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City of Vengeance

Chapter One




For all my whanau in Aotearoa New Zealand 
and beyond – past, present and future





The damage is already done, the ills are incurred,

and there is no longer any remedy.

Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince

Translated by W. K. Marriott (1908)
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Staff and Inmates of Ospedale de’ Pazzi

THE ABBOT, FRA GHERADO, leader of the ospedale

FRA BERNARDO, deputy to the abbot

FRA PANDOLFO, apothecary and infirmarian

FRA EGIDIO, sacrist, keeper of vestments and books

SUOR ANGELICA, head nun

SUOR ORTENZA, former prioress

SUOR VIOLANTE, sibling of Ortenza

SUOR CECILIA, youngest nun at the ospedale

LAMBERTI, head guard

MARZIO and NOCE, guards

MALE INMATES

Torta, Ulivo, Isolotto, Ghiberti, Cimatori, ‘the Monsignor’

FEMALE INMATES

Seta, Livia, Armolia, Mansueta




Chapter One
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Thursday, December 20th 1540

Cesare Aldo stared at the man opposite him as the cart bumped and jolted up the rough dirt track. Saul Orvieto was his friend, his lover, and a good doctor to the Jews of Florence. When Aldo had still been investigating crimes for the Otto, the city’s most powerful criminal court, Saul helped solve some of those with his expertise in bodies. But that did not mean they were always in agreement, and this was a moment when Saul was simply wrong.

‘You don’t believe in evil?’

‘No,’ Saul replied.

‘But you’ve seen the things men do. Stabbings, rapes, even burning people alive, and all because of greed or hatred or lust. How can you not believe in evil?’

The doctor stroked his thick russet beard. Grey was gradually appearing in Saul’s hair, and more wrinkles framed his warm hazel eyes, but somehow that only made him more handsome. ‘I don’t deny men do evil things,’ he said. ‘Some more than others. But I’m not convinced this makes such men evil, or that they carry evil inside them.’

Aldo shook his head. ‘Then how do you explain their actions?’

‘No doubt each one had their reasons, and believed in those enough to do what they did. You said it yourself; violence is caused by greed, hatred and lust. Take those away and most men have no reason to kill, no cause to be cruel or inflict suffering.’

‘Most men? So, you agree some men are outside these boundaries of yours.’

Saul’s face saddened. ‘There are always those who cannot control their actions, whose judgement is damaged or their conscience is overcome by madness. But that is an illness of the mind, not proof of evil. Such people are suffering in their own anguish, and deserve our pity. We will probably find men, and perhaps even some women, like that where we are going.’

Aldo and Saul were travelling north, high up into the Tuscan hills above Florence to visit Ospedale de’ Pazzi. Years ago, it was where wealthy famiglie sent their daughters to spend the last months of an illegitimate pregnancy. The babies were born far from prying eyes and gossiping neighbours, shielding the parents from shame. Most of the infants were given to the Church for adoption or passed on to an orphanage for foundlings.

Over time the building’s purpose had changed, becoming an institution where those who had lost their reason or were deemed incurabili could be locked away out of sight. Officially, it was called Ospedale de’ Pazzi, but a nickname from decades past – La Macchia – still lingered, because anyone sent there was seen as a stain on their famiglia. In recent years the ospedale had changed again, becoming a place where the worst, the most dangerous of Florence’s incurabili were sent – out of their minds, and out of sight.

Aldo had used a precious favour owed by Cosimo de’ Medici, the ruler of Florence, to secure a letter of authority signed by the duke in order to make an official visit to the ospedale. Because La Macchia was administered by the Church with both monks and nuns present he had also required permission from the diocese of Florence. That meant meeting Monsignor Testardo, a severe cleric Aldo had encountered more than once while serving the Otto. Testardo reluctantly gave the Church’s approval for this visit to the ospedale, but had demanded a full report on it as the price for that. By rights, such a report should be made by a senior diocesan official, but Testardo had no wish to visit La Macchia in the dead of winter.

If securing authority to inspect the ospedale had been difficult, obtaining the means of getting there proved even more so. If Aldo were travelling alone, he would have hired a horse and ridden up into the hills. But Saul insisted on coming too, and he was far less comfortable in a saddle. Walking would take time the good doctor could not spare from his patients. The solution was finding the cart driver who took supplies to La Macchia each week and paying him handsomely for a ride. But the driver refused to have anyone sit alongside him, so they were stuck in the back of his cart among the sacks and barrels bound for the ospedale.

To pass the time, Aldo was debating with Saul about morality. He agreed with much of what the doctor said and they shared a mutual respect, even when their beliefs diverged. It was one of the reasons he and Saul were close, despite the laws of God and man forbidding what they did together in bed. But Aldo had seen the worst of men during his youth on the streets of Florence, his time riding as a mercenary, and his many years enforcing laws for the Otto. ‘You cannot deny that a man such as Father Pagolo Zati was evil,’ he said.

Saul shivered. The wintry air was cold and getting colder as they went higher into the hills, but Aldo knew that was not the reason for Saul’s trembling. ‘I saw only what Zati did,’ the doctor replied. ‘Yes, his crimes were evil in nature, but they may have been the work of a disordered mind. You were the one who spoke with him.’

Aldo had questioned Zati after the priest admitted garrotting two men, bisecting their tongues lengthways, and writing holy words on their foreheads with ash. Zati had previously killed elderly parishioners in his care, though the crimes remained unproven. The priest himself had dismissed those as the work of a novice still learning his craft.

‘Zati told me he had always known he was different, better than those around him,’ Aldo recalled. ‘To become who you truly are, he said, you must trust your judgement above all else. Zati believed there was beauty to be found in murder, and a purity in what he—’

‘Enough.’ Saul held up a hand. ‘I will concede that there are some men whose acts are truly evil. Let us be thankful they are few and far between, and that Zati is dead.’

The priest had been banished from Florence for his crimes, protecting the Church from a scandal. Zati went to Venice where he had famiglia but drowned in a canal soon after arriving, his death an apparent accident. In truth, it had been arranged on Aldo’s behalf, yet he bore no guilt for that. He took no pleasure from having another man killed, but sometimes it was necessary. Aldo had looked into Zati’s eyes, seen the evil lurking there, and known the priest would never stop killing. He had promised to seek Aldo out one day, and Zati was not a man to break his word. Stopping him for good had been the safest way to protect Florence.

‘Do you two ever cease talking?’ the cart driver asked, glancing back at them while scratching at his thick black beard.

‘It keeps us occupied,’ Aldo replied. ‘How much further?’

‘You’ll see La Macchia round the next bend.’ The driver urged his horses on with a snap of the reins. ‘If you’re looking for evil, you are going to the right place.’

‘Why do you say that?’ Saul asked.

‘Only been inside once, but it was enough. Made me cold to my bones. The worst of the worst are kept there, but the guards and even the monks – they’re all mad, bad or worse.’

‘I was told there are nuns at the ospedale,’ Aldo said.

‘Four of them,’ the driver confirmed, ‘looking after the women inmates. Mostly the nuns stay in their part of the building, keep themselves to themselves. I don’t blame them. People from the nearby villages who come up the hill to work at La Macchia always leave before dusk. That place does something to a person, changes them. Stay there a night, you’ll see.’

‘Then it’s a good thing we are returning back down the hill with you today.’ Aldo gave Saul a reassuring smile. ‘We should only be inside a few hours, at most.’

‘Just make sure you’re ready to leave when I am.’ The driver jabbed a finger at the glowering sky. Heavy, grey-white clouds were gathering overhead. ‘That’s snow, and plenty of it. La Macchia has been cut off in the past when the weather closes in.’

‘How strange,’ Saul said. ‘We’re not that far from Florence, and the city rarely gets more than a dusting, even in the coldest of years.’

‘That’s because all the snow falls up here,’ Aldo replied.

The driver scratched his beard again. ‘One year was so bad, it took nine days for anyone to reach the ospedale. No wonder they all go strange, sooner or later.’

Aldo twisted back to stare at Florence in the distance. He could make out the curve of the Duomo standing proud above the rest of the city. It was some miles south of here, but still visible from this high up in the hills – for now, at least. Once the snow came, Florence would soon disappear from view. But he and Saul should be back home before nightfall.

The cart rounded a curve in the track to reveal a cold, grey building huddled against a sheer stone hillside, a sharp cliff near the western edge of the ospedale with a precipitous drop below that. The building had two levels beneath a roof of weary, broken terracotta tiles. Arched openings cut into the walls resembled forlorn eyes, metal bars across them to prevent anyone getting out and wooden shutters inside those. With the ospedale built in the shadow of the stone hillside, the building’s interior would be bitterly cold most of the year.

As the cart rolled closer, Aldo could see plaster on the outer walls of the ospedale had surrendered to the weather, exposing the bricks behind it. Beyond the building on its eastern side was a small stable, while another path led round to the western side. There the ground gave way to a sheer drop, the cliff edge uncomfortably close.

He and Saul exchanged a wary look. ‘Still glad you came?’

The doctor forced a smile. ‘You know all the best places.’

One of the double doors at the ospedale’s main entrance opened and a monk emerged, peering at the cart as it rolled closer. He wore a plain brown habit, a white cord tied round the waist. A sudden gust of wind blew back his hood, revealing the bare scalp of his tonsure. Aldo raised a hand in greeting and the monk frowned before scuttling back inside.

‘Not much of a welcome,’ Aldo observed.

‘Don’t expect anything more,’ the driver said. ‘Not from this lot.’

A fat flake of snow passed Aldo’s gaze, followed by another and another.

‘Told you it was going to snow,’ the driver said, grim satisfaction in his voice.

‘Then the sooner we complete our visitation, the better,’ Aldo replied.

Fra Pandolfo resisted the urge to sigh while the abbot prayed out loud. It was the last weekly meeting at the ospedale before Christmas, but followed an all too familiar pattern: an opening prayer from the abbot, followed by desultory reports from everyone else, and finally a feeble attempt to encourage and uplift all of those present. The results of this repetition were always the same: boredom or bickering, depending on who had chosen to attend. The days leading up to Christmas might be full of anticipation and joy in Florence, but here at the ospedale they were merely fragments amid a long, cold and bleak midwinter.

Part of the problem was that Fra Gherado had no right or justification to call himself the Abbot of Ospedale de’ Pazzi. Abbot was a title for those leading a large monastery or abbey, places of wealth or importance. This ospedale was small, poor and getting poorer. Sacrist Fra Egidio often detailed how little income was being received for looking after the incurabili. Meanwhile, urgent repairs to the roof were needed, the vestments had not been renewed in years, and the upper level at the back of the building had been barricaded since the previous winter, deemed too unsafe to use after the ceiling gave way.

Yet Gherado insisted on being called abbot, and the others indulged his delusion. It was easier than dealing with his sulking and disappointment. To Pandolfo’s eyes the abbot was a weak man. He would dither and delay without direction from others, unable to make even the simplest of decisions. How had such a man come to be in charge? The ospedale’s previous leader had died three years ago after a long illness, and his then deputy Gherado succeeded to the post when none of the other monks put themselves forward.

It had been a mistake, one which they all were now enduring.

The head guard belched loudly as the abbot finished his prayer, making no attempt to stifle the noise or apologize for the stench of stale garlic it brought. Lamberti was a brute of a man who never hid his contempt for anyone else. Pandolfo always sat as far from him as possible. ‘You done yet?’ Lamberti demanded.

‘I …’ The abbot frowned before nodding. ‘I suppose so, yes. Why, do you have something you wish to share, signor?’

‘How many times must I tell you? Lamberti is my name, that’s all. I’m not one of those men who calls himself by a special title just to seem more important.’

Pandolfo pursed his lips. Bickering it would be.

‘Of course,’ the abbot agreed, offering a smile of appeasement to the burly figure. ‘Forgive me, sig—Forgive me, Lamberti. It is hard to overcome the dutiful habits of a lifetime. When you have been raised to treat everyone with the same respect—’

‘Yes, yes,’ Lamberti cut in. ‘We all know about your noble upbringing, the politeness you were taught from the cradle. Some of us didn’t have that.’

‘No, I suppose not—’

‘Can we get on? I have men to supervise.’

‘Of course, of course.’ The abbot hesitated, his brow furrowing. ‘Where was I?’

Fra Bernardo leaned forward, a solicitous smile on his thin lips. ‘Just finishing your prayer, Abbot. It was most well said.’

‘Ahh, grazie,’ the abbot murmured.

‘Now it is time for the reports,’ Bernardo added.

‘Very good, very good. Well, who wishes to go first?’

Bernardo looked around the table, his face a mask of eager expectancy. He had been at the ospedale since the spring, a replacement for the abbot’s previous deputy. Where the abbot was withered and weary, a man in the winter of his years, Bernardo had all the sharpness of a newly honed blade. His dark brown beard was neatly trimmed and tended, his gaze never less than piercing, and his manner was far from Pandolfo’s liking. The prospect of Fra Bernardo succeeding the abbot one day, perhaps soon, was not appealing.

Lamberti scowled. ‘There’s little to report. Ulivo refuses to wear anything and keeps smearing himself in his own merda. He’ll freeze to death if he’s not careful. We’ve emptied the cell beside the Monsignor, he upsets the other inmates too much. And Isolotto got hold of a needle from somewhere and has been sewing cockroaches together with loose threads.’

‘Should he have something sharp in his possession like that?’ Bernardo asked.

The head guard shrugged. ‘He’s never attacked me or my men.’

The abbot nodded. ‘Good, good.’

Bernardo turned his attention to Pandolfo. ‘And how goes the infirmary?’

‘All is well. One of the female inmates, Seta, has been in my care. Her humours are far worse this time of year, which leads to melancholy and howling. You’ve probably heard her.’

‘The cagna never shuts up,’ Lamberti muttered.

‘My remedies have helped her recover enough to return to the women’s area. Suor Ortenza and Suor Cecilia are taking Seta back to her cell now.’

‘Congratulations, Fra Pandolfo,’ Bernardo said. ‘How fortunate the ospedale is to have a skilled apothecary and infirmarian among its monks.’

Pandolfo acknowledged the praise with a nod, though it was as insincere as everything else about Bernardo – aside from his ambition. ‘The nuns asked me to pass on their regrets at not being here,’ Pandolfo said. It was a lie, but only a small one and in a good cause. He could always seek forgiveness from the Almighty later for bearing false witness.

‘That explains why none of our sisters in God are present,’ the abbot said, ‘but not the absence of Fra Egidio. Does anyone know where our sacrist is?’

The ufficio door burst open, Fra Egidio tumbling in. ‘Forgive me for being late, Abbot, but I have been waiting for the cart to arrive. I wanted to be sure it had all of our supplies. Snow is coming, and we don’t wish to be left short.’ The sacrist was in his forties, yet still had a boyish quality to his face, despite the tonsure. Egidio pursued his responsibilities with a fervour Pandolfo considered close to unhealthy, as if keeping a close account of everything would deflect any and all other concerns. If only Egidio had that same fervour in washing; alas, the sacrist was always ripe with the stench of body odour. Despite that, Pandolfo had a kinship of sorts with Egidio; everyone needed an ally, however awkward.

‘This explains why you were not here for the abbot’s prayer,’ Bernardo observed, ‘but not the reason for entering with such abandon.’

‘Forgive me,’ Egidio replied. ‘But the driver has brought two men with him.’

‘We’re not expecting anyone,’ the abbot said before turning to his deputy. ‘Are we?’

‘No, Abbot,’ Bernardo agreed, rising from his seat. ‘What do they look like?’

‘Men,’ Egidio spluttered. ‘They look like men.’

‘We’d get more sense from Ulivo,’ Lamberti sneered.

‘Perhaps the cart was not yet close enough to properly see the faces of these visitors,’ Pandolfo suggested, wanting to support the sacrist.

‘That’s right,’ Egidio said, giving him a grateful nod. ‘But it will be here soon.’

‘What should we do about this?’ the abbot wondered aloud. ‘Bernardo?’

His deputy smiled. ‘You and I will go meet them, Abbot.’ Bernardo helped the older man up from his chair. ‘We shall welcome them to Ospedale de’ Pazzi and enquire as to why they have decided to grace us with this unexpected visitation.’

Suor Ortenza fought the urge to laugh while holding out her hand to the wild-eyed woman in the infirmary. Four years ago, she could not have foreseen herself doing so and yet, here she was. ‘Try these mulberry leaves, Seta – they’re your favourite, yes?’ Ortenza lifted one of the dried leaves to her nose, inhaling its subtle scent. ‘Hmm, wonderful.’

Seta stared back, both hands bunched in front of her face. ‘M-Mulberry?’

‘That’s right. I’ve five of them, all for you, if you come with Suor Cecilia and me.’ Ortenza held up the leaves, spreading them out so Seta could see. ‘Would you like one?’

Seta nodded, quick and nervous.

Ortenza offered a leaf to the nun beside her. ‘Suor Cecilia, could you give this leaf to our friend Seta, please?’

The other nun had only arrived at the ospedale a month earlier. Cecilia was young but no novice; she wore the dark blue habit and white wimple of a chapter nun. But she was still learning about the female inmates and their individual peculiarities. She had an open, friendly face that did not carry a lifetime of cares. Ortenza almost envied that innocence, but knew it would not last long at La Macchia. Quite what Cecilia had done to get herself banished from Florence to this hope-forsaken place remained unclear, and Ortenza had chosen not to pry. In the past, she would have pressed the young nun until Cecilia surrendered her secrets. But that Ortenza was no more; no longer did unworthy concerns usurp her duty to the Almighty.

‘You want me to feed her a mulberry leaf?’ Cecilia asked.

‘Seta can feed herself,’ Ortenza replied. ‘All you need to do is hand it over.’

Still Cecilia hesitated, seeming bewildered by the notion.

Ortenza leaned closer, lowering her voice to a whisper. ‘Seta often believes she has turned into a silkworm. When that happens, we give her mulberry leaves until the belief passes. Don’t worry, they do no harm. If anything, these help to loosen her bowels.’

‘Truly?’

Ortenza smiled at the inmate. ‘We have nothing to fear from Seta, especially now that Fra Pandolfo has balanced her humours. Go on.’

Cecilia took the leaf and edged closer to Seta. The inmate had a disordered look, her pale face pasty and her hair a greasy mess of knots. She was a little older than Cecilia, thirty at the most. The shift she wore was stained and creased, the bones of her narrow frame jutting against it. A strong wind could carry Seta away, but she had not set foot outside in years.

The inmate snatched the mulberry leaf from Cecilia, making the nun jump back, but Seta did nothing more except nibble on its edges. Joy filled her red-spotted face.

‘Good,’ Ortenza said, making her voice a warm murmur. ‘Now, let’s get you back to your cell, shall we?’ Seta nodded her agreement, still nibbling at the leaf. ‘Suor Cecilia, if you take Seta’s left arm, I’ll take her right.’

Working together, the two nuns guided the inmate out of the infirmary and along the hallway, passing Pandolfo’s workshop and the chapel. Turning the corner, Ortenza saw three monks clustered at the ospedale entrance: the abbot, his deputy, and the sacrist. Freezing air was blowing in through the open doors, making the corridor even colder than usual.

‘Scusi,’ Ortenza called as she and Cecilia led Seta towards the monks. Still the men did not move, their attention outside the entrance. ‘Scusi!’ she repeated, raising her voice.

At last Egidio looked round. ‘Forgive us,’ he said, ushering Bernardo and the abbot out of the way. Ortenza led Seta and Cecilia by, glancing out the doors to see what was so fascinating. At first there was nothing remarkable, simply a horse-drawn cart laden with provisions and snow falling around it. Then she saw two men clambering from the cart. One was a Jew, the yarmulke on his hair denoting his faith. That was unusual; no Jew had come to the ospedale before. But it was the second man that brought Ortenza to a standstill.

Why in the name of God had Cesare Aldo come to La Macchia?



December 19th 1540

My dear Rebecca,

I am writing this because of my increasing concerns for Cesare Aldo. I believe he is on a path that will bring no happiness or satisfaction. Cesare is searching for answers he may never find and, even if he did, they are more likely to wound him.

I have enclosed notes copied from my private journal, where I have been observing Cesare’s behaviour these past ten months. Hopefully they shall help you understand why I am travelling with him tomorrow up into the hills north of Florence. All being well, we should be back before nightfall and you will have no reason to break the seal on this. That being so, I shall burn it on my return and you will be none the wiser.

Grazie for agreeing to tend our patients while I am away. Should I be kept from Florence longer than expected, know you have my complete confidence. I believe you will make a wonderful doctor, and look forward to the day you take my place.

L’shalom,

Saul Orvieto




Chapter Two

[image: ]

Aldo jumped from the cart as it stopped in front of the ospedale, his breath fogging the cold air. Snow was falling steadily now, already settling on the ground. Judging by the sky that would continue for some time, so the journey back to Florence would be treacherous, but not impossible if made soon enough. Aldo helped Saul down, ignoring those watching from the ospedale entrance. No doubt they had questions, but the answers could wait.

‘How long?’ Aldo called to the driver.

‘What?’

‘How long will it take for you to unload all of this?’ He gestured at the barrels and sacks in the cart. ‘How long before you leave for the city?’

The driver scratched at his thick black beard. ‘I don’t unload the cart. My job is getting everything here, and caring for my animals.’ He threw a dark crimson wool cloak across his shoulders and set about untying both horses.

‘Then who—?’ Aldo’s question was answered by two heavyset men appearing from the side of the ospedale near to the cliff’s edge. Both wore the simple clothes of Tuscan country folk, meaning they were either guards or villagers who helped at the ospedale. The pair were atop the cart in moments, throwing sacks down onto the gathering snow.

‘Let’s get inside,’ Saul suggested, pulling his own cloak tighter for warmth.

Aldo nodded, leading the doctor towards the entrance. Three monks were clustered at the doors, blocking the way. At the front was a frail, older man, his skin haggard and his unkempt beard pure white. He wrung his age-spotted hands, each one clasping at the other. This was probably the lead monk, judging by his years and the apparent deference of those behind him. Aldo had been given limited information in Florence, but enough to know this must be Fra Gherado, the monk in charge at La Macchia.

Of the pair lurking behind him, Aldo’s gaze was drawn to the younger man. This monk kept his beard so neatly trimmed it must receive daily attention, indicating both pride and self-regard. He held himself with an arrogant self-assurance, jaw raised so he could stare down his nose at the new arrivals, assessing them with a cold, calculating gaze. He leaned forwards, whispering to Fra Gherado; that suggested he had the older monk’s ear.

The third monk was the one Aldo had seen at the entrance earlier. He was a mass of twitches and movement, unable to hold himself still. This close, it became clear he was between the other two in age and had seen at least forty summers. Rounded shoulders and a sagging brow showed how little strength of will he possessed. He would bend to satisfy whatever wind was blowing. A survivor, but not a man of substance.

‘Buon giorno,’ Aldo said, stopping before the few steps into the ospedale. ‘I am Cesare Aldo, and this’ – he gestured at Saul – ‘is Doctor Saul Orvieto. May we enter?’

Gherado hesitated before replying, the younger monk behind him whispering again. ‘You may … once we know the reason for your visit.’

‘Of course.’ Aldo feigned a smile. ‘We have come on behalf of Duke Cosimo de’ Medici and the city of Florence.’ He patted a cloth satchel resting on one hip, its long strap slung across his chest. ‘I have a letter of authority from the Duke of Florence and a letter of permission from the diocese that Doctor Orvieto and I should conduct a full visitation.’

Another whisper went into Gherado’s ear. ‘May we see these letters?’

Aldo bristled. ‘You would keep us standing out here in the snow while you—’

‘We are happy to share our authority with you,’ Saul said, stepping forwards. ‘But it would be a poor start to the report we must write if it should open with an account of us being made to wait in this cold while you inspect our documents.’

‘Is that how you wish the visitation to begin?’ Aldo asked, directing his anger at the whispering monk beyond Fra Gherado.

‘No, no, of course not,’ the ospedale leader replied. He shuffled backwards, bumping into the nervous monk. ‘Please, come in, come in. You must be chilled to the bone out there.’

‘Grazie,’ Saul replied, nodding to the others as he went inside. They parted for him, ushering Saul to the left. Gherado and the nervous monk followed, but the younger one remained, still glaring out. Aldo gave a wide smile as the driver passed behind him, leading the horses towards the stable.

‘Driver, when will you leave?’ Aldo asked, holding the proud monk’s gaze.

‘Need to feed and water my horses,’ the driver replied, ‘find blankets to keep the snow off them for the journey back. Two, three hours at most. If I wait any longer, we won’t be able to get back down the hill. Snow this thick, the track will disappear. We could roll right over the side and into a ravine before we even know we’re falling.’

‘Then Dr Orvieto and I will make certain we are ready to leave when you are,’ Aldo said. ‘Grazie for getting us here. That shall not go unappreciated.’

The driver grunted and continued on with the horses, still scratching at his beard. The man must have lice in it, or fleas. Aldo was grateful to have been in the back of the cart for the journey, and not alongside the driver.

‘Please, come in from the snow,’ the younger monk urged Aldo. ‘We wouldn’t wish you to catch your death of cold.’

‘Most kind,’ Aldo said, entering the ospedale. He shook the snow off his thin cloak, making sure some of it fell on the monk. ‘Forgive me for my trespasses, Fra …?’

‘Bernardo.’

‘A pleasure to meet you, Fra Bernardo.’

The monk nodded his agreement, but there was no warmth in those austere eyes.

Ospedale de’ Pazzi would crumble into dust if it wasn’t for Paolino Noce. He was the mortar between its bricks, the person who kept this place going. Lamberti might be head guard, but he knew the truth too. That was why he gave Noce the worst jobs, such as slopping out the male cells and dealing with those unable or unwilling to clean themselves.

It was envy, plain and simple.

Lamberti knew Noce would replace him one day and wanted to delay that for as long as possible. Noce did not blame him. It must be difficult to meet a much younger, better man. Lamberti was obviously afraid others would see Noce as the leader in waiting. The head guard hid his fear behind abuse and attempts at humiliation, but it did no good. He could not hold back Noce for long, just as the ospedale walls could not keep out the cold.

One day soon everyone would see this truth.

Noce was certain of it.

‘Turn around,’ he said, gazing at Ulivo’s face, not wanting to see what was dangling further down. Scrubbing merda off Ulivo was a frequent chore. He smeared it over himself every night, claiming the excrement kept away evil. His small stone cell stank of it.

‘Have you seen the spirito?’ Ulivo asked, his voice a rasp.

‘Be quiet,’ Noce replied, using a brush on the inmate’s chest. Ulivo often warned of a fantasma inside the ospedale which he called the spirito.

‘We hear it every night. It whispers to us.’

‘That’s wind blowing by the shutters.’

‘We know what we hear.’

Noce scrubbed harder to block out Ulivo, but without success.

‘Its soul is restless—’

‘Turn around,’ Noce said.

‘It wanders between these walls when night falls.’

‘I told you to turn.’ He grabbed Ulivo by the shoulders, forcing him to face away.

‘The spirito wants justice for what was done.’

Noce scoured the inmate’s back.

‘It will have that justice soon.’

‘Be quiet!’ Noce warned.

But Ulivo would not listen. He never did. ‘If you look into the spirito’s eyes, it will take your life. You understand, yes?’

Noce had heard enough. ‘Scrub the rest yourself,’ he said, marching to the cell door and banging at the heavy wood to be let out.

But Ulivo followed him. ‘Never look in the spirito’s eyes.’

‘Marzio! I’m ready!’

‘Look in its eyes and the spirito will kill you, Paolino.’

‘How do you know my first name? Only my mamma uses that.’

Ulivo smiled, revealing a mouthful of rotting teeth. ‘The spirito told me.’

Noce shook his head. Don’t listen. Ignore what was said. It was the only way not to end up locked in one of these narrow cells. He banged at the door again. ‘Marzio!’

‘The spirito told me all about you …’

Boots shuffled towards the cell and a bolt slide across. Noce pushed Ulivo back into the cell so the door could open inwards. ‘Be quiet, idiota.’

‘You coming or not?’ Marzio asked from the corridor.

Noce backed out of the cell, pulling the door shut behind him.

Marzio slid the bolt back across, securing the door. He stood half a head taller than Noce, with thick brown hair that hung down to his shoulders, a scruffy beard hiding much of his pock-marked face. He was an ugly bastardo who probably believed he would be Lamberti’s successor. Noce laughed at that sometimes. But not today.

‘What took you so long?’

Marzio was already stalking back to the guard room. ‘Lamberti was briefing me.’

‘About what?’ Noce called. Anything of importance, he should be told too.

‘We have visitors.’

‘Nobody visits here. Who are they?’

‘You’ll see soon enough.’

‘Marzio, did you or Lamberti tell the inmates my given name?’

The other guard grunted. ‘How should I know what Lamberti says to them?’

‘Well, somebody told Ulivo,’ Noce insisted. ‘Was it you?’

Marzio smirked. ‘Maybe I did.’

Noce bit back a curse. It was typical Marzio, stirring up trouble to amuse himself.

‘Lamberti wants you to check the Monsignor.’

Noce’s face fell. ‘Again?’ Of all the jobs in the ospedale, dealing with one particular inmate was the worst. Ulivo might be disgusting, but the Monsignor …

He was frightening.

Suor Angelica watched day workers Dino and Vanni hefting supplies inside. The brothers were brisk, piling sacks of provisions in a corner of the storeroom before rolling two barrels inside. The ospedale had a kitchen garden for herbs and fresh produce in summer, getting a good harvest of root vegetables most autumns. But winter deliveries from Florence were essential to supplement their stock of preserved goods and ingredients. As head nun, Angelica was responsible for the kitchen and laundry as well as the female inmates.

Quite how Fra Gherado and the other monks filled their days remained a mystery, one which chafed at some of the nuns – Suor Ortenza especially – but Angelica had made peace with her burdens. Better to be busy serving the Almighty than left idle to brood.

Snow was falling heavily as the brothers finished, the narrow path outside the storeroom disappearing beneath a layer of white that grew deeper and deeper. Beyond that was the cliff and then nothing except a steep drop. What possessed anyone to construct this building so close to the edge escaped Angelica’s understanding. Each year a little more of the hillside gave way, tumbling into the ravine below. One day it would take the western side of the ospedale – but hopefully not during her time.

‘Is that everything?’ she asked the brothers, shivering in the crisp, cold air blowing in through the storeroom entrance.

Dino nodded, shaking fat flakes of snow from his dark hair. ‘There’s still one barrel left on the cart, but the driver said it was going back to Florence with him.’

Angelica nodded. ‘You’d best gather the other villagers and go back down the hill soon, unless you want to spend the night here. This snow isn’t stopping.’

‘Are you sure? There is more we can do before leaving …’

‘No. Better get going while you can.’

‘Grazie,’ Dino said before leading his brother away.

A raised voice in the adjoining kitchen demanded Angelica’s attention: Suor Ortenza was unhappy – again. Rare was the day when she did not find something worthy of complaint. Angelica had come to the conclusion that her fellow sister in God was only satisfied when she was unhappy, as if there could be no rest or reconciliation until a state of perfect grace was attained. Alas, that seemed an unlikely hope, especially at La Macchia.

Angelica closed the external door, shutting out the snow and most of the cold, before going to the kitchen. That room was far warmer, the scent of a bean stew welcoming her. Less welcoming was Suor Ortenza standing atop a plain wooden chair, regaling all those present with her words. The nun was near Angelica in age but more solid of build, with a face which was perpetually disappointed. The chair creaked under Ortenza but held firm.

‘Wherever this man goes,’ Ortenza announced, ‘you can be sure upheaval will follow. He has a talent for uncovering what others keep hidden, and these revelations always carry a cost. My sister and I know that better than anyone. His coming here, to this ospedale …’ Ortenza shook her head. ‘We must prepare ourselves for dark days.’

The other women in the kitchen had stopped their tasks, listening intently or sharing worried looks. Most came up from the nearest village several days a week to assist at the ospedale. Also present was former inmate Olmo, a benign older woman who helped with the chores in return for her lodgings. By rights she should have left long ago, but Olmo was a mute with no famiglia and nowhere else to go. Beside her was Suor Cecilia, the youngest and newest nun.

Angelica beckoned to Cecilia as Ortenza continued speaking. ‘Who is this she’s talking about?’ Angelica asked. ‘I did not know any visitors were expected.’

‘Two men came up with the cart,’ Cecilia replied. ‘One of them is a Jew, but it’s the other that has Ortenza so agitata.’

Whatever problem Ortenza had with this man, it must wait. Angelica clapped her hands together to get everyone’s attention. ‘I have news,’ she announced. ‘Snow is falling heavily and seems likely to continue for hours. I’ve asked Dino and Vanni to guide you all safely back to your village. Finish whatever tasks you are doing, and prepare to leave.’

‘Yes, Suor Angelica,’ the day workers chorused.

Satisfied, she helped Ortenza down from the chair and ushered her to the cold stone hallway outside the kitchen. ‘I appreciate you wishing to share your wisdom with others, but perhaps it might be better to bring such concerns to me first?’

Ortenza seemed ready to object but stopped herself. ‘Forgive me, it was the shock of seeing that man again. Those were not good times for me, or my sister …’ She trailed off as Cecilia emerged from the kitchen, nodding to them before continuing on her way.

‘I understand,’ Angelica replied. The arrival of Ortenza and her sister at La Macchia had been preceded by rumours about why they had left Florence. Angelica ignored such things, letting the pair prove their worth by deeds and actions, rather than judging the sisters by the gossip of others. Despite a dour disposition, Ortenza had proved a valuable addition to the few nuns at the ospedale. ‘Tell me about this man.’

‘He works – or worked, when I met him – as an investigator for the Otto di Guardia e Balia in Florence.’

‘The criminal court?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why would such an investigator come to the ospedale?’ Angelica asked, though the question was more for herself than Ortenza. Nonetheless, the other nun replied.

‘I’ve no answer for that, but what I said in the kitchen is true. There was a killing at Santa Maria Magdalena. Aldo’s investigation led to the diocese closing our convent.’

‘A killing inside a convent is surely a matter for the Church, not the Otto?’

‘The diocese sent a visitation to investigate, yet Aldo made himself part of it.’ Ortenza grimaced. ‘No doubt you heard whispers about why my sister and I came here.’

‘I pay no attention to gossip,’ Angelica said, ‘as it is rarely true.’

‘In our case, the rumours were correct. My sister lashed out at a lay member of the visitation with a knife. She feared for her life, and the blade had been forced upon her by others, but still … I saw then how I had failed her, paying more attention to my ambition than my own sister. I resigned, and asked the diocese to find us a new home.’

‘And they sent you here, to an ospedale for incurabili.’ Angelica sighed. Little wonder Ortenza was so protective of her sister. The younger nun spent most of her days praying or painting, but she also sometimes helped in the kitchen and the laundry. ‘Do you truly believe this visitor is dangerous?’

‘Not intentionally,’ Ortenza replied. ‘But he brings out the darkness in others by revealing who they truly are. His arrival here makes me fearful of what he might find.’

It seemed fanciful to Angelica, yet she had never seen Ortenza afraid before. These concerns had to be taken seriously. ‘And what is this man called?’

‘Cesare Aldo.’

An intriguing name. What must the man be like who bore it …?

Aldo let Saul take the chair opposite the older monk in the latter’s ufficio. Better to remain standing; it gave the advantage of height. Fra Bernardo also stayed on his feet, positioning himself close behind the older monk. Wood-panelled walls made the ufficio warmer than the hallway outside, but their breath still fogged the air. How cold must this place be during the worst of winter?

It was Bernardo who spoke first, breaking the awkward silence. ‘You mentioned coming here on behalf of Duke Cosimo de’ Medici and the diocese.’

‘Yes,’ Aldo replied, refusing to volunteer anything further.

‘For what purpose?’

Saul opened his mouth to answer but Aldo spoke first. ‘Who is asking?’

The deputy frowned. ‘I’m sorry?’

‘Who is asking?’ Aldo repeated. ‘Who is in charge here?’

The older monk shook his head. ‘Please, you must forgive us. It is easy to forget the common courtesies when you receive visitors so infrequently. My name is Fra Gherado; I am abbot here at Ospedale de’ Pazzi. And this is my deputy, Fra Bernardo.’

‘An abbot and a deputy?’ Aldo smiled. ‘That’s unusual for such a small institution.’

‘Nonetheless, we are as you find us,’ Bernardo replied through gritted teeth. ‘The other monk you met at the entrance was Fra Egidio, our sacrist. He keeps our books and—’

‘We know what a sacrist does,’ Aldo said.

The deputy abbot bristled at being interrupted. Vain and quick to anger, it seemed. Aldo continued smiling, confident that would further irritate Bernardo.

‘The pleasure is ours,’ Saul said, nodding to the abbot.

‘Now you know our names, perhaps you could answer my question,’ Bernardo went on. ‘What is your purpose here?’

‘We are to inspect the ospedale,’ Aldo replied. ‘The city pays well to have incurabili kept here, and the duke wants to be certain Florence is getting value for its coin. We need to see the cells, the inmates, and all of your records since 1496.’

‘That’s impossible,’ the abbot protested. ‘This ospedale has only been caring for the incurabili for twenty-five years, and I doubt we have records for all of those. Before that it was an orphanage of sorts, a place where young women came to give birth.’

‘We know that,’ Saul said, ‘but the duke was quite specific.’

Aldo pulled letters from his satchel, placing them on the abbot’s table. The ducal seal was fixed firmly to the top document, unbroken red wax glistening in the candlelight. ‘Open it. You will see that his orders are not to be questioned.’ Aldo knew that was true because he had been present when Cosimo’s private segretario Campana wrote the letter of authority.

The abbot unsealed the letter and studied it, Bernardo reading over his shoulder. Gherado nodded as he reached the final page. ‘Everything is as you say.’

‘The second letter is from Monsignor Testardo, authorizing our visitation.’

The abbot read that too, Bernardo leaning closer to see what it said. Once the older monk was finished, he dropped the letter on his table. ‘Very well. You are welcome here.’

Aldo took the documents back, returning them to his satchel. ‘The sooner we begin our inspection, the better. Your delivery cart returns to Florence before dusk, and the weather is closing in. Dr Orvieto and I have no intention of staying here overnight.’

‘Then we must do what we can to ensure you leave as soon as possible,’ Bernardo said. His previous surliness was gone, replaced by a warm smile. ‘Do both of you intend to inspect the cells and inmates, or will one of you study our records while that is happening? It would help you complete your tasks quicker …’

‘I will be visiting the inmates,’ Saul said, rising from the chair. ‘Better for a physician to assess them, and determine whether their conditions are suitable.’

‘After a tour of the other facilities, I shall examine your records,’ Aldo added.

‘Very well,’ Bernardo agreed.

He gestured for them to leave the ufficio, but when Aldo opened the door, he found Egidio lurking beyond it. The sacrist did his best not to appear guilty, but was unconvincing. ‘O-Oh,’ Egidio spluttered. ‘I-I was just coming to see if I could offer you any assistance.’

‘Most kind,’ Aldo replied, feigning a smile of gratitude. Why had the sacrist listened in on their conversation? Was he overly curious or in the habit of eavesdropping on others?

‘You can help our visitors later,’ Bernardo said, ‘once they have seen all our facilities.’

Egidio nodded before scuttling away, his body odour still lingering in the air.

‘Please forgive his curiosity,’ Bernardo told Aldo and Saul. ‘We receive few visitors at Ospedale de’ Pazzi, and Fra Egidio always likes to know what is going on.’

‘Of course,’ Saul agreed. ‘It’s completely understandable.’ A born peacemaker, Saul was skilled at softening any agitazione between others. Aldo valued that quality in his friend, knowing it was something he lacked.

‘Shall we start with the upper level?’ Bernardo asked. His confrontational attitude had vanished, replaced by a manner so solicitous he was now friendlier than a rug merchant.

Aldo let himself be guided towards a nearby staircase. But he glimpsed the abbot as Bernardo closed the ufficio door behind him. The older monk had slumped forward, hands covering his face, shoulders shuddering a little. Was Fra Gherado weeping?

If so, something was very wrong inside Ospedale de’ Pazzi.




Chapter Three

[image: ]

Aldo followed Saul and Bernardo up a sturdy wooden staircase to the upper level of Ospedale de’ Pazzi. They emerged on to a generous landing, much warmer than the same area at the main entrance below. The walls were lined with wood while tallow lanterns set in sconces provided light. The dark-stained oak floor was smooth, unlike the lower level’s cold stone floor.

Bernardo smiled at Aldo and Saul. ‘This level provides the sleeping quarters for those who work and live here at the ospedale.’ He gestured to the western side. ‘The nuns all have private cells over there, along with a latrina, a storeroom for bedding, and a place set aside for those rare visitors who stay overnight.’ His gaze shifted to the opposite side. ‘My fellow monks and I have private cells in the east wing. Further back is the dormitory room shared by the younger guards when not on duty, and our head guard Lamberti has his own private cell beyond that.’

‘Shall we start there?’ Aldo strode past their host. Ignoring the monks’ cells, he marched towards the rear of the ospedale. Planks of wood had been nailed across the end of the hallway in a crude criss-cross pattern. Bernardo hurried after Aldo.

‘Don’t go too far,’ the deputy abbot called.

‘Why not?’ Saul asked, following them.

‘There was a landslide last winter, and the roof at the back of the ospedale collapsed beneath the weight,’ Bernardo replied. ‘The upper level is too unsafe for anyone to risk using that area. We had men from the village put up those boards to keep everybody out.’

Aldo stopped at the barricade, peering between gaps in the woodwork. Icy air blew through the spaces, and he could glimpse snow fluttering down inside. ‘Leave that exposed much longer and the floorboards will soon rot away. What is underneath there?’

‘Cells for male inmates,’ Bernardo said, ‘and the guard room.’

‘You should move the men below here to safer quarters,’ Saul said, ‘at least until the roof can be reinstated.’

The deputy abbot shook his head. ‘There is no coin for such repairs. The ospedale struggles to pay its guards.’ Bernardo straightened his back. ‘This institution would be forced to close but for those of us who work only for the glory of God.’

Aldo withdrew from the barricade, rubbing both hands up and down his arms to get some warmth back into them. ‘Show us the living quarters.’

The head guard’s room was closest to the rear of the ospedale, a plain cell with a single cot inside it. Next to this was the guard dormitory, three wooden cots against bare plaster walls, though only two had bedding. ‘We are a man short,’ Bernardo explained. The room stank of sweat and feet, forcing the visitors back into the hallway. After that Aldo and Saul saw the cells where Egidio and Pandolfo each slept.

Saul paused at a shelf in Pandolfo’s cell laden with texts. ‘You have an apothecary?’

Bernardo nodded. ‘In this we are most fortunate. He was trained by his papa to make remedies, but serving the Almighty was Fra Pandolfo’s true calling. He has been infirmarian and apothecary here for quite some years, I believe.’ The deputy abbot showed them his cell next, a room larger than Egidio’s or Pandolfo’s. While the other cells had been spare, almost empty, Bernardo had an ornate writing table and chair in one corner, two tapestries hung on the plaster walls, and a woven rug spread across the floor.

‘Have you been at the ospedale long?’ Aldo asked.

‘Since spring,’ Bernardo replied.

‘Was all this here when you arrived?’

The deputy abbot could not hide a scowl at being challenged. ‘No, I brought these few things with me when I came up the hill from Florence.’

Aldo exchanged a look of surprise with Saul, ensuring Bernardo witnessed it.

‘These are personal things,’ Bernardo insisted, ‘gifts and legacies from my famiglia.’

‘Of course,’ Saul said. ‘A few items from home are always welcome.’

‘It gets most cold here in winter.’

Aldo opened shutters to look out the opening behind them, peering past the bars. Snow was still falling outside; if anything, it seemed to be getting heavier. ‘Indeed.’

‘Let us continue,’ Bernardo said, stalking from his room.

Saul and Aldo followed him to the abbot’s cell, which occupied the front corner on the east side of the ospedale. It was slightly larger than Bernardo’s cell, with shutters set in both outer walls, but possessed none of his comforts. Gherado had a cot, a table and a plain wooden chair. A simple cross on the wall and a book were the only other objects. Aldo recognized the slim volume as a book of hours, the collection of prayers used to mark the canonical day.

‘And how long has the abbot lived here?’ Aldo asked.

‘At least twenty years,’ Bernardo replied. ‘Longer than anyone else, even Lamberti.’ He ushered them to the hallway, where a door opened onto a loggia overlooking the ospedale’s internal courtyard. The open ground in the centre of the building was thick with snow, but a well was visible in one corner of the courtyard. ‘We are fortunate to have a spring beneath the ospedale which provides us with fresh water. That may be why the building was originally constructed here.’ He pointed to the broken roof at the rear of the ospedale, collapsing against the solid stone hillside. ‘You can see why that area is closed off.’

From there Bernardo took them to the western side of the ospedale. It was similar to the east, but the nuns’ private cells had a startling difference from those of the monks. Each plaster wall was adorned with a beautiful fresco, scenes Aldo recalled from the Bible and each one quite unique. The faces of those depicted were filled with joy and wonder.

Each cell’s decoration was more striking than the last, until the effect was almost overpowering. Aldo had never seen such artistry, even in the piazze of the richest merchants, yet there was something familiar about the hand that had painted them. Saul seemed equally struck by these works of art. ‘Who painted these?’ Aldo whispered.

‘One of the nuns,’ Bernardo said. ‘She offered to do the same in our cells, but I told the abbot it would be wise for him to refuse that.’

‘You did? But … why?’ Saul asked.

‘Having a woman spending hour after hour in our cells, it would not be right.’

Aldo forced himself to turn away from the fresco, staring instead at Bernardo’s self-righteous face. The monk showed no appreciation for the beauty and artistry in front of him. Aldo could not understand how anyone could be unmoved by it yet Bernardo appeared disinterested, even bored. For the first time since arriving, Aldo pitied Bernardo.

‘Shall we return downstairs?’ the deputy abbot asked. ‘You still have much to see before leaving for Florence.’

Noce shoved home the bolt on the cell door to secure it, but the cloying aroma of incense still filled his nostrils and clung to his tunic. Every day a guard had to be with the Monsignor while he said Mass, lighting a small censer of incense beforehand and snuffing it out after. It kept the inmate calm, reassuring him that his holy mission was still being observed. Holy mission? Noce snorted. He knew more about holiness than the Monsignor.

Fra Bernardo once claimed that kneeling with an inmate while they prayed was an indulgence. Noce wasn’t sure what that meant so, when Lamberti and Marzio weren’t around, he had asked the monk to explain it. Bernardo said an indulgence was an act of kindness, a means of keeping someone happy, of soothing their fears and worries. Why not just say that, then? Why use big words nobody understood? Bernardo had smiled and strolled away humming, as if knowing things that others didn’t made him better. Pompous merda.

Still, keeping the Monsignor calm was better than what happened when he was left alone for too long with nobody to hear his prayers and his sermons. Noce had seen what the inmate could do if he was neglected for a day. All those wounds, all that blood …

Noce had no wish to witness that again.

Indulgences were better.

Fra Egidio scuttled away from the guard room as Noce stamped towards it. That was strange, none of the monks ever come near the rear of the ospedale, he thought, not down here. When Noce reached the guard room, Lamberti and Marzio were muttering to each other.

‘What did Egidio want?’ The head guard ignored Noce. ‘Marzio?’

The other guard scowled. ‘The ospedale has visitors. Two men, up from Florence. They’re here to inspect us, to see if we’re looking after the inmates properly.’

‘That’s good,’ Noce said. ‘They’ll see we are short a man
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