he approached me. Very politely. He’s rather a shy man, a little awkward. And he asked —“

“He approached you in the street?” Ira repeated, enraged. “And you spoke to him?”

“Tintoretto was very polite and begged me to forgive his presumption, but he wondered if —”

“If?”

“ – I would sit for him.”

Sighing, Ira leaned forwards with his elbows on the table, his head in his hands. “Sit down, Rosella.” She could tell from the tone of his voice that he was angry and regained her seat as he continued. “You’re seventeen years old, respectable young Venetian women of your age are kept in their homes and only enter the streets with a chaperone —”

“But we are not Venetians, we are Jews.”

“We are no less than them! You are as respectable as the daughters of the Rannuccio family or the Colonia —”

“But I have to work for a living.”

“Not as a whore!”

She flushed. “Is that what you think? That being a sitter for one of Venice’s finest painters is being a whore?”

“Titian —”

“We are not talking about Titian! We are talking about Tintoretto, and he is an honourable man. I have asked around, spoken to Hyman Golletz and others in the ghetto and I’ve heard many good things about the artist. I admit that if it had been Titian I would have been nervous —”

“You would have had every right to be nervous. Titian may well be powerful and admired, but his circle is one of the most infamous in Venice. And most of his models are courtesans.”

“But Tintoretto is not Titian.”

Ira rolled his eyes Heavenwards. “It doesn’t matter, Rosella, it’s not what it is in reality, it’s what it appears to be.”

“That’s a rabbi’s argument. So we should go without because of people’s opinion? In reality we’re poor, and that’s also what we appear to be. But this is a way for us to prosper.” She took in a breath, her eyes fixed on her brother. “I went to temple, to ask advice...”

He realised then that his sister was serious. She had not said I went to the synagogue, but I went to temple to ask advice.

“...the rabbi said it was a matter for my own conscience.”

Ira shook his head “The usual answer —”

“But it is a matter of my own conscience.” Rosella replied, “and my conscience says that I wish to do this. I trust Signor Tintoretto, he said that if I preferred I could come with a companion.”

“Would it be a waste of my breath to forbid you to do this?” She reached out towards her brother’s hand, but Ira moved it away, his expression unyielding. “We do not need better lodgings, Rosella —”

“You do not need better lodgings,” she replied. “Because you, brother, are not here for more than a few hours a day. You come in with the curfew, bone tried, and then you fall asleep. When they open the gates at sunrise, you leave. And sometimes before, because a doctor has a freedom to come and go when he is called for. You live here, but your life is beyond the ghetto, your thoughts far beyond this sticky cluster of houses crammed one on top of each other. You don’t see that the sun has to fight to make any impression on the alleys, or that the weak plaster we pack into the holes in the roof when it rains never lasts and falls off again with the next storm. Your life – your mind – is out there.” She gestured to the city beyond the ghetto walls. “And I don’t blame you for that, Ira. You’re building a reputation, something encouraged in Venice; it’s a city of reputations. Any man without an idea or a dream wouldn’t last a week. You have a dream, Ira,” she leaned towards him. “It’s a good dream, because you’re a good man…And now you pull a face at me! But I’ve heard people talk about you ‘Ira Tabat is a remarkable doctor. Amongst the finest in Venice.’ Even the Dutch like you,” she smiled, trying to coax him back into good humour. “and the Dutch seldom like anyone.”

“They are surly.” He agreed.

“But when Lijsbet comes to Venice, who does he seek out? You. You healed his leg when he could barely walk on it. Your reputation is known. Your name is spreading.”

“As it should be. I’m thirty one, Rosella, not a boy.”

“And most of the doctors in the ghetto are much older men —”

He brushed her words aside. “You’re changing the subject, this has nothing to do with Tintoretto —”

“It has, because I’ve made up my mind.” She said quietly. “I would never dishonour my name or my family, I am no whore, nor will I ever be. I have too much respect for myself. But I will sit for Tintoretto and you must trust me... You see, I want a life outside the ghetto too.”

“It is not safe outside. Not for a young woman.”

“I understand, but I will not take risks.” She assured him. “You have ambition and I want to be something more. I can’t marry a rich man, or parade like a Venetian Contessa, but I can live another way.” She held his face with her hands and looked into her brother’s eyes. “I want my escape. And Tintoretto is my escape. He is famous, his paintings are seen by thousands, people stand in awe of his work. Even if I live and die in the ghetto my life will mean something. If he paints me, I am someone. If he paints me, I exist.”


Chapter Five

Walking silently over the bridge towards the alleyway, Adamo Baptista paused at the main entrance of the Jewish ghetto in Cannaregio, then walked in. The buildings were blank faced, unlike the Venetian opulence of their neighbours, several covered stone wells breaking up the bareness of the square, a few listless trees as dowdy as their surroundings.

He was aware that he was being watched, that a small clutch of people had gathered, standing under an awning at the doorway which lead to the Kosher butcher and the synagogue above. Venetian law forbade the building of free standing temples, so the synagogue was built over the shop, above the bones and offal of the dead animals below, crushed between a boarding house and a dressmaker’s. Baptista checked the street signs, then moved towards a house with a green painted door. As he approached a man came out, glanced suspiciously at him, and then moved off. Unperturbed, Baptista pushed open the door and looked in.

A woman in her late sixties was seated at a table by a narrow arched window overlooking a weary courtyard. Her hair was grey and tied back from her face, her profile stern, and lined as tree bark. Without speaking, Baptista watched as she counted out money, gathering the coins in neat piles and laying them in a row in front of her. He waited patiently, looking about him. The room was furnished with a table, four chairs and a menorah, the seven branch Jewish candlestick, the chamber divided by a curtain. Behind which Baptista could not see.

“Why are you standing there?...”

He glanced at the woman, who had turned and was looking at him. “... Do you wish to speak to me?”

Nodding, he moved across to her. Now he could see her more clearly she had a resolute expression, her eyes stone grey. “What can I do for you, Signor Baptista?”

“You know me?”

“I know of you.”

“As I know of you, Signora Fasculo.” Baptista replied, taking a seat opposite her at the table. He glanced at the rows of coins, his head tilted to one side. “Usury is forbidden in Venice.”

“And yet I hear of Christians offering credit with interest, which is apparently legal. The Venetian banks obscure it by claiming that a service is being provided with the loan.” She held Baptista’s stare. “We —”

“You.”

She nodded. “I am useful because I am prepared to lend to the very poor, something the banks would not allow.”

He nodded, then frowned. “But, Signora Fasculo, how is it that you have funds to lend?”

“They are not my funds.”

“Ah,” he said, his tone mocking. “So you loan in order to grant loans?”

The great pale eyes flickered. “May I ask what business this is of yours, Signor Baptista?”

“May I ask how you know me?”

“You are talked about.”

“For what reason?”

“Does there have to be a reason?”

He smiled, leaned back. “C’e sempre un motivo per tutto a Venezi.”

She frowned. “Forgive me, my Italian is not good.”

“‘There is always a reason for everything in Venice.’” He translated for her, looking around the room. “Of course you do not have to speak Italian with Jews, do you?”

“No. We speak Hebrew amongst ourselves.”

He nodded. “My employer —”

“You have an employer?”

`“Indeed. If a man holds secrets it is useful to have an ally who shares them…Where did your money come from, Signora Fasculo?”

“From other Jews in the ghetto. People who appointed me to look after their funds. When we came here we were going to set up our own bank, but that was forbidden, so instead there was a vote and I was elected.”

“And you receive a wage, a fee, for this service?”

“A small one, yes.” She replied, her hands clasped together to prevent them shaking. “The people trust me.”

“Why would they do that?”

“What?”

“Trust you. Why would they do that?” Baptista repeated, his tone light. “Or were you better at handling money than your husband was?” He could see the shock register in her face and continued. “Signor Guido Fasculo was stupid with financial matters – he must have been, or he would never have left so many debts when he died.”

She swallowed, but held his gaze. “What are you talking about?”

“Money, Signora Fasculo… and your debts.”

“It’s all lies!”

“No, it’s not. It’s the truth. And I find it fascinating that the widow of a man who fled angry creditors in Florence should be put in charge of the ghetto coffers in Venice... “ he smiled without warmth. “You and your family left Florence and came to Venice to leave your past behind. Just as you left unfortunate creditors...”

Silent, Guida Fasculo watched him.

“...Naturally the people you cheated are angry. And, I imagine, they would be very grateful for someone to tell them the whereabouts of you – and your sons. So they can recover what is rightly theirs —”

She looked at him pleadingly: “I am working as hard as I can to gather together funds to pay off the debts. I intend to repay every lira —”

“But how long will that take, Signora Fasculo?”

“I don’t know...”

“Well, I can tell you – a long time.” He sighed, pretending regret. “We have two alternatives here. One,” he tapped the index finger of his left hand. “I can – and should – tell the authorities about the criminals living in our city. Of which you are one. Or two” he tapped his index finger again. “I could suggest a way out of your troubles.” He leaned towards her again. “Would you like to know a way out?”

“My sons —”

“Cannot protect you. Instead they will be disgraced with you. Venice likes order, the Doge does not tolerate crime - which is why the prisons are busy. Of course you may only be flogged publicly and your head shaved —”

The colour had gone from Gilda Fasculo’s face, her voice curt. “What do you want?”

“To help you.”

“To ruin me!”

“It is all a matter of perception.” Baptista replied phlegmatically. “Not all the Jewish in your ghetto are poor. I can see that. Some of the women are superbly dressed and the professional men have big bellies and jingling pockets. There are famous doctors and lawyers here who are paid handsomely for their skills. And I think you should use the trust that they have placed in you —”

“I only deal with the very poorest.”

“Signora, do not fucking lie to me,” he said quietly, “I am not a fool, neither is my employer. We know exactly to whom you lend money. And we know who your creditors are in Florence. We know all about you – and I’m offering you a chance to escape justice.”

Her voice wavered. “You call this an escape?”

“You can sit in here like an old crone for years and pick off your debts until your body is ancient and you piss when you walk. But it will take too long —”

“I cannot cheat my own people.” She replied, distraught.

“Your husband did in Florence.”

“He was a bad businessman, not a criminal!”

“And yet here you are, left to carry the burden.” Baptista retorted. “Perhaps you will reconsider the offer. In return for my silence, you will pay a fee that you can skim off the ghetto rich.”

“They are not rich!”

“Are you very stupid, Signora Fasculo?” he asked, his tone contemptuous. “We have already surmised that there are many poor here - and as many rich.”

“But none is as rich as Venetians!”

“Money is money, wherever it comes from,” Baptista replied, standing up. “My employer is offering you a fair deal – I would take it, Signora Fasculo, the galleys are not a place for old women.”

*

And here I am, entering the tale again.
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